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Abstract

Sophokles’ Elektra has always been considered one of the poet’s most challenging and
difficult plays. Roughly speaking, two schools of thought have emerged from the mass of
critical literature devoted to its study: an affirmative approach which understands the
vengeance as just retribution and a darker or ironic approach which sees the play
designed to cast the deed and those who carry it out in a morally dubious light. This thesis
is an attempt to go beyond this division.

The key to the interpretation of this play is an understanding of the role of the dolos which
Apollo’s oracle prescribes to Orestes in advising diké; and of the way in which Elektra’s
lamentation as resistance combines the dikaion with the aischron. The seemingly
paradoxical union of the opposed elements of dolos and diké found in the oracle and
dramatically expressed in the messenger rhésis, and the aischron and the dikaion of
Elektra’s lamentation reflect the problematical nature of an act which although just is still
inherently aischron. The dolos, sanctioned by the oracle, shows the operation of divine
justice carried out by the agents of Apollo; while Elektra’s conduct, although aischron, is at
the same time an expression of aidds informed by the civic ethics of the polis. These two
themes, the dolos and the aischrom, represent the parallel movement of a divine and
human justice, the agents of which are finally reunited in the recognition scene. The
moral framework for the vengeance is established by these two themes; in the end, we are
brought to understand it as an act which for all its diké is still aischron.

This thesis is thus essentially an affirmative reading of the play made complete by
integrating the insights and results of the ironic reading. The aischron and dikaion and the
dolos and diké conspire to restore order and freedom to the family and polity. The
originality of Sophokles’ dramatisation of the Orestes legend lies in his ability to sustain
the dramatic tension between the dikaion and the aischron in the presentation of the
vengeance, a deed which itself reflects the difficulties of a justice which has to balance the
conflicting claims of polis and oikos and the conflicting loyalties of the individual which
stem from their obligations as family-members and citizens.
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Introduction

Sophokles’ Elektra deals with an old and familiar legend: the return and revenge of
Orestes. This was a story mentioned by Homer, treated by the lyric poets, and
forming the basis of a number of dramas by the fifth century tragedians.' Apart from
Homer, in all versions Orestes kills his mother and her lover, Aigisthos. By the fifth
century, the killing of Klytaimnestra by Orestes was an element so integral to the
story that it would be impossible for a poet to change or omit it. As Aristotle says,
Orestes always kills Klytaimnestra (1453b22-26). And so he does in Sophokles’ play.
However, in one respect, it represents a drastic departure from the ethos of the myth,
which has rendered it the most controversial and difficult play to interpret.’
Although Sophokles’ play can hardly be said to ignore the matricide, many critics

have thought that it does ignore its moral implications. Ewan describes the problem:

! Only small fragments remain of Steisochoros’ lengthy two book treatment of the Oresteia. Pindar
treats the myth in Pythian 11; Hesiod also mentions the story in his Caralogue of Women 13-30.

? For an overview of the various treatments of this legend, see Jebb 1907: ix-Ixvi; Kamerbeek 1974: 1-
8; Garvie 1986: ix-xxvi; March 1987: 99-170; Easterling 1989: 10-16; Gantz 1993: 676-686. See
McDonald 1994:103-126 for a comparison of Sophokles’ play and later operatic treatments. The
question whether Sophocles’ or Euripides’ Elektra was first is one which will not be addressed in this
thesis. For different views on the vexatious question of the dates of these two plays, see Jebb: lii-lviii;
Owen 1936: 145-157; Denniston 1939: xxxiii-xxxix; Whitman 1951: 51-55; Dale 1969: 227-229;
Kamerbeek 1974: 5-7; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 342-343.
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...in this version of the legend — and this version alone — there is no hint
that any further suffering lies in store for the matricides....Ruthless and
remorseless, [Elektra and Orestes] have, quite literally, got away with
murder —and they presumably lived happily ever after.’

In this respect, the existence of Aischylos’ Oresteia and Euripides’ Elektra have
accentuated the problematical nature of Sophokles’ tragedy: neither author
downplays the horror or criminality of the deed so that we are left with no doubt
how either poet wishes us to view the vengeance. Sophokles’ play, by contrast,

appears to maintain a disconcerting silence on the matricide.

0.1  The Legend in Poetry

From the sources, it would appear that Homer was the only one to avoid all mention
of the matricide.* Whether he was working from a different tradition or was aware of
the killing of Klytaimnestra but simply chose to ignore it, is uncertain, but clearly
matricide does not fit in with his portrayal of Orestes’ revenge as a heroic deed
worthy of everlasting glory.> The tale of Agamemnon’s homecoming and murder at
the hands of Aigisthos and the subsequent revenge of Orestes is not consistently
presented in the Odyssey, but is referred to intermittently, with the House of Atreus
operating as a contrasting parallel to Odysseus and his family.® It is first alluded to in

Zeus’ speech in the divine assembly which sets off the epic action (1.32-43) when

> Ewans 1984: 147.

* There is no explicit mention of how Klytaimnestra met her end. Instead we have the rather elusive
comment that after Orestes killed Aigisthos, he celebrated both their deaths: § ot 6 xteivag daivu
tddov Apyeiotowy uryepéc te oruyepiic xat dvaAxidog Aiyicforo (3.309-10).

> Garvie 1986: xii mentions three possibilities: that there is a single tradition and Homer suppresses
details immaterial to his purpose; that he actually invents details to suit his purpose; that they were
different versions of the legend available and Homer simply chooses to suit his purpose.

® The legend of Orestes is referred to a number of times in the Odyssey: 1.35-43, 298-302; 3.193-8, 251-2,
256-75, 303-10; 4.92, 514-547; 11.428-434, 452-3; 23.383; 24.97, 199-201.
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Aigisthos’ fate serves to illustrate Zeus’ theodicy: man is responsible for suffering
beyond his due and cannot blame the gods for it.” Aigisthos, who was warned by the
gods not to kill Agamemnon and marry Klytaimnestra, persisted in his “reckless
folly” and perished as a result. The story is referred to again when Athena, in the
guise of Mentes, holds up Orestes” deed as a model of heroic action and filial
devotion in an effort to stimulate Telemachos to take up his responsibilities to his
oikos: “Have you not heard of the glory (kleos) great Orestes won among all men
when he killed his father’s murderer...?”, Athena asks Telemachos. “Be bold, you
also, so that in generations to come, men may praise you” (1.298-302). Later
Telemachos hears the story from Nestor (3.193-198) and then again from Menelaos
(4.514-547).* Each time the story ends with the mention of the revenge of Orestes,
and each time it functions for Telemachos as a paradigm of heroic action and proper
behaviour befitting a son. Throughout the epic the act is presented in a morally
unambiguous fashion and its purpose is plain: just as Orestes avenged his father’s
murder and won glory and fame, so should Telemachos too assume his duty to his
father and oikos. Clearly, the mention of matricide would not be conducive to

Homer’s purpose in using the story, and this explains its omission.”

What Homer fails to mention for the sake of representing Orestes’ vengeance as

heroic deed is precisely what the tragedians use to probe the problematic nature of

7 For studies on how the legend of Orestes is treated by Homer, see D’Arms and Hulley 1946: 207-213;
Gould 1983: 32-45; Alden 1987: 129-137.

® It is also related by the ghost of Agamemnon to Odysseus during his trip to the Underworld in Book
11 (423-434 and 451-453) but here the revenge of Orestes is not mentioned for the obvious reason that
Agamemnon does not know the outcome of the story.

® When we consider the function of the Oresteia story as a mythological parallel, his silence is not
surprising, for the matricide is an issue completely irrelevant for Odysseus and his family. Mentioning
it would destroy the parallels he wishes to draw between members of the two families, as Telemachos
can hardly win fame as Orestes did by killing his mother, Penelope. More to the point, matricide is
not a heroic deed, worthy of klevs.
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revenge justice. Recognising that the tragic essence of the story lies in the matricide,
the dramatists make it the central issue. In the Oresteia, Aischylos focuses on the
conflicting rights of competing claims to justice with the matricide presented as a
necessary link in the chain of events which leads to the establishment of a public
form of justice based upon rational law. As necessary and justified as it is, Aischylos
does not shy away from showing the horror and the criminal nature of the matricide.
Despite the convergence of divine command, filial obligation, and his own wish to
reclaim his patrimony, Orestes still hesitates when the moment comes. Urged on by
the reminder of Apollo’s words, Orestes brings himself to kill his mother, but he is
fully aware that the justice which he extracts is at the same time a crime: “You killed
whom you should not”, he tells his mother, “now suffer what you should not” (930).
The Furies’ pursuit of Orestes brings home the full horror of the crime and it

requires a divinely instituted law court to acquit him of the stain of matricide.

Euripides takes a radically different approach to the legend with his portrayal of the
matricide as an act of brutal violence. We see the barbaric nature of the whole affair
through the psychologically devastating effect it has upon the offspring. Not only
does Euripides question the morality of the human protagonists who would commit
such a deed, but that of a god who would give such an order. “[Klytaimnestra’s}
punishment is just - but you did not work in justice”, the Discouri tell Orestes; “as
for Apollo...he is wise but he gave you unwise bidding” (1244-1246). For one poet,
the problematic nature of the vengeance gives rise to the formation of a new type of
justice: the public justice of the polis; for the other, the vengeance seems only to
suggest its moral impossibility; both poets require divinities to absolve Orestes and
neither is indifferent to the morally repellent nature of the matricide nor are their

characters unaware of the criminality of their action.
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In Sophokles Elektra, however, no divinity appears on stage to effect a resolution,
the explicit condemnation appears to be absent, and the avengers themselves show a
disconcerting lack of awareness of the criminal nature of the deed. Instead Orestes
speaks vaguely of winning glory by killing his enemies; mother and daughter hurl
charges of shameful behaviour at one another; everyone claims to be acting in
accordance with justice and no one mentions the matricide. The failure of Sophokles
to bring about a clear resolution as Aischylos does, or condemn the deed outright, as
Euripides does, is largely the cause of the controversy surrounding the play. Scholars
have yet to come to an agreement over how precisely we are to understand the poet’s
attitude towards the matricide and the nature of the justice it represents, if indeed it

does represent justice.

0.2  Scholarship and Sophokles’ Elektra

Sophokles’ Elektra is almost universally admired for its flawless dramatic structure
and its exquisite technique, but its intense emotionalism and ambiguous ending
often leave readers puzzled and disturbed. ® Grene reflects the sometimes ambivalent
response of critics to this play when he writes that “Electra is perhaps the best-
constructed and most unpleasant play that Sophocles wrote.”"! It has generated such
disparate responses and widely divergent interpretations that it has acquired the

dubious status of a “problem play”.? Commentators cannot even agree on the

* Whitman 1951: 152 called the play the “great enigma”; Kamerbeek 1974: viii admitted a certain
distaste for the play in his commentary. More recently Zak 1995: 208 in his book on Sophokles
confesses to being “baffled” by it.

' Grene 1957: 124.

 Schein 1982: 69-80 entitles his article on the play “A Sophodiean Problem Play”.
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overall mood of the play: while one finds the pervading tone relentlessly sombre and
dark, another thinks it cheerfully bright and optimistic. Woodard may claim that
Elektra offers “critics fewer toeholds™" than any other Sophoclean play, but judging
from the range of interpretations it has generated, it would seem that it offers too

many interpretative toeholds.

One persistent problem has continually dogged scholarship, reflected in the main
interpretative approaches to this play: Sophokles’ presentation of the vengeance.
Some have placed the poet beside Homer in glorifying it as a heroic deed deserving
of everlasting fame; some have adopted a more Aeschylean perspective in
concentrating on the justice of the deed; and some have placed him alongside
Euripides in condemning it as an act of wanton violence by morally bankrupt killers.
Others have attempted to side-step the whole issue of the matricide, either by
identifying themes which transcend this question or by arguing that the true focus of
the play is not the killing of Klytaimnestra, but the character of Elektra. A simple,
although crude division, however, can be made between two large interpretative
camps: one with an “optimistic” or “affirmative” reading which sees vengeance as
unproblematical, and another with a “pessimistic” or “dark” reading which
emphasizes the more disturbing aspects of the play. This is admittedly a very rough
distinction which cannot do justice to the subtlety and complexity of many
interpretations, but it provides a first orientation and a tentative guide to a diverse
body of expository writing, without implying, as Kells’ categories do, that all

scholarship on this play has defined itself solely in relationship to the matricide.*

> Woodard 1964: 163.

" Kells 1973: 2-5 divides scholarship into three main groups which he designates the amoral, the
justificatory, and the ironic. I have chosen the wider categories of “optimistic” and “pessimistic”
which leave us free to make more refined distinctions within each group.
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Those who offer an affirmative reading of this tragedy typically see the vengeance as
a clear-cut case of just retribution but do so with different arguments.’® Earlier
scholars, such as Jebb, saw the drama as a return to the story as it appears in the
Odyssey.' Sophokles is unconcerned with the deeper moral or ethical issues raised by
the demand for revenge and thus retreats into an earlier and more archaic view
which emphasizes the heroic nature of the affair. The play thus dramatises Orestes’
successful homecoming and revenge without Furies, moralising judgements or any
other elements which might undermine the heroic character of the act. The stain of
matricide is glossed over by making the death of Aigisthos the climax of the dramatic

action. Others, while not explicitly adopting a Homeric framework, agree that

> Those with an affirmative reading include: Owen 1927: 51-52; Webster 1936; Bowra 1944 212-260;
Whitman 1951: 149-171; Adams, 1957: 59-59-80; Linforth 1963: 89-126; Woodard 1964: 163-205 and
1965: 195-233; Alexanderson 1966: 79-98; Waldock 1966: 169-195; Musurillo 1967: 94: 108; Stevens
1978: 11-20; Szelzak 1981: 1-21; Gardiner 1986:139-175; March 1987: 99-170 and 1996: 65-81;
Burnett 1998: 119-141. These critics all argue, albeit with different emphases, that Sophokles justifies
the deed. Some of these are specific responses to the ironic reading of the play (Alexanderson, Stevens,
and Szelzak). Alexanderson’s treatment is a response to Johansen 1964: 3-32; while he admits that
Elektra is not a “stainless™ heroine, he argues that her behaviour is justified. Stevens also attacks the
ironic interpretation on a number of points but adds nothing really new to the debate. Szelzak in his
attack on the ironic reading of the play makes a number of good points about Sophoclean irony. For
him, Orestes and Elektra are following conventional Greek morality in “helping friends/harming
enemies”. Of the more recent treatments, Gardiner in her study of the Sophoclean Chorus is critical
of the psychological reading of the play, in particular, of Elektra’s character. For her, Sophokles is
concerned to show, contrary to conventional belief, that a female could take part in such an act and
not be a monster. According to this view, Elektra remains in the end innocent of any wrongdoing, for
tragic circumstances have forced her to such a position. This theme, Gardiner argues, is evident in
Sophokles’ other plays which all show crimes committed under “reasonable, humanly understandable
circumstances, such as ignorance, desperation, or even moral conviction.” March who examines the
treatment of the myth in literature and, more recently, focuses on the Chorus in the play, offers for
the most part a restatement of the usual justificatory position. Burnett in her recent study on revenge
argues that the death of Klytaimnestra is presented exclusively as the deed of Apollo. For her, the
association of the deed with the god as well as the reunion scene function to diminish the impact of
the matricide. The play ends in success and the spectator is made to feel that order and piety are
restored.

' Jebb 1907: xl-xlii. Denniston 1939: xxiv-xxv also sees the moral issue of the matricide ignored:
“Sophocles chose to treat his theme objectively, Homerically, archaically, deliberately shelving the
moral issue, content with giving his audience a stirring play, lit up by the strength and tenderness of
his heroine’s character.” Whitman 1951: 149-174 argues that the tragic focus of the play is not the
matricide, which is assumed to be just and thus incidental, but the central character of Elektra.
Whitman sees a vindication of her through the concentration on her heroic endurance and moral
integrity.
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Sophokles is uninterested in the moral and ethical issues raised by the act. Thus
while it can hardly be said that he ignores the matricide, it is thought that he
downplays it as much as possible. Waldock, for instance, argues that throughout the
tragedy Sophokles engages in the “art of dramatic suppression” so that the effects of
the matricide are “neutralised.”” Not only are we not horrified by the killing of
Klytaimnestra, but we fully sympathise with the killers. Of course, without any
conflict in the play, moral or otherwise, Waldock is forced to conclude that Elektra is
“not a great tragedy...not even (in a deep way) a tragedy.”" There are many who
would dispute such a conclusion, but some have seen the ‘amoral’ approach as the
solution to the drama’s apparent indifference to the matricide. Sophokles simply
chooses other aspects of the story to focus on and his silence should serve as a

warning against our desire to read the play in these moral terms."

Few have been convinced by interpretations which minimize or eliminate the ethical
problems of the vengeance as the readings of Jebb and Waldock do. The ‘Homeric’
reading of the play not only fails to account for the central role of Elektra, a figure
not even mentioned in Homer, but as Jebb himself admitted, for an audience who
was familiar with the Oresteia, it would appear to have failed to reach a “true
conclusion.”® Moreover, the instant that Apollo is introduced into the tragedy, the

problem of matricide becomes almost impossible to ignore. Jebb was unable to offer

7 waldock 1966: 186 and 178.

* Waldock 1966: 195. For him, the play is best summed up by the often quoted paraphrase of Schlegel
that Elektra is a combination of “matricide and happy spirits” (p. 174 n. 1).

*” Musurillo 1967: 94-108 is another who thinks that the moral issues are obscured and diminished by
the focus on Elektra. The main conflict for him is the antagonism between mother and daughter. For
him, the play shows the “destruction of Clytaimestra and the growth and glorification of Electra” (p.
95). Others have also argued that the matricide falls outside the central focus of the play, some in an
affirmative reading (Whitman and Woodard); others in a dark reading (Segal and Johansen).

2 Jebb 1907: xli.
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anything other than the suggestion that Sophokles simply ignores Aischylos’s version
in favour of Homer’s, a solution which even he seemed to find unconvincing.
Sophokles has always been recognised as the most Homeric of the poets, and while
his plays often recall specific themes and motifs from the epics, they tend to treat
them in a far more complex and differentiated fashion than Jebb’s approach
suggests. For by his reading, the vengeance poses no more problems than the killing
of an enemy on the battlefield. Orestes may speak about the deed in the manner of
the Homeric hero, but he does so in a context which implies something disturbingly
inappropriate with this perception. Waldock’s ‘amoral’ approach is equally
unsatisfying. He may not go as far as Jebb in suggesting that Sophokles ignores the
Oresteia, but his refusal to see any conflict, moral or otherwise, as we have seen,
deprives the play of its tragic nature. Neither the explicit ‘Homerising’ approach of
Jebb nor the ‘matricide and good cheer’ approach of Waldock have ever been widely

endorsed and are nowadays approaches largely abandoned.

Much more influential has been the approach which argues that Sophokles, far from
ignoring the moral problem of the vengeance, presents it as fully justified by the
villainy of the tyrants. Bowra, one of the champions of this view, pointed out that
Sophokles could hardly disregard the Oresteia or the matricide, as both had by this
time become too closely associated with the legend. Bowra mounted his case for

“justifiable homicide™ primarily along historical lines. Sophokles is said to follow the

* There have been other attempts to connect Sophokles’ tragedy, not with the specific Orestes’ story
in the Odyssey but more generally with certain themes, motifs, or Homeric heroes. Woodard 1964
170-174 for instance, suggests that the model for Orestes and Elektra is Odysseus; Davidson 1989: 45-
72 on the other hand argues that the source of the figure of Elektra is Homer's Achilles and Penelope;
he finds the model for Orestes in Telemachos and Odysseus. Davidson emphasizes similarities in plot
and dramatic action between the Odyssey and Sophokles’ Elektra, pointing to their similar situations.
Ultimately Davidson sees the revenge pattern of the Odyssey and Homer'’s portrayal of honour and
deceit as the direct antecedent to Elektra.
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beliefs of his time in seeing the vengeance demanded by the murdered man and
justified by the conduct of Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos, who have contravened
almost every law there is. In this way, the poet “builds up the religious, moral, and
legal case for the matricide. The gods approve and human justice demands it.”2
Although Bowra has not been followed on every point, many have endorsed the
overall tenor of his argument.” Generally, it is argued that Orestes has a duty and
obligation to his father to avenge his death, and the oracle gives his cause divine
sanction. Klytaimnestra, on the other hand, is portrayed as an adulteress as well as
murdereress, and a primp auritmp to boot. Against her criminality stands the Chorus
of kind and sympathetic women, and Elektra, a model of heroic endurance and
forbearance, faithful to the memory of her dead father and loyal to the cause of
Orestes. While a few do concede that Elektra’s grief appears excessive and her
conduct to some extent objectionable, they argue that it is justified by the
circumstances. Any lingering doubt about the wickedness of Klytaimnestra is
dispelled by the portrayal of her reaction to her son’s death. She makes a token
gesture in the direction of motherhood, but her overwhelming emotion is one of joy
and relief. Elektra’s despair on the other hand attests to the depth of her grief while
her decision to undertake the killing of Aigisthos reveals her heroic character and
determination. Matricide is never mentioned and any reference to killing is left in
the vaguest of terms or refers solely to Aigisthos. There is no dramatic confrontation
between mother and son which might draw attention to the moral problem of kin-
killing. Instead, Klytaimnestra is swiftly dispatched inside the palace and all the
attention in the final part of the play falls upon Aigisthos, who throughout has been

2 Bowra 1944: 229.
B See note 15 above.
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cast in the role of a tyrant. The reversal in the order of the killings downplays the
matricide, making the appearance of the Furies unnecessary. Aigisthos is led off
inside, and the Chorus ends the play on the optimistic note that Agamemnon’s
offspring have won their freedom and at last the chain of violence haunting this
house has come to an end. The criminals have been punished; justice has been
restored, and nothing suggests coming retribution or anything other than a bright

and prosperous future for the siblings.

The justificatory approach has over the years attracted a considerable number of
supporters and is perhaps the closest the play has come to having a conventional
reading. The exegetic strategy usually adopted by these critics is to focus on the
criminality of Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos in order to justify the actions of Orestes
and Elektra. This is an effective strategy as far as it goes, supported by the fact that
Klytaimnestra is one of Sophokles’ most unsympathetic and repulsive creations, far
more wicked than either her Aeschylean or Euripidean counterparts. In stripping her
of the modicum of legitimacy that Aischylos granted his Klytaimnestra and
according her none of the sympathetic qualities of Euripides’, Sophokles gives us
little reason to think that her death is anything but justified. Aigisthos, on the other
hand, despite Kells’ bizarre assertion that he is a rather “decent” chap after all, is
never shown as anything but a villainous tyrant. In this respect, Bowra and others
are surely right to argue that Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos are portrayed as criminals

and that justice demands their punishment.

While this approach satisfies our sense of justice with respect to the killings of

Klytaimnestra and Aigisthios, it is rather less co nvincing in its treatment of the two

A Kells 1973: 227,
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siblings who carry out the killings. This has always been one of the weakest aspect of
any affirmative reading. There is a tendency amongst the optimists to ignore the
extent to which Sophokles draws attention to parallels in the conduct of the tyrants
and that of Elektra and Orestes. Both mother and son are willing to employ dolos in
an effort to achieve their aims, and both see the death of the other as a personal gain.
Equally significant is Elektra’s own admissions of shameful behaviour to both the
Chorus and her mother, an important feature often ignored or downplayed by the
optimists. Yet the personal nature of the quarrel between mother and daughter with
the mutual accusations of shamelessness suggests a certain parallel betwen the two
women and raises the issue of a shared physis. The ‘messenger’ speech itself rarely
receives more than a passing tribute from these critics who prefer to concentrate on
the effect it has on Elektra. Given that the speech is a lie, their response is hardly
surprising, yet to gloss over eighty-four lines of poetry is unsatisfactory and lessens
the validity of their readings.” As a number of commentators have observed, the use
of deceit and trickery is behaviour not so very different from that of the tyrants; that
the pursuit of justice in this play has its start in guile is enough for some to cast the
whole enterprise in a dubious light. The final scene between Aigisthos and Orestes
seems specifically designed to awaken us to the disturbing nature of the killing, when
Orestes insists that it must take place inside the palace. All these elements seem to
militate against the view that this is a clear-cut case of just retribution. In ending the
play in violence, Sophokles seems to stop short of fully endorsing the deed and more
than one critic has, with some justification, thought that he is drawing attention to
the questionable nature of the enterprise to a greater degree than he is justifying it.

While this approach has its adherents, its prominence has been on the decline for a

* Winnington-Ingram 1980: 236.
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number of years, and only few critics currently hold a view which sees the vengeance

as unproblematical.

Over the last several decades, there has been a gradual shift in scholarship towards
seeing the play as a much more critical treatment of the vengeance-killing than was
previously acknowledged. If any approach could be said to dominate current
scholarship, it would be, in most general terms, one which emphasises the darker
aspects of the vengeance.” Scholars who adopt this approach see the tragedy as being
designed to raise questions and doubts about either the justice of the vengeance
and/or the moral character of its agents. Generally they adopt an ironic reading of
the play, but two clear positions are discernible here: the vengeance is just but
shameful or harmful in some fashion; the vengeance is both unjust and harmful. The
extreme position that the play express.es a clear disapproval of the matricide was first
argued by Sheppard in the 1920’s and later resumed by Kells. Wanting to rescue
Sophokles from the charge of moral obtuseness which he saw implicit in the amoral
or Homeric reading, Sheppard argued that, by reading between the lines and
recognizing the irony of the play, we can detect the poet’s condemnation of the

deed.”® His main argument revolved around the oracle of Apollo and more

% An exception is Burnett 1998: 119-141.

7 Those who have a dark or ironic reading of the play include: Sheppard 1918: 80-83; 1927: 2-9 and
163-5; Johansen 1964: 3-32; Segal 1966: 473-545 and 1981: 249-291; Minadeo 1967: 114-42 and 1994;
Gellie 1972: 106-130; Kells 1973; Kamerbeek 1974; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 217-247; Schein 1982:
69-80; Seale 1982: 56-83; Seaford 1985: 315-323; Blundell 1989: 149-183; Kitzinger 1991: 298-327;
Cairns 1991: 19-30 and 1993: 241-249; Hartigan 1996: 82-100; Rehm 1996: 49-59; Ringer 1996: 93-
106.

** Sheppard 1918: 80-83, 1927a: 2-9 and 1927b: 163-65 was responding in part to critics such as
Schlegel who saw in the play a “heavenly serenity” and Jebb’s who saw the matricide “simply laudable
and therefore final”. Sheppard 1927a: 2-3 is rightly critical of the Homeric reading, pointing out that
“in the Odyssey there is no oracle and therefore no religious problem: no Electra, and therefore no
tragedy of Electra: no matricide, and therefore nothing relevant to our enquiry.” He is also critical of
Kaibel’s view (a position more or less followed by Whitman) that the play marked the “triumph of
Electra’s loyalty to God’s just will.” This for Sheppard is tantamount to making Sophokles guilty of
Murray’s accusation of “moral bluntness® (Murray 1956: 239). Yet to assume irony when it is not
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specifically Orestes’ question of how best to avenge his father’s death. Sheppard
claimed that the oracle alone cast more than a shadow of doubt on Orestes and the
act. He asked the wrong question of Apollo, who, in response, offers not sanction but
words of encouragement, only to bring on his destruction all the more swiftly.
Sheppard pointed to other places in the play, which he thought also cast the deed in
a dubious light, most notably the ending where Aigisthos is led off to be killed inside
the palace. His argument was not widely endorsed in his time but Kells took it up in
his 1973 edition of the play.” Expanding upon Sheppard’s brief articles, he argues
that, by means of ironic innuendo, Sophokles subtlely reveals the heinous nature of
the crime, and thus condemns the matricide as much as Euripides does. Orestes is
seen as devoid of any morals and willing to employ any means of deception for gain
and profit; while Elektra, although a much more sympathetic character, emerges as
psychologically damaged by years of hatred and suffering. The messenger’s rhésis has
an enormous effect in the ethopoiia of the play: it reveals Klytaimnestra as
sympathetic and heart-broken mother; and has Elektra, overwhelmed by grief, move
gradually toward madness, feverishly imagining herself as a tyrant-slayer first and
then, in her delirium, seeing her dead father rise from the grave. In the end, she
succumbs to her vengefulness becoming a fury that drives Orestes on to the killing of
their mother. In an act of cold-blooded murder, he brutally slays his grief-stricken
mother. Kell’s interpretation turns the whole play into “a continuous exercise in
dramatic irony” so that Orestes and Elektra rather than Aigisthos and Klytaimnestra

are condemned in the end as the villains of the piece.®

explicit is always a risky exegetical practice; reading between the lines, as Sheppard has done, makes it
even riskier.

* Kells 1973: 1-12.

¥ Kells 1973: 11.
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Although criticised in detail, Sheppard’s overall approach has been enormously
influential.* Thus, while many have distanced themselves from the more eccentric
aspects of his interpretation, they have been attracted by the ironic approach in
general. It offered a way to account for the more disturbing elements of the play,
which, for many, were simply too prevalent to be ignored or explained away as the
justifiers did. Thus, they adopt a less extreme version of Sheppard’s and Kell’s
reading and concede the justice of the vengeance but argue that it is a grim or
destructive form of justice, carried out in a dubious fashion, and driven by
questionable motives. This more moderate ironic approach is the impetus behind
many current readings, which despite their diversity in perspectives, reach
remarkably similar conclusions. Blundell, for instance, reads the play in terms of the
ethical code of ‘helping friends and harming enemies’, in order to explore the moral
questions raised by character and conduct of the offspring. Both mother and
daughter are guilty of using the same contradictory arguments, possessing similar
personal motives, and in the end, one is as bad as the other. Orestes, on the other
hand, engages in behaviour that is as reprehensible as that of his mother and his
morally questionable use of dolos is, for Blundell, just “another of those self-
perpetuating evils that are only made ‘right’ in some sense by the talio.” The

matricide may be justified by the law of talio, but it is a “grim and problematic form

3! Many commentators, regardless of their interpretation, have strongly disagreed with Sheppard’s
and Kells’ interpretation of the oracle. For criticisms, see Bowra 1944: 215-218; Johansen 1964: 9;
Segal 1966: 475; Gellie 1972: 107; Erbse 1978: 284-300; Stevens 1978: 111-120; Horsley 1980: 20-21;
Hester 1981: 15-25.

* Blundell 1989: 174. Orestes’ behaviour in this play has often been judged in a highly critical light.
He has been accused of everything from unheroic behaviour to sophistry to a cold-blooded amorality.
For critical remarks regarding Orestes, see Kirkwood 1958:142; Segal 1966: 510-511 and 1981: 253;
Kells 1973: 6-12; Horsley 1980: 21; Seale 1980: 57; Schein 1982: 72-79; Ewan 1984 :147 Grote 1988:
209-221; Blundell 1989: 173. See also note 69 below.



introduction / 16

of justice.”* Cairns, studying the play from the perspective of aidds, detects a similar
pattern in the mutual recriminations between mother and daughter which reflect the
continuing cycle of violent retribution haunting the House of Atreus. He, like
Blundell, sees an emphasis on the shared physis between mother and daughter: they
accuse one another of lacking aidds; both are preoccupied with their personal
honour; and in the end the character and conduct of Elektra is exposed as the image
of her mother’s.* Thus, unlike Kells, who redeems Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos,
Blundell and Cairns willingly concede the reprehensible conduct of mother and lover
and concentrate on exposing the ways in which Orestes and Elektra are guilty of the
same behaviour as that of those they kill. For them, the irony of the play is that
Orestes and Elektra are in the end reduced to the moral level of the tyrants. The

vengeance may be just, but it morally destroys its agents in the process.

Others seeing the vengeance as less central to the play have concentrated either on
illuminating themes that transcend the dramatic action or on the central figure of
Elektra. Segal, for instance, sees the play shifting between the polarities of appearance
and reality; life and death; love and hate® While the polarization is seemingly
resolved in the end, it comes at a certain cost, for “something has been lost in the

strain of deaths and rebirths to which the main characters have been subjected.”

* Blundell 1989: 183; North 1966 in her study on sophrosyné sees in Elektra’s rejection of sdphrosyné
behaviour which makes her like her mother; Seaford 1985: 315-323 in his analysis of the ritual action
of the play sees Elektra’s use of ritual as perverted as that of Klytaimnestra. Others who have drawn
attention to similarities between Elektra and her mother include Johansen 1964: 17; Segal 1966: 525-
526; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 246.

* Cairns 1993: 241-249.

* Others have similarly seen the play in terms of a shift between positive and negative action, reality
and illusion, truth and lies, life and death and so on. Woodard 1964: 163-205 and 1965: 195-233
suggests that Elektra and Orestes represent a division between logos and ergon, male and female, the
passivity of thought and feeling as opposed to the activity of deeds and facts. For Woodard, however,
there is reconciliation between the these two previously opposed elements. Most, however, take a view
similar to Segal as does Hartigan 1993: 83-200.

% Segal 1966: 482.
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For Segal, the play shows the destruction of a character once capable of love.
Johansen, on the other hand, approaches the tragedy in terms of a conflict between
t0 dixaiov and 16 aioyov. For him, the true tragic element in the play is not the
matricide, but Elektra’s sense of her own degradation that results from years of
suffering and hatred. She does what is right, but suffers the consequences in the
damage to her personality or soul; justice has its price and the cost for Elektra is the
loss of her personality.” For him in the end, “als letzte Folge des géttlichen
Auftrages, sehen wir nur einen unsicher gewordenen Jungen, und eine innerlich
gebrochene Frau.”* Schein reads the play in a somewhat similar fashion seeing the
tragedy as a mixture of heroic greatness and brutality of action.” We may feel that
the cause is just but are appalled at the “savagery” of Elektra and the “obnoxious”
values of Orestes.” Like Johansen, Schein sees the success of the venture coming at

the cost of Elektra’s “identity.™* For all these critics, the tragedy of the play resides in

"7 johansen 1964: 31 writes: “aber Elektra opfert ihre Persdnlichkeit.” For criticisms of his argument,
see Alexanderson 1966: 79-98 who explains Elektra’s moral degradation (Johansen’s focus) as shame
at her undignified behaviour and conduct generally unsuited to a woman, especially one of Elektra’s
elevated status. Unlike Johansen, Alexanderson sees no moral breakdown; the vengeance Orestes
exacts is unproblematic and if Sophokles had a problem with their actions, he kept it to himself. See
also McDevitt 1983: 3-4 who criticises the “achievement-cost disparity” of Johansen’s reading. The
Sophoclean heroine, McDevitt argues, does not usually sacrifice her moral standards in order to yield
to external demands, but rather the reverse. She refuses to give into to external demands for an
internal moral principle.

* Johansen 1964: 32. Kamerbeek 1974 in his commentary endorse the reading of Johansen.

* Schein 1982: 69-80 acknowledges his debt to the reading of Johansen and Segal.

10 Schein 1982: 79.

“'More recently, there have been attempts to treat the play more in terms of ‘theatricality’ or even
‘metatheatre’. Kitzinger 1991: 298-327 approaches it as a “theatrical script...that takes into account the
way meaning is created on stage™; yet, she still sees a serious moral purpose. For her the play ends in
darkness and obscurity with the questions raised by human action left unanswered. Batchelder 1995
on the other hand reads it as a self-referential drama, which refers to itself not just as Sophoclean
drama but to the theatre itself, and more particularly, the “State Theater of Athens.” She argues that
the seal of Orestes represents not only a visible sign of his authority as head of the state, but his
control of the whale drama. The play concludes by showing the rival dramatists, Aigisthos and
Orestes, competing for dramatic and poetic control. Ringer 1996: 93-100 also attempts a
metatheatrical reading of Elektra. For him, the empty urn is the central metaphor of the play. Its
emptiness is reflected in the characters’ actions and words and culminates in the emptiness of
Elektra’s status as a tragic hero. For Ringer, the play “seems to question the survival of tragic drama
and maybe even the culture which had fostered it.” See note 307 below.
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the moral or psychological destruction of the central character; however just the
vengeance may be, it has come at a great expense. Ultimately the success of the
venture is tainted, the vengeance pervaded by doubt and uncertainty, and the play

ends on a dark and grim note.

To their credit, those who adopt a dark reading of the play have brought much
needed attention to elem;nts often glossed over by those who take an affirmative
approach. Deception, for one, is a theme too prevalent to be simply ignored or
explained away as acceptable behaviour given the circumstances; for another,
Orestes’ concern for glory and Elektra’s admissions of shame highlight the more
dubious aspects of their rationale and conduct. Moreover, Elektra’s behaviour
during the matricide and the exchange between Aigisthos and Orestes suggest that
this is not quite the praiseworthy and unambiguously just deed that the affirmative
readings often claim it is. At no point does the matricide or the killing of Aigisthos
ever seem to be portrayed in an unambiguous fashion; both Elektra’s words raicov,
el oBéveig, Surhijv (1415) and Aigisthos’ refusal to g0 quietly (1493-1503) seem
designed precisely to suggest something remains disturbing about the whole

enterprise. Neither sibling seems to escape unscathed or untarnished by the affair.

These ironic readings, however, are fraught with problems. Ironic interpretation is a
delicate and risky exegetical tool which one should use with circumspection and
restraint; otherwise it passes, as it does in Sheppard’s and especially Kell’s extremist
versions of the ironic reading of Elektra, into what Fraenkel has aptly called “the

magic wand of irony”# it discovers irony behind every bush and under every stone

2 Fraenkel 1950: 791. More detailed criticisms of the reading of Kells and Sheppard will be found
below within in the context of my argument.
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and has us read ironic undertones and sinister foreboding into lines which are at
most ambiguous, often bidding us ignore the obvious meaning of a passage in favour
of hidden innuendoes so subtle that they would escape the notice of the audience;
this, of course, would defeat the purpose: irony to be effective requires that the
audience grasp it. The more moderate ironic approach avoids some of the pitfalls
associated with the extremes of unqualified justification or complete condemnation.
In this respect, it recognises a moral complexity in the play often absent in the
affirmative reading, without relying on the “magic wand of irony” as Kells and
Sheppard do; yet they too have their problems. The position of Blundell and Cairns
is far more defensible than Kell’s is, for instance, in that they accept the villainy of
the tyrants and the necessity for vengeance. Yet in focusing fixedly on the
reprehensible aspects of the conduct of Orestes and Elektra, they are often guilty of
the same error as those they argue against: overemphasizing certain aspects of the
play to the exclusion of others. In concentrating on exposing the similarities between
mother and offspring, they ignore the way in which Sophokles distinguishes Elektra
and Orestes from Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos. Johansen and Segal on the other
hand come closest to striking a balance between justification and condemnation with
their focus on contrary elements such as life and death, love and hate, or in
Johansen’s case, the dikaion and the aischon. With the shift in emphasis from the
matricide to the destruction of the central character, however, the balance is lost, and
the scale comes down solidly on the dark side of death, hate, and the aischron;
ultimately we are left with a justice undermined by uncertainty and doubt.
Moreover, the reading which sees the tragic element of the play in terms of the
psychological, moral or spiritual destruction of a figure once capable of love relies

heavily upon interpreting two or three lines in the text in certain ways, lines which
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are at best ambiguous. Too often those who see the disintegration of the central
character support their views by reference to modern ideas of morality which are
foreign to the Greeks. That Elektra is a figure who has suffered some sort of
permanent damage to her personality or soul through her suffering is an
interpretation which is informed by modern psychology, but there is little in the play
to suggest that we are meant to see her in this way.® All ironic approaches, however,
suffer from one common problem: the alleged grim irony by which Elektra and
Orestes are reduced to the level of their enemies remains unresolved in that both are
left unaware of it. This would be a highly uncharacteristic use of irony by Sophokles
whose heroes all come to recognise in the end the tragic irony that informed their

self-destructive actions.* Orestes and Elektra do not; and it seems unlikely that the

t

* Many speak about Elektra in this fashion: Johansen 1964: 32 calls her “eine innerlich gebrochene
Frau™; Segal 1966: 543 wonders whether Elektra has “suffered a maiming - an inner
disfigurement...”; Kamerbeek 1974: 20 speaks of the “harm to her soul”; Horsley 1980: 27 speaks of
the “ruin of her personality”; Schein 1982: 71 sees her “twisted by years of pure, unrelenting hatred”;
Scodel 1984: 86 calls her a “damaged personality™; Kells 1973 is the most extreme in this regard seeing
Elektra as moving towards “madness”. For critical response to such views, see Stevens 1978: 119 who
points out that “there is some danger of being influenced by the Christian (and Platonic) notion that
prolonged hatred ending in revenge poisons and corrupts the mind of the hater, whereas it seems that
in fifth-century Athens hatred for an enemy was more openly avowed and retaliation with interest
regarded as natural and satisfying.” Alexanderson 1966: 98 also warns against giving in “to the
temptation of viewing the drama in the light of our own ideas about a deed as horrible as matricide
and of forcibly remodelling the play in order to make it fit with more modern ideas of psychology,
morals and justice.” Hester 1981: 24 also speaks of the Christian ethos whose code is certainly far
from helping one’s friends and harming one’s enemies. “To a Christian”, Hester writes, “the revenge
ethos is unacceptable; doubly so when it involves matricide. But why should Sophokles be expected to
follow the Christian ethos?” For Hestor, to register Elektra’s moral degradation is to ascribe to
Sophokles a “moral sensitivity” modern rather than ancient.

“ This type of irony, sometimes called “tragic” or “dramatic” irony, is described by Kirkwood 1958:
249 as “the exploitation by the playwright of situations, natural or artificial, in which one or more
characters are unaware of the true state of things; the exploitation may, but need not, involve the use
of language with double meaning.” The point that other critics have brought out is that this tragic
irony is always resolved in Sophoklean drama. For other studies on irony in Sophokles or more
generally in Greek tragedy, see Johnson 1928: 209-14; Rosenmeyer 1977: 31-44; Markantonatos 1977:
79-84, 1979: 59-72, 1980: 367-373; Hester 1995: 14-44. In an article often overlooked, Szezlak 1981: -
21 identifies some of the problems associated with an ironic reading of this play. With reference to
other plays such as Ajax, and OT, Szezlak points out that theses characters always recognise in the end
the tragic irony in their fate. Hester 1981: 18 as well observes that in Sophoclean tragedy “in every case
the spectators are in the know...in every case the further course of the play reveals the truth to the
deluded person without any possible ambiguity.” See also the sensible remarks of Stinton 1986: 67-99
and March 1987: 104 n. 116 regarding the tendencies of some scholars to overwork the irony. Stevens



introduction /21

audience is expected to see the situation in a such a diametrically opposed way to the
characters without some strong suggestion to this effect in the text. In the end, the
ironic reading leaves us with the sense that something has gone dreadfully awry in
the whole enterprise. We may want Orestes and Elektra to succeed and we may
recognise the justice of their cause, but we are urged to be repelled by their
arguments and the brutality of their attitudes and actions. Even Euripides, with his
clear condemnation of the deed, puts the ultimate blame for the matricide on Apollo
in the end. The ironic readings do not allow any such resolution for Sophokles’
version. Not only do they bid us accept that Elektra and Orestes are morally
bankrupt, but also that the reasons by which they justify their actions have no ethical
ground.

Yet the concluding anapaests of the Chorus centering on the key-word eleutheria tell
against such a bleak and despressing account of the outcome of Sophokles’ Elektra. It
reminds us of the continuum that exists in Greek thought between the ethical and
the political, most manifest in the last paragraph of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics
(1181b12-23) which provides the transition to the Politics. This is what almost all
interpretations of the Elektra, whether they are of the affirmative or the darkly ironic
persuasion, have in common: they all agree that the basic insitution around which
this play revolves is the oikos. That the polis has only a “shadowy existence” as Segal
puts it, is an assumption widely held by many critics who see the blood-ties and
family loyalties of the oikos as the primary focal point.* Knox argues this most

forcefully, claiming that the characters in this play speak and behave as if the polis

1978: 112 makes the important observation that irony “never contradicts the natural impression of
the play as a whole.”

“Segal 1981: 251.
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does not exist. This has never been a controversial point and is perhaps the one
aspect of the Elektra which has not engendered any debate. There is much in the play
to warrant such an assumption, in particular, the shift in focus from Orestes to
Elektra. Given her dominant stage presence, the intense focus on the conflict
between the female members of this family, it is not surprising that many critics have
seen the play exclusively in terms of blood-ties and family loyalties. Moreover,
Elektra seems to spend much of the play engaged in the ritual of mourning, often
considered a “passive” activity belonging primarily to the domestic sphere of the
female. Her intense filial devotion to her father which is balanced by an equally
intense hatred of her mother only seems to intensify the domestic nature of the play.
Thirdly, the type of justice represented in this play seems to be the principle of
retaliation, the lex talionis, or blood vengeance most often associated with the oikos.”
That there seems to be no attempt to provide a solution to the problem of revenge
justice as Aischylos did in the Oresteia in terms of civic institutions only confirms for
many critics that Sophokles for whatever reason wished to ignore the political aspect

of the action.*

The very point on which all interpretations more or less agree, that the dramatic

action focuses solely on the domestic sphere to the exclusion of the polis, is precisely

* Knox 1983 1-27 is the strongest proponent of this view (see n. 55 below). Others who hold a similar
view: Woodard 1964: 166-67 and Winnington-Ingram 1980; Bouvierie 1990: 261. This is a view which
is less argued than tacitly assumed. Despite the plethora of interpretations this play has generated, a
sustained treatment in terms of the civic ethics of the polis is still absent. The article of Juffras 1991:
99-108 is an welcome exception in this regard but its focus is limited to Elektra’s ‘vision of glory’.

7 Blundell 1989: 149-183; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 222. Blundell certainly recognises political
elements in the action but sees the ties of blood as the most signficant element.

“ Knox 1983: 37 has offered two possible reasons for the exclusion of any political element:
Sophokles’ desire to write a play that was obviously different from Aischylos’ Choephoroi or that he
wished to concentrate on the “hatreds of the family”. Neither suggestion is all that compelling, for the
shift in focus from Orestes to Elektra is in itself enough to distinguish his treatment from that of
Aischylos while his second ignores the fact that this is a royal oikos whose members rule the polis; their
destructive vengeful acts would naturally impinge upon the polis.



introduction /23

their limitation and source of weakness. This thesis attempts to show that, with the
overcoming of this limitation, their insights and truths can be brought into a
balanced synthesis which will illuminate this most difficult play of Sophokles. As we
shall see, throughout the play, there are unmistakable signs that we are to understand
the action in more broadly political terms. It is, however, the more subtle but
pervasive sense of polis ‘consciousness’ evident in the ethical language of Elektra on
which this thesis concentrates. The virtues of eusebeia and sophrosyné but also the
concept of eleutheria and what it is to be séphron are all important for understanding
Elektra’s conduct. Yet these are all bound up in the broader concept of aidds, and it is
only by recognising the relationship between aidés and the ethical codes of behaviour
which accompany membership in an oikos and the larger community of the polis that
we can understand the nature of Elektra’s moral dilemma and reasons for her
continued lamentation. One of the questions which this play asks is whether the

exercise of justice may be at times at odds with other codes of conduct.

Grasping the nature of diké then is crucial for understanding the play as a whole.
One of the chief difficulties for critics, as we have seen, has centred precisely on this
problem: how we are to judge the type of justice represented by the vengeance.
Generally, most critics have seen it in terms of the lex talionis, the ‘eye for an eye’
justice in which crime is repaid by the imposition of the original act, or as in this
case, blood for blood. Yet before we can understand the nature of diké we must
realise the significance of its association with dolos. Those who have paid any
attention to the theme of dolos tend to interpret it as either as a means to highlight
similarities in the character and conduct of those who use it or to draw attention to
the sophistry and moral relativism of Orestes and the paidagdgos. In either case, the
morally questionable use of dolos is thought to call into doubt the legitimacy of the
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justice exacted by its use. There is some validity to the suggestion that the use of
deception is discreditable and dolos is associated with the actions of Klytaimnestra as
it is with those of Orestes. But it also is sanctioned and aligned with diké by the
oracle of Apollo; and without recognising the nature of this alliance, our grasp of
diké remains incomplete. This makes the messenger rhésis much more important
than previously acknowledged, for it is the dramatic actualisation of the dolos
sanctioned by Apollo, and as we shall see it is intimately related to the operation of
diké in this play. Finally and most important is the connection between the oracle
and the reunion of the siblings, as this is where Orestes is faced with the decision
whether to follow the oracular command or not. In other words we have to approach
the theme of dolos in the broader context of the whole play to understand its
association with diké. This, together with the ethical arguments of Elektra, will allow
us to recognise the significance of Elektra’s behaviour during the matricide and
Orestes’ handling of the vengeance at the end of the play. As we shall see, the tension
between dolos and diké in the oracle and the messenger rhésis and that between the
dikaion and the aischron in Elektra’s conduct are sustained throughout the play: in
some circumstances diké will of necessity include an aischron act. The Elektra is a

study of the tragic potential of that necessity.



Prologos: Orestes and Elektra 1

1.1 Preliminary Remarks

The play opens with the arrival of Orestes, his paidagdgos, and Pylades at Mykenai.
The paidagdgos describes the scene before them, Argos, the city from which Orestes
has been exiled since the death of his father. He bids the young man take counsel,
and from Orestes we hear of his consultation of the oracle and its response to carry
out his vengeance alone, using stealth and deception. They rehearse the plan to have
the paidagégos appear at the palace with the story of Orestes’ death in a chariot race.
The young men will appear later disguised as Phocians bearing the urn containing
the ashes of Orestes. They are about to retire to make the proper libations over
Agamemnon’s grave when they are interrupted by a cry from inside the palace.
Urged on by the paidagdgos to obey Apollo’s commands, the men depart for the
tomb, and Elektra appears alone on stage lamenting the death of her father. This
Bpilvog aro oxnyviig gives us a glimpse of life inside the palace since the death of

Agamemnon and the grim circumstances of Elektra.
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One of the most striking features of this prologos is its diptych like structure. Divided
between the two siblings, it seems to contain two separate introductions to the play:
one which introduces us to Orestes and the situation at hand, giving us an overview
of how the dramatic action will unfold (1-85); and a second part which introduces us
to the suffering of Elektra (86-120). Many commentators take this structure as the
poet’s way of drawing attention to the radically different circumstances and
character of brother and sister. The one appears in the bright light of day with the
help and support of his tutor and trusty companion. Exuding confidence and full of
plans, he is often described as the active, rational, and practical-minded sibling who
has been trained for this day.® Elektra, on the other hand, appears on stage alone,
and her lamentation seems to introduce us to a world dominated by the dark
emotions of grief and anger. Her life, bound by the walls of the oikos, is said to
represent the interior, passive, emotional realm of a female who lives for revenge.
There is something to be said for the obvious contrariety between them, but we
should be careful not to let these differences pass into the rigid dichotomies of
active/passive, male/female, rational/emotional, exterior/interior. Given the
dominance of Elektra in the subsequent action, such a perspective would distort our
view of her role and we would be left with a drama revolving almost exclusively
around the blood-ties of the oikos and the emotional suffering of the protagonist.
Elektra’s lamentation is neither a sign of passivity as some assume nor can it be

understood solely with reference to the oikos. Orestes, on the other hand, despite all

“ Bowra 1944: 246-247; Whitman 1951: 154~155; Woodard 1964: 164-168; Kells 1973: 86-87; Segal
1981: 250; Seale 1982: 59; Burnett 1998: 121.

% Burton 1980: 189 points out that this is the only extant play of Sophokles which introduces the
central figure with a monody before the entrance of the Chorus, See Kamerbeek 1974: 31 on the
division of prologos between Elektra and Orestes.
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the hope and confidence he is thought to exude, is not free from doubt and his

hesitation serves as important preparation for later developments.

If we approach the prologos in terms of its primary function of exposing the plot
rather than as a means to contrast brother with sister, we see how tightly integrated it
is with the subsequent action. The speech of the paidagdgos, as we shall see, grounds
the action of the play in the polis and thus sets forth the basis for Elektra’s
arguments, which will be based largely upon its ethical framework. Orestes’ speech
on the other hand introduces the main theme of the play, the restoration of order,
accomplished by a diké that has explicit associations with dolos. His initial reticence
over the use of deception as well as his momentary hesitation at his sister’s voice
serve to prepare two crucial turning points in the later dramatic action: the
messenger speech which brings the theme of dolos into effect and the reunion
between brother and sister, in which the dolos is revealed to Elektra. Orestes’
appearance in the prologos thus looks ahead to the second half of the play when the
dolos comes into operation. Elektra’s monody serves as an introduction to the first
half of the play and operates as a kind of bridge between the prologos and the parodos.
We hear of the grimness of life within this oikos, but our first glimpse of Elektra
shows her outside the palace, engaged in public display of mourning which protests
the crimes of the rulers. At the same time, her appearance reinforces the sense that
there is something inappropriate about Orestes’ plan of action, for we see how
utterly dependent she is upon his return and thus we gain some sense of how
devastated she will be at the news of his death. Elektra is fully aware of her need for
Orestes; what Orestes does not yet realize is how dependent he is upon her for his act
to be carried out with justice. Sophokles, by juxtaposing the appearance of both
siblings in the prologos, signals their interdependence and looks ahead to their
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reunion. For all their apparent disparity and differing circumstances, they are united
by a common cause and ultimately one is as dependent upon the other for the

restoration of order in oikos and polis.

1.2 The Paidagdgos and Orestes

Commentators of the more traditional reading of the play as the successful
restoration of order typically take this beginning at face value: the paidagdgos and
Orestes have returned to avenge Agamemnon’s death.* Neither expresses any doubt
or hesitation, but there is little reason for them to do so, as Orestes is duty-bound to
restore his oikos and the oracle of Apollo has sanctioned his cause; the justice and
legitimacy of the vengeance is taken for grant. For these critics, there is nothing in
the opening of the play to suggest the slightest hint of conflict, moral or otherwise.
On the other side are those with a “dark” or “pessimistic” reading of the play and for
them, these very elements are evidence of the problematical nature of the revenge-
plan. The single-mindedness of the paidagdgos is a sign of his sinister and corrupt
nature; Orestes’ lack of scruples signals his ‘moral bankruptcy’ and the oracle’s

association with dolos points to the dubious nature of their enterprise.

Neither side, however, has ever explained why Apollo specifically enjoins the use of

dolos.® The association of dolos with diké in the oracle reflects a close connection

3! See note 15 above.

%2 See note 27 above.

% For views of Apollo in the play, see Case 1902: 195-200; Horsley 1980: 18-29 and Hester 1981: 15-
25 and Minadeo 1994. Generally the discussion of Apollo’s role is restricted to his oracle at the
beginning, but see both Horsley and Minadeo for arguments which attribute a greater role to Apollo
in this play. Horsley suggests that Orestes and the paidagdgos are ‘conscious agents’ of Apollo, while
the victims of the dolos are not only Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos but Elektra as well, The first two
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between the two that suggests we cannot understand the nature of justice in this play
without understanding its connection with deception and the reason why the god
commends its use. The other element of significance is Orestes’ hesitation, often
downplayed by the “optimists” but important for understanding his perception of
his endeavour at this point. Twice, Orestes displays doubt: once regarding the use of
dolos and again when he hears his sister’s voice. The first draws attention to a conflict
between the heroic nature of the deed and the unheroic means by which it is to be
carried out, deception; it looks ahead to the messenger speech and the response of
Klytaimnestra to the dolos. The second intimates what Orestes’ real conflict will be:
between his duty to adhere to Apollo’s instructions for the vengeance and the claim
of blood-ties, foreshadowing the choice he will face later between maintaining the
dolos as a strategy of vengeance or giving in to the urging of philia. The first suggests
disturbing parallels with the behaviour of his mother, and the second points to what
eventually will provide Orestes with the insight necessary to carry out his deed with
justice: the grief of Elektra. At this stage, Orestes does not fully understand the nature
of his undertaking, shown by his perception of it as a heroic deed worthy of kleos and

timé.

then are physically destroyed, Elektra psychologically destroyed by Apollo. For Horsely, the dolos
theme is an attack, albeit a muted one, upon Apollo. Minadeo studies the play in terms of the themes
of dolos, the antithesis of love and hate, and logos and ergon. Elektra, in representing the passionate
and irrational force of emotion in opposition to the dispassionate reason of Apollo is his “absolute
antithesis”. The dolos mediates between the logos of Apollo and the ergon of the vengeance. The play
then moves from logos to ergom; from divine to human; from reason to the emotions of love and
hatred.
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1.2.1  The paidagégos

The opening verses of any tragedy are generally important for setting the scene and
tenor of the play. In Waldock’s words, “they perform the all-important office of
stationing us, of giving us a certain angle of vision.”™ [n Elektra, the opening verses
are delivered by the paidagdgos (1-22) and his speech orients us in the direction of the
polis with his detailed description of its defining features: the agora of Lycean Apollo
(6-7), the famous temple of Hera (8) and finally the ruling palace of Mykenai itself
(9). This identification of what Knox rightly remarks are the most salient
characteristics of the polis of Argos serves to introduce Orestes to his city and give
him a kind of lesson in its political structure.ss Although Knox recognises the heavy
political note on which the play begins, he sees the play entirely in terms of blood-
ties and family loyalties. That the tragedy focuses on the institution of the oikos and
ignores the political aspect of Orestes’ return has never been a highly controversial
point and is one more often assumed than argued. Knox, however, overstates his
case when he claims that the characters speak and behave as if the polis did not exist.
As much as Elektra seems to exist for the oikos of Agamemnon, her actions and
arguments will be shown to be deeply informed by a polis ‘consciousness’. The firm
embedding of the action in the topography of the polis, as evident from its
prominence in the opening speech, will turn out to be programmatic for the play as a
whole, as the polis will provide the frame for the moral arguments of Elektra, which

* Waldock 1966: 170.

* Knox 1983: 1-27 in support of his claim points to the prevalence of familial terms such as xamnip,
wimp, adeidn, xasiyviytog, Sopog, Sdua, and oixog and the almost complete absence of reference to
x0ALg or RoALTNG (he cites 982, 1413 and zoAindeg at 1227 but misses the occurence of ROALG at 642).
Certainly, blood-ties have a significant role in this play, but, as will be shown, Knox ignores the
political significance of Elektra’s lamentation and how much it is informed by the ethical framework
of the polis rather than the oikos. There has in recent years being a greater recognition of the political
elements of this play on the part of a few critics, most notably, Juffras 1991: 99-108.



orestes and elektra /31

will be based upon polis-ethics, manifest, for instance, in her alliance with the
Chorus, who represent the citizenry opposed to the tyrants. Most important, it lays
the foundation for the justice in the play which will be informed by communal ethics

rather than the blood-based ties of the oikos.

Conspicuous though the polis is in the opening speech of the paidagdgos, there is a
suggestion of a heroic backdrop to the action as well. In the first line of the tragedy
the paidagdgos addresses his charge as @& 100 otpatnyricavtoc év Tpoiq moté
"Ayapgpvovog rai (1-2). The hyperbaton places the emphasis on otpatymocavtoc,
which in late fifth century Athens has strong political overtones. A stratégos occupies
a position of the highest civic and military authority in the polis; the word, however,
appears here not in the context of the fifth century polis, but in that of the heroic
world of the Trojan War: Orestes is identified through his relationship to the leader
of the expedition against Troy. As subtle as this allusion is, it acquires a greater
significance when we see that Orestes conceives of his deed as a heroic feat worthy of
honour and glory. Moreover, the paidagdgos’ allusion to a heroic backdrop looks
ahead to his deceptive messenger speech in which he will present the ‘death’ of
Orestes in terms strongly reminiscent of the Homeric hero, and again there will be
an extended reference to Agamemnon’s heroic expedition to Troy.* The marked
presence of the polis together with the perceptible reference to the Trojan War serves
to create a certain tension between two differing ethical codes: the heroic values of

the Homeric warrior and the more communally oriented view of the fifth century

% Haslam 1974: 166-174 rejects the opening line based on its association with Euripides’ Phoenissae 1-
2 and the “wretchedly feeble” nature of the verse. Haslam may find this line “insipid” and “dull” but it
is closely integrated with the action of the play. See Lioyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 2 who defend these
lines against Haslam’s unconvincing arguments.
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polis, something which will have some significance in how we are to understand the

nature of Orestes’ undertaking.

The figure of the paidagdgos, apparently an innovation on Sophokles’ part, has
caused some speculation about his role in the vengeance” Uneasy as to the old
tutor’s unswerving devotion to the task at hand and his ready willingness to use
deception, some suppose that we are to see him as an immoral sophist who has
exerted an unhealthy influence on his young charge* Certainly, there is a single-
mindedness to the paidagdgos, but this need not serve the sinister purpose some
think that they have detected. When we take in account his status in the oikos of
Agamemnon, his lack of qualms is evidence more of loyalty to his master than a sign
of evil-mindedness or a ruthlessness.” Historically, a paidagdgos is a slave, generally
appointed by the child’s kurios, and in his absence, as Golden points out, he is
considered “an instantiation of his interest and an extension of his authority.™ His
duty is to his master and his oikos; but because of the nature of a tutor’s task, there is
also a deep emotional attachment to the oikos.*! In this play, the paidagdgos’ duty and
loyalty are to Agamemnon and with the latter’s death he takes the role of father for
the siblings and teacher to Orestes. Thus throughout the play, he is described in
terms that suggest loyalty and faithfulness to the oikos: Elektra says that he was the
only man faithful to her father (1351-52); she calls him the uévog swtip S6pmv

> A paidagdgos appears also in Euripides’ Elektra, and while there is no consensus in the dating of the
two plays, such considerations do not affect the argument.

% As Sheppard 1927a: 4 does when he claims that “the youth’s affections have been all his life
exploited for the purpose of vengeance.” Kells 1973: 11 taking his cue from Sheppard calls him the
“spirit of vengeance incarnate”.

% See Horsley 1980: 20-21 and n. 14 for criticism of this view of the paidagdgos.

 Golden 1990: 62.

¢! Hall 1997: 115, citing Synodinou 1977: 62, refers to the loyalty slaves such as nurses and paidagdgoi

have to their households as a “vertical allegiance”, that is, they are loyal to their masters rather to
members of their own class.
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(1354) and addresses him as father (1361). Orestes addresses him as ¢iAtar’ avdpdv
rpoonoAwy (23) and calls him €66A6¢ (24). To Elektra he appears as a father figure,
and for Orestes he has the dual role of father/teacher. The paidagdgos himself alludes
to the important role he played in Orestes’ life when he reminds him of how he
rescued and raised him: fiveyxa xa€éomoa xateBpeyaunyv (13).2 The choice of the
verb éxtpédw, which means “to rear up from childhood” is usually applied to the
biological parent of the child and its use here draws attention to the parental aspect
of his role.”* The paidagdgos carries out his obligation to Agamemnon by educating

his son in his duty to restore the oikos to its legitimate heir.

With the introduction of the paidagégos into the drama, Sophokles has a figure
whose status suggests unquestioning obedience. As a slave, he should naturally be
expected to carry out his duty to the oikos of Agamemnon as well as be obedient to
the words of the oracle. Moreover, as a slave, he has no blood-ties to Klytaimnestra
and thus is free to see her simply as the killer of Agamemnon. Not only would it be
surprising for him to express doubts about this mission, but it would be a dereliction

of his duty to do so. Yet for all the supposed control the paidagdgos is thought to

5 Orestes’ age at this time has sparked a modest debate with some arguing that he was little more than
a ‘babe in arms’ and while others (Jebb 1907: 9 n. 13f.), following traditional chronology, argue that
he must have been older than ten(Orestes born before Agamemnon went off to Troy). Aigisthos was
killed in the eighth year of his reign (Od. 3.303 ff.) making Orestes now about nineteen or twenty.
Others, however, suggest that Orestes was little more than a small child, citing the use of the verb
iiveyxa. So argues the scholiast and Adams 1957: 63, and Kitto 1958: 5. Such things are difficuit to
decide with any certainty, for poets seem free to dispense with such technical considerations as
chronology. However, Sophokles seems unconcerned with suggesting anything more than the fact
that Orestes is now a young man. Such considerations only become important when one wishes to
construct an argument whose cogency is dependent upon such factors as age, e.g. Grote 1988: 210-221
who argues at length that Orestes was a ‘babe in arms’. He wishes to emphasize the strong element of
sophistic education in the paidagégos’ raising of Orestes and thus for Grote, the longer Orestes was
under his control, the greater his detrimental influence.

% éxtpédn and tpodn have the same root. The prefix here may emphasize the length of time, that is
“to raise up from childhood” while the use of the middle voice suggests the interest of the tpo¢dc, ie.
the paidagdgos.
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exert over his ward, and despite his final exhortation to him (i évtade' éuév iv'
OUKET OKVELV KaLpOg, AAL' Epymv dxpun 21-22), Orestes will hesitate. The absence of
any conflict on the part of the paidagdgos then draws attention to Orestes and his
hesitation, for he is neither as single-minded nor as free from doubt as his tutor is.
Moreover, that he is the one to urge Orestes to the task at hand, thus preventing the
meeting between the two siblings, associates him with Apollo, something which

gains a certain significance when we recognise the importance of the use of dolos.

1.2.2  Orestes and the oracle of Apollo

The oracle has long been a matter of some controversy and scholars have read
everything into it from divine sanction to explicit condemnation of the revenge.®
Those who understand the tragedy as presenting the matricide as necessary and
justified tend to argue that the oracle provides Orestes with divine sanction for his
actions. For those who espouse an ironic reading, the oracle provides one of the
play’s more explicit condemnations of the matricide. Sheppard was the first to adopt

this approach, arguing that Orestes asked the wrong question. Instead of asking,

* There is at different times in the play a strong suggestion of a connection between him and Apollo
so much so that he has been called the “agent of Apollo” or “incarnation of Apollo” (see note 223
below). The role of the paidagdgos is rather ambiguous in this regard: while his unquestioning
obedience may be explained by his status, he also seems to recognise how important the use of dolos
is. Regardless of whether we see him simply as the faithful servant of Agamemnon or an agent of
Apollo, the paidagdgos prevents the meeting of brother and sister before the dolos comes into
operation.

% Owen 1927: 52; Bowra 1944: 217; Adams 1957: 59-60; Gellie 1972: 107 see a clear endorsement of
the deed. Case 1902: 197 sees the justification of Apollo’s oracle as “tacitly assumed.” Alexanderson
1966: 80-81 thinks the oracle unproblematical. See Shepperd 1927 passim and Kells 1973: n. 35fFon its
ambiguous nature. Segal 1981: 280 thinks the oracle is left vague and that there is no explicit sanction
of the deed. Erbse 1978: 293 suggests that Sophokles is not as concerned with justifying Apollo as
portraying the spiritual greatness of Elektra. See Horsely 1980: 18-29 for brief summary of the various
interpretations of Apolio’s oracle.
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“should I be avenged”, he asked, “how should I be avenged.”® His mistake was to
assume the justice of the vengeance; hence, the reply of the oracle only urges him
headlong down the path of destruction. This reading of Sheppard, enthusiastically
embraced by Kells, has rightly come under fire in recent years and few, if any,
currently endorse it. As Hester, amongst others, points out, a son not only has a right
to avenge the death of his father and reclaim his patrimony, but a duty and
obligation to do s0.”” In none of the treatments of this legend is the duty itself ever
questioned; indeed in the Odyssey, Orestes is held up as a heroic model worthy of
imitation. There is no consultation of the oracle, but there is little need, for the
justice of the vengeance is presumed and its heroic nature emphasized. Needless to
say, Homer must also avoid all mention of the matricide. It is with the tragedians
that this element becomes such an important issue. The obligation to avenge his
father is not at stake, however, but only the conflict that arises from it; to a large
extent it is the oracle that brings this issue into sharp relief. In the Oresteia, Aischylos
overcomes the problem by having the matricide explicitly commanded by a god and
then acquitting Orestes for his involvement in a court of law established by Athena.
In other words, there is both divine command and divine acquittal. Euripides has
Apollo order the matricide, but then condemns the god for doing so. Sophokles’
treatment is different again, but for Sheppard and Kells to assume that Orestes

should question his duty is to expect from him a moral sensitivity that radically alters

% Sheppard 1927a: 4 and Kells 1973: 1-12 who resurects it. The approach of Kells and Sheppard is not
one widely endorsed even by thase who do have an ironic interpretation. See note 31 above as well as
Hester 1981: 19 n.15 for an extensive list of references.

*’ Hester 1981: 23 states that the duty and not just the right to vengeance was part of the Athenian law
code. See Plato’s Laws 9.872-3, which, as Hestor notes, prescribes death for the killing of a kinsman as

well as civic stoning and the casting out of the body unburied. See Bowra 1944: 218-222 on this point
as well and the references he cites there.
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the ethical framework of the play. That Orestes asks ‘how’ rather than “if is simply a

reflection of his awareness of his obligation to his father.

There are, however, other aspects of the oracle apart from Orestes’ specific question
which should rightly be examined. First, the recommendation to use dolos in itself
raises questions; what kind of justice endorses trickery and lies? Loath to see even a
muted criticism of Apollo by the poet here, many take it as Sophokles’ subtle way of
casting Orestes’ character and his vengeance in a dubious light. Equally
problematical is Orestes’ own endorsement of verbal deception (56) if it brings profit
(61). Some, struck by the apparent sophistic character of these words, accuse him of
unheroic behaviour, moral relativism, even immorality.” Many who are troubled by
his acceptance of dolos are equally bothered by what they perceive to be his cold,
military-like manner; consequently, he has been called a blank, a symbol, flat, and
une machine a tuer.™ In their view Orestes’ behaviour at the beginning of the play is
not so different from that of those he has returned to kill. Some of these
characterisations of Orestes are clearly off the mark, but critics are right to focus on

the use of dolos. In the other treatments of this myth Apollo orders the killing and

* Hester 1981: 22 makes the point that if Sophokles wished to raise questions about the morality of
the act, he could have reverted to the Homeric version that has Orestes undertake the act without
consulting the god. The absence of Apollo would be (especially in light of Aischylos’ treatment) a
striking omission and suggestive of an act done in the absence of any divine support. Hester is critical
of Sheppard’s thesis and refutes it by examining the three oracles from Herodotos which Sheppard
cites as his support. Hester shows that these are all irrelevant to the play and the most that we can
conclude from them is that it is best not to consult oracles at all. As he remarks, “If Sheppard’s general
assumptions are right, it is hard to tell why Sophokles brings in the oracle at all, harder to tell why he
lets the word “just” appear in what is (as far as the audience knows) the authentic text of the oracle.”

% These charges made against Orestes often spring from an inappropriate comparison with other
Sophodean dramas in which dolos plays a large role such as the Philoctetes. However, in that play
there is a clear expression of disapproval of dolos as indicated by Neoptolomus’ ultimate rejection of it
and the sympathetic portrayal of Philoctetes. Many critics see these words as reflecting badly upon
Orestes: Kirkwood 1958:142; Segal 1966: 510 and 1981: 253; Seale 1980: 57; Schein 1982: 72-72;
Blundell 1989: 173 and all make various charges against Orestes.

™ Linforth 1963: 89; Whitman 1951: 155; Gellie 1972: 106; Ronnet 1961: 208-9.
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the oracle operates as the external necessity which compels Orestes to choose
between killing his mother or disobeying divine command. Sophokles’ shift in the
oracle from ordering matricide to ordering deception is a radical departure from the
accepted story. Not only does it change the nature of Orestes’ choice, but with the
emphasis falling on dolos clearly it has a role of some significance in the play. Most
important, however, is that Apollo prescribes dolos in order to carry out a just
slaughter (év8ixoug odaydg 37):" this associates dolos expressly with diké; and

therefore should make us determine its relationship to the vengeance.
Orestes recounts his visit to the oracle of Apollo as follows:

£Yo yap fviy’ ixéunv 10 Mubikov
navteiov, i padoy’ Gty tponw xatpi
dixag apoiunv 1dv ¢ovevoaviuv ndapa,
%P1} ot To1ad’ 6 doifog dv revon taya:
doxevov avtdv doridwv te kai crpatod
d0Aoron kAEya xeLpdG EVdixoug oharyds.

(33-37)
When [ came to the Pythian oracle, so that
I might learn in what way I could exact justice
for my father from his murderers,
Phoibos proclaimed to me such things which you will soon learn;
[, myself, unequipped with shields and army should carry
out stealthily the just slaughters of my hand through deceptions.”

The oracle of Apollo establishes under what conditions Orestes is able to carry out a

just vengeance: he should act alone (“without shields or army”) and second, he

7 Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 62 follow the emendation of Lange (évdixov opaydg) in order to
make évSixou agree with ye1pdg oparydg. There is nothing that demands such a change and the MSS
all have évdixoug odayds thus I have followed Pearson’s text here. Mareover, by this reading we see
a hint of a separation between the deed of the vengeance and the hand which carries it out. The justice
of the deed is not at question, but Orestes will still have blood of kin on his hands (the Chorus will
assert the same sentiment after the vengeance, but it will also proclaim its justice). In other words,
endikous with sphagas only attests to the justice of the deed without saying anything about the
rightness of a son killing a mother.

7 All translations are my own unless otherwise noted.
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should employ dolos.” Both are underscored, the first by hendiadys, and the latter by
the use of the verb xAénzw coupled with 86Aog. Critics have generally focused almost
exclusively on the oracular endorsement of dolos while ignoring that it also explicitly
states that Orestes should act without military support. While the advice to return
without army may be thought less significant than the counsel to use dolos, it is
important for understanding the nature of Orestes’ deed and the type of diké it
represents. When Orestes returns to Argos, he is a ¢vydg, an exile, thought to be one
of the worst fates to befall a person, as it meant the loss of all civic rights and
property as well as the estrangement from family, friends, and the tombs of one’s
ancestors. The word ¢uydg is the conventional fifth century term for exile and
generally means ‘one who flees from his country’. It may refer to fugitives escaping
the law or those who leave for political reasons, but as Juffras points out, in
Sophoclean tragedy it is used almost exclusively to “describe someone unwillingly
exiled from his city by adverse political conditions.”™ The paidagdgos refers to the
cause of Orestes’ exile when he reminds him of how he rescued him after the murder
of his father, receiving him from the arms of his sister (11-12). He is sent away to
protect him from suffering the same fate as Agamemnon; as the rightful heir to the
kingdom Orestes is a political rival and a threat to the new regime of Klytaimnestra
and Aigisthos. In this sense he is a political exile, but his circumstances are doubly

difficult, as he has been sent away from his city to protect him from his own kin.

7 There have been attempts to question the validity of the oracle since we have only Orestes’ words,
but there is nothing to suggest that we are to doubt that he reports them correctly. Kells 1973: 82 n.35
tries to argue that the sentence structure is deliberately ambiguous, so that we are meant to question
whether these are the actual words of the oracle or only Orestes’ estimation of the meaning. Segal
1981: 280 as well says we are unsure which words are Apollo’s and which are Orestes’. See Kamerbeek
1974: 25 n. 33 who sensibly calls this argument sophist, as does Bowra 1944: 215-17.

" Juffras 1988: 83 and186 observes that it appears ten times in Sophokles’ plays and in nine of those

c(s)ccurences, it is used in this sense. Both Klytaimnestra and Elektra (776 and 1136) use it to describe
restes.
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Friendship and enmity cut across blood lines. In other words, Orestes’ deed cannot

be treated solely as a family affair nor entirely as a political one.

It is to the difficult circumstances of Orestes’ situation that the order to return
without military support specifically addresses itself. As Juffras points out, an exile
exists in a somewhat uneasy relationship with his city for there is the possibility of
friendship or enmity, reflected in the possible conditions of an his return: under
amnesty or under arms.” That Orestes will come back under amnesty is unlikely
given the current state of affairs in Argos, and to return under arms would place him
in the undesirable position of marching against his own city.  Polyneikes’ actions in
Antigone show well the difficulties of an exile, for although he has a certain claim to
justice in that he was deprived of his right to rule, he places his own desire to rule
above the good of the city. In attacking his own city with a foreign army, he becomes
a traitor, and Kreon rightly refuses him burial on these grounds. Orestes in this play
would be guilty of a similar crime, for, no matter how legitimate his claim is, to lead
an army against his city would be an act of betrayal and make him an enemy. As
much as Orestes has a right, and even a duty to his oikos, to avenge his father’s death,
he has a duty and obligation to consider the safety and security of his polis. The

advice to return “without shields and army” thus protects the polis from the dangers

75 Juffras 1988: 80.

7 In Against Agoratos, Lysias argues that the one who harms his city is akin to the son who beats his
father and both are worthy of death (XIIL91). There are numerous examples from tragedy, comedy,
and the Attic orators which point to the strong demand for loyalty to one’s polis and suggest that the
nurture of the city produces a reciprocal political obligation on the citizen. This theme appears as
early as Hesiod’s Works and Days where the poet draws a parallel between the prosperity of the city
and the individual as an argument for just behaviour (225-247). In Oedipus Tyrannus Oedipus
accuses Teiresias of not being xpooguirig to the city which raised him (322-3). The speeches of
ieri;l‘es as well point to the strong demand for loyalty to one’s polis as well. See Knox 1981: 1-27 on
is theme.
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of an invading army and Orestes from being a traitor.” Divine sanction of his deed
then comes with certain restrictions or limitations: for Orestes to carry out an
evdixoug odaydg, he must act within the confines and best interests of the polis. This

is our first hint that diké in this play cannot be separated from the polis.

The association of Orestes’ deed with dolos, however, is a serious concern; for many
commentators it points to the dubious and unheroic nature of his enterprise. First,
there is the disturbing parallel with the behaviour of Klytaimnestra, who is
repeatedly condemned for her use of dolos. The Chorus and Elektra identify dolos as
the contriver of Klytaimnestra’s killing of Agamemnon (86A0g Tiv 6 dpdoag, Epog O
xteivag 197; ratépa tov duov éx S6Aov katéxtavev 279). Moreover, she herself
expresses a fear in her prayer to Apollo lest she be brought down by dolos (649). As
Segal puts it, Orestes comes “dangerously close to those he would punish, for
Agamemnon’s murderers, like himself in 59-61, are repeatedly described as using
trickery, lies, concealment.”™ Others point out that the attribution of dolos to both
sides is indicative of the operation of the lex talionis and of the reciprocal nature of
the killing.™ Dolos is repaid by dolos as murder is by murder. However, we should
remember that, while both may employ dolos, Orestes’ use of it is consistently

connected with diké while Klytaimnestra’s is not.® Moreover, while the oracle

7 Minadeo 1994: 113 sees an additional implication in the order to act alone which is meant to
exclude Elektra from the plan and vengeance (“Electra’s very participation in the ergon violates the
spirit of the god’s oracle”). If we are to understand the oracle as implicitly excluding Elektra, this
would serve to intensify the nature of Orestes’ conflict over whether to reveal himself to his sister or
not; that he does eventually do so, according to my argument, suggests that he frees himself from the
contlict between philia and vengeance and allows him to carry out the deed as an act of justice rather
than reciprocal violence.

7 Segal 1981: 254.

» Ho;sley 1980: 21 draws attention to the connection between Otestes and Klytaimnestra through the
use of dolos.

* Klytaimnestra’s dolos is linked with eros by the Chorus while Orestes’ use of dolos is linked with
Apollo and diké. The Chorus foretells how diké will overtake Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos, a diké that
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explicitly orders the use of dolos, this is not a blanket endorsement of deceit, but
qualified as one which will bring about év8ixoug soaydg. That is, dolos is limited by
its association with diké, something which will prove to have some significance in
how we understand the actual dolos of the messenger rhésis. The unheroic nature of
dolos on the other hand is certainly a legitimate concern, as the use of deception or
trickery, at least in tragedy, carries with it certain unsavory associations.* In
Philoctetes, a play with which Elektra is often compared, Odysseus’ pragmatic
promotion of deception to the earnest young Neoptolomos is usually thought to
reflect unfavourably on his character and to make his actions appear all the more
questionable. In this play, however, Orestes’ employment of dolos is sanctioned by
Apollo, and its association with diké should warn against any outright blanket
condemnation of the deed without first considering the relationship between the

two. An unheroic action is not necessarily an unjust action.

The other disconcerting element is Orestes’ apparent lack of moral conflict in regard
to the grave violation of blood-ties his deed requires. That he seems to be
unconcerned by the fact that one of the persons he is about to kill is his mother — the
precise issue which preoccupies the other tragedians — has led some to see him as a
cold-blooded killer. However, it is not as if Orestes is a stranger to inner conflict:

twice he hesitates, once over the use of dolos (59-60), and again when he hears his

is explicitly linked with steaith and ambush (490, 1439-41); and dolos is referred to just prior to the
killing of Klytaimnestra (1392, 1396).

*! This is more valid for tragedy than epic, where, for instance, Odysseus” ability to lie is not perceived
as a flaw, moral or otherwise. Indeed he is the model hero of doios, always willing to use his cunning
and wits but he is not presented as unheroic for doing so. See Segal 1983: 22-47 for a discussion of
association of kleos and dolos in Odysseus behaviour, and Stanford 1954: 19-22 for a discussion of
Odysseus” use of lies. He divides all lies into three types: lies told for entertainment; lies told in
fartherance of a good end; and purely malicious lies. Stanford seems relieved to discover that
Odysseus’ lies all fall into the first two types.
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sister’s voice (80-81). The first points to a conflict between the heroic values which
inform Orestes’ outlook and the unheroic means, dolos, required to carry it out; the
second is triggered by the presence of Elektra and points to a potential conflict
between duty to vengeance and his feelings for his sister. Let us consider these in

some detail.

We see the first hint of conflict in Orestes when he shows some hesitancy over the

use of dolos:

1i ydp pe Aurei 1000', Gtav Adyw Bavav

épyoto cwbd xaEevéyxupar kAEog;

doxd pev, ovdév pija oiv képdel xaxov.

1ion yap eidov RoAAdx1g xai oG cogovg

Adyw pamv Ovijoxovtag: 10', drav dopoug

EAfucv albig, Extetiunvian tAdov:

@ xdp' Erauyd THode Tiig ¢rpng Gro

dedopxor’ exBpoic aotpov @ Adpuwerv én. o)
( -

Why does this pain me, when after a reported death,

I shall be saved in deeds and win fame?

I suppose that nothing said is bad which brings profit.

For [ have often seen that even clever men are

falsely reported dead; then when they come home

again they are honoured more.

So [ boast that [ too, being alive, will yet

shine forth to my enemies like a star.

Most commentators focus on Orestes’ endorsement of dolos and his apparent

willingness to employ any means, however immoral, for his own ends.® A few have

* The suggestion that the paidagdgos add a false oath (47) is often interpreted as additional evidence of
Orestes’ sophistic nature: see Sheppard 1927a: 5. Schein 1982: 72-73 writes that these words have
seemed so “unbelievable” that some scholars have emended them. For him, the whole point is that
Orestes’ words leave us with “morally unpleasant taste in our mouths.” Grote 1980: 232 thinks that
ease with which Orestes violates religious oaths exposes how “unaristocratic his personal values are”.
Blundell 1989: 173 is equally outraged by Orestes’ suggestion, claiming that it is “uncalled for and
arguably reprehensible.” The text itself is problematic here as the construction demands an accusative
but the MSS have Gpxa. It is usually emended to Gpxov but this still leaves us with a rather odd
construction as Kells 1973: 84, Kamerbeek 1974: 26, and Jebb 1907: 13 all point out. Moreover, the
paidagdgos does not in fact add an oath when he reports Orestes’ death. Many have thus found
Musgrave’s emendation of Gyxov very attractive; not only does it rid Orestes of the charge of violating
the sanctity of the oath, but he would now be saying “add bulk to my story”, which is of course
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attempted to defend Orestes, suggesting that his words simply refer to slight unease
at reporting himself dead, something which was thought to be a bad omen.® There
may be something to this, but as Winnington-Ingram points out, eight lines to
suggest that there is nothing really “sinister” about the false report of his death seems
“gratuitous” and, as he reminds us, Sophokles is not one to “waste lines”.* Though
Winnington-Ingram may be correct to see a dark cloud on the horizon here, we
cannot judge Orestes and his behaviour until the end of the play. What we have here
is a dubious rationale which has the potential to turn into discreditable behaviour. It
will turn out as an important preparation for the development in the understanding

of his task.

One of the most significant aspects of this speech is the sense we gain of Orestes’
perception of his undertaking; at this stage, his view does bear a striking resemblance
to that of his mother. While Orestes initially feels uneasy about reporting himself
dead, he reassures himself by imagining the fame (kleos) and honour (timé) he will
win and by the thought that nothing said for kerdos can be kakon® He overcomes
any lingering doubts by the thought that other wise men have done the same and
won even greater honour. Bolstered by his own arguments, he ends his speech with

the heroic boast that “I, being alive, will yet shine forth to my enemies like a star”

precisely what the paidagdgos does with his elaborate messenger speech. We should, however, be wary
of changing the text to suit our ideas. Kamerbeek prefers the slight correction of pxov over the more
radical introduction of £pya or Gyxov into the text as do Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990. Moreover, as
[ argue below, the failure of the paidagdgos to add an oath has some significance in understanding the
function of the messenger rhésis and his unwillingness to rely upon such a sophistic trick. See section
5.2.2 below.

* Scodel 1984: 81.

™ Winnington-Ingram 1980: 236.

% There is some debate how precisely we are to understand kakon here. Kamerbeek 1974- 28 suggests
that it has no moral overtones; that is, we are to understand it as ill-omened rather than morally bad.
So too argues Jebb 1907: 15 citing OC 1433 and Antigone 1001. Given the nature of Orestes’ task,
however, it would be surprising not to see moral overtones here.
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(65-66).* Orestes thus conceives of his deed as a glorious act that will win him fame
and honour; the kerdos it brings him seems more important than anything that
might seem kakon in the use of dolos. Yet the Homeric hero won his kleos performing
brave deeds on the battlefield. Killing one’s mother by the use of dolos hardly seems
an act worthy of kleos. What is so disconcerting about this speech is that Orestes
seems unaware that in his case the defeat of his enemies involves the killing of his
mother, an act which, for all its justice, should not be perceived as a heroic deed
worthy of boasting of fame and glory. Orestes may claim to be returning with justice
on his side (Epxopar dikn 69-70), but at this stage he betrays a concern more for
individual kleos and timé than diké. His words are similar to those of his mother, for
she too will attempt to justify her actions by reference to diké and will initially
display some doubt over how to react to the death of her son, wondering whether to
see it as “fortunate or terrible but a kerdos” (766-767). Klytaimnestra quickly
overcomes her inhibitions and goes on to celebrate it as the death of an enemy,
behaviour that will characterise her as a hybristés and morally condemn her. Mother
and son (at least initially) thus conceive of each other’s death as a kerdos and both

seem unaware that the death of kin is not something in which to exult.

Orestes’ words here may strike us as morally questionable, but we should remember
that they are prospective and thus only potentially discreditable. That he feels some
unease about his planned action, describing it as a kind of pain, implies that he

senses something wrong with it and that he is not the immoral sophist some have

% This sentiment has strong Homeric overtones and parallels are often drawn between this

and 22.26-31 in the [liad. So notes Kamerbeek 1974: 28 and Jebb: 1907: 16-17 who also adduces 11.62.
Davidson 1988: 60 suggests in addition 6.295 and 19.381 although he notes that the context of
Sophokles’ play suggest the more developed star similies involving Achilles (22.26ff) and Hektor
(11.62). Whether Sophakles has any particular speech in mind here is less important than the
Homeric tone of the language which suggests the splendour and glory of the hero.
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seen. Others too will respond to the dolos and proceed to act in ways which will
reveal their character and motivation, but Orestes’ doubt is separated from his
subsequent action by almost one thousand lines and by the occurrence of an event
which will provide him with an insight into the nature of his undertaking. At this
point, concerned only with vengeance and the benefits it will bring him, he, like his
mother, places his own success above everything else. Critics thus are correct to
describe certain aspects of his behaviour as questionable; but we should recognize
that Sophokles prepares the way for a development in Orestes’ understanding by
focusing on his doubt and hesitation. What Orestes will come to recognize is exactly
what Sophokles hints at with the association of dolos and diké: that his action must
be understood as a form of justice rather than an heroic deed worthy of kleos. Justice

will distinguish it from Klytaimnestra’s murder of Agamemnon.

Orestes’ second moment of hesitation occurs at the sound of his sister’s voice. This
foreshadows what will be the true conflict the dolos will pose for him: duty to his
vengeance versus the ties of philia. When Orestes finishes rehearsing his plans with
the paidagdgos, remembering the importance of kairos, he suggests they withdraw. At

that moment, a cry of lamentation from inside the palace interrupts their plans:

Or. v §' EGipev: kapog ydp, dorep avdpdory
Héyiotog £pyov Ravtog £0T EXLOTATIG.

HA. 1@ pot por dvomvos.

MA.  xai piv Qupdv ESoEa TPoomOAwV TLvOG
UROCTEVOUOTIG Eviov aicBéaba, téxvov.

or.  ap' éotiv W Svomvog HAéxtpa; 0éAerg
HELVOPEV aUTOD KAVAKOUGWIEV YOOV,

Ma  iikiota- pndév xpécbev i 1 Aoiov
xelpapued’ Epderv, xaxod tmvd' apyyetelv
atpog LEOVTIES AoVTpd’ Taita Yap ¢éper
VIKTIV TE $TjL KAl KPGTOG TV Spapévav.

Or.  Now let us withdraw, for it is the kairos which
is the greatest master of every task for men.

(75-85)
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EL.  Ahwretched me.

PA.  Why, I thought | heard one of the servants
inside the door lamenting, child.

Or.  Could it be poor Elektra? Should we stay
here and listen to her lamentations?

Po.  Certainly not. Let us do nothing before we
carry out the commands of Apollo and from
these things make a beginning, pouring the
libations to your father. For [ say that these
things bring victory and power to our actions.

The paidagdgos suggests that it is a servant girl, but Orestes immediately thinks of
Elektra. Wavering from his earlier resolution, he suggests that they stay and listen to
his sister’s voice. At this hesitation, the paidagdgos reminds him of the instructions of
Apollo: they are to go and make the proper libations to his father. Unquestioning in
his obedience both to Agamemnon’s oikos and to the commands of the god, the
paidagégos does not admit any delay or deviation from their plans. Orestes’
hesitation, however, identifies a potential conflict between his duty to his vengeance
and his natural affection for his sister. With the paidagdgos present to urge him
forward, Orestes overcomes his hesitation, but that simply the sound of his sister’s
voice is enough to make him risk their plans shows that he is not without feelings or
scruples. More significantly, his uncertainty looks ahead to the reunion scene and
foreshadows Orestes’ inability to carry through with the dolos out of pity for his

sister.

When we consider Orestes two expressions of doubt, we see that both involve
conduct which seems morally questionably in some respects. In the first case, he
overcomes his scruples about using dolos with the thought of kerdos (kleos and timé),
an attitude similar to that of his mother. In the second case, urged on by the
paidagdgos, Orestes places his duty to Apollo before his feelings for his sister. Both
expressions of doubt have some reference to his blood-kin, one who is an enemy and

one who is a friend. Orestes’ plan at this point, however, makes no distinction
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between echthroi and philoi. Everyone, including Elektra, will be deceived by the
news of his ‘death’. In Orestes’ situation, blood-ties cannot distinguish between
friendship and enmity, and we can begin to discern the reason for Apollo’s
recommendation of dolos: it will make a distinction between philos and echthros,
based not upon blood, but upon the capacity for pity, an emotion which more than
anything else reflects one’s understanding of the ties which should exist between
members of the same community. In this sense the dolos operates as an agent of diké,
for it will be the means by which every character in this play, including Orestes
himself, will be tested. His deed will be carried out with justice, only if he
understands the proper use of dolos. At this stage, Orestes has still a partial
understanding of the nature of his task, but his doubt points to a potential
development: his reaction to his sister’s grief, as we shall see, will reveal his character.
Ultimately, Orestes will be dependent on his sister for his deed to be carried out with

justice, as she will be on him for justice to be restored.

1.3 Elektra’s Monody

After the departure of Orestes and the paidagdgos for the tomb of Agamemnon,
Elektra appears on stage alone, engaged in the ritual of mourning. This is the only
extant play of Sophokles to have a monody by the central character before the
entrance of the Chorus. This is designed to draw attention to Elektra’s isolation from
those inside the palace and thus sets the stage for an alliance between her and those
who represent the polis in this play, the Chorus. As often pointed out, her lyrical
lament contrasts sharply with the spoken dialogue of the earlier scene, but her

mourning need not mean that Elektra is governed solely by her passions. True, she
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hates the rulers and deeply grieves her father’s murder, but there is an ethical basis to
her lamentation. For all the suffering and pain evident from her ritual lament, we see
that Elektra mourns not out of any morbid attachment to the dead, as sometimes
suggested, but to make a public gesture designed to draw attention to the crimes of

the rulers. Her passions contain an ethical truth.

Campbell observes that of two anapestic systems of monody, the first one (86-102) is
retrospective and the second (103-120) prospective.”” This structure of her song
points to one of the purposes of her ritual lamentation: it is the link between the past
crime and a future in which the murder will have been punished and order restored.
The first part of her song (86-102) describes in graphic detail the brutal killing of her
father at the hands of Klytaimnestra and her lover, Aigisthos, likening the death blow
to that of woodcutter cleaving an oak tree (97-99). Alone in her loyalty to her dead
father, she has been the only one to mourn his death (100-101). Elektra’s lamentation
is a way to maintain a vestige of the proper order of the oikos in the absence of its
legitimate heir by keeping alive the memory of the crime against her father. The
second part of her song (103-120) looks to the future as she declares her intention
never to cease lamenting until the crime is atoned for. She ends her dirge with an
appeal to the divinities of the underworld, Hades, Persephone, Hermes, and the
Erinyes to avenge the murder of her father and send home her brother. Her
mourning thus aims at bringing about a future in which murder is punished and
justice accomplished. Death ritual thus becomes the mediating force between past
and future, and has as its telos the restoration and re-establishment of order in the

same fashion as Orestes’ carefully laid plans.

&7 Campbell 1969: 140.
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All this, Elektra recognizes, is utterly dependent upon Orestes’ return and thus her

appeal for justice is made in the form of an appeal to send her brother home:

éABer, apri€arte, wicuobe ntatpog
dovov peTépov,

Kai ot Tov Euov mépyar adeAdov.
HoUVM Yap Gyelv OVKETL CWKD
AUrng avtipporov dxfog.

Come, help, avenge the

murder of our father,

and send my brother to me

for I can no longer hold in

balance the burden of my grief alone.

(115-120)

From the very beginning, we see that Elektra has placed everything, her own fate and
the fate of the oikos, upon his return. She may appear to be at the end of her tether
and her pain and suffering are readily apparent, but this is less a reflection of
emotional instability than it is an indication of her complete dependence upon
Orestes and thus of the devastating effect his reported death will have on her. In this
respect, her appearance in the prologos directly after her brother’s reinforces the
sense that there is something terribly inappropriate in Orestes’ perception of the

vengeance as a heroic deed which will bring him glory.

Elektra’s lamentation has often been considered a “passive” activity which does no
more than fulfil the traditional female duty of mourning;* however, its context
suggests that it serves a far broader function in this play. Elektra appears outside the
gates of the palace, mourning the death of her father. In other words, lamentation

has been separated from its normal ritual context, appearing not in its traditional

* See Woodard 1964: 166-167, for instance, who overemphasises the passivity and emotionalism of
Elektra. A more recent example is Burnett 1998: 121-123 who refers to her lamentation in these terms;
she does, however, see Elektra moving towards a more aggressive form of action in the unfolding of
the drama. For a useful corrective to the tendency of commentators to view mourning as “passive”
action reflecting the women'’s tie to the oikos, see Foley 1993: 101-43.
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setting of the funeral procession or over a tomb as in the Choephoroi, but in front of

the palace and directed externally to the community:

GAL’ 00 pEv &0
Ao Opnivev oTUYEPGV TE YoWV,
£ot’ av xapugeyyeis dotpav
purdg Aevoow 8& 168’ Twap,
1t 00 TEXVOAETELD' diS TIG ANSdv
£ KOKVTD TOVEE RATPOWV
PO Bupdv MY RACL TPOPWVELY.

(103-109)
But I shall not cease from my lamentations
and loathsome wailings as long as I look
upon the all-shining twinkling lights of the stars,
as long as I gaze upon this day,
just as the nightingale, slayer of her young,
crying out loud and making loud proclamation
to all before the door of my father’s house.

Her lamentation is not directed to the dead, but is aimed at the living in an attempt
to bring about diké. It is a protest, directed towards the community, a public
declaration about the breach in the proper order of the oikos and polis, which is why
its site — outside the royal household, in front of the palace - is so important.
Fittingly, it will be answered by those who represent the community in this play, the

Chorus of noble women.



Elektra and the Chorus:
The Foundations of the Community 2

2.1  Preliminary Remarks

Elektra’s monody in the prologos is answered by the women of Argos who make up
the Chorus in this play. It enters singing a lyrical response to her lament and the
parodos takes the form of a kommos. This is the first of three confrontations which
structure the first half of the play and, like the two which follow, it begins on a
critical note with the Chorus questioning the reason for Elektra’s continual
lamentation exceeding the limits of custom. By the end of the parodos, however, the
Chorus declares its loyalty to her cause, and an alliance is formed between the
women of the city and Elektra. In the dialogue following the parodos, Elektra
expresses her shame at her behaviour but seeks to justify her actions through

reference to the virtues of aidds and eusebeia.

Elektra’s behaviour has always posed a problem for critics and while many readily
acknowledge the justice of her cause, quite a few are troubled by the manner in
which she pursues it. Some take a psychological approach, interpreting her excessive
lamentation as the product of an obsessive personality which has become warped by

51
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years of suffering.” Others, as we shall see, adopting a more ethical approach, focus
on what they perceive as Elektra’s contradictory relationship to the concepts of
eusebeia and sdphrosyné, interpreting it as evidence of her lack of self-awareness.®
Regardless of whether they explain her actions in psychological or moral terms, they
generally see Elektra’s expression of shame as one of the strongest indications of the
problematic nature of her conduct. It is a valid point, but it addresses only one
aspect of her aidés; too often critics have concentrated on the shameful nature of her
behaviour, while ignoring how much her lamentation is equally an expression of
aidds and of her attempt to uphold the fundamental beliefs of the community. The
concept of aidds is crucial not only for the understanding of Elektra’s justification
and the nature of her moral dilemma, but it also forms a theme which runs through
the whole play and ultimately has some role to play in how we are to judge the

vengeance.

Douglas Cairns’ recent book, Aidds: The Psychology and Ethics of Honour and Shame,
is important in this respect, as it is the most comprehensive treatment of this concept
in decades. While Cairns conveys very well the traditional understanding of aidds as
“the cement of society”, he departs from this tradition with his rather controversial
claim of aidds as the source of conscience. In his examination of the role of aidds in
the tragedies of Sophokles, Cairns falls in line with the now prevailing viewpoint of
the Sophoclean hero as a figure deeply opposed to society. Such a perspective
accords well with Cairn’s thesis which emphasizes the self-regarding aspects of aidds,

yet it is also one which rightly has come under attack in recent years for its

® Kells® view of Elektra is the most extreme in this regard but many take such a ‘psychological’
approach to her behaviour. See note 43 above.
% See note 115 below.
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overemphasis on the individualism and uniqueness of the hero” What is
particularly questionable in Cairn’s argument, however, is that in order to support
his view of aidds as the source of a personal moral conscience, he must concentrate
almost exclusively on the self-regarding aspect of it and thus disregards the extent to
which, at least in Elektra, it is far more representative of communal ethics than of
individual conscience. In what follows, I shall argue that Elektra’s behaviour is
deeply informed by communality and has its source in the ethical framework of the

polis rather than in any personal ideas of right and wrong.

2.2 The Status and Function of the Chorus

A poet’s choice of Chorus is always highly significant since he is able to suggest a
great deal simply through the designation of such things as its sex, age, and social
status. [n Antigone, for instance, Sophokles uses the Chorus to intensify the isolation
of his heroine. By virtue of her sex and age she is alienated from the Chorus of
elderly male citizens who represent the interests of Creon’s polis. In Trachiniae, on
the other hand, the Chorus is closely bound to Deinara, having a natural bond with
her due to their shared sex. In Elektra, the age, sex, and, status of the Chorus are all
significant in identifying its role and function in the play as representatives of the

polis who are allied with Elektra in opposition to those inside the palace.

It is sometimes suggested that the choice of a Chorus of women underscores the
non-political nature of the play. Strictly speaking, women did not participate in the

running of the polis, but a female Chorus does not prevent a more broadly political

% See the critical remarks of Gill 1995: 48 and 1996: 153. See also note 114 below.
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element from entering its role in the dramatic action of the play. In one respect, it is
essential that the Chorus is female, as Elektra is engaged in primarily a female
activity, the mourning ritual. A Chorus of men would be highly artificial and would
only heighten her isolation, suggesting not only her estrangement from her family
but the polis. Their status as noble women of the community is alluded to early on in
the play when the Chorus enters in response to Elektra’s lamentation.” She addresses
the women as yevéOia yevvainv (130), an indication of their noble birth and later,
as moAitideg (1227), a word which more strongly suggests a relationship to the state.
By choosing free-born citizen women, Sophokles broadens the focus of the action to
include the polis while still creating an environment in which Elektra, assured of a
natural sympathy due to their common sex, is free to express her feelings. The
presence of the Chorus is thus a constant reminder of the public sphere in which

Elektra’s actions take place.

As the representatives of the community, the Chorus offers a view of the royal oikos
and the tyranny of Aigisthos and Klytaimnestra from the perspective of the polis. Not
only does it often provide important confirmation of the validity of Elektra’s
accusations against the tyrants, it does so from a more objective standpoint,
unbiased because free from the personal hardships of living within an oikos

controlled by tyrants. At the same time, the attitude of the Chorus to the tyrants, one

it, that “they are free-born women of Argos and not members of the household living in the palace
gives a wider background to the play and suggests that there are political undertones.” Yet for Burton
the Chorus “represent a norm of balance” and thus their conventional behaviour only emphasizes
Elektra’s obsessive behaviour. Gardiner 1986: 162 on the other hand thinks that Sophokles is able to
suggest that the Chorus represents the people without implying any actual participation in the
political reality of the state. See also Ierulli 1993: 217-229 on the role of the Chorus.
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of fear, points to the oppressive nature of their rule and identifies the broader
consequences of Agamemnon’s death for the polis. That the Chorus shares a view of
Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos similar to Elektra’s suggests a common suffering and
establishes a bond between them. An alliance is thus formed between Elektra and the

community against those inside the palace.

The age of the Chorus members also has some significance, for, being older than
Elektra, they have certain authority over her, lending credence to their judgments
and advice. The difference in age also suggests a mother/daughter relationship, and
the Chorus often appears to function as a surrogate mother to her, addressing her as
ral and teéxvov. Its kindness and support contrast sharply with Klytaimnestra’s
harsh and cruel treatment of her daughter. Thus, the warm relationship between
Elektra and the Chorus highlights the abnormal relationship between mother and
daughter. As much as the Chorus is sympathetic to Elektra, sharing her hatred of the
rulers, it is not blindly loyal in its devotion to her. its words of comfort are mingled
with critical remarks regarding what appears as excessive and futile in her behaviour,
but it is through this criticism that we understand the basis of Elektra’s lamentation.
Burton may argue that the Chorus represents the “norm of balance” against the
“obsessive” behaviour of Elektra, but ‘this norm of balance’, composed of fifteen
practical and sensible citizen women, is ultimately tipped by the arguments of

Elektra so that in the end the Chorus comes to declare its loyalty to her cause.”

%3 See note 92 above.
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2.3  The Parodos

The public nature of Elektra’s mourning is underlined by the parodos, for the Chorus
enters in response to her public cries. The form of kommos which the parodos takes,
strongly suggests a basic alliance between the women of the polis and Elektra as their
shared song prevents any emotional gap which a division into lyrics and spoken
dialogue might have produced.* The parodos is made up of three strophic pairs,
divided between Elektra and the Chorus, followed by an epode. In the first two
strophes, the Chorus mixes words of comfort with slightly critical remarks, which
prompt Elektra to defend herself. By the end of the parodos, the Chorus, while
fearing for her safety, affirms its solidarity with Elektra.”® These three strophic pairs

which structure the parodos show the gradual movement of the women over to

Elektra’s side.

The Chorus begins by questioning her as to her continual lamentation (121-27) and,
as many have pointed out, there is a hint of rebuke in its words. To the Chorus, her
behaviour seems excessive and futile, and at the beginning it assumes her
lamentation has its source in purely personal reasons, grief for Agamemnon. This
misunderstanding underlies the Chorus’ initial criticism; for although it is
sympathetic and filled with kindly intentions, the women do not understand why she
continues to lament for a father now long dead. Elektra acknowledges its concern
but declares her intention not to cease lamenting. The Chorus, assuming she must be

trying to raise the dead with her continual mourning (137-39), sees her as the author

* Burton 1980: 190 points 6ut that this fully lyrical exchange is the only one of this kind in the extant
plays of Sophokles.

% The suggestion of lerulli 1993: 221 that Chorus and Elektra are separated metrically, as “the lines of
the Chorus respond metrically only to other lines of the Chorus, and Elektra’s only to Elektra’s,
reflecting the differences in their positions is overly subtle in this context.
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of her own misfortune and counsel moderation. This provokes a rather emotional
response from Elektra that the one who forgets the pitiful death of a parent is vijmoc,
foolish. The Chorus reminds her that she is not the only one to suffer misfortune for
she has other siblings — Chrysothemis, Iphianassa and Orestes (153-54).* This
prompts a second defence from Elektra in which she points to her isolation: she has
no offspring, no husband, and her brother has not seen fit to return yet (169-72). The
Chorus attempts to console her, this time reminding her of the existence of Zeus and
the healing remedy of time. Still faintly critical at what it sees as excessive anger and
grief, it advises her to yield (176-77). In reply, Elektra points out what waiting has
given her: no husband and no children; instead, she serves in the palace dressed in
rags (187-92). She has been denied the basic social and biological role of a woman as
wife and mother and deprived of the status befitting the daughter of Agamemnon; in
short, she has been reduced to something closely resembling a lowborn slave (191-
92). In the early part of the exchange, Elektra identifies the crimes of the rulers, the
lack of any male to protect her or the interests of the oikos. Being the only sibling to
mourn Agamemnon’s death, she has been isolated from those in the palace by her
loyalty to her father. In this respect, the introductory part of the parodos is essential
for identifying Elektra as the sole representative of Agamemnon’s oikos in the

absence of any male and thus the necessity for and the validity of her actions. By her

% The reference to Iphianassa, who apparently also lives in the palace, has caused some scholars a
slight discomfort, for there is no other reference to her in the play. Davidson 1990a: 408 cites Kaibel’s
view that the mention of two other daughters more moderate in their behaviour than Elektra make
the criticism of the Chorus much stronger. Winnington-Ingram 1980: 224 n. 26 and 336 suggests that
the reference to Iphianassa is designed to bring to mind Iphigenia. He takes this subtle allusion as
further evidence of the ‘dark’ nature of the play. Davidson 1990a: 407-409 argues that Iphianissa is
actually the sacrificed daughter mentioned in the agon between Elektra and her mother rather than
Iphigenia. Contra Winnington-Ingram, Davidson points out that Sophokles may have been trying to
avoid the sacrifice motif from Aischylos and thus went out of his way to avoid mentioning the name
Iphigenia. The difficulty with this interpretation, as Davidson himself notes, is that the expression
“those inside” suggests that all these daughters are living in the palace.
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lamentation she keeps alive the memory of her father and the task of restoring the

legitimate order of his oikos.

This time the Chorus responds not with further advice to moderate her grief or with
another attempt to comfort her; instead it offers its own understanding of the
murder as a crime driven by passion and carried out with deceit: 36Aog fiv 6 ¢pdcac,
€pog 6 xteivag (197). Eros and dolos are explicitly tied to Klytaimnestra’s murder of
Agamemnon and her motive is identified not as punishment for the sacrifice of
Iphigenia but as sexual passion for Aigisthos. That the first mention of
Klytaimnestra’s motivation for killing Agamemnon comes from the Chorus is
telling, for it suggests that her motives were commonly known to those outside the
palace, i.e., to the polis, and it provides important external confirmation of Elektra’s
later accusations that Klytaimnestra acted not, as she claims, according to diké but

out of an illicit desire for Aigisthos.

The association of dolos and eros with Klytaimnestra strongly recalls Orestes’ own
plans to use dolos against his enemies. Although Apollo commends dolos to Orestes,
linking it with diké, Orestes justifies his use of dolos not by reference to its association
with diké but by the prospect of winning kleos. Not only is there a similarity in their
use of dolos but also in their motivations, for Klytaimnestra’s eros, like Orestes’ kleos,
involves the elevation of a personal desire over a tie of philos: in her case, to satisfy
her passion; and in his case, to win glory. Each may claim to act in accordance with
justice, but both apparently have strong personal motives. In both cases, Elektra will
have some role to play in revealing who acts with justice, for she will unmask her
mother’s claims to diké; ultimately her grief will serve to awaken Orestes’ compassion

and show his capacity for pity.
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The Chorus’ description of the murder of Agamemnon prompts an outburst from
Elektra; she appeals to the “great god of Olympus” (209) to bring down punishment
on the murderers. The outspokenness and the public nature of this call frighten the

Chorus and now it speaks to her with more force, advising her to yield:

#paCou ui xopow guvely.

oU Yviuav ioxeig €€ oiwv

a Rapévr’; oikeiag eig drag
epurintelg otrwg aikde;

ROAV ydp T xaxdv Urepextiow,
oG Svobiuy tixtoue’ aiet

VUG "oAépoug” i 8¢ — toig duvatoig
ouK éproTd — tAdOL.

Consider, don’t lament further.

Don’t you understand the present

situation that comes from such things?

That you fall into misfortunes of your own making
in this way? For you have acquired a great measure
of troubles always producing strife in your dispirited
soul; but these things are not to be contested with
the powerful - endure.

(213-220)

Some commentators suppose that the Chorus is criticising Elektra for self-
destructive and abnormal behaviour. Woodard, for instance, claims that the Chorus
sees Elektra engaged in “shameful polemics and reproaches”, and is accusing her of
“self-engendered ruin”; Kells suggests that to the Chorus her behaviour appears
“hybristic”; while Burton sees the conventional and moderate sentiments of the
Chorus as designed to highlight by contrast the obsessive behaviour of Elektra.”
Gardiner offers a more balanced view which recognizes the dramatic context; the

Chorus is responding to the dangers of speaking so openly against the rulers:

Their admonition to speak no further has a tone of urgency and suggests
conspirators’ fear of being overheard...They do not say that Elektra’s
behaviour is “abnormal” or “hubristic”, but that it is dangerous. By not

¥ Woodard 1964: 179-180; Kells 1973: 92; Burton 1980: 192.
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keeping silent, by openly defying the ruling powers, she has got herself
into terrible trouble.”®

The Chorus, aware of the character of the present rule and therefore of the
dangerous nature of her activity, is afraid for Elektra, and it advises her to submit to
those in power. This advice to yield only provokes Elektra to defend herself again,
this time by reference to the traditional beliefs of aidés and eusebeia. It is her claim to
protect and uphold principles basic to communal life which finally causes the

Chorus to declares its full solidarity with her (252-253).

2.4  The Theme of Aidés

Aidos is a theme which permeates this play. It has particular significance for Elektra’s
arguments and thus it is necessary to understand its role in order to recognise the
moral dilemma in which she finds herself. Aidés is a concept difficult to grasp and
almost impossible to translate. We have no precise parallel and the stock translation,
‘shame’, captures only a limited aspect of it. It has been described as a ‘respect or
regard for the honour of others’, a form of ‘public conscience’ and a ‘fear of
disgrace’.” In any society dominated by the standards of honour and reputation to
the extent Greek society was, ‘what people say’ or ‘how things appear’ is important.

Yet, aidds is not mere conformity to public opinion or the simple adjustment of

% Gardiner 1986: 144 in response to what Kells 1973: n.153; 213; 221 says regarding the remarks of
the Chorus.

” Lloyd-Jones 1987: 256 describes it as “the respect that one owes to another or oneself in virtue of
the i belonging to that other or oneself”; Dodds 1951: 18 calls it “respect for public opinion™;
Stanford in his edition of the Odyssey 1947: n. 1.350 as “a reverence for certain conventions of gods
and men”; Verdenius 1945: 48 speaks of aidds as a kind of public conscience (“Offentlichkeit des
Gewissens™). Parker 1983: 189 defines it as the “self-restraint expressed through respect for recognized
values™. For other treatments of aidds see Erffa 1937: 4-43; Cheyns 1967: 3-33; Dover 1974: 226-42;
Redfield 1994: 115-119; Scott 1980: 13-35; Williams 1993.
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one’s actions to accord with popular sentiment. Rather it is the awareness of and a
respect for the proper treatment of others; a sensitivity to the stated and unstated
beliefs of society or, as James Redfield puts it, “a vulnerability to the expressed ideal
norm of society.”'™ Aidés has the ability both to inhibit actions that may be judged
disgraceful or conversely, to propel cne forward on a course of action to avoid
disgrace. It thus operates as an forceful sanction against wrongdoing as well as
powerful incentive to virtuous behaviour. It is perhaps best thought of as a kind of
social virtue, the principle which makes communal life possible. By the fifth century,
it had also acquired an additional but rather limited use that involved the
retrospective sense of shame that accompanies the recognition of wrongdoing or

disgrace.'"

Cairns defines aidds as “an inhibitory emotion based on sensitivity to and
protectiveness of one’s self-image.™ It includes the honour of both self and others,
an inclusivity that is mirrored in the honour code itself, “which integrates self-
regarding and other-regarding, competitive and co-operative standards, into a
remarkably unified whole.”'® Where Cairns differs from the more traditional view of
aidds is, as mentioned, with his focus on the self-regarding aspect of it, that is, how it

looks towards the self and reflects the individual’s own values, character, and ideas.'™

1% Redfield 1994: 116.

® The word aischunomai is usually used to indicate this aspect of aidds. This ‘retrospective’ aspect of
aidds is often thought to be a later development of the term although Cairns claims that we can see an
example of this use of aidds as early as the Iliad (22.104-7). Erffa 1937: 62-3 on the other hand argues
that the first use of the verb aideomai in a retrospective way occurs in Solon (fr. 32 West).

' Cairns 1993: 2-3 draws a distinction between the noun aidds and the verb aideomai arguing that
the verb conveys a recognition that one’s self-image is vulnerable in some way, a reaction in which
one focuses on the conspicuousness of the self. He proposes that the verb be translated as “I am
abashed”.

1B Cairns 1993: 14.

1% Cairns has a number of arguments he is concerned with refuting in his book, something which
may be partially responsible for his emphasis on the self-regarding aspect of this term. He is righty
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Unlike Redfield who argues that aidés is nothing like conscience, Cairns posits aidds
as the source of conscience. He acknowledges that this may not be identical to our
modern concept of conscience as based on a set of principles personal to the
individual, and involving reflection, deliberation, and even, at times, opposition to

society. Instead, the Homeric conscience is based on standards, which, internalized

critical of the tendency to speak about aidds in terms of the anthropological classification of societies
into shame-cultures and guilt-cultures. Dodds: 1951:17-18 (also 26 n. 100 and Chapter 2 passim) was
the first to apply the term shame culture to Homeric society, and since then it has become
commonplace. Shame cultures are distinguished by their reliance on external sanctions for good
behaviour, while guilt cultures are said to rely upon internalized standards, Thus, in a shame-culture,
the worth of a person or action is determined by the judgement of others, while in a guilt-culture, the
individual conscience governs ideas of right and wrong. According to this model, shame is a reaction
to other people’s criticism and requires an audience or at least an imagined audience while guilt does
not (see Benedict 1946: 223 for the classic statement of the difference between the two societies).
There are certainly parallels between Homeric society and what anthropologists call shame cultures,
and aidds and shame correspond at least to some degree. Nevertheless, this is a crude distinction
which results in a distorted view of the hero as one who simply adjusts his actions to accord with
public opinion. Even those who use this antithesis often feel compelled to qualify it by pointing out
that it is unlikely any society could function without some degree of internalization of its sanctions
(Cairns 1993: introduction and 139-146, especially 142; Bryant 1996: 32 both make this point. See
Hooker 1987: 121-5 for another critical view of Homeric society as a shame culture). Cairns collapses
the distinctions between shame/guilt, external and internal sanctions as well as the notion that shame
requires a viewer, real or imaginary. The anthropological model is not Cairn’s only target; he is also
critical of arguments typically associated with Snell (1928: 24-5; 1930: 141-58; 1975: ch. 1 & 2) and
others (Voigt 1972; Frankel 1975: 75-85; Scott 1982: 13-35) who have claimed that Homeric man has
no internal standards and no independent sense of his own worth distinct from society’s judgement of
him. In other words, he is thought to lack a personal moral conscience in our sense of the term.
Snell’s claim that Homeric man is unable to reach a decision because of the absence of a concept of
self has drawn much criticism in recent years (see Gill 1996 for a recent treatment of this debate). One
of the underlying aims of Cairns’ discussion of aidds in Homeric society is the identification of
something he can call ‘conscience’. Williams 1993 is also critical of this dichotomy although he
approaches the subject from a slightly different perspective. He wants to rescue the Greeks from the
‘progressivist’ view which tends to see them as moral ‘primitives’, and shame as more superficial type
of morality (in that it depends on the reactions and evaluations of others). Williams points out that
those who see guilt as a more sophisticated and/or superior concept of morality are approaching it in
terms of a Kantian morality which sees the will as autonomous and motivated solely by duty. He, like
Cairns, disputes the notion that shame relies solely upon external sanctions and face-to-face
interaction and offers in its place a model of an ‘internalized other’. Unlike Cairns, however, Williams
finds the distinction between shame and guilt useful and, with some important qualifications, is
content to retain it.

% Cairns 1993: 141-144 is critical of the argument of Redfield 1994: 116 that ‘the ideal norm is
directly experienced within the self, as a man internalizes the anticipated judgements of others on
himself.” Cairns claims that this is incoherent. Redfield, he argues, supposes that judgements can be
internalized and yet remain those of others. For Cairns, as soon as someone internalizes a standard, it
must be in some sense his own (142-43). He goes on to argue that Homeric man quite clearly does
possess standards of his own (143).
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early in life, operate instinctively and automatically. Cairns recognises that these may
be identical to the standards of society, but he argues that they must still be regarded
as the individual’s own principles which operate on him as inner sanctions against
inappropriate conduct.' Therefore, we are not yet at the stage where there is any
opposition between the inner sanctions of the individual and those of society; that is,
there could be no conscientious objectors in Homer. Yet, clearly the argument of
Cairns goes some distance in paving the way for them. He suggests that we see
examples of individuals who disregard public opinion in order to stand by their own
ideas of right and wrong in the tragedies of Sophokles and Euripides.'” Thus Cairns,
with his identification of a minimal sort of conscience in Homer, from which aidés
springs, can now claim, without positing any new development in the concept, that
aidds has become closely associated with “the internalized self-regulatory mechanism
that we call conscience.”® This argument that aidds springs from some inner
sanction is very much a moot point and while I do not intend to enter into the
problem of identifying a ‘self or ‘conscience’ in Homer, I think it is Cairns’ quest to
identify aidés with conscience which results in a slightly distorted view of the

Sophoclean hero. To support such an argument Cairns must continually emphasize

1% Cairns 1993: 142-143.

197 Cairns 1993: 221 and 240 argues that Sophokles’ Antigone and Odysseus (in Ajax) are examples of
figures who act according to their own personal conscience.

1% Cairns 1993: 343. Cairns does not want to argue that there has been any development in the
concept of aidds. He opposes himself to Snell who had argued that there is a new element found in
Aeschylean tragedy (fr. 132 Radt). This, he claims, is a tendency towards the subjective evaluation of
one’s own account without reference to the universal standards of society - an indication of a personal
moral conscience. Erffa 1937 also sees a development in the concept of aidds. He argues that aidds is
closely bound up with the duties of the Homeric warrior whose first duty is battle courage; it may also
be felt toward one’s social superior as well as those who are weaker. In this sense, it is closely
connected to pity. As the polis developed, Erffa argues, aidds became more political; in Aischylos it has
dlose connections with justice; in Ajax it is closely connected with fear and is the opposite of hybris.
Ultimately, for Erffa, it is the glue which holds society together and prevents wrongdoing. Cairns
however, by establishing that aidds relates strongly to self as early as Homer, can posit this as the
constant unchanging aspect of the concept.
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the individualistic aspect of aidds and the consequence of this is that it escapes him
how much it is bound up with the political and ethical framework of the polis.

For Cairns, one of the characteristic traits of Sophoclean tragedy is the opposition
between two types of azdds, played out in the “contrast between limited, personal
and self-assertive aspects of the conglomerate of traditional, honour-based values
and wider aspects, which to a large extent limit the self-assertion of individuals.™®
Two aspects of aidds which were united in Homer — regard for self and regard for
others — have been set at variance in Sophokles. The individualistic values of the
hero, such as the preoccupation with his or her honour, the impulse to dishonour
others or retaliate for dishonour suffered, are set in opposition to the more
traditional values of society. The hero, in his quest to maintain his honour, is forced
into a position in which his actions become a violation of the honour code. Elektra
conforms to this pattern, Cairns claims, as she is a figure motivated by a deep sense
of personal injury and thus “lives and acts as she does in order to annoy her
enemies.”""’ Her need to retaliate drives her to lament endlessly, disobey authority,
and abuse her mother. Regard for her personal honour has led Elektra to act in a
disgraceful manner and her expressions of shame function to underscore the morally
dubious nature of her behaviour, the contradictory aspects of her argument, and

ultimately only emphasize the similarities between mother and daughter.

Cairns follows the current trend to see the Sophoclean hero as a figure in conflict
with society. One of the strongest champions of this view is Bernard Knox with his
portrait of the Sophoclean protagonist in The Heroic Temper."* With its powerful

1 Cairns 1993: 249.
0 Cairns 1993: 241.
M Knox 1964.
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portrayal of the lonely, self-willed tragic hero who acts in accordance with the
demands of his own temperament and finds himself isolated from society, Knox’s
book had a powerful impact on Sophoklean scholarship, and it has continued to
exert an influence on critics. For Knox, these figures are all “exquisitely conscious of
their own uniqueness. Abandoned and unsupported by everyone, including the
gods, they have nothing to fall back upon but a belief in themselves and their own
destiny.”* For Knox, Elektra is not any different; she is as self-determined,
unyielding, stubborn, alienated, and insistent upon revenge as any other Sophoclean
figure. Her avowal never to cease lamenting is for Knox evidence of her heroic nature
and is comparable to the decision the hero makes that stems from “the deepest layer
of his individual nature, his physis.”"'* Knox’s portrait certainly captures the
common traits which characters as diverse as Antigone, Aias, Philoktetes, and Elektra
share. They are all figures who adopt a stance and hold fast onto it. What is
troublesome with this formulation is its concentration on the overwhelming
uniqueness and individualism of the hero to the exclusion of all else. In focusing on
the hero’s individual will and his ability to sustain his decision in the face of
opposition, without addressing the broader ethical issues, Knox leaves us with a
rather unbalanced portrait of them as iconoclastic figures who stand apart from the
communal framework. Christopher Gill identifies the main weakness of Knox’s

argument when he writes:

he {Knox] does not provide an understanding of the way in which the
heroes appeal...to ethical principles which they regard as basic to their
society. Thus, although Knox does not present these figures as ethical

12 Knox 1964: 36.
3 Knox 1964: 10.
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individualists or ‘outsiders’ in quite the way that Whitman does, they
take on something of that character by default.'*

Yet Elektra is not as opposed to society as the arguments of Knox and Cairns seem to
suggest, and it is in her expression of aidés that we shall see how deeply
representative her arguments are of principles fundamental to society. She may
oppose herself to those who surround her, but these are all figures who themselves

transgress some of the most fundamental beliefs of the community.

2.4.1  Aidés and eusebeia

The Chorus has suggested to Elektra that given the circumstances it is best to yield to

authority (219-20). In reply, Elektra says:

¢épe,
TG €L 101G PO uEvoLg AuEAETv KaAly;
&v 1ivt Tou?’ EBAact avBpunrwv;
Ui €inv Evaog tovtorg
Ui, €l T TpéoKEAL XPNOTD,
Euvvaioy’ evkniog, Yovéwv
éxrtigoug ioyovoa ntépuyag
OEVTOVEIV YOWV.
€1 yap o p&v Gavav ya e xai ovdév dv
KELCETI TAAAS, Ol & un tdALv
dwoovo’ avrigévous dixag,
Eppot T Gv aiduxg
aravtwv v eVcEfera Bvativ.

{236-250)

Come, how can it be right to be forgetful of the dead?
In whom does this flourish?
May I never be honoured by such people,
nor may [ ever live free from care with any good
thing I may have, if I restrain the wings of
loud lamentation dishonouring my father.
For if the dead man lies there being earth and

' Gill 1996: 153 points out that Knox’s portrayal of the heroic character seems “coloured by the
concepts of ethical individualism” but not as explicitly as say Whitman in his Homer and the Heroic
tradition. He goes on to point out that an exegesis along ethical lines would offer an altogether
different interpretation of the plays from that which Knox suggests.
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nothingness, miserable man, and they are not to
pay the penalty, killed in turn, aidés and
eusebeia would disappear from all mankind.

Her answer reveals the basic motivation underlying her lamentation, namely, the
traditional values of aidds and eusebeia, principles shared by everyone and
fundamental to communal life. Simply put, shame and piety demand that she
lament; and, in doing so, she safeguards and upholds these principles. At the same
time Elektra is able to recognize how her behaviour must appear to others, and she
expresses her shame:

atovvopar pév, d yuvaikes, ei Soxd

roAAoior Opnvorg Svogopely Wiy Gyav

aAr’ 1 Bia yap tavt dvayxalen pe dpav,

cuyyvote: rig yap fing evyevii Yovi,

rap@ opdoa xpat, ov Spen tdd dv...

(254-258)

I am ashamed, women if | seem to you

to lament too much

but force compels me to do this,

torgive me; for how could any noble woman

seeing the sufferings of her father’s house not do this...

She then goes on to defend her behaviour on other grounds — the conditions in the
palace. She is at odds with her mother (261-62); she must live with and be ruled by
the murderers of her father (262-64); Aigisthos sits on Agamemnon’s throne, wears
his royal robes, and sleeps in his bed with her mother (267-74); her mother carries
out monthly ritual sacrifices in celebration of Agamemnon’s murder (277-81) and
insults and abuses her daughter (287-98). In circumstances such as these, Elektra
concludes, it is impossible to be either moderate or pious:

v OUV 101001015 OUtE GuPOVETY, $idm,

ot evoeflelv adpeonv: GAL’ év 10i¢ xaxoig

ToAAN 'Ot dvayxn xaxumdevewy xaxd. 079,

In dircumstances such as these, friends, it is not
possible to be moderate or pious but there is
much necessity to practice evil in evil circumstances.
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The problem for commentators has always been that her relationship to piety seems
somewhat contradictory, for having earlier claimed eusebeia as a basis for her actions
(250) she then goes on to deny this possibility and many interpret this as Elektra’s
lack of awareness or her attempt to redefine the concept according to her own
terms.'> Cairns sees a similar paradox in Elektra’s claim to maintain qidds and
eusebeia and her acknowledgement that in doing so, she has been forced to act in
ways that aidds should prevent. Elektra, he argues, “recognizes that she is not

behaving as a noble woman should in normal circumstances” but justifies her

'15 North 1966: 52; 65. See also Blundell 1989: 159. Kirkwood 1942: 86 sees the contradiction between
Elektra’s various claims of piety and shame [“it is not possible to sophronein or to eusebein” (307-8);
“shame holds me” (616); “I know my conduct is unseemly” (618) and later her claim that that would
win praise for piety (967-8)| as evidence of Elektra’s lack of self-knowledge. She deceives herself as to
the true nature of the matricide. Kirkwood may be right to see in Elektra’s failure to mention the
name of her mother a sign that she is deceiving herself, but he fails to acknowledge that this is at a
point in which Elektra is ignorant of the true nature of her circumstances, something which changes
when the dolos is revealed to her. Burton 1980: 195 adopts a2 more psychological interpretation of her
behaviour, arguing that in Elektra’s contradictory claims we see evidence of a psychological disorder:
“It is as if she were regarding herself from two points of view, both as the just avenger of her father
and therefore evoepiic, and also as a woman whose natural instincts are so warped that she feels
incapable of either cwgpooivn or evcéfera in her daily conduct. A psychological ‘split’ of this type
indicates that the mind is obsessed and the judgement confused.” Burton ignores how aidds works
here and interprets her reaction in a too psychological fashion. If Elektra’s natural instincts were as
warped as Burton believes, one doubts whether she would even recognize her own transgressions.
Others (Johansen 1964: 8-32) have interpreted Elektra’s numerous confessions of shame at her
behaviour as pointing to the tension between what is dikaion and what is both aischron and kalon on
the other. The question is not whether the matricide is just; that is assumed, but given that it is just
and necessary, is it not also shameful? Justice then comes at the cost of Elektra’s moral disintegration.
While | agree with Johansen on the tension between the dikaion and the aischron evident in the
matricide, there is little to suggest Elektra’s moral breakdown. McDevitt 1983: 3-4 also agrees with
Johansen on the just but shameful aspect of the matricide but disagrees with the conclusion Johansen
draws. For McDevitt, Elektra feels no shame at the matricide, but only at the life she is forced to lead.
Elektra acts according to an inner moral truth, which, “contrary to public opinion”, makes it
shameful not to carry out the vengeance. The audience on the other hand is forced by Sophokles’
presentation of her to judge the matricide as shameful. McDevitt attempts to show how Sophokles
invites us to view the matricide as shameful by the allusion to the discreditable history of the house in
the epode and messenger speech. The violence is marked by the reference to the chariot race between
Pelops and Oinomaos and is connected with the chariot race in which Orestes supposedly dies. We
are meant to judge both as shameful and thus the whole vengeance of which this story is part. It seems
unlikely that Sophokles would leave something so crucial to our understanding of the play (the
judgement that the matricide is shameful) to such a subtle allusion (see critical remarks of Stinton
1986: 79 regarding the allusion to the chariot race). Nor does McDevitt ever identify where he finds
this ‘public opinion’ in the play which judges the matricide as shameful.
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conduct in terms of her own honour and the need to retaliate, motivations that are
compelling only to her.!s Cairns has certainly identified an important conflict but
when we examine Elektra’s arguments, the opposition seems to be more between the
blood-based ties of the oikos and the broader ethical framework of the polis than in

any conflict betweeen Elektra’s values and society.

There are two aspects of aidds in operation here: that which compels Elektra to
continue lamenting even in excess of customary measure in order to uphold what
she perceives to be the basic beliefs of society; and her sense of shame that in doing
so she has failed to live up to other codes of conduct. That is, we have one action
which, in one aspect, is praiseworthy and, in another, disgraceful. Cairns claims, like
others, that Elektra’s “pursuit of eusebeia necessitates its negation.”''” Yet her failure
to be pious, which Cairns rightly identifies as her lack of respect for her mother, is
only a breach of one aspect of eusebeia. Usually translated as piety, eusebeia involves
a regard and respect for authority and as such was not restricted to the gods, but was
felt towards one’s polis and for one’s parents.'® In this sense, then, it includes both a
respect for the laws and the principles of order within the community and a respect
for parental authority and proper behaviour within the oikos. It is a regard for power,
but is properly only felt for power which is legitimate."'” More than anything else,

eusebeia means upholding ancestral custom (patrios nomos) and to be eusebés is, as

16 Cairns 1993: 248.

7 Cairns 1993: 249.

118 See Bremmer 1994: 4-5 and Zaidman and Schmitt Pantel 1992: 13-15 for discussions of piety and
impiety.

!9 Its root seb and the related forms sebas or sebein mean literally ‘to retreat in awe’. Eusebeia or a
related form of it occurs at lines 250, 308, 464, 589 and 968.

120 See Cairns 1993: 207; Kells 1973: 97 calls the common translation of eusebeia as “pious” misieading
because of its heavy religious overtones. He suggests that at lines 245 & 308 it means something closer
to law-abidingness or respect for the law than piety. The gods are implied because they have an
interest in the principles of order and human conduct.
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Zaidman says, “to believe in the efficacy of the symbolic system that the city had
established for the purpose of managing relations between gods and men, and to

»12

participate in it, in the most vigorously active manner possible.

Elektra’s dilemma is that she is forced to breach eusebeia in one or another form no
matter what she does. She may be respectful towards her mother but that would
mean dishonouring her father, abandoning the dead, justice, and ultimately, the
principles of eusebeia and aidés. Alternatively, she may honour her father with her
lamentation, which means she has to disobey her mother. In the realm of the oikos,
Elektra’s dilemma is insoluble — no matter whom she chooses, she will betray a
parent. Within the broader ethical framework of the polis, however, the choice is
clear. Aigisthos’ and Klytaimnestra’s rule claims the authority which resides in power
but it is power without legitimacy or justice — it was accomplished by murder and is
sustained by tyranny. The decision to honour her father over her mother then is not
driven solely by some need to retaliate against her mother, but by her sense of aidés
or respect for the ideals of eusebeia within the broader sphere of the polis. That this
forces her to breach a narrower form of eusebeia, respect for her mother, she is all

too aware of, hence her shame.

In focusing upon the individualistic aspect of aidés, Cairns takes what is only a
welcome by-product of her lamentation — that she irritates her enemies — and makes
it her primary aim, thus ignoring the broader ethical motivations in favour of the
personal and subjective. In elevating one above the other, Cairns creates a deeply
subjective heroine driven solely by a compulsion to act that is understandable only to

her. Such an argument ignores the fact that her claim to uphold eusebeia and aidés

121 7aidman and Schmitt Pantel 1992 15.
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wins the support of the Chorus (251- 253), and it further ignores the fact that, in
claiming to do what any noble woman would do (257-258), Elektra operates not
according to her personal set of values, as Cairns argues, but those which she
perceives to be the fundamental laws of the community. For her, this is what it is to

be noble.'2

2.4.2  Aidobs and sophrosyné

Elektra’s sense of shame also involves her recognition that she breaches a form of
sophrosyné. Séphrosyné generally means something akin to ‘moderation’, ‘soundness
of mind’, ‘self-limitation’ or ‘observance of limits’ and is often translated as
‘prudence’ or ‘self-restraint’.'® When applied specifically to the female, this term has
a narrower meaning of ‘chastity’, ‘modesty’, ‘obedience’, and ‘inconspicuous
behaviour’.' Helen North, who provides the most comprehensive treatment of this
term, traces its development from Homeric times to later fifth century. She points
out that in the epics sdphrosyné means basically ‘soundness of mind’ and appears to
be of little importance alongside the heroic virtues of courage and skill in fighting.
With the rise of the polis, it moved beyond its original meaning and developed the

moral sense evident in Aischylos’ use of it. In Sophokles, North argues that

2 Elektra’s understanding of nobility emerges more clearly in the confrontation with her sister,
Chrysothemis. Cairns ignores this exchange, but it is important for establishing the radically different
motivations of the two sisters. See Chapter 3 below.

1B53phrosyné derives from the verb sophronein which itself is composed of sos’ (safe) and ‘phren’
(mind). The noun sdphrosyné is absent in both Aischylos and Sophokles. The more commonly used
terms in this play are forms of the root ¢pwv mind and thus euphronein, phronein, occur frequently.
The adverb sophronos occurs once; the adjective four times and the verb eight times (See North 1966:
50 n. 39 and Ellendt 1872). The following forms are found in Elektra: cwgpoveiv (307); codpawv (365);
€D ¢pOVELY (394); CUPOVIOELS (465).

2 North 1966: 1 n. 2 points out tht throughout Greek history the idea of feminine sophrasyné
remained the same in these four aspects.
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sdphrosyné has a more intellectual force than moral and is used primarily to refer to

the ability to recognize reality and thus it is closely tied to self-knowledge. '

North’s discussion of the theme of sdphrosyné in Sophokles’ tragedies reveals a
perspective similar to that of Knox, Cairns, and others in that she sees its
characteristic plot pattern revolving around a hero in conflict with society. He is, as
she puts it, a figure who “carries his individualism to some extreme incompatible
with the apparent welfare of the community.”* For North, the Sophoclean
protagonist is an example of a “failure in séphrosyné”.” With regard to Elektra,
North argues that in Elektra’s rejection of moderation, she betrays a lack of self-
awareness which makes her resemble her mother. She exults in every excess of
emotion, rejects to pétpov (236) and declares that in her circumstances, sdphrosyné is
impossible (év oUv to100t01g olite Gmdpoveiv, didan, olt' evoePeiv ndpesnav- 307-
308).'* Elektra, North argues, follows her own independent standards of behaviour,
taking familiar ethical terms such as aidés, eusebeia, and sphrosyné and filling them

with new meaning.

Elektra does break all rules of decorum with her outspoken and public lamentation.
This is behaviour which is immodest and conspicuous and thus a clear violation of

séphrosyné, but it is a breach of a conventional form of sdphrosyné; in other words,

1% North 1966: 32-33.

125 North 1966: 12.

7 North 1966: 51.

18 North 1966: 65 sees an intended echo of the Choephoroi suggesting that Elektra’s nature is revealed
through a contrast with her Aeschylean counterpart: The Elektra of Aischylos’ tragedy “who was
genuinely different from her mother, could pray sincerely for sophrosyné and piety; this Electra,
although chaste where her mother is wanton, is like Clytemestra in rejecting moderation, and both
mother and daughter lack self-knowledge.”
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Elektra contravenes the behaviour befitting a woman in her conventional role.”®
There is no evidence to suggest that her claim ~ sdphrosyné is impossible in her
circumstances — involves a wholesale rejection of the concept or that it reflects her
lack of self-awareness, as North claims.'® Rather, Elektra recognizes that her
behaviour is not suitable for a woman and is ashamed that her public lamentation
has made her act in such an unseemly fashion. In this respect, her breach of
sophrosyné is analogous to her breach of eusebeia, that is, it is a violation of one
aspect of it. Greater support for this argument is found in the following
confrontation with her sister, for their debate is essentially over what constitutes
sdphrdn behaviour. There we shall see that Elektra’s breach of séphrosyné is only a
violation of a restricted form of sdphrosyné, the type embodied in the behaviour of
her sister. While Chrysothemis would seem to be the living refutation of Elektra’s
claim that every noble woman would act as she does, ultimately the exchange
vindicates Elektra’s behaviour by showing she acts more in line with communal
standards than does her sister, Chrysothemis. In other words, Elektra’s
understanding of séphrosyné is not unique to her, but one fully informed by the civic
ethics of the polis.

'® Others have argued that her breach of sdphrosyné here is less significant than her breach of
eusebeia. Alexanderson 1966: 79-98 for one takes this view, arguing that her expressions of shame
refer to only minor breaches of decorum. He suggests that it reflects Elektra’s recognition that she
does not conform to the traditional view of a young woman’s behaviour and does not feel happy
about it, in spite of her hard attitude.” Cairns 1993: 248 as well claims that her aischune here refers
only to embarrassment regarding conduct unfitting in 2 woman of her status. Johansen 1964: 8-32
attaches far more significance to Elektra’s expressions of shame, arguing that they indicate the evil
realm into which she has been forced.

"% North’s argument regarding the rejection of sdphrosyné and the delusion of the hero is more
applicable to the later scene with Chrysothemis in which Elektra presents her with a vision of glory
and fame they will win if they kill Aigisthos. This could be seen as Elektra’s delusion, especially
because it is connected with a failure to see the truth of the ritual evidence her sister brings (see
Chapter 6). As North points out, “[o]ften the theme of delusion is connected with a misunderstood
oracle or prophecy.” But this is a direct result of the messenger speech of the paidagdgos and is only
temporary; the delusion vanishes once the dolos is revealed to Elektra.
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Both instances of Elektra’s transgressions, that is, her failure to uphold one aspect of
the familial form of eusebeia as well as her rejection of a conventional form of
sphrosyné are at the same time examples of Elektra’s maintenance of and loyalty to
other standards of behaviour. This is to a large degree what constitutes her moral
dilemma: her conduct is right by some standards, but wrong by others. Yet, Elektra
herself realises this conflict and thus her aidds betrays a stronger sensitivity to the
conventions regarding behaviour suitable for a noble person rather than the lack of
awareness many have seen. Most important, Elektra reveals a capacity for
recognising a hierarchy amongst the virtues and various aspects of them, which rank

some as more important than others.



Elektra and Chrysothemis I:
The Séphron Citizen versus Female S6phrosyné 3

3.1  Preliminary Remarks

The Chorus, who has just finished reassuring Elektra that Orestes will come, now
warns her to speak no further, as her sister is approaching. Chrysothemis enters,
apparently on the way to Agamemnon’s grave with ritual offerings from
Klytaimnestra. When she comes upon Elektra outside the gates of the palace, the two
sisters become engaged in a lengthy debate. Chrysothemis is openly critical of her
sister’s public lamentation while Elektra has nothing but contempt for her weak-
willed acquiescence in tyranny. Neither is convinced by the arguments of the other
and, just as Chrysothemis is about to depart, she reveals to her sister the report of
Kiytaimnestra’s dream. Elektra, who immediately recognises its significance, is
emboldened by the vision and tells her sister to throw the ritual offerings away and
replace them by their own gifts to their father. Persuaded by her sister, Chrysothemis

leaves to carry out her sister’s request.

75
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Chrysothemis is often thought to function as a “foil’ to Elektra.” With her modest
demeanor and respectful obedience, she seems the model of conventional female
sophrosyné. Elektra, on the other hand, outspoken and defiant, seems to reject every
manner of sdphrosyné as a pretext for cowardice and weakness. Many critics have
thus concentrated on Elektra’s alleged rejection of sdphrosyné. North’s argument in
this regard is typical, as she, like others, claims, as we have seen, that in contrast to
Chrysothemis’ more conventional form of sdphrosyné, Elektra has her own private
interpretation of this concept, in line with her aya6 ¢vong. 2 Chrysothemis appears
to be governed by a code of behaviour limited to the subordinate position of women,
and Elektra rises above this code of conduct; yet the exchange between the sisters is
never over how a female qua female should behave; rather it is over what constitutes
s6phron behaviour in their circumstances.' Each sister makes a claim to ‘right
thinking’ in order to justify her decision and each accuses the other of being ‘without
sense’. Their speeches are full of references to honour, nobility and freedom; and the
way in which the two siblings interpret these terms reveals much about their
understanding of séphrdn thinking. Chrysothemis’ failure to acknowledge any larger
ethical framework exposes her actions as driven more by a narrow form of self-
interest concerned exclusively with material comfort and physical safety than any
specific concern with proper behaviour for a woman. Elektra, on the other hand, has
an awareness of honour and freedom that embraces a moral dimension absent in her

sister. She may violate certain codes of behaviour, but the source of her defiant

B Kitto 1959: 160; Stevens 1978: 117; Schein 1982: 74; Minaedo 1994: 119.

12 North 1966: 65; Blundell 1989: 159 makes a similar argument. See note 15 above.

% North 1966: 65 claims that evidence for Elektra’s “private interpretation of séphrosyné” may be
found in the confrontation between her and Chrysothemis in which Elektra accuses her sister of
xMbri. Chrysothemis, Elektra argues, would not act in the manner she does if she were sophron
(cdidpav v’ odoa 365). But the fact that the two sisters differ in their understanding of sdphrosyné is
hardly proof that Elektra has her own independent standards.
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behaviour lies not in a private understanding of séphrosyné unique to her, but in the
civic beliefs of the fifth century polis. Finally, while neither sister makes any specific
mention of aidds, apparent in Elektra’s actions is an acute sensitivity as to ‘how
things appear’. Chrysothemis is more openly critical of her sister’s behaviour than
the Chorus, but unlike that earlier exchange, her words do not provoke any
expression of shame in Elektra. This suggests that this scene is designed to justify
Elektra’s breach of familial piety and conventional female séphrosyné in contrast to a

sister who rigidly adheres to these concepts without reference to their context.

3.2 Sophrén Thinking versus Female Séphrosyné

Chrysothemis’ opening speech (328-40) betrays some of the limitations and
weaknesses of her position. She begins by criticising her sister for her public
lamentation, thinking it futile and her anger pointless (328-31). Although she
declares that she is similarly grieved at their present situation, she thinks silent

obedience is the best course of action:

KaitoL 10ootov ¥ olda xauavniv, 6n

aly® 'z toig RApoloV GOT Gv, el 0Bévog
AdBoy, SnAdomy’ Gv ol’ airoi ¢povi.

viv §' &v xaxolg ot TAELV Vderpévy Soxel,

Kai i) SOKElv pév Spav 1, anuaiverv 8é un.
towavta 8’ GAAa xai ot fovAopan XOETy. (552,330

However, I know this much about myself, that

[ grieve over the present situation; so that if I had the power

I should show them what I think about them.

Now in times of trouble, it scems best to me to sail with a
slackened sail and not seem to do something but do them no harm.
And [ wish you too to do such things and others.
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Despite the fact that Chrysothemis claims to share a view similar to her sister, she
thinks that since she is without power, it is best “to sail with a slackened sail”. Justice
(dikaion) may not lie in these words, Chrysothemis admits, but freedom does and
she ends her speech with this claim:
et &' éAevlépav pe Sel
Citv, TV Kpatovviwv 0Tt TAVT axovotéa. 339310

It I am to live in freedom,
[ must obey those in power in all things.

According to Chrysothemis, action requires 68évog, a word which means ‘might’ or
‘prowess’ and is used primarily with reference to males or masculine physical
strength. Action then is defined entirely in a physical sense and thus becomes the
exclusive domain of males. Being without 68évog, Chrysothemis thinks she has no
ability to do anything and thus to her, behaviour like Elektra’s is senseless in that it
accomplishes nothing. Less concerned with justice than freedom, she willingly
sacrifices the one in order to obtain the other. Yet, freedom for Chrysothemis is
nothing more than being free to move about the palace unhindered. Like action,

freedom is defined by Chrysothemis in an entirely physical sense.

As Knox rightly remarks, such a non-political use of the word éAe%0epog is startling
in fifth century tragedy.'* Freedom for the Greeks was a concept primarily political
in nature. Having fought the Persians, they were all too aware of their system of
absolute monarchy which demanded the submission of one’s will to the king. In

contrast, the Greeks counted themselves free because they obeyed a magistrate which

'3 Knox 1983: 8 takes this as further evidence of the non-political nature of the play. Chrysothemis
does have a strikingly narrow definition of freedom but this only draws attention to Elektra’s different
understanding of freedom, which is not as “personal” as Knox claims.
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they themselves had elected and a system of laws which they themselves had created.
The Chorus in Aischylos’ Persians expresses this well when it proclaims that to be an
Athenian citizen was to be masterless, a servant to no mortal man." To submit
oneself to the arbitrary will of an individual was for the Athenians nothing more
than a form of slavery. By the democratic standards of fifth century Athens,
Chrysothemis’ claim that freedom requires obedience to oi xpatodvteg in all things
sounds remarkably servile. Only by the narrow conventions of female sophrosyné
might it seem praiseworthy, as submission to authority was thought to be the prime
areté of women. Yet, Chrysothemis has justified her behaviour not by reference to
how a woman should behave, but by the much weaker claim of a lack of physical
strength and desire for a rather limited form of freedom, in other words, by an

argument that has no broader application beyond her own physical safety and

comfort.

Elektra’s speech (341-368) begins on an equally critical note that exposes the
consequences of Chrysothemis’ decision to follow a course of silent obedience. It

means that she must forget her father and remain loyal to her mother:

Sewvov v o’ obouv ratpog ob ob naig Sdug
xeivov AeAijoBa, tiig 8& Tixtovong péAerv.
d@ravta ydp oot taud vovbetipata

xeivng Sidaxta, xovdév éx cuutiic Aéyerc.
[tis terrible that you being born a daughter of
your father forget him and care for your mother.

For all your warnings to me are taught by her
and you say nothing which comes from yourself.

(M1-44)

135 Persians 241-242.
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This is not simply a quarrel over family loyalties, for the opposition between the two
sisters runs much deeper. We saw in the previous exchange that Elektra’s
motivations lie in her desire to care for the dead and thus the protection of the
traditional beliefs of aidds and eusebeia. If the dead are neglected, Elektra points out,
then the principles of aidds and eusebeia vanish. That is, her motivations have
reference to reasons external to herself. Here, Chrysothemis’ neglect of her father
means that she denies one of the basic principles of both domestic and communal
life, care for the dead. She may uphold a narrow and superficial form of familial piety
in that she shows the respect a daughter should display to a mother but she must also
breach a form of familial piety as this means that she forgets her father. Equally
unacceptable to Elektra is that Chrysothemis has tied herself to the will of the woman
responsible for Agamemnon’s death and thus can do nothing other than carry out
her mother’s commands. She may hate the rulers but she does so only in words
(Adye 357), for in fact (Epye 358) she must keep company with them. Chrysothemis’
code of behaviour thus places her in the position of being able to uphold concepts

such as sdphrosyné and eusebeia in only their narrowest form.

Elektra then goes on to demonstrate how limited and shallow Chrysothemis’ view of

action is by a comparison with her own:

Ting Adyerg pev apricg, o ei Adfoig
oBévog 10 tovtuv picog éxdeileiag av
€oU 5 Ratpi XRAVIA TIPWPOVREVIG
oute Suvépderg Tiv 1 Spdouv Extpérerc.
oV it Xpog kaxolc derkiav Exer;
(M47-51)
You who said just now, that if you had the power
you would show your hatred of them,
but when I do everything to revenge my father,
you do not help and you turn away the one who does act.
Is this not cowardice in addition to the evils?
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Chrysothemis, as stated earlier, thinks that she needs the physical strength of a male
to show her hatred of the rulers; yet Elektra’s form of action, lamentation, only
requires the moral strength to maintain a set of beliefs in the face of suppression.
Nor is it as futile and ineffective as Chrysothemis thinks, for by lamenting Elektra
honours her father and thereby brings pain to the rulers (355-56). Although
Chrysothemis has come to tell Elektra that she will be put away unless she ceases her
lamentation, she fails to grasp that this threat confirms Elektra’s claim that her action
has the power to harm the rulers. Chrysothemis, because of her limited perspective,
is unaware that Elektra’s lamentation acquires through its public nature a political
power that makes it an effective form of action. Her restricted definition of action
and freedom leaves her unable to comprehend anything in terms other than their

physical consequences.

Each sister makes a claim to being sdphrdn while accusing the other of being ‘without
sense’. As Elektra points out, Chrysothemis’ form of honour allows her to live a life
of privilege (360-62), but it also means that she must appear cowardly (351) and base

(363). Elektra rejects her form of honour and tells her sister she would too if she
‘thought rightly’:

TG Ofig &' oUK Epd Tpiic Aaxelv,

ovd’ av oV, aupwv ¥’ odoa. viv §' Eov Tatpog

RAVTOV dpicTov xaida xexAfioBar, xakod

TG kNTPoG: ot ydp ¢avij mheiotolg xax,

6avévta xatépa xai ¢ilovg Tpodoica coug, set368

[ don’t desire to obtain your honour,

nor would you at least if you thought rightly. Now although it

is possible to be called the child of the best father of all, be called
after your mother. For in this way you appear base to most,
having betrayed your dead father and your own.
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The point is not that Elektra has her own personal understanding of séphrosyné or
honour, which Chrysothemis fails to live up to, but that, when judged by the
standards of the community, Chrysothemis would appear base to most (¢avij
rAeiotowg xaxti 366). Pleistoi here seems to have the force of ‘public opinion’, that is,
Elektra defines ‘right thinking’ by reference to communal standards. The difference
in their view of sophrén behaviour is most apparent when Chrysothemis reveals the
threat of the rulers to imprison Elektra unless she ceases her lamentation. Elektra’s
willingness to give up her physical freedom in order to maintain a set of beliefs seems
to Chrysothemis a form of madness, and she tells her sister that now is the time to
show good sense:
G tavta ¢palov, xai pe pi xob' Horepov
UOU LERYT). VOV Yap €V kakd dpovelv. 8330

On these things, reflect, and do not blame me later,
when you have suffered. Now it is high time to be prudent.

To Chrysothemis, Elektra seems to have no concern for the kind of life she leads
(392), but this is only a rejection of a life reduced to physical comforts. Elektra
eschews all the material benefits of Chrysothemis’ life, and willingly endures a
miserable existence in servitude in order to uphold her idea of honour. For Elektra,
honour includes her father’s honour, the honour of the oikos, and a kind of
communal honour, while for Chrysothemis honour means looking out for oneself
and not acting foolishly (398), which is only another way of saying it means
obedience to authority. Thus for her thinking well (e) ¢poveiv 394) is simply

submitting to the powers-that-be (toi¢ xpatotor &' eixabeiv 396).

When we remember that Elektra sees herself as the representative of her oikos and

the upholder of the traditional beliefs of eusebeia and aidés, her refusal to give way
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before the threats of the tyrants says much about the code of conduct she follows.
The Athenian civic virtues of sdphrosyné and eusebeia (as well andreia and dikaiosyne)
all stress the citizen’s subordination and duty to the polis. Unlike the modern
concept of morality, which is based upon personal moral conscience and the
individual’s ideas of right and wrong, the ancient citizen was guided in his conduct
and actions by ancestral custom (patrios nomos) and the laws of the polis. His
freedom was the freedom to participate in the life of the polis through carrying out
his duties and obligations to the state. Historically, women had no more active
political freedom than metics, and Athenian democracy meant freedom for a select
group of people, namely, male citizens entitled to vote and hold office. We must not
expect tragedy merely to reflect, with any degree of precision, the historical and
social realities of its time."* Therefore, we are not unduly surprised that the female in
Greek tragedy acts and behaves in a fashion never allowed to her historical
counterpart.”” Elektra appears so masculine to commentators precisely because she
follows a code of behaviour more in line with the values associated with the notion
of active citizenship in fifth-century Athens than with any conventional ideas of
female areté.® What allows Elektra to sacrifice so willingly her physical freedom is

her understanding of a duty and obligation beyond that of ensuring her own safety.

1% The discrepancy between the behaviour of the female in tragedy and her social status in fifth
century society has become the focus of much feminist scholarship. For an idea of the range of views
expressed over the years, see Gomme 1925:1-25; Kitto 1951; Pomeroy 1975; Shaw 1975: 235-66;
Gould 1980: 38-59; Blok and Mason 1984; Cohen 1989: 3-15; Seidensticker 1995: 151-73. One of the
best treatments remains that of Foley 1981b: 127-168. See Katz 1995: 21-43 & 199 fora good historical
overview of this subject and Zeitlin 1985: 63-94 for a recent attempt to move the debate beyond the
status of women as represented in either their poetic context or their social and historical context.

"7 Hall 1997: 93-126 identifies a generic plot-pattern in regard to the female in tragedy. Women, she
argues, break ‘unwritten laws’ only in the physical absence of a legitimate husband or kurios. Elektra
follows a pattern of behaviour similar to many other dominant female characters in that she acts in
the absence of 2 husband or legitimate kurios.

1% See, for instance, Vickers 1982: 587 n. 4; Cairns 1993: 241 n. 92; Vernant 1983: 136-8 who points
out that the figure of Elektra herself is a strong and masculine one.
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That is, her behaviour is remarkably consistent with that demanded of one who has a
share in the polis; and, in refusing to submit herself to the will of another, she acts in
accordance with the Athenian concept of freedom. This is precisely why
Chrysothemis is judged so harshly by Elektra, for by the standards of fifth century
society her behaviour appears weak and base, unworthy of a free-born citizen.
Elektra accuses her sister of cowardice, which for the Athenians was one of the worst

vices.

Those who argue, as North does, that Chrysothemis follows a conventional form of
sOphrosyné are formally correct. The problem is that Chrysothemis does not so much
argue from this stance as from a concern for herself; because she has more regard for
her own comfort than anything else, her behaviour appears less than admirable.
There is, as already pointed out, no evidence, however, for the claim that Elektra acts
in accordance with purely personal standards or that her breach of séphrosyné
indicates her lack of self-knowledge. Hers is a different code of behaviour from
Chrysothemis, but far from being a private code of conduct, it has turned out that its
principles are more in line with the cardinal civic virtues rather than the
conventional standards of female areté. The word aidés may not appear in the
exchange, but it quite plainly governs Elektra’s actions, as her ideas of honour and
freedom show a sensitivity as to how these concepts are understood in the wider
community. For Elektra, sdphrén behaviour should aim at fulfilling the duties and
requirements of society, and in this respect it may be understood as a consequence of
her aidds. Elektra has the ability to conceive of her situation in the context of the
norms of society and act accordingly. Chrysothemis, having no such ability to see
things in their broader context, rigidly adheres to a code of conduct that can only
uphold concepts such as sdphrosyné in their most restricted conventional form. What
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Chrysothemis promotes is good sense or good behaviour that has no wider reference
to the community or even to the oikos of her father. She simply consults her own

interests and acts accordingly.

One of the striking differences between this confrontation and the previous one is
that although Chrysothemis criticises Elektra, it does not evoke an expression of
shame from her. Unlike the exchange between Elektra and the Chorus, and the later
one with her mother, in which criticism forces Elektra to acknowledge wrongdoing,
no such acknowledgement of shame appears here. There are at least two reasons for
this. First, the Chorus and Klytaimnestra are in a position of authority while
Chrysothemis is not. As Erffa points out, aidds is most often felt towards one’s social
superiors: rulers, elders, and parents. It may be felt towards those who are weaker
and then passes into eleos, but generally, aidds is expressed for what is higher and
superior, and pity, for what is weaker and inferior."” The Chorus and Klytaimnestra
are both Elektra’s superiors and in a position of some authority over her while
Chrysothemis is not. A more important point is that both the Chorus and her
mother make criticisms that have some validity. Elektra’s expression of shame is in
many ways an acknowledgement of their legitimacy. Chrysothemis’ criticisms,
however, have no such effect on her sister. The exchange between the two sisters is
designed to show the questionable aspects of Chrysothemis’ behaviour rather than
Elektra’s. Her rigid adherence to a strict and narrow form of female sdphrosyné in
these circumstances forces her to act in a less than virtuous manner. This seems

substantiated to a certain degree by Chrysothemis’ reaction to her sister’s accusation

139 Erffa 1937: 10-12.
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of subservient behaviour, for she comes close to a recognition that her behaviour is
in some ways less than commendable:
Xp.  xaAov ye pévro pny € afoviiag neceiv.
Ha. zmecovued’, el xph, Tatpi npwpovpevor.
Xe. mamp 8& tovtwv, oida, suyyviuny Exel.
HA.  TaOT €0TL TN XPOS KAKDV EXALVESAL. ol
(398-401)

Chr.  But honour means not to fall through foolishness.

E..  [shall fall if | must avenging my father.

CHr.  But our father, I know, has forgiveness for this (sc. my behaviour)
E..  Such words are for the base to approve of.

Chrysothemis’ recognition that her behaviour requires forgiveness implies a neglect
of duty, and she seems at least dimly aware that she is being disloyal to her father.
This comes nowhere near Elektra’s deep expression of shame to the Chorus and later
to her mother which involves a clear recognition that she has been remiss. More
importantly, Chrysothemis tries to excuse her action by appealing to the personal
need for physical safety while Elektra justifies her breach by reference to the

principles of aidds and eusebeia, and the conditions in the palace.

This confrontation, coming so closely after Elektra’s expressions of shame to the
Chorus, is designed to justify her breach of familial piety by contrasting it with a
figure who strictly adheres to this principle. Sophokles allows us to see the
consequences of a rigid adherence to a code of behaviour without reference to its
broader moral implications. That is, Chrysothemis action in itself may be right, but
considered in its context is wrong. This is set against Elektra’s actions, which may
contravene a code of conduct based on lesser moral principles, but are justified given
the circumstances. The basic opposition then between the two sisters has its source
in the different spheres in which they move. Elektra has a deeper understanding of
sophron behaviour, for she defines behaviour according to the ethical framework of
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the larger community. Chrysothemis advocates strict obedience to certain codes of
behaviour based upon her subordinate position in the oikos, and failing to
understand the ethical and moral implications of her actions, is free to pursue her

own selfish interests.

3.3  The Dream of Klytaimnestra

The confrontation between the two sisters comes to an impasse, as neither sister is
able to persuade the other. Although Chrysothemis displays a modest awareness that
her behaviour is wrong, she refuses to join Elektra in any form of action. As
Chrysothemis is leaving, she reveals to her sister the reason for her appearance: she
has been sent by Klytaimnestra to make ritual offerings on Agamemnon’s grave as

her mother has been frightened by a dream. Chrysothemis recounts it as follows:

Adyog g avTiv €0V ELOISETV RATPOG
700 6o =& kapot devtépav oAiav
€AB6vTOg £¢ ¢S Elta VS E¢éoTiov
riigar Aafovta oxiixtpov olopEL KO
avtig, tavov §' AinebBog éx e U8’ dve
BAaoteiv Bpvovia BaAldv, @ xauioxiov
xdoav yevéoln tiv Muknvaiov x66va.
(417-423)
There is a story that she envisioned a second
nuptial consummation with my father and yours when
he visited the light. Then he himself who was
carrying the staff, which Aigisthos now carries,
took it and fixed it in this hearth; and from ita
branch burst forth luxuriant above by which
all Mycenean land was overshadowed.

Dreams are always highly significant in ancient poetry, but we should be careful not
to interpret them in a too psychological fashion. For moderns, dreams are generally

thought to reflect the unconscious desires or wishes of characters; that is, the origins
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are sought within the characters themselves. For the ancients, however, dreams have
an external, often divine, origin, and were usually thought to disclose the future.'
The reactions of Elektra and Klytaimnestra are typical in this regard for both see it as
a portent; for the one it is a sign of hope, and for the other a source of fear. For
Elektra, the origin is clearly Agamemnon (459-60) and the dream heralds the return
of legitimate rule. Klytaimnestra, on the other hand, is frightened enough by it to
send her daughter with ritual offerings to placate Agamemnon, while Chrysothemis
either has no ability or no need to interpret the dream; she simply carries out the
wishes of her mother. The Chorus, like Elektra, is overjoyed at this news and in the
following ode they take courage and hope from the dream, expressing the belief that
Diké will arrive shortly. For the Chorus, the meaning is so obvious that, for it to go
unfulfilled, would be enough to cast doubt on the efficacy of all prophecy for
mankind (497-501).

In the dream Klytaimnestra envisions Agamemnon’s return as a devtépa opiAia,
that is, as a second nuptial embrace. Earlier commentators such as Jebb have
overlooked the sexual connotations of GutAiav, perhaps from a sense of delicacy or
prudery.! Later commentators, however, such as Kamerbeek and Kells, have no

such qualms and see clear sexual connotations in the words. That we are to see a

10 See Kessels 1978: 10-11; Del Corno 1982: 55-62 for a discussion of dreams in Greek literature.

! Jebb 1907: n. 417 takes duihiav to refer to social intercourse; Kamerbeek 1974: 67-8 in his edition
is a little more open to the sexual connotations of the word, pointing out that SuiAia and duréo are
often used of sexual intercourse. Kells 1973: 112 also thinks that sexual intercourse is meant. He goes
on to ask what would be “more terrible for the guilty women than to dream that she had intercourse
with the man she had murdered?” Kells is certainly correct in asserting the sexual meaning of the
dream but his modern psychological reading of it as a reflection of Klytaimnestra’s guilt is dubious.
Bowman 1997: 141 and n. 18 in a recent article oddly enough sees no sexual undertones in SpiAiav
but then goes on to argue that the sceptre is a metaphor for the phallus (Agamemnon’s) which is
planted in the hearth (Klytaimnestra’s womb), and thus the dream sequence is a metaphor for the
sexual act. This is dubious psychologising; it seems perverse to argue this way while refusing to see any
sexual connotations in 6u1Aiav, a word which was used to refer to the act itself.
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sexual meaning in optAiav seems clear, as Klytaimnestra’s crime is not just the
murder of Agamemnon, but her adulterous union with Aigisthos. Symbolically then
the dream functions to re-establish the proper and legitimate sexual relationship
between Agamemnon and Klytaimnestra, thereby condemning the present sexual
union between her and Aigisthos as a form of adultery. Moreover, it establishes the
connection between the proper domestic relationship (Agamemnon and
Klytaimnestra) and the true political order, for in the dream immediately after the
act Agamemnon takes the symbol of political power (the sceptre) and plants it beside
the hearth. From this planting of the sceptre springs a fruitful bough which covers all
of Mykenai. Some have even seen sexual overtones in Agamemnon’s planting of the
sceptre in the hearth which reinforce the sexual nature of 6uiAia so that the sceptre
becomes a symbol not only of Agamemnon’s political power but of his virility as
well."2 The tree, often a symbol of fertility and reproduction, which springs from this
planting, then represents Orestes, and its fruitful growth points to his future success
and dominion in Mykenai. The meaning for Elektra is plain: the dream was sent by
her father and identifies the legitimate ruler in the polis (oxiirtpov) and oikos

(E¢éomov) as the offspring of Agamemnon and Klytaimnestra.'®

As in the Choephoroi, the dream serves as a omen to Klytaimnestra, but the two poets
have focused on entirely different elements. Aischylos’ Klytaimnestra dreams of

giving birth to a snake, which, when she suckles it, bites her breast; it has a

"2 Kamerbeek 1974: 68; Kells 1973: 113; Bouvrie 1990: 264 all see sexual undertones here.

"3 Bouvrie 1990: 264 has some sensible remarks to make on the significance of the dream. She too
sees strong sexual connotations in the dream and understands it as representing the “reproduction of
legitimate offspring, the continuity of the oikos seen as an unbroken line of patrilineally connected
generations. The dream forebodes the restoration of the interrupted descent line.” While she is
substantially correct, she disregards the political implications of Agamemnon’s position and the
sceptre as a symbol of his power.
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threatening quality to it and clearly points to the return and vengeance of Orestes. At
its centre stands the relationship between mother and son, and the unnatural
character of the dream reflects the unnaturalness of a son killing a mother.
Ultimately the dream works against Klytaimnestra, as it prompts her to send
libations to appease the dead man, which brings about the reunion of Elektra and
Orestes; together with the Chorus, they invoke the spirit of their dead father to
return to aid in the vengeance. In Sophokles’ version, the emphasis falls not upon the
matricide, but the re-establishment of the proper familial and political order. More
important, it clearly points to the success and future prosperity of the offspring.
There is no need for any invocation of the spirit of the dead man, for the dream is
Agamemnon’s endorsement of their deed. Equally significant, the dream provides
important confirmation for Elektra’s main accusation against her mother. She is not
obsessed with sex as some critics have argued;'“ rather her claim has always been
that Klytaimnestra’s sexual alliance with Aigisthos is a form of adultery, an act

destructive of the oikos, and therefore a crime.

3.4 Ritual Activity

The performance of a ritual action in any tragedy is generally a highly significant
action and careful attention should be paid to the diverse ways in which the poet is
able to use ritual as a means to express the central theme or conflict of the play, to

indicate the mood or character of dramatic personages, or simply as a way to draw

144 See note 188 below.
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attention to critical moments in the action of the drama.!*® As ritual touches on so
many issues and beliefs central to the community, its performance (or lack of
performance) may cause conflicts to develop between differing duties and
obligations, such as loyalty to family versus obligations to the state. This makes ritual
action a particularly effective way for the poet to raise complex and difficult moral
issues. As Patricia Easterling points out, ritual “provides tragedy with a range of
particularly potent metaphors... because it was intimately concerned with all the
most important perceptions and experiences of the community.” ¢ Thus the
corruption of ritual makes a powerful statement about the collapse or distintegration
of the sacial or political order. Ritual action, however, is also a uniquely stabilising
activity; and, as one of its basic functions is to control and maintain order, especially
in the face of disorder, it may just as often be a vehicle for the reintegration and

restoration of order to the community.

In Elektra, every character in the play is portrayed with some relationship to ritual
activity, from Elektra’s continual mourning to the perverted rites and blasphemous

prayers of her mother. In this respect, ritual reflects something of the character of the

145 Some of the more important contributions to the study of ritual and tragedy include: Burkert
1966: 87-121; Friedrich 1983: 159-223 and 1996: 257-283 (and the response of Seaford 1996: 284-
294); Easterling 1989: 97-109; Foley 1985 and 1993: 101-43; Seaford 1985: 315-323; 1987: 106-130;
and 1993: 115-146; Segal 1982; Zeitlin 1965: 463-508. The two most relevant articles for this thesis are
Foley 1993 and Seaford 1985 and 1994. Foley explores the political dimensions of mourning in
tragedy showing how it often portrays the female manipulating and using her command over ritual to
control or subvert male authority. By connecting lamentation with deception, resistance to authority,
and vendetta, tragedy portrays the mourning woman not only as a socially disruptive force but as
dangerous. Seaford takes a much broader approach to ritual, seeing it in connection with tragedy’s
“expression of the historical contradiction between oikos and polis.” The autonomy of the oikos
threatens the unity of the polis and it is only from its destruction that the commonality of the polis
finds its survival. Tragedy reflects this conflict by dramatising the perversion of sacrificial ritual
involving kin-killing as the vehicle through which the oikos is destroyed. Social order is restored not
by the return of the disrupted ritual but by the establishment of a new ritual at the level of the polis
and it, through its rejection of violence and vengeance, becomes the agent of social and political unity.
See note 149 below for Seaford’s argument on Elektra.

16 Easterling 1989: 108-109.
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members of this family as well their relationship to the social and political order.
Moreover, all the confrontations in the play come about through the performance of
some ritual activity: Elektra’s initial monody outside the palace gates answered by the
Chorus; Chrysothemis’ ritval task to bring her mother’s offerings to Agamemnon’s
grave; Klytaimnestra’s sacrifice and prayer to Apollo; Chrysothemis’ report of
Orestes’ ritual offerings; the revelation of Orestes’ identity motivated by his pity at
the sight of his sister’s lamentation for him; and the final confrontation between
Orestes and Aigisthos prompted by the tyrant’s hypocritical desire to lament his

‘dead’ relative.

In this confrontation, Chrysothemis’ appearance on stage is prompted by her ritual
mission on behalf of Klytaimnestra. Frightened by her dream, Klytaimnestra has sent
her daughter with offerings in an attempt to appease Agamemnon. Chrysothemis is
momentarily delayed from carrying out the task by her encounter with Elektra, who
is likewise engaged in her ritual of mourning. During their exchange, we see
Chrysothemis justifying her acquiescence in tyranny as necessary for her safety and
what she calls freedom. Morally weak and inordinately concerned with her own
comfort, she is blindly obedient to the commands of her mother. Not only does she
fail to recognise the significance of her mother’s dream, but she seems only dimly
aware of the obvious impropriety of bringing ritual offerings to her father from the
woman responsible for his death.'” Ritual thus serves to underscore her lack of
awareness, her moral weakness, and her submission to tryanny. Yet, as obedient as
Chrysothemis is to the will of her mother, she is still able to recognise the justice of

Elektra’s cause, and thus when her sister commands her to throw Klytaimnestra’s

"7 Kitzinger 1991: 298-326 treats the ritual action of the play in a fairly detailed manner. See 310-11
for a good analysis of the significance of the ritual elements of this scene.
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offerings to the wind, she obeys. The ritual action which with this scene ends
confirms the rightness of Elektra’s position, and results in an alliance between the

two sisters who join together to restore the proper ritual norm.

Although Klytaimnestra has yet to appear, a striking portrait of her emerges from the
descriptions of her ritual activity. We have heard of her brutal killing of
Agamemnon; her atavistic ritual of purification performed after the murder when
she wiped off the bloodstains on Agamemnon’s head as a form of ablution; and her
mutiliation of the body in which she servered his extremeties and placed them under
his armpits in an attempt to prevent the dead man from carrying out a revenge for
his death (445-46). The grotesque perversion of a rite of purification as well as the
horrific mutilation of the body emphasize both the barbarity of Klytaimnestra as well
as her complete and utter contempt for the propriety of ritual norms. She does not
simply neglect to perform the proper funerary rites for her husband; instead, she
institutes a new monthly ritual sacrifice, which is nothing more than a celebration of
her own crime. John Jones makes a good point about how this ritual act of

Klytaimnestra serves to characterize her:

While Aeschylus makes Clytemnestra’s irreligion rest mainly on her
parody or inversion of ritual forms, her Sophoclean counterpart is
distinguished by the pressure of individual will thrusting her along a
solitary course against the tide of traditional religious restraints. The
tremendous impersonal blasphemies of the one must be contrasted with
the outfacing of propriety which makes the defiance of the other so
different, so keenly “personal”, in its nature."*

The characteristic feature Jones identifies in Klytaimnestra’s ritual activity, its deeply

individualistic nature, is a quality apparent in all her actions. Motivated by a lust for

48 Jones 1962: 153.
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Aigisthos, she murders her husband to gratify her desires and then continues to
renew the original crime each month. Ritual action characterises Klytaimnestra as
someone driven solely by her own desires, who is willing to transgress all norms of

behaviour, ritual or otherwise, in order to serve her own ends.

Elektra’s ritual actions portray her as the sole character who remains faithful to
Agamemnon in the face of all opposition. Mourning him since his death some years
earlier, Elektra uses ritual to maintain the proper order of the oikos, keep alive the
memory of her father’s brutal murder as well as to point to the breach in the political
and social order caused by the rule of the tyrants.' Ritual, for Elektra, is placed in
the service of her oikos, as a way to maintain its order but, at the same time, it has an
ethical basis derived from the communal framework of the polis. While her
lamentation is the basis of the conflict between her and the other members of her
family, it also forms the basis of Elektra’s own moral conflict between performing an

action which is by some standards right, and by others wrong.

"> Seatord 1985: 315-323 has an argument almost diametrically opposed to my own; he identifies in
Elektra’s continued mourning a perversion of ritual that is equivalent to her mother’s. Klytaimnestra’s
monthly celebrations of Agamemnon’s death “both transgress the temporal limit set to the
commemoration of the death and reverse the mood of mourning.” Elektra’s response — perpetual
lamentation — as well subverts the death rites by equally violating their temporal limitation. Aigisthos
and Klytaimnestra respond by threatening imprisonment, which is only an intensified form of the
mourner’s segregation. This reciprocal perversion continues with the murders: Klytaimnestra is killed
while ordering the urn containing Orestes’ ashes, and Aigisthos is entrapped when he arrives
intending to lament Orestes. The final perversion comes with Elektra’s declaration that Aigisthus be
thrown to the grave-diggers most fitting for him: dogs and birds. For Seaford, Elektra is a play marked
by a series of rituals, which, perverted by vengeance, finally become the means by which the
household destroys itself. This play then, according to Seaford, falls into the pattern that he claims is
common in Greek tragedy: the destruction of the royal household on behalf of the polis, expressed
through the perversion of ritual. But this is far more than a conflict between mother and daughter.
Elektra is directly resisting the city’s illegitimate rulers and thus her opposition has political
consequences. Seaford not only disregards the political implications of Elektra’s behaviour, but in
claiming that Elektra’s lamentation is as perverse as Klytaimnestra’s blaphemous ritual action is, he
ignores that the two act with contrary purposes. What Seaford calls Elektra’s perversion of ritual is at
most a technical violation of the time limits imposed on mourning, necessitated by Klytaimnestra’s
continued perversion of ritual, and in effect to remain faithful to the purpose of the rites, she must
continue mourning.
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In this confrontation, Elektra’s ritual activity identifies her as the faithful upholder of
proper ritual activity. Her response to the tainted ritual offerings from Klytaimnestra
is to reassert the proper ritual order in the face of her mother’s disruption and her
sister’s weakness. She tells Chrysothemis that it is not Sewov or 8éuig to bring
offerings to Agamemnon from the person who killed him. Klytaimnestra’s original
act of murder coupled with her barbaric act of mutilation and her continued ritual
perversions cannot, Elektra asserts, be absolved by her ritual offerings. She
commands her sister to toss them to the wind and gives her sister detailed
instructions that reflect her understanding of the proper ritual action. Thus she
prevents her mother’s misuse of ritual and replaces it with proper rites. Kitzinger

observes the difference between mother and daughter in their ritual actions:

whereas Klytaimnestra perverts religious ritual by making offerings on
the tomb of the man she has murdered and by holding festival days to
commemorate his death so that ritual and its meaning are in discord,
Elektra makes the ritual an act performed by the right people in the
correct spirit and for straightforward reasons.'*

Elektra instructs her sister to cut a lock from her hair and place it on the tomb with a
lock of her own. She also gives her sister her girdle and tells her to kneel and pray for
help from the dead so that Orestes may return and restore his house. The detailed
and precise manner in which she instructs her sister marks Elektra as the possessor of
ritual knowledge and as one who uses ritual activity in the proper way and for the
right reasons. Not only does the Chorus characterise Elektra’s instructions as xpog

evceferav but it suggests that Chrysothemis will show séphrosyné if she does as her

sister asks:

10 Kitzinger 1991: 310.



elektra and chrysothemis /96

Xo. =®pogevGEferav 1) képn Adyer ob 8¢,
ei cugpoviioers, & ¢idn, Spdoeig ade.
Xe. Jpdow 10 ydp Sixarov ovk Exer Adyov
Svoiv épilerv, GAL' émonevder 10 Spav.
REPOUEWVY 3& tdvde DV Epywv Epot
ol Tap’ tpdv xpog Bedv Eotw, didar
ax ei wa8' 1) texoioa xevoetm, MKpPavV
doxd pe meipav mvde toApricewv én.
{464-471)
Cu.  The girl instructs you in line with ensebeia; and if
you will be séphrén , my dear, you will do this.
Cur. [ shall do it; for justice does not allow two
people to dispute but urges action.
let there be silence, friends, by the gods,
when [ attempt the deed, since if mother hears of this,
I think that I will dare a thing bitter still.

The Chorus’ urging of Chrysothemis to follow Elektra’s instructions and her
willingness to do as her sister asks confirms that Elektra’s form of séphrosyné is the
proper one. Chrysothemis now performs an action that does not require the 68évoc,
the possession of which she had previously made a prerequisite for action, but the
moral fortitude on which her sister bases action.'! For the first time Chrysothemis is
called upon to recognize something beyond a regard for safety and comfort, and,
although she expresses a certain fear of what may happen if Klytaimnestra finds out,
she has brought herself to perform at least what she perceives to be a daring gesture
in alliance with her sister Elektra. More important, her response explicitly vindicates
Elektra’s idea of justice and implicitly her own failure to live up to it. With the
Chorus’ and Chrysothemis’ expressed acknowledgement of the rightness of Elektra’s
actions comes the external confirmation of her position. The Chorus and the two

sisters are briefly united in a shared act against the rulers of the polis on behalf of

their own oikos.

*! Blundell 1989: 160 argues that Chrysothemis’ action here is not incompatible with her form of
sophrosyné, as it is a deed that requires no strength, no personal risk and thus Chrysothemis can
perform the deed without any danger. Yet lines 469-471 tell against this; Chrysothemis clearly is
taking some risk and she does mention reprisal from her mother if she finds out.
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Ritual action thus confirms and validates the notions which have emerged of these
three women. In Chrysothemis’ case, ritual activity reveals a characteristic moral
weakness: she has submitted to tyranny and thus willingly takes her mother’s tainted
offerings to Agamemnon’s grave. Her relationship to ritual activity thus reveals her
as one who has subjected her will to another because of fear, moral cowardice, and
self-interest. Yet, she is still able to recognize that Elektra has justice on her side and
thus is persuaded by her sister to make a gesture that acknowledges this.
Klytaimnestra on the other hand is portrayed as the source of the disorder and her
willingness to pervert every form of ritual is only a reflection of her willingness to
break every form of law. Elektra’s interpretation of Klytaimnestra’s dream and her
instructions to her sister on proper ritual activity substantiate that her actions are in

accordance with eusebeia and séphrosyné.



Elektra and Klytaimnestra: diké vs diké? 4

4.1  Preliminary Remarks

After the departure of Chrysothemis to the tomb of Agamemnon, Klytaimnestra
comes out of the palace to perform a ritual action on her own behalf. Confronted
with the spectacle of her daughter lamenting in public, she harshly rebukes Elektra
for her disgraceful behaviour. The two become embroiled in a dispute over the
nature of the two killings: the sacrifice of Iphigenia and the murder of Agamemnon.
Klytaimnestra’s claims to have acted with justice while questioning Agamemnon’s
right to sacrifice Iphigenia. Elektra defends her father while accusing her mother of
acting unjustly. Finally, Klytaimnestra asks for silence in order to carry out her
sacrifice and prayer to Apollo, which is nothing more than an expression of her

desire for her good fortune and a veiled wish for the death of her son.

Most commentators, regardless of their overall interpretation of the play, willingly
acknowledge that Elektra emerges as winner of this ‘agon’.'? For those with a darker

152 Erbse 1978: 290 writes: “Elektra geht, vor allem mit diesem fir die Mutter beschamenden
Nachweis, als Siegerin aus dem Agon hervor.” Burton 1980: 203 speaks of how Elektra “demolishes™
the arguments of her mother; while Minadeo 1994: 116 calls it an “impeccable rebuttal”. Others such

98
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reading of the play, it is a hollow victory which only draws attention to the grim
irony of Elektra’s moral defeat as she reveals herself to be no better than her mother.
Those who promote this currently fashionable approach to the play concentrate on
construing similarities between Klytaimnestra and Elektra. For them, the
resemblance between mother and daughter mirrors the reciprocal nature of the
revenge justice operating in the play."® On the other side are those with a more
positive reading of the play, and, for the most part, they have generally seen Elektra’s

arguments as a convincing, even if somewhat artificial, refutation of her mother’s.'s

At the heart of this debate are the concepts of diké and aidés. Blundell has analysed
this confrontation and the question of diké in terms of the ethical code ‘help
friends/harm enemies’; while Cairns has treated it with reference to aidds. Their
arguments are to some degree complementary and to a large extent representative of
the current communis opinio and therefore I shall restrict myself primarily to
addressing their points. With regard to the question of diké, most critics assume that
it is the principle of revenge justice, the law of talio which we see operating (and
being superseded) in the Oresteia.’ Blundell argues that the debate between the two

women is designed to bring out the irreconcilable conflict which arises when both

as Gellie 1972: 115, while not entirely impressed by the arguments of Elektra, find them much more
convincing than Klytaimnestra’s. Even Kells 1973: 132 n. 626f and Segal 1966: 536 who both have a
darker reading of the play see Elektra as the winner. See Swart 1984: 23-29 for a good treatment of this
scene as well as an overview of various interpretations.

%> Blundell 1989: 149-183; Cairns 1993: 241-249; Seaford 1985: 315-23 in their interpretations of this
exchange all emphasize the shared physis of mother and daughter; while each of these critics has a
different argument to make, all use this scene as a comerstone to their overall interpretation.

' Waldock 1966: 180-181 says that “the speech is not logical” and “the reasoning is flawed” but that
it is “more than adequate for its purpose; it sweeps her opponent from the field.” Burnett 1998: 138
also finds the exchange incoherent but suggests that this is because two angry women are quarrelling
rather than “legal theorists™. She thinks, however, that Elektra convincingly refutes Klytaimnestra’s
arguments.

**> Winnington-ingram 1980: 221, for instance, claims that the principle of retaliatory justice runs
throughout the play. It is the “law which the Erinyes administer, on which Elektra and Orestes intend
to act, and under which, if the law is generally valid, they will themselves by liable to retaliation.”
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sides simultaneously pursue the code of ‘help friends/harm enemies’'* As Blundell
points out, this code works best in a military context where it is clear who belongs to
which group.'s” Outside this environment, the status of friend/enemy is much harder
to determine, and more often than not is simply an arbitrary exercise in which each
makes a subjective evaluation of who counts as a friend or enemy. What is lacking is
any independent basis on which to judge character or action. Blundell argues that in
Elektra ‘harm enemies’ takes the form of the lex talionis, the law of revenge, which
simply deals with injustice by the imposition of the original act of wrongdoing in
recompense, that is, ‘like in return for like’ or ‘an eye for an eye’. This sets in motion
an endless cycle of revenge and retaliation as each act of justice is at the same time a
wrong that demands a similar response in turn. For Blundell, mother and daughter
simultaneously pursue this code, each claiming to have justice on her side. Their
arguments only expose the weakness of their cases: while both claim philia as the
basis for their actions, both equally subvert it. Klytaimnestra places blood-ties to a
daughter over marriage ties to a husband, who, as a king, has public obligations,
while ignoring her own disruption of the kinship ties. Elektra acts on loyalty to her
father while rejecting her mother. She further undermines her own position by her
refusal to allow her mother her claim to talio justice while relying upon it herself.
One argument is as contradictory as the other, but for Blundell this only emphasizes
the retaliatory aspect of diké, the shared physis of mother and daughter and, in the

end, the harsh and grim nature of revenge justice.'*

' Blundell 1989: 149. See Chapter 2 passim and 261-273 for an useful discussion of this ethical code
and some of its limitations.

7 Blundell 1989: 52-53.

158 Blundell 1989: 161ff.
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Cairns, who studies the play in terms of the theme of aidds, argues along similar lines
and ultimately reaches the same conclusion. Like Blundell, Cairns sees the entire
debate between mother and daughter as “representative of a recurrent process of
retaliation and mutual recrimination”, which reflects the sequence of crime and
vengeance haunting the house of Atreus.'” Each displays a regard for her own timé,
and each sees the other as trying to implicate her in dishonour. When the exchange
degenerates into personal abuse, their similarity in nature is all too evident. For
Cairns, the theme of aidds functions to bring out the similarities and parallels
between mother and daughter, thereby drawing attention to the morally dubious

aspects of Elektra’s behaviour and casting the vengeance in a questionable light.

Both Cairns and Blundell see the confrontation designed to expose the equally
personal motives of mother and daughter. Like Klytaimnestra who hides hers behind
a claim to justice, Elektra conceals hers behind seemingly rational arguments; she
may have a just case to make, but she cannot conceal the fact that she is driven by a
hatred and a desire for personal revenge. There is a limited validity to some of these
contentions, for honour is a concern for Elektra, and she plainly despises her
mother. Yet, both Blundell and Cairns overlook the differences brought out in this
agon between mother and daughter, and both ignore that this conflict is, at least for
Elektra, far more than simply a quarrel over personal honour. What emerges from
this debate is not the tit-for-tat recipraocity of the lex talionis, but a diké that has clear

reference to the motives and attitude of the offender.

19 Caimns 1993: 242
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42 Diké

One of the main points in dispute in this confrontation between Elektra and her
mother is the question of diké. Klytaimnestra begins by openly admitting to the
murder of Agamemnon, but claims a personified Aixn as her accomplice:

0 yap Aixn viv eldev, ovk £y pown...

(528)
Justice killed him, not I alone...

Klytaimnestra’s appeal to justice is usually understood to refer to the principle of lex
talionis which demands a spilling of blood in return for the original killing. The rest
of her speech, however, is not so much defense of her own actions as it is a
condemnation of Agamemnon for his. She argues that he had less claim to Iphigenia
as a father than she did as a mother because of her suffering in bearing her (532-33).
Having established a greater claim to Iphigenia, Klytaimnestra then proceeds to
question the grounds for Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his daughter in a speech full of
rhetorical flourishes contrived to deflect attention away from the weakness of her
own case to the evil of Agamemnon’s act.'® She anticipates the possible defenses of
Agamemnon and replies to each in turn, moving from point to point with a strategic
swiftness designed to prevent close examination of her arguments. She begins with
the question: for whose sake did Agamemnon sacrifice his daughter? If it was on
behalf of the Argives, then they had no claim to what is hers (535-36). And if for
Menelaos, did he not have two children of his own who ought to have died instead

(537-41)? Perhaps, she asks sarcastically, Hades had some desire to feed on her

' The figure she uses here is hypophora, a rhetorical device which consists of raising one or more
questions and then proceeding to answer them. See Kells 1973: 123 for a discussion of it with
reference to Klytaimnestra’s argument.
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children (542-43) or maybe Agamemnon felt sorrow for his brother’s children but
not his own (544-45)? The aim is to condemn Agamemnon by considering every
possible motivation and then rejecting each in turn as the act of a foolish and base

father (0% tadt’ dPovAov xai xaxod yvauny RATPOG 546).

Although Klytaimnestra has begun with the assertion of the cooperation of an
impersonal and impartial diké in the killing of Agamemnon, she makes a case against
him based entirely upon personal and subjective considerations. Rather than
buttressing her claim to justice by appealing to some higher principle such as the
sanctity of blood-ties, she supports it by the dubious suggestion that her pain and
suffering give her more right to Iphigenia. Agamemnon’s sacrifice is a crime not
because it is an affront to the gods or a violation of kinship ties, but only because it is
an offense committed against her.* The possessive nature of her language (536, 538)
reflects, as Blundell points out, the “proprietorial sense” from which she argues.'®
For Klytaimnestra, Iphigenia was a possession to which Agamemnon had no claim.
Any sympathy which might be generated for the rights of an aggrieved mother is
thorougly dispelled with her suggestion that one of Menelaos’ children should have
been sacrificed instead of her own. She never questions the legitimacy of or the
necessity for the sacrifice, but only the choice of victim. In other words, she does not
argue from the rights of a mother, but from a much narrower position: self-interest.
There is no independent assessment of the deed; no appeal to any higher authority
independent of her own judgement; nothing to suggest that it was an act worthy of

moral condemnation, but only a claim based upon her own personal concerns. For

5! Blundell 1989: 161-72 brings out very well the subjective and personal nature of Klytaimnestra’s

arguments.
12 Blundell 1989:; 163.
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Klytaimnestra, Agamemnon’s act is more an affront to her personal honour than a

breach of human or divine law.

As personal and subjective as this perspective is, by the principle of retaliatory
justice, Klytaimnestra would appear to have a valid claim. Talio justice operates
without regard to the intentions or motivations of the offender; a person is guilty
simply based upon the results of his act rather than through any examination of
cause.* Klytaimnestra, however, does not argue from this principle in her
consideration of Agamemnon’s guilt; instead she argues that his motives for
sacrificing Iphigenia were unacceptable. Klytaimnestra thus implicitly recognises the
importance of intention and motive in deciding guilt, but in raising the question of
motive, she opens the door for the examination of her own. Elektra in her rejoinder

to her mother does just that.

Elektra offers three different arguments in reply to her mother. Before she begins,
however, she asserts that the killing of Agamemnon is shameful even if done with
justice. This claim is crucial for establishing Klytaimnestra’s lack of aidés and will
therefore be treated in the section on aidds below. For now it is enough to note that
Elektra’s point here is that an act can be both shameful and just. Having claimed that
the killing of Agamemnon was a shameful act, Elektra proceeds to address the
question of its justice by challenging Klytaimnestra’s motives. She exposes the
falseness of her mother’s claim to justice by pointing out that she killed her husband,
not out of some sense of duty to Iphigenia, but for the sake of an illicit passion for

Aigisthos (560-61). She then proceeds to defend her father by mentioning the one

' Blundell 1989: 29; see also MacKenzie 1981: 109-112. In Agamemnon, the Chorus states this
principle as xafeiv wv EpEavta (1564); see also Choephoroi 306-14.
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reason that Klytaimnestra left out: Artemis’ demand for the sacrifice of Iphigenia.
She recounts the story of how Agamemnon killed a stag in the grove of Artemis and
in boasting about it offended the goddess. Artemis then held the Greeks back at Aulis
so that they could sail neither toTroy nor home without the sacrifice of Iphigenia.
Agamemnon, Elektra continues, performed the sacrifice against his will and under

great constraint:

Kax toide pnvicacu Antpa koépn
xately’ ‘Axaovg, £ug nanip avtiotaduov
100 Onpog exBuoere v avtod xépyy.
&' fiv 1 xeivng Bipar ov yap jv Avorg
@AAn opatd xpdg olxov ovd’ e Throv
avl’ dv, fracbeic xoAld xavndg, poic
€6voev avmiv, ouxi Mevélew ydpv.
{570-576)
Because of this, the daughter of Leto, angered
held back the Greeks, until my father, as
compensation for the beast, sacrificed his daughter.
Such was her sacrifice; there was no
other release for the army to go home or to Troy,
for the sake of which, much constrained and after much resistance,
he reluctantly sacrificed her, not for the sake of Menelaos.

Somewhat surprisingly, a number of critics have reacted to this account of the
sacrifice with disbelief, ridiculing any suggestion that we are to take this version of
events seriously.'” Yet nothing in the text substantiates such an accusation; no one
disputes Elektra’s story or suggests that it is false, and no one, not even

Klytaimnestra, offers an alternative version.'® At first glance, it might appear that we

'* Kells 1973: 126 relies more on rhetoric than argument when he suggests that “no intelligent Greek”
would believe her version of events. If we are not to believe this story, whose do we believe? It is the
only explanation offered and Klytaimnestra does not dispute it. See a recent article by Erp Taalman
Kip 1996: 517-536 for good criticisms of Kell’s argument and of Winnington-Ingram’s charge of
trivialisation (see notes 165 and 168 below).

1%° Kells 1973: 127 tries to suggest that Elektra’s words dx; £y kAo (566) cast doubt on the veracity
of her story. She has only heard this version (he points out that hearsay evidence was not admitted
into Athenian courts) but this is a too subtle argument; if Sophokles wishes to cast doubt on her
words, he could simply have someone challenge them. Moreover, Elektra could only have heard of the
sacrifice as she was not there. Erp Taalman Tip 1996: 519 in reply to Kells points out that what Elektra
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have two different accounts but upon a closer look, it turns out that Klytaimnestra
has simply omitted a significant element of the story. Her account never actually
states what happens; it only sarcastically enquires into Agamemnon’s motives.
Elektra, on the other hand, offers a complete rendering of the events at Aulis. Hers is
the well known account which accords with the mythological tradition;* more
important, however, it specifically refutes Klytaimnestra’s claim that Agamemnon
killed his daughter for the Argives or for Menelaos. He did neither, but acted solely
out of necessity. As for the suggestion that it would have been reasonable for some
other child to be sacrificed, Elektra’s story establishes that it was Iphigenia’s

parentage which required her death rather than someone else’s.'s”

That this is a “trivialisation” of the sacrifice which deprives it of its tragic potential is
a charge which stems from a misunderstanding of Sophokles’ purpose and an
inapposite comparison with the sacrifice in Agamemnon.'® Aischylos works from a
much broader perspective and has a purpose in mind far different from that of
Sophokles. He presents the sacrifice of Iphigenia as another link in a chain of events
which reaches back into the violent history of the House of Atreus, suggesting the

operation of a family curse and a hereditary guilt. At the same time, the focus on

says is “as [ am told’ not “as I am rwld’, “implying that she is better informed than her mother or that
Clytaemnestra is unwilling to accept the truth.”

%It is similar, as Erp Taalman Kip 1996: 517 points out, to the story in Cypria with one important
exception: in Sophokles’ version, Agamemnon is unable to return home.

17 This indirectly answers Klytaimnestra’s question whether Hades had some desire to teast on her
daughter rather than someone else, for, as Blundell points out, from a divine point of view Iphigenia
must be sacrificed because of her relationship to her father. Klytaimnestra’s argument is, as Blundell
observes, nothing more than a “misleading rhetorical flourish” (165).

'8 Winnington-Ingram 1980: 220 argues that Sophokles trivializes the sacrifice so that we are not
meant to take it seriously. It is hard to understand this accusion of trivialization unless Winnington-
Ingram is comparing this version with the sacrifice in Agamemmon; there the focus was on his choice
and his decision; here it is not; this hardly trivializes it. Blundell 1989: 167 following Winnington-
Ingram claims that Elektra “manipulates the events of Aulis so as to support the rhetoric of her own
case, thereby belittling their tragic potential. It is unclear what version Elektra is supposed to be
manipulating since nothing elise is offered.
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Agamemnon’s moral dilemma of having to choose between disobeying divine
command or violating the blood-ties of the oikos allows the element of personal
motives to enter into the equation: although the deed is forced upon Agamemnon,
he is also driven by the desire for glory and success at Troy. Thus once he dons the
yoke strap of necessity and decides to sacrifice his daughter (Ag. 218-221), he
becomes increasingly committed to this decision. As Martha Nussbaum puts it,
Agamemnon “begins to cooperate inwardly with necessity, arranging his feelings to
accord with his fortune.”'® In the end, what we watch is not a man acting against his
will, but someone who has been convinced of the piety and rightness of the sacrifice,
and thus carries it out with a passionate desire for it: navoaveépov yap Buciag
rapbeviov 0 aipatog 6pyd xepropyd o<d>’ EmbBupeiv Bémg (Ag. 214-217). The
Chorus sings of the horror and impiety of the deed, clearly holding Agamemnon
responsible for it. None of this exists in the Sophoclean version, but this hardly
warrants the accusation of trivialisation. Sophokles’ focus in this play is not on the
decision of Agamemnon, but on the guilt of Klytaimnestra. To explore the ‘tragic
potential’ of his decision would require an extended and ultimately an entirely
different treatment of this scene. The consequences of this would be the dissipation
of all tension and conflict between mother and daughter whose debate is at least as
much over the wrongs committed by Klytaimnestra as it is over those done by
Agamemnon. [ndeed, the force of Sophokles’ version suggests that he wants his
Agamemnon as little guilty as possible, for he presents him as a man entirely
constrained by external circumstances to commit an act against his will: Gv@’ v,

Practeiq noAda xavnfdg, poiig EBuoev avmiv (575-576). Sophokles reinforces the

' Nussbaum 1986: 34. The question of the guilt of Agamemnon in Aischylos’ Oresteia is a much
debated topic. For a good treatment of this problem as well as a useful overview of the scholarship,
see Conacher 1987: 12-15 and the more detailed treatment of this question at 85-96.
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necessity of Agamemnon’s decision and the compelling circumstances by refusing
him any alternative: he can neither go home nor to Troy (ov yap Av Adorg GAAY
oTpatd npog oikov ovd' &g “TAlov 573-574). As Erp Taalman Kip points out, “this
considerably lessens Agamemnon’s guilt, while Klytaimnestra is largely deprived of
what might have been a righteous motive for her deed. The other motive, her

adulterous love, now carries all the weight.”'"*

As contrived as Elektra’s account may strike some and as much as Winnington-
Ingram reminds us that after all Agamemnon “did kill his daughter”,'” the story
provides important information which speaks specifically to motivation. Apparently,
Sophokles wants us to consider why Agamemnon killed Iphigenia, and thus has
Elektra add 0v...Avé1g GAAN...poG oikov 0US' é¢ “TAlov. When we remember that
the debate is in part about why Klytaimnestra killed Agamemnon, we see that the
contrast in motives suggests that this is not murder for murder, but two separate
incidents: a sacrifice demanded by a goddess and a killing driven by the adulterous
passion for another man. Klytaimnestra may try to link the two, but she can only do

so by hiding her own motives and imputing false ones to Agamemnon.

Elektra’s second argument is a rhetorical move in which she grants the legitimacy of
Klytaimnestra’s defence in order to demonstrate to her that by the terms of her

notion of justice, she should expect to die as well:

'™ Jones 1962: 158 points out how Sophokles’ version “gives the plight of the commander and his
men a wholly new aspect, with the result that Agamemnon’s status is no longer called upon to bear
the full weight of his dilemma. He cannot disband his army, even if he wants to.” The other important
element in this account is that [phigenia’s sacrifice is presented as a punishment for Agamemnon’s
hybris. His crime was boasting about the killing of the stag of Artemis, making the sacrifice of
Iphigenia Agamemnon’s punishment; that it is a heavy punishment is suggested by his strong
resistance to the deed.

‘7! Erp Taalman Kip 1996: 517.

2 Winnington-Ingram 1980: 220 n. 15 and 232.
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£l § odv, £pd yap xat 10 odv, keivov BEAV
énn¢eAiom vt £5pa, oitov Baveiv
APTIV aOTOV olivex’ éx céfev; Xoiw vouew;
opa nbeioa 16vde v vépov Bporoig
i) xiga cauti kai pendyvorav ndig.
ei yap xtevoipev dAdov avt Gidov, ov Tot
rpurm Bdvorg v, ei dixng ye Tuyydvorc.
@A’ eiodpa pi oxfjynv ok oloav tibnc
(577-584)
But even if he had done this to help him, for |
shall state your version also, was it nec
for him to die on account this by your hand? By what principle?
Take care that in establishing this law for mortals
that you are not establishing pain and repentance for yourself.
For if we are to take a life for a life, then you would, you know,
be the first to die, if you were to receive justice.
But see to it that you do not put forward an excuse
which has no substance.

These words are often thought to carry ominous implications for her and Orestes.!”

Kells, for instance, writes:

In these lines we have the crux of the whole ethical situation of the play:
if retributive killing is wrong (8ixn in that sense), then Elektra’s and
Orestes’ killing of their mother is going to be just as wrong as was
Klytaimnestra’s killing of Agamemnon. Elektra condemns herself out of
her own mouth.'™

Kells, however, misses the point. Elektra never says that retributive killing is
wrong;'” rather she adopts the rationale of Klytaimnestra in order to show that by

her own argument, she would be the first to die.'” This is not an argument against

' Blundell 1989: 168 argues that Elektra undermines her own case with her rhetorical concession. So
too Gellie 1972: 110 who suggests that the lex alionis is “an awkward principle for a person intent on
murder.” Bowra 1944: 238 grasps the strategy much better when he writes that Elektra is concerned
with refuting Klytaimnestra’s argument here and thus “meets her on her own ground and shows her
wrong even on that.”

17 Kells 1973: 128. Cf. Winnington-Ingram 1980: 220-21.

175 This point is also made by Swart 1984: 26 and Burnett 1998: 137 n. 57.

7% See Swart 1984: 26 who criticises the arguments of Kells and Johansen for overlooking the
rhetorical nature of Elektra’s argument. See also note 177 below.
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talio justice, but the exposure of a specious claim to it.”” Those who argue that
Elektra unwittingly condemns herself with these words assume that she fails to see
the applicability of this law to herself. Yet she refers to the law as a general principle
applicable to everyone, including herself using the first person plural (ei yap
xtevoupev dAdov avt' dAAov 582). Elektra does not see their conflict in terms of
talio justice, evident from her adoption of a strategy that demonstrates her mother’s
guilt by reasons that are beyond the code of revenge justice; hence her focus on

Klytaimnestra’s motives.

Elektra’s third argument in reply to her mother is the most damaging as it condemns
her on grounds other than the killing of Agamemnon and for crimes against which

Klytaimnestra has no defense, that is, her present behaviour:

el yap 0éierg, Sidatov avd' dtov taviv
aioyiota ravtov Epya Spdoa tuyydvers,
il Euvevders wp xadauvaio, ued’ od
ratépa tov auov xpéchev eEanviecas,

xai xonSonoreic, toig 5 xpdabev evoefeic
xak evoefiv fAactovtag éxfaroic’ Exerc.
RiG Tt exavésayt’ dv; fj xai todt epeig,
g g Buyatpog dvritowva Aaufdverc;
aioxpadg &', édv Tep KAl AEYNG. OV Yap KUAOV
éx0poig yapeiobm tiig Buyatpog otvexa. s85.550
Explain, if you will, why you are doing the most
shameful thing of all, you who are sleeping

with the murderer, with whom before

you killed my father, and having children by him,
while you have cast out your former children

who are respectful and born of respectful
parents. How could I approve of this?

‘77 Heath 1987: 136-137 makes an important point when he remarks that too many critics overlook
the function of rhetoric in tragedy with often “disastrous” results. He argues that rhetoric in tragedy
has a “centrifugal, self-contained tendency”. Heath takes particular issue with Kells’ view of these
lines, believing that they belong to a reading of the play that is “irretrievably faulty”. As he says, “an
audience used to the conventions of tragic rhetoric would receive them as making a case against
Clytaemnestra, but would not be inclined to explore their implications beyond this limited context.”
See Cairns 1993: 247 n. 107 for his reply to Heath.
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Or will you say that this too is taken in payment

for your daughter? If you do say this, it will be

a shameful thing to say; for it is not honourable

to share the marriage bed with enemies for the sake of your daughter.

Elektra’s point is simple but effective: her mother’s present behaviour cannot be
justified by the principle of talio justice which does not sanction sleeping with
Aigisthos and replacing Agamemnon’s children with his. We can now discern
Elektra’s strategy in her arguments against her mother and the reason for the
recurring emphasis on her mother’s sexual behaviour. Only a consideration of
motive is able to expose the true nature of her mother’s crimes. The Chorus
identified eros as the driving force behind the actions of Klytaimnestra early on in the
action (297), and Elektra’s arguments here confirm the validity of its judgement. This
third argument clinches her case against her mother and provides conclusive proof
that her mother did not act according to the lex talionis. Klytaimnestra’s real crime
has always been her adulterous union with Aigisthos; from this act, all other crimes
emanate. By identifying, and focusing on, motivation, Elektra is able to condemn her
mother and vindicate her father. The continuous mention of her mother’s
adulterous union then is not, as we shall see, evidence of Elektra’s obsession with sex,

as some critics have alleged, but part of her ploy in exposing the true nature of her

mother’s crimes.'”®

Commentators have for the most part seen nothing other than the principle of talio
justice running through this scene and the play as a whole."” Blundell makes the best
case for this view in her discussion of the play. She argues that both Klytaimnestra
and Elektra apply in a personal fashion the law of talio. When there are no

7% See notes 187 and 188 below.
P Stinton 1986: 81 is one of the few exceptions in this regard.
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independent grounds upon which to judge character or action, there can be no
escape from the endless vendetta of retributive killing. Each claims the justice of her
position, while denying it to her opponent. Blundell concludes then “if both rely on
the same principle, while each denying it to the other, then both claims to neutrality
are undermined.”'™ Yet Klytaimnestra’s defence of talio justice is a mask designed to
hide her true motives while Elektra raises the question of revenge only to dismiss her
mother’s claims to it as false. More important, both the arguments of Klytaimnestra
and Elektra acknowledge the necessity of examining the motives of the offender in
deciding guilt, Klytaimnestra’s implicitly and Elektra’s explicitly. The consideration
of motive goes beyond talio justice and establishes an independent basis on which to
judge the actions of the offenders. The theme of aidds will establish an independent
basis on which to judge character and attitude, and we shall see here, as well,

important differences between Elektra and her mother.

4.3 The Theme of Aid6s

The theme of aidés has already been raised in the exchange between the Chorus and
Elektra; there it had revealed the moral dilemma in which Elektra is caught: no
matter what she does, she will breach a form of eusebeia. As we recall, she chose to
show her aidds and eusebeia towards her father and community over a narrower
form of aidds: maternal authority. At the same time, her expression of shame showed
her recognition that her behaviour was in some respect discreditable. In the current

exchange, we see a similar pattern: Elektra’s behaviour is simultaneously an example

1% Blundell 1989: 267.
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of her maintenance of communal standards and a breach of familial respect. While
Elektra chooses one over the other, she recognises that this choice does not free her
from the authority of those ties which she now rejects. In other words, her aidds
involves her in a moral conflict between what are now, because of her mother’s
actions, rival and incompatible ethical demands. Cairns may be correct in pointing
to the bitter and at times personal nature of this quarrel, for there is a degree of
hostility between mother and daughter unparalled in Greek tragedy. This, however,
does not reduce it to the battle over personal honour as Cairns alleges, for Elektra is
defending more than her own honour and it is she who, at the most bitter moment
in the quarrel, expresses her sense of shame. In focusing almost exclusively on
Elektra’s breach of aidds, Cairns ignores that her behaviour at the same time upholds
other standards of behaviour; thus he fails to acknowledge the degree to which aidés
serves in establishing important differences in the character and attitude of mother

and daughter.

As Cairns rightly points out, mother and daughter accuse one another of shameful
deeds. Klytaimnestra begins with the charge that Elektra shames her family by

lamenting outside the palace and showing no respect for her mother:

avepévn pév, dg orxag, ab oTpédn.

0V yap rdpeot Aiyrofog, 6¢ o’ éxeiy’ aet
un 1ot Gupaiav v’ oboav aicyiverv ¢idoug
viv §' dg dreot’ éxeivog, ovdév évipény
€uol ye* xaitoL ROAAR XpOS XOAAOUS e 51
eEeinag g Opaceia xai xépa dixng

dpyw, xadufpilovou xai ot xai i od.
éyo & ifiprv pev ok Exw, xaxdg 5é ce
Afyo xaxdg kAvovoa Xpo cEdev Bapd.
Tatp ydp, 0vdEv dAAo, ool XpooxW’ Gel,
g £§ énod wlvixev- € épot, xakag
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Out and about again, so it seems.

For Agisthos is not present, who always used to prevent
you from shaming your family at least outside the door.
Now; as he is away, you show no respect for

me; however, you have spoken out many things to many people
about me, that I am bold and rule outside of justice,
treating you and what is yours hybristically.

But I do no violence, but I abuse you

because you often abuse me.

For that your father died at my hands,

nothing else, is your pretence <for speaking ill of me>

I know well. I cannot deny it.

With Aigisthos away, Klytaimnestra claims that her daughter fails to show her the
respect she deserves; that is, Elektra breaches a familial form of eusebeia. She goes on
to define precisely what this involves: Elektra publicly states that her mother is bold
or insolent (8paceia); that her mother’s form of political rule is unjust (répa
dixng); and that she treats her daughter and what is hers (o& xai ta oa) in a
hybristic fashion. Klytaimnestra only answers Elektra’s final charge, claiming that she
is innocent of hybris; she only responds in kind to the abuse she suffers at the hands
of her daughter. In other words, Klytaimnestra, by interpreting Elektra’s behaviour
as a flagrant affront to her personal honour, justifies her own conduct by the need to
retaliate. In ignoring Elektra’s other charges, Klytaimnestra reveals the weakness of
her position: she has no defense against her daughter’s charges of political injustice.
She thus tries to restrict the quarrel to a personal level where her claim has some
legitimacy. At the level of personal honour, each has a valid accusation to make
against the other: Elektra is guilty of acting disrespectfully to her mother, and
Klytaimnestra shows no regard for Elektra’s honour. In this respect, Cairn’s
argument has a limited validity, as each shows concern for personal honour and
responds to the other’s abuse of it. Elektra’s accusations against her mother,
however, involve more than simply the charge that her mother insults her honour

and, for her, this is far more than a battle over personal honour. Klytaimnestra
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unwittingly reveals this when she identifies Elektra’s reason (or pretext, as she calls it
xpéoxnpa) for making these accusations against her: her murder of Agamemnon
(525). Not only do Klytaimnestra’s words xa@uBpilovca xai o xai td od, as
Campbell says, recognize “that Elektra’s complaints were never for herself alone, but
for her father™,” but it is quite apparent from the various charges Elektra makes that
she is responding to far more than her mother’s mistreatment of her. In focusing on
her mother’s unjust rule and her insolence, Elektra elevates the debate beyond the
level of personal grievances and individual retaliation. She attaches a greater moral
significance to her mother’s wrong-doing so that her actions are not just a violation
of Elektra’s personal honour but contravene, as we shall see, the ethical foundation
of the xowvmvia roAinikh. A regard for personal honour then is not Elektra’s

exclusive or even primary motivation; even Klytaimnestra recognizes this (525).

Klytaimnestra has accused her daugher of shameful behaviour, but Elektra has her
own charge of shamelessness to make. To her mother’s admission that she killed

Agamemnon, Elektra replies:

xai 51 Aéyw cor. zatépa ¢Ng KTEIVaL. Tig Gv
70Ut0V Adyog Yévout' Gv aioyiwv 1,
it olv dikaiwg eite pri; AéEw 8é oot
g oV dixy) ¥' éxtervag, A o Eoxacev
xe100 kaxod xpdg avipdc, ¢ taviv Evver.
(558-562)
Well, [ put it to you. You say that you killed father.
What statement could be more shameful than this,
whether it was justly done or not? And I will tell you
that you killed him not by justice but persuasion fed
you on by that base man, with whom you now live.

81 Campbell 1969: 171 n. 525.
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Elektra’s accusation that her mother’s killing of Agamemnon was shameful even if it
were done with justice has been interpreted in a number of ways.'®2 Cairns claims
that Elektra’s words here point to the fundamental problem lying at the heart of this
family conflict:

-..injustice, wrong, or insult against oneself or a member of one’s family

calls forth retribution (diké), and the requirement to pursue diké is a

powerful one, but to pursue it within one’s own family must inevitably
involve an action which is aischron.'®

This, to be sure, is at the root of Elektra’s moral conflict, for aidds requires her to
pursue diké, but it also leaves her in the position of breaching a form of familial
eusebeia, behaviour which is aischron. Unfortunately for Cairns’ argument, such a
dilemma does not lie behind Klytaimnestra’s behaviour. The whole point of Elektra’s
reply, as we saw earlier, was that her mother was never pursuing diké in her killing of
Agamemnon, but was gratifying her own passion for Aigisthos. Cairns assumes that

mother and daughter are both in pursuit of justice for entirely personal reasons and

82 Adkins 1960: 156 and 185 argues that this statement is “Sophocles’ solution to the problem set by
the crime in the family.” He sees Elektra as upholding the traditional beliefs as found in Homer where
an action that is aischron is worse than an action that is unjust: “to say that an action is aischron is to
play the ace of tramps: to justify performing it, one cannot press the claim that it is dikaion, for this is
of less importance, but must maintain that it is in fact not aischron at all.” Johansen 1964: 18 argues
similarly that dikaion is subordinated to aischron (“Das aloyoc bleibt also bestehen ungeachtet Recht
oder Unrecht. Die Frage des Sixanov is in dieser Sache der des aioypov untergeordnet”), which for
him holds disturbing implications for the position of Elektra. For these two scholars then, to call an
act aischron is to subject it to a higher standard than that of dikaion, the assumption being that
aischron is stronger term of moral condemnation that overrides the justice of the act. Yet there is
nothing to suggest that aischron outranks dikaion on some moral scale of values; rather what we have
here is the precise same ethical dilemma underlying Elektra’s conduct: a single action which is by
some standards just, and by another, shameful; we can only tip the scales in favour of one or the
other when we take into account what these standards or codes of conduct are. In other words, to
suggest one term outweighs the other is to suggest that one code of conduct is more important than
the other. Adkins’ argument has been criticised by a2 number of commentators: see Stinton 1986: 77-
78; Blundell 1989: 166-67 and Cairns 1993: 243-44. Blundell argues that Adkins is wrong to suggest a
Sophoclean innovation here. That a deed can be both just and shameful is not the solution for
Blundell, but part of the problem. Cairns points out that there are examples of people admitting that
they have acted in a way which may be judged disgraceful but justify it by claiming some higher
imperative (Sophokles fr. 352 Radt).

%3 Cairns 1993: 244.
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thus sees their motives as being of the same moral stamp. Blundell, on the other
hand, thinks that Elektra’s pronouncement “must mean that in virtue of their
relationship a wife is never justified in killing her husband, even if the killing is just
according to the talio”, and goes on to argue that these words carry ill-omened
connotations for Elektra, for if the conjugal tie overrules talio justice so should the
kinship tie."™ It is not altogether clear why Elektra’s statement must mean what
Blundell says, for Elektra does not say that a wife is never justified in killing her
husband, she only says that to kill a husband, however justly, is a shameful act. That
is, she recognizes that an act can be both just and shameful. This admission will have
implications for Elektra later, as we shall see, but what she criticises in this
confrontation is her mother’s attitude towards her offence and what this signifies. In
openly admitting to killing Agamemnon without shame or regret, Klytaimnestra
reveals her profound lack of respect for the ties which should exist between husband
and wife:
eym uév olv UK Eipl T0lG REXpayUEVOLG

mog. (549-550)

I for my part feel no regret at what has been done.

Underlying Blundell’s argument is an assumption that at some point there was a
conflict for Klytaimnestra between competing claims: blood-ties versus marriage ties.
Elektra’s point, however, is that her mother never acknowledged the authority of
conjugal ties; in other words, for Klytaimnestra, there was never any struggle

between rival claims with blood-ties in the end triumphing over marriage ties, but

'™ Blundell 1989: 166-67. Her argument is basically this: if it is unjust to break the marriage bond, it is
unjust to break blood-ties. One could argue, however, that because marriage is based upon ethics and
conscious choice, while blood-ties are based upon biology, it is a higher bond than blood-ties.
Elektra’s argument then would rest upon a hierarchy which recognises that the conjugal tie is more
important than the tie of blood.
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simply one over-riding concern: self-interest. Because Klytaimnestra’s motivations
do not have their source in any of the ties of the human community (either the
natural or ethical ties of the oikos or the civic ties of the polis), but in her own desires,
she is unable to recognise anything wrong with them. In not recognizing the
shamefulness of the act, Klytaimnestra reveals she has no disposition for aidés, as one
needs aidds to experience aischune." In other words, what Elektra exposes is her
mother’s complete lack of aidés. If this were as far as she went, Klytaimnestra could
be condemned for her lack of shame (while still admitting that the act was just) but
Elektra goes on to show that it was not by justice either. In the end, as we shall see,

Klytaimnestra will be condemned for a deed that is both aischron and adikon.

Elektra has called her mother’s killing of Agamemnon aischron (559) but what some
have found surprising is her designation of Klytaimnestra’s adulterous union as the
most shameful act of all."™ Surely murder is worse than adultery? This is the point at
which to deal with Elektra’s alleged obsessions with sex which some critics have seen
in her words. Woodard, for instance, says that she “locates the source of the family
ills in lust” and calls her “sex-ridden”."” Segal thinks her hatred has its source not
just in Klytaimnestra “unmotherly and unwifely behaviour but also in a deep sexual
rivalry and resentment”; *** while Cairns claims that Elektra sees her sexual union

with Aigisthos as specifically designed to undermine her status, but in a footnote

% Cairns 1993: 417.

% Blundell 1989: 168-169. For Blundell, the implication is plain. If Klytaimnestra repays murder with
adultery, what of repaying adultery with murder?

%7 Woodard 1964: 166.

% Segal 1981: 261. See also Winnington-Ingram 1980: 231 who claims that it would be “perverse to
deny that there is a sexual component in the Sophoclean Electra’s hatred of her mother, her hatred of
Aigisthos™; and Ewans 1984: 145 who sees the strong sexual element of Strauss’ opera (Elektra’s sexual
obsession with her father, her hostility at her mother for replacing him with Aigisthos; her “feeling
that Klytemnestra was inadequate as a sexual partner to the true king”) already “set out fairly
explicitly in Sophokles’ exposition.”
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suggests that it may refer “to the distaste Elektra feels for the [sexual] acts
themselves™." No doubt there is an intended contrast drawn between the sexual
license of her mother and the enforced chastity of Elektra, but we should understand
this with regard to the social and cultural context in which this occurs rather than
with reference to modern psychology. Elektra is not expressing aversion to the sexual
act nor should we imagine that she is envious of her mother’s free-wheeling
sexuality. Rather her chastity reflects Klytaimnestra’s and Aigisthos’ denial of her
social and biological role in the community while her mother’s adulterous behaviour
violates the conjugal tie and the laws of the polis. Moreover, when we consider the
seriousness with which the Athenians treated adultery, Elektra’s accusation is less
puzzling; it may in fact reflect the extent to which she is governed by masculine and
democratic ideals of the polis than give any deep insight into her psyche. For the
Athenians, adultery was not solely a concern to the oikos, but to the polis as well, as

this often debated passage from Lysias’ speech shows:

ottag, & dvdpeg, tovg Pralopsvoug éAdtrovog Cnpiag dEioug
fiyioaro elvar fi 1olg xeifoviag tw@v pév yap OGvartov KaEyve,
t0ig 8¢ SumAqv émoince v PAdpnv, fnyovevog tovg pev
diaxpattopévoug fia VX6 v PracBévimv proeicdar, toug ¢
zeicavrag oltwg autdv TG yurdas Sagbeipey, dot oixerotépag
autoig Rolelv Tig GAAotpiag yuvaixag i toig avdpdo, xai xdcav
éx’ éxeivolg Tijv oixiav yeyovévay, xat toug Raidag adidoug elvan
OXOEPWV TUYYXGVOUaLY GVIEG, THV AVSP@Y R TV powydv. avd' dv o
0V véyov beig Bdvotov avtoig éxoince v {rpedv. L5250
( .
Thus the lawgiver, sirs, considered that those who use force deserve a less
penalty than those who use persuasion; for the latter he condemned to death,
whereas for the former he doubled the damages, considering that those who
achieve their ends by force are hated by the persons forced; while those who
use persuasion corrupted thereby their victims’ souls, thus making the wives
of others more closely attached to themselves than to their husbands, and got

'™ Cairns 1993: 241 & n. 93. Jones 1962: 149-53 has a much more balanced treatment of the sexual
theme of the play pointing out that Sophokles designs the confrontation so that “it becomes
inescapably relevant to enquire why Clytemnestra killed her husband.” (151).
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the whole house into their hands, and caused uncertainty as to whose the
children really were, the husbands’ or the adulterers’. In view of all this the
author of the law made death their penalty. '*

A woman’s chastity is of a concern not just to her family but to the state as a whole,
as a seduced woman is more likely to pass off the adulterer’s children as her
husband’s, making claims to inheritance and to citizenship doubtful. Not only has
woman with a lover (poiydc) taken control of her own sexuality, but she has placed
the satisfaction of sexual desires above the interests of her husband, children, and the
future of the oikos. In this play, Klytaimnestra has been “persuaded” by Aigisthos,
who, as a result, has gained custody of all Agamemnon’s possessions, including his
right to rule. Even worse, Klytaimnestra has not just cast doubt on claims of
inheritance, she has deprived the legitimate children of their social and political
functions. Elektra designates the powxeia of her mother as the aicylota RAvtev
€pya (586) because it is the fons et origo of all of Klytaimnestra’s crimes: it drove her
to kill Agamemnon; it caused the exile of her son; and it has resulted in the
replacement of his children with those of Aigisthos. While Agamemnon’s death
deprived the oikos of its head and the polis of its ruler, Klytaimnestra’s continued
adultery threatens to destroy the oikos completely, for it destroys its future and has
serious political consequences in that it leaves the polis enslaved to tyranny. It is this

which makes it the aioxieta rdvtav Epya — not Elektra’s difficulties with sexuality.

1% Lysias On the Murder of Eratosthenes 1.32-33 transiation by W.R.M. Lamb (Loeb edition). This
passage has sparked debate over whether the Athenians considered adultery a worse crime than rape.
See Harrison 1968: 34; Pomeroy 1975: 86-87; MacDowell 1978: 124; and Cole 1984: 97-113 who ail
argue that seduction was seen as worse than sexual assault. Harris 1990: 370-377 on the other hand
argues that both were treated with the equal severity. For other discussions of moicheia see Cohen
1984: 147-165 and 1991: 98-132, 133-70; the recent discussion between Cantarella 1991: 289-296 and
Foxhall 1991: 297-304; Blundell 1995: 125-26; and Foxhall 1998: 132-33. The punishment for an
adulterous woman was less severe. Her husband was legally bound to divorce her or risk losing citizen
tights. The woman was barred from participating in any religious activities and any man who saw her
attending one could tear off her clothes and beat her. Aeschines (1.183) says “the lawgiver seeks to
disgrace such a woman and make her life intolerable.”
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Each has made her charges of shamelessness against the other and Klytaimnestra, as
we have seen, has defended herself on grounds that she is simply responding to her
daughter’s abuse. Elektra has her own defense of her shameless behaviour. To her
mother’s charge that she abuses her, Elektra responds:

aAX’ ob yap ovdé vovletelv éiecti ok,

7y rdoav ing yYAdooav o Ty untépa

Kaxootopouyev. kai o’ Eywye deorndnv

fi uneép’ ovx EAaocov eig ipdg véuo,

i {@ Piov poxBnpév, éx te cod xaxoig

noAloig dei Euvoiiod tob & cuvviov. )

{595-600

But no, it is not possible to admonish you,

who send forth every kind of voice that |

slander my mother. And yet I consider

you more a mistress than a mother to me.

Indeed I live a laborious life, always living with many
torments because of you and your consort.

Elektra’s charge that her mother acts more like a Seondmg than a unmip has been
interpreted as her rejection of blood-ties. Blundell, for instance, claims that Elektra’s
words reflect the problematic nature of her argument, as blood ties cannot be
invalidated at the will of the speaker.” Elektra may argue, Blundell says, that
Klytaimnestra has forfeited the rights of kinship based on her actions but this does
not give her the right to disown their natural relationship. Yet Elektra’s description
of her mother as a deonrdmg is not the outright rejection of blood ties that Blundell
sees, for she does not disown their natural relationship as much as establish the
contradictory aspects of her mother’s claim to justice. Indeed Elektra speaks in terms
of more and less: “for me, you are more a mistress than a mother” (598). More
important, as we shall see, Elektra’s expression of shame shows that she still

recognizes the authority of blood-ties. Klytaimnestra’s defence depends upon

91 Blundell 1989: 166.
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accepting that kinship ties are the highest bonds, a sound enough argument were it
not coming from a woman whose present actions so plainly do not recognize the ties
of blood, as Elektra points out. Obligations of kinship, for Klytaimnestra, are
something to be recognised at her own convenience; that is, to demand respect from
her daughter while refusing to show any regard for her own duties and obligations as

a mother in her treatment of Elektra and Orestes.

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of this confrontation is the statement with
which Elektra ends her speech to her mother. Not only does she seem to admit to
sharing a physis with her mother, but her confession of shame even seems to indicate

how much she has become like her enemies:

T000€ ¥’ obvexa

K1pvocE |’ eig dnavac, eite ypic xaxiv

glte otépapyov eit dvandeiag tAéav.

€l Yap méduxa tdvde Tdv Epywv idpic,

oXEdOV T TiYV OV 0V Ka TGV PUoLY. 605609
As far as that goes

denounce me to all, whether you declare that

I am worthless, loudmouthed, or full of anaideia

if  am familiar by nature with such deeds,

[ hardly put your nature to shame.'”?

' The response of the Chorus to these words of Elektra has caused some debate: 6p®d pévog
xvéoucav' ei 8¢ alv Sixny//Eiveon, twide dpovtis’ ouKET eicopd (610-11). Some see the Chorus as
referring to Elektra: Jebb 1907: 89 n. 610; Booth 1977: 466-67; Burton 1980: 187; Gardiner 1986: 149f:
Blundell 1989: 169-70. In support of this view, it is argued that nowhere else in the extant plays of
Sophokles do we have an instance of a Chorus ignoring a speech and instead commenting upon an
action which takes place during the speech. Blundell argues (citing Burton and Gardiner in support)
that we should expect the Chorus to comment on the preceding speech. Others take them as referring
to Klytaimnestra: Gregor 1950: 87-8, Campbell 1969: 176; Kells 1973: 130; Kamerbeek 1974: 89-90.
Campbell argues that Klytaimnestra’s words which follow this show that she is responding to the
Chorus; he as well draws a comparison to i 8¢ ovv ixy, x.tA. of 528. Kamerbeek suggest that it is
unlikely the Chorus would be calling into question Elektra’s concern for justice. Kells argues that
Klytaimnestra has clearly lost her temper and the Chorus is commenting on that. The text itself does
not offer any help here, but both Campbell and Kamerbeek’s arguments seem to have more validity
based as they are on internal evidence of the play, while the opposing side relies primarily on evidence
external to the play. See also Lilley 1975: 309-311 who proposes that the lines be assigned to
Klytaimnestra instead of the Chorus. Mastronarde 1979: 34 makes the observation that choral
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Cairns, rightly, sees the words as evidence of Elektra’s lack of aidés for her mother
but more significant for him is the similarity in their physis. There is, of course, a
certain irony in Elektra’s words, for in admitting that her behaviour makes her the
daughter of her mother, she must concede a lack of aidds. This, however, is an
affected irony, employed in order to entangle her mother in a charge of
shamelessness. Cairns admits as much, but wants to see more in these words. For
him, the real irony works behind Elektra’s back in that what she thinks is ironic is
actually true, namely that “the similarity in phusis between the two is genuine.”” Yet
this is to overwork the irony, which is simply a rhetorical concession granted in
order to make an accusation against her mother."™ It is similar to her earlier strategy
against her mother at 577-79 when she had granted her mother’s argument in order
to defeat it on its own grounds. Here, she admits to shameful behaviour, but does so
in order to score points against her mother. That the remark hits home is evident
from Klytaimnestra’s response: she is outraged and charges her daughter with hybris
(613) and shamelessness (615). It is at this point that Elektra expresses her deep sense
of shame at her behaviour:

e viv éxiom uivdé p’ aicyivrv éxerv,

kel p1) Soxd cor pavBdave §' 68ovvexa

EEwpa KPAoow KoUK EHOL TPOCEIKOTA,

aAl’ \ ydp €x oot Svopévera xai i o

€py’ e8avayxdle pe wadta Spdv Pig:

aioypolig Yap aioxpa xpdypar éxdiddoxet.
(616-621)

couplets which appear between long rhésis “are often virtually ignored™ by characters; he cites these
two lines as an example.

193 Cairns 1993: 246. See also Segal 1966: 499; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 245-246 and Blundell 1989:
169.

' Stinton 1986: 96 n. 78 makes this point as well in reponse to scholars such as Segal and
Winnington-Ingram (see note 193 above) who make too much out of the irony of her reply to her
mother but it is equally applicable to Caims and Blundell. Stinton argues that Elektra’s discreditable
behaviour “is not due to a faulty physis; it is imposed on her by her situation (307-9), and this is her
tragedy.”
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Know well that I am ashamed of these things even

if I do not seem so to you. [ am aware that

my actions are wrong for my age and not seemly for me
But the hostility that comes from you and your

actions constrains me by force to do these things.

For shameful deeds are taught by shameful deeds.

And she goes on, as eatlier, to justify her actions by pointing to Klytaimnestra’s
behaviour. Cairns draws a parallel between 609 (if she is full of anaideia, it is due to
the nature she inherited from her mother) and 620 (her shameful actions result from

the education she received from her mother). From this, he concludes:

on both sides of the great fifth-century antithesis between heredity and
education, phusis (nature) and nomos (convention, law), Elektra’s
character, from which springs her conduct, including her eventual
participation in matricide, is the counterpart of her mother’s.'*

Cairns has half the antithesis correct since Elektra’s admission at 621 quite clearly
credits her mother’s model as the source of her behaviour. However, he ignores that
Elektra’s acknowledgment of a lack of aidds at 609 is a rhetorical concession. Here she
claims that it is not character which makes her act like this but circumstances, which
is precisely why she emphasizes the educative aspects (aioypoig yap aioypa
Rpdypar éxiddoxeta 621). She may act shamefully and this behaviour may have
as its model Klytaimnestra’s behaviour, but it is not by her nature (physis) or
character, but her schooling which make her act that way. She has had to learn to be
shameful and her mother’s shameful deeds have been her teacher.* More
important, however, is that these words are immediately followed by Elektra’s
confession of shame at her treatment of her mother, an admission which explicitly

refutes Klytaimnestra’s charge that she is without aidés. Elektra quite clearly has a

195 Cairns 1993: 247.

% Segal 1966: 500 points out that Klytaimnestra in schooling Elektra in ta aischra has failed in her
duty as a parent which was to teach their children ta kala.
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strong sense of aidds, as in the most bitter and acrimonious exchange with a woman
she plainly detests, she expresses her shame; it is Klytaimnestra who loses her temper
and resorts to name-calling. Moreover, the expression of shame towards her mother
shows that Elektra does not ignore ties of kinship (pace Blundell). Klytaimnestra in a
very real sense has lost her right to demand any form of eusebeia from her daughter
and thus Elektra is justified in charging that Klytaimnestra is more of a mistress than
a mother to her. This, however, is not an outright denial of the biological bond she
shares with her mother. In other words, Elektra recognises the validity of blood-ties;
she may choose to act according to the other obligations (i.e. the ethical ties of
communal life) but the actions of her mother have forced this choice. This involves
her in shameful behaviour, but Elektra is well aware of this. Of course, it is not good
to feel shame, for it means that one has done something that is judged shameful; but
to do wrong and not feel shame is the worst thing of all; as Aristotle states, being
impervious to shame is indicative of a wicked character and thus, for him, aidés is a
kind of quasi-virtue.'"” Whatever else this confrontation establishes, it makes one
thing clear, Klytaimnestra has no shame. In seeing nothing wrong in the killing of
her husband, the exiling of her son, and the mistreatment of her children, she is the
perfect example of Aristotle’s shameless person, the one whom shame would not
prevent from doing or saying anything."™ Aidés in this exchange ultimately
distinguishes Elektra from her mother. It reveals the moral conflict in which she
finds herself and her recognition that she is bound by both the claims of blood and

civic ethics. Her expression of shame is a reflection of her awareness that her decision

7 Aristotle speaks about aidds in the Nicomachean Ethics, Eudemian Ethics and Rhetoric. In NE
1128b10-16 aidds is defined as a pathos, a fear of a bad reputation. It cannot be a virtue because a
virtuous man should never do anything shameful. At 1108a31-5 aidds is described as a mean and thus
for Aristotle is praiseworthy.
% Aristotle NE 1128b10-35.
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to choose one over the other makes her behaviour to some degree discreditable. Far
from equating her morally with her mother, this establishes the moral superiority of
Elektra’s position.

The conclusion of the debate between mother and daughter confirms Elektra’s
triumph over her mother; her expression of shame and the justification of her
behaviour enrages Klytaimnestra, who in her anger, resorts to verbal abuse, calling
her daughter @ Opéup’ avandég (622). Elektra on the other hand refrains from this
sort of behaviour; she emerges victorious, while Klytaimnestra is reduced to pleading
for silence for her prayer (631-32). Most commentators willingly concede that Elektra
wins the debate, but for many this is a kind of pyrrhic victory, which leaves her
occupying the same moral ground as her mother. Blundell and Cairn both adopt this
position, arguing that, although Elektra has justice on her side, her personal motives
undermine the legitimacy of her arguments. In this view, mother and daughter make
the same accusations, defend themselves by the same questionable arguments, and
betray the same character traits, all of which conspire to suggest that the daughter is
no different from the mother. But this minimises the disagreement between Elektra
and Klytaimnestra; moreover, it is based upon the erroneous assumption that
mother and daughter are equally in pursuit of justice; and finally, it ignores the
substantial differences Sophokles brings out between the two women. Klytaimnestra
consistently argues from a perspective based on entirely personal claims to Iphigenia
and on her personal honour, a reflection of the subjective quality underlying all her
actions. Elektra, on the other hand, argues on behalf of her father and his oikos,
continually raising the debate above the level of personal suffering and individual
retaliation in order to expose her mother’s breach of the laws of the polis. They may
make similar charges against the other, but they are not given similar defences; and
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while both may have personal motives, Klytaimnestra has only personal ones. Finally,
Blundell and Cairns miss the extent to which Elektra’s sense of aidds distinguishes
her from her mother. Both may engage in shameful behaviour, but the one does so
in a pursuit of diké, fully aware that she fails to uphold other standards, while the
other does so to satisfy base desires, oblivious to her own criminality. That Elektra
has personal motivations is hardly surprising given what she has suffered at her
mother’s hands; but she argues less from these than from ethical principles which
transcend the domestic sphere of the oikos. She may not be the most objective
witness to her mother’s crimes, but we should also remember that the Chorus, in
their capacity as representatives of the community, consistently confirm the validity
of Elektra’s charges. While her personal animosity towards her mother prevents her
from being impartial, there is something which will serve as an objective touch-
stone: the dolos. Elektra may expose the motives of her mother, but it is the dolos,
sanctioned by Apollo, that will elicit a reaction from Klytaimnestra that will convict

her by her own words rather than her daughter’s accusations.

44  Ritual Activity

This confrontation ends, just as the previous one did, with a ritual action which
looks ahead to the success of the vengeance and future prosperity of the offspring,
while boding ill for Klytaimnestra. Like Chrysothemis, Klytaimnestra has come out
of the palace to perform a ritual: a sacrifice and prayer to Apollo. Clearly this is a

woman who takes no chances; since her dream she has undertaken a number of
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ritual activities, all designed to dissipate any evil omen it may signify.'® As
Chrysothemis reports, she has recounted the dream to the sun god, Helios, in order
to avert any ominous significance it might have.” Next, she has sent her daughter
with ritual offerings to Agamemnon’s tombs in order to placate the dead man. Not
content with these two actions, she has come out in order to perform her own

sacrifice and prayer to Apollo.

This is an apotropaic ritual, one performed in a time of crisis often motivated by fear
or sometimes hope for success. An appeal is made to the gods, generally
accompanied by some sort of sacrifice, as a way to avert disaster or bring about
success. Here Klytaimnestra prays to Apollo to release her from the fear she suffers as
a result of her dream, making offerings of fruit (BVpata nayxapra 634-35). She
addresses Apollo first as rpootamipie, “protector” (637), and as Avker’ dvag (645,
657). These different forms of address invoke Apollo in his dual capacity as “defender
of the house” and “destroyer of foes” ! While she has been frightened by her dream
initially, she now seems unsure how to make out its significance. She accepts it as a

portent, as do Elektra and the Chorus; however, while they interpret it as an

' Bowra 1944: 223-227 is one of the few critics who discusses the dream in any detail. Devereux
1976: 219-255 attempts to psychoanalyse Klytaimnestra based on this dream but makes little reference
to the play. More recently, Bowman 1997: 131-151 interprets the dream as a reflection of the
exclusion and marginalization of the females in this play. Klytaimnestra is an ‘onlooker’ in her own
dream, analogous to her status in the drama. Understanding the play as the representation of the
transfer of power from father to son, Bowman argues that Klytaimnestra is for the most part
irrelevant to the dramatic action while Elektra is similarly excluded and silenced at the end of the
tragedy. We can now see why Bowman denies the sexual meaning of épAia: it would weaken her
argument considerably in that it would make Klytaimnestra more than an ‘onlooker’ in her own
dream. Given that she is an adulteress and that Elektra continually refers to her illicit passion for
Aigisthos, and that éuidia is used to refer to the sexual act itself, it seems likely that sexual undertones
are present. See note 141 above.

™ There may be a subtle reference to Apollo here, as by the fifth century Apollo was associated both
with light and in particular the sun. See Horsely 1981: 22; Woodard 1965: 230 n. 52.

*! Jebb 1907: 93 notes that Klytaimnestra is particularly calling upon Apollo as the “averter of evil’ at
637. See also p. 7 and Appendix 205-206 for a discussion of the Lykeios epithet of Apollo and Segal
1966: 477 note 11.
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auspicious sign for them, Klytaimnestra thinks the dream Sio6dv, capable of
different interpretations.™ There are elements which could be interpreted
favourably, such as the flourishing of the tree, generally a good sign pointing to
fertility and success. Yet placed within the context of the dream and given that
Agamemnon has appeared in it, Klytaimnestra is no doubt justified in her fear.
Seeing a dead man in a dream is never a good sign.™ Being the careful person she is
Klytaimnestra addresses both meanings, asking the god to accomplish the dream if it

is favourable and, if not, to turn it against her enemies.

During the absence of Orestes and the paidagdgos from the dramatic action, there
has been no reference to Apollo, although the theme of dolos has been kept alive
through its association with Klytaimnestra. Her prayer connects the dolos with
Apollo anew, as she prays to the god to protect her from the dolos of her enemies in
order to secure and protect the fruits of her crimes. To the audience, aware of the
connection between Orestes and Apollo and the divine sanction of dolos, the irony of
all this is readily apparent. She is praying to a god who has already been engaged by
her enemies:

Kai pi pe xAovtov 1od Rapdvrog el nveg

6o PovAevovov éxBaleiv, Edils,

al’ Bdé ' aiet {doav afrafet Pip

doponug ‘Arperdav oxitpad v aueéxerv 1ade,
¢tdoroi e Euvoicav olg Evverpt viv

2 Bowra 1944: 223-226 makes a great deal out of this ambiguity. He argues that Klytaimnestra
forgets the negative aspects of the dream in favour of its favourable elements and thus “relapses in her
old self-satisfaction.” He thinks that the dream represents her “last chance to amend”. Bowman
argues that his argument contains two errors. First, he ignores the origin of the branch and second,
prophecy never serves as a warning in Sophokles. For Bowman 1997 140 n. 17 there is no hint that
Klytaimnestra is anything but doomed. It is not a final warning, but simply tells the dreamer what is
to happen.

X3 Bowra 1944: 225.
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evnuepotoav Kai wExvev Gowv épot
Svovora i apéoeonv i Avrn mxpd . o
(648-654)

And if some are plotting to rob me of my

present wealth by deceit, do not allow it,

but grant that | may always live a life without harm
ruling the house of Atreus and wielding the sceptre
associating both with the friends with whom I now live
happily and with all those of my children from whom
there is no hostility for me or bitter grief.

She ends her prayer to Apollo in silence, since, as she says, the son of Zeus sees

everything (659); her silence is generally understood as an unstated wish for the death

of Orestes.

The confrontation with Elektra had delayed Klytaimnestra’s actual performance of
the prayer and sacrifice. In this way, Sophokles makes the appearance of the
paidagdgos with the report of Orestes’ death seem to be the instantaneous fulfillment
of her prayer, although not in the manner expected by Klytaimnestra. In response to
the deceptive silence in which she cloaks her wish for her son’s death, Apollo sends
his own deception. Klytaimnestra is correct: Apollo knows well what her prayer
signifies and in answer sends the dolos of Orestes’ death. What Klytaimnestra does
not realise is that Apollo will act in the capacity which she requests: he will defend
the oikos and he will destroy its foes. The vision which Klytaimnestra has seen
(¢pdopata 644) is thus answered with a fiction, that of Orestes’ death. Klytaimnestra
who hides a truth within silence will be deceived by a lie which hides a truth, her own
impending doom.

Just as Klytaimnestra’s earlier ritual action ends in failure when Chrysothemis tosses
her offerings to the winds, her prayer for her continued success will similarly end in

failure. In each case, Elektra plays a role, as it is she who convinces her sister not to
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make the offerings and it is again she who, by keeping silent as Klytaimnestra asks,

enables her to carry out her ritual:

Ka.  olkouv édoeig oud’ U’ evgfpov Poiig

6Voui p', éxe1dn coi v’ Edfixa ndv Adyerv;
Hr, €0, keAedo, Ove, und' énand

TOUNOV oo, MG OUK GV tépa ALEmy' 8ni.

{630-633)

Ki.  And so will you not allow me to sacrifice

in silence, since I have allowed you to say everything
E.. Goahead, [ beg you, sacrifice, don't accuse my

mouth; as [ won’t speak further.

There is a certain irony in that Elektra grants her request to make a prayer which
signals her own impending doom. Though unaware of it, Elektra moves in a

direction parallel to that of the gods.
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5.1  Preliminary Remarks

The paidagdgos returns to the dramatic action, entering in the guise of a messenger
from a guest-friend of Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos. As planned, he has come to
report the death of Orestes and he does so with a speech that is a set piece of
rhetorical virtuosity.”™ Aischylos’ Choephoroi and Euripides’ Elektra similarly employ
a lie, but neither gives it the prominence and central position that it has in this play.
Not only does Sophokles have Apollo specifically sanction its use in the oracle (36-
37), but the poet draws our attention to it again by having Orestes express in a rather

long speech some hesitancy over being reported dead (56-66). The lie has enough

*™ So much so that some have asserted that the speech does little more than provide Sophokles with
the opportunity to display his skill as a poet. See Harsh 1944: 135. Reinhardt 1979: 151-152 remarks
that the rhésis is “little more than a virtuoso display” but he does £0 on to see more in it. He suggests
that “everything that a Greek would have called peithd - in all of these the deception obtrudes so
obviously that only someone who was totally ignorant of style, tone and dramatic art could fail to
perceive it.” Others have similarly thought that the speech with its numerous rhetorical figures has an
air of implausibility which attests to its falsity. Adams 1957: 71-72 thinks that the paidagdgos comes
close to overplaying his hand; Seale 1982: 65 thinks that the paidagdgos gives the game away with his
exaggerated assurance that he saw the event. Garner 1990: 119-120 thinks that the lack of any
significance in its being based upon the chariot race in the /liad only points to the fictional nature of
the speech. Aristotle calls the speech improbable although it is not clear in what sense he means this
(1460a27-32).

132
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significance in the overall dramatic action to warrant its own introduction.
Moreover, it takes the paidagdgos a good eighty-four lines (680-763) to recount the
tale of Orestes’ death, and however thrilling this account is, it has struck many critics
as conspicuously lengthy. As Winnington-Ingram pointedly reminds us, Sophokles is
not a poet to waste lines.” Its length, elaborate detail, and pivotal position in the

play all suggest that it serves some vital dramatic purpose.

Attempts to explain the significance of the speech have been many. Some, impressed
by the length and sheer wealth of detail, have suggested that it is designed to create
such a vivid account of Orestes’ death that we forget it is false; consequently our
sympathy for Elektra is not undermined by our knowledge that her sorrow is caused
by a lie.”” This has provoked the reply that we can hardly forget that it is false, having
been told about the deception in advance.™ Some have thought the details are
necessary for credibility, but as Gellie points out, “in what way do eighty-four lines
of lie convey more verisimilitude than, say, thirty?”* Others see the importance of
the narrative lying in the contrast it draws between the heroic Orestes of the speech

and what they perceive to be the unheroic Orestes of the play.?® This has been

S Winnington-Ingram 1980: 236; Scodel: 1984: 80; Stinton 1986: 82 all note that this speech of
Orestes functions as a kind of prologue to the lie itself.

¥ Winnington-Ingram 1980: 236.

%7 Wilamowitz-Moellendorf 1917: 188-91. Waldock 1966: 184 points out that this interpretation
seems to have been put forth by Kaibel 1896: 53 and 174 first, then adopted by Wilamowitz 1917: 190
and followed by Webster.

28 waldock 1966: 183-84.

 Gellie 1972: 116 in response to Whitman 1951: 168 who suggests “a detailed lie works better than a
sketchy one”.

20 Seale 1982: 66 writes that “in the play Orestes is everything that he is not in the story. The explicit
and brilliant expectations attached to his return in the prologue are to be measured against the
progressively darker implications of the revenge. May the audience be meant to take from this mass of
fabrication the truth that the ‘heroic’ Orestes has in fact died?” There indeed may be an allusion to the
death of the ‘heroic’ Orestes, but it may be better to understand this as an allusion to the death or end
of the heroic values which inform Orestes’ perception of his deed.
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primarily the approach of those who offer an ironic reading of the play. Blundell, for
instance, sees the speech as a presentation of “Orestes as he might have been - the
heroic and glorious son of the great Agamemnon.”! There is indeed a discernible
contrast between the splendid deeds of the fictional Orestes and the grim and
unheroic nature of the his task in the play, but this need not serve to cast the justice
of his deed in doubt. That Apollo has commended the dolos in order to carry out a
just killing, however, does oblige us to consider its relationship to diké. Others have
focused on certain details of the speech, in particular the chariot race, connecting it
with the reference to the race of Pelops, mentioned in the previous choral ode (504-
515).* That Sophokles, alone of the tragedians, places an allusion to the family curse
in the chariot race is taken by some to mean that the fictitious death is the report
that ends the curse; for others, it is a reminder that the curse is still active.?* There
may be some subtle reference here but it is hardly enough to warrant a speech of this

sort.2® Others again have seen its importance lying not in any of the details of the

2 Blundell 1989: 173-74. Segal 1981: 281-82 too takes this approach, pointing to the contrast
between the heroic language of the speech and the unheroic nature of its purpose. The problem with
many of the ironic interpretations of this speech is that they cast their nets too far. Orestes’ deed in
the play is certainly not a heroic deed worthy of glory and fame, but this does not necessarily mean
that it casts the justice of the act in a dubious light as many argue. The whole point is to show this task
not as heroic, but as just, the counterpart to Elektra’s action, which is right, but shameful.

*12 Linforth 1963: 99 makes the rather lame suggestion that the speech may allude to some part of the
Orestes legend now lost which mentions his great athletic success. That Sophokles inserts it only
because he liked it and knew that it would appeal to “sport-loving Greeks™ as well is perhaps one of
the least likely reasons for its inclusion.

23 A number of commentators have pointed to the parailel between the race of Pelops in the choral
ode (515ff) and the chariot race: Musurillo 1967: 99; Webster 1969: 105-6; Gellie 1972: 113;
Kamerbeck 1974: 77-78; McDevitt 1983: 9-10. Thompson 1941: 357 thinks the reference to the race is
enough to make us “realise that [Orestes| is doomed.” I would argue on the other hand that as we
listen, we realise that Klytaimnestra is doomed.

24 Musaurillo 1967: 99 thinks the curse is ended while others such as McDevitt 1983: 9-10 see it very
much alive. See note 115 above with regard to McDevitt’s reading.

215 See Stinton 1986: 79 for critical remarks on seeing an allusion to a curse in the choral ode (504-
515). If the curse is so important, he asks, why does Sophokles not mention it? As for it anticipating
the chariot race of Orestes with the reference to the horsemanship of Pelops, Stinton comments that
“an unconsciously ironic reference to a non-event is a little far-fetched.”
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speech itself but in the impact it has upon the two women.” In this context,
Elektra’s emotional response is generally regarded as the more important one, not
only for what it reveals about her character but also for the role it plays in later
developments.” Klytaimnestra’s reaction, on the other hand, has been given widely
differing interpretations, ranging from that of the response of grief-stricken mother
to a sign of blatant hypocrisy.?® Most concede that her immediate response is a
genuine and sincere display of emotion, however fleeting it may be; few, however,
have considered why the paidagdgos should wish to give an account of Orestes’ death

which would awaken Klytaimnestra’s pity.2*

#1¢ Adams 1957: 72 argues that the dramatic relevance of the speech must be located here; its length is
necessary so that the audience have sufficient time to grasp the full consequences to each of them. Yet
it seems unlikely that the audience needs a speech of this length to recognise that it will be devastating
news to the one and a welcome relief to the other. Kamerbeek 1974: 13 seems closer to the mark with
his point that this scene allows us to see what the circumstances would be if Orestes were dead.

#7 Schadewaldt 1926: 59 n. 1 argued that the speech was designed to create such a believable account
that we understand Elektra’s refusal to believe the evidence Chrysothemis brings in the next scene.
Both Gellie 1972: 290 n.12 and Whitman 1951: 158 find this suggestion convincing to some extent.

*% Sheppard 1918: 86 thought that Klytaimnestra’s reaction whereby she becomes “a mother instead
of a fiend...is enough to justify the old man’s story.” Kells 1973: 7-8 is one of the few critics currently
who regards Klytaimnestra’s reaction as the most significant. For him, her reaction signals an
“enormous reversal in the stage action” which has “far-reaching significance for the play’s total
meaning.” His attempt at white-washing Klytaimnestra has him elevate her pain, which is really only
momentary, above her more extended show of relief a few lines later. At the other end of the spectrum
stands Waldock 1966:183 and his rather biting comment on Klytaimnestra’s reaction: she “drops a
tear and notes her emotion with surprise. It is only a passing pang, a reaction to some nerve of
motherhood, not quite atrophied even in her. She smothers it with no trouble. The feeling that floods
her being is one of vast relief.” March 1996: 70 endorses this view with her remark that Klytaimnestra
overcomes her “first slight pang of sorrow and gloats over Electra’s genuine grief.” See note 239 below
for discussions of Klytaimnestra’s reaction.

%1% There have been other approaches to the messenger speech in recent years. Scodel 1984: 82 sees the
speech as a “fable of common Greek morality. No analogy for human life is as popular as a race, and
no tenet is as trite, especially in tragedy, as the warning to judge nothing and no one before the end.”
Other occurences of this “look to the end” theme as cited by Scodel 1984: 142 n. 9 include OT 1528-
30; the metaphor of passing the post as the end of life see OC 91; Electra 956; Hippolytos 87; Children
of Heracles 1066. Scodel’s metaphorical interpretation takes the speech as a warning directed at
Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos. Kitzinger 1991: 302 on the other hand calls the paidagdgos’ lie a “speech
act that changes the way the audience hears and views the characters and what they do™ because it
possesses knowledge that the actors do not. Batchelder 1995: 87-110 sees the messenger speech as the
beginning of a play directed by Orestes so that he becomes producer and director of his own drama.
Macintosh 1995: 135 in her study on death in tragedy looks at parallels between this speech and other
messenger speeches which report a person’s death. She points out that in all messenger speeches, the
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This brief overview of the various responses to the messenger speech reveals that for
the most part critics have seen its main function lying either in providing a
convincing account of Orestes’ death or in the dramatic impact it has upon
Elektra.™ Those with an affirmative reading have the least to say about the speech
itself and it has been left to the ‘ironists’ to draw attention to the discrepancy
between the heroic Orestes and his unheroic task.2' That the whole speech is “a
complete and utter lie from start to finish™2 told solely to further matricide is for

many enough to cast a shadow over the enterprise and call into question the justice

of the vengeance.

The alliance between dolos and diké is disturbing; that justice should be so rooted in
guile seems to weaken the foundation upon which it rests. Yet its sanction by Apollo
should warn against any quick condemnation of it. Dolos has been a persistent theme
from the very beginning; and to understand its significance, we should first examine
it within the broader context of the play. We have observed its first occurrence in the
oracle, which advocates its use in order to carry out “just slaughters” (évdixoug
ogaydc). While no reason is given for the use of deception, there is the suggestion

that in some fashion the dolos serves diké. The second reference to dolos in Orestes’

fatal news is given first, the effect of which is to diminish the importance of the death when it actually
occurs.

20 But see Scodel 1984: 82 and note 219 above. Her interpretation of it as a warning comes close to
my approach to the speech.

2! Waldock 1966: 183 writes: “The tour de force of the Paedagogus calls merely for our tribute in
passing”. Most who take an affirmative view of the play have only the most minimal and general
comments to make about the speech itself. Bowra 1944: 248 says little about the speech, but does
concede its devastating impact on Elektra; others, such as Alexanderson 1966: 79-98; Stevens 1978:
11-20; March 1996: 65-81 make no mention of the speech at all. Gardiner 1986: 169 thinks that the
emphasis on the glorious presentation of Orestes only makes Klytaimnestra’s evident relief al that
more despicable. Burnett 1998: 123-124 the most recent affirmative advocate calls it a “glorious™ lie
which serves to keep the “disengaged and hypothetical nature of Elektra’s project uppermost in our
minds”™.

22 Ewans 1984: 146.
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speech (59-66) is often said to serve as an introduction to the lie itself. There we saw
that the dolos posed a conflict for Orestes between what he perceived to be the heroic
nature of his undertaking and the unheroic means by which he must carry it out. In
this scene, we see that the dolos presents Klytaimnestra with a conflict as well:
whether to rejoice at her good fortune or feel pity for the suffering of another. The
second element to consider is that the speech, with its theme of the ‘fall from high’
and its exaggerated and ornate language, seems devised specifically to appeal to the
emotions of the audience. Yet if the purpose of the report is simply to further the
vengeance by convincing Klytaimnestra that her son is dead, awakening her maternal
emotions seems a rather odd strategy. But if we accept the words of the oracle, that
is, that the use of dolos will bring about just killings (¢v8ixovg spaydg), we may see
the purpose of the deception in a different light. The dolos is delivered in the manner
it is, not in order to deceive Klytaimnestra, but in order to make her deliberate. The
paidagodgos creates a set of fictional circumstances which are meant to arouse her fear
and pity, two emotions considered necessary for the proper functioning of a person’s
moral being, and in this way force her to consider the relationship between herself
and Orestes. In this respect, we may see the ultimate purpose of the speech as the
demonstration of a truth which will secure the justice of the vengeance. This makes
her reaction crucial, but, as we shall see, the dolos forces every person in this play to
make a decision, which will have consequences equally significant for both Orestes
and Klytaimnestra. Finally, although most critics simply see it as a lie from start to
finish, we shall see that it does contain a truth, one which hints at the impending
downfall of Klytaimnestra.
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5.2  The Messenger Speech

Klytaimnestra has just finished her prayer to Apollo with its unstated wish for
Orestes’ death when the paidagdgos shows up in the guise of a messenger. His words
throughout this exchange are double-edged, having one meaning for the audience
and quite another for Klytaimnestra. For the audience, his appearance brings to
mind the connection established between Apollo and Orestes at the beginning of the
play and is a reminder that the dolos comes with divine sanction.” To
Klytaimnestra, however, he seems to be the immediate answer to her prayers. The
paidagdgos begins with the announcement that he has good news for her and
Aigisthos: @ xaip', dvacoa: coi ¢épav fikm Adyoug / 1delg ¢idov rap' dvipog
AiyioBwm 0' opob (666-67).” The abrupt enjambment places the emphasis on #éeic:
his words will be “sweet” for her. Klytaimnestra receives his “omen” (16 pn0év) and,
after ascertaining that he is from a friend (rapa ¢idov), accepts that his words will
also be “friendly” (rpocdiAeic AéEeig Adyoug 672). The audience, who has just
heard the blasphemous prayer of Klytaimnestra to Apollo, will not miss the hidden
assumption in the paidagégos’ remark: she will be overjoyed at the death of her

son.” For Klytaimnestra, however, his presumption that she will greet the death of

her son with joy only confirms his trustworthiness, for being from a guest-friend, he

23 The connection between the paidagigos and Apollo has been noted by many. Adams 1957: 71
writes that the god “all but steps upon the stage himself.” See also Kitto 1966: 133; Minadeo 1967: 124
and 1994: 117; Horsley 1980: 22.

24 The messenger’s employer is said to be Phanoteus, apparently a friend of Aigisthos and an enemy
of Agamemnon.

25 The irony in this exchange is what Hester 1995: 115-16 calls “deceptive irony”: the speaker and
audience are both aware of the significance of the words, but the listener is not. “In effect”, Hester
says, “the author, the speaker, and the audience are in conspiracy against the interiocutor.” There is,
as well, the obvious irony in the circumstances of Orestes’ death, for according to the report of the
paidagégos, the man who is in fact the avenger of Apollo, is brought down at the Pythian games held
in honour of the god. For Klytaimnestra, this will appear as a rather fitting fulfillment of her prayer to
Apollo; for the audience, it is another reminder of Apollo’s role in her downfall. Sophokles achieves
this at the cost of a small anachronism for the Pythiads were not instituted until 582 BC.
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would be aware of Orestes’ status as an exile and thus the threat he poses to their

power.

Without further ado, the ‘messenger’ announces that Orestes is dead. Given what we
have seen of both mother and daughter thus far, their immediate reaction comes as
no surprise. Elektra is at once devastated by the report while Klytaimnestra is barely
able to control her excitement: her repeated ti é1jg, i ¢1¢ betrays an unnatural
eagerness for having the death of her son confirmed.” She immediately presses the
paidagogos for details, telling him to pay no attention to her daughter; she wants to
hear how Orestes died:

i i, i #1ic, & Eeive; pi taing xAve.

B8avovt ‘Opéamy viv e xai ndio Aéyw.

arwAopunv dvomvog, ovdév eip’ En.

oV PEV 14 oauTig TPaocd’, Epoi 8& oV, Eéve,
TaAnBeg eing, Td tpony SoAlvtae;

FEFT

(675-679)
What are you saying, what are you saying, stranger?
Don’t listen to her.

I say again now that Orestes is dead.

I, wretch, am destroyed, I am no longer.

Mind your own affairs, but you, stranger,

tell me the truth, in what manner did he perish?

R

FR¥

In response to her request, the paidagdgos recounts an elaborate tale about Orestes’
performance at the Pythian games. On the first day, Orestes enters all the events,
emerging as victor in every one. The paidagdgos describes the brilliant figure he
struck and how he won the admiration of all. At the end of the day, he is announced

25 Contra Kitzenger 1991: 319 who thinks that the paidagdgos is playing a risky game here since “the
stranger he is pretending to be should not expect her to be elated by her son’s death”. But he is not
pretending to be a stranger; rather he is from Phanoteus, a guest friend of Aigisthos and an enemy of
Agamemnon,

27 Campbell 1969: 180; Kells 1973: 137 writes that “Klytaimnestra can scarcely believe it; it is too
good to be true.” Kamerbeek 1974: 95 as well points out that repetition of her words shows her
cagemness and excitement.
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Orestes, the son of the famed Agamemnon (694-95). At this point, the paidagdgos
breaks off from his narrative to insert a gnomé of his own to the effect that not even
the most powerful can escape the gods (696-97). He then returns to his story and
recounts the events of the day of the chariot race, describing each entrant and his
team in careful detail. When the race begins, Orestes stays behind at first, putting his
trust in the finish. He successfully avoids a disastrous crash which destroys every
other competitor except an Athenian. The race between the two is neck and neck
until the last circuit when Orestes, striking a turning post, is thrown to his death.
Tangled up in the reins, he is dragged by his horses until his body is so mangled that
no one of his friends is able to recognize him. His body is burned on a pyre and his
ashes placed in a small urn. Such was the event, the paidagdgos concludes, terrible to

tell and terrible for those who saw it (761-63).

As pointed out, this is a speech whose length and wealth of details seem out of all
proportion to its apparent purpose. Puzzling as well is why the paidagdgos ignores
Orestes’ explicit instructions to state that he died in a chariot race and add a false
oath.” If he is the immoral sophist some make him out to be, adding a false oath
should not cause a problem.” Nor is it clear why he should wish to give a speech
specifically designed to awaken Klytaimnestra’s maternal feeling if his purpose is
simply to provide a credible account of Orestes’ death in order to further the

vengeance.™ The last thing the paidagdgos should want is a grief-stricken mother on

28 Orestes’ instructions to add a false oath are most often taken as evidence of his sophistic nature.
See note 82 above.

2 See note 82 above and note with reference to the debate over the oath.

B0 Kells 1973: 137-138 is one of the few who sees the speech specifically devised to arouse
Klytaimnestra’s maternal feelings, although he interprets this in an entirely different way: “The
detailed persuasive account was intended to involve Clytaemnestra so deeply in an impression of the
death of Orestes, that she will be convinced of its reality, and so thrown off her guard when the living
Orestes comes to attack her.” The narrative presents Orestes then “behaving as a son of whom she
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his hands. As a sophistic speech designed to further the vengeance, it makes no sense;

but as an artful piece of rhetoric designed to arouse fear and pity, it does.

Aristotle’s Rhetoric is useful here as it includes one of the few detailed discussions of
the emotions of fear and pity as well as offering specific advice on how an orator may
arouse them in his audience. Fear and pity, Aristotle states, are painful emotions; the
former is aroused by a “mental picture (phantasia) of some destructive or painful
evil” that we think could happen to us (1382a21-22); while the latter is “caused by the
sight of some evil, destructive or painful” which befalls another. Fear, then, is
primarily a self-regarding emotion while the most fundamental aspect of pity is that
it is felt for another. There is, however, an interdependent and causal relationship
between these two emotions which Aristotle points to when he writes that “anything
causes us to feel fear that when it happens to, or threatens, others causes us to feel
pity” (1382b26-27) or as he puts it later, “what we fear for ourselves excites our pity
when it happens to others™ (1386a28-29). For Aristotle, since fear is caused by the
prospect of one’s own suffering, the people who do not feel fear are those who are do
not believe that they could suffer anything from anyone (1382b31-33), i.e., the
hybristés, those whose great prosperity makes them “insolent, contemptuous, and
reckless” (1383al-2). Pity, on the other hand, because it requires the identification of
oneself with another, and because it rests upon the recognition of a sense of

commonality between people, is, as Nussbaum puts it, “the bridge between

might be proud.” For Kells, the result of this is a complete reversal in her emotions and Klytaimnestra
now becomes a grief-stricken mother. It does not to bother him that there seems to be little need for
the paidagdgos to go to such lengths to convince Klytaimnestra her son is dead nor why he should
want his charge to face a grief-stricken mother. However, given his view of the paidagdgos and Orestes
as immoral and depraved sophists willing to do anything to achieve their goal, killing a mother
overcome with grief would not appear to pose a problem.



the ‘death’ of orestes / 142

individual and community.”' Without this awareness of our vulnerability to
suffering, we have only “arrogant harshness.” For Aristotle, it seems the ability to
experience the emotions of pity and fear is an important factor for the moral being

of man.

Since fear is awakened by the realisation that we are vulnerable to misfortune,
Aristotle suggests that the best way for the orator to arouse this emotion is to make
his audience think that they are in danger of suffering something:

The orator must make them feel that they really are in danger of
something, pointing out that it has happened to others who were
stronger than they are, and is happening, or has happened, to people
like themselves, at the hands of unexpected people, in an unexpected
form, and at an unexpected time.>

To arouse fear the rhetorician should make the following points: others greater than
they have suffered; others like themselves have suffered; others have suffered from
those they least expected to suffer something in an unexpected way and at a time
when they did not expect to suffer. The sufferings of powerful and successful people
are particularly effective in this regard, for these are the people who are thought least
likely to suffer anything. The audience thus reasons that if these people suffer, then
they might too or as Aristotle puts it, if the least likely has occurred, than what is
more likely to occur will also occur (1392b15-16). Fear thus causes one to deliberate;
the unexpected nature and form of suffering help in creating a sense of imminent

danger and making the audience aware of its own vulnerability to misfortune. When

B! Nussbaum 1996: 28.

2 Nussbaum 1996: 34.

73 138329-12. The method laid out by Aristotle in the Rhetoric is similar to the way the poet is said to
arouse pity and fear in the Poetics. See Belifore 1992: 246- 253 on this aspect of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and
its relationship to the Poetics and the tragic emotions of fear and pity.
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fear is aroused in this fashion, then another emotion is similarly awakened, pity. We
pity others, Aristotle says, when we remember that similar misfortunes have
happened to us or we expect them to happen (1386al-2). Aristotle’s Rhetoric allows us
to see the reasoning process by which people are led to feel first fear for themselves
and then pity for others, but there are numerous examples in literature and oratory

which show the arousal and fear and pity being accomplished in a similar manner.”

If we examine the speech of the paidagdgos from this perspective, that is, as an
attempt to awaken the emotions of fear and pity, the emphasis on Orestes’ heroic
deeds and the necessity for the lengthy chariot race are more readily understood. The
first part of the speech portrays Orestes in a manner befitting the most glorious of
heroes and his accomplishments as the greatest of heroic deeds. Indeed, claims the
paidagdgos, he knows of no other man who has accomplished such feats (689). In
other words, this is a story of a man greater than anyone in the audience, but also
like them, being an Argive and a philos (694-695). With his pre-eminent performance
at the games, Orestes appears as a man at the height of great success. The next logical
step in the story is obvious: to show the downfall of this man who seems most
unlikely to suffer anything, and to show it happening in an unexpected fashion, and
from those it seems least likely to suffer something, for all these elements make
danger seem close; moreover, to present his downfall in such precise detail and with

such vividness that the audience will feel as if they are actual spectators at the

4 One of the best examples of fear and pity being aroused in a manner similar to that offered by
Aristotle occurs in the Iliad 24.507-516. See Belfiore 1992: 250-253; 351-353 on this scene and
Chapters 6 and 7 passim on the emotions of fear and pity in the Rhetoric and Poetics. See also the
discussion of MacLeod 1983: 26-27 on the scene between Priam and Achilles and Crotty 1994 for an
study of pity in Homer; for discussions of appeals to pity in drama and the Attic orators see Kolakis
1986: 170-178 and Stevens 1944: 1-25. Dover 1974: 197 points out that misfortune when contrasted
with previous good fortune was thought to evoke the strongest feelings of pity.
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event.™ In this way, the chariot race becomes for its audience a phantasia kakou, an
image of painful destruction which makes misfortune seem close and danger
imminent. When disaster strikes all the charioteers except an Athenian and Orestes,
the stage is set for the thrilling neck and neck race between two opponents. There
appears only one final obstacle to Orestes’ victory, and defeat, if it comes, is expected
from this quarter. Instead at the last minute, with success in sight, Orestes relaxes his
grip and unawares, strikes the pillar (744-745). Forgetting his earlier method of
keeping a tight rein on his inner trace horse (721), his misfortune comes as a result of
his own mistake and he suffers death from those least expected, his own horses. At
an unexpected moment, from those whom it is least likely to suffer something, his
death is a complete and utter reversal in fortune, a veritable peripety. The paidagégos
even gives some indication of the proper response to this occurrence with his
description of the crowd which reacts with a wail at seeing such a terrible misfortune

after such splendid achievements.

The paidagégos thus presents the ‘death’ of Orestes as the downfall of a glorious hero.
Reduced to its simplest form, the story comes remarkably close to the pattern of
tragedy: the downfall of a great hero who suffers a complete reversal in fortune
(peripety) through some hamartia (1453a12-17). Here, however, it is empty of any
tragic force or significance, and Orestes’ hamartia is no great intellectual or moral
error, but simply an oversight. As pitiful as the downfall is, there is nothing tragic in
this story, but this is the difference between tragedy and rhetoric. Tragedy arouses

fear and pity in a manner similar to rhetoric but is far more effective in this because

75 At 1382a21-22 Aristotle says that fear is aroused by the “phantasia of some destructive or painful
evil” and that “those who heighten the effect of their words with suitable gestures, tones, dress and
dramatic action generally, are especially successful in exciting pity: they thus put the disasters before
our cyes and make them seem close to us” (1386a31-34).
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the best tragic plot shows the suffering not just contrary to expectation (1452a3-4)
but also as probable or necessary (1451a38). Moreover, tragedy is most effective at
arousing pity and fear when the suffering comes from a philos (1453b19-22). Orestes
does not suffer disaster from a philos but his own horses; nor is there is anything
which makes his downfall seem probable or necessary, but there is something which
suggests the probability of Klytaimnestra’s. While recounting the events of the two
days, the paidagédgos inserts the mention of another hero who also suffers a terrible
misfortune after great success, Agamemnon:

... ApYEl0G Hév avaxaAovuevoc,

ovopa &' 'Opéong, o 10 xAe1vov EAAGSog

"Ayapéjuvovog oTpatEv’ ayeipavtég Rote.

xai taita pév oiatd” dtav 8¢ ng fedv

BAdrTy, Suvant @v ovd’ Av LoYVWV PUYELV. ws0m

{ 69’

He was announced as an Argive, by the

name of Orestes, son of Agamemnon who once
gathered the famed armament of Greece.

And so far, thus; but when one of the gods
does harm, not even a mighty man can escape.

Orestes is identified by his city and name, but the most detailed and elaborate
description is his identification through his father. The hyperbaton of the line with
the irregular placement of 'Ayapéuvovog makes the reference all the more
conspicuous. The mention of Agamemnon’s heroic exploits which seems at first
glance gratuitous and unnecessarily lengthy in this context, as it momentarily
deflects attention from son to father, draws a parallel between their fates.” Both
perform glorious deeds followed directly by terrible misfortunes. Orestes’ death is a

fiction, but Agamemnon’s is not. The paidagdgos leaves Agamemnon’s fate unstated

6 Kells 1973: 140 points out that at the games, an official proclamation was made after each event,
which gave the name of the winner, the name of his father, and his nationality. Thus as Jebb 1907: 100
notes, the official proclaimation would be simply Opéomg’ Ayapéuvovog’ Apyeiog. See also the
remarks of Batchelder 1995: 99-100 in this regard.
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but no one, least of all Klytaimnestra, would need reminding of the terrible fate he
suffered after his triumph at Troy. It is at this point that the ‘messenger’ breaks off
from his narrative and speaks £Ew tob xpdyparog, interjecting a warning: no one, he
tells her, not even the powerful, can escape, when one of the gods does harm.”
Ostensibly the moral is made in reference to Orestes’ fate, but it is just as easily
applicable to that of Klytaimnestra. She is the powerful and successful one, the one
whose victory and success seem assured; and she is the one who called for the
intervention of a god with her blasphemous prayer to Apollo for her son’s death.
Given the reference to Agamemnon, the history of the House of Atreus, and more
important, given Klytaimnestra’s own defence of talio justice (and Elektra’s explicit
reminder of what this means 582-583) what seems probable, indeed even necessary, is
not the downfall of Orestes, but the death of Klytaimnestra. Lurking at the heart of
this deceptive tale is a truth which serves both as a warning and an omen of things to
come for Klytaimnestra. Like the dream, the dolos contains a truth, one which points
to her impending doom. The queen should be afraid or at the very least consider her
response carefully, which she does, but this only makes it all the more damning.>®

7 Bremer 1969: 168-69 argues that the paidagdgos’ words strike a false note. Comparing this line toa
similar one in Ajax [ei 8¢ ng Bedv AdxtoL, $UyoL TV X KaKdG WV Kpeicoova (456-57)] he argues
that here “the tone of tragic suffering is authentic because the hero feels outraged by the gods. In the
mouth of the Paedagogus, however, the same words sound hollow, because they are part of his effort
to make his story as pathetic as possible.” These two situations are so different that these two lines
cannot properly be compared.

25 There are a number of parallels between the speech itself and the rest of the play that suggest it may
be read as a narrative of the return and revenge of Orestes. The paidagdgos structures his speech so
that it falls into two clear parts, which are separated by the insertion of his moralizing comment. This
parallels the structure of the play which is divided into two parts separated by the paidagigos’ tale.
Moreover, within the speech itself there are clear parallels to other parts of the play. The paidagdgos
begins his tale by describing how Orestes went to the the games at Delphi, (16 xAeivév ‘EAAdSoc
Xp6oxmu’ dryavog, AeAdixdv GOAaw xdpiv) which corresponds to Orestes’ description of his visit to
the Apollo’s oracle at Delphi (éyd yap tiviy’ ixéunv 1 MuBixdv pavieiov dg pdBo’ Gt tpdxa
xatpi Sixag dpoiunv 1iv govevodvrwv xdpa 32-33). The second day foretells Klytaimnestra’s own
fortunes, for like Agamemnon, she will be brought down by one of her own. Batchelder 1995: 100-102
as well notes some similarities between the speech and the rest of the tragedy, although she veers off in
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5.2.1  The reaction of Klytaimnestra

The dolos has obviously had an impact on Klytaimnestra. Her earlier excitement has

vanished and she now appears apprehensive and unsure of her response:

Ka. & Zed, i taira, xétepov evruyi Aéyw,
Tl dewva pév, xépdn 8é; Aurnpdcg 8 Exe,
€l 101G epavriig 1OV fiov olo xaxoic

Ma i 8 05 aBupeig, d yuvan, 1@ viv Adyw;

Ka.  3e1vov 10 tikTewv eotiv: 0vde yap xaxmdg
Rdoyovn yicog dv Ky Rpocyiyverat. -

KL. O Zeus, what should [ say of these things? Should
[ say they are fortunate or terrible yet profitable. It is
painful if I should save my life by misfortunes.

PA.  Whyare you despondent, woman, by the story?

KL.  Motherhood is a strange thing; for even to the one who has suffered
badly, hatred does not come for those whom one bears.

This is not the instantaneous celebration that we expect from a woman who in the
past reacted with rage at the mere mention of her son’s name (293-298) and who, just
moments earlier, was praying for his death. Yet it is not quite the grief-stricken
mother either. Instead, Klytaimnestra wavers, torn between seeing his death as

“fortunate” or “terrible but a gain” (766-67).” Either way it is a kerdos and thus the

another direction with her argument that the speech is the beginning of a play directed by Orestes,
while Klytaimnestra is “audience, participant, and sacrificial victim.”

* These words have been taken in a variety of ways from a genuine maternal grief that redeems her
to a blatant display of hypocrisy. That her response is simply hypocritical seems unlikely, however; for
not only would this deprive the scene of all emotion and power, but it deprives Klytaimnestra of all
complexity. As Gellie 1972: 117 rightly notes, this scene would be “grotesque™ without at least a
gesture toward some maternal feeling. See also the comments of Kamerbeek 1974: 108. Segal 1966:
498 offers perhaps the most typical view, seeing Klytaimnestra’s words as evidence of genuine feeling
which passes quickly. So too Linforth 1963: 100; and Adams 1957: 72; Seale 1982: 65 notes that
Klytaimnestra has been affected by the speech but her apprehension soon turns into relief. Kells
attaches the most significance to these words allowing them to overshadow everything else, even her
obvious relief. Having redeemed Klytaimnestra, Kells is able to indict the offspring, for what could be
more heinous than a child killing a parent grief-stricken at his death? Obviously, nothing, but this is
not what happens. His interpretation of this scene (and the whale play) forces us to accept that the
paidagigos’ speech goes dreadfully awry in its purpose, for now Orestes must kill a mother who is
“grief-stricken” at his death. Not even Euripides goes this far in his rehabilitation of Klytaimnestra or
his condemnation of Orestes. Of course, by Kells’ reading, everything in this play from Orestes’
perspective goes dreadfully awry from the moment he asked the wrong question of the oracle.
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choice she is faced with is simply between celebrating this good fortune or
recognising that her gain has come at a terrible price (3eiva 767). She appears to
move in the direction of grief with her acknowledgement that saving her life comes
at the cost of suffering maternal pain. The paidagdgos, noting this response,
questions her apparent despondency; in response, Klytaimnestra reflects upon the
strange power which the maternal bond possesses (3ewvov 1o tixtewv éotiv 770);
even when a mother is treated badly by her children, she does not hate them. The
report has affected Klytaimnestra, forcing her to consider her own fortunes and the

nature of her bond with Orestes.

The paidagdgos, observing her hesitation and the ambivalent nature of her response,
remarks “we have come in vain it seems” (772). Most commentators have assumed
that he simply remains in his role as a messenger who, upon discovering his words
were not as welcome as he originally supposed, expresses his disappointment that he
will receive no reward.* However, he also speaks as the agent of Apollo, testing her
one more time to ascertain the depth of her maternal feelings, thus forcing her to

make a choice, and Klytaimnestra does:

oUTOL pdrnv Ye. TG Yép Gv pamy Adyorg;
&l pot Bavévrog Tiot Exwv Exuipla
rpoohrdec, Somg tiig énis yuyric yeye,
HAOTWV AXOCTUG KAl TPOdilG Epiic, Puyds
areEevoito

Not in vain indeed, how could you say ‘in vain’? -
if you have come with trusting proof of his death,

who, although born from my life, turned away from
the nurture of my breasts and became an exile.

(773-777)

0 Kamerbeek 1974: 109; so also Kells 1973: 171 and Campbell 1969: 187 who understands the
meaning as “[ see that I have given no satisfaction and therefore shall receive no reward.” Jebb 1907

112 states that the old man speaks as if disappointed, giving a cue for the change in Klytaimnestra’s
tone.
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Klytaimnestra thus overcomes the conflict presented to her by the dolos and makes
her decision: Orestes is a ¢vydc, an exile rather than a son. In using the word ¢vyag
Klytaimnestra reveals that she sees him more as a political rival and a threat to her
power than she does as a son' Segal aptly captures the relationship apparent

between mother and son here when he writes:

[Klytaimnestra| describes his absence not as a parent speaking of a child,
but as a ruler speaking of a dissident subject: he has ‘revolted from her
breasts and nurture’ (aroois, the regular word for civic dissension and
political rebellion) and has become an ‘exile’ (¢uvydg, 776). Here speaks
the woman whom her daughter characterizes as ‘tyrant (despotis) rather
than mother’ (597-98) .

Klytaimnestra, who is initially troubled enough by the story to reflect upon her
relationship with Orestes, decides in the end that he is more of an adversary than
anything else. Choosing to understand his exile as a rejection of her as a mother,
Klytaimnestra feels free to reject him as a son; his death becomes proper recompense

for what he has done to her.

The tie of philia which Klytaimnestra has rejected, however, is a blood relationship.
The Greek concept expressed by philia covers, as often pointed out, a much broader
range of relationships than our word “friendship’, including civic, political, and social

friendships as well as family relationships.** As Cooper observes, family ties such as

1 See note 74 above.

2 Segal 1966: 498.

*3 It is made dlear throughout the play that Orestes’ exile was out of a desire to protect him from
suffering the same fate as his father. See lines 296-297; 637-638; 780-782.

2 Most scholars take the terms philos and philia to denote the same wide variety of relationships
subsumed under the idea of friendship, including that of kin (Fisher 1976: 21; Strauss 1986: 21;
Humphreys 1986: 85 n. 3; Blundell 1989: 40-43; Pakaluk 1991: xiv all use philos mean friend as well as
kin). Cf., however, the recent article of Konstan 1996: 71-94, which is criticial of the indiscriminate
use of these terms. He argues, using Aristotle and the Attic orators, that the noun philos would not
apply to family relationships and that it comes closest to our use of ‘friend’ while philia covers a broad
range of relationships including that of kin. I have followed the standard practice of the majority of
commentators in using philos and philia to refer to a kinship relationship. For treatments of philia in
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those between parents and children, siblings, and husband and wife “are in fact the
original and, in some ways, the central cases of ¢1Aia.”** Aristotle, in the prelude to
his discussion of the three forms of friendship in the Nicomachean Ethics says that
friendship exists where one wishes what is good for another for his own sake and this
feeling is returned (1156a3-5). Common to all forms of friendship for Aristotle is the
reciprocity of good will.** He does, however, cite certain forms of philia which are
exceptions to this mutuality, such as the bond between mother and child. This
relationship may be entirely one-sided, since a mother loves a child regardless
whether the feeling is returned.*” For the Greeks, some relationships endured despite
the absence of good-will, and while family philia was considered to be a relationship
in which reciprocal feelings of good will should exist, “their absence did not destroy
the ¢ihia itself.”* Klytaimnestra recognises this when, in response to the dolos, she
claims that a mother does not hate her children, even if they treat her badly. In other
words, the dolos has made Klytaimnestra reflect on the maternal bond between
parent and offspring, and she clearly recognises that a blood relationship should
properly transcend feelings of friendship or hostility. Yet having identified the

fundamental nature of this tie, she goes on to reject it for one based upon friendship

individual tragedies, see Konstan 1985: 176-185; Schein 1988: 179-206; Stanton 1990: 42-54. For an
overview of philia prior to Aristotle (with extensive citations of other works on philia), see Fitzgerald
1997: 1-34; it does not, however, treat philia in Greek drama.

45 Cooper 1999: 313.

6 See Cooper 1999: 316-317 on this point and Chapter 14 for a discussion of Aristotle on the types of
friendship. in the Rhetoric Aristotle defines friendship in similar terms as mutual wishing well out of a
concern for another (£otw &) 1 grAeiv t PovAeoBai nvt & oietm dyadd, éxeivov vexa dAAd ui
avtou 1379b35-36).

*7 Aristotle writes, “for some mothers hand over their children to be brought up, and so long as they
know their fate they love them and do not seek to be loved in return (if they cannot have both), but
seem to be satisfied if they see them prospering; and they themselves love their children even if those
owing to their ignorance give them nothing of 2 mother’s due” (1159a29-34).

2% Cooper 1999: 313 n. 3; he also cites in support of this a quotation from Euripides’ Phoenissae:
¢idog yap éxBpog EyEver, GAX Sjax §iAog (1446).
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and enmity. What is more important to her than anything else is the insult she
considers herself to have suffered from Orestes’ exile and thus the need to
reciprocate in kind. That is, a regard for her own honour is more important than the
tie of blood; indeed it is so important that she extends the relationship of emnity

beyond life so that even in his death, her son is still an enemy.

The brief exchange between mother and daughter serves to underscore the nature of
Klytaimnestra’s choice; not only does she have no pity for her son, but she treats her
daughter with contempt bordering on cruelty that highlights her utter lack of regard
for others. Exulting in her triumph over her offspring, she now claims that she will
live free from the fear posed by them (786-87). Joy at her apparent success and good
fortune supplants any pain she might have initially felt at the death of her son.
Klytaimnestra’s final words on stage are an outright rejection of the blood-ties
between mother and offspring. When the paidagdgos suggests that he should depart
now, Klytaimnestra replies:

fixiot" éneinep ovr’ éuod xaraki ' Gv

€a ui 6’ avtig xai T tdv $iAwv xaxd.

(800-803)

Not at all, for that would be treatment unworthy
of you and the one who sent you.

But go inside please; leave her to bewail

outside her own misfortunes and her dear ones.

She invites the ‘messenger’ inside, while leaving her own daughter outside to cry
forth her sorrows for her loved ones (philoi). She has apparently forgotten that
Elektra’s philoi are her philoi as well.
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5.2.2  Sophistry versus rhetoric

Those who consider the paidagégos an immoral sophist willing to employ any means
to further the vengeance overlook the extent to which this speech is far more than
some sophistic trick to convince Klytaimnestra that her son is dead. Here Aristotle’s
distinction between the sophist and the true rhetorician is helpful. Concerned with
showing that rhetoric is a rational art, necessary for advancing the true and just, he
draws a distinction between the type of argumentation practiced by the rhetorician
and the base practices of sophists. He defines rhetoric as the ability (dynamis) to see
and find in each particular case the available means of persuasion (ethos, logos,
pathos); the function of the rhetorician is to distinguish between the truly persuasive
and the apparently persuasive. Like all arts, then, rhetoric has two ends: an internal
end (finding the available means of persuasion) and an external end (persuasion).
The true practitioner of the rhetorical art lets his practice be guided by the internal
ends of his art, while the sophist, having no such internal end, is guided solely by his
external end, persuasion pure and simple; thus he can choose any means he wishes to
achieve it. In this way Aristotle separates genuine persuasion achieved by legitimate
means (valid arguments achieved by syllogism/enthymeme and pisteis) from
manipulation achieved by specious argumentation through apparent syllogism. Thus
when Aristotle writes that “what makes a man a sophist is his preference
(prohairesis)” (1355b17-18), he is referring to the sophist’s deliberate choice of

fallacious or apparently persuasive arguments.”™ In distinguishing the rhetorician

* These means of persuasion (1355b26-28) are the pisteis of which some are non-artistic (oaths,
contracts) in that they are at hand while the artistic proofs (ethos, logos, pathos) have to be discovered.

0 The full passage is as follows: “It is the function of one and the same art to see the persuasive and
[to see| the apparently persuasive, just as [it is] in dialective [to recognize] a syllogism and (to
recognize| an apparent syllogism; for sophistry is not a matter of ability [dymamis] but of deliberate
choice [ prohairesis] [of specious arguments]. In the case of rhetoric, however, there is the difference
that one person will be [called] rhétor on the basis of his knowledge and another on the basis of his
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and the sophist on the basis of their choice of argumentation, Aristotle makes an
ethical distinction between the two; and sophistry, without the internal constraints

of rational persuasion, is rhetoric cut loose from its ethical moorings.>"

As a sophist, the aim of the paidagdgos should simply be to convince Klytaimnestra
that her son is dead in order to further the vengeance. He has the perfect means for
accomplishing this purpose, one which Orestes himself had suggested (47), a false
oath, that is, a sophistic “apparent means of persuasion”. Yet he scorns this device in
favour of lengthy speech which comes close to awakening Klytaimnestra’s maternal
feelings. Not only would the speech be entirely gratuitous for a sophistic paidagdgos
but also counter-productive; for having Orestes face a mother overcome with grief
would seem to be unnecessary risk if his plan is simply to carry out a successful
vengeance. [n short, there seems to be no good reason for the paidagdgos as a sophist
to want to deliver a speech of this nature. On the other hand, if we apply Aristotle’s
distinctions we see that the paidagdgos is far closer to the true rhetorician than he is
to the immoral sophist. He chooses not to rely upon a sophistic trick of swearing a
false oath (illegitimate means of persuasion), but a carefully crafted account which
appeals to her emotions by means of a rational argument-(legitimate means of
persuasion). That is, he has not made her the passive victim of a deception, but, by
engaging her in a reasoning process, has turned her into an active participant in an

argument which allows her to make her own reasoned determination. His speech has

deliberative choice, while in dialectic sophist refers to deliberative choice [of specious arguments),
dialectician not to deliberate choice, but to ability [at argument generally]” (1355b15-21). Translation
by Garver 1994: 164. For discussions of Aristotle’s distinction between the sophist and rhetorician, see
Garver 1994: 206-231 and Arnhart 1981: 33-34. Arnhart points out that “while the sophist uses
fallacious arguments as though they were valid, the rhetorician distinguishes true arguments from
those that are merely apparent.”

51 Garver 1994: 164.
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the same effect as a false oath would have in that he has convinced Klytaimnestra
that Orestes is dead; but in being guided by genuine persuasion achieved by
legitimate means, the paidagdgos makes an ethical choice. In doing so he reveals his
own moral character, but more importantly, he accomplishes what no sophistic trick

could: the exposure of Klytaimnestra’s moral character.

Most commentators have never seen the dolos as anything but a mere lie from start
to finish; that justice should be grounded in such a duplicitous device is often
thought to call in question the legitimacy of the vengeance. Telling a lie with the sole
intention of deceiving someone may be immoral and corrupt, but the paidagdgos
tells a lie, the ultimate purpose of which is to expose a truth. In other words, the
dolos has an ethical basis in that it advances the cause of justice. For with his
deceptive speech the paidagdgos has created a set of fictional circumstances which
have the greatest possibility of revealing Klytaimnestra’s capacity for pity as well as
allowing her the opportunity to determine herself the nature of the relationship she
has to Orestes. In choosing to exult in her own good fortune Kiytaimnestra has
revealed her incapability for pity and thus her hybristic nature. The capacity to feel
this emotion reflects an awareness of the ties which should exist between people who
are members of any koindnia. It may be understood as the emotional substratum
necessary for and constitutive of {da xoArtikd, beings who live in the polis.* In
exposing her refusal to recognise any of the ties of the community, the dolos serves to
demonstrate her unworthiness of the claim to have this emotion felt for her. In this

way, the dolos has the important function in establishing the justice of the matricide.

2 Garver 1994: 108 and Chapter 4 passim. Garver points out that the emotions in the Rhetoric are the
emotions of citizens: “we perform our ethical and political functions emotionally as well as
rationally.”
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Klytaimnestra cannot later claim the status of mother, having forfeited it by her own
repudiation of it; nor, more significantly, does she have the right to ask for pity, for
devoid of it herself, she has lost the right to demand that it be shown to her. The
dolos stratagem then functions in revealing the grounds upon which she may be
killed with justice. What we discern from the messenger rhésis is not a diké rooted in

deception, but a deception rooted in diké.

There is yet another way in which the speech works as less a lie than as a deceptive
form of truth-finding, for the dolos of Orestes’ death contains in disguise the truth of
Klytaimnestra’s fate: she is vulnerable to misfortune and she, like Agamemnon, is
going to fall. Klytaimnestra, who sends a deceptive prayer to the god and asks the
paidagégos for the truth (épot 8& oV, Eéve, 1aAndEg eing 678-679), is answered with
the truth in the disguise of a lie. Yet just as she was blind to the message of her
dream, so too is she blind to the hidden truth in words of the paidagégos. Our last
glimpse of Klytaimnestra as she departs inside the palace gives us not Kells’ “horror-
stricken mother”, but a woman overjoyed and full of relief at the death of an enemy:
her son.” Elektra’s words, after her mother has left the stage (804-807), confirms
Klytaimnestra’s rejection of her maternal role and her utter lack of pity: she who
should be mourning the death of a son instead when out of sight is gloating
(éyyvehdoa ¢povSog 807). Given the chance to show herself worthy of pity,
Klytaimnestra has failed and has condemned herself by her own words.

*3 Kells 1973: 10 and 213 wants us to image a Klytaimnestra inside grief-stricken at the death of her
son so that when it is time for the matricide, Orestes’ killing is all the more worthy of moral
condemnation.
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5.2.3  The reaction of Elektra

Most commentators have pointed to the devastating effect Orestes’ “death’ has on
Elektra, who, in stark contrast to her mother, appears destroyed by the news. Bowra
calls the effect on Elektra “appalling” while others speak of the callous cruelty of the
paidagdgos and Orestes in not taking Elektra’s feelings into account; one critic goes
so far as to suggest that the fictitious death of Orestes causes the ‘death’ of Elektra.’*
There is a certain validity in some of these charges, for neither the paidagégos nor
Orestes informs Elektra of the deception beforehand; but to suggest that Sophokles
means us to understand this as evidence of their cruelty misunderstands the function
of the dolos. It ignores that although initially devastated, Elektra does not remain in
this state; instead, showing remarkable strength in adversity, she gathers her resolve
and decides to kill Aigisthos. Like Klytaimnestra, Elektra has two responses: her grief
over the news of Orestes’ death and her anger at her mother’s reaction. Given how
utterly dependent Elektra is upon Orestes’ return, her grief comes as no surprise;

more significant is her response to her mother’s treatment of her son.

Elektra’s immediate reaction to the announcement that her brother is dead is the

realisation that her cause is lost;

ol 'y AV, GAwAa T8’ év Tuépq.
(674)
Ah, wretched me! I am destroyed this day.

Her fortunes have always been bound up with Orestes’ return; with his death Electra

sees all her hopes die as well. Yet after the paidagdgos has finished recounting his

4 Bowra 1944: 248; Seale 1981: 65 and Schein 1982: 76-77 all speak of the callousness of Orestes and

the paidagdgos. For Horsley 1980: 25 the paidagdgos and Orestes are responsible (along with Apollo)
for the psychological destruction of Elektra.
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deceptive tale and Elektra observes the reaction of her mother, her grief becomes
suffused with anger. Klytaimnestra’s evident pleasure at his death, Elektra claims, is
an act of hybris:
HA.  olpot wiAmva: viv ydp oipdEam ndpa,
mpec. T o Suidopdy, 89 05 Exav
xpdc Tiied' VPpily uepdc. dp’ Exwm xakag;
KA. oUtol oV keivog &' ag Exer xaAmg £xel. 88791
( )
B Ah, wretched me. For now | may lament your
misfortune Orestes, when in this way you are

insulted by this mother of yours. Am [ not well?
K. Notyou; butas he s, he is well off.

Klytaimnestra’s pitiless reply confirms Elektra’s charge and prompts her invocation
of Nemesis, the goddess of Retribution (dxove, Néuea 100 8avéviog dptiog 792),
the “spirit of just allotment”.** Most have supposed that the reference to Nemesis
here is primarily to the nemesis of the dead.” Fisher thinks that it is unclear whether
it refers to the “general personified power of nemesis (sc. of the gods), which shows
particular outrage at insults to the dead, or, as often taken, ‘the specific nemesis’ of
the dead, a sort of chthonic power.™ No doubt there is an association between
nemesis and the dead; and whether it is to the dead in general or Orestes in particular
seems less important than the point that Klytaimnestra’s behaviour is a form of
hybris, which provokes Nemesis. Yet given the intimate association between aidds and

nemesis in the context of a tragedy in which aidds has such a prominent role, it seems

5 Campbell 1969: 188; Fisher 1992: 300 points out that this appeal to nemesis in connection with
hybris is “one of the only two unambiguous associations” of the two terms in Attic tragedy (Euripides’
Phoenissae 183). In Herodotus, it is used in connection with Croesus’ hybris in thinking himself to be
the most prosperous of men. As a resuit a “great nemesis from god took Croesus™ (1.34). Fisher goes
on to note that the connection between nemesis and the dead in late fifth century is not sufficiently
clear for us to resolve the difficulties of this passage.

5 Fisher 1992: 298-302; Kamerbeek 1974: 111.

%7 Fisher 1992: 301.
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likely that this invocation of Nemesis has a greater significance than is usually

acknowledged.

5.3  Hoybris, Aidos, and Nemesis

There is a close association amongst these three terms and to understand the
significance of Elektra’s actions and the later matricide, it is necessary to clarify their
relationship to one another within the context of the dramatic action. Hybris is a
term which appears frequently in this play, most often, as has been seen, in reference
to Klytaimnestra’s behaviour.® Like most Greek ethical terms, hybris does not
translate easily into English, as we have no precise equivalent to this concept.
Fisher, in his recent treatment of it, defines hybris as “the committing of acts of
intentional insult, of acts which deliberately inflict shame and dishonour on
others.”™ His definition is inspired largely by Aristotle, but as Cairns points out, it is
one which emphasizes intention over the disposition which produces it. Aristotle
may speak about hybris as “doing or saying things that cause shame” but he begins
by defining hybris as a kind of attitude, namely as oligéria that manifests itself in the
words and actions of a person (1378b14; 1378b23-25). For Cairns, the most important

aspect of hybris is not the intention or the act, but the subjective attitude of the

% Hybris or a form of it occurs at 271, 522, 523, 613, 790, 794, and 881. The occurrence at 881 is by
Chrysothemis with reference to her report about the presence of Orestes.

 Hybris has been defined by MacDowell 1976: 30 as “having energy or power and misusing it self-
indulgently”; and by Dickie 1984: 101 as a “an arrogant and over-confident state of mind, brought on
by good fortune and showing no awareness of the limits of the human condition.” Dickie holds the
orthodox view that tends to see hybris in dispositional terms while Fisher who has recently challenged
this view has a more behaviourist or legalist definition of hybris. Aristotle defines it as “doing or
saying things that cause shame to the victim, not in order that anything may happen to you, nor
because anything has happened to you, but merely for your own gratification” (1378b23-25).

%0 Fisher 1994: 148.
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hybristic actor. Accordingly, he would prefer to define hybris as the “excessive self-
assertion in the face of others’ claims.”! Hybris may be used with reference to either
the act or disposition and thus the difference between Cairns and Fisher is to some
degree on which aspect each one focuses. Fisher stresses the act and intention while
Cairns emphasizes its dispositional sense. Yet the intention to inflict harm on
someone is not fundamental to the concept of hybris, for an act can be hybristic
without it deriving from some specific intention to dishonour someone, as Cairns
rightly points out.* Cairns therefore has a more comprehensive definition of the
concept of hybris in that he includes what is prior to and necessary for the act itself.
As he observes, the source of hybris stems from the agent’s subjective view of his
superiority over others or his excessive valuation of self* Hybristic acts then are
“those which the possessor of a particular hexis would perform”, and the hexis from
which hybris springs is, for Aristotle, that of injustice. Quite clearly, hybris and
aidés occupy opposite ends of the moral spectrum; one entails the utter disregard for
the claims of others, while the other requires the recognition and respect not just of
the honour and claims of others, but the claims of society as a whole. Both, however,
involve ways of treating others; thus both reveal much about the attitude and

character of the agent.

! Cairns 1996: 32 n. 149.

%2 Cairns 1996: 9-10; Dickie 1984: 101-102 whose article is in part a reply to Fisher’s conception of
hybris, makes this point as well.

*3 Cairns 1996: 7.

* Cairns 1996: 5 points out that Aristotle’s discussion of hybris takes place in a discussion of justice
and injustice (1373a34-5, 1374a11-12, 1389b7-8 1391a18-19) and that “the hexis from which hybris
springs is that which is identified in EN v (1129a31-b10, 1130a14-b18, b30-1132b20, and passim) as
“particular injustice’ (1} év péper/kara pépog adixia).”
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Nemesis, on the other hand, has its most intimate ties with aidds and in Homer at
least, they often appear together or in close proximity to one another.® Nemesis is
usually translated as ‘righteous’ or ‘moral indignation’ and is the most powerful
expression of disapproval. Redfield calls the two terms a “reflexive pair” observing
that while “aidds shrinks away and draws back, nemesis is an invasive passion that
drives one to intervene in the affairs of others.” While aidés often operates in
prohibitory manner that prevents shameful action, nemesis drives one to attack those
who are themselves lacking a proper aidés. Aidés, as Redfield puts it, is “a kind of
hypothetical anticipation of nemesis.”®” Cairns, in agreement with Redfield on this
point, argues similarly that “aidés foresees and seeks to forestall nemesis.” * Nemesis,
he writes, “connotes anger in which the subject feels himself justified, anger which is
directed at some transgression or deficiency on the part of another.”® The
relationship between aidds and nemesis is so close that, in some cases, as Cairns
points out, they involve virtually the same reaction: the rejection and avoidance of
something shameful.™ The distinction between the two had been pointed out by

Murray who wrote: “Aidds is what you feel about an act of your own: Nemesis is what

5 Aidés often appears with nemesis in the epics: IL. 13.121-2; 17. 91-5; Od. 2.64.

S Redfield 1975: 116 and 115.

7 Redfield 1994: 116.

2% Cairns 1993: 52. Erffa 1937: 30 also makes this point.

7 Cairns 1993: 52-53; 83-84; For other discussions of nemesis, see Erffa 1937: 30-5; Riedinger 1980:
69-75; Scott 1980: 26-30; Redfield 1994: 115-119. Aristotle classifies indignation as an emotion,
characterised by turmoil. It is an intrusive feeling that occupies the mind and because it is an emotion,
it mayb affect our judgement. We are roused to indignation at the undeserved good fortune of another
(1386b10).

™ Cairns 1993: 84 and n. 120; Erffa 1937: 33. Cairns expresses the relationship between the two as
follows: “There are two sides to the reaction of shame at the prospect of disgrace: the inhibitor, when
the agent suppresses the action which might lead o ignominy; and the angry, resentful aspect which
comes into play when the reprehensible action is abandoned and positive steps are taken to wipe out
any suggestion of an insuit.”
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you feel for the act of another.™! Nemesis then is the counterpart and companion of
aidos, the angry resentful aspect of aidés which comes into operation at the lack of it

in another.

Unlike aidds and hybris, nemesis is not a term common in tragedy and Elektra’s use
of it in connection with hybris is striking, for it is only one of two such associations
in extant Greek drama.” Given the close relationship which exists among these
terms together with their appearance in a play that is so concerned with the ethics of
aidds and eusebeia and breaches thereof, Elektra’s invoking of Nemesis has some
significance beyond calling upon the power of the dead. First, it shows that she
responds to the truth that the messenger speech has exposed: Klytaimnestra’s lack of
pity and her hybristic nature. Up to this point, mother and daughter each has
accused the other of hybris and each has defended herself: Elektra, by citing the
behaviour of her mother, and Klytaimnestra by claiming the need to retaliate for the
abuse she suffers at the hand of Elektra. For the mother, it is a question of personal
honour; for the daughter it is a question of the honour of her oikos and the
maintenance of communal standards. Yet Elektra’s expression of shame invalidates
her mother’s charges, while Klytaimnestra’s lack of aidds confirms Elektra’s
accusations. At this point, however, Klytaimnestra no longer feels the need to defend
her behaviour, but flushed with what she takes for victory, she proceeds to make the

even more outrageous remark that Orestes is well off dead (ottor ov- xeivog 8 ax

! Murray 1924: 83.

72 See note 255 above. Nemesis occurs in Homer 11 6.351, 13.122; 17.04d. 2.136; Hesiod WerD 200;
Aischylos Seven Against Thebes 235; Herodotos 1.34; Sophokles OC 1753; Philoktetes 518, 602;
Aristotle NE 1108a35. Nemesis is discussed in Plato’s Laws 717d in connection with the importance of
not offending one’s parents in speech: “for there is a very heavy penalty for light and fleeting words,
since appointed as overseer for all such things is Nemesis, messenger of Justice. Cairns in his
discussion of the play does not mention Elektra’s use of the term.
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gxel xakag Exel 791). Not only has she demonstrated an appalling lack of pity for
her son, but she takes his death as cause to celebrate her freedom from fear (viv &' —
nuepq yap s’ axmAilayunv ¢6fov rpog tod' éxeivou 0" 783-84). It is to these two
remarks that Elektra reacts: to the first (783-784) with a charge of hybris, and to the
second (791), by calling upon Nemesis (792). Nothing could distinguish mother and
daughter more clearly than their radically different responses to the dolos:
Klytaimnestra exults in her own good fortune while Elektra responds with grief at

the misfortune of her brother and outrage at the lack of aidés in her mother.

These responses are entirely characteristic and consistent with what we have seen of
mother and daughter thus far. The gratuitous insolence involved in Klytaimenstra’s
_action is a quality which has always informed her behaviour; not content with simply
killing Agamemnon, she continues to renew the insult month after month with the
institution of a ghastly ritual sacrifice in celebration of the murder. Elektra and the
Chorus identified the original crime of Klytaimnestra from which her other crimes
flowed, her passion for Aigisthos. Now we see that behind this passion for Aigisthos
lies the true origin of all Klytaimnestra’s crimes, her hexis, a disposition that
consistently places her own success and pleasure above all else. Without fear or pity,
she displays the over-confidence and inflated sense of self so characteristic of a
hybristés and in the end she reveals herself as adikos, asebés, and anaidés. Elektra’s
charge of hybris pronounces the truth about Klytaimnestra which the dolos of the
paidagogos has revealed. Elektra may think her mother has won, but her words
UBpile- viv yap evtuxoioa tuyyxdverg (794) carry an underlying significance for
audience. Klytaimnestra should enjoy her good fortune, for it will be short-lived.
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As to Elektra’s reponse of moral outrage and anger at her mother’s hybris, Aristotle is
enlightening: anger is a painful emotion and, as he notes in the Nicomachean Ethics,
“no one commits hybris while feeling pain, but anyone who acts in anger feels pain,
whereas the man committing hybris acts with pleasure” (1149b20-3).2% For Aristotle,
no matter how deeply felt anger is, it cannot be called hybris; indeed even acts of
revenge, performed out of anger at a previous outrage, cannot be called hybris. Anger
is more of an emotional response to what we regard as an unwarranted assault, and
thus it expresses a sense of justice. Elektra’s response then is justified anger at the
hybris and lack of aidés of her mother, signalled by her call upon Nemesis and it, like
her earlier lamentation, has its source in aidés. Thus the dolos has revealed the moral
character of both by displaying their reactions to the death of Orestes: one responds
with an act of hybris; the other with an act of aidés.

Elektra’s call upon Nemesis identifies Klytaimnestra’s true crime, but it also has some
significance for her. As we saw in the earlier exchanges, Elektra’s strong sense of aidés
drives her to defy her mother with her continual lamentation in order to uphold a
broader form of eusebeia towards the gods and the community. As much as Elektra

may act disrespectfully towards her mother, her expressions of shame showed, as we

> This discussion of anger occurs in Aristotle’s treatment of the distinction between incontinence
with respect to anger (akrasia thumou) and incontinence with respect to the desires (akrasia
epithymién) in NE VIL6. As Fisher 1992: 15 points out, for Aristotle akrasia of anger is less shameful
than akrasia of desire because anger involves reason (reason tells a person that he has been insulted
and it is right to resist such a thing 1149a31-33), while this is absent in desire. Desire also involves
plotting and deceit and is therefore more unjust than an open display of anger (1149b14-15). In the
Rhetoric, Aristotle defines anger as a desire for revenge accompanied by pain on account of slight to
oneself or to one’s own, the slight being unjustified (1378a30-32). Anger then is caused by thought of
outrage just as fear is caused by the thought of imminent danger and shame, the thought of disgrace.
Outrage then is the efficient cause of anger and by positing thought as the cause of emotions, Aristotle
is able to show that emotional response is reasoned rather than irrational behaviour and is thus open
to reasoned persuasion. See Fisher 1992: 15-17 for a discussion Aristotle’s distinction between anger
and hybris. For a discussion of the cognitive basis of emotion in Aristotle, see Fortenbaugh 1975: 11-
18; Nehamas 1994: 262-268.
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have seen, that she still recognizes the authority of the blood-tie between her and her
mother. Elektra never moves beyond this open show of resistance, for her belief that
Orestes would return as well as her own recognition that her behaviour was, in some
respects, discreditable prevents her from acting any further. In the first half of the
play, then, she only seeks to maintain the legitimate oikos until such time Orestes sees
fit to return and restore order in the polis. Now with Orestes presumed dead and
confronted with her mother’s outrageous behaviour, Elektra’s invoking of nemesis
signals her determination to move from an open show of resistance to an aggressive
form of action. From this point on, Elektra ceases to express that retrospective sense
of shame at her behaviour; instead her aidés will now operate as a force which drives
her to plan a physical action to avoid the prospect of a shameful life. We should
remember, however, that this comes only after Klytaimnestra repudiates her own
maternal role and shows herself devoid of all pity. The scene of lamentation which
follows this provides the necessary impetus for Elektra to translate the anger she

expresses here into a form of physical action.

54  Elektra and the Chorus: The Kommos

The kommos (823-70) has caused a slight unease among some commentators who
find this scene of lamentation between the Chorus and Elektra awkward given the

fact that we know it is based on a misapprehension of the situation.? Yet its purpose

74 Vickers 1973: 569-70, for instance, writes “Sophocles has in fact undercut the central situation of
his play, Electra’s solitude, her suffering, her doubts, her powerlessness to take revenge. We know that
in fact she is no longer alone, her doubts are illusory, her revenge already under way...for this reason it
is impossible for us to be really moved by her sorrow at the news of Orestes’ death, for the news is
false, and her sorrow comes to seem false, worked up.” Burton 1980: 206 sees this scene important for
understanding the following exchange between Elektra and Chrysothemis: “[her lamentation| makes
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is less to make us sympathise with Elektra’s grief than to have us recognise the
legitimacy of the despair and outrage she feels, and thus the necessity of vengeance.
This scene reflects in a ritual form what has happened in the previous exchange and
thus acts as a transition from the anger and despair of Elektra to the new resolve she
expresses to Chrysothemis. Her grief, however, is misguided, and although her
lamentation provides her with the impetus to undertake a physical action, it is
indeed a false step, based upon a misunderstanding of the circumstances. In her
rejection of the Chorus’ consolation and its mythological parallel, we see a
foreshadowing of the following scene with her sister in which Chrysothemis is right
and Elektra wrong. The kommos marks the movement of Elektra into a world in
which she undertakes a decision based upon the false apprehension of her

circumstances.

The Chorus begins with words which express its sense of outrage:

%0V TOTE kKepavvol Aidg, Tj oD
9agBuv "Alog, i Ut EPopBdVIEC
KpURTOUVCIY EXNAOL;

(823-25)
Where are the thunderbolts of Zeus, where is
the blazing sun, if seeing these things,
they peacefully conceal them?

This is not an expression of despair at the gods’ failure to show concern for the
affairs of humans, as it is sometimes thought, but of outrage at the undeserved death

of Orestes and apparent victory of Klytaimnestra.” That it seems to be intended as

explicit the psychological barrier against the merest hint that Orestes may be alive, so that when
Chrysothemis enters immediately afterwards and states that he is indeed alive, we are prepared for
Elektra’s reception of the news.”

#7* Kamerbeek 1974: 114 points out that this sentiment of the Chorus could be interpreted as a kind of
consolation: “if the gods see this and do not punish, they are nowhere, but since they exist, they will
punish.”
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belief in the rightness of vengeance rather than hopeless despair is confirmed by
Elektra who responds by rejecting any suggestion of false hope from the Chorus. The
Chorus tries again to offer some hope by citing as a mythological parallel the story of
Ampbhiaraos. But, Electra points out, Amphiaraos had his son Alkmeon as his
peAétmp; she has no one, as Orestes is dead (&poi &' olnc &7 E00" o¢ yap &7 v,
¢povdog dvapracBeig 846-48).7¢ The example which the Chorus sees as proof of its
belief in justice is taken by Elektra as evidence of the hopelessness of her situation.
The story of Amphiaraos is sometimes thought to be a poor example but, as
Kamerbeek has suggested, it is not as inadequate as it seems, for it reflects the true
reality of the situation: Orestes is present and will avenge Agamemnon. Thus the
parallel the Chorus makes between Agamemnon—Klytaimnestra-Orestes and
Amphiaraos—Eriphyle-Alkmeon holds. The Chorus is right, and it is Elektra who is
wrong, a theme which will be fully exploited for all its dramatic irony in the
following scene between her and Chrysothemis. The Chorus attempts again by
reminding her that all mortals must die. In response, Elektra points out that no one
should die as Orestes did, in a foreign land, without his family. The Chorus finally
gives up all attempt to console Elektra and in the end simply join her in her sorrow

and grief.

Elektra’s grief and sense of despair are objectively groundless, caused as they are by
the dolos of the paidagdgos. Too often, however, critics have focused exclusively on
the deceptive nature of the speech, seeing it as either evidence for the brutal
indifference of Orestes and the paidagdgos to the suffering of Elektra or a way to cast

the vengeance in a dubious by grounding it in treachery and deceit. Yet we have seen

76 Kamerbeek 1974: 155 .
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that this deceitful fiction does reveal a truth - the immoral character of
Klytaimnestra. Elektra’s reaction is, in part, a response to this truth, but as she too
accepts the dolos she fails to see that it hides an inner reality, which, like
Klytaimnestra’s dream, points to the downfall of the tryants. Elektra only holds a
partial truth and thus, while the kommos may provide her with the emotional
stimulus necessary to make the movement from passive resistance to action, it shows
her lack of awareness of the nature of her circumstances. In the following scene we
see that Elektra in all her determination and resolve shows only a partial

understanding of her undertaking as well.



Electra and Chrysothemis II: 6
Civic Andreia and Female S6phrosyné

6.1  Preliminary Remarks

Chrysothemis returns from her visit to Agamemnon’s tomb, filled with joy at what
she has discovered there. She is certain that Orestes is present and that their troubles
will soon be over. Elektra thinks she is deluded but listens to her story nonetheless.
With great excitement, Chrysothemis describes the ritual offerings and lock of hair
she found at the tomb, but her mood rapidly changes when her sister informs her
that their brother is dead. Elektra then appeals to Chrysothemis for assistance,
presenting her with a glorious vision of the fame and honor they will win, if she joins
her in the killing of Aigisthos. Not unexpectedly, Chrysothemis does not share this
vision; rebuffed, Elektra declares her intention to act alone. A rather lengthy
exchange follows, taking the form of a stichomythia which hearkens back to many of
their arguments in the first half of the play, but this time the sisters are irrevocably

alienated and Chrysothemis departs to return to the palace, not to be heard from
again.

168
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This confrontation shows a number of parallels with their earlier exchange but the
movement of the first is reversed in the second. While the first one began in hostility,
it ended with a tenuous alliance when Elektra convinced Chrysothemis to replace her
mother’s ritual offerings with her own; this confrontation begins with the alliance
still in force but it soon dissolves when Chrysothemis rejects her sister’s plan. In both
exchanges, a sign appears: Klytaimnestra’s dream m the first and the ritual offerings
left on Agamemnon’s tomb in the second. The first one is properly interpreted by
Elektra and unites the two sisters; the second is interpreted properly by
Chrysothemis and leads to their estrangement. Many commentators, but in
particular those with a ‘darker’ reading, focus upon the irony of the situation:
Elektra, who always faced up to the grim truth of their circumstances and was able to
interpret the meaning of her mother’s dream, is now wrong, while Chrysothemis,
who seems to live in a world cushioned from the harsh reality of their situation, is
right. Those adhering to an ironic interpretation have variously understood Elektra’s
failure to recognize the significance of the ritual offerings as the fallibility of all
humans to acquire knowledge; a sign of her increasing marginalisation and loss of

power; and one critic has even detected evidence of her growing madness.”” While

777 Blundell 1989: 181 argues that “coming as it does so soon after the ‘messenger’ speech, with its
powerful assault on our rational beliefs, this scene demonstrates the fallibility of human means of
acquiring knowledge.” Seale 1982: 68 takes a similar approach arguing that Elektra’s acceptance of the
paidagdgos’ lie and her rejection of Chrysothemis’ evidence show the “delusion inherent in the human
condition.” Kitzinger 1991: 319-20 takes a more feminist approach arguing that her belief in the
paidagdgos’ lie as well as her evident grief make Elektra an object of pity rather than the “persuasive
interpreter” she had been earlier. Orestes’ ‘death’ thus signals the loss of her presence and begins the
movement away from her dominance on stage. Kells 1973: 10 on the other hand imagines an Elektra
distraught with grief by the ‘cruel’ deceit of Orestes who shows increasing “signs of madness™. Bremer
1969: 167-69 in his study on hamartia says that Elektra’s error is to believe the report of Orestes’ death
at the games and to reject her sister’s good news. This error, however, does not bring about her ruin,
rather it has the dramatic function of showing a contrast with her earlier scenes of lamentation.
Aristotle’s hamartia does not strictly apply to Elektra unless one interprets in a rather limited way as
“a mistake concerning someone’s identity” or pinpoints it precisely to that moment (955) when she
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they willingly concede the heroic nature of her decision, it is often interpreted as an
empty gesture which amounts to naught, as Orestes is present and the plan for
vengeance already underway. Many as well take a rather dim view of Elektra’s failure
to mention Klytaimnestra as part of her revenge plan, seeing it as an attempt to
deceive her sister as to the true nature of her plans” The more positive reading
usually downplays Elektra’s inability to see the truth which the ritual offerings signify
and concentrates instead on the decision to undertake the killing of Aigisthos. For
these critics, it is evidence of her heroic determination and resolve and, while
unnecessary, the decision is thought to be as important as the act itself”® They see
nothing sinister in her failure to mention her mother for the simple reason that she

has no plans to kill Klytaimnestra at the moment.

We should remember that first, no matter how “deluded” Elektra appears here, the
dolos is ultimately revealed to her; that is, the irony will be resolved. Second,
regardless of what Elektra or Chrysothemis believe, the offerings left on the grave are
one in a series of signs which all point to the same thing, the downfall of the tyrants.
Third, in some ways, given how the dolos has operated thus far, it is necessary that
Chrysothemis be convinced of Orestes’ death in order that we see her response. The
significance of this exchange does not lie solely in the irony of the situation, i.e. that
one sister is right and the other wrong, but how each responds once convinced of the

death of their brother. In other words, the theme of dolos continues to function as it

decides to go ahead with her suicidal plan for revenge. Bremer concludes that hamartia in Sophokles’
Elekera is deprived of its force.

78 The absence of Klytaimnestra’s name has been taken in a variety of ways. See note 283 below for
references.

* Bowra 1944: 212-60. Whitman 1951: 149-74; Lesky 1965: 119; Segal 1981: 254 and 1986: 125 while
recognizing that anything heroic in the play lies with Elektra, sees the heroic aspects of her action as
“yet another inversion of normal values, the exchange of male and female roles.”
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did in the previous exchange. Just as it exposed Klytaimnestra for what she is, it
exposes the character and motivations of the two sisters. Once Chrysothemis has
been convinced of the ‘lie’, we see how her response confirms her basic weakness and
lack of moral core. Given the chance to redeem herself, Chrysothemis again thinks
only of her personal safety and thus casts her lot in with the tyrants. Elektra, on the
other hand, responds by appealing to eusebeia and eleutheria, principles of the civic
ethics which have always guided her behaviour. Yet for all her heroic determination,
there is something faintly disturbing in her vision of glory and the absence of any
mention of her mother’s name. Like her brother, Elektra, in seeing their undertaking
as an act worthy of fame and glory, fails to recognise anything shameful in it. Both

siblings remain partially blind to the nature of their deed and the operation of diké.

6.2  Elektra and the Persuasion of Chrysothemis

Chrysothemis returns from her errand and, knowing nothing of the news the
messenger has brought, is elated by what she has discovered at Agamemnon’s tomb:
signs of Orestes’ return. When Elektra asks her where she heard this story,
Chrysothemis makes it clear that she herself saw the evidence:

£yd pév €€ £pob & KoUK GAAOL cadi

onuet’ idovou, e maotevw Adyw. .

[ believe this story because I have seen dear
signs with my own eyes, and not from another.

Perhaps still sensitive to her sister’s accusation that everything she says comes from
Klytaimnestra, and nothing from herself (343-44), Chrysothemis now emphasizes
that she saw ca¢n onueia. When Elektra asks for proof, she describes in detail what
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she saw on the grave of Agamemnon: flowing streams of milk; their father’s urn
crowned with every type of flower; and at the edge of the tomb, a newly cut lock of
hair, which she assumes to be from Orestes. She goes on to reason by a process of
elimination that it must be their brother who left these things: she did not leave
them; Elektra could not have left them; and Klytaimnestra would never do such a
thing. No, she confidently concludes, they must have been left by Orestes. She ends
her speech on the hopeful note that their fortunes have now taken a turn for the
better. Of course, Chrysothemis’ reasoning is correct. To Elektra, however, who has
heard the speech of the messenger, she seems hopelessly misguided and she proceeds
to inform Chrysothemis of what she has learned in her absence: a messenger has
come with news of Orestes’ death. She concludes that these offerings must have been
from someone who left them in memory of Orestes. Chrysothemis is easily
persuaded of her error in judgement and her joy is replaced by despair when she

realizes things are even worse than before.

Each sister has good reason to believe what she does. Chrysothemis has seen
convincing evidence on her father’s tomb and Elektra has heard a convincing
eyewitness account of Orestes’ death. Both are described in a lengthy and detailed
fashion. Chrysothemis initially is as persuaded by what she has seen as Elektra is by
what she has heard; and the joy of one sister is matched by the despair of the other.
There is a symmetry and parity in the way the evidence has presented itself to each
sister that reflects a common origin. Both the dolos and ritual offerings have their
source in Apollo and both are done in order to further the same end: the successful
overthrow of the tyrants. In this respect, it makes little difference what the two sisters

believe, as Orestes is present and the vengeance underway.
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There is, however, some sense in which the easy persuasion of Chrysothemis and the
outright refusal of Elektra to believe the evidence of her sister reflect something
particular about each sibling. We saw in the first confrontation between the two
sisters a weakness in Chrysothemis which left her open to persuasion. Governed bya
concern for personal safety and comfort, she conceives of all correct conduct in
terms of obedience, and is thus easily enslaved to the will of her mother. Yet because
Chrysothemis recognizes that her sister has justice on her side, she is vulnerable to
persuasion; the act with which the first confrontation ends reflects the moral
confusion in her position. Bound to obey her mother, she takes the latter’s
sacrilegious offerings to the grave; recognising that Elektra is right, she is persuaded
to throw them to the winds. Ultimately, however, this is an act which can be
performed at no cost to her personal safety; and while it provides important
confirmation of the rightness of Elektra’s arguments, it exposes the weakness of
Chrysothemis. She will only act in the absence of danger and thus, as susceptible as
she is to the words of another, her secret defiance of her mother is as far as she will
go. In this second confrontation, Chrysothemis is soon swayed by the words of
Elektra to doubt evidence she has seen with her own eyes, and the ease with which
she is convinced by her contains the inherent weakness in her stance. Elektra’s
refusal to accept the evidence her sister brings is, in one way, less troublesome than
Chrysothemis’ easy surrender of her belief; since she has an ethical basis for her
arguments, her essential position never changes. Regardless whether Orestes is dead
or alive, Elektra continues to move towards the same end, the restoration of order.
Chrysothemis, however, in acting according to personal motivations, must
continually shift ground in order to adapt to the present circumstances. Both sisters
may be persuaded to believe something which is false: Elektra by the dolos of the
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paidagdgos, and Chrysothemis by the words of her sister, but the persuasion of one
results in a decision which works to the same end as that of Orestes and Apollo;
while the conversion of the other results in a decision which is nothing more than an

endorsement of tyranny.

We cannot, however, simply ignore the fact that Elektra does reject the truth for a lie.
Some have suggested that Elektra’s refusal to believe Chrysothemis is understandable
given the persuasive speech of the paidagdgos; deliberate deception is at work here,
and we should not expect Elektra on the basis of anything Chrysothemis says to
reject what she has heard from the messenger.” Yet Elektra has been portrayed up to
this point as a faithful upholder of ritual; that she who is the most knowledgeable of
ritual norms should now fail to recognise the significance of her brother’s offerings is
something more than an ‘understandable’ response to the dolos of the paidagdgos, no
matter how convincing the messenger speech was. Elektra may be said to suffer from
a kind of intellectual blindness and a blurring of her moral vision that comes as a
result of her outrage at her mother’s hybris.® Her aidds, which previously was the
source of her self-awareness and sensitivity, is now what blinds her to the truth
which the ritual offerings signify. Chrysothemis may recognise them as ca¢fi onyeia
but because of her general weakness gives up a truth for a lie; while Elektra failure to
see them as cadi| onpeia is not so much the rejection of a truth for a lie, but the

embrace of one truth which blinds her to another. Elektra still has a limited

#© Harder 1995: 28 argues that Sophokles is careful to show that the only time Elektra is wrong is
when she is “more or less forced” to reject Chrysothemis’ words because of the messenger speech.
Seale 1982: 68 suggests this but does go on to see far more in her rejection of the truth.

! This failure comes close to what North 1966: 51 calls a “second-species of failure in sdphrosyné
(and this is clearly a failure in self-knowledge) — namely, delusion.” As she points out, this theme of
delusion is intellectual rather than moral and is often associated with a failure to understand properly
an orade or prophecy.
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understanding, which will become even more evident in her plan. She deludes herself
into thinking that she can kill Aigisthos alone and thus betrays not just a lack of self-
awareness but a failure to recognise an essential truth about the deed: that it will
involve the shedding of kindred blood.

6.3  Elektra’s Plan

Having instructed Chrysothemis about her ‘error’, Elektra now attempts to enlist her
assistance. Before she launches into her appeal, there is a brief exchange between
them in which Elektra prepares her sister for what is to follow (938-46): if
Chrysothemis obeys her, they can lighten the burden of their present troubles, but
she warns, it will involve hard work (rdvog). There is a suggestion here that Elektra’s
plan will involve physical action, and as compliant as Chrysothemis is in assenting to
her sister, she only agrees to help to the limit of her powers (Gcovrep Gv a6évm 946).
From the earlier confrontation, we know how limited her powers are; thus we realise

that Elektra’s bid for assistance is bound to fail.

Elektra begins by emphasizing their isolation. They are without ¢ior (948-949);
Hades has taken their relations and they alone are left (949-50). With Orestes alive,
she always had hope that he would return to avenge their father; now that he is dead,
his duty has fallen to them, and Elektra looks to her sister for support. She must not
shirk from her duty: to kill Aigisthos. How far must things go before you do
something, Elektra asks her sister (958). From here, she moves on to an examination
of their situation: how things will be if they do nothing. They have no hope for any
kind of life as long as Aigisthos rules. They will be cheated of their father’s wealth
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(960) and Chrysothemis will grow old without marriage (962). Aigisthos is not so
foolish, Elektra tells her sister, to allow them to wed, as their offspring would pose a
threat to his power. On the other hand, if Chrysothemis joins her, they will win
praise for their piety from their father and their brother (edcéBerav 969); they will
regain their freedom (éAevBépa xaAij 970-971) and Chrysothemis will make a
worthy marriage (ydpwv éragiov 1ev&n 971-972). Finally, in the most rousing
section of her speech, Elektra presents a vision of the glory and fame they will win
(xA£og 985) if they kill Aigisthos. She concludes her speech with the assertion that “it

is shameful to live shamefully for those who are nobly-born” (989).

Elektra’s plan has been called many things: “self-destructive”, “suicidal”, “rash”, and
even “pathetic”.* For some it is evidence of her heroic nature, for others, her
delusion. Many commentators, while acknowledging the obvious heroic nature of
her decision, are troubled by the failure to mention Klytaimnestra’s name and some
have taken this as evidence of Elektra’s cunning nature and her attempt to hide her
true motives from her sister.” Yet this is a speech ill suited for rallying Chrysothemis

to arms. All the motivations and reasons for action have been the concern of Elektra

2 Woodard 1964: 188; Knox 1995: 17; Linforth 1962: 103 ; Gellie 1972: 120 respectively.

3 There have been various responses to the absence of Klytaimnestra’s name: Kirkwood 1942: 90
suggests that Elektra unconsciously leaves out Klytaimnestra and thus deceives herself as well as
Chrysothemis as to the nature of the her action. Others have interpreted it as an underhanded
attempt to deceive her sister that casts her character in a rather unpleasant and morally questionable
light. Johansen 1964: 21-22 takes this approach and his reading is embraced by Kamerbeek 1974: 130.
Others who have argued similarly include Kells 1973: n. 957; Segal 1981: 284 and 465 n. 56. Kitzinger
1991: 321 endorses this view but adds the suggestion that there may be a hidden assumption that they
will only have the chance to kill one before they are stopped. On the other side are Adams 1957: 73
and Linforth 1963: 102-3. Gellie 1972: 119-120 and those who point out that Aigisthos is the main
enemy; thus there would be no point in killing Klytaimnestra without Aigisthos. For these scholars,
the main purpose of the scene is to emphasize her courage and determination to attack the enemy.
Waldock 1966: 185 points out that the reaction of Chrysothemis is significant here, for she does not
mention Klytaimnestra cither. He sees the scene as further evidence of how all mention of the
matricide is surpressed. Alexanderson 1966: 88, while conceding that it may be possible to see the
craftiness of Elektra, stresses her heroic determination.
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rather than of her sister. For Chrysothemis, being eusebés means obeying her mother
even if this involves her in an action that is asebés towards her father, the community
and the gods. Freedom is simply being free to live in safety and comfort and move
about the palace unhindered while honour means simply looking out for one’s
interests. Elektra is not very optimistic that Chrysothemis will agree to her plan as
her later words indicate (1017-18), but she makes the attempt nonetheless because
she sees her sister bound by the same obligations as she is. If Elektra only wished to
secure the assistance of Chrysothemis, rather than the much more difficult task of
attempting to persuade her sister of her duty, then she would have been better off to
hide her plan altogether. Aigisthos is an opponent far more likely to frighten
Chrysothemis than her mother. It seems unlikely then that we are to image that
Elektra is plotting to kill Klytaimnestra and cunningly keeps this knowledge from her
sister, as Johansen and Kamerbeek have argued.™ If we examine her speech for what
it reveals about her motives, we may better understand the reasons for the singling

out of Aigisthos and the significance of the absence of Klytaimnestra’s name.

Elektra appeals first to two principles that formed the basis of her earlier
confrontation with the Chorus and her sister, eusebeia (968) and eleutheria (970). Her
claim that they will win praise for their piety from their father and brother is not
simply a familial piety, but embraces care for the dead and their claim to justice,
principles basic to the foundation of any community. To be eusebés means above all
to uphold traditional beliefs (patrios nomos) and to do so as vigorously as possible, as
Zaidman puts it Aigisthos’ position as ruler of the polis and head of the oikos

2 See note 283 above.
35 Zaidman and Schmitt Pantel 1992: 15.
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constitutes a breach of every form of eusebeia. His continued prosperity is an affront
to the gods, the community, the family, and the dead, and thus his overthrow is
necessary to restore eusebeia to the polis. Elektra’s second claim is that they will win
their freedom (Enevta &', dorep £E8dug, EAevBépa xalij 10 Aowrdv 970-71). As the
earlier debate with her sister has established, for Elektra, eleutheria is the freedom to
uphold the traditional beliefs of the community and the freedom to fulfil their social
and biological roles within the oikos and polis. Chrysothemis’ way of life is a negation
of both, for she has enslaved herself to the will of another and is willing to endure the
negation of her role within the community in order to maintain a restricted form of
freedom. Aigisthos’ denial of their freedom in order to protect his rule is a
contravention of the fundamental norms of society, and so his overthrow is the only
way in which they may attain the freedom which is in accordance with their physis.
Unlike her sister’s, Elektra’s motives here are ethical and this aspect of her speech is
entirely consistent with her earlier reasoning in her exchange with the Chorus and
Chrysothemis. In this respect, as some have pointed out, the mention or failure to
mention Klytaimnestra seems irrelevant.? Aigisthos is the one who has usurped
Agamemnon’s position and holds all the political power; and he is the one who
prevents their marriages and deprives them of their patrimony. Equally significant,
that Elektra makes him their opponent rather than Klytaimnestra is clear evidence

that she is not driven by a personal desire to retaliate for the wrongs she has suffered
at the hands of her mother.

BSJuffras 1991: 106.
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It is Elektra’s final appeal which strikes a decidedly different note; not only is it one
least likely to convince her sister, but given that is an appeal to the desire for honour

and glory, it is also the one which is least appropriate for their situation:

tig vdp %ot aotv {f Eévav tudc 15dv

T010108" éxaivolg ouyi defidoetm,

“15e0fe wdde T xao yvirw, ¢idor,

® OV Tatp@ov oikov eEecwadtny,

® tolorv exBpoic v fefnxdorv xote

yuyiis agerdnouvte, Tpovotimy ¢évou.

00t LAelv xp1i, wdde xpi Rdveag oeferv:

100’ €v 6' opraig Ev T Raviig toAet

TYav dravrag obvex’ avdpeiag xpewv.”

Towaid toL Vo Rag TG Eepel Bpotdy,

Loy Gavovomyv €' dote un ‘KAxelv kKASoc.
(975-985)

Who of citizens or strangers, when seeing us

will not hail us with such commendation,

“Look at these two sisters, friends,

who saved their father’s paternal household

who risking their lives, once took

murderous action against their powerful

enemies who were safely placed.

It is necessary to love them and for all to respect them;

in feasts and in gatherings of the whole citizen body

everyone must honour these two on account of their courage.”

Every single person will say such things of us

so that our fame will never stop, living or dead.

Elektra’s vision of glory takes the form of an imaginary speech of praise, a type of
speech which projects the imagined future opinion of others and is often introduced

by the topos “someone will see you and say”.*” Sometimes called tis speeches, they

7 Wilson 1979: 1. See Wilson's article and de Jong 1987: 69-84 on imaginary speeches on praise in
Homer. This aspect of her speech has inspired a number of arguments: Kamerbeek 1974: 132 points
out that her words resemble a “laudatory epitaph” that suggests the praise she sees them as winning
may come after their death. Juffras 1991: 101-102 on the other hand argues more specifically that this
speech is designed to evoke the image of a statue commemorating the two sisters as tyrannicides,
comparable to the tyrant slayers Harmodios and Aristogeiton. She compares Elektra’s speech to other
speeches of imaginary praise or blame. These usually take one of two forms: one kind is delivered at a
tomb and the other is the imagined response to the behaviour of the speaker himself. As an example
of the first type Juffras points to Hektor’s speech at 7.87-91 where he imagines men one day speaking
at the tomb of a man killed by Hektor. This of course may also be a speech of blame such as I, 4.176-
82 where Agamemnon imagines how the Trojans will react with scorn if Menelaos dies at Troy.
Examples of the second type are often speeches of blame such as I 8.68-150. Unlike Kamerbeek,
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are given in order to persuade a person to action by imagining the future praise
which will be won; or sometimes they take the form of a speech of blame in which
negative public reaction is projected in order to discourage cowardly or discreditable
conduct. Like aidbs, then, a tis speech may function in either a prohibitive manner to
restrain beavhiour of a certain type or conversely, work as a powerful incentive to
action. Indeed, perhaps nothing is more characteristic of the concept of aidés than
this type of speech which imagines ‘what people will say’, for it has its source in the

same thing: the awareness of and the respect for the perceived ideal norms of society.

Elektra attempts to move Chrysothemis to action by imagining the future praise they
will win for their bravery if they kill Aigisthos, not from any anonymous tis, however,
but by the whole polis, both citizens and visitors. Like her earlier lamentation, which
was an attempt to uphold communal standards, here too, Elektra defines her action
with reference to the polis. Citizens and strangers alike will hail them, praising them
as the sisters who saved their father’s oikos, avenging the murder of their father (975-
980). For their andreia, they are bound to be rewarded by the community with ¢1Aia,
oéfag, and iy, and gain undying xAgog (981-985). The type of courage expressed
by Elektra is a kind of political or civic andreia distinguished by Aristotle in the

Nicomachean Ethics as variant of true courage (1116a15-32).® True courage is an

Juffras suggests that the speech is designed in such a way so that it can suggest honours to the sisters
while living as well as later. Kitzinger 1991: 321 follows Kamerbeek here suggesting that while Elektra
holds out marriage to Chrysothemis when she speaks of the rewards she will gain, it is only the
honour that is paid to their tombs.

8 Political courage is most like true courage, but because it is associated with honour, it is not a true
excellence; at the same time it is superior to the courage which comes from fear. Political courage is
most like true courage for “citizens are thought to endure dangers because of penalties imposed by
law, and blame, and because of honors. And for this reason people are thought to be most courageous
where cowards are held in dishonour, and courageous men are honoured. .. This [political courage] is
most like the courage discussed first [true courage], since it comes to be because of excellence: for [it
comes to be] because of aidds and because of desire for the fine (that is, from [desire for] honour and
from avoidance of blame, which is shameful). One might perhaps place in this category those who are
compelled by their rulers. But these are inferior, inasmuch as they do not do it because of aidds but
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areté because it is done for the sake of 10 xaAdv (1116a12), while political courage
(roArtuxcn) avdpeia) is exercised because of customs (Sid ta €x tdv vopwv), honour
(S Tag Tipdg), and aidés (3u' aidad) (1116a18-19).2° Homer, Aristotle notes, writes
about men of this sort of courage. While Elektra’s motives thus have their basis in
the beliefs and customs of the polis, eusebeia and the desire to restore their freedom,
she is also driven by the desire for fame and glory. For her, the killing of Aigisthos is
a heroic deed which will bring them everlasting glory and which will be celebrated by
the polis. With its explicit mention of everlasting kleos and timé, as well as the male

virtue of andreia, this speech is the most masculine and heroic sounding one of the

play.

What is so disturbing about this speech is that it betrays a perception of the
vengeance as a heroic deed worthy of honour and glory strikingly similar to Orestes.
As we have seen, he overcame his hesitation at the use of deception by the thought of
the great kleos he would win through defeating his enemies. He too failed to mention
his mother and instead spoke only in the vaguest terms of falling upon his enemies.
Elektra, who was always so aware of the shameful means by which she maintained
her belief in diké has now overcome this conflict by the same dubious rationale
which informed her brother’s reasoning, that is, by reference to the winning of kleos
and timé. With Orestes ‘dead’ and Klytaimnestra’s blatant act of hybris, we saw the
other side of her aidds becoming operative: the angry resentful aspect of aidés which

acts to avoid ignominy and disgrace. Now, driven entirely by the desire to avoid a

because of fear and out of avoidance not of the shameful, but of the painful.” Trans. Belfiore 1992:
197.

2 Of course, for Aristotle, courage was primarily a male virtue and the word itself is etymologically
derived from Gwiip. Women were thought capable of achieving the virtues of self-control, justice and
even courage, but only with reference to their capacity for subordination. See Politics 1260a 1277b.
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shameful and discreditable life (zoito nyvaoxoue’, dn Liiv aioypov aioypdc toic
xalmg reguxoory 988-89) she is blind to everything else. Both Orestes and Elektra
conceive of the deed in terms of honour and glory and both fail to acknowledge that
in their case their enemies are also related to them by blood. In terms of the heroic
code, the defeat of one’s enemies is an action which brings honour and glory to the
hero. Yet this is a code which operates well only on the battlefield; ™ it is ill-suited for
their circumstances, which include a royal oikos corrupted by adultery and murder,
and a polis oppressed by tyranny. As necessary as it may be to kill their enemies in
order to restore order, it should not be conceived as a heroic action worthy of kleos
and timé, as this ignores the terrible breach of blood-ties involved. Sophokles in
placing Elektra’s perception of the vengeance as a heroic deed which will win them
kleos within a set of fictional circumstances alludes to the falsity inherent in this

understanding.”!

Moreover, for all her determination Elektra has no real plan to speak of, other than
“kill Aigisthos™. She makes no mention of how they are to accomplish this, but
speaks to why they should kill him, what their lives will be like if they do not, and
what they will gain if they do. The absence of any mention of ‘how’ alludes to the

impossible nature of it, reminding us of the need for the masculine strength of

39 See note 156 and pages 99-100 above.

P! It could be argued that the mention of Aigisthos’ name together with Elektra’s vague reference to
enemies (979) is meant to refer to the order of the killings. As Kamerbeek points out, the “killing of
one involves the killing of the other and Electra would act out of character if indeed she planned the
death of Aegisthus while sparing Clytaemestra.” For him, this means that Elektra is attempting to
deceive Chrysothemis but it is not necessary to understand deliberate guile at work here (that would
be just as much as acting out of character for Elektra as well). It could be that the audience would
assume the killing of Klytaimnestra and that the mention of Aigisthos name means that he would be
killed first and then Klytaimnestra, i.e. the order of the killings in the Oresteia. In other words, we
could see a subtle allusion to the Choephoroi. Yet this is not what happens in the play as Klytaimnestra
is killed first and then Aigisthos. Placed in the false circumstances of Orestes’ death, the allusion to the
Oresteia could be taken as a rejection of the lex talionis and the pursuit of the Furies.
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Orestes. On one level, then, the dolos establishes that Elektra moves to the right end,
the restoration of order; on another, it shows her as much lacking full understanding
as Orestes regarding the true nature of their deed. Each offspring has only a partial
understanding of the act: Elektra who understands its necessity for the restoration of
freedom and eusebeia, and Orestes who understands how it is to be accomplished.
Ultimately, however, it is the dolos commanded by Apollo which contains the
potential for the deed to be carried out with justice. The test of their capacity for pity
is what will bring them to an understanding of the nature of philia and allow them to

conceive the deed in terms of diké rather than honour and glory.

6.3.1  The reaction of Chrysothemis

Compliant though Chrysothemis appears, she only agrees to help to the limit of her
strength; as Elektra’s plan involves physical action, her response is predictable. In
words that recall their earlier opposition, Chrysothemis accuses her sister of acting

without sense or caution:

Kai Piv YE YWVELV, G YUVdikeg, i dpevav
etuyyav' abm pn xaxdv, eolet av

Tiiv evAdferav, Gorep ovyt owletm.

not yap note fAéyaca torodtov Bpdcog
avm 0’ oxAily kdy' Umnpetelv xaleic;

(992-996)
Before speaking, women, if she had

good sense, she would be observing

due caution, as she does not.

Where have you looked arming yourself with

such boldness and calling upon me to second you?

She then proceeds to remind her sister of her female physis:

ouK eicopdc; yuvii pév ovd’ aviyp E¢ug,
oBéveig 8’ EAacoov v Evavrinv xepi.
(997-998)
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Don’t you see? You are a woman, not a man,
and your strength is less than that of your adversaries.

Chrysothemis may appear morally weak and her concern for physical safety less than
admirable, but at least she see things realistically. Elektra does not have the
masculine sthenos of her enemies and her plan is certain to end in their defeat. She
ends her speech to her sister with the same plea she made earlier: be sensible and give

in to those in power.
Rejected by her sister, Elektra declares her intention to act alone:
aAl’ autoygeLpi pot povy e Spactéov

10UpYOV 168" 00 Ydp 51 keVoV ¥ agicopey.

(1019-1020)
But [ must do this deed single-handed and
alone; for [ will not leave it unattempted.

The determination with which she expresses herself surprises her sister:

dev
el dgele toudde Tiv yviuny Tatpog
Ovijoxovrog elvan =av ydp av xatepydoon.
11021-1022)

Ah! would that you had shown such a mind when
our father died; for you would have accomplished anything.

Elektra’s answer (GAL’ | UGV YE, 10V 8& voiv fioomv téte 1023) with its contrast
between physis and nous is generally taken to mean that she now has a maturity and
intelligence which she lacked earlier.>? Yet the response that her physis was the same
but her mind weaker points to the difference in her behaviour now that she has
assumed the role of Orestes. Previously, Elektra’s aidés never drove her to do

anything more than lament, an effective form of action in that it brings discomfort

22 Jebb 1907: 141 takes it to mean that she did not have the “ripe intelligence to grasp the whole
situation”; Kells 1973: 175 translates it as “I was inferior in my intelligence on that day.” Kamerbeek
1974: 136-37 comes closest to the sense in which I take it with his suggestion that it means of ‘mental
energy’, that is mind in relation to a person’s ability to decide on his course of conduct.
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to the usurpers, but it is done in line with a typically female role, that of mourning.
With Orestes dead, Elektra sees herself as not only abliged to act but also having the
authority to do so as the sole representative of her father’s oikos. Her use of the word
nous here is to signify not only greater mental maturity, but also a reflection of the

authority she feels she has to decide her own course of action.

At this point, the opposition between the two sisters is most pronounced, and it is
clear that Elektra will never convince Chrysothemis. Yet Sophokles extends their
discussion in the form a stichomythia, and this part of the debate strongly recalls
their earlier controversy over what constitutes sdphron behaviour in their
circumstances. The rapid cut-and-thrust of the stichomythia highlights and
intensifies the complete antithesis in attitude and behaviour between the two sisters.
Chrysothemis’ first priority is looking out for herself and avoiding harm, and
because the plan is bound to come to grief, she sees no reason for undertaking it. For
Elektra, such thoughts of physical safety are a form of cowardice (1027) and lead to
dishonour (atimia 1035). Elektra may have justice on her side, but the recognition
that the pursuit of justice brings harm (1042) is enough to stop Chrysothemis from
acting. For one sister, physical safety takes precedence over honour and for the other,
honour demands that she have no concern for her own safety. They stand at
opposite ends of the moral spectrum and may as well be speaking different
languages; neither can reconcile the other’s actions to her own ethical code. The
departure of Chrysothemis into the palace seals the irrevocable separation that now

exists between the two sisters.
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6.3.2 10 un xaiov

The choral ode coming directly after this has caused some debate amongst critics,
partly because of the elusive language, but primarily because many suspect
corruption in the text. The general meaning, however, seems clear. The Chorus sings
the praise of the wisest race of birds, those which repay the debt to their parents in
contrast to the negligence of humans. It calls upon ¢apa to bring this news of the
conflict between the sisters to the Atreidae below. After Elektra’s determination to go
ahead with her plan despite Chrysothemis’ refusal to help, the Chorus is clearly
rebuking Chrysothemis for her betrayal and abandonment (1074), and praising
Elektra for her loyalty to her father (elinatpig 1081). As Burton points out, Orestes
was called elmatpig by the Chorus (162) and by Elektra (858). Now that he is thought

dead, she receives her brother’s epithet when she assumes his duty.>

There is, however, an important hint about the nature of the deed which Elektra

resolves to embrace:

oVdELg TV Gyadav {dv

KaKds eVKAELAV dioUval OeAeL

vivupog, @ rat, rai,

G Kai 6V REYKAQUTOV ai-

@va xowvov eiiov,

70 N kxaAov xabordica-

oa 500 ¢Eperv <Ev> Vi AGYQ,

co0dd T dpicta & Railg kexAfjodar. ™
(1082-1089)

None of those who are noble wishes to shame

a good repute by living basely, so as to

become inglorious, my child,

as you chose an all-lamentable

shared life so as

to win, having made ready the shameful,

3 Burton 1980: 210; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 245 n. 91.

341 have followed the text of Pearson here rather than Lioyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 101 for reasons
made clear in the following discussion.
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two names in one: to be called wise
and a most loyal daughter.

Elektra is commended for undertaking a deed which will win her praise but is at the
same time called pn xaAov. This line has always caused problems for critics, as the
Chorus, having first praised Elektra for her plan, then proceeds to call it p1y xaAdv,
‘not kalos’ or ‘shameful’, a blatant contradiction which has led many to suspect some
sort of corruption.” Many solutions have been proposed over the years with some

emending the participle xaBorAicaca and others 16 p1y xakdv.™ If we accept the

¥ The MSS all have t pij xaAév xaoxricaca and many editors simply translate xafoxAicaca as
‘having vanquished’, a translation which has its source in the Scholiast (who glosses it as
xataxolepficaca “having warred down’ and supports it by the analogies of xataxovtilev,
xatatofeverv, katataypdleiv). But this, as often pointed out, gives a sense to the word not found
elsewhere. xafoxAicaca generally means ‘equip’, ‘arm’ or ‘prepare’ and thus many suspect
corruption. A number of solutions have been proposed to this problem. Some replace xadoxAicaca
with some other word: Hermann 1864: 156 (xatuaxdoaca); Gleditsch (5 axoxpvoaca) 1867: 15;
Graber (dxoAaxticaca) 1870: 15. See Most 1994: 132-133 and n. 24 for bibliography on these
citations as well as others. Bernardete 1961: 96 suggests urepoxhAicnca ‘spurning’, ‘rejecting’ and this
has been followed by Kamerbeek 1974: 147-48; Burton 1980: 213-214 n. 41. Others have focused their
attention on o y1j xaAdv. Lloyd-fones 1954: 95 proposes dxog suggesting that o p1j = o}, a gloss
on dxog and this reading has been followed in the OCT 1990. The sense now would be ‘arming a
(cutting) remedy’. But this is a radical solution to the problem of xafoxAicaca. Bremer and van Erp
Taalman Kip 1994: 242 criticise this reading for its obscurity while Kirkwood 1991: 22-31 calls it
“ingenious, but not very probable™; he goes on to suggest that it is not altogether certain that the ©
i xaAov xaboxAicaca is wrong, as there are many ways in which the revenge can be viewed as
something other than kalon. Kopff 1993: 155, however, thinks Lioyd-Jones reading is to be preferred
over other attempts to preserve the manuscript reading. Kells 1973: 183-84 & Appendix 2 240-42 on
the other hand proposes i pij} xad' ov so that the line now has the sense “not having armed (or
equipped) ignobility (so as) to win two prizes at once.” Lloyd-Jones 1975: 11 criticises the insertion of
ov before xaBoxAicaoca as “flat™. Most 1994: 135 suggests topij so that the line now means “having
armed a noble cutter”. There have been a few attempts to retain the original reading. Whitelaw and
Hermann argue that the Chorus is referring to her plan to kill her enemies and they have been
followed most recently by Stokes 1979: 134-143 who suggests that the Chorus recognizes what is
praiseworthy in her actions but still express its disapproval at her plan to kill her enemies and Stinton
1986: n. 80. Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 64 criticises Stokes for translating 0 u1} xaAdv as “evil”
and Stinton for translating xaBoxAicaca as “having made ready”. The objection has also been made
that 1] is too general and abstract to refer to a particular event such as the killing of Aigisthos and
Klytaimnestra. Other discussions of these lines include Booth 1976: 127-33 and 1986: 103-6; West
1979: 104-5. Most 1994: 129-134 provides a comprehensive overview of the debate as well as offering
his own solution (see note 296 below).

% Scholars have often suspected corruption in d xai 60 RdayxAautov aidva Kotvov £iiov as well.
Here the problem is twofold: first, to what decision does £iAov refer? Her loyalty to her dead father or
her recent decision to avenge Agamemnon? Many think that the more logical choice is the latter
(Winnington-Ingram 1979: 9-10; Stinton 1986: 100; Most 1994: 135-137). More irksome, however, is
xovév, which seems to make no sense, for in what way could Elektra be thought to be choosing a
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text as transmitted (as [ do) and place the words within the moral framework
established by the play, their contradictory nature may be seen as a reflection of the
moral dilemma which lies at the heart of Elektra’s tragedy.” Her conflict has always
been that she must act shamefully in some respect in order to uphold the principles
of eusebeia and aidds. We saw this in the first confrontation with the Chorus in
which Elektra claimed that her behaviour upholds eusebeia, but at the same time
recognised its shameful nature (307-309); we saw this again in the confrontation with
her mother in which she claimed that Klytaimnestra’s actions, even if they were just,
were shameful (558-60). She then proceeded to show that the killing of Agamemnon
was not just, but the implication remained that an act can be shameful even if just.
With Orestes still alive, Elektra’s shameful actions involved a lack of respect for her

mother and behaviour unsuitable for a woman. Confronted with Orestes’ ‘death’

“shared” life. Some have proposed that this common fate refers to death (Erfundt and Hermann);
others take the adjective to mean that Elektra will share a life with the dead (Jebb and Kells).
Winnington-Ingram 1979: 9 criticises this reading but goes no further than suggesting simply that the
text be obelized. Kamerbeek 1974: 147 suggests that koinon is being used in the sense of koindnon,
translating it as “you chose a lifetime of sorrow as your partner.” Most 1994: 136 objects that “the
meaning is strained, the personification of aidva implausible, and the adjective on this account
otiose.” Given these problems, many simply declare the text corrupt and numerous emendations have
been proposed: xeivov (Frohlich, Blumenthal, Schuppe); xAewvov (Sirks, followed by Lloyd-Jones
and Wilson 1990); dueivov (Giesing, West). Lloyd-Jones and Wilson argue that the Chorus calls
Electra’s life xAe1vév since “the life of a matricide, however glorious, is a life of many tears.” Bremer
and van Erp Taalman Kip 1994: 241-242 point out that this reading makes little sense within the
tragedy as a whole, as the Chorus never suggests the revenge will result in a life of tears. See Most
1994: 137 for a full list of the emendations. For Most 1994: 158 the problem is not xowvov at all but
eidov. His solution is to obelize £iAov and read tops for 6 pi). If we retain the text, there is some
sense in which koinon could be read as the principle involved in Elektra’s decision, that is, Elektra
chooses a life shared with the community rather than family. In other words, in choosing to kil the
tyrants, Elektra must reject blood-ties for communal ties. This comes close to Heiden’s suggestion
(mentioned in a footnote by Most 1994: 136 n. 52) that koinon refers to the oi dyaBoi mentioned at
1082. She chooses a life shared with them rather than her family.

7 My reading of ® uij xakdv xaboxiicaca comes closest to that of Whitelaw 1883 and, more
recently, Stinton 1986: 84 & 100. Whitelaw is quoted by Jebb: 1907: 219 as follows: “The point of the
expression is that Electra has resolved to do a deed which, till it is done, looks to all eyes, as to those of
Chrysothemis, unlovely and a crime; but, having done it, she knows that the universal voice will
approve alike her wisdom and her piety.” Stinton departs slightly from this reading with his

sugﬁesn'on that there is a “double irony: the act Elektra intends is indeed unlovely, not xaév (cf. Or.
192).”
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and her mother’s outrageous behaviour, the overriding desire to avoid a shameful
life takes precedence. As she says, it is aioxpdv to keep living aioxpdc for those who
are born xakdg (989). The Chorus recognises the validity of this assertion by calling
her an aya6n who would never damage her fame by living xaxdc, but then also
proceeds to call her plan pf} xaAdv. Before we regard this with most critics as an
intolerable contradiction, we should consider that what the Chorus sings about here,
perhaps unconsciously, is a truth which Elektra has failed to grasp: her undertaking
will involve her in a just yet shameful action. The Chorus praises Elektra for her
willingness to undertake this, calling her a wise and a most loyal daughter (co¢d
dpicta te raig xexAfjobar 1089), but in designating it as pf) xaAdv it reminds us
what her deed will involve: the spilling of kindred blood. Just as in the kommuos,
where the words of the Chorus speak to the truth of the situation, here too, the
Chorus’ reference to the deed as uiy xaA6v reveals a truth to which Elektra is blind:
the matricide. The objection that p is too general to refer to a particular act such as
the killing of Aigisthos and Klytaimnestra misses the point. The Chorus is not
referring to the killing of the tyrants at all (Elektra’s plan only mentions Aigisthos),
but reminding us of the terrible violation of blood-ties involved in the coming deed.
A breach of philia, especially between blood relatives, is a breach of aidés and is an
act that arouses the greatest feelings of horror. We shall see that for the remainder of
the play the Chorus will consistently recognise the dual nature of this deed, as
something terrible but not blameworthy. Here too, while the Chorus may sing about
the horror of the deed, it affirms its justice and its final words are a wish that her
piety may be rewarded by the triumph over her enemies, for in upholding the
highest laws of Zeus (uéyiot vopuipa 1095-96), she has suffered an unhappy fate.



Elektra and Orestes: Reunion and Vengeance 7

7.1  Preliminary Remarks

The last section of the play consists of the reunion of sister and brother (fourth
epeisodion 1098-1383) and the vengeance (exodos 1398-1510). The recognition scene
between Orestes and Elektra is a crucial theme in all three Elektra tragedies, but in
Aischylos and Euripides, the reunion occurs early in the play and Elektra is fully
informed of the planned vengeance.™ Sophokles, however, has delayed it until
almost the end of the play, and Elektra, unaware of Orestes’ plan, has fallen victim to
the deception. Orestes and Pylades enter in the disguise of Phocians, accompanied by
attendants carrying the urn of ashes. Orestes fails to recognize the wretched girl
before him as his sister, but her lamentation over the urn easily identifies her. After
gently divesting her of the urn, Orestes reveals his identity, showing her the signet
ring of their father. Brother and sister are reunited, and Elektra’s grief turns to joy.
There is a touching pélog ard oxnviig or ‘recognition duo’ between the siblings;

then Orestes’ thoughts turn to those inside. The paidagdgos returns, berating them

% For a good comparison of the three recognitions scenes see Solmsen 1967: 31-67.

190
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for their foolishness in such dangerous circumstances, and another recognition takes
place between Elektra and the paidagédgos. He gives his report on the situation within
the palace and plans are made. Elektra makes a prayer to Apollo, and the Chorus, in
a very brief third stasimon (1384-1397) imagines the human avengers as the twin
Erinyes carrying out the killings.” The last part of the play focuses on the vengeance
itself: Klytaimnestra is killed first; instead of presenting it as a confrontation between
mother and son, Sophokles has us witness the matricide through the reaction of
Elektra. Although a powerful scene, the killing of Klytaimnestra is over quickly and
the poet turns our attention away from the matricide to the confrontation between
Orestes and Aigisthos. Three times Aigisthos attempts to delay his entrance into the
palace but his tactics are to no avail, and finally he is ushered inside to be killed by
Orestes. The Chorus ends the play with a brief summation: the offspring of Atreus
have won their way to freedom. Critics have debated aspects of the recognition
scene, but it is, not unexpectedly, the killings themselves that have sparked the
greatest controversy. The vengeance, however, cannot be properly understood
without first understanding the full significance of what takes place in the

recognition between brother and sister.

7.2  The Reunion

Critics have often reacted uneasily to the recognition scene, as Sophokles’ seems to
prolong Elektra’s lamentation needlessly by delaying Orestes’ revelation of his

identity. Some, finding it difficult to sympathise with Elektra’s grief given the

% The Chorus here may be referring to either Orestes and Elektra or Orestes and Pylades.
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presence of her brother, think that the play falters at this point. For these critics the
misplaced grief diminishes the tragic stature of Elektra and the whole scene strikes a
false note.* Others think that the lengthy display of grief over the urn points to
Orestes’ apparent indifference to the plight of her sister.®! Whether he recognizes her
immediately, as some suppose, or only after the lamentation, he is often thought to
be heartless and even those who acknowledge a genuine pity or “new warmth” in

Orestes, are dismayed by its brevity.’®?

We should remember, however, how the ‘lie’ of the paidagdgos has functioned thus
far. It has served to expose Klytaimnestra as a woman with no respect for any law,
moral or otherwise; to confirm that Chrysothemis will always choose the path of
least resistance, forfeiting justice or anything else that might infringe upon her
personal safety; and to reveal the determined heroism of Elektra’s moral will. In the
recognition scene, as we shall see, the dolos of Orestes serves to show us the terrible
price in suffering Elektra has paid to maintain her moral beliefs; but it will also be
revealed that nothing, neither hatred nor desire for vengeance, is as great as the bond

of philia which exists between her and her brother; for Orestes, the witnessing of his

*® Vickers 1973: 570 for instance, thinks that “since we know that Elektra’s grief is entirely misplaced,
the irony of Orestes being present at his own elegies backfires, makes the scene ring even more false.”
Stevens 1978: 118 thinks that the superior knowledge of the audience diminishes the tragic stature of
Elektra to some extent. Others think that the audience’s inability to sympathise with Elektra is
evidence of her increasing loss of power in the play. Kitzinger 1991: 322 takes this approach, arguing
that “the listener cannot wholly enter into her feeling, or be informed by her emotion, or allow it to
dominate his point of view.”

%! Others have gone as far as to accuse Orestes of cruelty for recognizing Elektra, but then allowing
her to continue lamenting in ignorance of his identity. Such is the view of Schein 1982: 77 who speaks
of the “callous cruelty of Orestes in forcing Elektra to endure such grief” and the delay which reflects
“his indifference to her feelings.” Seale 1982: 70 as well speaks of the “cold indifference” of Orestes.

*2 As Blundell 1989: 174 does. She discusses the pity Orestes feels for his sister, remarking that this
emotion which has been little in evidence now seems to introduce a “new warmth”. She suggests that
it functions to provide emotional confirmation of their alliance. Ultimately, however, what Blundell
sees as its most striking aspect is its brevity, for Orestes displays little warmth after this; moreover, for
her, the matricide dispels any lingering feelings of pity. Winnington-Ingram 1980: 229 too notes
Orestes’ pity but makes little of it. See note 306 for discussions of Orestes’ response to his sister.
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sister’s grief for him awakens his compassion and brings him to a greater
understanding of the nature of the deed he is about to undertake. The killings

coming afterwards must be largely understood in the light of this scene.

As often pointed out, the appearance of Orestes immediately after the final words of
the stasimon makes him seem the answer to the Chorus’ wish just as the paidagdgos
appeared to be the answer to Klytaimnestra’s prayer.*® Orestes and Pylades,
disguised as Phocians, come upon Elektra and the Chorus, and although he does not
recognise his sister, he has the attendants give her the urn. We have already seen
something of Elektra’s reaction to her brother’s death in an earlier speech (804-822),
but that was more a response to the hybris of her mother than to the death of her
brother. Now confronted with the tangible evidence of his death in the form of his
ashes, Elektra faces the terrible reality of his death. With this realisation, the
masculine areté of the previous scene, her heroic determination and resolve to kil
Aigisthos, vanishes. Holding the urn in her arms and addressing it as Orestes, Elektra
breaks down and mourns his death. There have been many scenes of lamentation in
this play, but none had the pathos and intensity of this one. While she still had some
hope of Orestes returning, Elektra always directed her lamentation to the living as a
means of bringing about that day when vengeance could be taken and justice
restored. For the first time, her lamentation turns entirely on her sorrow and grief;
all thoughts of revenge disappear. [nstead, she sees only the futility of all her actions:
her care, her labour, and the rescue of her brother have come to nothing. With both
her father and brother dead, and her mother inside celebrating her victory, Elektra

finally gives up, wishing nothing more than to join her brother in death. Those who

303 Gardiner 1986: 154; Burton 1980: 214.
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suppose that the presence of Orestes reduces the stature of Elektra or diminishes the
impact of her grief fail to recognize its purpose. The grief may be misplaced, but
what it reveals about Elektra is not; for the dolos, in creating this false set of
circumstances, lays open the terrible reality of her life. We are not meant to
sympathise with her grief so much as feel pity for this woman who for years refused
to acquiesce in the crimes of the tyrants; who was able to endure all the physical
hardships they had imposed upon her; who, in the end, is brought down not by
anything they have done to her, but by the assumed death of her brother. Not only
do we see the cost of maintaining her beliefs, but we see that her desire for
vengeance, her hatred of the rulers, is not as great as her philia for her brother. Grief
and pity for her brother prevail over the desire for fame, glory, and vengeance. Yet in
the fact of the dolos lies Elektra’s sétéria; for Sophokles, in having her destruction
predicated on Orestes’ death, secures her salvation, for the fictionality of his death

and the reality of being alive restore her; his victory ensures hers.

Orestes, who initially fails to recognize this woman before him, realizes during her
lament who she is and his first words reflect how deeply he has been moved by the
intensity of her grief:*

9e0 ¢eV° Tl ASEw; mol Adywv aunyaviv

€A00; xpatelv yap ovkén YAoOoNG 00éve.
(1174-1175)

3 Despite all attempts by scholars to pin point that moment when Orestes recognizes Elektra, there
seems no hard evidence to suggest anything more certain than that at some point during her lament
he realizes who she is. Some, however, suppose that Orestes recognizes Elektra immediately: Jebb
1907: 151 thinks the recognition occurs as early as 1106 but Orestes keeps silent about this until the
Chorus mentions her name at 1171. On the other side are those who think that the lamentation
identifies Elektra to Orestes: Bowra 1944: 249; Linforth 1963: 105-6: Solmsen 1967: 26 and n. 2; Kells
1973: 187. Adams 1957: 75 wishes to wait until lines 1171 when the Chorus actually says Elektra’s
name. Kamerbeek 1974: 152 strikes a kind of compromise between these two views with his claim of
Orestes’ “certain inner probability” that is confirmed by the lament.
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Alas, alas, what should I say? Which words, helpless that [ am,
am [ to use? for I no longer have the strength to control my tongue.

Orestes’ immediate reaction to the grief of his sister is a feeling of pain at her
wretched condition. His distress is apparent from his repeated ¢eb ¢eb (1174) as well
as from Elektra’s question: ti 8 €oyeg dAyog; (1176). Lacking the strength to control
his tongue to sustain the dolos, Orestes virtually puts an end to it with his own
lament for her: oipot takaivng dpa tiiode oupdopds (1179).%° He sees before him a
body dishonoured and ruined (& ody' atipwg xabémg é90apuévov 1181); unwed
and alone, she has been reduced to a wretched condition (¢e¥ tiig avipdou
dvopodpov Te oiig tpodiig 1183). Orestes’ reaction is not simply an expression of pain
at her grief but becomes an insight into his own condition, for in her sufferings he
recognizes his own fortunes (66’ ovk dp' 1jdn tdv &pdv &y xaxav 1185).* In other
words, Orestes recognises that he too could suffer and this awareness arouses his
pity. In this way, he is brought to understand his own life through the experience of

hers and he realises that his well-being is deeply involved with that of his sister.

%5 Sthenos occurs at 333, 348, 604, 946, 998, 1014, 1175, and 1415. Sthenos means strength, especially
bodily strength in the Homeric epics, but by fifth century had acquired a moral sense as well. Both
meanings are used in this play. For Chrysothemis, action requires physical strength (sthenos) which
neither she nor Elektra possesses, so she sees little reason for action. Elektra admits that she does not
have sthenos, but for her resistance only requires moral strength. Her plan, however, does require
sthenos which is one of the reasons Chrysothemis refuses to help. Orestes on the other hand lacks the
strength (sthenos) to carry through with the deception. The final use of it is during the matricide in
which Elektra tells Orestes, if he has the strength, strike a second blow.

3% Adams 1933: 210 and 1957: 74-76 (and Kirkwood 1958: 142-43 n. 33 who supports him) states that
Orestes shows a “deep personal concern for Elektra” which shows his recognition of the terrible
suffering she has endured. Both Adams 1957: 75-76 and Bowra 1944: 249 suggest that Orestes has a
new motive for killing the tyrants. For Adams, this is Apollo’s doing as he recognizes the need for
Orestes to have such a new motive; for Bowra, Orestes’ relationship was partial and abstract and now
it gains strength and form. Linforth 1963: 107 n. 4 rightly criticises the arguments of Adams and
Bowra for their lack of evidence. Reinhardt 1979: 160-61 too sees a change in Orestes but he interprets
as a shift from the “eager hero bent on victory” to the brother whose contact with his sister has stirred
his feelings. Gellie 1972: 123 and 290 n. 21 on the other hand thinks that this scene is extended to
reveal to us something about Orestes’ character whom he calls apathetic and blockish. Segal 1966:
513-516, 528 has some sensitive and perceptive remarks about the reunion which he thinks has
“deepened” Orestes’ understanding. See also Woodard 1964: 191.
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Elektra, surprised at the kindness of this stranger, reveals how much more she has
suffered than this: she must live with the murderers of her father (1190); she has been
enslaved by force (1193) by a mother who abuses and torments her (1197). In
response to this revelation of the circumstances of her existence, Orestes expresses
his pity:

or. b dvoroye, (g Gp@dv ¢ ExOIKTip® RAAL.

Ha.  poévog fpotiv vuv 100’ éxowktipag noteé.

Or.  u6vog Yap fikw TOI0L 001G AAYGY KAKOLG.
(1199-1201)

Or.  Unlucky one, [ have long looked on you with pity.
E..  Know that you alone of mortals pity me.
Or.  Yes, for [ alone have come feeling pain at your troubles.

Touched by this man’s words, Elektra thinks he must be a kinsman (Evyyeviig 1202)
and Orestes, after ascertaining the trustworthiness of the Chorus of women
watching, slowly leads her to the realization that he is her brother. Orestes then has
been profoundly affected by seeing the condition of his sister and unable to deceive

her, chooses to reveal himself to her.

Orestes’ disclosure of his identity to Elektra is often criticised for being unnecessarily
extended, and some have seen this as cruelty on his part. Yet the slow and gentle
manner in which he leads his sister to the knowledge of his identity attests more to
his compassion than anything else. The lengthy stichomythia between the two is not
some misstep on Sophokles’ part, but a crucial component in the dramatic action,
necessary in order that we recognise Orestes’ willingness to call off the dolos-strategy
of the vengeance out of pity for his sister. He has witnessed the devastating effect his

reported death has had upon her and understands the need to divest his sister of the
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urn which she assumes to contain his ashes before identifying himself.*” Thus he
does not abruptly confront her with the truth but allows Elektra to come to the
realisation herself that he is alive. The recognition between them is sealed first by the
sign of his father’s ring (1222-1223) and then by the embrace of the two siblings
(1226).

Pity is the impulse which has moved Orestes to reveal himself to her. In giving up the
dolos strategy and leading Elektra to the knowledge that he is her brother, he acts
solely for her benefit. This is most significant, as he places a philia-relationship above
everything else, even risking the failure of the vengeance, and in his abandonment of
the dolos, he makes a decision that would seem to work against his best interests, as it
places him at some risk and jeopardises the success of his enterprise. Thus the
revelation of his identity is the act of someone who understands what constitutes the
basis of philia; we only have to remember Klytaimnestra’s lack of pity for her son’s
death and the explicit rejection of the philia relationship to see how fundamentally
different Orestes shows himself to be from his mother. Orestes’ act of philia,
although it delays the vengeance and potentially threatens its success, is a decision
which will work to his advantage in that it deepens his understanding of the nature

of a philos relationship and prepares him for carrying out his deed as an act of justice.

%7 See Segal 1966: 514-15 and Solmsen 1967: 56-67 on how “gently Orestes reveals his identity.” Segal
is surely right to emphasize how important it is that Orestes first divests her of the symbol of his death
before he reveals his identity. In recent criticism, this um has been made to bear the burden of some
bizarre if not fatuous theorising. Rehm 1996: 55, for instance, calls the scene a “deconstructionist’s
dream, for the urn embodies the tangible presence of absence, serving as the locus for conflicting
meanings and a concrete expression of the gap between sign and signified.” Ringer 1996: 97 writes
that “seldom has an empty container carried so much significance. The urn is the central metaphor of
this play. As an empty vessel it also symbolizes the phemomenon of metaphor itself: it serves as a
metaphor of metaphor.” For Ringer, the urn creates a “sense of metatheatricality”. Burnett 1998: 128
on the other hand asserts that the urn “contains the matricide since it contains the means to that
deed.” Others have seen an allusion to Aischylos here: Garner 1990: 221 suggests that this “Aeschylean

image which never makes an actual stage appearance has been developed into a vivid focus of
attention in Sophocles’ play”.
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7.2.1 Dolos and diké

Revealing the dolos to Elektra was not part of the original plan and to understand
how this fits in with the vengeance, we need to review what we have discovered so far
about the function of dolos, and then come to a final assessment of its function in the
broader context of the whole drama and the working of diké in it. The oracle of
Apollo brought together two apparently contrary elements: justice and deception;
The use of deception was initially troubling to Orestes, but instead of overcoming his
doubt by reference to diké he does so with the thought of winning kleos. The
instruction to use dolos should have reminded Orestes of the unheroic nature of his
enterprise; not yet understanding the nature of justice or what kind of action his
undertaking would involve him in he was able to resolve his conflict by the thought
of fame and glory. It was the interruption of Elektra’s voice which indicated what the
true conflict would be for him, and although Orestes hesitated, urged on by the
words of the paidagdgos, he left his sister to lament her sorrows inside the palace.
Whether the paidagdgos understood the necessity for the dolos or not, his obedience
to divine command and loyalty to the oikos of Agamemnon prevented any meeting
from taking place between brother and sister before the dolos came into operation.
Orestes, who did not initially perceive the problematic nature of his undertaking,
was nevertheless equipped by Apollo with something which would make him
perceive it: the deception. Sophokles has radically realigned events so that Orestes is
forced to face the questionable nature of his deed, not as in the Oresteia, through a
confrontation with his mother but through an encounter with his sister. In effect, the
dolos strategy brings Orestes to the recognition of the moral paradox of the

vengeance first hinted at in the oracle through the alliance of dolos and diké: it is a
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deed that for all its justice is shameful, an awareness which Orestes will display in his
handling of the vengeance.

For Klytaimnestra, the dolos of her son’s death presented her with a choice: treating a
blood relative as a philos or an echthros, i.e. responding with pity at the suffering of
another or expressing joy at her good fortune. She chose the latter and her hybristic
exultation in her victory revealed her complete disregard for the ties of kinship. To
the warning signs of the dream and messenger rhésis of the paidagdgos, Klytaimnestra
remained impervious. Just as with Orestes, the dolos strategy functioned as a moral
test; and when Klytaimnestra showed herself incapable of pitying her dead son, she
forfeited all claim to being pitied by her son. The dolos strategy in exposing
Klytaimnestra’s true moral character by giving her the chance to decide herself the
nature of the relationship between her and Orestes revealed its grounding in the
working of diké. Chrysothemis on the other hand was only indirectly exposed to the
deception through Elektra, yet at the same time, this still revealed her essential moral

weakness and served to break the tenuous alliance formed between the sisters.

The effect of the dolos strategy on Elektra is more complex, for while it showed her
aidés and distinguished her moral character from that of her mother, it was also the
cause of her movement into a world in which she acted in ignorance of the reality of
her situation. Admirable though her decision was to assume Orestes’ role and
undertake the killing herself, we saw that Elektra, like her brother, was similarly
motivated by a desire for glory and honour and thus, like him, betrayed an ignorance
of the aischron nature of the vengeance. The one who previously had been so aware
of her breaches of aidds, who accused her mother of a lack of aidds in not

acknowledging the shameful nature of Agamemnon’s killing, failed to perceive how
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applicable these words were to her own circumstances. Both brother and sister, in
conceiving of their deed in heroic terms, revealed only a partial understanding of
diké and the true nature of the enterprise. The reunion of the two, however, is the
recognition of one another as philoi brought about by their reciprocal feelings of
pity. For Orestes, the recognition of his sister brings him an understanding of philia
and thus is an important preparation for carrying out the vengeance; for Elektra, it

has secured her sdtéria.

That diké is associated with deception has always been thought to cast more than a
shadow of doubt over the legitimacy of the vengeance. While few would doubt that
Klytaimnestra should be punished, many have questioned the means and the moral
character of those who carry it out. What kind of justice sanctions deceit? Many have
answered this in the same fashion as Winnington-Ingram has: the lex talionis.® The
use of dolos for these critics only confirmed this assumption as it has been associated
with the actions of both mother and son; we seem to have a case in which murder is
repaid by murder; dolos by dolos. Yet from our examination of the dolos stratagem,
we see that dolos has not simply served vengeance but rather has brought about a
“just slaughter”, as Apollo’s oracle decreed. Unlike the law of talio justice which
operates without regard to character or motive, diké in this play is based on the
moral character and intention, and it has been the dolos stratagem which has
revealed this. This is not to say that there is no moral ambivalence to the use of
deception; no doubt, there is. It is the same moral ambivalence we see in Elektra’s
conduct, which is by some standards right and by others wrong. Her breach of aidds

has its source in the pursuit of justice and is necessitated by the circumstances. There

8 Winnington-Ingram 1980: 221.
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is no way in which she can overcome this dilemma: for all its justness, her behaviour
is still touched by 16 aioypov. So too with the deception: it has its roots in the
pursuit of justice and is necessitated by the circumstances but there remains
something inherently unsavoury in the act of deception. The oracle with its alliance
of dolos and diké sets forth the moral framework of the vengeance as an act dikaion

but aischron.

7.3  The Alliance
Right after the reunion, Elektra introduces her brother to the women of Argos:

@ ¢irtaran yuvaixeg, & roAindeg,
opar’ Opéamy tovde, unyavaio pev
Bavovia, vov 3¢ pnyavaic cecwopévov.
(1227-1229)

Dearest women, tellow citizens,
you see here Orestes, dead by a device,
and now by a device, alive.

She does so by addressing the Chorus expressly with the word noAitidec, a rare
occutrence of the feminine form of roAitng.*® Its pronounced use draws attention to
the role of the Chorus as the representatives of the city and thus the important role it
will have in voicing the sentiments of the polis during the killings. This is the second
of three recognitions structuring the last part of the play which unites those who

form the opposition to the tyrants inside>'®

% This is not a common word in Greek tragedy, appearing only here in Sophokles and once in
Euripides’ Elektra 1335. Other occurences are: Aristotle 1275b30 and 1278a25; Demosthenes 57.30
and 59.112; Diodoros 12.11.1; [socrates 14.51; Plato Laws 7.814c.

319 There is an additional recognition which takes place between Orestes and Aigisthos.



elektra and orestes /202

The following péAog arod oxnviig (1232-1287) which takes place between Orestes and
Elektra is sometimes thought to signal a separation between brother and sister with
her highly emotional sung lyrics in contrast to his spoken and restrained iambic
trimeters. Gardiner rightly cautions against such an interpretation, noting that any
polarity between the two is diminished by the presence of the Chorus. As she
suggests, “...the rejoicing is more that of a group than of a pair....”*" Moreover, if
we are to use metre as a reflection of their emotional character, we should note that
Elektra’s lyrics have a touch of iambic trimeters (1235, 1256) and Orestes a touch of
lyrics (1276, 1280).** Critics have also made too much of Orestes’ attempts to restrain
his sister (1236, 1238, 1257, 1259), interpreting this as his “callous indifference” or
even as evidence of Elektra’s increasing marginalization in the play.*** Orestes’
cautious behaviour is better understood as a reflection of the grave danger they are
in. He has been diverted from his original plan and now, standing outside the palace
of those whom he is planning to kill, he is at great risk. That Elektra is overcome with
joy and singing in excited lyrics naturally makes him nervous and fearful that they
may be discovered. While the ‘duet’ begins with his cautionary words to keep silent
(1236), followed by a number of unsuccessful attempts to restrain Elektra’s
exuberance, it ends with a gesture of philia as Orestes gives in to the love expressed
by sister for him:
Ha. i’ arocepiiong

DV GHV TpoowRwY NSovav pedéodar.
Or. T xdpta xéGv dAloion Bupoipny iSav.

3 Gardiner 1986: 156.

*2 Campbell 1969: 216 and Kamerbeek 1974: 162 point out that Orestes becomes lyrical at 1276 and
1280.

313 Schein 1982: 77 and Kitzinger 1991: 323.
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Ha.  Euvarveig
Oor. tipnvou;
(1276-1280)

E..  Don’tdeprive me of the pleasure
of your face so as to lose it.
OrR.  Indeed I would be angry with others seeing this.
EL.. Do you consent?
Or.  Of course I do.

The emotional alliance formed between these two is translated into cooperation and
planning of the deed. From Elektra, who throughout the play has espoused the moral
and ethical reasons for vengeance, Orestes has learned of the necessity for vengeance,
and now he proceeds to instruct his sister in the ‘how’ of the vengeance. She need
explain no further that their mother is kaké (1289) or that Aigisthos dissipates the
family’s wealth (1290-1291), as he has seen enough from Elektra’s condition. Silence
is more important than anything else; talk, as he says, will only deprive them of the
‘right time’ (xavpov 1292). Orestes explicitly makes Elektra a part of the planning
asking her what action will be best to take (1293-1294), and instructing her on how to
behave by telling her to hide her joy behind lamentation (1296-99). She becomes part
of the dolos-strategy which will now be exclusively used against their enemies in

accordance with diké.

The paidagdgos’ return to the stage and his harsh criticisms of their behaviour are a
reminder of the dangerous situation they are in and the grim task which lies ahead of
them:

d rAeiota pdpor Kai ¢PEVDV THTUHEVOL,
RotEpa xap' ovdév b Piov xndecd’ én,

1| voig Eveoniy outig Uiv Eyyewvii,

07 oV xap' aUTOig GAL' £V ATOIoLY KAKOLG
0101V HEYIOTOLG GVIEG OV YLYVWOKETE;
dAl' et crabpoion toicde ut} ‘xipouy Eyd
RGAon gvAdooy, fiv Gv fgiv év déuoig

i Spapev’ tudv xp6cbev i i cupata:
You complete fools, deprived of wits

don’t you have any concern for your lives,

(1326-1333)
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or have you no innate sense,

as you do not realize that you are not close to,
but in the midst of the greatest dangers?

But if I didn’t happen to be on guard

at these doorposts, your intended deeds
would be in the house before your persons.

His outburst makes Orestes’ cautionary words seem softhearted in comparison, but
his anger only highlights the great risk Orestes took in revealing his identity to his
sister as well as confirming that it was not part of the original plan. The harshness of
the rebuke of the paidagdgos also provides important confirmation that brother and
sister placed their ¢tAia for one another over the tioig upon her enemies.’* The
entrance of the paidagdgos at this point also allows the final recognition to take place
between the legitimate members of the oikos.”> When Elektra finds out who the
paidagdgos is, she imagines that sees her father in him. For Kells, she is hallucinating,
evidence of her growing madness but this is simply the recognition of the paidagdgos’
important role as Orestes’ kurios.*** His loyalty has always been to the oikos of
Agamemnon and, as Elektra says, he was the one man she found loyal to her father at
the time of the murder (1351-1351). He is the link between Agamemnon and his
offspring and his primary concern now is to ensure that the vengeance is carried out.
Thus after his introduction to Elektra, he agains warns them of the dangers of delay.
They will have to fight others more numerous and skilled (1370-1371).

314 Scodel 1984: 87 makes a similar point, aithough she only applies it to Elektra..

35 Schein 1982: 77 speaks of the “maximum efficiency in executing his plans”, calling him a “creature
of opportunity™; the joy of Elektra is balanced by our realization that the “cruelty of her brother’s
deceit” has come at a great cost to her. Kitzinger 1991: 324 taking a slightly different approach sees
this scene as the reflection of “Elektra’s loss of control over the action”.

%6 Kells 1973: 213-214 has a distinctly odd reading of this whole scene as his interpretation has grown
increasingly remote from the reality of this play. For him, Elektra is now mad, and hallucinating,
thinks she sees Agamemnon. In a rather grotesque rendering of lines 1357-63, Kells has Elektra get
down on her knees and fondle the paidagdgos’ feet.
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Elektra’s cooperation in the dolos strategy is signalled by her prayer to Apolio, the
god who has sanctioned its use. She calls upon Apollo to be a helper in the plan and
to show mortals how the gods punish impiety. As has often been pointed out, this
prayer parallels Klytaimnestra’s earlier prayer to Apollo (634-659), and both are
answered in the same fashion: with the death of Klytaimnestra.®*’ Elektra’s
participation in the deed of vengeance is further indicated by her entrance into the
palace after the men.*** She will come out again to report on events; her entrance,
seemingly superfluous, is necessary to reflect her full partnership in the deed. The
Chorus sings an ode after all have entered the palace, which expresses its own
approval of the rightness and justice of the vengeance. This is no euphemistic ode,
for the Chorus, as Gardiner rightly remarks, is not a group of “starry-eyed idealists
or frenzied partisans”.”” Instead the lyrics conjure up images rife with blood and
battle: “See how the deadly god of war advances, breathing the blood born of strife.
They are gone just now, under the roof the house, the inescapable hounds pursuing
the evil deeds™ (1384-1388). More grim than this is the Chorus’ image of Orestes
being guided by the god, Hermes: “the stealthy-footed champion of the dead is led
into the house to the seat of his father, rich from ancient time, having the newly
sharpened [tool of] blood” (1391-1394). Gardiner argues that there is nothing in the

words of the Chorus that suggest that this is an act of vengeance:

7 Horsley 1980: 18-29 interprets the link between the prayers in a entirely different fashion. Both
prayers are answered by Apollo and bring about their deaths: one physically and the other
psychologically.

*® Mantziou 1995: 194 interprets her entrance into the palace as the symbolic end to Elektra’s status
as an outsider in her oikos and the conditions that enforced her exclusion (Klytaimnestra). For her,
the ending of the play reverses the circumstances of Elektra’s life; she is no longer exciuded from the
palace. Interestingly enough Mantziou interprets her silence as the reversal of her earlier public
lamentation; now that Elektra’s telos has been achieved, she can finally fall silent. Thus Elektra’s
silence at the end is not a mark of her marginalisation but her “emotional satisfaction.”

31 Gardiner 1986: 145.
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The women speak only in general societal terms: this is an act of war, to
punish those who have committed all manner of crimes (1378 xaxdv

itmv) and to restore the rightful heir to his patrimony. The
potential objection that deceit must be used to accomplish these worthy
ends is answered by the sanction of the god Hermes. **®

Gardiner may be correct to point out there is no mention of vengeance but she
downplays the horror of the deed which is contained within the imagery of this ode.
They may not specifically mention the deed of matricide, but the repetition of the
word ‘blood’ in each stanza and the explicit association of justice with darkness and
stealth is enough to remind us of the grim nature of the task being carried out inside
the palace. The view of the Chorus, as representatives of those outside the palace, is
extremely important, as from the very beginning it has always represented a more
objective stance and consequently, its view of the deed will have some significance

for how we are to view the killings.

7.4  The Vengeance

The two main opposing viewpoints on this play diverge most sharply at this point,
and we are left with two diametrically opposed readings of the play. Those with a
dark reading of the tragedy see the last part of the tragedy thick with dramatic irony
and full of dark and sinister possibilities, all of which are meant to bring out the
dubious nature of the killings and are thought to suggest dire consequences in the

future for Orestes and Elektra.” For some, Elektra has suffered irreparable damage

3 Gardiner 1986: 156-157.

2! Winnington-Ingram 1980: 217-247; Kamerbeek 1974: 17-20; Seale 1982: 56-83; Blundell 1989:
149-183.
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to her “personality” or “soul”, something which cannot be alleviated by the return of
Orestes, who is himself blind to the dubious nature of his deed. Her behaviour
during the matricide and the exchange with Aigisthos is generally thought to be that
of a woman who has become consumed by her suffering and hatred and driven
solely by the desire for revenge. Orestes, on the other hand, has shown himself from
the beginning incapable of understanding the heinous nature of his deed. Without a
second thought he kills his mother and leads Aigisthos off to the same fate. The utter
lack of remorse of the two siblings is not a sign of their success but only of their
“moral bankruptcy”** For these critics, Sophokles’ Elektra is a grim and dark play
and the ending, full of foreboding, suggests a bleak and unhappy future. On the
other side are those who think that Orestes and Elektra successfully complete a
divinely ordained task.”> There are no ominous clouds on the horizon; no Furies
waiting in the wings to pursue them; no hint of future retribution or trouble. The
morality of the matricide is not questioned and its justness and necessity is
everywhere self-evident. Any ominous hints in Aigisthos’ words are the empty
bluster of a doomed man. For these scholars, the final act of the play at long last
brings to an end the chain of violence that has haunted the House of Atreus. The
final words of the Chorus effectively sum up the action: Orestes and Elektra have
won their freedom. These are two radically different, and mutually exclusive lines of
interpretations; one sees the killings as legitimate and just and the other, if they are a

form of justice, it is a grim and destructive form of justice.

"2 Stevens 1978: 116 argues that their lack of remorse suggests that we are to see nothing wrong with
the deed; while for Seale 1982: 82 n. 43 it only highlights their “moral bankruptcy” .

35 Jebb 1907; Alexanderson 1966; Erbse 1978: 284-300; Stevens 1978: 111-120; Szlezak 1981: 1-21;
March 1996: 65-81.
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To understand the nature of the killings, we should see them strictly within the
moral framework laid down by the play itself. Mother and daughter have each
claimed to have justice on her side while each accusing the other of committing
shameful deeds. Klytaimnestra’s claim to justice was exposed as vacuous and her
killing of Agamemnon as shameful and criminal, while Elektra’s behaviour is living
proof that an act can be both just and shameful in circumstances such as obtain after
the murder of Agamemnon. The strategy of dolos creates a set of circumstances that
allows us to make an impartial judgement of character and guilt independent of the
claims of either mother or daughter. Klytaimnestra is given the opportunity to
respond to the death of her son, and in this fashion, her response establishes her guilt
based not solely on the performance of any past crime, but on the grounds of the
moral character of one who would commit such a deed. The exposure of
Klytaimnestra’s lack of pity legitimises the refusal of Elektra and Orestes to respond
with pity to her. While we have been made to understand the justice of the killing,
what we witness during the matricide is the shamefulness or ugliness of the deed
through the focus on Elektra’s response; her killing for all its justice and necessity is
un xaAév, shameful. The killing of Aigisthos hearkens back to the oracle and again
what we see is the suggestion that this too is a deed of necessary and lawful

punishment rather than a heroic action worthy of fame and glory.

74.1  The killing of Klytaimnestra

The paidagdgos and Orestes are now inside the palace and Elektra, who has followed
them in, comes back out again to watch for Aigisthos and to report to the Chorus

what is going on inside. This sets the stage for the matricide to be seen through the
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reaction of Elektra. With the focus on her response to the killing, the whole scene is

as much a deadly collision of mother and daughter as of mother and son:

Ka. @ xvov téxvov,
oixTipe v EXovoaV.
aAd’ ouk éx céBev
gxTiped olrtog 0US' 6 yevvijoug xatip.
o réA1g, & yeved raAaiva, viv oot
noipa xabruepia ¢Biver ¢Biver.
dyor ERATYRAL.
Raicov, el oféverg, SiAijv.
ot paA’ avbg,
el yap AiyioBy y' opuod

(1410-1416)
Child, child, have pity on your mother!
But you had no pity on him, nor on the
father who begot him!
City, unhappy race, now the day-by-day
(mis)fortune is waning for you.
Ah, [ am struck!
Strike a second biow, if you have the strength!
Ah, again!
[ wish it were Aigisthos as well

g

5

PRRPF 2 PP FLEE

Klytaimnestra makes an appeal to Orestes based upon the ties of kinship, to which
Elektra responds that she had no regard for these ties herself. Her plea for pity is thus
rejected on the grounds that she had none for Orestes or Agamemnon.
Klytaimnestra had her opportunity to show herself worthy of pity in her response to
the reported death of Orestes; Elektra’s words here are not so much a reminder of
her crimes, but of the character of the person who committed them. Essentially all
Klytaimnestra’s crimes have the same fons et origo: the rejection and violation of the
two closest ties of the philia relationship, spousal and blood-kin, the basic ties upon
which any human community rests. She cannot rightly claim what she herself has

rejected.

Although Elektra may be justified in denying her mother’s claim for pity, her words,

Raicov, ei cBéverg, Suxhilv (1414-1415) have almost always filled commentators
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with horror; repelled by their brutality, many see in them the sign of Elektra’s moral
or psychological destruction.®* Even those who do not necessarily advocate an ironic
reading are disturbed by what they see as the sheer vindictiveness of Elektra’s
words.*> “Twisted by years of pure, unrelenting hatred”, as one critic describes her,
Elektra succumbs to her deep-seated feelings of revenge.”® Gardiner is one of the few
who attempt to strip Elektra’s words of their offensive nature and free Elektra from
moral condemnation.”” She suggests that their force is mitigated by Klytaimnestra’s
threats of violence; that is, kill or be killed.”* She further argues that the presence of a
group of motherly women forces a comparison between their mutual respect and
concern for Elektra as opposed to Klytaimnestra’s appalling lack of the same. For
Gardiner, the words are consistent with Elektra’s conduct in the play in that “she
approves the deed even when confronted by its reality and simultaneously uses her

words to exhibit the figure of Orestes raising his arm for the second, killing blow.”*

* Kamerbeek 1974: 20, for instance, speaks of the “harm to her soul”, something which March 1996:
80 n. 43 rightly calls “anachronistic”. See Stevens 1978: 119 and Hester 1981: 23-5 for pertinent
comments in this regard. March 1996: 71 n. 20 suggests that one reason these words are spoken by
Elektra is “to call forth Clytaemnestra’s second cry, thus making the parallel with Agamemnon’s death
in Aeschylus complete.”

* Minadeo 1967: 139 calls Elektra “bloodthirsty”; Kells 1973: 220 speaks of the “sheer malice” in
these words; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 234 calls them “horrifying™; Schein 1982: 78 “grisly” while
Seale 1982: 74 speaks of the “gloating pleasure of Electra”. Vickers 1973: 51 on the other hand, while
noting that it sounds “savage™ and perhaps is meant to, adds that it may also be “that Sophocles
merely endorses it: he, like Electra, hates Clytemnestra.” Segal 1966: 501 sees signs of Klytaimnestra’s
“sinister nature” in her words. He, like others (Bowra 1944: 232; Johansen 1964: 26) sees echos of the
double blow which killed the Aeschylean Agamenon. Bowra argues that the reference to Aischylos’
play is intentional and is meant to recall the horror and justice with which Aischylos presents the
matricide.

*® Schein 1982: 71.

*7 Gardiner 1986: 171. Linforth 1963: 109 is another who attempts to downplay the force of these
words to a certain extent when he suggests SuxAflv means a matching blow. The words then are
addressed to Klytaimnestra rather than Orestes.

*® Gardiner 1986: 171 misrepresents things somewhat, for the action of the play never presents the
conflict between Elektra and her mother in such blatant terms. Moreover, at this stage of the action,
we can hardly suggest that for Elektra, it is “destroy or be destroyed™. Gardiner’s reading of this scene
iglnom the tragic dimensions of Elektra’s behaviour and thus undercuts the central conflict of the
play.

*D Gardiner 1986: 171-172.
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Gardiner is right to be critical of the psychological interpretation, as there has never
been any suggestion that we are to question the psychological health of Elektra. The
play always present the problematic aspects of her behaviour in moral terms. There
is some sense in which we can see these words as Elektra’s support for her brother,
that is, she acts in full concert with him, but we should be careful not to deprive

these words of their tragic significance, as [ think Gardiner does.

To understand the significance of these words, we should recognise that the conflict
between right and wrong has always resided within the character of Elektra and her
struggle to uphold the principles of eusebeia and aidds. She has always presented
herself as choosing between acting nobly (kalds) or basely, and we see from all the
confrontations in this play what constitutes being noble for Elektra: acting in
accordance with the principles of aidds and eusebeia. Circumstances are such,
however, that it is impossible to maintain these principles in all their particular
aspects. [n other words, upholding these principles necessitates a partial breach of
them. I have argued that the conflict has its source in the blood-based ties of the
oikos set against the civic oriented ties of the polis. Elektra breaches a narrower and
familial form of eusebeia and aidds in order to maintain a broader and more
communal form of these virtues. [ndeed, her transgression of them is to a large
degree what consititues her conformity with their larger communal form. In
circumstances such as these, Elektra tells the Chorus, it is impossible to be eusebés or
s6phrdn (307-309) in every respect. Her behaviour, however shameful, is necessitated
by the circumstances. This is how she defends her behaviour to the Chorus, how she
presents the choice to her sister, and, significantly, it forms the basis of her
accusation against her mother. “You say that you killed Agamemnon”, she says to

her mother, “what statement could be more shameful than this, even if it were just”
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(559-560). Klytaimnestra’s killing of Agamemnon, even if justified (and it is not), is
shameful because it entails the breach of one of the ethically most important
relationships, the conjugal tie. What Elektra cannot escape and what constitutes her
tragedy is this one undeniable fact that she herself points to — the irreparable breach
of a philos relationship remains shameful, no matter how justified it is ethically.
What we witness on stage while Orestes’ kills his mother off stage is the horror of the
deed, represented in the response of Elektra. Her words, “strike a second blow, if you
have the strength”, is the expression of the utter disregard for Klytaimnestra as a
philos, all the more horrifying in that it breaks the closest philia ties of all, those of
blood. To understand the force of this we should remember that Elektra’s strong
sense of aidds always entailed the recognition of her mother as one who is owed filial
piety. She may reject Klytaimnestra as a person, but she never rejects the moral basis
upon which her claim for piety rests. That she expresses her shame to a woman
whom she plainly despises is confirmation of this. What we see during the matricide,
however, is the complete rejection not just of Klytaimnestra, but of the ties of
kinship: her words are meant to underscore the shameful aspect of the killing and
mark the deed as aischron in this respect. Her behaviour on stage then hearkens back
to the tragic nature of her circumstances: filial piety is as valid as ever, but cannot be
complied with. There can be no final reconciliation between the demand for justice
and the terrible breach of blood-ties involved in this; it is a deed inescapably just and

unavoidably shameful. The matricide does not resolve the conflict; it merely ends it.

Those who argue that Elektra in the end is no better than her mother generally seek
support for this view in her behaviour during both the debate with her mother and
the matricide. What distinguishes Elektra from Klytaimnestra in the first

confrontation is her strong sense of aidds, the moral awareness that her own
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behaviour was by some standards wrong. What separates her from her mother in the
end, is simply the justice of the deed. If there is any sense of reciprocity in the
carrying out of the vengeance, it exists not at the level of the punishment, that is,
blood for blood, but at the level of emotion; yet even here there remains a distinction
between the two. Klytaimnestra receives no pity because she has none herself. Elektra
shows no pity, not because she has none, but because her mother has forfeited pity.
This does not make the refusal of pity any less ugly, but it does justify it. What we
witness during the matricide is an act that is neither honourable nor glorious, only
just, but is, for all its justice, aischron, vividly expressed through Elektra’s embrace of
the pf) xaAov.

Equally significant for understanding the nature of the killings is the response from
the Chorus. Its support of Elektra has never been the blind loyalty of partisan
sympathisers. Its reaction to the killing confirms the dual nature inherent in this
deed. The Chorus is horrified by Klytaimnestra’s cry (fixove’ avixovota Svotavoc,
®ote piar 1407-1408) but it also recognizes that with her death comes the sétéria of
the family and the city: & néAic, @ yevea tdraiva, viov cot poipa xabauepia
¢6iver, ¢Biver (1413-1414). When Orestes comes out, the words of the Chorus give
expression to the horror of the deed but also to its justice: owvia 8¢ xeip oraler
Buniic "Apeog, 008’ Exm yéyewv (1422-1423).3° That he has the blood of his kin on
his hand is the ugly factum brutum, but the Chorus cannot fault him for this.

The exchange between the two siblings after the killing is also important in

ascertaining how we are to judge the deed. When Orestes emerges from the house,

It should, however, be pointed out that wéyewv is a (generally accepted) conjecture, while Aéyewv is
the reading of all codices (see Lioyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 115).
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he is asked by Elektra, how things are and he replies, év Sépoion pév KaAdc,
"ARoAMAowv ei xaAdi; éBéomioev (1424-1425). The precise meaning of Orestes’ words
and, in particular, how we are to take the conjunction ei has been one of the main
sources of disagreement between the two camps. Critics of the optimistic persuasion
see only calm certainty while the pessimistic opponents sense doubt and uncertainty
in these words.™ The dark interpretation isolates the verse and has to attribute to i
an undue exegetical weight. But it seems unlikely that if Sophokles wishes to show
Orestes filled with doubt about the oracle, he would leave something of such
importance to ei to carry all the weight.”™? We arrive at a more satisfactory
understanding of Orestes’ words, if we connect them with his earlier attitude. We
remember the point at which he did express doubt when he perceived this deed as an
act that would win him kleos and timé. Now having gained a greater awareness of the
nature of the deed, he uses the conditional as a way of expressing his caution and

restraint.”* There is no victorious boasting or exultation in the death of his mother,

1 Jebb 1907: 190 sees a “calm confidence” in Orestes’ words, taking the ei to mean “as surely as.
Kamerbeek 1974: 184 on the other hand detects a note of anxiety while Kells 1973: 221 sees the words
as heavily ironic. Others who detect a similar doubt include Kirkwood 1958: 241 who thinks that
there can be no doubt that Sophokles wishes to “create an atmosphere of shadow and questioning™;
Johansen 1964: 27, although conceding the justice of the deed, similarly sees doubt and ambiguity:
“An der Gerechtigkeit des géttlichen befehls wird nicht gezweifelt; aber, wie wir geschen haben, sind
die Begriffe “Gerecht” and “Schon” in dieser Tragodie nicht ohne weiterest vertauschbar. Schon
Kaibel hat bemerkt, wie hier die Zweideutigkeit der Vergeltungstat im Bewusstsein des Orestes
auftaucht.” See also Linforth 1963: 121 and 124 and Schein 1995: 133. Kitto 1958: 34 points out that
the Greek supports either. Admitting that he once used to think that Orestes €xpresses some
misgiving here, he later admitted that he was quite wrong in doing so.

2 March 1996: n. 33. To see doubt here, as March points out, requires the rewriting of Orestes’ part
in the play both before these lines and after. She also identifies another stumbling block: Aigisthos’
words at 1497-9 (“must this house of necessity see the evils of the Pelopidae, now and to come?”).
March argues that the calm certainty of Orestes’ reply as well as the final words of the Chorus are
enough to negate any ominous hints here. Burnett 1998: 131 n. 33 also fails to see the doubt so many
other critics have seen. She suggests that the “if” dause is a “form of asservation”.

%3 | am in agreement with Horsely's 1980: 27 n. 29 reading of this line although I do not agree with
his overall reading of the play.
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but only a prudent expression that he has acted in accordance with the oracle of

Apollo.

There is no gloating from Elektra either, but only the desire for assurance that

Klytaimnestra is dead:

Er.  téfvnkev W tdAawva;
Or. unxeér éx¢ofotv
Untp@ov i oe Ay’ dtipdoeL ote

EL..  Isthe wretched woman dead?
Or.  Don’t fear that the arrogance of
your mother will dishonour you at any time.

(1426-1427)

Elektra is able to act the way she does during the matricide because for her
Klytaimnestra has simply ceased to be her mother. For Orestes, it is not that she has
ceased to be his mother that allows him to kill her, but that pity for his sister’s pain
prevents him from feeling pity for his mother as she was the cause of Elektra’s
suffering. In other words, pity for Elektra hardens Orestes to his mother; indeed pity
for his sister is precisely what ensures his ability to carry out the deed. It is Elektra
who enables Orestes to kill his mother as he learns from her what properly
constitutes a philos, and this allows him to understand who is properly worthy of pity

and who is not.

7.4.2  The killing of Aigisthos

For Aischylos, the killing of Aigisthos had posed no real moral problems. He is
dispatched first and his death passes without fanfare; instead, all the dramatic weight
falls upon the confrontation between mother and son, and the play ends with the

pursuit of Orestes by the Furies. Sophokles, however, has signficantly reversed the
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order of the killings, a modification which in itself seems to preclude the appearance
of the Erinyes as well as placing all the dramatic weight on the debate between
Aigisthos and Orestes. Critical focus in this last scene then has generally settled upon
ascertaining the reason for the extended debate between Orestes and Aigisthos with
the pessimists arguing that it is devised with a view to suggesting either pursuit by
the Furies or some sort of future retribution.”* The focus on Aigisthos, however, is
not only expected but also necessary. With regard to the villainy of the tyrants, the
play has focused almost exclusively on Klytaimnestra: her adulterous union with
Aigisthos, her killing of Agamemnon, her complete lack of aidés, her hybristic
behaviour at hearing of Orestes’ death. Because the play establishes her guilt so
clearly, her death is treated swiftly with the focus falling not on the murderous deed,
but on the response of her daughter. Aigisthos has thus far been absent from the
stage; while reference has been made to his tyranny, we have seen nothing of him
and thus his guilt has still to be made clear. This is the final test through the dolos,
and Elektra and the Chorus act in concert in deploying the deception against
Aigisthos. There are two important points to consider here: Elektra’s role and her
behavior, which is hardly that of a bitter and twisted woman; second, the significance
of the extended debate between Orestes and the tyrant. Placed as it is between two
killings, this exchange draws attention to the tyrannicide, not in order to suggest

retribution, but to confirm the nature of justice operating in the play.

Elektra’s announcement of the approach of Aigisthos has Orestes and Pylades hurry
back inside the palace. The Chorus, who for the most part remained quiet in the last

scene, and only reacted to the killing of Klytaimnestra, now become more directly

4 The best case for the Furies is made Winnington-Ingram 1980: 231-239. See Stinton 1986: 75-84
for a good refutation of his argument.



elektra and orestes /217

involved in the action. This is quite appropriate: as the representatives of the polis, its
involvement in assisting to topple the tyrant and his oppressive rule is warranted.
The Chorus offers the advice that it would be good to “utter in his ear a few gentle
words, so that he may rush into the hidden ordeal Justice has ready for him” (1437-
1441). Elektra takes this advice to heart and adopts a role more suited to
Chrysothemis than her own usual defiant behaviour and her exchange with Aigisthos

is laced with irony, apparent to all but him.

When Aigisthos enters, he has already heard of the story of Orestes’ death in a
chariot race. His utter disregard for Elektra is evident from the contemptuous
repetitions of o€ in his address to her: o€ to1, o8 xpivw, vai 6é (1445). Elektra does
not respond to the personal antagonism evident in his words but adopts the
subservient behaviour and arguments of her sister. However, unlike her sister whose
obedient actions endorsed the tyranny of the rulers, Elektra’s use of this behaviour is
part of the dolos strategy which will bring liberation from it. Here the function of the
dolos is to trap Aigisthos into revealing his hybris. Delighted at the pleasure her words
have given him (1456), and secure in the thought that Elektra is no longer a threat,

the tyrant allows himself a brief moment of exultation in his good fortune:

olyElv TVAaG dvuya xdvadeicvival

naowv Muxnvaiowov "Apyeiow 0° dpav,

g 1 TG aVUDV EARLCLY KEVAIG RAPOG

€&ipet’ avipog tobde, viv Op@v vexpov

otoa Séxmean vapd, undé xpog Biav

€pod xoAaoTO TPOOTVYLV $UOY) $pévac.
(1458-1463)

[ order you to open the gates and show

to all the Myceneans and Argives to see

so that if anyone of them was excited by empty hopes

before about this man, now seeing him a corpse,

he may accept my bridle and not by violence,

having met me as punisher, learn wisdom.
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These words convict Aigisthos not just of tyranny, but of hybris as well, for he
exploits Orestes’ death as a means of intimidation of the people. He supposes that, at
the sight of the corpse, the citizens will be so cowed that they will accept his “bridle”,
a striking metaphor that attests to his hybristic tyranny. Like Klytaimnestra, he exults
in the death of a man whom he sees as a political rival and takes it as an occasion to
celebrate his own good fortune. Elektra shows that she understands the proper
moment for feigned submission, and thus her obedient behaviour as part of the dolos
strategy helps achieve their moral and political freedom. Thus after Aigisthos reveals
his hybris, Elektra says:
Kai 5 eAeiton 1N’ Epov’ T yap xpovy

VoLV EGYOV, (JOTE CLPPEPELY 101G KpEiGOOOLV.
(1464-1465)

See, my part is being accomplished. In time
I have acquired sense, so as to serve the interests of the stronger.

Those who suppose that since the return of Orestes, Elektra has been increasingly
marginalised and her voice silenced, fail to acknowledge what an active part she takes
in the dolos stratagem. Previously a victim of it herself, she has now become an agent
of it, and it is her deceptive behaviour (along with the lie) which causes Aigisthos to
reveal his hybris.

Once Aigisthos sees the body publicly displayed, he dons a veil of hypocritical piety.
Unlike Klytaimnestra, Aigisthos understands the importance of maintaining at least

the appearance of piety:**

%5 Kells 1973: 227 in another distinctly odd reading, followed by no one, now assumes that Sophokles
wishes us to sce that Aigisthos is a rather decent fellow after all, capable of “generous emotions”. Kells’
strategy throughout his edition is to whitewash the characters of Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos in order
to blacken those of Orestes and Elektra. Kamerbeek 1974: 189 has a much more sensible reading of
these lines: Aigisthos is being hypocritical.
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o Zeo, 5é3opxa ¢doy’ dveu $86vou pév ov

RERTOKOG €1 &' Encon véueoig oV Adyw.

xaAdte rav xaAuup' ax’ 6¢Baludv, orug

70 CUYYEVES T0L KGX' El10D Bprivav Tixm. 661469
11466~

O Zeus, I see a vision that has fallen, not without the envy
of the gods; whether there is any nemesis in it I do not say.
Remove all covering from the eyes, so that

my relation may meet with laments from me.

Aigisthos supposes that he is looking upon the corpse of a man who has fallen from
some divine envy, but he refuses to speculate further whether there is some nemesis
at work. Nemesis, of course, would mean that Orestes’ death is deserved and while
Aigisthos’ use of the word seems to imply he would like to believe this, he refuses to
say it. Yet nemesis and phasma both take on an underlying significance when we
remember their earlier occurrences: phasma was used to describe Klytaimnestra’s
vision in her dream (501, 644) while Elektra invoked nemesis in response to her
mother’s hybristic reaction to the report of Orestes’ death.™ Although Aigisthos
does not realise this, he is looking upon what the meaning of Klytaimnestra’s dream
foretold and what the warning of the messenger rhésis was: the return of Orestes’ and
the downfall of Klytaimnestra. His reaction to the death of Orestes is as revealing as
Klytaimnestra’s. Her initial fear and momentary pang was easily quenched by a
much stronger desire to glory in her own success. Aigisthos initially exults, but then
in public assumes a mask of hypocritical piety. What should have provoked fear and
pity in both does neither, but becomes an occasion for celebration and joy,

behaviour that is hybristic.

When Aigisthos realises that he is speaking with Orestes, he recognises the
imminence of his death — 6AmAa & deiAanog (1482) — so he asks to speak briefly. As

%6 See the perceptive remarks of Kamerbeek 1974: 188-189 on these lines. He points out that ¢gopa
“has a ominious ring since it is often use of spectral appearance, vision in a dream, portent, omen.”
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she had denied Klytaimnestra’s claim for pity, now Elektra denies Aigisthos’ right to
speak:

un xépa Aéyewv €a,
npog Bedv, adeAdé, undé unxiverv Adyouc.

(1t ydp Bpotdv Gv oV xaxoic HERLYREVOV
Bvioxerv 6 uEAdav 10 xpovou képdog dépor; |
aAl’ i tdoTa KTEIVE, Kat KTavav Kpodeg
tagedory Ov T6v8' eixdg éon tuyxdvery,
GRORTOV NAV. (S Epoi 168 Gv Kaxdv
HOVOV YEVOLTO TV RAAaL AUTHPLOV.

Don’t let him speak at length

brother, by the gods.

[The one who is about to die would win what
benefit from time when mingled with misfortunes?|
But kill him as quickly as possible and having killed
him lay him out before the buriers whom

it is fitting for this man to meet as this would be
the only release for me of those ancient woes.

(1483-1490)

Elektra’s words have always sparked disagreement. For some, they mean that she
wishes his body to be thrown to dogs and birds, a grave violation of the rights of
burial.”” Others prefer to read the words as they stand, “having killed him, throw
him to the grave-diggers as he deserves” (1487-1488)."* To interpret tagedov as to
imply “dogs and birds” would need as support a specific denial of burial rites as in
Ajax and Antigone, but there is only a wish that Aigisthos receive what he deserves.*”
Indeed there is an open-endedness to her words which allows the audience to draw
its own conclusion as to the burial he deserves, but no explicit denial of rites comes

from Elektra.* Certainly the Chorus does not think that there is anything impious

7 Thus followed by Jebb 1907: 199; Kitto 1955: 136; Campbell 1969: 233; Kamerbeek 1974: 191; Seale
1981: 77.

% Bowra 1944: 254-55; Johansen 1964: 28 n. 34; Segal 1966: 520-521.

*® Gardiner 1986: 167 points out that in Ajax and Antigone there is a clear attempt to stop others
from burying the corpse, while Elektra does not forbid anyone. She further suggests that the words
could just as easily be taken to mean “his other relatives™ or even “anyone who cares to pick up the
body.”
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in her words, and this reaction is important, as the Chorus has never been silent on
any troublesome aspects of Elektra’s behaviour. Segal makes an important point

when he writes:

[Elektra] does not openly taunt Aegisthus with threats of dogs or birds,
but leaves the reference to his burial (or non-burial) so vague that it is

quite possible that she actually means to give his body proper care.*!

Moreover, as Segal rightly notes, she uses the verb np60ec, a word that is regularly
used to refer to the ritual laying out of a corpse.* There is, however, a certain
parallel with the matricide, for her “strike a second blow” seems to provide her with
the emotional satisfaction she needs which comes from being able to participate in
the punishment to some degree, a satisfaction which no impartial court of law could
ever provide. We get the sense that she needs to partake in Aigisthos’ punishment
too, but we should recognize that, just as after the matricide, there is no savouring of
the victory, no final taunting of Aigisthos: she simply wants him dead and out of her
sight. Moreover, as Elektra’s final words suggest, there is a kind of emotional release
for her in the killings of her mother and Aigisthos. Their deaths will be the
deliverance from her ancient woes, her Avtipiov tdv rdAar xaxdv (1489-1490).

Whether we are to forecast a bright or dark future for Elektra is not the point for

*© There is a reference in Pausanias (Book I1.XVL7) to the burial which Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos
actually received: KAvtonpwijotpa & érddn xai Aiyiofog SAiyov aratépa w0 tEigovs évrog 8é
axngiibnoav, évta Ayapéuvav e atrog Exerto kai oi ouv Exeiva ¢ovevbéves.

! Segal 1966: 520-521 does not think Elektra has “softened” in her attitude towards vengeance, but
he thinks there is a hint that “the revenge is perhaps not so fulfilling as she expected.” Although he
sees a “release” here, for him the whole play moves between life and death and the contradiction
inherent in the deed, necessary but grim and ultimately more tied to death than rebirth.

*2 Segal 1966: 521. He goes on to suggest that it would be odd for Elektra at this stage (especially in
light of her words to her mother) to be reticent about referring to the fate of Aigisthos’ body. Rather
she passes over it quickly with little emphasis and the whole force of the scene for Segal suggests that
Elektra wants the whole thing over with as quickly as possible.
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Sophokles;** rather, it is that the house has been saved, the tyrants killed, and justice
and order restored. Any speculations about a grim future for Orestes and Elektra
have the weakness of referring to something £€m 10 Spdpatoc. There is nothing to
suggest the moral or psychological fission of her psyche which we witness in
Euripides’ version. Instead, during the reunion scene, we see a woman whose
capacity for love far outweighs her capacity for hatred, a woman whose grief for her
brother is stronger than her desire for vengeance. After the killings, we see a woman
who does not exult in the death of her enemies, but desires only the liberation from

her sufferings. Significantly, Avmipuov is Elektra’s final word in the play.

Turning to the confrontation of Aigisthos and Orestes, we shall see a similar tension
between what is just but unheroic. According to dramatic conventions, Orestes
cannot kill Aigisthos on stage. Yet, rather than having the tyrant depart quietly to his
death, Sophokles draws attention to the fact that it is to take place inside the palace.
This drawn out scene in the final moments of the play is usually interpreted as the
poet’s way of alluding to future punishment for Orestes and Elektra. Winnington-
Ingram has argued that it refers specifically to the Furies pursuit of Orestes.* As
Stinton points out, such an interpretation completely alters the moral framework of
the play, an odd move for the poet at this stage of the game.*> Moreover, the Erinyes
in this play have been aligned with Orestes and Elektra and have been associated with

the punishment of adultery.> Elektra invokes them early on in the play (110-18)

* See remarks by March 1996: 81 who similarly suggests that this is a question which should not be
asked of the play. She argues that Sophokles deliberately ends the play before the mythical plot is
completed, i.e. before Aigisthos is killed.

3 Winnington-Ingram 1980: 205-247.
5 Stinton 1986: 84. See also the remarks of Gardiner 1986: 172 note 7.

6 As Scodel 1984: 84 and others point out, this is the only place where the Furies are specifically
associated with adultery.
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asking them (along with other gods) to send Orestes home; she describes her mother
as living with Aigisthos and not fearing any Erinys (276). The Chorus sings an ode
which links the Furies with deception and stealth that will come against the
adulterers (488-503). Orestes and Pylades (or perhaps Orestes and Elektra) are
imagined as twin Erinyes entering the house. The Furies are continually invoked in
the play, but they are associated with the punishment of adultery, not the spilling of
kindred blood. They are not opposed to Apollo; rather the underworld gods are
aligned with Olympian gods against those in the palace. Finally, the staging of the
final part of the play, as Taplin observes, seems to preclude any idea of exile, for it

ends with the entrance of Orestes inside the palace.*’

When we regard this scene in relation to the whole dramatic action, it seems to
confirm the moral reasoning established by the arguments of Elektra as well as the
oracle of Apollo. Aigisthos attempts three times to suggest that there is something
wrong with killing him. First is the question why, if the act is noble (kalon), should it
be committed in darkness:

11 &' &g dopoug Gyerg ue; ric, 108" el xakov

10UpYOV, OK6T0U S€1, KOV TPOYELPOG E1 KTAVELY;
(1493-149M)

Why do you lead me into the house? If this act is noble
why must it be in darkness, and you are not ready to kill me?

Orestes only replies that he must go to where he killed Agamemnon so that he will
die in the same place (1495-1496). The second question is a further attempt to suggest

that something is wrong with killing inside the palace:®

™7 Taplin 1983: 163 nevertheless still forecasts a dark future: “the stage topography seems
purposetully to reject exile; but the future of Orestes and Elektra within this ancestral palace does not
look bright either.”

% Those who take 1498 as hint of future ills for Orestes include: Sheppard 1927b: 164f; Alexanderson
1966: 95-7; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 226; Blundell 1989: 176-77. Johansen 1964: 29 discerns here
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AL o’ avayxn nivée v oV iSelv
1 t 6vta xai péAdova [lelomddv xaxd;
(1497-1498)
Al Isit necessary that this house see the
present and future evils of the Pelopids?

Orestes brushes this question aside by confirming his intention:

Or. 1 Y0Uv G" éyw) 0Ol PavTLG Eipt VS dxpoc
(1499)
Or.  Yoursatany rate: [ am a good prophet in this regard.

The tyrant’s third remark is an attempt to goad the young man by mocking his father
who could not forsee his own death. Orestes still refuses to be baited; when he forces
the tyrant to lead the way into the house and Aigisthos responds with a mocking “in

case [ escape?” we finally get an answer from Orestes:

un pév ovv xad’ ndoviyv

8avyic’ pvAdEon el pe it ool mxpov.

xpiiv &' evBUg elvan Tivde toic ndowv Sixmy,

oong Répa NPAocELY YE 1BV Vopwv OéAor,

XTEiVELY' 10 Yap TAVOUPYOV OUK GV AV TOAL.
(1503-1507)

No, so that you don’t die at your leisure:

I must take care that this is bitter for you

This should be the just punishment for everyone,

who wishes to act outside the laws, to die

for there would not be much villainy.

This rather odd scene at the end, which seems to delay needlessly the entrance into
the palace, is, as noted, thought to allude to future retribution. The extended

exchange, however, is quite necessary not only that we see the sharp contrast

“der tiefe Schatten von Ungewissheit iiber wahre Bedeutung und rechte Beurteilung der Rachetat.”
Against this view stand Owen 1927: 51-52; Bowra 1944: 257. Too many scholars interpret this vague
hint as if it must mean future punishment. Owen 1927: 50 points out that the phrase & ¥ évra xai
uéAdovta also occurs in Euripides (fon 7 and Helen 14) where there is no special emphasis on
uéAdovra which is tied closely to Gvra by the absence of a second definite article. Moreover, as Scodel
1984: 86 remarks, “the hints are hints along Aeschylean lines and the Oresteia has a happy ending to
long suffering.” See also remarks by Linforth 1963: 122-123 and March 1996: 76 n. 33. We should
remember that this vague hint is put into the mouth of Aigisthos, who facing death, would quite
naturally foretell evil consequences for his killer.
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between the behaviour of Aigisthos and Orestes, but the marked difference in the
young man himself** Immediately noticeable is his refusal to be drawn into any
debate with Aigisthos: he responds with only a few curts words until his final words
of the play. All his answers suggest caution and restraint, and he confines himself to
the terms laid down by the oracle. To Aigisthos’ question about the present and
future woes of Pelopids, Orestes focuses on the present woe of one Pelopid:
Aigisthos’ imminent death. His reference to being a good prophet in this regard
explicitly associates his punitive act with Apollo and his oracle which decreed a just
slaughter. The jibe about his father, designed to provoke Orestes into some sort of
quarrel, shows the tyrant’s nastiness in contrast to Orestes’ restraint. That even now,
facing impending death, Aigisthos acts with such “impudence” as Kamerbeek puts it,
only highlights his tyrannical hybris throwing into sharp relief Orestes’ greater

awareness of the nature of his deed.

If we remember at this point his initial perception of his deed, we see what a marked
difference there is in the behaviour of Orestes. Earlier Orestes had spoken about
falling upon his enemies in terms strikingly reminiscent of the Homeric hero:

dc kG’ Exauyd ticde Tis ¢riung Gro

dedopxot Exbpoig dotpov dig Aduyery én.

(65-66)
So I boast that I too from this report shall
shine forth still living as a star upon my enemies.

9 Alexanderson 1966: 96-97 points out that the quoted lines can be interpreted in 2 number of
different ways: (i) as referring to Aigisthos” impending death; (ii) future evils because of the killing of
Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos, either from the Furies or friends of Aigisthos; (iii) a broader significance
not directly connected to the slayings. He prefers a vague interpretation of vague words. Sophokies
raises the possibility of retribtion and then dismisses it.
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To vaunt as Orestes does here, is, as Segal remarks, “a dangerous thing to do in
Greek tragedy.”™ He goes on to point out that “Orestes’ simile recalls the baleful
stars of the lliad to which the warrior in his most murderous moment is
compared.™ Segal is correct to draw attention to these words and their resemblance
to those of the Iliadic hero, but what he fails to note is that this is Orestes’ initial
perception of his deed. Now faced with his enemy, there is no boasting and no
taunting words on his part: he takes no pleasure in the death of Aigisthos or in his
victory. The restrained atmosphere at the end of the play is largely due to the
sophrosyné displayed by Orestes who recognises the inappropriateness of boasting

over a defeated enemy.

That Orestes understands that the death of Aigisthos should be treated as just
punishment rather than a heroic deed worthy of kleos comes out even more plainly
in Orestes’ final speech. It is in this context that we should understand the reason for
Orestes’ demand that the tyrant be killed inside. Aigisthos cannot die xa8' \Sovijv,
that is, he cannot choose the manner in which he dies. His death must be bitter for
him, as Orestes says (1504), for it is a form of just punishment (ixnv 1505) rather

than an act of personal revenge (tiowg). Punishment is generally thought to embody

350 Segal 1966: 491.

! Segal 1966: 491 sees a dark shadow cast by Orestes’ words in that they also suggest “the return of
night from which he and his companions have emerged (“the black night of stars,” 19). The prologue
already contains in small the play’s large movement from light to darkness”. Segal, however, fails to
the stark contrast between the Orestes’ of the prologue and the Orestes of the exodos. The whole
point in the prologue is to suggest that there is something wrong with Orestes’ perception of the deed
in order that we may see a development in his character.

2 Sri Pathmanathan 1965: 12 in his study on death in Greek tragedy suggests that there are two
reasons for the killing of Aigisthos inside the palace: first, Orestes is aware of the appropriateness of
killing Aigisthos in the same spot in which Agamemnon was killed; second, “that a swift, clean death
is t0o good for Aegisthus. Orestes means to make him suffer up to the hilt.” He concludes that we are
left to imagine what this means. Orestes does say that it must be bitter (xuxpév) for him but this

should not be taken to mean torture or extended suffering in the way Pathmanathan’s words would
seem to imply.
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certain elements: it must be painful or unpleasant to the offender; it is done because
the offender has offended against the norms of society; and it should be carried out
by an independent and impartial authority.’® Revenge on the other hand is not
directed at the punishment of the offender but at the satisfaction of the victim
derived from the harm done to the offender; the source of authority is not the law or
any public institution but the subjective interpretation and beliefs of the victim. In
other words, revenge is generally personal and motivated by some sort of ill-will.
Orestes, however, carries out a just punishment and shows himself a dispassionate
agent of Apollo’s justice who acts in the interest of the polis. Aigisthos’ failure to
provoke Orestes shows that there is no personal animosity or hostility on the part of
Orestes. His punishment will benefit the xoivmvia roAitixt in that it serves as a
deterrence for all who wish to act, as Aigisthos did, beyond the laws (tépa tpdcoerv
v vopwv 1506). Orestes, now motivated by diké rather than glory and honour, has

Aigisthos’ death exemplify the fitting punishment for tyrannical navovpyia.

As to Aigisthos’ first question (if the €pyov Orestes is about to perform is xaAdv,
why must it be conducted in darkness?) we see that it touches upon the central
problem in the play: the tension between 16 aioypév and 10 Sixaiov. Orestes’
insistence that the punishment take place within the palace should be understood in
the light of this tension. Justice demands that Aigisthos be killed but the unheroic or
shameful nature of the deed demands that he be killed inside. In other words, this is

not an act which should be celebrated as a glorious or heroic deed, but an act, which,

%3 Aristotle draws the distinction between revenge and punishment in the Rhetoric 1369b12 in this
way: “Revenge and punishment are different things. Punishment is inflicted for the sake of the
pereson punished; revenge for that of the punisher, to satisfy his feelings.” See also MacKenzie 1981:
10-12; Nozick 1981: 366-370 for discussions on the distinction between revenge and punishment.
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for all its justice, is still not kalon.* By killing him inside, Orestes removes the death
from the public sphere, an acknowledgement that his dispatch should not be treated
in a celebratory fashion. When we remember how Aigisthos treated the ‘death’ of
Orestes, we see the sharp contrast in the behaviour of the two men. Aigisthos
ordered the gates of the palace to be opened so that all could look upon the body of
Orestes; in other words, Aigisthos uses the public exhibition of his corpse as a form
of intimidation and demonstration of his power. Orestes, on the other hand, proves
his s6phrosyné, the restraint and prudence he has learned. His awareness of the less
admirable aspect of his deed has him prevent it from becoming a public spectacle;

and so he keeps it out of the public eye.

The final words of the Chorus effectively sum up what Elektra and Orestes’ have won

through their actions — their freedom: **

'Q omépy’ "Atpéwx, i TOAMG XaBOV
ot édevlepiag pog EEnAbeg
i} VOV Opui} TEAEWOEV.

(1508-1510)
Offspring of Atreus, how, after suffering many things
you have come with difficulty to freedom,
by this day’s enterprise brought to the end.

** [ am in agreement with much of Stinton’s 1986: 84 argument which sees a similar tension within
an act which is just but shameful. He, however, has a slightly different perspective of the play. In his
words “the avengers are cheated of their triumph by the bitterness of success: all is not well within the
house.”

**The final words of the Chorus have sparked disagreement in regard to who precisely it is
addressing. Some argue that "QQ oxépy’ "Atpéax; refers exclusively to Elektra (Segal 1966: 530; March
1996: 78) while others prefer to render the words in plural form or more generally as ‘House of
Atreus’ (Jebb) or ‘race of Atreus’ (Grene). Schadewaldt renders it as “Same des Atreus”. Calder 1963:
215-216 who unfairly ridicules these transiations argues that Elektra remains onstage until 1510 and
then exits into the palace while the Chorus exit down the parodos. While March is correct to point out
that ‘freedom’ is more applicable to Elektra than Orestes, it would seem odd for the Chorus now to
exclude Orestes. Everything from the reunion onwards has pointed to the alliance between the two
siblings. It is only by their union that the two are able to achieve freedom. Like Kamerbeek 1974: 193
and others, [ take these lines to indicate the descendants of Atreus, both Orestes and Elektra, even
though Elektra is, no doubt, on stage alone.
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Against the desire of some critics who wish to remove these words from the play, on
the grounds that they are “intolerably flat™* or a meaningless tag which adds
nothing to the play, we should recognise that the Chorus’ words here are as
significant for what they do not say as for what they do. The unspeakable nature of
the deed has already been made evident as has its justice and the Chorus needs to say
no more about either. Like Orestes and Elektra who show no exultation in the deed,
the Chorus is neither jubilant nor triumphant but instead offers only a subdued
expression of what the siblings have won by their actions. The Chorus too recognises
that the killings are not something in which to rejoice. The last word of the play,
teAemBév suggests a finality to the action. That Sophokles ends the play before the
mythical plot is actually complete, that is, before the killing of Aigisthos actually
takes place, prevents any speculation as the future fates of Elektra and Orestes.
[nstead, the audience is left only to anticipate the death of the tyrant and the final

words of the Chorus confirm what it will bring ~ the restoration of freedom.

%6 Kamerbeek 1974: 192, for instance, thinks that the final “moralizing words form perhaps the lines
about whose absence in Sophocles’ works an admirer of the poet would mind least.” See also Johansen
1959: 152 n. 5 and Kells 1973: 231 who thinks that the final choral tag is generally meaningless and
trite. Yet Kamerbeek, like Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 77, can find no good reason to. There is
nothing in the syntax to suggest that they are spurious and as Lloyd-Jones and Wilson remark “there
is no strong objection to them on the score of style or language.”



Conclusion

Sophokles’ Elektra is an unusually difficult play, partly because of its deviation from
the traditional version of the myth, but chiefly because of its subtle treatment of the
vengeance as a phenomenon that is at once a dikaion and an aischron. One of the
main problems for commentators of this play has been how to understand
Sophokles’ presentation of the vengeance. The failure of the siblings to express the
doubt of their Aeschylean and Euripidean counterparts when it comes to carrying
out the matricide, and the absence of the Furies or any other element to suggest
future retribution or punishment have made it particularly difficult to detect the
attitude of the poet. In very general terms, critics fall into two opposing camps
according to how they have responded to and interpreted the apparent lack of moral
conflict. For the affirmative camp, there is no need for doubt, as the vengeance is a
clear-cut case of just retribution; while those of the pessimistic persuasion have
interpreted these same elements as part of Sophokles’ strategy of casting the whole
affair in a dubious light. The justifiers have a number of strong points in their
favour: the oracle seems to provide divine sanction of the vengeance; the tyranny and
crimes of Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos are emphasised to such a degree that there

seems to be little reason to doubt that their punishment is anything but warranted;
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and the overall movement of the plot is towards diké. These elements all support
their exegesis of the vengeance as an act of justice which in the end restores order
and makes freedom possible. Nevertheless, the affirmative reading fails to be
persuasive because it glosses over the darker aspects of the action: the recurring
emphasis on dolos, and the disquieting and disturbing features in the behaviour and
actions of the siblings. The refusal to give these elements the necessary weight in
their overall interpretation of the play renders their optimistic readings one-sided
and incomplete. It certainly does not do justice to Sophokles’ subtle and complex
treatment of the relationship of vengeance and justice. It is to the credit of the
pessimists to have forced the dark and disturbing features of the play into the centre
of the debate and thus given them the weight they deserve. In this respect the ironic
approach is a welcome antidote to and corrective of the unreflective optimism of the
affirmative reading. However, the ironists, in seizing upon the darker aspects, went
to the other extreme and turned them into a coherent pessimistic reading of the play
that is as one-sided and incomplete as that of the other camp. This had led to the
current dilemma in Sophoclean scholarship with regard to Elektra: two opposing
exegetical camps, each having captured an important truth about the play, but in
either case it was only a partial truth; and in this sense there seemed to be no way of
bridging them. The purpose of this thesis was to find a way to transcend this division

in Sophoclean scholarship.

The most striking feature in Sophokles treatment of the vengeance theme is the
apparently paradoxical union of aischron and dikaion, and related to this the union
of dolos and diké. The one-sidedness of both schools stems from their inability to
recognise that the two elements of these unions go together: the optimistic reading

glosses over aischron and dolos and the ironic interpretation has the aischron and
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dolos engulf and efface the dikaion and diké. Yet to understand the nature of a justice
whose vehicle is vengeance requires that we grasp the tension-laden union of both
pairs. Both sides in this respect suffer from a similar weakness: they fail to see the
connection between dolos and diké: the role of dolos in the pursuit of justice. Given
that the dolos is most pronounced when it is translated into the dramatic action in
the form of the messenger report of Orestes’ fictitious death, it is not surprising that
this rhésis was also the blind spot of Sophoclean scholarship. Second, both camps
share the view that Elektra turns altogether on the oikos and its ethics, and that the
polis and its civic ethics have no presence in this play. Yet the frequent use of ethical

terms, often with heavy political overtones, point to the weakness of this view.

The key element to the exegesis of this play is the understanding of the role of the
dolos and the aischron in the pursuit of a just vengeance; this necessitated that much
critical attention had to be paid to the messenger rhésis and the ethical concept of
aidbs. This, however, has resulted in the demonstration that dolos and diké, and the
aischron and the dikaion go together in the dramatic constellation of this play — not
by way of paradox, but by way of tension; and it is the oracle of Apollo and the civic
ethics of the polis which function to resolve these apparent paradoxes. The dolos
instigated by Apollo is not a blanket endorsement of deception but the sanction of a
dolos which will secure an endikos sphagé, hence the necessity for narrative and
rhetorical elaboration of the report of Orestes’ death by the paidagigos. The
behaviour of Elektra on the other hand, as aischron as it is, is sanctioned by the civic
ethical code of the polis in that it upholds the virtues of eusebeia and séphrosyné and
is in pursuit of a diké which will restore order and freedom to oikos and polis alike.
Thus in the first case, the dolos shows the operation of divine justice through the

agents of Apollo; and in the second case, the aischron in the conduct of Elektra is the
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vehicle through which the civic ethics of the polis are upheld. These two themes, the
dolos and the aischron, thus show the parallel movement of a divine and human
justice, the agents of which are finally brought together in the reunion scene.
Through the dramatic action of this play we are made to understand how inherently
discreditable acts such as the telling of a lie and the shameful conduct of Elektra can
be in certain constellations also understood as dikaion. In this fashion the moral
framework for the vengeance is laid and we are brought to the understanding of it as
an aischron act which is simultaneously dikaion. This study then has sought to
deepen and enrich the justifiers’ claim that the vengeance is an act of justice by
giving it the ethical support it requires; while at the same time acknowledging and
appropriating the strengths of the pessimistic exegesis which has shown the dubious
side of the vengeance. To understand Sophokles’ presentation of the vengeance

requires that we recognise both sides of its nature: the aischron and dikaion.

The final result of this thesis is essentially an affirmative reading of the play which is
made complete by integrating the insights and results of the ironic reading: the
understanding of how aischron and dikaion, dolos and diké cooperate in this play to
achieve order and freedom in family and polity without suppressing the natural
tension which exists between them. This is the achievement of Sophokles’ dramatic
art in this play: to sustain this difficult tension in the understanding of justice which
has to balance the often conflicting claims of polis and oikos and of the conflicting
loyalties of individuals which flow from their obligations as family-members and

citizens.
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