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Abstract 

Sophokles' Elekna has always bem considered one of the poet's most challenging and 
diffidt plays. Roughly e g ,  two schools of thought have ernerged from the mus of 
critical üterature devoted to i ts study: an affirmative approach whidi understands the 
vengeance as just retribution and a darker or ironic approach which sees the play 
designed to cast the deed and those who cany it out in a rnorally dubious light. 'lhis thesis 
is an attempt to go beyond this division. 

The key to the interpretatioa of this play is an understanding of the role of the dolos which 
Apollo's oracle presaiibes to Orestes in advising di& and of the way in which Eiektra's 
lamentation as resistance combines the diknion with the akhrm.  The seemingly 
paradoxical union of the opposed elements of ddos and dikê found in the oracle and 
dnmatically expresscd in the messenger rhesis, and the aiKhron and the dihion of 
Elektra's lamentation reflect the problematicai nature of an act which although just is dl 
inherently airchron. The dolos, sanctioned by the o d e ,  shows the operation of divine 
justice carrieci out by the agents of Apollo; whüe Elektra's conduct, dthough aisdrron, is at 
the same time an expression of aidds informed by the civic ethics of the polis. These two 
themes. the dolus and the aisdrm, represent the parallel movement of a divine and 
human justice, the agents of which are finaiiy reunited in the recognition scene. The 
moral hamework for the vengeance is established by these two thernes; in the end, we are 
brought to undustand t as an act which for d its dikg is still aisdtron. 

This thesis is thus essentidy an affirmative reading of the play made complete by 
intepting the insights and r d t s  of the ironic rading. The aixhrm and dihion and the 
dolos and di&! conspire to restore order and fieedom to the family and polity. The 
originaiity of Sophokles' dramatisation of the Orestes legend ües in his ability to sustain 
the dramatic tension between the dihion and the aischron in the presentation of the 
vengeance, a deed which itself rdects the difficuities of a justice which has to baiance the 
conflicting daims of polis and oikos and the contlicthg loyalties of the individual which 
stem fiom tbeir obligations as fiudy-memben and citizens. 
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Introduction 

Sophokles' EIektra 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 bais 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 fikh 

century, the killing of Klytaimnestra by Orestes was an element so integral to the 

story that it would be impossible for a pet  to change or omit it. As Aristotle says, 

Orestes always blls Klytaimnestra ( ~53b22-26). And so he does in SophoWes* play. 

However* in one respect, it represents a dtash'c departure from the &os of the myth, 

which has rendered it the rnost controversial and dificult play to interpret.' 

Aithough Sophokîes* play can hardly be said to ignore the matricide, many critics 

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

Only smdl fregnentr remain of Steisodioros' leiyhy two bock aeatment of the Omaia Pindar 
treaîs the myth in PyIhiun 11: Hesiod a h  mentions the story in his CatalogueofWonren 13-30. 
' For an oveMew of the &ous treatments of this Iegend, see jebb 1907: Ur-LM: Kafnehcdr 197k 1 - 
8; Garvie 1986: Ü-mri; Mardi 1987: 99-1 M; EaJtcrling 1989 10-16; Gantz 1993: 676-686. S n  
Md)onald 1994103-126 for a cornparison of Sophokics* play and latcr opcratic treaûnents, The 
qtlcstion whether Sophocfcs' or Eurîpides' Ekkm was t'ust W one which will not be addrcssed in tbis 
thesis. For différent vicws on the vuratioi~s question of the date8 of these two pIays, se Jcbb: iiÏ-lviii; 
Owen 1936: 145-157; Denniston 1939 rrriii-rrrir; Whitman 1951: 51-55; Daie 1%9= 227429; 
Kamerbeek 1974 5-7; Winnhgton-Ingram 1980: 342-343. 



introduction l 2 

... in this version of the kgend - and this version alone - there is no hint 
that any M e r  suffering lies in store for the matricides,, . .Ruthies and 
remorseles, [Elektm and Orestes] have, quite lïterally, got away with 
murder - and they presuxuably üved happily ever after.) 

In this respect, the existence of Aischylos' &est& and Euripides' Elekna have 

accentuated the problematical nature of Sophokles' tragedy: neither author 

downplays the horror or criminality of the deed so that we are left wkh 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 dl mention 

of the matriade? Whether he was working fiom a different tradition or was aware of 

the killing of Klytaimnestra but simply chose to ignore it, is uncertain, but cleariy 

matricide does not fit in with his portrayai of  Orestes' revenge as a heroic deed 

worthy of everlarting g1ory.l 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 Odysq, but is referred to intermittentiy, with the House of Atreus 

operating as a contrasting pardel to Odysseus and his family.' It is first alluded to in 

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

E m s  1984: 147. 
There is no uplicit mention of how I0ytaimnestn met ber end lnstead we have the ratha elusive 

conunent that ;ifta Orestes IUlIed )rigisthos, he cclcbrated both thar h t h s =  6 tat O w o ~ i v o ~  ôaiw 
~ ~ @ v ' @ ' Y E ~ ~ v  pq..tpeS oE V E Q ~  K& dVdA~tw A~*&XQ (3309-10). 
' G ~ M C  1986: xii mentions thtee p m i ü i t i e  that there is a single tradition and Homer supprases 
daails immatm*d to his purpose; that hc actually invents d a a s  to suit his purpose; that bey wcrc 
diffuent versions of the Iqpd availabk and Homa simply charna to suit his parpose 
Tht lqaid ofOrata Y r d i  to a n m k r  of tima in the Odys~y= ~JS«. 298-302; 3.193-8. ~ i - L  

256-75,303-10; 492,51654R 11.42844.452-3; 23.383; 2497,199-201, 



Aigisthos' fate serves to ülustnte Zeus' theodicy: man is responsible for suffering 

beyond his due and cannot blarne the gods for it.' Aigisthos, who was wafned by the 

gods not to Ml Agamemnon and rnarry Klytaimnestra, persisted in his "recldess 

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 mode1 of heroic action and mial 

devotion in an effort to stimulate Tdemachos 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 corne, men may praise you" ( 1.298-302). Later 

Teiemachos hears the story fiom 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 hinctions for Telemachos as a paradigrn of heroic action and proper 

behaviour befitting a son. Throughout the epic the act is presented in a morally 

unambiguous Fdshion and its purpose is plain: just as Orestes avenged his father's 

murder and won glory and fime, 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? 

Whiît Homec f ids  to mention for the sake of representing Orestes' vengeance as 

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

For -dia on how the lcgend of Orestes ïs mwd by Homer, sec D ' A m  and Hdey 1% 207-213; 
Coufd 1983: 32-43 Aiden 1987: 129-137, 

It is also relateci by the ghost of Agamannon to Odysew duMg his trip to the Undaworld in Badc 
t 1 (4234% and 451453) but kt the revenge of Orestes is not mentioncd for the obvions reasan that 
Agamemnon dacs not know the outcorne of the story. 

When we consider die fimdon of die Omcào story as a mythologicai parailcl. his dence is not 
surpris@ fbr the matrKidt is an issue completdy Wevant for ûdysseus aad his fgmiiy. Mentionhg 
it would destroy the parallds be wîshes to draw bcnvten manbers of the two M e s ,  as Teianachos 
can h d y  wui fame as Orestes did by killùig his mothcr, Pcndapc. More to the point, matricide is 
not a hemic deeâ, worîhy of &os. 



revenge justice. RecogmCsing that the tragic essence of the story lies in the matricide, 

the dmnatists make it the central issue. In the Oresteio, Aischylos focuses on the 

contlicting rights of competing daims to justice with the matriade presenteâ as a 

necessary link in the chah of events which leads to the establishment of a public 

form of justice based upon rational law. As necessary and justifieci as it is, Aischylos 

does not shy away fiom showing the horror and the d n a i  nature of the matricide. 

Despite the convergence of divine command, Mial obligation, and his own wish to 

redaim his patrimony, Orestes still hesitates when the moment cornes. Urged on by 

the reminder of Apolio's words, Orestes bnngs him~elf to kill his mother, but he is 

hlly aware that the justice which he extracts is at the same time a crime: "You kiiled 

whom you should notm, he t a s  his mother, *now suffer what you should notn (930). 

The Furies' pursuit of Orestes bring home the full horror of the crime and it 

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

Euripides takes a radcdly different approach to the legend with his portrayal of the 

matricide as an a a  of brutal violence. We see the biubaric nature of the whok affair 

through the psychologidy devastating effkt 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 sud, an order. '[Klytaimnestra'sl 

punishment is just - but you did not work in justice*, the Dirouri tell Orestes; "as 

for Apollo ... he is wîse but he gave you unwise bidding" (12441246). For one poet, 

the pmbiematic nature of the vengeance gives rise to the formation of a new type of 

justice: the public justice of the Mis; for the other, the vengeance snms only to 

suggest its moral impossiiiüf)r, both poets require divinities to absolve Orestes and 

n e k  is indifferent to the m o d y  tepellent nature of the matricide nor are their 

characters unawate of the criminality of their action. 
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In S o p h o k '  Ekktru, however, no divinity a p p s  on stage to effect a resolution, 

the urpücit 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 giory by kiUing his enemies; mother and daughter hurl 

charges of shamehil behaviour at one another; everyone daims to be acting in 

accordance with justice and no one mentions the matriade. The failure of Sophokles 

to bring about a dear resolution as Aischylos does, or condemn the deed outright, as 

Euripides does, is largely the cause of the controvertiy surrounding the play. Scholars 

have yet to corne to an agreement over how precidy we are to understand the pet'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' EIekhu is almost universally admired for its flawless dramatic structure 

and its exquisite technique, but its intense emotionalism and arnbiguous ending 

ofien Ieave readers puzzied and dist~rbed.~~ Grene reflects the sometimes ambivalent 

response of critics to this play when he writes that "Electru is perhaps the best- 

constructecl and most unpieasant play that Sophodes wrote."ll It has generated such 

disparate responses and widely divergent interpretations that i t  has acquired the 

dubious status o f  a 'problem play"." Commentators cannot even agree on the 

" Whitman 1951: 152 d c d  the play the "geat aiigman; KYoccbeek 197k viii admitteci a c a p i n  
d i m e  for the play in his commentary. More recentiy Zak 1995: 208 in his book on Sophok  
confesses to being 'baffleâD by i~ 
I' G m e  1952 124, 
" Sdicin 1982: 69-80 entities hir artide on the play 'Aphodean ProMan Play". 



overall mood of the play. whüe one ends the pervading tone rdentlessly sombre and 

dark, anotha thinLs it cheeMy bn'ght and optimistic. Woodard may daim that 

Ele&a offers unitics fewer toeholds*13 than any other Sophodean play, but judging 

fiom the range of interpretations it has generated, it would seem that it offers too 

many interpretative iwhokls. 

One persistent problem has continually dogged scholarship, retlected in the main 

interpretative approaches to this play: Sophokles7 presentation of the vengeance. 

Some have placed the poet beside Ho mer in glotifjing it as a heroic deed desenring 

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 banknipt killers. 

Others have attempted to side-step the whole issue of the matricide, either by 

identifying themes which apnscend this question or by arguing that the true focus of 

the play is not the kiiling of Klytaimnestra. but the character of Elektra. A simple, 

although mde division, however, o n  be made between two large interpretative 

camps: one with an "optimistic" or ua%nnative" reading which sees vengeance as 

unproblematical, and another with a "pesimistic" 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 al1 

scholvship on this play has defined itseif solely in relationship to the matricidcL4 

-- - -- - - . . . -- - . - - - 

i3 Woodard 1961.163. 
" Ws 1973: 2-5 divides schdsnhip into tbree main groups which he designates the unorai, the 
justificatory, and the ironic. 1 have &osen the widcr caîegories of 'optimistic* and 'pessimistic* 
which lcave us fice to make more r&cd distinctions witftin each gronp. 
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Those who offer an affimative reading of this tragedy typicaily see the vengeance as 

a clear-cut case of just retriiution but do so with different arguments." Earlier 

rholars, such as Jebb, saw the drama as a retum to the story as it appean in the 

Odys~ey.~~ Sophokles is unconcerned with the deeper moral or ethical issues rajsed by 

the demand L r  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, monlising 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. Othen, while not explicitly adopting a Homeric framework, agree that 

- 

'' Those with an aairrnative reading indude Owen 1927: 51-523 Webster 1936: Bowra 1944: 212-260; 
Whitman 19%: 149- 171; Adams, 1957: 59-59-80; Linforth 1963: 89-126; Woodard 1964: 163-205 and 
1965: 195-233; AIexandctson 1 966: 79-98; Waldock 1966: 1 69- 195; Musudo t 967: 94: 108; Stevens 
1978: 11-20: Szelzd 1981: 1-21: Gardiner f986:139-175; March 1982 99-170 and 1996: 65-81; 
Bumett 1998: 1 19- 141. These critics al1 argue, dbeit with diffcrent emphases, that Sophokies justities 
the d d .  Some of these are spaifjc responses to the ironic reading of ttie play (Alexanderson, Stevens, 
and Szelzak). Alexanderson's treatment is a responde to lohanm 1964.3-32; whae he admits that 
EIektra is not a u ~ t a i n l ~ w  hcroine, he argues that ha behaviour is justifieci. Stewns ako attacks the 
ùonic intcrprctation on a numbcr of points but ad& nothing realiy new to the debate. Szeizaic in his 
attadr on the ironic readùig of the play makes a auruber of good points about Sophodean irony. For 
him, Ores ta and Elektra are foliowing conventionai Grtek morality in 'hd ping frienddharming 
aiemies". Of the more rcccnt treatments, Gardiner in her snidy of the Sophoclcan Chorus is critical 
of the psychological reading of the play, in wcuiar, of Eiektra's charzacr. For her, Sopholdes is 
c o n c d  to show, contrary to conventional bclief, that a fmiale couid take part in such an a a  and 
not be a monster. According to this view, Elektm remains in the a d  innocult of any wrongdoing, for 
tragic circumstances have forced her to such a position. This thune, Gardiner argues, is evident in 
Sophokles' othcr phys which aiî show aimes cornmitteci ander "rcasonable, hwnanly understandable 
circumstances, sucb as ignorance despuation, or even moral conviction." Mardi who examines the 
treatment of the myth in literature a d ,  more recently, focuses on the Chorus Î n  the play, offers for 
the most part a restatemat of the m a l  justificatory position. Buniett in h a  recent study on rcvenge 
argues that the d d  of Klytaimncstra is pccsented exdusiveiy as the dceâ of Apollo. For her, the 
association of the deed with the god as w d  as the nanion scene funaion to dimhkh the impact of 
tht matricide The play ends in success and the spectator is made to fcd that order and piety are 
restored. 
l6 Jebb 1907: xl-dii Dennbton 1939: m v - n v  also sees the moral issue of the matriade ignorai: 
'Sophodes chose to treat his thme objectivdy, Homerically, archaidy, delibaatcly shelving the 
moral issue, content uith giving his audience a stùring play, lit up by the strcngth and tendemess of 
his beroine's chacactc~.~ Whitman 1951: 149-174 argues that the tragic focus of the play is not the 
matriade, wbich is assumai to be juJt and thus inadentai, but the centrai charactcr of Elcktra. 
Whitman sees a vindication of hcr through the concentration on her heroic endurance and moral 
integrity. 



Sophokles is uninterested in the moral and ethical issues raised by the act. Thus 

while it can hardly be said ba t  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."l7 Not oniy are we not horrified by the killing of 

Klytairnnestra, but we fully sympathise with the killers. Of course, without any 

conflict in the play, moral or othenvise, Waldock is forced to conclude that Elekha is 

'not a great tragedy ... not even (in a deep way) a tragedy."lThere are many who 

would dispute such a conclusion, but some have seen the 'amoral' approach as the 

solution to the drama's apparent indifkence to the matricide. Sopholdes 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 tennr19 

Few have been convinced by interpretations which minimize or eliminate the ethical 

pmblems of the vengeance as the readings of Jebb and Waldock do. The 'Horneric' 

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 himpelf admitted, for an audience who 

was famfiiar with the ûresteia, it would appear to have failed to reach a "true 

concl~s ion.~  Moreover, the instant that Apollo is introduced into the tragedy, the 

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

" W d d d  1966: 186 and 178. 
'' Waldock 1966.195. For him. the play is best summed up by the 0 t h  quoted paraphrase of Wegd 
that E l e h  is a combination of "matricide and happy spirits* (p. 174 n. 1). 
l9 MusurilIo 1967: 94-108 Y anotha who thù*s that the moral issues are obrcnred and diminished by 
the f i  on Elektm. The main confikt for h h  is the antagonian between mother and daughter. For 
him, ihc play shows the ad-on of Qytaimestra and the p w t h  and gioritication of Eîectran (p. 
95). 0th- have a h  argued that the mat"ade fàiis outside the central focus of the play, some in an 
affirmative reading (Whitman and Wdard);  othcrs in a dark reading (Sepl and lohansen). 

febb 1907: di. 
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beliefs of his time in seeing the vengeance demanded by the murderd man and 

justified by the condua 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. nie gods approve and human justice demands it."" 

Although Bowra has not been foollowed on every point, many have endorsed the 

overall tenor of his argument? Genecally, 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 portrayeci as an adulteress as well as 

murdereress, and a p i q p  apfisoop to boot. Agahst her criminaiity stands the Chorus 

of kind and sympathetic women, and Elektra, a mode1 of heroic endurance and 

forbearance, faithhl to the memory of her dead father and loyal to the cause o f  

Orestes. While a few do concede that Elektra's grief appears excessive and her 

condua to some extent objectionable, they argue that it is justified by the 

circumstances. Any l ingering 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. Elektn's despair on the otha hand attats to the depth of her grief while 

her decision to undertake the killing of Aigisthos reveals her heroic character and 

detemination. Matricide is never mentioned and any reference to killing is left in 

the vaguest of  terrns or refers solely to Aigisthos. There is no dramatic confrontation 

between mother and son which might draw attention to the moral problem of kin- 

kiUing. Instead, Klytaimnestra is swifiiy dispatched inside the palace and al1 the 

attention in the final part of the play hlls upon Aigisthos, who diroughout has been 

" Bowra 1 9 M  229, 
'3Sec note 15 above. 
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cast in the role ofa tyrant. The reversal in the order of the W i n g  downplays the 

matricide, making the appearice 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 fieedorn and a last the chain of violence haunting this 

house hiis come to an end. The criminals have been punished; justice has been 

restored, and nothing suggests corning retriiution or anything other than a bright 

and prosperous hiture 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 Wektra. This is an effixtive strategy as f b  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 Iegitimacy that Aischylos granted his Klytaimnestra and 

according her none of the sympathetic qualities of Euripides', Sophokles gives us 

linle reason to think that her death is anything but justifid. Aigisthos* on the other 

hand, despite Kells' bizarre assertion tbat he is a rather "decent" chap after all, is 

never show as anything but a villainous tyrant." In this respect. Bowra and othen 

are surely rÏght to argue that KIytaimnestra and Aigisthos are pomayed as binais 

and that justice demands their punishment. 

Whüe this approach satisfies our sense of justice with respect to the knlings of 

Klytaimnestra and Aigishios, it is radier les  conwicing in its tceatment of the two 
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siblings who cany out the killhgs. This ha  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 condua of the tyrants 

and that of Elektra and Orestes. Both mother and son are wiiing to employ dolos in 

an effort to achieve their airns, and both see the death of the other as a personal gain. 

Equally significant is Elektra's own admissions of shamefùl behaviour to both the 

Chorus and her rnother, an important feature ofien ignored or downplayed by the 

optimists. Yet the personai nature of the quarrel between mother and daughter with 

the mutual accusations of shamelessness suggests a certain parallel betwen the two 

women md raises the issue of a shared p h w .  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 vdidity of their readings? As a number of commentaton have observed, the use 

of deceit and trickery is behaviour not so very different fiom 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 

seerns specifically designecl to awaken us to the disturbing nature of the killing, when 

Orestes insists that it must take place inside the palace. Ali these elements seem to 

militate against the view that this is a clear-cut case of just retnbution. In ending the 

play in violence, Sophokles seems to stop short of Mly 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 adhennts, its prominence has been on the decline for a 
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nurnber of years, and only few aitics currently hold a view which sees the vengeance 

as unproblematicai? 

Over the last several decades, there has been a gradual shifi in scholanhip towatds 

seeing the play as a much more critical treatment of the vengeance-Wling than was 

previously acknowledged. If any approach could be said to dorninate current 

sdiolarship, it would be, in most general terms, one which emphasises the darker 

aspects of the vengeance? Scholan who adopt this approach see the tragedy as king 

designed to raise questions and doubts about either the justice of the vengeance 

andlor the moral charader of its agents. Generally they adopt an ironic reading of 

the play, but two clear positions are discernible here: the vengeance is just but 

shamehl or harmhl in some fashion; the vengeance is both unjust and harmhl. The 

ext reme position that the play expresses a clear disap proval of the matricide was first 

arged by Sheppard in the 1920's and later resumed by Kells. Wanting to rescue 

Sophokles fiom the charge of moral obtusenes 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 Burnctt 1998: 119-141. 
* Those who have a dark or ironic rding of die play hcludc Sheppard 1918: 80-83; 1927: 2-9 and 
163-5; johansen 1964: 3-32; !kgid 1%6: 473-545 and 1981: 249-29 1; Minadeo 1967: 1 14-42 and 1994; 
G& 19n: 106-130: KcIIs 1973; Kamtrbeek 1974; Wbnington-Ingrant 1980: 217-247: Sdiein 1982: 
69-80: Sale L 9 n  56-83; Mord 1985: 315-323; BlundeU L989: 149-183; Kiouiger 1991: 298-327; 
Cairn 199 1: 19-30 and 1993: 24 1-249; Hartigan 19%: 82-1 00; Rehm 1996: 49-59; Wger 1996 93- 
106. 
?" Sheppard 1918: 80-83, L927z 2-9 and 1927b: 163-65 mr raponding in part to critics nich as 
Schlcgei who saw in the pIay a 'heavcnly scrmity" and Jebb's who saw the matricide 'sîmply IaudabIe 
and therdore t'in#. Sheppard 1927% 2-3 is rigbdy aiticai of die Homeric reading, pointing out that 
"in the Odyssey thcre is no o d e  and thedore no religiotts problem: no Ele!ctra, and theretbre no 
ttagedy of EIectm no matnade, and thcfcfore nothing rdcvant to our enquiryirvD He is aiso criticai of 
K ; i i M s  view (a position mort or las foltowed by Whitman) that the play markcd the "triumph of  
EIectra's loydty to God's just wifl.* This for Sheppard is tantamount to mllring SophioWes guilty of 
Murray's accusation of "mord bluntness' (Murray 1956: 239). Yet to assume irony when it is not 
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specifically Orestes' question of how b a t  to avenge his hther'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 aU the more swihly. 

Sheppard pointed to other places in the play, which he thought also ust the deed in 

a dubious light, most notably the ending where Aigisthos is led off to be kUed 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 mords and willing to employ any means of deception for gain 

and profit; whiie Efektra, although a much more sympathetic character, emerges as 

psychologically damaged by years of hatred and suffering. The messenger's rhesis has 

an enormous effect in the ethopoiia of the play: it reveals Klytaimnestra as 

sympathetic and hm-broken rnother; and has EIektra, ovenvhelmed by grief, move 

gradually toward madness, feverishly imagining herseif as a tyrant-slayer first and 

then, in her delirium, seeing her dead father rise fiom the grave. In the end, she 

succumbs to her vengehlnes becoming a hry that drives Orestes on to the IciUing of 

their mother. In an act of cold-blooded murder, he brutally slays his p'ef-stricken 

mother. Kell's interpretation turns the whole play into "a continuous exercise in 

dramatic irony" so that Orestes and Elektra d e r  than Aigisthos and Klytaimnestn 

are condemned in the end as the v i i i n s  of the piece? 

-Lat is dwys a rislry =%&;il prattiuz rezding between the Lines, as Sheppard has done, d e s  it 
evai riskier. 
" KcIIs 1973: 1-12. 
30 Kdls 1973: 11. 
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Although criticid in detail. Sheppard's overall approach has been enormously 

influentid." Tbus, while many have distanced thernseives fiom 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 disnirbing elements of the play, 

which, for many, were simply too prevalent to be ignored or explained away as the 

justifien 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 

desmaive form of justice. camed out in a dubious fashion, and driven by 

questionable motives. This more moderate ironic approach is the impenis behind 

many Eurrent readings, which despite their diversity in perspectives, reach 

remarkably similar conclusions. Blundeil, for instance) reads the play in ternis of the 

ethical code of 'helping frKnds and harming enemies', in order to explore the moral 

questions raised by character and conduct of the offspring. Both mother and 

daughter are gnilty 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 tbat is as reprehensible as that of his mother and his 

moraily questionable use of dolos is, for Blundell, just "another of those self- 

perpetuating e d s  that are only made 'right' in some sense by the tali~."~* The 

matricide may be justifieci by the law oftulw, but it is a "@m and problematic form 

" Mimy commentou>rs, regardas of theu intecpretation. have strongly disagrced with Sheppard's 
and Kells' interpretation of the omde For ÉritiaSms, see Bowra 1944: 215-218; Johansen 1961: 9; 
Scgal 1%6: 475; Geliie i 9 n  107; Erbse 1978: 284-300; Stevens 1978: 11 1-120; Horsley 1980: 20-21; 
HM- 198 1 : 15-25. 
' Blmddl1989: 174. Orestes' bchavioar in thir play has o h  kcn jadged in a highiy aiticil üght 
Hc has bcai a c d  of evaything h m  unha& bcbaviour to sop6istry to a cdd-bloodcd amoraiïty. 
For r e m a h  regardhg Oresîes, sœ Kirltwood 19S8J42 Segai 1966: 5lO-Sll and 1981: 253; 
Kds 1973: 6-12; Hotsl y 1980: 21; Seale 198& 57; Sdieb 1982.72-79; Ewan 1984 :147 Grote 1988: 
209-221; Blunddl1989: 173, !3œ also note 69 bdow. 
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of justice."" Cahs, studying the play fiom the perspective of a& detects a similar 

patten in the mutual recriminations between mother and daughter which reflect the 

continuing cycle of violent retniution haunting the House of Atreus. He, î l e  

BlundeU, sees an emphasis on the shared physis between mother and daughter: they 

accuse one another of lacking uidôs; both are preoccupied with their persona1 

honour; and in the end the character and conduct of Elektra is exposed as the image 

of her rnother'~.~ 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 thern, 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 destrop its agents in the process. 

Others seeing the vengeance as les central to the play have concentrated either on 

illaminating themes that transcend the dramatic action or on the central figure of 

Elektra. Sepl, for instance, sees the play shifiing between the polarities of appearance 

and reality; life and death; love and hate?5 While the polarization is seemingly 

resolved in the end, it cornes at a certain cost, for "something has been lost in the 

strain of deaths and rebirths io which the main charaders have been ~bjected."~ 

j3 Blundd 1989: L M ;  Nonh 1%6 in her midy on sdphtosynt sees in ELdctra's rejection of Saphsp i !  
Maviour which makes her like her mothcr; M o r d  1985: 3 i5-323 in bis anaiysis of the ritual action 
of the play sees Elektra's use of ritual as pewerted as that of Kiytaimncstra. Others who have drawn 
attention ta similan'ties h e m  Elektra and her mottier indude Johansen 1961: If; Segal 1966 525- 
526; W~inington-Ingrarn 1980: 246. 
'I Cairns 1993: 24 1-249. 
" Others have simiiarly seai the play in ternis of a shiW bmweea positive and negative Mion, renüty 
and inusion, truth and lies, life and deah and so o n  Woodard 1964: 163-205 and 1965: 195-233 
suggests that EIektra and Orestes rcpresent a division b e t w n  logos and crg4n, d e  and fernale, the 
passivity of thonght and feeling as opposed to the activity of dceds aad facts. For Woodard, however, 
there is reconciliation between the these two pmriousiy op@ eiements. Most, howcver, take a view 
simiIar to Segai as dcns Hartjgan 1993: 83-200, 
YSe@1966e482. 
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For Segal, the play shows the destruction of a chamer once capable of love. 

Johansen, on the other hand, approacha the tragedy in tenns of a conflict between 

i o  Gitca~ov and rO a ïqov .  For him, the true tragic eiement in the play is not the 

matricide, but Elelma's sense of her own degradation that results fiom years of 

suRering and hatred. She does what is right, but suffers the consequences in the 

damage to her persondity or sod; justice has its price and the cost for Elektra is the 

l o s  of her personalityi For him in the end, "als letzte Folge des gotdichen 

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 corning at 

the cost of Eleictra's *identity."" For all these &tics, the tmgedy of the play tesides in 

'7 lohpwen 1%4: 31 writes: %ber Eicku;r opfert ihre Pen6nlidiLeii." For criticisms of his argument. 
see Alexanderson 1966: 79-98 who explains E I M s  moral degradation (Johansen's fOcus) as shame 
at her undignitied bchiwiour and conduct generally unsuiteci to a woman, especidy one of Elektra's 
elevated statu .  Unlike Johansen. Aiexandersan sees no moral breakdoun; the vengeance Orestes 
exacts is unprobiematic and if Sophokies had a problua with th& actions, he kept it to himsclf. See 
also McDevitt 1983: 3-4 who criticiscs the 'achievement-cost disparity" of lahansen's reaâing. The 
Sophdean heroine, McDevitt argues, does not usually samCI1fice her moral standards in order to yield 
to external demands, but ratber the reverse. Shc refwes to give into to external demands for an 
intemal mord prinàple. 
Y Johansen 1964: 32. Kamerbak 1974 in his cornmentary endorse the reading of Johuirai. 
fl Schcin 1982: 69-80 acknowiedges his debt to die reading of Johansen and Segl. 
" Schcin 1982: 79. 
%fore rmntly, there have ktn attanpts to treat the piay more in rems of 'thcaaicaiity' or m n  
'metatfieatre'. Kitzinger 1991: 29û-327 a p p r d e s  it as a "theatrical scrip~that taks into arcount the 
way mcaning is crcated on stagew; yct. she still sees a serious m o d  purpose For fier the play ends in 
darkness and obscurity with the questions raid by human action left unanswaed. Batchelder 1995 
on the otha hand mdr it as a sdf-nfereniial drama. which cefers to itsdf not just as Sophodaa 
h a  but to die ttieatre iW, and more particularfy, the 'Statc Theater of Athens." She argues tbat 
the sed of Orestes represcnts uot only a vîsibk sign of his authority as head of the state, but his 
control of the whale drama The play condudes by showhg the rival dramatists, Aigisthos and 
Orestes, cornpethg for dramatic and poetic control. Eünger 19%: 93400 aiso attcmpts a 
metatheatricai reading of  Ekbu For hh, the empty urn is the centrai metaphor of the play. Its 
emptiness is reflKtcd in the characten' and words and culminates in the emptiness of 
EIdara's status as a tragic ho. For Ringer, the play ' s a n s  to question the d v a i  of tragic drama 
and mayùe ~MII the dture hich  had fostcnd kW Set note 307 Wow. 
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the moral or psychologid destruction of the central character; however just the 

vengeance may be, it has corne 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 
4 

needed attention to elements 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' concem for glory and Elektra's admissions of shame highlight the more 

dubious aspects of their rationale and condua. 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 o h  daim it is. At no point does the matricide or the killing of Aigisthos 

ever seem to be portrayed in an unambiguous fishion; both Elektra's words mîaov. 

ei dkverç. 8inAi(v (1415) and Aigisthos' rehsal to go quietly (1493-1503) seem 

designed precisely to suggest something remains disturbing about the whole 

enterprise. Neither siiling seems to escape unscathed or untamished by the affair. 

These ironic reading however, are fraught with problems. lronic interpretation is a 

delicate and risky exegeticai tool which one should use with circumspection and 

restraint; otherwise it passes, as it doa in Sheppard's and especiaily KeWs extremist 

versions of the ironic reading of E l e h a ,  into what Fraenkel has aptly called "the 

magic wand of irony'"? it discovers irony behind every bu& and under every stone 

Fraenkel 1950: 791 More detaiied ciiticisms of the reading of K d l s  and Sheppard will be found 
below within in the conte- of my argument 
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and has us r a d  ironic undertones and sinister foreboding into lines which are at 

most ambiguous, o h  bidding us ignore the obvious meaning of a passage in fàvour 

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 extrema of unqualified justification or complete condernnation. 

In this respect, it recognises a moral complexity in the play ohen absent in the 

affirmative reading, without relying on the "magic wand of irony" as KeUs and 

Sheppard do; yet they too have their problems. The position of BlundeU 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 fuedly on the 

reprehensible aspects of the condua 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 exdusion of others. In concentrathg on exposing the similarities between 

mother and offspring, they ignore the way in which Sophokles distinguishes Eiektra 

and Orestes fiom Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos. Johansen and Segal on the other 

hand corne dosest to smlring 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 diknion and the aixha. With the shifi in emphasis from the 

matricide to the destruction of the central character, howewr, the balance is lost, and 

the scale cornes d o m  solidly on the dark side of death, hate, and the aiuhron; 

ultimately we are lefi with a justice undermined by uncertainty and doubt. 

Moreover, the reading which sets the tragic element of the play in tems of the 

psychologid, moral or spiritual destruction of a figure once capable of love relies 

heavily upon interpreting two or three ünes in the text in certain ways, lines which 
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are at best arnbiguous. Too ohen those who see the disintegration of the cenual 

character support their views by reference to modern ideas of morality which are 

foreign to the Creek. That Elektra is a figure who has suffered some sort of 

permanent damage to her personality or sou1 through her suffering is an 

interpretation which is informed by modem psydioiogy, but there is litde in the play 

to mggest that we are meant to see her in this way? Al1 ironic approaches, however, 

suffer from one common problem: the alleged @rn irony by which Elektra and 

Orestes are reduced to the level of their enemies remains unresolved in that both are 

lefi unaware of it. This would be a highly uncharacteristic use of irony by Sophokles 

whose heroes dl corne to recognise in the end the tragic irony that informed their 

self-destructive actionr" Orestes and Elektra do not; and it seems unlikely that the 

Many sp& about Odan  in this fàshion: Iohanscrt 196(: 32 cab hcr 'eine innerlich gebrochcne 
Frau"; Segal 1966: 543 wondcrs whether Elektra has "suffered a maiming - an inncr 
distigurment.. .*; Kamerbedr 1974: 20 speaks of the 'harm to her sd"; Horsley 1980: 27 speaks of 
the "ruin of her pmonality"; Mein 1982: 71 sees her 'twisted by ycars of pure, unrelenthg hatredw; 
Scodel 1984: 86 oUs her a ud;imaged personaiitf; KeUs 1973 is the most exueme in this regard seing 
Eieictra as rnoving towards 'rnadned. For aitical response to such views, sec Stevens 1978: 119 who 
points out that "there is some danger of being influenceâ by the Christian (and Platonic) notion that 
prolongeci hatred ending in revenge poisons and comipts the mind of the hater, whereas it seuns that 
in M-century Athens h a t d  for an enemy was more openiy avowed and retaiiation with interest 
regarded as naniral and satisfying." Alexanderson 1966: 98 dso warns against giving in "to the 
tcmptation of viewing the drama in the light of our own ideas about a d d  as horrible as matricide 
and of forcibiy remodclling the play in order to make it fit with more modern ideas of psychology, 
mods  and justice." Hester 1981: 24 also speaks of the Christian ethos whose code is certainly far 
from helping one's fiends and harniing one's enemies. Wb a Christian*, Hester writes, 'the revenge 
ethos is unacceptable; doubly so when it involves matriade. But why should Sophokles be expected to 
follow the Christian ethos?" For Hestor, to register Elektra's moral degradation is to scribe to 
Sophdes a 'moral sensitivityw modern rather than ancient. 
" This type of irony, sometimes d c d  atragi~n or adramatic" irony, is describai by Kirlnvood 1958: 
249 as 'the exploitation by the playwright of situations, natural or artificîal, in whicb one or more 
dramaen are unauare of the trut state of hings; the exploitation may, but need not, hvolve the use 
of language with double meaning? The point that o îha  critics have brought out is that this tragic 
irony is always resoiveà in Sophoklean drama For other studies on irony in Sopholdes or more 
g e n d l y  in Greek tragedy, see Johnson 1928: 209-1 4; Rosenmeyer 197f: 31 -443 Markantonatos 1977: 
79-84,19m 59-7î, 1980 567-373; Hester 1995: 14-44 In an artide o h  ovdooked, S i d a k  1981 : t - 
21 idenàfies some of the problems associatcd with an ironic reading of this play. With rcference to 
other plays such as A& and OT, Szeziak points out that theses charmers always rerrignise in the end 
the îragit irony in theu fate Hester 1981: 18 as w e -  observes that in Sophodean tragedy 'in ~ n y  case 
the qwtators are in the know..,iB every case the fùrther course of the play teveah the auth to the 
deluded person without any possl'ble ambiguity." Set dso the sensiMe ranaclcs of Stinton 1986: 67-99 
and Mardi 1987: 104 IL 1 16 mgarding the tendenaes of some schdars to ovemck the irony. Stevens 
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audience is expected to see the situation in a such a diarnetricaily opposed way to the 

characters without some strong suggestion to this &kt in the text. In the end, the 

ironic reading leaves us with the sense that something has gone dreacüdly awry in 

the whole enterprise. We may want Orestes and E l e b  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 hk 

clear condemnation of the deed, puts the ultimate blame for the matricide on ApoUo 

in the end. The ironic readings do not ailow any such resolution for Sophokies' 

version. Not only do they bid us accept that Elektra and Orestes are morally 

banhpt, 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 eleutherul tell 

against such a bleak and despressing account of the outcome of SophokIes' Ekktra. It 

rerninds us of the continuum that d s t s  in Greek thought between the ethicai and 

the political, most rnanifest in the last paragraph of Aristotle's Nicornachean Ethics 

( 1 181 b 12-23) which provides the transition to the Polittcs- This is what dmost al1 

interpretations of the Elekha, 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 01x0s. That the polis has only a "shadowy existence" as Segd 

puts it, is an assumption widely held by many critics who see the blood-ties and 

farnily Ioyalties of the o i h s  as the primary focal point? Knox argues this most 

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

1978: 112 d e s  the important observation that uony 'never contndicts the natural impression of 
the pIay as a whoie." 

1981: 751. 
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does not exist.* This hw never been a controversial point and is perhaps the one 

aspect of the EleIbra whidi has not engendered any debate. There is much in the play 

to warrant such an assumption, in particular, the shift in locus fiom Orestes to 

Elektra. Given her dominant stage presence, the intense focus on the conflict 

between the fernale memben of this f d y ,  it is not surprishg 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 mouming, often 

considered a "passive" activity belonging primarily to the domestic sphere o f  the 

female. Her intense filial devotion to her father which is balanced by an equaily 

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 tulionis, or blood vengeance most ofien associated with the oikos,17 

That there seems to be no attempt to provide a solution to the problem of revenge 

justice as Aischylos did in the Oresteh in terms of civic institutions only conf im for 

many critics that Sophokles for whatever reason wished to ignore the political aspect 

of the action? 

The very point on which al1 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 strongcst pmponuit of this view (sec n. 55 below). Othcrs who hold a similar 
view: Woodord 1964: 166-67 and Wuuihgton-Ingram 1980; Bouvierie 1990: 261. This is a vicw which 
is les argucd than tacidy assumed. Despite the plethota of interprctatïons this play has generated, a 
sustaincd treatmait in terms of the cMc ethics of the pofir is still  absent. The artide of Juffras 199 1: 
B-108 is an weicome exception in this regard but its fOcur is IUnitcd to Eleictra's 'vision of glory'- 
" BlondeLi 1989: 149- L83; Wiiington-Ingram 1980: 222. Blundd certainly recognises political 
eiunents in the aaion but sees the ties of b 1 d  as the moat signfiant eiemuit 

b o x  1983: 37 bas offered twa possible reasons for the exclusion of any p l i t i d  demen<: 
Sophokies' desire to *te a play tbat was obvioudy dinuuit from Aircbyias' Choephomi or that he 
wirhed CO concentrate on the 'hatreds of the hmiiybb Nutber suggestion is aii tbat compdihg lot the 
shifi in focus from Otestes to flektra is in itself enough to disthgui& his matment tiom that of 
AWcbyios wide bis second ignores the fsrt tbat this ir a royal oiLos whose membus d e  the polis; th& 
dtstnictivc vengefui acts wuld  natorally impïng upon dic plis. 
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their limitation and source of weakness. This thesis attempts to show that, with the 

ovetcoming of this limitation, their insights and tmths can be brought into a 

balanced synthesis which will illuminate this most dificul< play of Sophokles. As we 

shall see, throughout the play, there are unmistalcable signs that we are to understand 

the action in more broadly political terms. It is, however, the more subtie but 

pervasive sense of polis 'consciousness' evident in the ethicd language of Elektra on 

which this thesis concentrates. The virtues of nwlrna and sbphrosyni? but also the 

concept of eleuth& and what it is to be sdphrbn are al1 important for understanding 

Eîektra's conduct. Yet these are al1 bound up in the broader concept ofaidds, and it is 

only by recognising the relationship between ai& and the ethical codes of behaviour 

which accompany membership in an oikos and the larger community of the pdis 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. 

Crasping the nature of dikt then is crucial for understanding the play as a whole. 

One of the chief difficulties for &tics, as we have seen, has centred prea0seiy on this 

problem: how we are to judge the type of justice represented by the vengeance. 

Ceneraily, most critics have seen it in tems of the lar talitmis, 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. Ket before we can understand the nature of ii&t we must 

realise the significance of its association with dolos* Those who have paid any 

attention to the therne of dolm 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 sophisûy and moral relativism of Orestes and the paidag@s. In either case, the 

morally questionable use of dolas is thought to QU into doubt the legitirnacy of the 
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justice exacteci by its use. There is some vdidity to the suggestion that the use of 

deception is diScreditable and dolos is assoaated with the actions of iûytaimnestra as 

it is with those of Orestes. But it ais0 is sanctioned and aligned with dike by the 

orade of ApoUo; and without recognising the nature of this diance, our grasp of 

d B  remu'ns incomplete. This maka the messcnger rh&is much more important 

than previously acknowledged, for it is the dramatic actualisation of the dolos 

sanctioned by ApoUo, and as we shaii see it is intimately related to the operation of 

di& in this play. Findy and most important is the connection between the orade 

and the reunion of the sibling, as this is where Orestes is faced with the decision 

whether to follow the oracular command or not. In other worb we have to approach 

the theme of ddos in the btoader context of the whole play to understand its 

association with dikg. This. together with the et hicai 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 shd see, the tension 

between dolos and dike in the orade and the messenger rMsû and that between the 

dikaion and the aischron in Eiekua's condua are sustained throughout the play: in 

some circumstances dike will of necessity include an aixhron act. The EIektra i s  a 

study of the tragic potential of that necessity. 



Prologos: Orestes and Elektra 1 

1.1 Preliminary Remarks 

The play opens with the arriva1 of Orestes, his paidagdgos, and Pylades at M ykenai. 

The paidagdgos describes the m e  befote them, Argos. the city from which Orestes 

has been exiled since the death of  his father. He bids the young man take counsel, 

and fiorn Orestes we hear of his consultation of the oracle and its response to cany 

out his vengeance aione, using stealth and deception. They rehearse the plan to have 

the paidagdgos appear at the palace with the story oEOrestes' kath 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 intempted 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 appws  alone on stage lamenting the death of her father. This 

0piivo~ ho 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 stril<ing featuces of this pulogos is its diptych like structure. Divided 

between the two siblings, it seem to contain two separate introductions to the play: 

one which Uiwduces us to Orestes and the situation at hand, giwig us an o v e ~ e w  

of how the drarnatic action will unfold (1-85); and a second part which intmduces us 

to the suffenng of E l e h  (86420). Many commentaton take this structure as the 

poet's way of drawing attention to the radically different circumstances and 

chamter of brother and sister? The one appears in the bright light of day with the 

help and support of his tutor and trusty cornpanion. Exuding confidence and hiU o f  

plans, he is often descn'bed as the active, rationai, and practical-minded sMing who 

has been tmined for this &y.% Elektra, on the other hand, appean 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 wdls of the oikos, is said to 

represent the interior, passive, ernotional reaîm of a female who Iives for revenge. 

There is something to be said for the obvious contrariety between hem, but we 

should be carehil not to let these differences p a s  into the rigid dichotomies of 

rctivelpassive, malelfemale, rationallernotio nal, exteriodinterior. Given the 

dominance of Elektra in the subsequent action, sudi a perspective would diston our 

view of her role and we would be lefi with a drama revolving almost exclusively 

around the blood-ties of the oikm and the emotionai suffenng of the protagonist. 

Elekttir's lamentation is neither a sign of passivity as some assume nor can it be 

understood solely with reference to the 0110s. Orestes, on the other hand, despite ail 

Bowra 1944 216243; Whitman 1951: 1 SM; Woodard 1964 1-1 68: Kdls 1973: %6-87; Segai 
1981: 250; S e  19!& 59; Burnett 1- 121. 
' Burton 1980: 189 points out that th* is the only extant play of SophoWa which introduces the 
centrai figure with a monody M r e  the entranu of the Chorus. Sec Kamerbtclc 1974: 31 on the 
divisian ofpmîbgos between Efektra and Orestes. 
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the hope and confidence he is thought to enide, is not fiee fiom doubt and his 

hesitation serves as important p reparation for later develo pments 

If we approach the probgos in t e m s  of its primary hindion of exposing the plot 

rather than as a means to contrast brother with sister, we see how tightly integrated it 

is with the su bsequent action. The speech of the paidogdgos, as we shd see, grounds 

the action of the play in the polis and thus sets forth the basis for Elektra's 

arguments, which will be basai large1 y upon its ethicd 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 

dolm cornes 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 parodm. 

We hear of the grimness of life within this oikos, but our first glimpse of Elektra 

shows her outsuie the palace, engaged in public display of mourning whkh protests 

the crimes of the rulers. At the same rime, 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 new of his death. El* is fùlly aware of her need for 

Orestes; what Orestes does not yet r&e is how dependent he is upon h a  for his act 

to be camed out with justice. Sophok, by juxtaposing the appearance of both 

siblings in the poIogos, signais their interdependence and looks ahead to their 
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reunion. For al1 their apparent disparity and di ffering amimstances, they are united 

by a common cause and ultimately one is as dependent upon the other for the 

restoration of order in dos and pdis. 

1.2 The PaidagBgos 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 paid'ugôgus and 

Orestes have remmeci to avenge Agamemnon's death." Neither expresses any doubt 

or hesitation. but there is little reason for thern to do so, as Orestes is duty-bound to 

restore his oikos and the o d e  of Apollo has sanctioned his cause; the justice and 

legiWtimacy 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 conflia. moral or otherwise. 

On the other side a n  those with a "dark" or 'pessimistic" reading of the play and for 

hem, these very elements aie evidence of the problematical nature of the revenge- 

plan? The single-mindedness of the paidagdgos is a sign of his sinister and compt 

nature; Orestes' lack of smples 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 

dulos." The association of dolos with di@ in the oracle reflects a close connection 

5' Stt note 15 above 
See noce 27 above. 

a For views of Apollo in the phy, see Case 1902: 195-200; Hordey 1980: 18-29 and Hester 1981: 15- 
25 and Minadm 1994. G e n d y  the discussion of Apoiio's role is restricted to his oracie at the 
beginning, but sec both H o d y  and Minaâeo for arguments which amibnte a greater role to Apollo 
in thi$ play. H o d y  saggests that Orertc~ and the paidagdaw are 'conscious agents' of Apollo, while 
the victims of the dobz am not only KIytaimhcstra and -0s but Eldrtra as wdl, The îkst two 



between the two that suggests we cannot understand the nature of justice in this play 

without understanding its connedon with deception and the reason why the god 

commends its use. The other element of significance is Orestes' hesitation, ofien 

do wnplayed b y the "O ptimists" 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 confiict 

between the heroic nature of the deed and the unheroic means by which it is to be 

carried out, deception; it look 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 ApoUo's instructions for the vengeance and the daim 

of  blood-ties, foreshadowing the choice he will face later between maintaining the 

dolos as a arategy of vengeance or giving in to the urging ofphilia The first suggests 

disturbing padels 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 

t i d  

then rire physidy destroyad, Elektra psydrologically destroyed by Apoiio. For Honcly, the dolos 
theme is an attack, dbeit a muted one, upon Apollo. Minadeo studies the play in tenns of the themes 
of dolor, the antithesis of love and hate, and logos and ergon. Eldctra, in representing the @onate 
and inationai force of motion in opposition to the dispassionate rason of Apollo is his "absolute 
antithesis". Thc dolos mediates baween the Iagos of ApoUo and die ergon of the vengeance. The play 
then rnoves fiom bgus to ergon; from divine to human; from reason to the emotions of love and 
hatred. 
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1.2.1 The paiciagbgos 

The opening venes of any tragedy are g e n d y  important for setting the scene and 

tenor of the play. In Waldock's words, 'they perfonn the dl-important office of 

~ h i n g  us, o f  giving us a certain angle of ~ision."~ In Ekkttu, the opening verses 

are delivered by the paidagdgos ( i  -22) and his speech orients us in the direction of the 

polir with his detailed description of its defining features: the a g a  of Lycean Apollo 

(6-7), the famous temple of Hem (8) and finally the ruling palace of Mykenai itself 

(9). This identification of what Knox rightly remarks are the most salient 

chamteristics of the polis of Argos serves to introduce Orestes to his city and give 

him a kind of lesson in its political structure? Although Knox recognises the heavy 

political note on which the play begins, he sees the play entirely in terms of blood- 

ties and family loyaities. That the tragedy focuses on the institution of the oikos and 

ignores the political aspect of Orestes' retum has never been a highly controvenid 

point and is one more ofien assumed than argued. Knox, however, overstates his 

case when he daims that the charactea speak and behave as if the polis did not exist. 

As much as Elektra seems to exist for the d o s  of Agamemnon, her actions and 

arguments will be shown to be deeply infomed by a polis 'conxiousness'. The fim 

embedding of  the action in the topogaphy of the polis, as evident fiom its 

prominence in the opening speech, wiii tum out to be programmatic for the play as a 

whole, as the polis wül provide the Fnme for the mord arguments of Elektra, whkh 

Waldock 170. 
% Knox 1983: 1-27 in support of his daim pohb to the prdence of hmiliai ternis such as 
p h p ,  aûd#ti, raaiyvrpg, Woç, ma, and 01- and the a lma  compka absuicc of rd- m 
ItliLq or kokhq~ (he ates 982,1413 and iaoAim&~ at 1227 but mises the occurence of n 6 A q  at W). 
Ccrtainly, blood-ties have a sipifkant role in this play, but, as wiü b shown, Knox ignores the 
politid signiticance of Elektra's lamentation and how mu& it is informeci by the ethical fiamcwork 
of the pdfs ratha than die o ih .  There has in tecent y e v s  king a geater recognition of the politicai 
eiements of diis play on the part of a fw critic& m a t  notably, fdfk 199 1: 99-108. 
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wül be based upon polis-ethics, manifest, for instance, in her alliance with the 

Chorus, who represent the atizenry opposed to the tyrants. Most important, it lays 

the foundation for the justice in the play which wül be infonned by communal ethics 

rather than the blood-based ties of the oikos. 

Conspicuous though the polis is in the opening speech of the pidagôgos, there is a 

suggestion of a heroic backdrop to the action as weli. In the first line of the tragedy 

the paidagôgos addresses his charge as 6 soîi aspaqyrjaavroç év Tpoiq naré 

' Ayapkpvovoq rra? (1-2). The hyperbatm places the emphasis on aspaqytiaavrog, 

whkh in hte filth century Athens has strong political overtones. A stratêgos occupies 

a position of the highest civic and military autho rity in the polir; the word, however, 

appears here not in the context of the fihh century polir, 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 paidag%gos' allusion to a heroic backdrop looks 

ahead to his deceptive messenger speech in which he wiil 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 m a t e  a certain tension between two differing ethical codes: the heroic values of 

the Homeric wanior and the more cornmunaliy orienteci view of the fifth century 

IL Hasiam 1971: 166- 174 rejects the o p h g  Iinc b a d  on its -ation wiih Euripide' Phanissue 1 - 
2 and the 'wtetdledly f i e b  nature of the verse. Hasiam may tind this &ne 'insipid" and -duIl" but it 
is ciosely integtated with the action of the piay. See LIoyd- Jones and WiIson L990: 2 wtto deténd these 
L e s  agaürst 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 paidagdgm, apparently an innovation on Sophokles' part, has 

caused some speculation about his role in the vengeance? Uneasy as to the old 

tutor's unswe~ng  devotion to the task at hand and his ready wifiingness 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 paidagbgos, but this need not serve the sinister purpose some 

think that they have detected. When we take in account his status in the oikw of 

Agamemnon, his lack of qualm is evidence more of loyalty to his master than a sign 

of evil-mindedness or a mthlasne~s.~ Historically, a paidagdgos is a slave, generally 

appointed by the child's kitrios, 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 oikosP1 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 dexribed in 

terms that suggest loyalty and faithhilness to the &OS= Elektra says that he was the 

only man faithhil to her father (1351-52); she cals him the p6vog a d p  6ovav 

A prUla8dgos apprur also in Euripides' Elrhre, and whik thm is no colwecwus in the daing of the 
two piays, such considerations do not affkct the argument. 
Y As Sheppd 19271: 4 does when he dahm that 'die puth's affections have been di his life 
arploited for the purpose of vengeane= K& 197% 11 taking his me from Sheppard calls him the 
"spirit of vengeance incarnate". 
50 Set Honky 1980: 20-21 md n. 14 for critickm of this vkw of the paidagôgus. 

Gdden 1990: 62. 
'' Hall 1997: 1 15, athg Synodiriou 19n: 62, rcfar to the loyaîty slaves such as nurses and paidagdgoi 
have to th& households as a 'verticai allqislllcen, tbat is, &y are loyal to th& mas- rather to 
munbers of their own k 
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( 1354) and addresses him as fider ( 1361). Orestes addresses him as $iÂlm' avBp6v 

~ ~ p o a n o h  (23) and d s  km édIA.6~ (24). To Ilektra he appears as a f a k  figure, 

and for Ocestes he has the dual ro le of fatherl tacher. The pairlcrg@os himself ailades 

to the important role he played in Orestes' life when he reminds him of how he 

rescueâ and raiseci him: f ivga  w0géama r&Opeyapqv (13) F The choice of the 

verb érrpé@a. whkh means "to rear up fiom childhood" is usudy applied to the 

biological parent of the child and its use here draws attention to the parental aspect 

of his role." The paidagdgos cames 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 paidagdgos iinto the drarna, Sophokles has a figure 

whose status suggests unquestioning obedience. As a slave, he should naturdy bc 

expected to cany out his duty to the oikw of Agamemnon as well as be obedient to 

the words of the oracle. Moreover, as a slave, he has no blood-ties to Klytairnnestra 

and thus is fiee io 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 derelidon 

of his duty to do so. Yet for al1 the supposai control the pidagdgos is thought to 

Orestes' age at this tirne h a  s p v M  a m d a t  dcbatc with some arguîng that he was little more than 
2 'bobe in m s '  and while others (Jebb 1907: 9 n. 13fJ, foiiowing traditionai chronology, argue that 
he must have been older than ten(0restes bom More  Agamemnon wcnt off to Troy). Aigisthos was 
kiUed in the eighth year of his reign (Od 3.303 fK) making Orestes now about nineteen or twenty. 
Othcn, however, suggest that Orestes was Little more than a s d  child, citing the use of the verb 
fivey~u- So argues the schoiiast and Adams 1957: 63, and Kitto 1958: 5. Such thiags are difficuit to 
decide with any certauity, for poets se- fiet to dispense with such technicai considerations as 
chronology. However, Sophoiûes seems unconcemeci with suggesting anything more than the fiut 
bat Orestes is now a pung man, Such considerations only becorne important when one wishes to 
constntct an argument whose coguicy is dependmt upon such tàaars as agc, eg. Gmte 19W- 210-21 
who argues at tcngth that Oresîes was a 'babe in arms'. He wishes to mph& the strong element of 
sophistic education in the wdagôgd raising of Orestes and thus for Grate, the longer Orestcs was 
under his control, the greatcr his detrimental inîlucnce, 
" hpéw and have the same root nie pr& here may u n p h s i x  the lengh of the .  that is 
"to miiie up from childhood" while the use of die mîddle voie suggests the interest of die w, Le. 
the paidagûgos. 
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exert over his ward. and despite his final exhortation to him (& évraGOt é@v IV' 

oV& 6rveiv rarpoc, CM' Lpyw ar)lii 21-22), Orestes will hesitate. The absence of 

any confüct on the part of the paidagBgos then &aws attention to Orestes and his 

hesitation, for he is  neither as single-minded nor as f k e  from doubt as his tutor is. 

Moreover, that he is the one to urge Orester to the task at hand, thus preventing the 

meeting between the two siblings, associates him with Apollo, something which 

gains a certain significance d e n  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 undentand 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 fint to adopt 

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

" There is at diffuent thes in the play a svong suggestion ofa conncction bctweu, him and Apollo 
so mach so that he hw been called the 'agent of Apollo" or "incarnation of Apollo" (see note 223 
below). The roie of the paidagdgus is rather ambiguous in this rcgard: while his unquestioning 
obedience may be exptained by his statua he dso seems to recognise how important the use of dolos 
is. Regardess of whether we see him simply as the raithhil servant of Agamemnon or an agent of 
Apollo, the paidagdgos prevents the meeting of brother and sister before the dalos cornes into 
operation 
65 Owen 1922 52; Bowra 1944: 217; Adams 1957: 59-60; Geilie 1972: 107 see a dear endorsement of 
the deed, Case 1902: 197 sees the jtrstification of Apollo's orade as 'tacitly assumed." Aiexanderson 
1966: 80-81 thinlcs the oracie unproblematicai. Sce Shepperd 1927passim and Kdls 1973: n. 35ff on its 
ambiguous nature. %gai 198 t: 280 thinh the orade is lefi vague and that t k e  is no expliat sanction 
of the d d  Erbse 197& 293 suggests that Sopholdes is not as coacerned wïth justifyùig Apollo as 
portraying the spiritual greatness oCElektra. See H o d y  1980: 1û-29 fbr bricfsummary of the various 
interpretatioas of Aplfo's o d e ,  
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*should 1 be avenged", he asked, "how should 1 be avenged."' His rnistake was to 

assume the justice of the vengeance; hence, the reply of the oracle only urges him 

headlong d o m  the path of destruction. This reading of Sheppard, enthusiastically 

embraced by Kells, has rightly corne under fire in recent years and few, if any, 

currently endorse it. As Hester, among others, points out, a son not only has a right 

to avenge the death of  his father and reclaim his patrirnony, but a duty and 

obligation to do s a b 7  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 mode1 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 ernphasized. Needless to 

say, Homer must also avoid al1 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 confiict that anses from it; to a large 

extent it is the oracle that brin@ this issw into sharp relieL In the Chesteta, 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 acquittai. Euripides has 

Apollo order the matricide, but then condemns the god for doing so. Sophokles' 

treatment is different again, but for Sheppard and Keils to assume that Orestes 

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

' Sheppard 1927% 4 and M s  19n 1-12 who rourexts it. The approach of Kdls  and Sheppard is not 
one wideiy endormi even by those who do have an uonic interpretation. See note 31 above as w d  as 
Hester 1981: 19 n.15 for an extensive lîst of references. 
" Hesîer 1981: 23 sîatcs that the ducy and not jurt the right to vengeance was part of the Athai*n h w  
code. Sec Plato's Lam 9.872-3, whicb, as Hestot notes, prcsa i ' î  death for the k i b g  of a kinsman as 
wdl as à i ic  stoning and the casting out of the body unburieci. See Boum 1944: 218-222 on this point 
as well and the rderences he ates there, 
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the ethicai 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, othet aspects of the oracle apart fiom Orestes' specific question 

which should rightly be examined. First, the recornmendation to use ddar in itself 

nises questions; what kind of justice endorses trickery and lies? Loath to see even a 

muted m*ticism of Apollo by the poet here, many talce it as Sophokies' 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 bnngs 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 dolus are equally bothered by what they perceive to be his cold, 

military-like manner; consequently, he has been cailed a blank, a symbol, flat, and 

une machine d tuer."' In their view Orestes' behaviour at the beginning of the play is 

not so different from that o f  those he has returned to kiil, Some of these 

charactetisations of Orestes are dearly off the mark, but critics are right to focus on 

the use of dolos. In the other treatments of this myth Apoiio orden the killing and 

' Hcster 1981: 22 makes the point that if Sophokies wished to raise questions about the moraiity of 
the act, he could have reverted to the Homeric version thrit has Orestes u n d e d e  the act without 
consulting the god. The absence of ApoUo would be (especidy in light of Aischylos' trament) a 
striking omission and suggestive of an iut done in the absence of any divine support. Hester is critical 
of Sheppard's thesis and refiita it by examining the thrce oracles from Hcrodotos which Sheppard 
utes as his support. Hester shows that these are all indevant to the play and the most that we can 
condude tiom thern is that it W k t  not to consult oracies at all, As he remarks, 'If Shepparâ's general 
assumptions are right, it is bard to t d  why Sophokles brings in the orade at aü, harder to tell why he 
lets the word 'just" appear in what is (as tàt as the audience knows) the authentic text of the ode."  
64 These charges made against Orestes otten spruig fiom an inappropriate cornparison with other 
Sophociean ciramas in which dofos plays a large role sudi as the Philoctetes. However. in that play 
there is a dear expression of disapproval of dolos as indiateci by Neoptdomus' uitimate  on of it 
and the sympathetic portrayai of Philoctetes. Many aitics see these wor& as rcflecting badly upon 
Orestes: Kirkwood 1958:142; Scgal Lm: 510 and 1981: 253; Seaie 1980: 57; Schein 1982: 72-72; 
Biunddl1989: 173 and d make var-om charges agiM Orestes. 

Linhrth L%3: 8% Whitmart 1951: 155; Gdie 19n 106; iZonnct 1961: 208-9. 
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the oracle operates as the extemal necessity which compels Orestes to choose 

between W n g  his mother or disobeying divine command. Sophokies' shift in the 

oracle from ordering matricide to ordering deception is a radid depamire fiom the 

accepted aory. Not only does it change the nature of Orestes' choice, but with the 

emphasis falling on dolm 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 ( é v 6 i r o ~  a+ayaq 37):" this associates dolos expressly with dikê; and 

therefore should make us determine its relationship to the vengeance. 

Orestes recounts his visit to the o d e  of Apollo as follows: 

When 1 came to the Pythian o d e ,  so that 
1 might l m  in what way I could ema justice 
for rny M e r  fiom his murderers, 
Phoibos prodaimed to me such things which you will soon l em;  
1. myself, unequipped with shields and army shodd carry 
out stdthily the jua siaughtcrs 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 

" Uoyd-Jones and W h o n  1990: 62 foUow the ernendation of Lange (Mirou -&) in order to 
make Mimu agree with p p %  wu$ There is nothing that demands such a change and the MSS 
al1 have Mi- *dis thus 1 have Coiiowed Pearson's tact hem Moteover, by this reading we see 
a hint of a separahion between the deed of the vengeance and the hand which cafflCaffles it out The jdce 
OC the decd is not at question. but Orestes wiii still han  blood of icin on his han& (the C h o m  will 
assert the same sentiment afier the vengeance, but it wiU al= prodaim its justice). In 0th- words, 
e n d i b  with sphgos only attests to the justice of the deeci without sayiag anything about the 
rightness of a son kiiiing a mother. 
* M translations are my own d e s  othawire note& 
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should employ dolos? Both are undemored. the fint by hettdiadys, and the latter by 

the use of the verb rAéma> coupled with Glrog. Cntics have generally focused almost 

exclusively on the oracular endorsement of dolw while ignoring that it ais0 explicitly 

States that Orestes should act without military support. While the advice to return 

without a m y  rnay be thought l es  significant than the counsel to use dolor, it is 

important for understanding the nature of Orestes' deed and the type of dikê it 

represents, When Orestes renims to Argos, he is a an exile, thought to be one 

of the worst fates to befall a penon, as it meant the loss of d l  civic rights and 

property as well as the estrangement lrom family, Iriends, and the tombs of  one's 

ancestors. The word @wya< is the conventional €ifth century term for exile and 

generally means 'one who fiees from his country'. It may refer to fugitives escaping 

the law or those who leave for political reasons, but as JuMas points out, in 

Sophoclean tragedy it is used alrnost exdusively to 'describe someone unwillingly 

exiled from his city by adverse political  condition^."^^ The paidagdgos refen to the 

cause of Orestes' exile when he reminds him of how he rescued him afier the murder 

of his father, receiving him from the amis of his sister ( 1 1 - 12). He is sent away to 

protect him fiom suffering the same fate as Agamemnon; as the righdui 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 

'Ihere have been attempts to question the vaiidity of the onde since we have oniy Orestes' words, 
but there is nothing to suggest that we are to doubt that he reports them conectly. Kds 1973: 82 n35 
t h  to argue that the sentence structure is deliimtely ambigrious, so that we iue meant to question 
whether these are the actual words of the o d e  or only &estesb estimation of the meaning. Segal 
1981: 2ûû as w d  says we are uasure which words are Apollo's and whidi are Orestes'. Set Karnubedr 
1974: 25 IL 33 who seasiiIy cab this argument sophisî, as does Bowra 194rl: 215-17. 
" J& 1988: 83 and186 obsmm that it a p p s  tcn <ima in Sopholdes' phys and in nine of t h w  
occurences, it is rwed in this suise, Both Kiytaimaestra and EIclma (776 and 1136) use it to descrii 
Orestes. 
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Friendship and enmity cut across blood fines. In other words, Orestes' deed cannot 

be treated solely as a M y  &air nor entllely as a poiiticd one. 

It is to the difficult circumstances of Orestes' situation that the order to return 

without military support specificaily addresses itself. As Juflras points out, an exile 

exists in a somewhat uneasy relationship with his city for there is the possibility of 

fiiendship or enmity, reflected in the possible conditions of an his return: under 

amnesty or under arms. That Orestes wifl come back under amnesty is unlikely 

given the current state of atiàirs in Argos, and to retum under arms would place him 

in the undesirable position of marching against his own city. 76 Polyneikes' actions in 

Antigone show well the diffidties of an exile, for although he has a certain daim to 

justice in that he was deprived of his right to nile, he places his own desire to rule 

above the good of the city. In attacking his own city with a foreign army, he becornes 

a traitor, and Kreon rightiy rehises him burial on these grounds. Orestes in this play 

would be guilty of a similar crime, for, no matter how legitimate his daim is, to lead 

an m y  against his city would be an a a  of betrayal and make him an enemy. As 

much as Orestes has a right, and even a duty to his d o s ,  to avenge his father's death, 

he has a duty and obligation to consider the safety and security of his polis. The 

advice to retum "without shields and m y "  thus protects the polis fiom the dangers 

Jut;h.as 1988.80. 
In Againn Agomtus, Lysias argues that the one who harms his city is akin to the son who bais his 

bther and both are worthy of death (Xm.91). There are numerous examples fiom tqedy, comedy, 
and the Attic ontors which point to the strong ciemand for Ioydty to one's pu& and suggest that the 
nurture of the city produces a rcaprod poîitid obligation on the atizen. This theme appcnrs as 
early as Hesiod's Wo& and Days whcrc the poct h w s  a pardel between the pmpcrity of the city 
and the individuai as an argument for just bebavioor (225-247). In O e d i p  Tpnnus Oedipus 
accuses Teiresias of not being to the uty which raiseci him (322-3). The q d c s  of  
Pen-des as weü point to tbc strong danand for loyaity to one's pik as weU See Knor 1961: 1-27 on 
di& theme, 
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of an invading anny and Orestes fiom being a traitor? Divine sanction of his deed 

then cornes with certain restrictions or limitations: for Orestes to carry out an 

év6iroy *a& he must act within the confies and best interests of the polis. This 

is our fint hint that dikt in this play cannot be separated from the polis. 

The association of Orestes' deed with dolos, however, is a serious concem; for many 

commentators it points to the dubious and unheroic nature of his enterprise. First, 

there is the disturbing parailel with the behaviour of Klytaimnestra, who is 

repeatedly condemned for her use of dolos. The Chorus and Eiektra idenafy dolos as 

the contriver o f  Klytaimnestra's kilüng of Agamemnon (60% i)v O O p a a a ~  Z P ~  6 

rceiva~ 197; narrépa sbv apbv ér u a ~ é ~ ~ a v e v  279). Moreover, she hersclf 

expresses a fear in her prayer to Apollo lest she be brought d o m  by dolos (649). As 

Segal puts it, Orestes cornes "dangerously dose to those he would punish, for 

Agamemnon's murderers, like himself in 59-61, are repeatedly desaibed as using 

trickery, lies, ~oncealment."~ Othea point out that the attribution of dolos to both 

sides is indicative of the operation of the lex talionïs and of the reciprocal nature of 

the killing? Dolos is repaid by dolar as murder is by murder. However, we should 

remember that, while both may employ dolos, Orestes' use of it is consistently 

connected with di@ while Klytaimnestra's is net? Moreover, wtiile the oracle 

Minadeo 1994: 113 sees an additional implication in the order to a a  aione which is meant to 
d u d e  Elektra fiom the pIan and vengeance ("Electra's very pdapation in the ergon violates the 
spirit of the god's oraclew). If we are to understand the orade as implicitiy exduding Eicktra, this 
would serve to intaisifj. the nature! of Oreste' conflict ovet whether to r c v d  himsei€ to his sister or 
not; that he does eventudy do so, acconling to my argument, suggests that he fiees himseif fiom the 
codict benveen philia and vmgeance and ailows him to cyiy out the deed as an act of justice ratber 
than mipmcal vioJence. 
" Segai 1981: 254. 
" Hodey 1980: 21 dnwr attention to the connedon betweem Ocestes and Kiytaimnestra thmugh the 
use of dolos. 
'O Idytaimncstra's d o k  is 1uiLed with aar by the Chom hile Orestes' use of dolos is W with 
Apollo and dik& The Chorus foretells how dih? wiü ovemke K1ytaimncsû;i and Aigisthos, a di& bat  
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explicitly orders the use of ddos, this is not a blanket endorsement of deceit, but 

qualified as one which di bnng about év6irow orna& That is, dolw is limited by 

its association with d u ,  something which will prove to have some significance in 

how we understand the actual dolos of the messenger rh&k The unheroic nature of 

doloi on the other hand is certainly a iegitimate concem, as the use of deception or 

tnckery, at least in tragedy, carries with it certain unsavory associations." In 

Philocteta, a piay with which EleLrtra 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 al1 the more 

questionable. In this play, however, Orestes' employrnent of  dolos is sanctioned by 

Apollo, and its association with dikZ 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 la& of moral conflict in regard 

to the grave violation o f  blood-tics his deed requires. That he seems to be 

unconcemed by the fact that one of the penons he is about to kill is his mother - the 

precise issue which preoccupies the other tragedians - has led some to see hirn as a 

cold-blooded kiUer. However, it is not as if Orestes is a manger to inner conflict: 

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

- - - 

is explicitiy Iinked with steaith and ambush (490, 143941); and dobs is referred to jwt prior to the 
killmg of I(1ytaimnestra (1392,1396). 
" This ia more vaiid for aagedy than epic, whae. for Uutuice, Odysrmr' ability to lie is not perccived 
as a fl aw, moral or otheMse. Indecd he is the mode1 hero of dolos, always willing to rise his cunning 
and wits but he is not prcsented as unheroic for àoing SI. See Segai 1983: 2247 for a discussion of 
association of kleos and dolas in ûdyssus behaviour, and Staaford 1954: 19-22 for a disamion of 
Odysseus' use of lies. He divïdw aJI k into thru types: Lies told for entcrtainment; Iîes told in 
finutherance of a good end: and pureiy maliaou lits. Stanford secms rdieved to discover that 
Odysses' lies aii faii into the first two typa. 



orestes and elektra /42 

sister% voke (80-81). The first points to a conflict between the heroic values which 

infonn Orestes' outlook and the unheroic means, dolos, required to carry it out; the 

second is tnggered by the presence of Elelh and points to a potential conflict 

between duty to vengeance and his feeiings 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: 

t 59-66) 

Why does this pain me, whui atier a reporteci death, 
1 shall be saved in deeds and win fmd 
1 suppose that nothing said is bad which brings profit. 
For 1 have o h  seen that even devcr men are 
falsely reporteci d& then when they corne home 
again they are honoured more. 
So C boast thaî t too, king alive, wdl yet 
shine forth to my uiemies like a star- 

Most commentators focus on Oresies' endorsement of dolos and his apparent 

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

" The suggestion Lat the pi idagdp add a hlse oadi (47) is o h  interprd as additionai midence of 
Orestes' sophistic nature: see Sheppard 1927~  5- Schein 1982: 72-73 writes that these words have 
seemed so 'unbeiievable" that some scholars have emended them. For him, the whole point is that 
Orcstes' WC& teave as with "rnoraliy unpleasant tastc in out mouths." Grote 198& 232 thinks that 
ease with which Orwtes nolates reiigious oaths exposes how "un~stoaatic his personal values are". 
Blundeii 1989: 173 is cqually outrageci by Orestes' suggestion, daimhg thit it is 'uncalicd for and 
argtrably reprehen~ible.~ The tart itsclf is proMematic here as the construction demands an accusative 
but the MSS have Opicq~ It is usually cmended to 6pmv but this stüi leaves us with a d e r  odd 
constniction as Kens 1973: &1, Kamerbeek 1974: 26, and Jebb 1902 13 d point out. Moreover, the 
paidcrgdgos does not in fact add an oath h m  he reports Orestes' death. Many have thus found 
Musgrave's anaidation of 6pov very atâmcthe; not only does it rid Orestes of the charge of violating 
the sanctity of the oath, but he wouid now be saying %id bu& to my stoq", which is of couse 
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attempted to defend Orestes, suggescing b a t  his words sirnply refer to slight unease 

at reporting himself dead, something which was thought to be a bad omenP There 

may be something to this. but as Winnington-Ingram points out, eight lines to 

mggest that there is nothing really "sinister" about the fika report of his death seems 

'gratuitous" and, as he rerninds us, Sophokles is not one to U~aste lines"? Though 

Winnington-Ingnm may be correct to see a duk cloud on the horizon here, we 

cannot judge Orestes and his behaviour untii the end of the play. What we have here 

is a dubious rationale which has the potential to hirn into ciiscreditable behaviour. It 

will mm 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 xnse 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 himelf 

dead, he reassores himself by irnagining the fme (kleos) and honour (tirni?) he wül 

win and by the thought that nothing said for kerdos can be kakonP 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 hi9 speech with 

the heroic boast that "1, being dive, will yet shine forth to my enernies like a star" 

- -- - 

preEiscly what the paiihgdgos does with his elaborarc messager speech. We should, however, k wary 
of changing thc tat to suit our ideas. Kam- prders the slight correction o f  @KOV over the more 
dical introduction of épyq or W o v  into the text as do Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990. Moreover, as 
1 argue bdow, the M u r e  of thepaidagdgos to add an oath has somc Jignificance in understanding die 
hction of the mcsstngtr rhâis and his unwillingness to rely upon such a sophistic tri& See &on 
5 2 2  Mou. 
" kodd l9W 81. 

Whington-Ingram 1980: 236. 
'Z ï'here is rom dcbate how praiscly we u c  to understaad *iiloR h m  Kvnabalr 1974 28 qgcsts 
that it bas no moral ovenones; tbat is, we arc to anderstand it as iii-omtntd tathcf îhan m o d y  bai. 
So argues Jebb 1907: 15 citïng OC 1433 and Amigone 1001. G h  the nature of Oresta' taslr, 
however, it wodd be surprisiag not to sec moral ovatones h a c  
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(65-66)? Orestes thus conceives of his deed as a glonous act that wiil win him fame 

and honour; the kerdos it btings him seems more important than anything that 

might seem k d o n  in the use of dolus. Yet the Homeric hero won his kkos pedonning 

brave deeds on the battlefield. Küling one's mother by the use of dolos hardly seems 

an act worthy of kleus. What is so disconcerting about this speech is that Orestes 

seems unaware that in his case the defeat of his enemies involves the Wing of his 

mother, an act which, for ail its justice, should not be perceived as a heroic deed 

worthy of boasting of fme and giory. Orestes may claim to be returning with justice 

on his side (Epxopn Sim 69-70), but at this stage he betrays a concem more for 

individual &os and timé than diké. His words are similar to those of his mother, for 

she too will attempt to jvstify 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 "forninate 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 hybristês and morally condemn her. Mother 

and son (at least initiaüy) thus conceive of each other's death as a kerdos and both 

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

Orestes' words here may strike us as rnoraily 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 kînd of pain, impiies that he 

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

Y This sentiment has mong Homcrîc overtona and p d d s  are o h  dnwn brui  this speech 
;md 2226-3 1 in the Iliarl, So notes Kamebedr 1974: 28 and Jebb: t 907: 16-1 7 h o  a h  adduces 1 1.62 
Davidson 1988: 60 suggests in addition 6295 and 19381 although he notes that the context of 
Sophokies' play suggest the more d d o p e d  star similies involvhg Achüles (2226ff) and H&r 
(1 1.62). Whether SophaWcs has any particuiar speech in mind hue is less important than the 
Homeric tone of the language which sqgests the splendeur and glory of t&e hem 



seen. Othea too will cespond to the dulm and proceed to act in ways which d l  

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 hirn with an insight into the nature of his undertaking. At  this 

point, concerned only with vengeance and the benefits it wiii b ~ g  him, he, like his 

rnother, places his own success above everything else. Cntics thus are correct to 

descnie certain aspects of his behaviour as questionable; but we should recognize 

that Sophokla prepares the way for a development in Orestes' understanding by 

focusing on his doubt and hesitation. What Orestes wül corne to recognize is exactly 

what Sophokles hints at with the association of dolus and dckê: that his action must 

be understood as a fonn of justice rather than an heroic deed worthy of kleos. Justice 

will distingish it from Klytaimnestra's murder o f  Agamemnon. 

Orestes' second moment of hesitation occurs at the sound of his sister's voice. This 

foreshadows what will be the tme conflia the dolos will pose for him: duty to his 

vengeance versus the ties of philia. When Orestes finishes rehearsing his plans with 

the paidagbgos, rememberjng the importance of kniros, he suggests they withdraw. At 

that moment, a a y  of lamentation from inside the palace interrupu their plans: 

OP. 

m. 
Cln 

OP* 

n, 

OR 
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Et, Ahwretchedme. 
PA. Why. 1 thought 1 heard one of the servants 

inside the door lamenthg chilci. 
OR Could it be poor Elektra? Should we stay 

here and iisten to her lamentations? 
PA Certainîy not. Ln us do nothing before we 

cany out the comrnands of ApoUo and from 
these things make a beginning, pouring the 
libations to your father. For 1 say tha  these 
things bring victory and power ta oui. actions. 

The paidagdgos suggests that it is a servant girl, but Orestes immediately thinks of 

Elektra. W a v e ~ g  from his earlier resolution, he suggests that they stay and listen to 

his sister's voice. At this hesitation, the paidag&gos rerninds 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 comrnands of the god, the 

paidagdgos does not admit any delay or deviation fiom their plans. Orestes' 

hesitation, however, identifies a potential conflict between his duty to his vengeance 

and his naturd affection for his sister. With the paidagbgos present to urge him 

forward, Orestes overcomes his hesitation, but that sirnply the sound of his sister's 

voice is enough to make him risk their plans shows that he is not without foelings or 

m p l e s .  More significantly, his uncertainty look 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 scniples about uciing dolos with the thought of kerdos (&os and timê), 

an attitude similar to that of his mother. In the second case, urged on by the 

pm*drrgBgos, Orestes places his duty to ApoUo before his feelings for his sister. Both 

expressions of doubt have some tefaence to his blood-kin, one who is an enemy and 

one who is a fnend. Orestes' plan at this point. howwer, makes no distinction 
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between echthroi and philoi. Everyone, including Elektra, wül be deceived b y the 

news of his 'death'. In Orestes' situation, blood-ties cannot distinguish between 

friendship and enmity, and we can begin to discem the reason for Apollo's 

recommendation of dolos it will make a distinction between philw 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 di& 

for it will be the rneans by which every character in this play, including Orestes 

himself, wiU be tested. His deed will be carried out with justice, only if he 

understands the proper use of dojos. 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 se, wül revd his chamter. 

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 resto r d  

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 ntual 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 Eiektra's isolation fiom 

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 lyricai 

lament contrasts sharply with the spoken dialogue of the earlier scene, but her 

moum'ng need not mean that Elektra is governexi solely by her passions. Tme, she 



hata  the rulers and deeply grieves her father's murder, but there is an ethicai basis to 

her lamentation. For all the dering and pain evident fkom her rihial lament, we see 

that Elektra moums not out o f  any morbid attachment to the dead, a s  sometimes 

suggested, but to make a public gestute designed to draw attention to the crimes of 

the rulers. Her passions contain an ethical truth. 

Campbell observes that of two anapestic qstems of monody, the first one (86-102) is 

retrospective and the second ( 103- i 20) prospective.* This structure of her Song 

points to one of the purposes of her rinial lamentation: it is the link between the past 

crime and a future in which the murder will have been punished and order restored. 

The fint part of  her Song (86-102) describes in graphic detail the brutal kiliing of her 

M e r  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 hm been the ody  one to moum his de& ( iûû- 10 1). Uektra's lamentation 

is a way to maintain a vatige of the proper order of the oikm 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 lüture 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 

Ennyes to avenge the murder of her father and send home her brother. Her 

mourning dius aims at bringing about a future in which murder is punished and 

justice accomplished. Death ritu al thus becomes the mediating force between past 

and hiture, and has as its tefos the cestomion and re-establishment of order in the 

same f d i o n  as Orestes' caretÙl!y laid plans. 
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Ail this, Fdektra recognizes, is utterly dependent upon Orestes' retum and thus her 

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

8 W .  tip*cm, .reiaodk mpk 
+vov iyidpou, 
  ai pot tOv &OV dfiycd àüe&ov. 
pwvq yàp *etv o6dn mu6 
1.uniq M p p o n o v  à* 

( 115- 120) 
Corne, help, avenge the 
murder ofour M e r ,  
and send my bmther to me 
for i can no longer hold in 
balance the bwden of my grief alone. 

From the very beginning, we see that Elektra has placed everything, her own fate and 

the fate of the oikac, 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 l e s  a refiection 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 whidi will bring him glory. 

Elektra's lamentation has often been considered a "passive* activity which doa no 

more than fulfil the traditional female duty of mo~rn ing ;~  however, its context 

suggests that it serves a fiu broader hnction in this play. Elektra appears outside the 

gates of the palace, mouming the deatb of her father. In other words, lamentation 

has been sepatateci fiom its norrnai rituai context, a p p e a ~ g  not in its traditional 

'Sa Wood~rd 1%): 166-167, for instance, who overcmphasiscr the passivity and emotiondism of 
El&m A mare meat example is Bumett 1998: 121-123 who refeis to her Iamentation in these terms; 
she dws, however, see Elektra moving towards a more aggressive forrn of action in the tmfolding of 
the drama, For a useful corrective to the tcndency of commentators to vîew mouming as 'passive" 
action irtlecting the rmmen's tie to the dos,  see Foley 1993: 101-43. 
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setting of the funerai procession or over a tomb as in the Choephmoi, but in front of 

the palace and directed externally to the community: 

But 1 &ail not cease from my lamentations 
and Ioathsome wailings as long as I look 
upon the dl-mining twinlding lights of the stars, 
as long as I gaze upon this day, 
just as the nighdngaie, rhyer of ha pung, 
crying out loud and making Ioud proclamation 
ta ail &te the door ofnryfnther's house. 

Her lamentation is not directecl to the dead, but is aimed at the living in an attempt 

to bring about dikê. It is a protest, directed towards the community, a public 

declaration about the breach in the proper order of the oikus and polis, which is why 

its site - outside the royal household, in fiont 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 Communitv 

2.1 Preliminary Remarks 

Elektra's monody in the prologos is answered b y the women of Argos who make up 

the Chorus in this play. It enters singing a lyrical response to her larnent and the 

parodos takes the form of a kmmos. This is the first of three confrontations which 

structure the first hall 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 pmodos. 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 par&, Elektra 

expresses her shame at her behaviour but seeks to justify her actions through 

teference to the virtues of aidds and eusebeur. 

Elektra's behaviour has always posed a problem for and while many readiiy 

acknowledge the justice of her cause, quite a few are troubled by the manner in 

which she pursua it. Some take a psychological approach, interpreting her excessive 

lamentation as the product of an obsessive personaüty which has become warped by 
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years of suffering? Others, as we shall see. adopting a more ethical app roach, focus 

on what they perceive as Elektra's contradiaory relationship to the concepts of 

eusebaa and sdphrosyn&, intecpreting it as evidence of her lack of self-awareness? 

Regardles of whether they expiain her actions in psychological or moral tenns, 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 aidds; too often critics have concentrated on the shameful nature of her 

behaviour, while ignoring how much her lamentation is equally an expressi*on of 

aidas and of her attempt to uphold the fûndamental beliefs of the community. The 

concept of aids is crucial not only for the understanding of Eleha's justification 

and the nature of her moral dilemrna. but it also forms a theme which mns through 

the whole play and ultimately has some role to play in how we are to judge the 

vengeance. 

Douglas Cairns' recent book, A W :  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 aidôs as 

'the cernent of society", he departs from this tradition with his rather controvenial 

daim of aidds as the source of conscience. In his examination of the role of aidas 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 weîi with Cairn's thesis which emphasizes the self-regarding aspects of aidds, 

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

Kells' view of Eiektra is the most a m m e  in this regard but many take such a 'prychological' 
approach to her behaviom See note 43 abave. 

See note 1 15 behw. 



eiektra and the chorus 153 

overernphasis on the individualism and uniqueness of the hero? What is 

particulariy questionable in Cairn's argument, however, is that in order to support 

his view of aidâr as the source of a personal moral conscience, he must concentrate 

dmost exdusively on the self-regarding aspect of it and thus disregards the extent to 

which, at least in Ekkhu, it is far more representative of communal ethics than of 

individual conscience. In what follows, 1 shall argue that Elektra's behaviour is 

deeply infonned 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 Choms 

A poet's choice of Chorus is dways highly significant since he is able to suggest a 

great deal sirnply through the designation of such things as its sex, age, and social 

status. In Antigone, for instance. Sopholdes uses the Chorus to intensify the isolation 

of his heroine. By virtae of her sex and age she is alienated fiom the Chorus of 

eiderly male citizens who represent the interests of Creon's polis. In Trachiniae, on 

the other hand, the Chorus is closdy 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 al 

significant in identifying its role and hnction in the play as representatives of the 

polir who are l i e d  with Elektm in opposition to those inside the palace. 

It is sometimes suggested that the choice of a Chonis of women underscores the 

non-politid nature of the play. Strictiy speaking, women did not participate in the 

ninning of the pdis, but a femaie Chorus does not prevent a more broadly politid 

9' See the critical r d  of Cüi 1995: 48 and 1- 153. See dm note 1 14 Mow. 
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element fiom entenng its role in the dramatic a d o n  of the play. In one respect, it is 

essential that the Chorus is fernale, as EIektra is engaged in primarüy a female 

activity, the mouming ritual. A Chorus of men would be highly artificial and would 

only heighten her isolation, suggesting not only her estrangement fiom her family 

but the polis. Their status as noble women of  the community is duded to early on in 

the play when the Chonis enters in response to Wektra's lamentation.* She addresses 

the women as p d e k  yeW(Ximv (1 30). an indication of their noble birth and later, 

as noAin&ç (1227), a word which more strongiy suggests a reiationship to the state. 

By choosing free-bom citizen women, Sophokles broadens the locus of the action to 

include the polio h i l e  stll creating an environment in which Elektra, assured of a 

natural sympathy due to their comrnon 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 a c t h s  take place. 

As the representatives of the community, the Chorus offers a view of the royal oikos 

and the tyranny of Aigisthos and Klytaimnestra fiom the petspective of the polis. Not 

only does it ofien provide important confirmation o f  the vdidity of Elektra's 

accusations against the tyrants, it does so fiom a more objective standpoint, 

unbiased because free from the personal hardships of living within an d o s  

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

" Burton 1980: 186 bchgs out wdl  die politicai overtona of the Chonu' rofe hnc He ransrlcr that 
di& status as noble wmmn idiotes that diey hold a position of mme significance in the cornmunity 
and may even weü be wives of citizens o p p d  to the d e  ofAi8Lpdlos and Kiytaimntstra As he puts 
it, that "they are frec-boni women of Argos and not membem of the howhdd h g  in the palace 
gives a widu background to the play and nyym bat there ue  politid undertones. Yet for Burton 
the Chorus 'represent a nom of baîanccw and thus their anventional behaviour only anpbasizes 
Elektra's ob-ve bchaviour, Gardiner 1986: 162 on the other band thinlcs that SopbokIcs is able to 
suaest rbat the Choms repmenu the people without implying any actuai participation in the 
politicai reaiity of the -te. See I d  1993: 21 7-229 on the d e  of the Cho- 
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of fear. points to the oppressive nature of their rule and identifies the broader 

consequenca of Agamemnon's death for the polis. That the Chonis &ares a view of 

Klytaimne~na and Aigisthos similar to Elektra's suggests a cornmon suffering and 

establishes a bond between them. An alliance is thus formed between Elektra and the 

community agaih* those inside the palace. 

The age of the Chorus members aiso hu some significance, for, being older than 

Elektra, they have certain authority over her, lending credence to their judgments 

and advice. The différence in age also suggests a motheildaughter relationship, and 

the Chorus ofien appears to hinction as a surrogate mother to her, addressing her as 

nai and tkvov. Its kindness and support con- sharply with Klytaimnestra's 

harsh and m e 1  treatment of her daughter. Thus, the warm relationship between 

Elektra and the Chorus highlights the abnormd relationship between mother and 

daughter. As much as the Chorus is sympathetic to Elektra, sharing her hatred of the 

rulers, it is not blindy loyal in its devotion to her. Its words of comfort are mingied 

with critical remarks regarding what appean as excessive and hile in her behaviour, 

but it is through this criticism that we understand the basis of Uektra'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 fifieen 

practical and sensible citizen wornen, is ultimately tipped by the arguments of 

E l e h  so that in the end the Chorus cornes to dedare its loyalty to her cause? 

- . -- -- 

93 See note 92 above. 
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2.3 The Parodos 

The public nature of E l M s  mouming is underlined by the prodos, for the Chonis 

entea in response to her public cries. The form of kommos which the pmodos 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 rnight have produced.% The pmodos is made up of three strophic pairs, 

divided between Elektra and the Chorus, followed by an epode. In the fira two 

strophes, the Chorus mixes words of comfort with slightly aitical remarks, which 

prompt Elektra to defend herself. By the end of the parodos, the Chorus, while 

fearing for her safety, affirms its solidarity with ElektraPI These three strophic pairs 

which structure the pmodos show the graduai movement of the women over to 

Elektra's side. 

The Chorus begins by questioning her as to her continual lamentation ( i  2 i -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 persona reasons, grief for Agamemnon. This 

misunderstanding underlies the Chorus' initiai criticism; for although it is 

sympathetic and füled with kindly intentions, the women do not understand why she 

continues to lament for a father now long dead. Elehra acknowtedges its concern 

but deciares her intention not to cease Iamenting. The Chonis, assuming she mu* be 

trying to raise the dead with her continuai m o d n g  (137-39), Jees her as the author 

" Burton 1980: L90 points out that th* M y  lyricai achange is the ody one of th* h d  in the extant 
plays of Sophokies. 
* nie suggestion of I d  1993: 221 that Chorus and Elekîra are sepmted m & d y ,  as "the ha of 
the Chorus respond rnetridy only to other Iines of the Chorus, and Elekaa's only to Elelrtra's, 
dcaùig  the ciifferences in their positions is ovdy mbtie in this context. 
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of her own misfoctune and counsel moderation. This provokes a rather ernotional 

response fiom Elektra that the one who forgets the pitifùl death of a parent is *OS, 

foolish. The Chonis remin& her that she is not the only one to suffer misfoctune for 

she has other siblings - Chrysothemis, Iphianassa and Orestes (153-54)" This 

prompts a second defence fiom Eiektra in which she points to her isolation: she kas 

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 aitical at what it sees as excessive anger and 

grief, it advises her to yield (176-77). In reply, Elehra points out what waiting has 

given her: no husband and no children; instead, she serves in the palace dressed in 

rags (1 87-92). 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 b e n  reduced to sornething closely resembling a lowbom slave (191- 

92). In the early part of the exchange, Uektra identifies the crimes of the rulers, the 

la& of any male to protect her or the interests of the oikos. k ing  the only sibling to 

mourn Agamemnon's death, she has been isolated fiom those in the palace by her 

loyalty to her father. In this respect, the introductory part of the purdos 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 

sr The rderence to Iphianassa, who apperaitly a h  lives in the palace, has ciiuseà romc rdidars a 
slight discorntort, for them is no 0 t h  rdetence to her in the piay* Davidson 1990a: 408 ches Kaibei's 
view that the mention of two other daughters more modente in their behaviour than Elektra make 
the niticism of the Chom mu& stronger. Winnington-Ingram 1980: 224 n. 26 and 336 suggests that 
the derence to Iphianassa is dwigned to bring to mind Iphigenia He takes tbis subtie allusion as 
t'urther cvidcrice of the 'dark' nature of the play. Davihn 1 9 9 0 ~  107-409 argue that Iphianissa is 
acîuaüy the sadceû daughter mentioned in the agm bctwecn Elektra and her mother rather tban 
Iphigenia Contra Winnïngton-ingram, Davidson points out bat  Sophokîes may have km tryùrg to 
amid the saaifice motif fiom Aischyh and 16us wait out of bis way ta awid meutioning the name 
Iphigenia. The ditaculty with this interprctation, as Davidson himdfnotes,  is that the expression 
"those inside" suggcsts that aii these âaughtus are fbhg in the paiacc. 
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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 

murdet as a crime driven by passion and -ed out with deceit: 66% j v  O +puaas. 

& p o ~  O rçeivaç (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 cornes front the Chorus is 

telling, for it suggests that her motives were commonly known to those outside the 

paiace, i.e., to the polis, and it provides important external confirmation of Elektra's 

later accusations that Klytairnnestra acted not, as she daims, according to di& but 

out of an illicit desire for Aigisthos. 

The association of dolos and eros with Klytairnnestra strongly recails Orestes' own 

plans to use dolos against his enemia. Although Apollo commends ddos to Orestes, 

linking it with d e ,  Orestes justifies his use of dolos not by reference to its association 

with dik& but by the prospect of winning kleos. Not ody is there a sirnilarity in their 

use of d d w  but also in their motivations, for Klytaimnestra's eros, lüce Orestes' kkm, 

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 giory. Each may daim to act in accordance with 

justice, but both apparently have strong personal motives. In both ases, Elektra wiU 

have some role to play in reveaîing who acts with justice. for she will unmask her 

mother's daims to di& ultimatdy her grKfwiU serve to M e n  Orestes' compassion 

and show his capacity for pity. 
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The Choms' description of the murder of Agamemnon prompts an outbunt fiom 

Uekrra; she appeais to the "great god of Olympusn (209) to bring d o m  punishment 

on the murderers. The outspokenness and the public nature of this cal1 fnghten the 

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

pij I r8pm $aveiv. 
oU yuchpm ïqq éc dov 
7à 7CapoI*, oiueiuç dq Ulnç 
6 ~ ~ ~ ~ 1 ~  0- d~&& 
mA6 y@ n um&v impemiiou>, 
uij 6usfKipy .ci~mw' ai& 

xoA&~oq 6 S& - fors Quvamiç 
OiX l$id - sel. (213-220) 

Consider, don't iament f'urther. 
Don? you understarid the present 
situation that cornes fiom such things? 
That you faü uito misfortunes of your own maicing 
in this way! For you have acquired a lyeat mesure 
of troubles always p r o d u ~ g  strife in yow dispirited 
soul; but th- things are not to bt contested with 
the powerful - endure. 

Some commentators suppose that the Chorus is criticising Elektra for selc 

destructive and abnormal behaviour. Woodard, for instance, daims that the Chorus 

sees Eiektra enejiged in "sharnefbi polemics and reproaches", and is accusing her of 

"self-engendered min"; Kelis suggests that to the Chorus her behaviour appears 

"hybristic"; while Burton sees the conventional and moderate sentiments of the 

Chorus as designcd to highlight by con- the obsessive behaviour of Elektra* 

Gardiner offers a more balanced view which recognizes the dramatic context; the 

Chorus is responding to the dangers of spealang so openiy against the rulets: 

Their admonition to speak no tirrther has a tone of urgency and suggests 
conspirators' fear of king overheard..They do not say tbat Eiektra's 
behaviour is 'abnomal" or "hubristic", but that it is dangeroas. By not 
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keeping silent, by openly delj4ng the ruiing powers. she has got henelf 
into temile trouble? 

The Chorus, aware of the character of  the present rule and therefore of the 

dangerous nature of her activity, is afiaid for Elektra, and it advises her to submit to 

those in power. This advice to yieM only ptovokes Elektra to defend herself again, 

this time by reference to the traditional beliefs of aias and eusebeia, Lt is her daim to 

protect and uphold principles basic to communal life which findly causes the 

Choms to dedares its full solidarity with her (252-253). 

2.4 The Theme of Aid6s 

Aidds 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 herseif. Ai& is a concept difficult to grasp and 

almost impossible to translate. We have no precise parallei and the stock translation, 

'shame', captures only a limited aspect of it. It has been dedbed as a 'respect or 

regard for the honour of others', a fom of 'public conscience' and a 'feu of 

disgrace'? In any society dominated by the standards of honour and reputation to 

the extent Creek society was, 'what people say' or 'how things appear' is important. 

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

si Gardiner L9%6: 14-4 in rapnse to what KdLr 1973: n.153; 213; 221 says regarding die nmarks of 
the Chorus. 

Lioyd-Jones 1982 256 daaiber it as 'the respect that one owes to another or o n d i n  virtue of 
the wq beionging to that other or oneself"; Dodds 195 1: 18 calis it "respect for public opinionw; 
Stuifod in his cdition of die Odyssey 1947: n. 1350 as "a merence for certain conventions of gods 
and men*; Verdenius 1945: 48 spealrs of aiddr as a lcind of public: conscience ('C)ffentlichkeit des 
GNnssens"), P a r k  1983: 189 d&es it as the 'sdf-mtmht apricssed tbrorrgh respect for rccognized 
values". For other treaûncnts of oides see Eiffa 1937: 4-43; Cheyns 1962 3-33; Dover f 974 226-42; 
Rtdndd 1- 115-1 19; Scott 19= 13-35; WiIliams 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 

beliefi of society or, as lames Redfield puts it, "a vulnerabüity to the expressed ideai 

nom of ~oàety ." '~  AidBs has the ability both to inhibit actions that may be judged 

disgracehl or conversely, to propel one forward on a course of action to avoid 

disgrace. It thus operates as an forcefuf sanction against wrongdoing as well as 

powerhil incentive to vimious behaviour. It is perhaps best thought of as a kind of 

social virtue, the principle which makes communal life possible. By the fi& 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.lal 

Cairns defines aidbs as "an inhibitory emotion based on sensitivity to and 

protectiveness of one's self-image."lOl It indudes the honour of both self and others, 

an inclusivity that is mirrored in the honour code itself. "which integrates selG 

regarding and other-regarding, cornpetitive and CO-operative standards, into a 

remarkably unified whole-"l0) Where Cairns differs lrom the more traditional view of 

&id& is, as mentioned, with his focus on the self-regardhg aspect of it, that is, how it 

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

'00 Redfidd 1994: 1 16. 
loi n i e  word aischunormti is u s d y  used to indiate ihis aspect of ai&. This 'ntmrpective' aspect of 
aidbr is ofkn thought to be a later development of the term dthough Cairn dairns that we can see an 
ample of this use of aides as eariy as the &d (2îJO4-7). Erffa 1937: 62-3 on the other hand argues 
that the fint use of the vcrb aideornai in a retrospcctive way occurs in Soion (fi. 32 West), 

Cairns 1993: 2-3 dnwr a disthaion bmvmi the noun ai& and the verb u i d m ~  arvying that 
the verb conveys a recognition that one's sclf-image is valnaab1e in some way, a reactim in which 
one focuses on the conspicuausnesd of the sel& He proposes that the verb be translated as "1 am 
abashed". 
'O3 CaVllS 1-3: 14. 

Cairns h a  a numkr of arguments he U aoncemcd with rchitiny in his book. mmcibing which 
may be p d y  rcsponsible for his anphasb on the sdf-regarding aspect of thir t m .  He is righdy 
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Uniike Redfield who argues that nid& is nothing like conscience, C a h s  posits aidds 

as the source of conscienceF He acknowledges that this may not be identical to our 

modem concept of conscience as based on a set of principles personal to the 

individual, and involving reflection, deliberation, and men, at times, opposition to 

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

criticai of the turdency to speak about aidds in terms of the anthropologid ciassification of  societies 
into sharne-cultures and guilt-cultures. Dodds: 1951:17-18 (dso 26 n. 100 and Chapter 2 passim) was 
the tint to apply the term shame culture to Homeric society, and since thm it has become 
commonplace. Shame cultures are distinguished by their diance on extemal sanctions for good 
behaviour, whüe guih cultures are said to rdy upon intemaiizd standards. Thus, in a sharne-culture, 
the worth of a person or action is detcrmined by the judgemcnt of others, h i l e  in a guüt-culture, the 
individual conscience governs ideas of right and wrong. According to this model, shame is a reaction 
to othu people's aitiasm and requires an audience or at least an imagined audience white guilt does 
not (se Benedict 1946: 223 for the dassic statement of the dieence between the two societies), 
There are certauily paraiiels betwcen Homeric smkty and what anthropologists c d  shame cultures, 
and aads and shame correspond at Ieast to some degrce. Nevertheles, this is a crudc distinction 
which remlts in a distorted view of the hero as one who simply adjusts his actions to accord with 
public opinion. Even those who use this antithois often tëel compdd to quaiify it by pointing out 
that it is unlikdy any society could fùnction without some degret of intmalization of its sanctions 
(Cairns 1993: introduction and 139-146, e s p e d y  142; Bryant 1996: 32 both make this point. See 
Hookcr 1987: 121-5 hr  anorha &tical view of Homeric s d e t y  as a shame cuiture). Cairns collapses 
the distinctions between shamdguilt, extemal and intemal sanctions as w d  as the notion that shame 
rquires a viewer, real or imaginary. The anthropologicai modd is not Cairn's only target; he is also 
criticai of arguments typidy ass0aaSSOaated with Snell (1 928: 24-5; 1930: 141 -58; 1975: ch. 1 & 2) and 
others (Voigt 19m; Frankcl 1975: 75-85; Scott 1982: 13-35] who have dairned that Homeric man has 
no internai standards and no independent sense of his own worth distinct fiom soaety's judgemait of 
him. In other words, he is thought to la& a personai moral conscience in o w  sense of the term, 
Snen's daim that Homtric man is unable to reach a dcasion because of the absence of a concept of 
sâfhas drawn much aitidm in recent years (se GU 19% for a recent treatmuit of this debate). One 
of the underlying aims of Cairns' discussion of aidas in Homeric society is the identification of 
something he can c d  'conscience'. Williams 1993 is dm aitical of this dichotomy although he 
approaches the subject fiom a siightly d i f fmt  perspective. He wants to rcscue the Gr& fiom the 
*prograsivistb view which tends to see thcm as mord 'primitives', and shame as more superfiaal type 
of morality (in that it depends on the reactions and evainations of others). Williams points out that 
those &O see guilt as a more sophisticateà and/ot superbr concept of morality are apptogdiing it in 
t n m ~  of a Kantian moraiity whicb sees the wiU as autonomous and motivateci solely by duty. He, like 
Cairns, disputes the notion that shame rclies solely upon extemai sanctions and face-to-fâce 
interaction and offas in its piace a modei of an 'intmalized other'. Uniike Cairns, however, Wüliams 
finds the distinction betwten shame and guüt uJeW and, widi some important qualifications, is 
content to retain it, 
'=Cairns 1993: 141-144 is aitid of the argument of Redfield 19% 116 that 'the ideal nom is 
dinctly expuienced within the Iclf, as a man intemaiizes die antiâpted judgmiaiu of others on 
himsdf,' Cairns daims that this is incohuent W d d ,  he argues, supposes diat judgerncnts cm be 
intemaüzcd and yet remain those of others. For Cairns, as soon as someone internaiizes a standard, it 
must be in some sense his own (142-43). He goes on to argue that Homcric man quite dearly does 
possess standards of bis own ( 143). 
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early in üfe, operate instinctively and automaticail y. C a b  recognises that these may 

be identicai to the standards of sm*ety, but he argues that they must still be regarded 

as the individual's own principles which operate on him as inner sanctions against 

inappropnate c o n d u c P  Therefore, we are not yet at the stage where there is any 

opposition between the innet sanctions of the individual and those of society; that is, 

there could be no conscientious objectors in Homer. Yet, clearly the argument o f  

Caims goes sorne distance in paving the way for them. He suggests that we see 

examples of individuais who disregard public opinion in order to stand by their own 

ideas of right and wrong in the tragedies of Sophokles and Euripides.lo7 Thus Cairns, 

with his identification of a minimal sort of conscience in Homer, fiom which aidds 

spnng~, can now claim, without positing any new development in the concept. that 

ai& has become closely associated with "the intemalid self-regdatory mechanism 

that we cal1 conscien~e."~~ This argument that aid8s springs from some inner 

sanction is very much a moot point and whae 1 do not intend to enter into the 

problem of identifying a 'self or 'conscience' in Homer, I think it is Cairns' quest to 

identify ai&s with conscience which results in a slightly distorted view of the 

Sophoclean hero. To support such an argument Caims must continudiy emphasize 

'O6 Cainis 1993: 142-143. 
l m  Caims 1993: 221 and 2M argues that SophoMes' Antigone and Odysseus (in AW) are aampia of 
figures who act according ta theu own personai conscience. 
lm Caims 1993: 343. Caims does not waat to argue that there has been any devdopment in the 
concept of aidas. He opposes himseif to SneU who had a r g d  that thae is a new eiement f m d  in 
Acschylean tragedy (k 132c Radt). This, he daims, is a tendency towards the subjective evduation of 
one's own account widiout refaence to the univasll staodards of society - an indication ofa pcnonai 
moral conscience. Edià 1937 also secs a devdopmcnt in the concept of aidds. He argues that aidds is 
d d y  bound op with the dutits of the Horncrk warrior whosc tkt  duty is battle courage it m y ah 
be fdt toward one's sociai superior as weü as those who are weaker. In thb sense, it is cioseiy 
connectcd to pity. As thepufis devdopcd Erffa argues, aidôs became more politicai; in Aisdiyios it bas 
dose connections with justice; in AfipX it is doseiy cannectcd witb fear and is the opposite of hybk  
UltMately, for Er&, it is the due whah bol& soâcty togder and prevents wrongdoing.*Caims 
howeva, by establisbing tbat oiads relates strongly to seif as early as Homer, can pobit this as the 
constant ttnchanging aspect of the concept, 
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the individualistic aspect of aidbs and the consecpence of this is that it escapes him 

how much it is bound up with the political and ethical fiameworic of the pdir. 

For Cairns, one of the characteristic traits of Sophocleui tragedy is the opposition 

between two types of ar;d&, played out in the "conttast between Iimited, personal 

and self-assertive aspects of the CO nglo rnerate of traditional, ho nour- based values 

and wider aspects, which to a large extent limit the self-assertion of individu al^."^^ 

Two aspects of aidds which were united in Homer - regard for self and regard for 

othus - have been set at variance in Sophokies. 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 

traditionéd 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 daims, as she is a figure motivateci by a deep sense 

of persona1 injury and thus "lives and acts as she does in order to annoy her 

enerniesDw Her need to retaliate drives her to lament endlessiy, disobey amhority, 

and abuse her mother. Regard for her persona1 honour has led Elektra to act in a 

disgracefiii manner and her expressions of  shame hnaion to onderscore the m o d y  

dubious nature of ber behaviour, the contradictory aspects of her arjpment, and 

ultimatdy only emphasize the similarities between mother and daughter. 

Cairns foilows the current trend to see the Sophodean hero as a figure in conflict 

with society. One of the strongest champions of this view is Bernard Knox with his 

portrait of the Sophodean protagonist in 77re H n u k  Tempr.lll With its powerhtl 

'O9 Cairns 1993: 249. 
''O Cairns 1993: 241. 
'" Knox 1964. 
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portraya1 of the lonely, self-wüled tragic hero who acts in accordance with the 

demands of his own temperament and finds h i m d  isolated fiom society, Knox's 

book had a powerful impact on Sophoklean rholarship, and it has continued to 

exert an infinence on d g c s .  For Knox, these figures are al1 "uquisitely conscious of 

their own uniqueness. Abandoned and unsupporteci by everyone, including the 

gods, they have nothing to f d  back upon but a belief in themselves and their owa 

destiny."ll' For Knox, Elektra is not any different; she is as self-determined, 

unyielding, stubbom, aüenated, and insistent upon revenge as any other Sophoclean 

figure. Her avowal never to cease lamenting is for Knox evidence of ber heroic nature 

and is comparable to the decision the hero makes that stems kom "the deepest layer 

of his individual nature, his p l z y ~ k " " ~  Knox's portrait certainly captures the 

common traits which characters as diverse as Antigone, Aias, Philoktetes, and Elektra 

share. They are al1 figures who adopt a stance and hold fast onto it. What is 

troublaorne with this formulation is its concentration on the ovenvhelming 

uniqueness and individualisrn of the hero to the exclusion of all else. In focushg on 

the hero's individual will and his ability to sustain his decision in the face of 

opposition, without addrbng the broader ahical issues. Knox ieaves us with a 

rather unbalanceci portrait of thern as iconodastic figures who stand apart fiom the 

communal framework. Chrîstopher Ciil identifies the main weakness of Knox's 

argument when he writes: 

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

'" Knox 1964.36. 
'13 Knox 1961: 1 O. 
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individuaiists or 'outsidersB in quite the way that Whitman does, they 
take on something of that chamter by defauIt.1i4 

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 aid& that we shall see how deeply 

representative her arguments are of phciples fundamental to society. She may 

oppose henelf to those who surround hm, but these are al1 figures who themselves 

transgress some of the most fundamental beliefs of the community. 

2.4.1 Aidôs und eusebeia 

The Choms has suggested to Uektra that given the circumstances it is best to yield to 

authority (2 19-20). In repiy, Elelara says: 

Corne. how can it be right to be hrgctful of the dead? 
In whom does this tlowish? 
M a y  I never be honoured by such people, 
aor may 1 ever live kee fiom care with any g d  
thing 1 may have, if 1 rrstrain the wings of 
loud lamentation &onouring my Wer. 
For if the dead man ües there bang earth and 

'" Güi 19%c 153 points out thst Knox's portrayal of the hecoic character seans "coloured by die 
concepts of ethical individ&mW but not as expliatly as say Whitman in his H o m  and the H m 3  
tradition. He goes on to point out that an exegesis dong ethicd lines wouid offer an altogether 
difllerent intapcetation of ttic phys from that which Knox stsggcm. 
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nothingntss, mwrable man, and they are not to 
pay the peualty, kiüed in turn, aidds and 
el(~elrcrs would disappear fiom aiI maalrind 

Her anmer reveals the basic motivation underlying her lamentation, narneiy, the 

traditional values of mdBs and eusebeiu, 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 sarne 

time E i e h  is able to recognize how her behaviour must appear to others, and she 

expresses her sharne: 

1 am ashamecl, women if 1 seem to you 
to h u i t  too much 
but force compels me ta do this, 
tsrgivc mc; for how could any noble woman 
seeing the suflerings of h a  fither's house not do this... 

She then goes on to defènd her behaviour on other grounds - the conditions in the 

palace. She is at o d b  with her rnother (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 

out monthly ritual sacrifices in celebntion of Agamemnon's murder (277-81) and 

insults and abuses her âaughter (287-98). In circumstances such as these, Elektra 

condudes, it is impossible to be either moderate or pious: 
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The problem for commentators has always been that her relationship to piety seems 

somRohat contradictory, for having earlier claimed eu~bna as a basis for h s  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 

t e m n 5  Cairns sees a similar paradox in Elektn's daim to maintain aidds and 

eusebcia and her acknowledgement that in doing so, she has been forced to a a  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 

ILS North 1946: 52; 65, Ste dm Blundd 1989: 159- Kirkwood 1942: 86 sees the contradiction bctwccn 
Eiektra's w i o w  daims of piety and shame ['it is not possible to rophronein or to ~ ~ n "  (307-8); 
"sh;une holds me" (616); '1 know my conduct is u n d y ' '  (618) and later her daim that that would 
win praise for piety (967-8) 1 as &dace of Eiektra's lack of seif-howiedge. She deceives herseif as to 
the m e  nature of the matricide. Kukwood may be right to sec in Elektra's failure to mention the 
name of her mother a sign that she is deceiving herseif* but he M s  to acknowledge that this is at a 
point in which Elcktra is ignorant of the me nature of her circumstances, somahing which changes 
when the d u h  is rtveaied CO her. Burton 1980 195 adopts a more psychologid interpretation of her 
behaviour, arguing that in Eldroa's contraclictory daims we see evidence of  a psychologid disordm 
Tt is as if she werc regaràing h e d f  from two points of vicw, both as the jwt avenger of her father 
and thercfore EiibegiiS, and a h  as a woman whose natural instincts are so warped that she feels 
incapable of âîhcr c m @ p o d ~  or eijuéma in her d d y  condu~t A psychologid 'split' of this type 
indiates that the mind is obsessed and the judgemcnt conhd." Burton ignores how aui8s works 
here and inteprets her teaction in a too psychological fishion. If EleWs nattuaI instincts were as 
warped as Burton beiieves, one doubts whethn she would even recognize her own transgressions. 
Others (Jobansen 1964 8-32} have interpreted E l M s  numerous confessions of sharne at her 
behaviour as pointing to the tension betwecn what is dihion and what is both aisdtm and hh on 
the other. The question is not whcther the matricide is just; that is assumed, but given that it is just 
and necessafy* is it not ah shamefiil? Justice thm cornes at the cost of Eldata's moral disintcgration. 
#Je 1 agree with Johansen on the tension between the d h i 4 n  and the aixhrcrn evident in the 
matricide, there is little to suggest Elektra's m o d  breakdoun. McDevin 1983: 3-4 also agrces widi 
Johansen on the just but shamehil aspect of the matricide but disapees with the condusion Johansen 
draws. For McDMtt, Elektra fccls no dime at the matci&, but only at the Lift she is hrced to Id 
EIektra acts according to an inncr moral truth, whicb, "contmy to public opinion". makcs it 
shamefül not to cany out the vengeance, The audiencc on the othu band is forced by Sophoàies' 
praentation of ber to judge tht maaicide as sham&, Mdkvitt  attanpts to show hou Sophokles 
invites us to view the matritide as shamehi by the ailusion to the disaeditabie histocy of the h o w  in 
the cpode and messcnger speech. The vidaicc is markd by the nf;trence to the chariot race between 
Pelops and Oinomaos and is connecteci with the chaiot race in which Orestes supposcdly dies. We 
are meant to judge both as s h a m d  and thus the whale vcnpnœ of whicb this story is paxt It scuns 
uniikely that Sopholdcs would l e  something sa crucial to onr understanding of the play (the 
judgancnt that the matriade is diamefiil) to such a subtie allusion (sec d c a l  renrarks of Stinton 
1986: 79 regardhg the allusion tu the chariot race), Nor does Md)cncntt e w  identifjr where he fin& 
dris 'public opinion' in the pIay which jud8es the matricide as shamcful. 
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conduct in terms of her own honour and the need to retaliate, motivations that are 

compeiiing only to h e P  Caims 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 d o s  and the broader ethical framework of the polis than in 

any confiict betweeen Elektra's values and society. 

There are two aspects of aidbs 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 f ~ l e d  to live up to other codes of conduct. That is, we have one action 

which, in one aspect, is praiseworthy and, in another, disgracehil. Cairns claims, üke 

others, that Elekua's "pursuit of eusebeia necessitates its negati~n."~'~ Yet her failure 

to be pious, which Cairns rightly identifies as her lack of respect for her mother, is 

only a breadi 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 towarb one's polis and for one's parents."% this sense, then, it indudes both a 

respect for the laws and the pnnciples of order within the community and a respect 

for parental aiahority and proper behaviour within the oikos. It is a regard for power, 

but is properly only felt for power which is legitimate.1t9 More than anything eise, 

ewebeia means upholding ancestral custom (mas nomos) and to be euse& is, as 

- - 

'16 Cairn 1993: 248- 
Il7 Cairns 1993: 249. 

Saremmer LW 4-5 and Zudman and Schmitt Pantel 1992: 13-15 10r dtcudaons of picty and 
impiety, 
'19 Itr mot wb and the rdated fomu rcbPr or rcbM mean literaiiy 'to retreat in am'. Euccbeip or a 
rdattd form of it occurs at lines 250,308,469,589 and 968. 

Sa Cairns 1993: 207; KdL 1973: 97 callr the common trandation of eicsebeio as 'pious' mirleadhg 
bccause of its heavy reügious overtones. He suggests that at lina 245 st MM it mcans somcdiing doser 
to law-abidingness or respect for the law than piety. The gods are implied kcause they have an 
interest in the principlcs of ordu aad human conduct, 
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Zaicûrtan 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 

participate in it, in the most vigoroudy active rnanner possible."12' 

Elektra's diiemma 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 ber father, abandoning the dead, justice, and ultimatel y, the 

principles of eusebeio and ai&. Aitematively, she may honour her father with her 

lamentation, which means she has to disobey her mother. In the reaim of the oikos, 

Elektra's dilemma is insoluble - no matter whom she chooses, she wiii betray a 

parent. Within the broader ethicd fiamework of the polis, however, the choice is 

clear. Aigisthos' and Kiytaimnatra's d e  daims the authority which mides 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 fatha over her mother then is not 

driven solely by some need to retaliate a@st her mother, but by her smse of aid8s 

or respect for the ideais of eusebexa within the broader sphere of the polis. That this 

forces her to breach a narrower form of etlsebeh, respect for her mother, she is ail 

too aware of, hence her shame. 

In focusing upon the individualistic aspect of aUs,  Cairns takes what is only a 

welcome by-product of her lamentation - that she imtates her enemies - uid makes 

it her primary aim, thus ignoring the broader ethicai motivations in favour of the 

personal and subjective. In elevating one above the other, Cairns creates a deeply 

subjective heroine driva sold y by a compulsion to act that is understandable only to 

her. Such an argument ignores the fact that her daim to uphold eusebeia and aidds 
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wins the support of the Chorus (25 1 - 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 petsonai set of  values, as Cairns argues, but those which she 

perceives to be the fundamental laws of the comrnunity. For her, th is  is what it is to 

be nobleec" 

2.4.2 Aidds and sbphrosynê 

Elektra's sense of sharne also involves her recognition that she breaches a fom of 

sdphrosyni. SbphrosynC generaiky means sornething akin to 'moderation', 'soundness 

of mind', 'self-limitation' or 'observance of limits' and is ofien translated as 

'prudence' or '~elf-restrai*nt'.~~ When appüed specifically to the fernale, this tenn has 

a narrower meaning of 'chastity', 'modesty', 'obedience', and 'inconspicuous 

behaviour'.13 Helen North, who provides the most comprehensive treatment of this 

tenn, traces its devdopment fiom Homeric iimes to later fifth century. She points 

out that in the epics dphrosynd means basically 'soundness of min& and appears to 

be of little importance alongside the heroic vimies of courage and skill in fighting. 

With the rise of the polis, it moved beyond its original meuiing and developed the 

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

" Eidma's understandhg of nobility cmcrgcs more dcarly in the confrontation with hcr sister, 
Chrysothemis. Cairns ignores this exchange, but it is Unportant for establishing the radicaily d i f f m t  
motivations of the two sisîers. Sec Chaptcr 3 bdow. 
%phrosyn~ d d v a  hom the v a b  sophtomin which i t d f  is composai of 'd (safe) and 'phrm' 
(muid). The noun sdpbrosynt is absent in both Aischyios and Sophoflcs. nie more commody wd 
t a m s  in this play are foms of the root Waiv mind and thus cuphtonàn, phneia  occur ficqucntiy. 
The advcrb sophms occurs once; the adjective four timcs and the verb eight times (Sce North 1966: 
50 n. 39 and Ellendt 1872). The foiiowing f o m  are fomd in E l c i k m  q ~ v  ( 3 ~ ) ;  orh&mv (365); 
&6 @Oveiv (394); cH@po*~ (165). " North 1966: 1 n. 2 points out that <hmu@out Gr& h h c y  the idea of fminine sôphmsynC 
remaiaed the same in these four aspects. 



eiektra and the chorus 172 

sdphrospê bas a more intektual force than moral and is used primarily to refer to 

the ability io recognize r d i t y  and thus it is dos* tiad to self-knowledge. tE  

North's discussion of the theme of sbphrosynd 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 codlict with society. He is, as 

she puts it, a figure who "carries his individudism to some extreme incompatible 

with the apparent welfare of the ~ommuni ty . "~  For North, the Sophoclean 

protagonist is an example of a *failure in ~BphrosynB".'~ With regard to Ekktra, 

North argues that in Elektra's rejection of moderation, she betrays a lack of self- 

awareness which makes her resemble her mother. She emlts  in every excess of 

emotion, rejexts tb pktpov (236) and dedares that in her cimimstances, sdphrosynd is 

impossible (év o h  mioirroiç oine &mOpoveîv, 4 i h ,  oUt' e h f k î v  ndpemv 307- 

308).13 Elektra, North argues, follows her own independent standards of behaviour, 

taking familiar ethicai tems such as aidbs. eusebeia. and sbphrosynd and ming them 

with new meaning. 

Eiektra does break al1 rules of d a o  rum with her outspoken and public lamentation. 

This is behaviour which is immodest and conspicuous and thus a clear violation of 

sdphrosynê, but it is a breach of a conventionai form of sdphrosyné, in other words, 

NoIZh 1966: 32-33. 
lZ6 North 1966: I Z 
in North 1966: 5 1. 

North 1966: 65 sees an intendcd echo of the CIioephmi m%gcsting that Elektra's nature is reveaied 
h u g h  a contrast with her Aeschylean cornterpart: The El& of AischyIos' tragedy "who was 
gcnuineiy Mirent fiom hm d e r ,  could pray sincerely for MlpimrsynL and pi* this EIectra, 
aithough chaste where h a  motha is wantoo, is Iike Ciytcmestra in rejecting moderation, and both 
d e r  and daughtcr iack sdf-knowledge" 
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Elektra contravenes the behaviour befîtting a woman in her conventional role.lB 

There is no evidence to snggest that her c l a h  - sBphrwynP is impossible in her 

circumstances - involves a wholesaie rejection of the concept or that it reflects her 

la& of self-awareness, as North ~Iairns.~" Rather, Elektra recognùes that her 

behaviour is not suitable for a woman and is ashameci that her public lamentation 

has made her act in such an unseemly fashion. In this respect, her breach of 

sdphrosynE is analogous to her breach of eusebd, that is, it is a violation of one 

aspect of it. Creater support for this argument is found in the following 

confrontation with her sister, for their debate is essentiaüy over what constitutes 

sbphrdn behaviour. There we shall see that Elektra's breach of sbphrosym? is only a 

violation of a restricted form of Jbphrosyni!, the type embodied in the behaviout of 

her sister. While Chrysothemis would seem to be the living rehtation of Elelara's 

daim that every noble woman would act as she does, ultimately the exchange 

vindicates Elektra's behaviour by showing she aas more in line with communal 

standards than does her sister, Chrysothemis. In other words, Elektra's 

understanding of sbphrospt! is not unique to her, but one hUy infonned by the civic 

ethics of the polis. 

'BOthcrs have argueâ that her breadi of dphrosylre here is Iws siyitïcant than her breach of 
ewebeia. Alexanderson 1966: 79-98 for one hkes this vicw, arguuig that her expressions of shame 
rdir to ody minor breaches of decorum. He suggests that it reflects Eiektra's recognition that she 
does not conform to the ttaditiond view of a young woman's behaviour and docs not fed happy 
about it, in spite of her bard attitude" Cairns 1993: 248 as w d  claims that her aischune here reks 
only to embanassmuit regardhg uinduct unfitting in a woman of hcr status, Johansai 19W 8-32 
attaches f i  more sîgnificance to EIcktra's expressions of shame, iuguing that they indicate the e d  
reah into which sbe has been htccd 
'" NoRh's argument regiuding the rcjection of sbpiitosyn9 and the delusion of the hero is more 
applicable to the Iater scaie with Chrysodiemis in d i ch  ElJrtra prcsents h a  with a vision of glory 
and fvne they will win if hcy küi Ai@sthos, This codd be sccn as Eldds ddusion, aptciaüy 
because it is connecteci with a M u r e  to set the trrrth of the ritual evidence h u  sister brings (sec 
Chapter 6). As North points out, "[oiften die diemt ofddusîon is connecd wiîb a misundastood 
onde or prophecy.' But this is a direct tesuit of the mesenger s p d  of the pidagôgos and is oniy 
tempomry; the delusion v a d m  once tûe &Iw is r d c d  to E l a  
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Both instances of Elehra's ~gress ions ,  tàat is, her Wure to uphold one aspect of 

the familial form of eusebeia zr weiI as her rejection of a conventional form of 

sbphrqnê are at the samc 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 condua is ri@t by some standuds, but wrong by others. Yet, Elektra 

herself redises this conflict and thus her aidbs betrays a stronger sensitivity to the 

conventions regarding behaviour suitable for a noble person rather than the Iack of 

awareness many have seen. Most important, Elektra reveals a capacity for 

recognising a hienrchy amon* the virtues ad various aspects of hem, which rank 

some as more important than others. 



Elektra and Chrysothemis 1: 
The SôphrBn Citizen versus Female Sdphrosyd 3 

The Chorus, who hw just finished reassuring Elektra that Orestes will corne, 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 

Klytairnnestra. When she cornes upon Eiektra outside the gates of the palace, the two 

sisters become engaged in a lengthy debate. Chrysothemis is openly criticd o f  her 

sister's public lamentation while Eiektra has nothing but contempt for her weak- 

willed acquiescence in tyramy. 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  

Klytaimnestn's dream. Elektra, who immediateiy recognises its significance, is 

emboldend by the vision and teUs her sister to throw the ritual offerings away and 

replace them by thcir own @fts to their fathet. Persnadcd by her sister, Chrysothemis 

Ieaves to carry out her sister's rquest. 
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Chrysothemis is ohen thought to function as a 'foü' to Elektd31 With her modest 

demeanor and respecthl obedience, she seems the model of conventional female 

IOphrosyie. Elektta, on the other hand, outspoken and defiant, seems to reject wery 

manmr of sdphrosynL as a pretext for cowardice and weakness. Many critics have 

thus concentrated on Elektra's alleged rejedion of sdphrosynt!. North's argument in 

this regard is typical, as she, like others, daims, as we have seen, that in contrast to 

Chrysothemis' more conventionai lorm of sbphrmyd, Elektra has her own private 

interpretation of this concept, in line with her haes\ Chrysothemis appears 

to be govemed by a code of behaviour limiteà 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 f d e  should behave; rather it is over what constitutes 

sdphrdn behaviour in their cir~urnstances.~~ Each sister makes a daim to 'right 

thinking' in order to justify her decision and each accuses the other of being 'without 

sense'. Their speeches are fùil of references to honour, nobility and freedom; and the 

way in which the two siblings interpret these terms reveals much about their 

understanding of sbphrai thinking. Chrysothemis' failure to acknowledge any larger 

ethical fiamework exposes her actions as driven more by a narrow form of self- 

interest concerned exclusively with material cornfort and physical safety than any 

specific concern with proper behaviour for a woman. Elektra, on the other hand, has 

au awareness of honour and freedom that embraces a morai dimension absent in her 

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

Kitîo 1959: 160; Stevens 1978: 1 1 ?; Schcin 1982: 74; Minacdo 1994: L 19. 
lP North 11966: 65; BIunddl1989: 159 r n h  a sïmiiar argument. Sce note 1 15 above 
'" North 1966: 65 daims dut evidcnce lot Eiektra's mprivatt interpretation of rbphmspê" may be 
found in tùe confrontation between her and Chrysothernis in which Elektra accuses her sister of 
x.M. Chrysothemis, Eldctra argues would not act in the mariner she does if she were sdphrbn 
( e w  y' dia0 M). But tbc bR that the two sistm diffa in t6àr understanding ofdpliroSyne is 
hardly pmof that Eiekrra h;is hcr own independent stiuidards. 
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behaviour lies not in a private understanding olsdphrosynê unique to her, but in the 

avic beliefs of the fifüi century plis. Finally, hile neither sister makes any @fit 

mention of aiil&, apparent in Elektra's actions ir an acute sensitivity as to 'how 

things appear'. Chrysothemis is more openly critical o f  ber sister's behaviour than 

the Chorus, but udike 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 h i l i a l  piety and conventionai female sdphroqd in contnst to a 

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

Chrysothemis' opening speech (328-40) betrays some of the limitations and 

weaknases of her position. She begins by criticking her sister for her public 

lamentation. thinking it futile and her anger pointless (32831). Although she 

declares that she is similarly grieved at their present situation, she thinks silent 

obedience is the best course of action: 

Howcvu, I know this murh about mydf, that 
1 grievc over die praaic situation; so that if I had ibc power 
i shouId show dian what I thinlt about them. 
Now in timcs of trouble, it sams h to me to sail with a 
rlPtlrrned sail and not sccrn to do somcthing but do them no barm. 
A n d I w i s h p u m t o d o s u ç h ~ a a à o ~  
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Despite the Fdct that Chrysothemis daims to share a view shilar to her sister, she 

tbh that since she is without power, it is best "to sail witb a slackened sail". Justice 

(dihiun) may not lie in these words, Chrysothemis admits, but &dom does and 

she ends her spcedi with this daim: 

If 1 am to live in t i d o m ,  
1 must obey those in power in ail things. 

According to Chrysothemis, action requires &vq, a word which means 'might' or 

'prowess' and is used primanly with reference to males or masculine physical 

strength. Action then is defined entirely in a physicai sense and thus becomes the 

exclusive domain of males. king without d v o ç ,  Chrysothemis thinks she has no 

abüity to do anything and thus to her, behaviour like Elektra's is senseless in that it 

accomplishes nothing. Leu concerned with justice than freedom, she willingl y 

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, 

keedom is defined by Chrysothemis in an entirely physical sense. 

As Knox rightly rernarks, such a non-political use of the word éÀe6ûepq is stading 

in fifth century tragedy- lM Freedom for the Greeks was a concept primarily politid 

in nature. Having fought the Persians, they were ail too aware of their system of 

absolute m o ~ r c h y  h i c h  dernanded the submission o f  one's wilî to the king. In 

contrast, the Gr& counted themselves f k e  because they obeyed a magistrate which 

'" Knox L983: 8 taka th* as M e r  ~dcncc of the non-poüticd nature of the play. Chrydmnis 
dacs have a strikïngly nanow definition of fietdom but this only draws attention to Eiehds different 
understanding of f idom,  which is not as (Cpasonai" as Knox daims. 



elektra and cbrysothemis 179 

they t h e d v e s  had elected and a system oflaws which they themselves had created. 

The Chorus in Aischylos' Persam etpresses thir well when it prodaims 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 sîavery. By the democratic standards o f  fi& century Athew, 

Chrysothemis' daim that freedom requires obedience to oi  rptnoûweç in all things 

sounds remarkably servile. Only by the narrow conventions of female sbphrosynb 

might it seem praiseworthy, as submission to authority was thought to be the prime 

ara& of women. Yet, Chrysothemis has justified her behaviour not by reference to 

how a woman shodd behave, but by the much weaker daim of a la& of physical 

strengh and desire for a rather limited form of fieedom, in other words, by an 

argument that has no broader application beyond her own physical d e t y  and 

cornfort. 

Elektra's speech (341-368) begins on an equally criticai note that exposes the 

consequences of Chrysothemis' decision to follow a course of dent obedience. It 

means that she mua forget her father and remain loyaî to her mother: 
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This is not simply a q d  over hmily loyalties, for the opposition between the two 

sisters runs much deeper. We saw in the previous exchange that Elelara's 

motivations lie in her desire to care for the dead and thus the protection of the 

traditional beliefs of aidbs and eusebeicr. if the dead are negiected, Elektra points out, 

then the principles of aidbs and ewebeia vanish. That is, her motivations have 

reference to reasons extemai to haself. 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 superficiid form of fMlial piety 

in that she shows the respect a daughter should dispiay to a mother but she must also 

breach a f o m  of fàmilial piety as this means that she forgets her father. Equally 

unacceptable to Elektra is that Chrysothem's has tied herseIf to the will of the woman 

responsible for Agamemnon's death and dius c m  do nothing other than cany out 

her mother's commands. She may hate the d e n  but she does so only in words 

(k5yq 357), for in fact ( S m  358) she must keep Company with them. Chrysothemis' 

code of behaviour thus places her in the position of being able to uphold concepts 

nich as sdphrosym! and eusebeia in o d y  theu narrowest fom. 

Elektra then goes on to demonstnte how limited and shallow Chrysothemis' view of 

action is by a cornparison with her own: 



Chrysothemis, as stated d e r ,  thinks that she needs the physid strength of a male 

to show her hatred of  the d e n ;  yet Eiektra's form of action, lamentation, only 

requires the monl strength to maintain a set of beliefs in the face of suppression. 

Nor is it as futile and ineffective as Chrysothemk thinkr, for by lamenting Elektra 

honours her father and thenby bnngs pain to the ders  (355-56). Although 

Chrysothem*~ has corne to tell Elektra that she wiU be put away unless she ceases ber 

lamentation. she faüs to grasp that this threat confims Elektra's claim that her action 

has the power to harm the derc  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 k d o m  leaves her unable to compnhend anything in t m  other than their 

p hysical CO nsequences. 

Each sister makes a daim to bang rdphtnt Aile accusing the other of being 'without 

sense'. As Elektra points out, Chrysothemis' form of honour ailows her to live a üfe 

of  privilege (360-621, but it also means that she must appear cowardly (351) and base 

(363). Wektra rejects her fonn of honour and teUs her sister she would too if she 

'thought rightiy': 

1 don't desire to obtain pur banour. 
nor would yoo at least if you thought righdy. Now dthough it 
is possible to bc caüed îhe M d  of the bcst M e r  of ail, be d e d  
afier p u r  mother. For in this way p u  appear ttase to most, 
having beûaycd pur dcui fathcf and yoar own. 
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The point is not that Elelctra has her own personal understanding of sdphrosyd 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 (@* 

n3ceimo1~ r a ~  366). Pteistoi 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 sdpizrdn behaviour is most apparent when Chrysothemis reveals the 

threat of the rulers to imprison Eiektra unless she ceases her lamentation. Elektra's 

willingness to give up her physical fieedom in order to maintain a set of beliefs seems 

to Chrysothemis a fom of madness, and she tells her sister that now is the time to 

show good sense: 

~ ~ ~ 9 p a S û y K a i ~ ( r r i I r o e ' ~ p o v  
Ycubha pkpyrl). 6 v  yàp év KC&@ $poveïv. 

\=-ml 
On these things, rdect, and do not Mame me later, 
when you have suffc~td. Now it W high timt to be prudent. 

To Chrysothemis, Elektra seems to have no concem for the kind of life she leads 

(392). but this is only a rejection of a life reduced to physicai comfons. Elektra 

eschews all the materid benetits 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 honout, the honour of the &os, and a kind of 

communal honour. whde 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 weU (eu +povelv 394) is simply 

submitting to the powers-that-be (roiç upa~oûa 6 e i ~ a k l v  396). 

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

the upholder of the traditional Mi& of eusebaa and aid"s, her refusa1 to give way 
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belore the threats of the tyrants says much about the code of conduct she folîows. 

The Athcnian civic virîues of s$hrosynt! and ewebeùa (as wd m d r k  and dikaiosyne) 

al1 stress the citizen's subordination and duty to the polir. Unlike the modem 

concept of morality, which is based upoa personal moral conscience and the 

individuai's ideas of right and won& the ancient citizen was guided in his condua 

and actions by ancestral custom (pam*os nomos) and the laws of  the polis. His 

freedom was the &dom to participate in the life of the polis through carryllig out 

his duties and obligations to the state. Historically, women had no more active 

politicai fieedom than metics, and Athenian democracy meant Freedorn for a select 

gcoup of people, namely, male citizens entitled to vote and hold office. We must not 

expect tragedy rnerely to reflect, with any degree of precision, the historical and 

social realities of its time. Therefore, we are not undul y surprisecl that the femde in 

Greek tragedy acts and behaves in a fashion never allowed to her historical 

counterpart.ln Elektra appears so masculine to commentators precisely because she 

foilows a code o f  behaviout more in line with the values associated with the notion 

of active citizenship in fihh-century Athens than with any conventional iâeas of 

female metP What allows Elektra to sacrifice so willingly her physical &dom is 

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

lY The discrcpancy b e n  the behaviour of the femaie in tngedy and h a  social status in fifth 
century society has becorne the focus of much feminin schoIarship. For an idea of the range ofviews 
expresscd ovcr the years, see Gomme 1925:l-25; Kitto 1951; Pomcroy 1975; Shaw 1975: 235-66; 
Couid 198& 3û-59; Blok and Mamn 1984; Cohen 1989: 3-15; Seidenstidcer 1995: 151-73, One of the 
best treatments tanains that of Foky l981b: 127-168. Scc Katz 1995: 2143 & 199 fora pd historiai 
ovmiew of tfiis subjcct and Zàdin 1985: 63-94 for a rccait attempt to mow the debatc bqrond the 
stanis of wmcn as rrprcscaîed i8~ citbcr k i r  mc contat or thcir d and )iistoricai con- 
ln Hail 1997: 93-126 identifies a generic plot-pattcni in regard to the fernale in mgcdy. Wornen, she 
argues, b d  'unwrittai hws' only in the physid absence of a Icgitimate husband or kwhs. Elckîra 
biiows a paüem of behaviow similar to many othcr dominant ftmde charactcrs in that shc acts in 
the absence of a husband or kgitimatc bah. 

Sec for instance, Vidrcrs 1 9 e  587 n. 4 Cairns 1993: 241 n. 92; Vmaat 1983: 136-8 who points 
out tbat the figurc of Eldrtca h d i s  a strongand rnascuüne one 



That is, her behaviour is remul<ably consistent with tttat dernanded of one &O has a 

&are in the polis; and, in refusing to subrnit herself to the d l  of another, she acts in 

accordance with the Athenian concept of fieedom. This is precisely why 

Chrysothemis is judged so h d y  by Elektra, for by the standards of fifth century 

society her behaviour appears weak and base, unworthy of a kee-bom citizen. 

Elektra accuses h a  sister of cowardice, which for the Athenians was one of the worst 

vices. 

Those who argue, as North does, that Chrysothernis follows a conventiond fonn of 

sbphrosynt? are fonnally correct. The problem is that Cluysothemis does not so much 

argue fiom this stance as from a concern for herse& b u s e  she has more regard for 

her own comfort than anything else, her behaviour appears less than admirable. 

There is, as already pointed out, no eviàence, however, for the daim that Elektra acts 

in accordance with purely personal standards or that h a  breach of sdphrosyn4 

indicates her Iack of sel'knowiedge. Hers is a different code of behaviour fiom 

Chrysothemis, but far fiom king a private code of conduct, it has tumed out that its 

principles are more in line with the cardinal civic virtues rather than the 

conventional standards of female arete. The word aidds may not appea. in the 

exchange, but it quite plainly govems Elektra's actions, as her ideas of honour and 

k d o m  show a sensitivity as to how these concepts are understood in the wider 

community. For Elektra, sdphrbn behaviour should aim at FuifilLing the duties and 

requirements of society, and in dUs respect it may be nnderstood as a consecpence of 

her aidds. Elekh has the ability to conceive of her situation in the context of the 

noms of society and act accordingiy. Chrysothemis, having no such abiüty to see 

t h g  in thar broader context, rigidly adheces to a code of conduct that can only 

uphold concepts snch as sdphrqmê in their most rdcted conventional fonn. What 
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Chrysothemis promotes is g o d  sense or good behaviour that has no wider ceference 

to the community or even to the oikm of her father* She sirnply consults her own 

intetests and acts accordingly. 

One of the striking dxerences between this confrontation and the previous one is 

that aithough Chrysothemis criticises Elektra, it does not evoke an expression of 

sharne fiom her. Unlike the exchange between E l e h  and the Chorus, and the later 

one with her mother, in which m'ticism forces Elektra to adcnowledge wrongdoing, 

no such acknowledgement of  shame appears here. There are at least two rcasons for 

this. First, the Chorus and Klytaimnestra are in a position of authority while 

Chrysothemis is not. As E f i  points out, aidbs is most o h  felt t o d  one's social 

superiors: rulers, elders, and parents. It may be fdt towards those who are weaker 

and then passes into eièos, but generally, adds is expressed for what is higher and 

superior, and pity, for what is weaker and i n f i ~ r . ~ ~  The Chorus and Klytaimnestra 

are both Elektra's superiors and in a position of some authority over her h i l e  

Chrysothemis is not. A more important point is that both the Chorus and her 

mother make criticisrns that have some validity. Elektra's expression of shame is in 

many way an acknowledgement of their Iegitirnacy. Chrysothemis' criticisrns, 

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 adhuence to a strict and narrow fom of fernale sdphrosynd? in 

these arcumstances forces her to act in a less than virtuous manner. This seems 

substantiated to a certain degree by Chrysothemis' r d o n  to h a  sister's accusation 
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of s u b s e ~ e n t  behaviour, for she comes close to a recognition that her behaviour is 

in sorne ways lesr than cornmenciable: 

XP. 
HA* 
m. 
HA. 

But honour means not ta faU through foolishnas. 
1 shd fd if I mua avenging my father. 
But our father, 1 know, has forgiveness for this (SC. my behaviow) 
Such words are for the base to approve OC 

Chrysothemis' recognition that her behaviour requires lorgveness implies a neglect 

of duty, and she seems at least dirnly aware that she is being disloyal to her father. 

This cornes 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 remis. More 

importantly, Chrysothemis tries to excuse her action by appealing to the personal 

need for physical safety whiie Elektra justifies her breach by reference to the 

principles O f aidds and eusebeia, and the conditions in the palace. 

This confrontation, coming so closely afier 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 Rgid 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 condua based on lesset moral principles, but are justified given 

the circumstances. The basic opposition then between the two sisters h a  its source 

in the Werent spheres in which they move. Elektra has a deeper understanding of 

sBphr8ir behaviour, for she d e h  behpviour acording to the ethical fiamework of 
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the larger cornmunity. Chiysothemis advocates strict obeâience to certain codes of 

behaviour based upon her subordinate position in the oüos, and failing to 

understand the ethid and moral implications of her actions, is froe to pursue her 

own selfish inter- 

3.3 The Dream of Klytaimnestra 

The confrontation between the two sisters cornes to an impasse, as neither sister is 

able to persuade the other. Although Chrysothemis displays a modest awareness that 

her behaviour is wrong, she rehises to join Elektra in any form of action. As 

Chrysothemis is leaving, she reveais 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 fnghtened by a h m .  Chrysothemis recounts it as follows: 

Dreams are dwap highîy signifiant in ancient poetry, but we should be careful not 

to interpret them in a too psychological W o n .  For modems, dreams are g e n d y  

thought to reflect the unconscious desires or wishes of characters; that is, the origh 
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are sought within the charaders themse1ves. For the ancien& however, dreams have 

an extemal, ofien divine, origin, and were usudiy thought to disclose the lunire." 

The reactions of Elektra and Kfytaimnestra are typid  in t h  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 dram heralds the retum 

of Iegitimate rule. Klytaimnestra, on the other hand, is frightened enough by it to 

sertd her daughter with ritual offerings to placate Agamemnon, d i l e  Chrysothemis 

either has no ability or no need to interpret the dream; she sirnply carries out the 

wishes of her rnother. The Chorus, like Elektra, is ove joyed at this news and in the 

foIlowing ode they take courage and h o p  fiom the dream, expressing the belief that 

Dikê wiif amve shortly. For the Chorus, the meaning is so obvious that, for it to go 

unhilfilled, would be enough to cast doubt on the enicacy o f  all prophecy for 

mankind (497-50 1). 

In the dream Klytaimnestra envisions Agamemnon's return as a k d p a  optüa, 

that is, as a second nuptial embrace. Eatlier commentators such as Jebb have 

overlooked the senial connotations of bp~riAiav, perhaps fiom a seme of delicacy or 

pruderyt4l Later commentators, however, mch as Karnerbeek and Kells, have no 

such qualrns and see dear senial connotations in the worb. That we are to see a 

"O Sce K d  1978: 10-1 1; Del Como L982: 55-62 for a discussion of dreams in G e &  litcrature. 
'" Jebb 1907: n. 417 talccr 6pC~av to refer to social intercourse; Umerbeek 1974 67-8 in his edition 
is a litrie more open to the sexuai connotations of the word, pointing out that @&a and+dk~) are 
oftln use!d of s d  intercourse. K e h  197% 112 dso thinks that senid intercoune i s  meant, He goes 
on to ask what wodd be "more tcrri'bie h r  the guilty womui than to drcam that she had intercourse 
with the man she bad murdered?" K a  is cntainly correct in asserting the senial meaning of the 
dream but his modtrn psychologid rcading of it as a rcBection of KiytaUnnestra's gniit is dubiou 
Bowman 1997: 141 and n. 18 in a reccnt artide oddy aiough sces no saniai undertones in &iAiav 
but then gocs on to argue bat the sceptre is a metaphor fbr the phallus (Agamemnon's) whicb is 
planteci in the hcarth (KIyÉaÙancstra's womb), and thus the dnam sequaice is a rnetaphor for the 
d a c t .  niUisdubio~~psych~rogising;itscanspemrreto~diisw;iy~ilercfiuingto~ceiuiy 
sanral connotations in w u n r ,  a woid which was uscd to di to die ad M. 
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sexual meaning in 8 ~ ~ t k i a v  seems clear, as Klytaimnestra's aime is aot just the 

murder of Agamemnon, but her adultecous union with Aigisthos. Syrnbolicaliy then 

the dream hinctions to re-estabiish the proper and legitirnate senial relationship 

between Agamemnon and Klytaimnestra, thereby condemnhg the present sexual 

union between her and Aigisthos as a f o m  of adultery. Moreover, it establishes the 

connection between the proper domestic reiationship (Agamemnon and 

Kiytaimnestra) and the mie politid order, for in the &am 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 hitful  bough which covers all 

of Mykenai. Some have even seen m a l  overtones in Agamemnon's planting of the 

sceptre in the hearth which reinforce the sexud nature of 0pr)ria so that the sceptre 

becornes a symbol not only of Agamemnon's political power but of his virility as 

well.lu The tree, ofien a symbol of fertility and reproduction, which springs From this 

planting, then represents Orestes, and its hiitful growth points to his future succas 

and dominion in Mykenai. The meaning for Elektra is plain: the dream was sent by 

her father and identifies the legitimate rulet in the plis ( ~ ~ ~ p o v )  and 080s 

(éganov) as the offspnng of Agamemnon and K l y t a h ~ e s t r a . ~ ~  

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 ha9 a 

'" Kamubeck 1974: 68; KeUs 19m 113; Bouwie 1990: 261 ail sec sewual undcrtones hem, 
Bounie 1990: 264 h a  some sensible cemarks to make on the sigiificance of the &am. She too 

secs strong sexuai connotations in the ciream and understands it as representing the 'reproduction of 
Iegitimatt offipring, the continuity of the &s sem as an unbroken line of patrilùieally connected 
generations. The drcam forebodes the rcmratîon of the intcmptcd descent line." While she is 
sobstantiaiiy con- shc disregards the politid Unpiicatïons of Agamemnon's position and the 
sceptre as a symboi of his power. 
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threatening quality to it and cleady points to the return and vengeance of Orestes. At 

its centre stands the relationship between mother and son. and the unnanid 

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 

Iiôations to appease the dead man, which brings about the reunion of Elektra and 

Orestes; together with the Choms, they invoke the spirit of their dead father io 

retum to aid in the vengeance. In Sophokles' version, the emphasis fds 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 drearn provides 

important confirmation for Elektra's main accusation against her mother. She is not 

obsessed with se* as some cntics have argued;lU rather her daim has always been 

that Kiytaimnatra's sexual alliance with Aigisthos is a form of adultery. an a d  

destructive of the oikos, and therefore a crime. 

The performance of a ritual action in any tragedy is generally a highly signifiant 

action and careful attention should be paid to the diverse ways in which the poet is 

able to use rituai as a means to express the central theme or conflict of the play, to 

indicate the mood or character of h a t i c  personages, or simply as a way to draw 

- 

'4 Set note 188 beiow. 
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attention to critical moments in the action of the cirama.'* 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 diRering duties and 

obligations, mch as loyalty to family vernis obligations to the state. This makes t-itual 

action a particularly effective way for the poet to raise complex and difficult moral 

issues. As Patriaa Easterling points out, ritual "provides tragedy with a range of 

particularly potent metaphors.. . because it was intimately concened with al1 the 

most important perceptions and experiences of the cornrn~nity."~~~ Thus the 

corruption of ritual rnakes a powerful statement about the collapse or distintegration 

of the socid or political order. Ritual action, howevet, is also a uniqudy stabilising 

aaivity; and, as one of its basic functions is to control and maintain order, especially 

in the face of disorder, it may jua as often be a vehicle for the reintegration and 

restoration of order to the community. 

In Elebo, every character in the play is portrayed with some relationship to ritud 

activity, fiom Elektra's continual mouming to the perverted rites and blasphemous 

prayers of her mother. In this respect, ritud refiects something of the character of the 

lasorne of the more important contributions to the study of rituai and tcagedy indude: Burken 
1966: 87-121; Friedrich 1983: 159-223 and 19%: 257-283 (and the response of Seatord 19%: 284- 
294); EasterIing 1989 97- t O% Foley 1985 and 1993: 101-43; M o r d  1985: 315-323; 1987: 106-130; 
and 1993: 115-146; Sc@ 1982; Zcitlin 1965: 463-508. The two most rdevant artides for this thesis are 
Foley 1993 and Scaford 1985 and 1994. Foley #plores the politicai dimensions of mouming in 
tragedy showuig how it o h  portrap die funale manipuking and using her command over ritual to 
c o n d  or nibvat mdt  authority. By conncaing lamentation with daeption, rcsistance to authority, 
and vendetta, tragcdy portrays die mourning woman not only as a socially disntptive forcc but as 
danguous. Safrrd takm a mudi broada approadl to rituai, Miy it in connedion witb tragedy's 
'expression of the bistorical contradiction h e m  o i h  and polir." The autonomy of the & 
threatcns the unity of the ph and it is only h m  its destruction ttiat the commonaiity of the polis 
finds its survivaî- Tcagcdy rcfiects thb conflict by dramaîising the p d o n  of s i a d k h i  rituai 
involving kïn-lulling as the vchide through wbich dit d u s  is destroycd Social onicr is rrstored not 
by the rrt~rn of the dimiptcd rituai but by the establirhment of a new ntual at the levd of the polis 
and ît, thmu& its refccÈion of vioience a d  vengeance, h m e s  the agent of d and pdaboil uiùty. 
Set note 149 bdow for Scaf;ord's argument on &ha 
'" Easterhg L989: L08109. 



memben of this famiiy as w d  their relationship to the social and political order. 

Moreover, aü the coofrontatioas in the play corne about through the performance of 

some ritual activity: Elektn's initiai monody outside the paiace gates aaswered by the 

Chorus; Chrysothemis' rituai ta& to bring her mother's offerings to Agamemnon's 

grave; Klytaimnestn's sacrifice and prayer to Apollo; Chrysothemis' report of 

Orestes' ritual offerings; the revelation of Otestes' identity motivated by his pity at 

the sight of his sister's lamentation for him; and the finai confrontation between 

Orestes and Aigisthos prornpted by the tyrant's hypodtial desire to lament his 

'dead' relative. 

In this confrontation, Chrysathemis' appearance on stage is prompted by her ritual 

mission on behalf of Kiytaimnestra. Frightened by her dream, Klytaimnestra has ~ e n t  

her daughter with offerhg in an attempt to appease Agamemnon. Chrysothemis is 

momentarily delayed fiom carryitng out the task by her enconnter 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 frcedom. Morally weak and inordinately concerned with her own 

cornfort, she is blindly obedient to the commands of her mother. Not only does she 

Fail to recognise the significance of her rnother's dream, but she seerns only dimiy 

aware of the obvions impropriety of bringing ntuai offerings to her father fiom the 

woman responsible for his death.ld7 Ritual thus serves to underscore her lack of 

awareness, her moral wealmess, and her submission to tryuiny. 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 thos when h a  sister commands her to throw icytaimnestn's 

L47 iützinger 1991: -326 matr the rituai action of the play in a hiiiy d d c d  manner. Sec 310-11 
for a good analysîs of the sisnificance of the rituai eiemcnts of this scene, 
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offerings to the wind, she obeys. The ritual action which with this scene ends 

confinns the rightness of Elektra's position, and results in an alliance baween the 

two sisters who j o b  together to restore the proper ritual nom. 

Although Klytahmestra has yet to appear, a strikiog portrait of her emerges fiom the 

descriptions of her ritual activity. We have heard of her brutal kiiling of 

Agamemnon; her atavistic ritual of pudkation perfonned after the murder when 

she wiped off the blooditains on Agamemnon's head as a form of ablution; and her 

mutiliation of the body in which she mered his extremeties and placed them under 

his armpits in an attempt to prevent the dead man fiom canying out a revenge for 

his death (445-46). The grotesque perversion of  a rite of puritication as weU as the 

h o d c  mutilation of  the body emphasize both the barbarity of  Klytaimnestra as wd 

as her complete and utter contempt for the propriety of rituai norrns. She does not 

simply neglect to perform the proper hnerary rites for her husband; instead, she 

institutes a new rnonthly rituai d c e ,  which is nothing more than a celebration of 

her own crime. John Jones makes a good point about how this ritual act o f  

iûytaimnestra serves to characterize her: 

Mile  Aeschylus makes Clytcmnestra's ineligion test mainly on her 
parody or inversion of rituai forms, her Sophodean counterpart is 
distinguished by the pressure of individual will thnistuig her dong a 
solitary course against the tide of traditional reiigious restraints. The 
tremtndous impersonai biasphemies of the one mua bc contrasted with 
the outfacing of propriety whiçh ni;tkcs the defiance of the other so 
différent, so keenly 'parorul". in itc nature" 

The diatacteristic fcature Jones identifies in I(tytaimnestra's ritual a m ,  its deeply 

Uidividuaiistic naturc is a quality apparent in ail her actions. Motivated by a lust for 

IJb Jones 1962: 153. 



elelara and chrysothemis 1% 

Aigisthos, she murders her husband to gram her desues and then continues to 

renew the original crime each rnoath. Rinial action characterises Klytaimnestra as 

someone driven solely by her own desires, who is wüling to truisgress aii noms of 

behaviour, ritual or othem*se, 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 dl opposition. Mouming him since his death some yean 

eariier, E l e b  uses ritual to maintain the proper order of the oikos, keep dive the 

memory of her Mer's brutal murder as weil as to point to the breach in the politicai 

and social order caused by the rule of the tyrant~.'~~ Ritual, for Elektra, is placed in 

the s e ~ c e  of her oikos, as a way to maintain its order but, at the same time, it has an 

ethical basis derived frorn the communal fiamewotk of the polis. While her 

lamentation is the basis of the conflict between her and the other members of her 

famüy, it aiso f o m  the basis of Elebfa's own moral confiict beiween perfonning an 

action which is by some standards right. and by others wmng. 

M o r d  1985: 315-323 h u  an argument almat diametridy opposed to my own; he identifia in 
Elthra's continued m o h g  a paversion of ritual that is equivaient to her mother's. IQytaimnestra's 
monthly ceiebrations of Agamemnon's death 'both transgress the temporal limit set to the 
cornmernoration of the death and reve~se the mood of mourning." Eiektra's rcsponse - peqxtual 
lamentation -as wdi subvats tht dtadi rites by q d y  violahg thtir temporal IUnitation, Aigisthos 
and iüyîaimnestra rcspond by thrcatening imprisonment, which is only an intmsified form of the 
moumu's qre&ation, This r e c i p d  perversion continues with the murdus.. Kiytaimntstra is kiücd 
wbik ordering the um contaïning Ortstcs' ashes, and Aigisthos is entrapped whcn hc 
intending to larnent Orestes, The finai pmrcrsion cornes with EidQra's dcclaration thai Aiginhus bc 
b w n  to the grave-dbtn maa fitâing far k dogs and birda For Mord, Ekba is a play marked 
by a stries of rituals, which, perverted by vengeance, fioally becorne dit means by whidi the 
househoId d m y s  itseK This play then, according to Seahrd fàIls into the pattan that he daims is 
common in Gr& tragdy the M o n  of ttie royal ho&& on behaif of the plis, cxprcosod 
through the pavemion of rituai. But this is tar more than a confia bamar motha and daughter. 
EIektra is diredy rcsirtiag the city's üiegitimaîc nilem and thas her opposition has politicai 
consequaices. Seahrd not only disregards the poiia'cai implications of Bdrtra's bdiaviour, but in 
daiming that Eldctra's lamentuion is as pcrversc as i C I ~ ' s  btaphemous ritual &on is, hc 
ignores that the two act with contrary purposes, Wh?t Sr;ifd caUF Eiektra's pavasion of rituai is at 
most a tcchnicai violation of tbc timt b i t s  imposeci on rnourning, ncceskmi by Kiytaimncsüa's 
continucd pemrsion of nnial, and in &a to m a i n  Wtiil to tht purpose of the rites, she must 
conÈinuc r n o w  
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In this conlrontation, Elektta's rituai activity identifies her as the fkithfiil upholder of 

proper ritual activity. Her response to the tainted ritual offering fiom Kiytaimnestra 

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 6mov or Béw~ to bnng 

offerings to Agamemnon fiom the person who k i k i  him. Klytaimnestra's onginal 

act of murder coupled with her barbanc a d  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 p e ~ r t s  religious rituai by making offuings on 
the tomb of the man she has murdered and by holding fdval days to 
commemonte his death so that ritud and its meaning are in discord. 
Elektra makes the rinial an a a  performed by the right people in the 
correct spirit and for seoightfiorward rmsons.'." 

Elektra instmcts her sister to cut a lock fiom her hair and place it on the tomb with a 

lock of her own. She dso give her sister her girdle and tells her to kneei and pray for 

help from the dead so that Orestes may retum and restore his hoose. The detailed 

and precise manner in which she iwtnicts her sister marks Uektra as the possesor of 

ritual knowledge and as one who uses cinid activity in the proper way and for the 

right rasons. Not ody does the Chorus characterise Elekaa's instructions as IC& 

dœ5fieiav but it suggests that Chrysothemis wili show sbphrmynê if she docs as her 
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The Chorus' urging of Chrysothemis to follow Elektra's instructions and her 

willingness to do as het sister asks confirms that Uektra's fonn of sbphrosyn4 is the 

proper one. Chrysothemis now performs an action that does not require the aeévq, 

the possession of which she had previously made a prerequisite for action, but the 

moral fortitude on which her sister bases action.Is1 For the fîrst tirne Chrysothemis is 

called upon to recognize something beyond a regard for s a f i  and cornfort, and, 

although she expresses a certain f i  of what may happen if Klytaimnestra fin& out, 

she has brought herself to perform at least what she petceives to be a d d n g  gesture 

in alliance with her sister Elektra. More important, ber rrspoase explicitly vindicates 

Elekaa's idea of justice and implicitly her own fdure to [ive up to it. With the 

Choms' and Chrysothemisp expresscd acknowledgement of the nghtna of Wektra's 

actions cornes the extemal confirmation of her position. The Chom and the two 

sisters are briefiy united in a shared act against the d e n  of the polis on behalf of 

th& own 0130s. 

Blunddl 1989: 160 arya that Chpttiunis' action hac is not incompatible with h a  form of 
sdphrosyne, as it is a decd diat tequites no strcngth, no personal ri& and thus Chrysothemis can 
pcrform the d d  without any danger. Yct lines 469-47ï teü againm thîs Chrysothemis cieariy is 
taking some rislt and she doa  mention rcprisal fiom h a  mothcr if she 6nds out. 



Rituai action thus confirms and validates the notions which have emergd of these 

three women. In Chrysothe~~s' case, ritual activity reveais a characteristic moral 

weakness: she has submitted to tyranny and thus willingly takes her rnother's tainted 

offerings to Agamemnon's grave, Her relationship to ritual artivity thus reveds her 

as one who has subjected het will to another because of fear, moral cowardice, and 

 interes est. Yet, she is aüI able to recognize that W e h  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 rituai is ody a reflection of her willingness to 

break every form of law. Wektra's interpretation of Klyiaimnestra's dream and her 

instructions to her sister on proper ritual activity substantiate that her actions are in 

accordance with eusebao and sôphrosyrtê. 



Elektra and Klytaimnestra: dikê vs dike? 4 

4.1 Preliminary Remarks 

Afier the departure of Chrysothemis to the tomb of Agamemnon, Kiytaimnestra 

coma out of the palace to perfonn a ritual action on her own behalf. Confronteci 

with the spectacle of her daughter lamenting in public, she harsltly rebukes Elektra 

for her dispcefbl behaviour. The two become embroiled in a dispute over the 

nature of the two kiiiings: the sacrifice of lphigenia and the murder of Agamemnon. 

Klytaimnatra's daims to have acted with justice while questioning Agamemnon's 

right to sacrifice Iphigenia. E l h  defends her fathet whiie accusing her mother of 

acting unjudy. 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 

desi-re for her good fortune and a vded wish for the death of her son. 

Most commentators, regardes of their overall interpretation of the play, willingiy 

admowledge that Elektra emerges as -et of this '~gon'.~" For those with a darker 

~2 Erbse 1978: 290 wciîee 'Eicktra geht, vor aiiem mit diesean Mir die Mutter bescb&ncn&n 
Nachwek, als Siegerin aus dem Agon hervor." Burton 1980: 203 speaks of how Elektra "denioiishes" 
the arguments ofber rnother; Aile Minadm 1994: t 16 caUs it an "impeccabic rebuttain. Others such 



reading of the play, it is a hollow victory which only draws attention to the grim 

irony of Elektds moral defeat as she reveals h e d f  to be no better than her mother. 

Those who promote this currently fishionable approach to the play concentrate on 

construiag similarities between Klytaimnestra and Elektra. For them, the 

resernblance between mother and daughter mirrors the reciprocal nature of the 

rwenge justice openting in the play.lu On the other side are those with a more 

positive reading of the play, and, for the most part, they have generaiiy seen Elektra's 

arguments as a comn'ncing, even ifsomewhat artificial, refùtation of  her mother's.l" 

At the heart of this debate are the concepts of dilré and aidds. Blundell has analysecl 

this confrontation and the question of dikO in terrns of the ethical code 'help 

fiiendslharm enemies'; while Cairns has treated it with reference to ai&. Their 

arguments aie to some degree cornplementary and to a large extent repre~entative of 

the current cmmunis opinio and therefore 1 shall restrict myself primariiy to 

addressing their points. With regard to the question o f  di@, most critics assume that 

it is the principle of  revenge justice, the law of tulio whidi we see opeiating (and 

being superseded) in the O~esteUt.'~ BlundeU argues that the debate between the hvo 

women is  designed tu bnng out the irreconalable codict which arises when both 

as W e  1972: 115, hile not entirdy irnpressed by the arguments of E leha ,  h d  thern much more 
convincing than Klyfaimnestra's. Even K d s  1973: 132 n. 626f and Segai 1966: 536 who both have a 
diuker reading ofthe play sec El& as the wuuier. Ste Swart 1984: 23-29 for a good trament of this 
seule as wdl as an ovccview of variou interpretatbm. 
lU Blundd 1989: 149-183 C a b s  1993: 241-24% Mord 1985: 315-23 in th& Ulurpretations of chis 
exdiange aii cmphasizc the shared phyris of mothcr and daughrcr; whik each of thcsc aitics has a 
diffaait  argument to ma& a l  use diis scene as a comastone to dici= overaii intcrprctation. 

Waldock 1966: LSO.181 sys thn =the speech is not bgicai" and 'die teasonhg is f i a d "  but thn 
it is "more than adequatc for itr purposc; it swaps hm opponait h m  the fieid" Bumm 199lk 138 
also b d s  the aEhange incohamt but suggc~b dia îhis is b u s e  two angry women arc quarrdling 
tathcf than "lcgai thcorkts*. Shc thinks, howmr, that Eiektra convin&gly raiitcs Klytaimntstta's 
arBumcnt=- 

Wmingon-Ingram 1980: 221. hr instance, daims that the principle of tediatory justice runs 
throughout the play. It is the 'îaw dich tht Erinycs aâministcr, on which Eldrtra and Occstcs intend 
to act, and under wtiich, if the law is generally vaiid, chqr uili thcmselves by liable to retaiiation," 



sides simultaneously pursue the code of 'help kiends/barm enemie~'.~ As Blundefl 

points out, tbis code workc best in a military context where it is dear who befongs to 

which group." Outside this environment, the stanis of fnend/enemy is mu& h v d a  

to daamine, and more o h  than not is simply an arbitrary exercise in which each 

makes a subjective eduation of who counts as a &nd or enemy. What is lacking is 

any independent basis on which to judge chvacter or aaion. Blundd argues that in 

Ekha 'hacm enemies' takes the fom 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 encüess cyde of revenge and retaiiation 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 ctairning to have justice on her side. Their 

arguments only expose the weakness of their cases: while both daim philia as the 

basis for their actions, both equally subvert it. Klytaimnestra places blood-ties to a 

daughter over maniage ties to a husband, who, as a king, has public obligations, 

whiie ignoring her own disruption of the kinship ties. Efektra acts on loyalty to her 

father while rejecting her mother. She fiirther undemines her own position by her 

refusai to allow her mother ber c lah  to talio justice while relying upon it herselt 

One argument is as contradictory as the other, but for Blundell this ody emphasïzes 

the retaliatory aspect of di&, the shared physis of mother and dwghter and, in the 

end, the hanh and gcim nature of reinoge justicdB 

" BlunMl1989: 149. 9. Chapta 2 and 261-273 for an wchil disamion of dur d i a l  codc 
and some of its limitations. 

BlmM 1989: 52-53. 
'" Blunddl192193 16lK 



Cairns, who studies the play in terms of the theme of ai&, argues dong simiiar ünes 

and ultimately reaches the same conclusion. Like Blundell, Caims sees the entire 

debate between mother and daughter as "representative of a recurrent process of 

retaiiation and mutual recrimination", which reflects the sequence of aime and 

vengeance haunting the house of Atreus.lS Each displays a regard for her own tim& 

and each sees the other as trying to implicate her in dishonour. When the exchange 

degenerates into penonai abus, their sirnilvity in nature is al1 too evident. For 

Cairns, the theme of aidbs hindions to bnng 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 motiva of mot her and daugh ter. Like Klytaimnestra who hides hm behind 

a daim to justice, Elektra conceals hers behind seemingly rational arguments; she 

may have a just case to rnake, but she m n o t  conceal the faa 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 differenca brought out in this 

agm between mother and daughter, and both ignore that this c o n & &  is, at least for 

Elektra, far more than simply a quane1 over personal honour. What ernerges fiom 

this debate is not the tit- for-tat reciprocity of the lex talionis, but a di@ that has clear 

reference to the motives and attitude of the offender. 



One of the main points in dispute in this confrontation between Elektra and her 

mothet is the question of di&. Klytaimnestra begins by openly admitting to the 

murder of Agamemnon. but daims a peiaonified A i q  as her accomplice: 

Klytahnestra's appeal to justice is usuaily understood to refet to the principle of lex 

talionis which demands a spilling of blood in retum for the original kiiling. The r a t  

of her speech, however, is not so much defense of her own actions as it is a 

condernnation of Agamemnon for his. She argues that he had les  claim to Iphigenia 

as a M e r  than she did as a mother because of her wffering in bearing her (532-33). 

Having established a greater daim to Iphigenia, Klytaimnestra then proceeds to 

question the grounds for Agamemnon's sacrifice of his daughter in a speech hiIl of 

rhetorical flourishes contriveâ to deflect attention away from the weakness of her 

own case to the evil of Agamemnon's ac tP  She anticipates the possible defenses of 

Agamemnon and replies to each in nini, moving h m  point to point with a strategic 

Swifctness designed to prevent close examination of her arguments. She bcgins with 

the question: for whose sake did Agamemnon sacrifice his daughter? K it was on 

behalf of the Argives, then they had no claim to what is hers (535-36). And if for 

Mendaos, did he not have two dilldren of his own who ought to have died instead 

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

ILO The figure she uses hac is Aypophn*. a hctoricai d m t  which consiso of nising one or more 
questions and then proceeding to answet them. Sec K d s  1973: 123 for a discussion of it with 
ceference to rsytaimncstra's argumenl 
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chüdren (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 eadi in turn as the act of a foolish and base 

M e r  (06 t a  a b 6 b u  rai raxctii W q v  546). 

Although Klytaimnestra has begun with the assertion of the cooperation of an 

impersonai and i m p d d  di@ in the Ming of Agamemnon, she makes a case against 

him based entirely upon personal and subjective considerations. Rather than 

buttressing her daim to justice by appealing to some higher principle such as the 

sanctity of biood-ties, she supports it by the dubious mggestion 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.161 The possessive nature of her language (536,538) 

reflects, as Blundell points out, the "proprietorial sense" from which she arguede 

For Klytaimnestra, Iphigenia was a possession to which Agamemnon had no daim. 

Any sympathy whkh might be generated for the rights of an aggrieved mother is 

thorougly dûpelied with her suggestion that one of Menelaos' chikiren should have 

been sacrificed instead of her own. She never questions the legitimacy of or the 

necesnty for the sacrifice, but only the choice of vinim. In other words, she does not 

argue from the rîghts of a mother, but fiom a much narrower position: self-interest. 

There is no independent asessrnent of the deed; no appeal to any higher authority 

independent of h s  own judgement; nothing to suggest that it was an ad  worthy of 

moral condemnation, but only a claim based upon her own persona1 concems. For 

Blmdd 1989: 161-72 brings out very w d  the subjective uid pesonai nature of KlyrsuMestra's 
arguments. 
'" Biundeii 1989: 163, 
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Klytaimnes&ra, Agamemnon's act is more an &ont to her persona 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 daim. Talio justire operates 

without regard to the intentions or motivations of the offender; a penon is giky  

simply based upon the results of his act rather than through any examination of 

Klytaimnestra, however, does not argue from this principle in her 

consideration of Agamemnon's guilt; instead she argues that his motives for 

sacrificing [phigrnia w a e  unacceptable. Klytaimnatra thus implicitly recognkes 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 bat. 

Elektra offers three different arguments in reply to her mother. &fore she begins, 

however, she asserts that the kiiling of Agamemnon is shameful even if done with 

justice. This claim is crucial for establishing Klytaimnestra's lack of aidbs and will 

therefore be treated in the section on aidbs below. For now it is enough to note that 

Elektra's point here is that an act can be both shameful and just. Having daimed that 

the killing of Agamemnon was a shameful a d ,  Elektra proceeds to address the 

question of its justice by cchilenging Klytaimnestra's motives. She exposes the 

falseness of her mother's clah to justice by pointing out that she killed ber husband, 

not out of sorne sense of duty to Iphigenia, but for the sake of an illicit passion for 

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

la ~ ~ u n d d  1989: 29; sce dso MrKenzk 1981: 109-1 L2. In A g a n r a ~ n ,  the Chorus states thh 
principle as m8eiv t9v i!&mm (1%); see aiso Ciroephoroi 306-14, 
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reason that KIytaimnestn iefi out: Artemis' demand for the sacrifice of Iphigenia. 

She recounts the story of how Agamemnon kiiied a stag in the pove of Artemis and 

in boasting about it offended the gocldes. Artemis then held the Gr& back at Aulis 

so that they codd sd neither toTroy nor home without the sacrifice of Iphigenia. 

Agamemnon, Elektra continues, perforrned the sacrifice against his d and under 

(570-576) 

Ikcause of this, the daughtu of Lcto, angerd 
hcld badc the Gr& until my Mer, as 
compensation for the bcast, saaificeci his daughter. 
Such was hcr sacrifice; thue was no 
othu rdease for the anny to go home or to Troy, 
for the sakt of whidi, much constraincd and &cr much tesistance, 
he reluctandy saaificd ber, not for the sakit of Mendaos, 

Somewhat surprisingly, a number of critics have r e a ~ d  to this account of the 

s a d c e  with disbelief, ridiculing any suggestion that we are to take this version of 

events ~eriously!~ Yet nothing in the text substantiates such an accusation; no one 

disputes Elektra's story or suggests that it is Çalse, and no one, not even 

Klytaimnestra, offers an alternative version.'" At first glance, it mi*ght appear that we 

'" Kdls 1973: 126 dia more on rhctoric than aryment whcn he q e a r  that 'no htdügcnt Cr&" 
wouId bdieve her version of evuits- If we are not to beiieve this story, whose do we bdieve? I t  is the 
oniy explanation offued and Kiytaimnestra does not dispute it. Set a cecent artide by Erp Taalman 
Kip 19%: 517-536 for good criticisrns of Kcll's iugument and of Wmnington-lngram's charge of 
triviabation (see notes 165 and 168 beiow). 
l6 kb 1973: 127 o*r to -est that Eldttra's wor& <65 &y& i E Â h  (566) a* doubt on the vaacity 
of hcr story. Shc has only k r d  dris version (be points out tbat hearsay cvidcncc was not aâmiücâ 
ïnto A6iuuCan courts) but this is a too sub& argument; if Sopholdts wishes to cast doubt on hcr 
words, bt couid simpIy have somcont diaüengt tbmi, Moreovcr, Eldrtra muid only have hcard of t6e 
sadice as she was not t h e  Erp Taaiman Tip 1996.519 in rcpiy to KdIs points out diat wbat Elcktra 
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have two different accounts but upon a doser look, it tums out that KlytVmnestra 

has simply omitted a signifiant element of the story. Her account never actually 

states what happens; it only sarcastically enquires into Agamemnon's motives. 

Wektra, on the other hand, offers a complete rendering of the events at Aulis. Hers is 

the well known account which accords with the mythologicai tradition;" more 

important, however, it specifically tefutes Klytaimnestra's daim that Agamemnon 

Hled 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 el~e's . '~~ 

That this is a "trividisationn of the sd f i c e  which deprives it of its tragic potential is 

a charge which stems from a misunderstanding of Sophokles' purpose and an 

inapposite cornparison with the sacrifice in Agammnml* Airhylos wotks from a 

much broader perspective and has a purpose in mind far different fiom that of' 

SophoWes. He presents the sacrifice of lphigenia as another link in a chain of events 

which reaches badt into the violent history of the House of Atreus, suggesti*ng the 

operation of a f a d y  cure  and a hereditary gi l t .  At the same time, the focus on 

says is 'as 1 am told' not 'as 1 am mu, 'implying ihat she is better inforrned than her mothcr or that 
aytacmnestra is unwilling m accept the tnith*" 

It is sùnilar, Y Erp Taalman Kip 19%: 517 points out, to the story in Cyprio with one important 
acception: in Sopholrks' version, Agamemnon is d e  to rmvn home. 
'" This indiredy s n m s  iûytaimnestra's question whether Hades had rome desire to f i  on her 
daughter rather than wmcone &, for, as Blunddl points out, fiom a dmnt point of vicw 1phiguu;i 
m u t  be sacrificd because of h a  rehtionship to ha Wcr. Klytaimnestra's argument is, as BlundJI 
observes, nodiing more han a ''misl- &etonal flourish* (165). 

Winnington-ingram 1980: 220 argues that Sophokirs trïviPlius the sacrifice M) that we are not 
mtant to âake it serïcidy. I t  is hard to undetstand thir acrusion of bivialization unies Winington- 
lngram is comparing this vasion with the d c e  in Agamemnon; there the fOcus w u  on his diaice 
and his dccision; hae it is not; this harcüy trbhbcs it. Blunddl 1989: 167 foiiowing Widngton- 
Ingram daims diat Ektm 'muiipulat# die mnts of Aulis so as to support die rhetoric of hcr own 
case, thctrby bdittîing thar tragic poturtiaL I t  is undear wbat version EIddra is supposcd to be 
manipuiathg since nothing dot is o f f i  
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Agamemnon's m o d  dilemma of having to choose between disobeying divine 

command or Molating the blood-ties of the MIOS allows the element of personal 

motives to enter into the equation: aithough 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. 218-2211, he 

becomes increasingly committed to this decision. As Mutha Nussbaum puts it, 

Agamemnon %gins to c o o p t e  inwardly with necessity, arranging his fehg to 

accord with his fortune?' In the end, what we watch is not a man acting against his 

d l ,  but someone who has been conwiced of the piety and rightness of the sadce ,  

and thus cames it out with a passionate desire for it: mu~av6~ou yàp M a s  

irap8eviou 0' aïpaso5 dm@ nepiopyq> a<+>' éxreuC\eiv 0épq (Ag. 21 4-217). The 

Chorus sings of the horror and impiety of the deed, clearly holding Agamemnon 

responsible for it. None of this wsts in the Sophoclean version, but this hardiy 

warrants the accusation of triviaiisation Sopho kles' focus in this play is not on the 

decision of Agamemnon, but on the guilt of Klytaimnestra. To explore the 'tragic 

potentid' of his decision wodd require an extended and ultimately an entirely 

different treatment of this scerie. The consequences of this wodd be the dissipation 

of aii tension and confiict ôetween mother and daughter whose debate is at least as 

much over the wrong comdted by Klytaimnestra as it is over those done by 

Agamemnon. Indecd, the force of Sophokles' version suggests that he wuits bis 

Agamemnon as little guüty as possible, for he presents him as a man entirely 

constrained by merna1 circumstances to commit an a a  against his wik  M &v, 

BiaaWc noAki u h f k i ~  ~ o A q  é k v  d h i v  (575-576). Sophokîes reinforces the 

'* Nussbaum L986: 34. The question of the Mt of Agamemnon in Aischylos' Oresteh ir a mach 
debated topic For a good treatment of this probicm as d as a addul a d  of the schoiarship, 
sec Conacher 1982 12-15 and the more d d d  treatment of this question at 85%. 



necessity of Agamemnon's decision and the compelling circumstances b y refusing 

him any aiternative: he cm neither go home nor to Troy (OU yàp iiv k h g  Ü U q  

considerably lessms Agamemnon's gilt, hi le  Klytaimnestra is hrgely deprivecl of 

what might have been a righteous motive for her deed. The other motive, her 

adulterous love, now carries ail the ~eight." '~~ 

As contrived as Elektra's account may strike some and as much as Winniagton- 

Ingram reminds us that after aii Agamemnon "did Ml his da~ghter",~~ the story 

provides important information whiçh s peaks specificall y to motivation. A p parently, 

Sopholdes wants us to consider why Agamemnon killed Iphigenia, and thus has 

Elektra add oii...XWi~ üUq...n& oirov OS' éç Ikiov. When we rememba that 

the debate is in part about why Kiytaimnestra kilied Agamemnon, we see that the 

con- in motives suggests that this is not rnurder for rnurder, 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 cm only do 

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

Elektra's second argument is a rhetoricai move in which she grants the legitimacy of 

Klytaimnestra's defence in order to demonstrate to her that by the ternis of her 

notion o f  justice, she should expect to die as well: 

lm Jona L%2: 158 poins out how Sophokia' version the pli@ of the commander and his 
men a wholly new aspect, with the d t  that Agamemnon's status is no longet d e d  upon to beu 
the tbü weight of his dikmma. He cannot &band his iumy* evar if he wants to." The o k  important 
element in tbis accotant is that Iphigenia's d c c  is prcstntat as a punishment fw Agimannon's 
hykis His crime was boasting about the k.üihg of  the stag of Art& matin6 the sacrifice of 
Iphiguiia Agamemnon's punishmcnt; that it is a havy pmishment Lr mggcstcd by bis strong 
mktance to the d d  
"' Erp Taaiman Kip 19%: 51 7. 
ln Winningtan-ingram 19M): 220 n 15 and 232 



e i  6 oh, ép6 yiip  ai d d v ,  iceivov Béhv 
&t@e;;Lqmt mVf 8Spa. omirm, Bclveîv 
Xpiiv aVrov oiiver' ér e, miq *w 
@a n8eiai TOV& QV vbov  
&fi *a anrrQ mi (reuipim n e  
e i ~ à p r r e v o y i e v ~ ~ a v r ' i i M o u , o i , i ~ i  
nppinl8auoq àv. ei Biqç p ~ h t ç  
~e ioopa) I r tcnôpqivoUcoi rnnrn~  

(577-W) 

But evui if he had done this to hdp him, for I 
s h d  state your version a h ,  was it necessary 
for him to die on account this by your hmd? By what prùiciple? 
Take care that in estaMishhg this law for mortais 
that you are not establishing pain and repentance for yourbelf. 
For if we are to take a life for a lik, dien you wouid, you know, 
be the t'irst to die, if you wcrc to reccive jwtice. 
But sec to it that you do not put forward an exEuse 
which has no substance. 

niese words are O fien thought to carry ominous implications for her and Orestes."' 

Kells, for instance, writes: 

In these Lines we have the aux of the whole ethical situation of the play: 
if rmiiutive W g  is wrong ( 8 i q  in that xnr), then Eiektn's and 
Orestes' kiliing of their mother is going io be just as wrong u was 
loytaimnestra's Lillllig of Agamemnon. Ekktra condemns henelf out of 
her own mouth."' 

Kells, however, misses the point. Elektn never says that retributive killing is 

wrong;'" rather she adopts the rationaie of Klytaimne~tn in order to show that by 

her own argument, she would be the first to die.lT6 This is not an argument against 

Blnndd 1989: 168 arpa that Eiektra undermines her own case with her rhetoricai concession. Sa 
too Geiiie 1972: 1 IO who suggests that the kt l~lionir is *an awlmard p h à p l e  for a person intent on 
murder." Bowra 1944: 238 grasps the strategy much better when ht vurites that Eicktra is concemed 
with refirting Klytaimnestra's argument hcre and thw " m e  her on h a  own ground and shows ha 
wrong cvcn on than 
"' Kdli 1973: 128. CE WiMingt~a-la- 1980: 2îû-21. 
'" This point îs a h  rmde byswart 1 9 ~  26 and ~umett  199& 137 n. 57. 
" See Swart 19W 26 wtio aiticises the arguxnoits of Kclls and Johanm for overlooicîng the 
rhctoricai nature of Eleicîra's argument. Sac also no@ 177 bdow. 
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talio justice, but the exposure of a specious daim to it." Those who argue that 

Ekkaa unwitthgly condemm berself with these words assume that she f v l s  to see 

the appücabüity of this law to hemlf. Yet she refers to the law as a generai ppricipple 

applicable to everyone, including herself using the first person plural (ei yàp 

rrevof wv UV W ~AAOII 582). Elektra does not see theu codict in tenns of 

talio justice, evident fiom her adoption of a strategy that demonstrates her mother's 

güt by rasons 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 againa which 

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

ln Henh 1987: 136- 137 maices an important point when he milprks that too m y  cntics ovalwk 
the fundon of rhetoh in tragedy with o b  adisastmusn r d & .  He argua dut rhetoric in tragcdy 
has a accntrifugai, sa-containcd taidcncy". Heath tzlrcs par t idu  issue with Kdls' view of these 
lines, bdicving that thy bclong to a tnding of the play that is 'irretricvably fadry". As hc says, "an 
audience uscd ta the convations of tragic rhetocic M d  receiw dran as making a case a m s t  
Clytacmnesba bat muid not be indinai to explore ditir implications b o n d  this limiîai uuitert" 
!kc C;ùrns 1993: 247 n. 107 h r  bis repîy to Heath. 



Or wiU p u  say thaî this too is taken in paymurt 
for pur daugtita2 if you do say this, it wiU be 
a lamefiil thing to say, for it is not honowabk 
to shart the mamiage bed with enunies for the sake of p u r  daughter. 

Elektca's point is simple but effective: her mother's pment behaviour cannot be 

justified by the principle of talio justice which does not sanction sleeping with 

Aigisthos and replacing Agamemnon's children with bis. We c m  now discern 

Elektn's strategy in her arguments against her mother and the reason for the 

recuning emphasis on her mother's sexual behaviour. Only a consideratioo of 

motive is able to expose the true nature of her rnother's crimes. The Chorus 

identifid nos as the driving force behind the actions of Klytaimnestra early on in the 

action (297). and EleMs arguments here confinn the vaiidity of its judgement. This 

third argument dinches her case against her mother and provides conclusive proof 

that her mother did not act according to the lar taliais. Klytaimnestra's r d  crime 

has always been her adulterous union with Aigisthos; fiom th& act, dl 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 s h d  see, evidence of Hektra's obsession with sa<, 

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

mother's crimes.17% 

Commeatators have for the most part seen nothing other thui the principle of taib 

justice running thmugh this scene and the play as a wh01e.'~ Blundell makts the best 

case for this view in her discussion of the play. She argues that both KIytaimnestra 

and Elektra apply in a personal fashion the law of taIw. When there are no 

Sec notes 187 and 1ûû Wow. 
" Stintoa 1986: 81 is one of the fnr exceptions in <hir re$ard. 



independent grounds upon which to judge character or action, k e  can be no 

escape from the endless vendetta of retriiutive killing. Each daims the justice of her 

position, whüe denying it to her opponent. Blunddl condudes then 'if both rely on 

the same principle, while each denying it to the other, then both daims to neutraüty 

are ~ n d e r m u i e d " ~ ~  Yet Klytaimnestra's defence of talw justice is a mask designed to 

hide her tnie motives while E I e h  raisa the question of revenge only to dismiss her 

mother's clairns to it as false. More important, both the arguments of Klytaimnestra 

and Uelrtn aduiowledge the necessity of examinhg the motives of the offender in 

deciding guilt, Klytaimnestra's implicitiy and Elektra's oxplicitly. The consideration 

of motive goes beyond talio justice and establisha 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 differencs between Eldan and her mother. 

4.3 The Theme of Aidds 

The theme of aidBs has aiready been raiseci in the exchange between the Chorus and 

Elektn; there it had reveded the m o d  dilemma in which Elektra is caught: no 

matter what she does, she wili breach a form of eusebeta. As we recall, she chose to 

show her aidds and eusebcui towards her father and community over a narrower 

fom of aiddz materna1 authority. At the sarne the, her expression of shame showed 

ber rezognition bat her behaviour was in some resped discreditable. In the cumnt 

exchange, we see a similas pattern: Elektra's behaviour is simultaneously an example 
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of her maintenance of communal standards and a breach of W i a l  respect. While 

Helma chooses one over the other, she recognises that this choice does not free her 

fiom the authority of those ties which she now rejects. In other words, her aidds 

involves her in a moral confiict between what are now, because of her mother's 

actions, rival and incompatible ethicai demands. Cairns may be correct in pointing 

to the bitter and at times personal nature of this quanel, for there is a degree of 

hostility between mother and daughter unparallecl in Greek tragedy. This, however, 

does not reduce it to the battie ova personal honour as Cairns aileges, for Elektta is 

defending more than her own honour and it is she who, at the most bitter moment 

in the quarrel, expresses her xnse of shame. In focusing almost exclusively on 

Elektra's breach of aidds, Cairns ignores that her behaviour at the same time uphol& 

other standards of behaviour; thus he hils to acknowledge the degee to which aidBs 

serves in establishing important differences in the charader and attitude of mother 

and daughter. 

As Cairns righdy points out, mother and daughter accuse one anoiher of sharnehil 

deeds. Klytaimnestra begins with the charge that Elelara shames her family by 

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



Out and about again, so it seans. 
For Agwihos k not prcsait, who always uscd to prevent 
you from sharning p w  h i i y  at least outJide tbe door. 
Now, as he is away, you show no respect for 
me: however, you have s p o h  out many thing to many people 
about me, that i am bold and ruic outside of justice, 
treàting p u  and what is yows hybristidy. 
But I do no violace, but 1 abuse you 
because p u  ofien abuse me 
For that your )alhm died at my han& 
nothing dse, is your premce <for spePktig il1 of m e  
1 lcnow weli, 1 cvrnot dcny it, 

With Aigisthos away, Kiytaimnestra clairns that hec daughter fails to show her the 

respect she deserves; that is, Elektra breaches a thilid form of eusebeia. She goes on 

to define precisely what this involves: Elektra publicly states that her mother is bold 

or insolent (8paaeîa); that her mother's form of  political rule is unjust (Izépa 

Km); and that she treats ber daughter and what is hers (a& rai ra aa) in a 

hybristic fashion. Klytaimnestra only answers Elekha's final charge, claiming that she 

is innocent of hybris; she only responâs in kind to the abuse she suffers at the han& 

of her daughter. In other words, Klytaimnestra, by interpreting Elektra's behaviour 

as a flagrant affront to her personal honour, j d e s  her own conduct by the need to 

retaliate. In ignoring Elektra's other charges, iûytaimnestra teveals the weakness of 

her position: she has no defense against her daughter's charges of politid injustice. 

She thus ma to restrict the quaml to a personal level where h a  daim has some 

kgitimacy. At the level of personal honour, each h a  a vaiid accusation to make 

against the other: Elektra is guilty of acting disrespectfully to her rnother, and 

Klytaimnestra shows no regard for Elektn's honour. In this respect, Cairn's 

argument has a lixnited validity, as each shows concem for personai honour and 

responds to the other's abuse of it. Elektra's accusations against her mother, 

however, involve more thm simply the charge thai her mother indts  her honout 

and, for her, this is fu more than a battle over personal honour. Klytaimnestra 



unwittingiy reveals this d e n  she identifies Elektra's ceason (or pretext, as she calls it 

nposxrula) Cor making these accusations a~ainst hei: her murder of Agamemnon 

(525). Not o d y  do [Qytaimnestn's words ra&$pi~owa rai UÈ IC& s a  d. as 

Campbeil says, recognize "that Eldrtra's cornplaints were never for h e d  alone, but 

for her fatherUP' but it is quite apparent Lom the various charges Eleictra makes that 

she is responding to fiv more than her mothefs mistreatment of her. In focusing on 

her mother's unjust d e  and h a  insolence, Eiektn elevates the debate beyond the 

level of personal grkvances and individual retaliation. She attaches a greater rnorai 

significance to her mother's wrong-doing so that her actions are not just a violation 

of Elektra's personai honour but contravene, as we shd see, the ethical foundation 

of the roivmvia nokrnmi. A regard for personal honour then is not EIJttra's 

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

Klytumnestra has accused her daugher of  shamefùl behaviour, but E l e h  has her 

own charge of shamelessness to make. To her rnother's admission that she küled 

Agamemnon, Elektra replies: 
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Elektra's accusation that her mother's Wing of Agamemnon was shameful even if it 

were done with justice has been interpreted in a number o f  waydP Cairns daims 

that Elektra's words here point to the hndamental problem lying at tbe heart of this 

Famiy contlict: 

...in jwce, wrong, or insult against oneselfor a munber of one's family 
cals fonh retriiution ( d a ) .  and the requirement to pursue di& is a 
powerhil one, but to pursue it within one's own f d y  must inevitably 
involve an action which is a i x h t ~ n . ' ~ ~  

This, to be sure, is at the root of EIektra's moral confüct, for oidds requires her to 

pursue di&&, but it also leaves her in the position of breaching a form o f  familial 

ewebeia, behaviour which is audim. Unfominately for Cairns' argument, such a 

dikmma does not tie behind Klytaimnestra's behaviour. The whole point of Elektra's 

reply, as we saw earlier, was that her mother was never pursuing d B  in her killing of 

Agamemnon, but was gratiwng her own passion for Aigisthos. Cairns assumes that 

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

'" Adkins 19o0: 156 and 185 arguer that this statunent is '~ophdes' solution to the probicm set by 
the crime in the faniiiy." He sees El- as uphdding the traditional beiids as found in Homer where 
an action that is a r j c h n  is worse than an action that is unjust "to say that an action is aischron is to 
play the s e  of tmmps: to justify pcrfoming it, one cannot press the daim that it is dikaion, hr this is 
of less importance, but must maint. that it is in fàct not a i d m  at dl." Johanscn 196k 18 -es 
similady that dikaion L mbordinated to a k h  ("Das d w  blait  also batdien ungeachtct Recht 
odu Unrecht Die Frage des S i ~ a t o v  i s  in di- Sache der des aiqpOv untergcordnet"). which fbr 
hicn ho16 disturbing implications h r  the position of Elcktra. For these two Scholars then, to cd an 
act rriKhron is to subjtct it to a highcr standard thon that of dihion, the arsumption king that 
rriscliron is strongcr tcrm of mord condcmnation that O-des the justice o f  the act. Yet thex is 
nothing to suggcst that ar'sdimn outranlts dihiUn on some moral d e  of vducs; radier h a t  wc have 
hcre is the precise svne cthicai dilenuna underiyhg Elcktra's conduce a single action which is by 
some standards just, and by another, shamdiil; wc can only tip the d e s  in hvour of one or die 
othtr whcn we takc into account what these standards or codes of condua are. In othcr words, to 
suggcst one term outwughs the otbcr is bo s u g p t  that one code of conduci is more important than 
the othcr. A W  argument bas btai criticircd by a numbcr of cornmaitaton: sec Stinton 1986: 77- 
7e; B1unddl1 Q89: 166-67 and Cairns 1993: 2 4 3 4  Blunddi argues dia Mlrins is m n g  to suggut a 
Saphodean innovation hae. That a dtcd can be budi just and shamchrl is not the solution h r  
Blunddl, but piut of die probkrn. Cairns points out that diae art exampies of people admittiag tb?t 
thy have a d  in a way wbicb may be judgcd disgmcdirl but justify it by daïmïng =me bigha 
impcratm (Sophddcs fr. 352 Radt), 
'KS Cairns 1993: 244, 



thus sees their motives as being of the same mord stamp. Blundeli, on the other 

hand, thinks that Eîektra's pronouncement "mua mean that in virtue of their 

relationship a wife is never justified in kiliing her husband, even if the kiliing is just 

according to the talio", and goes on to argue that these words carry iil-omened 

connotations for Eiektra, for if the conjugai tie ovedes  t u b  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 kifling her 

husband, she ody says that to kill a husband however judy, is a shamehil a n  That 

is, she recognizes that an act can be both just and shamehil. This admission wül have 

implications for Elektra later, as we shail 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 

&y& p w  d v  oiir eipi sois uexpayphq  
-0s. (99-5501 

1 for rny part téel no regret at what has ben done. 

Underlying Blundell's argument is an asumption that at some point there was a 

conflict for iûytaimnestra between competing daims: blood-ties versus rnarriage 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 daims with blood-ties in the end triimphing over marriage ties, but 

'" Blmddl1989: 16667. H u  argument is basidy tbk if it is uiijust m break tbe mmbgt bond, it is 
unjast to break blood-ties. ûne could argue, howcvcr, that because mvriage is upon ethiw and 
consaous choicc, whiic Mood-ties are based upon biology, it is a higher bond than blood-tics- 
Eidctra's argument thai miuld rest rrpon a h i d y  wtucb r e c m  that the conjugal îk is more 
important than the tic of b I d  



simply one over-riding coacem: self-interest. Because Klytaimnestra's motivations 

do not have their source in u i y  of the ties of the human community (either the 

natural or ethical ties of  the d o s  or the chic tia of the pdis), but in her o m  desires, 

she is unable to recognise anything wrong with them. In not recognizing the 

shamehilness of the act, iûytahmestra reveols she has no disposition for ai&, as one 

needs aidbs to experience aiwhune.lS In other words, what Elektra exposes is her 

mother's cornplete lack of aidds. If this were as far as she went, Klytairnncstra 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 shai1 see, 

Iûytaimnestra will be condemned for a deed that is both uirchrm and a d i k a  

Elektra has dled her mother's killing of Agamemnon aixhron (559) but what some 

have found mrprising is her designation of Klytaimnestra's adulterous union as the 

most shamefid act of a l P  Surely murder is worse than adultery? This is the point at 

which to deal with Eld<aa's alleged obsessions with sa which some critics have seen 

in her words. Woodard, for instance, says that she "locates the source of the farniiy 

ills in lust" and 4 1 s  her 'sex-ridden".'" SegaI thinks her hatred has its source not 

just in Klytaimnestra 'unmotherly and unwifeiy behaviour but also in a deep saud 

rivalry and resentment"; lm while Cairns claims that Eiektra sees her semal union 

with Aigisthos as spocificaiiy âesigned to undennine her status, but in a footnote 

l E ~ s  1993: 417. 
's~limdd11989: 168-169. For B l u d .  the hpücation is p h .  If KIytaimnestra repays murder with 
aduitery, what of repaying aduitery with murder? 
Ig7 Woodard 1969: 166. 
lm Segai 1981: 261. Se also Wuuiinglon-Ingram 1980: 23 t who daims tha it wodd be 'perverse to 
dcny that there is a seniai component in the Sophodean Electra's haaed of her motha, her hatred of 
Aigisthw"; and Ewans 1984: 145 who - the strong d dement of Strauss' opera (ElcltÉra's sexual 
obsession with h a  filha, hcr hostility at h a  mother fiw rqac ing  him with Aigisthoa; hm "ftding 
that Klytannestra was inadquate as a sen ia l  partna to the truc king") already k t  out fiirly 
explicidy in Sopholdcs' 
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suggests that it may refer 'to the distaste Elektra feels for the [sexuall acts 

t h e d v e s " P '  No doubt there is  an intendeci contriut drawn between the sexud 

license of her mother and the enforced chastity of Elektta, but we shouid understand 

this with regard to the social and cultural context in which this occurs rather than 

with rdérence to modem psydiology. Eiektra is not expressing aversion to the sunial 

act nor should we imagine that she is envious of h a  mother's fiee-wheeling 

sexudiq. Rather her diastity reflects Klytallnnestra's and Aigisthos' denial of her 

social and biological role in the comrnunity 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 Iess 

p d i n g ;  it may in fact reflect the extent tu which she is govemed by m a d i n e  and 

democratic ide& of the polis than give any deep insight into her psyche. For the 

Athenians, adultery was not soldy a concern to the oikos, but to the polis as well, as 

this &en debated passage €iom Lysias' speech shows: 

Thus the Iawgiwr, sin, considered that those who use force deserve a Iess 
penalty than thme who use pcrsuarion; for the latter he condcmncd to dcwh, 
wbacas for the former ht  doubtd the damagcs, considering that those who 
achievt thar ends by force are hateci by the pcnons for& whilc thme who 
use per-on compta3 thaeby thch victims' souk thus m a h g  the wives 
of odruJ more d d y  attackd to ihcmddvcs than CO k i r  husbanda and got 

Irn Cairns 1993: 241 & n. 93, Iones t%2- 149-53 has a much more balanceci trcatmcnt of the saruid 
theme of the play pointing out that SophQldes designs the confrontation so that 'it becomes 
inescapably relevant to cnquire why Clytcmne~tra kiüd h a  husband" ( 15 1 ). 
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the whole house Uito their han& and causcd uncertainty as to whosc the 
children r d y  wac, the husbands' or the adultcrns'. In vicw of ail d i s  the 
author ofthe Iaw made death their pcriplty. 'Io 

A woman's chastity is of a concm not just to her family but to the state as a whole, 

as a seduced woman is more Iikely to p a s  off the adulterefs children as her 

husband's, making daims to inheritance and to Qtwnship doubtful. Not oniy has 

woman with a lover ( p o i ~ w  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 "persuadeci" by Aigisthos, 

who, as a result, has gained custody of ali Agamemnon's possessions, iacluding his 

nght to rule. Even worse, Klpaimnestta has not just cast doubt on daims of 

inheritance, she has deprived the legitimate children of their social and political 

functions. Elektra designates the )iorzeia of her mother as the aiqisui Mvrmv 

Lpya (586) because it is the fins et origo of d l  of Klytaimne~tra's &es: 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 oikw of its head and the polis of its rulet, Klytaimnestra's continued 

adultery threatens to destroy the oikm completely, for it destroys its h u r e  and has 

serious politid consequences in that it leaves the polis enslaved to tyiuiny. It is this 

which makes it the aiqum Ircnitwv Epya - not Elektra's difficulties with seniality. 

" Lysias On the Murder ofEratonhmrr 132-33 vandation by WAM. LPmb (Loeb dition). This 
passage has sparked debate ovcr whether the Athenians considerd adultcry a worse aime than tape. 
Set Harrison 1968: 34; Porneroy 1973 û6-87; MacDowd 19T8: t 24; and Cole 19W 97-1 13 who ali 
argue that scduction was sccn as worsc than d assadt. Hamis 1990: 370-377 on the o t h a  hand 
argues that both mn t r d  with the equal scvcrity. For othcr discussions of moiciieia set Cohen 
19% 14% 165 and 199 1: 98-1 32, I33-70; the r a m t  didon bcnivcen Cantarda 1991: 289-2% and 
Foxhall 1991: 297-304; Blundeii 1995: 125-26; and Foxhall 1998: 132-33. The punishmcnt fbr an 
adulterous woman wzs l e s  scvae, Hcr husband was iegaliy bound to divorce h a  or ri& losing citizen 
ri&& The woman was bnmd nM patticipPting in any dgiour vtivitio and anyman who saw h a  
aîtending one could t a  off ha dothes and beat ha. AeJchiacs (1.183) says 'the lawgiver se& to 
disgme sudi a woman and make h a  lifé UitolClablt." 
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Each bas made her charges of sbe iessness  agahm the other and Klytaimnestra, as 

we have seen, has defendeci herself on grounds that she is simply responding to her 

daughter's abuse. Eleictra has her own defense of her sharneless behaviour. To her 

mother's charge that she abuses her, E l e h  responds: 

But no, it is not posshle to adrnonish you, 
who send forth every kind of  voie that 1 
slandtr rny mother. And yet 1 consider 
you more a mistress than a mother to me. 
lndccd 1 üve a laborious Me, always living with mmy 
torments because of you and your consort 

EleWs charge that her mother acts more like a &onOnç than a p n i p  has been 

interpreted as het rejection of  blood-ties. Blundell, for instance, daims that Elekua's 

words reflect the problematic nature of her argument, as blood ties cannot be 

invalidateci at the will of the speaker."' Elektra may argue, Blundell says, that 

Klytaimnestra has forfeited the ri@ of kinship based on her actions but this does 

not give her the right to dLMwn their naturai relationship. Yet Elelara's description 

of her mother as a k a n 0 n ~  is not the outright rejea*on of blood ties that Blundd 

sees, for she does not disown their naturaî relationship as much as establish the 

contncüctory aspects of her mother's daim to justice. hdeed E l e h  speaks in terms 

of more and les: "for me, you are more a mistress than a motherw (598). More 

important, as we s h d  see, EIektra's expression of shame shows that she still 

recognizes the authority of blood-ties. Kl ytaimnestra's delence depends upon 



accepting that W p  ties are the highest bonds, a sound enough argument were it 

not coming from a woman whose present actions so plainly do not recognignize the ties 

of blood as Elektra points out. Obligations of kinship, for Klytaimnestra, are 

something to be recognignised at her own convenience; that is, to demand respect fiom 

her daughter whiie refushg to show any regard for her own dutics and obligations as 

a rnother in her treatment of Elektra and Orestes. 

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of this confrontation is the statement with 

which Eldata en& her speech to her mother. Not only does she seern to admit to 

sharing a &sis with her mother, but her confbon of shame even seerns to indicate 

how much she has become like her enemies: 

As fai. as that ~ ( K S  

denounce me to d, whcther you dcclare that 
1 am worthiess, loudmouthed, or fùil of anaideia 
if I am h i l i a r  by nature with such deeds, 
1 hvdly put p u r  nature lc shame? 

"The responw of the Chorus to these words of Wekm has u w d  some debatc o p 6  #VOS 

rrvfownxu- Ei 6E aiiv GirtJ(/guvEan, mû& #0d8 OGK& eiaopcii (610-1 1). Some see the Chorus as 
refeffing to El* Jebb t 907: 89 n. 610; Booth 1977: 466-67; Burton 1980: 187; Gardiner 1986: 14% 
Blundd 1989: 169-70. In support of this vicw, it is argueci that nowhere dse in the extant plays of 
Sopholdes do we have an instance of a Chorus ignoring a speech and instead commenthg upon an 
action which aLa place during die s p a d i .  Blunddl uya (citiag Burton and Cardina in nippon) 
that we shodd arpcct the Chorus to comment on the preccding speech. ûthers take them as d d g  
to Klytaimnestra: Gregor 1950: 87-8, Campbcll 1%9: 176; Keils 1973: 130; KamerbcJr 1974: 89-90c 
Campbeil argues th* KiytainmestraBs words which follow this show b a t  she is responding to the 
Chonis; hc as w d i  d m  a cornparison to ~i 8é e h  8iq, of 5 2 8  Kametbedr suggc~t that it is 
uniikdy the Chorus wodd bc calhg into question Elektrats con- for justice: Kells argues that 
iûytaimntra has d&y lost h a  tunper a d  the Chorus is comment@ on thaî. The tact itfdfdoes 
not off- any hdp hae, bat both CampWl and Kunerbcek's arguments sean to have more validity 
besed as thcy arc on inîcrnai cvkience of dit play* whik the oppasing side reiies primarily on Mdcnce 
extemai to the play. Set also Liiicy 1975: 309-311 who proposes that the lines be assigned to 
iûytaimncsîra instead of the Chorus. Mastronarde 1979 34 makcs the observation that choral 
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Cairns, rightly, sees the words as endence of Eiektrass Ladr ofrrulbs for her mother 

but more signifiant for him h the simüarity in their ph+. There is, of course, a 

certain irony in Elektra's words, for in admining that her behaviour makes her the 

daughter of her mother, she mua concede a lack of ai& 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 red irony works behind Elektra's badc in that what she thinks is ironic is 

actually me, nameîy that "the similarity in phdi  b*ween the two is genuine."" Yet 

this is to overwork the irony. which is  simply a rhetoricai concession granted in 

order to make an accusation against her rnother.'" it is similar to her eariier strategy 

against her mother at 577-79 when she had granted h a  mother's argument in order 

to defeat it on its own grounds. Here, she admits to shamehii behaviour, but does so 

in order to score points against her mother. That the remark hits home is evident 

lrom iûytai*mnestra's response: she is outraged and charges her daughter with riybris 

(6 1 3) and shamelessness (6 15). It is at this point that El* expresses her deep sense 

of shame at her behaviour 

couplets h i ch  a p p t  baween Iong r h W  ";ut ofien virtuaily ignored" by chamcters; he cites these 
two lines as m aample, 
" Cairns 1993: 2%. Sec ais0 Se@ 19m 4% Wimington-Ingram 1980: 26-26 and Blundd 1989: 
169. '" Sruiton 198& % n. 78 makm this point as weii h reponse to Khoiars such as Segd and 
Winnhgton-ingram (sec note 193 above) who makt too much out of the h n y  of hcr reply to her 
mother but it is c q d y  applicable to CUmr and BIunddl. Stinton ya dut Eidrtra's discrcditabk 
bcbaviour "is not duc to a tauity physir, it is imposai on hcr by b u  situation (307-9), and thU is her 
trwdy-* 



Know wdl that 1 am ashamed of diese rhings even 
i f Idonot~~otopuIamawafcdiat  
my actions are wrong for my age and not d y  for me 
But the h d t y  that cornes h m  you and your 
&ons constrains me by force to do these things. 
For shamefid decb atc taugbt by shamcful dceb, 

And she goes on, as earlier, to justify her acrions by pointing to Klytaimnestra's 

behaviour. Cairns draws a parallel between 609 (if she is fidi of anaidria, it is due to 

. the nature she inhented fiom her mother) and 620 (her shamehil aaions r d t  from 

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

on both sides of the great tifth-cenniry antithesis behveen heredity and 
education, phusij (nature) and nomos (convention, law), Elektra's 
character, from which springs her conduct, induding her eventual 
puticipation in matricide. U the countetpvt of her mothds.'" 

Cairns has hdf the antithesis correct since Elektra's admission at 621 quite dearly 

credits her mother's rnodel as the source of her behaviour. However, he ignores that 

Elektra's aduiowledgment of a lack of aidbs at 609 is a rhetoricai concession. Here she 

daims that it is not chamter which makes her act like this but circumstances, which 

is precisely why she emphasizes the educative aspects (aiqpoîs yàp aiqpà 

n p c i y ~ ~ '  ér6remta 621). She may act shamefully and this behaviour may have 

as its mode1 Klytaimnestra's behaviour, but it is not by her nature (ph+) or 

character, but her schooling which make her act that way. She ha9 had to leam to be 

shamefùl and her mother's shameful deeds have been her teacherP More 

important, however, is that these words are irnmediately followed by Ueka's 

confesîion of shame at her tratment of her mother, an admission which explicitiy 

retirtes K1ytahnestra's charge that she is without ai&. ElEldma quite cleviy has a 

'9S Cairns 1993: 247. 
mi Sepi 1966: 500 points out that Klytaimnestra in schooîing EI&a in ta aischta has fgiled in h o  
duty as a patent which was to teach th& childrcn rra 
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strong seme ofai& as in the most bitter and acrllnonious exchange with a woman 

she plainiy detests, she expresses ha shame; it is Klytaimnestra who loses her temper 

and resocts to name-calling. Moreover, the expression of h e  towarb ber mother 

shows that EIJbia does not ignore ties of kinship (pcue BlundeiI). Klytaimnestra in a 

very real sense bas lost her right to demand any fonn of cuubeia lrom her daughter 

and thus Elektra is justified in chargîng that Klytaimnesira 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, EIektra recognises the vaiidity of blood-tieg 

she may choose to act according to the other obligations (Le. the ethical ties of 

communal life) but the actions of her mother have forced this choice. This involves 

her in sharneful 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 ail; as Aristotle States, being 

impewious to shame is indicative of a wicked character and thus, for him, aidds is a 

kind of qua~i-Mmie.[~ Whatever else this confrontation establishes, it makes one 

thing clear, Klytaimnestra has no shame. In seeing nothing wrong in the Lilling of 

her husband, the d g  of her son, and the mistreatrnent of her children, she is the 

perfect example of Aristotle's shvneless person, the one whom shame would not 

prevent from doing or saying anything.lw Aidbs in this exchange ultimately 

distinguishes E l e b  fiom her mother. It reveais the moral codiict in which she 

fin& herselfand her recognition that she is bound by both the daims ofblood and 

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

" Anstocle s p a b  abat & in the M'han Edtics, Eudaniun EthiCs and Rhcimk In NE 
1128bLQ-16 aulds is dctined as a pathos, a fw of a bad rcputation. It anmot be a virtut because a 
m u s  man should ncvct do anything shamchil, At  1 10&3i-5 oidds is d e s a i i  as a mean and thas 
for Aristotie is praïscworthyY 

Aristode NE II28bW3S. 



to choose one over the ottier malces her behaviour to some degree dimeditable. Far 

fiom equating her morally with h a  mother, this establishes the moral superiority of 

Elelara's position. 

The conclusion of the debate between mother and daughter confirms Elektra's 

triumph over her mother; her expression of sharne and the justification o f  her 

behaviour enrages Klytaimnestra, who in her anger, resorts to verbal abuse, caliing 

her daughter di Op&$ bai& (622). Elektra on the other hand refrains from this 

ma of behaviour, she emerges victorious, while Klytaimnatra is teduced to pteading 

for silence for her prayer (631-32). Most commentators willingly concede that Wektra 

wins the debate, but for many this is a kind of pyrrhic victory, which leaves her 

occupying the same moral ground as her mother. BlundeU and Cairn both adopt this 

position, arguing that, although Elektra has justice on her side, her personal motives 

undermine the legithacy 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, al1 of which conspire to suggest that the daughter is 

no different fiom the mother. But this minimises the disagreement between Elektra 

and Klytaimnestra; moreover, it is based upon the erroneous assumption that 

mother and daughter are e q u d y  in pursuit of justice; and finally, it ignores the 

substantial differences Sophokles bring out between the two women. Klytaimnestra 

consistently argues fiom a perspective based on entirely personal daims to Iphigenia 

and on her persona honour, a reflection of the subjective quality underlying ail hm 

aaions. EIektn, on the other hand, argues on behaif of her father and his d o s ,  

continudy raising the debate above the level of personal snffenng and individual 

retaiiation in order to expose her mother's breach of the laws of the pdis. Tbey may 

make similar charges a@st the other, but they are not givm s idar  defenca. and 
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while both mpy have personal motives, Klytahnestra has only personal ones. Findy, 

Blundeil and Cairns miss the extent to which EleLtra's sense of aidbr distinguisha 

her From her mother. Both rnay engage in diamefiil behaviour, but the one does so 

in a pursuit of d u ,  fdly aware that she fails to uphold other standards, whüe the 

other does so to satisfy base desires, oblivious to her own mminality. 'ïhat Efektra 

has personal motivations is hardly surprising given what she has suffered at her 

mother's hands; but she argues less fiom these than from ethical principles which 

transcend the domestic sphere of  the oikw. She may not be the most objective 

witness to her mother's crimes, but we should also remembet that the Chorus, in 

their capacity as representatives of the community, consistently confimi the validity 

of Elektra's charges. While her personal animosity towarb her mother prevents her 

fiom being impartial, there is something which will serve as an objective touch- 

stone: the ddos. Eleùtra may expose the motives of her mother, but it is the M u s ,  

sanctioned by Apollo, that will elicit a reaction fiom K l y t a i m n ~  that will convia 

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

This confrontation ends, just as the pren*ous one did, wgth a ritual action which 

look ahead to the success of the vengeance and friture prosperity of the offspring, 

while boding ill for Klytaimnestra+ Like Chrysothemis, Klyiaimnestra has corne out 

of the palace to pcrform a ritual: a sacrifice and prayer to Apollo. Cleariy this is a 

woman who takes no chances; since her dream she has undertaken a number of 



ritual activities, aii designed to dissipate aay evil omen it may signify.'* As 

ChryJodiemis reports, she has recounted the dream to the sun god, Helios, in order 

to aven any ominous significance it mi&t have? Next, she has sent ber daughter 

with rituai offerings to Agamemnon's tombs in orda to placate the dead man. Not 

content with these two actions, she has corne out in order to perform her own 

sacrifice and prayer to Apolio. 

This is an apotropaic rituai, one p e r f o d  in a time of crisis often motivated by fear 

or sometimes hope for success. An appeal is made to the gods, generally 

accornpanied by some sort of sacrifice, as a way to avert disaster or bring about 

succes. Here Klytaimnestra prays to Apollo to rdease her fiom the fear she suffers as 

a result of her drearn, making offering of h i t  (86pa'ta ndympna 634-35). She 

addresses Apollo first as npwta6pre, "protector" (637), and as M r e r '  5vae (645, 

657). These different forms of address invoke Apollo in his dual capacity as "defender 

of the house" and "destroyer of focs'?" While she hm been frïghtened by her dream 

initially, she now semis 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 

'* Born 1944: 223-227 is one of the fn* critics who disasses the dream in any detaii. Devereux 
2976: 219-255 attunpts to psychoanalyse Klytahnestm based on this dream but makes little rderence 
to the ptay. More rccendy, Bowman 1997: 131-151 interprets the dteam as a retlection of the 
exclusion and mrugindization of the f d c s  in this play. Klycaimnestra is an 'onIookJ in her ~ w n  
d r m ,  analogous to her statw in the drama Understanding the play as die represcntation of the 
aansfcr of powcr fiom fatha to son, Bowman argues tbat Klytaimntstra is for the most part 
îrreicvant to the dramatic while Eldara is similady aciudcd and s i î end  a& the end of the 
tragedy. We can now sa wfiy flowman denies the satuai mcming of it wuid wtalrai her 
argument considcrabiy in diat it wodd make Klytaimntstra more than an 'onlooker' in hrr own 
cùeam, Givui that sht W an adniteres and that EicLtra continuaîiy rcfas to her f i u t  passion for 
Aigisthos, and that dpAia is uscd to rdcr to the sau;il act itsdf. it stems likày that Jenial undatones 
arc pnscnt Sce note 141 above 
"ihcnmaykaIObtlercfnawto ~ p o h  hcre.asbytheMihccntucy~pdlowas~tedbnh 
with Iight and in partjcuiar die sun. Sce Horsdy 1981: 22; Woodard 1965: 230 n, 5 2  

JCbb 19W: 93 nota  mat is particuidy d i n g  upon Apdlo as the 'avertcr of cvû' at 
637. Sct dso p. 7 and Appendix 205-206 for a dixussion of die Lykàos @ha of Apollo and Scgal 
l%6; 477 note II. 
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auspicious sign for hem, iaytairnnestra thidcs the dream GtmiZv, capable of 

dinetent interpretati~ns.~ 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 har appeared in it. Klytaimnestra is no doubt justifid in her fear. 

Seeing a dead man in a dream is never a good sign? Being the carefiil penon she is 

Klytairnnestra addressa both meanings, asking the god to accomplish the dream if it 

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

DuNg the absence of Orestes and the pidagdgos from the dramatic action, there 

has been no reference to Apollo, aithough the theme of dolos has been kept dive 

through its association with Idytaimnestra. Her prayer connects the dolos with 

Apollo anew, as she prays to the god to protect her fiom 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 uony of 

al1 this is readily apparent. She is praying to a god who has already been engaged by 

her enemies: 

"Borna 1944: 223-226 malces a yeat d d  out of  thid ambigity. He argues b a t  iûytaimnaa 
forgetr the negative ûspeas of the dream ui h u r  of its fiwurabIc elments and thus 'relapses in her 
old sclf-satisfaction," He thinks that the dream represents her last chance to muid". Bowman 
argrrcs that his argument contains two amrs. F h ,  he ignores the origin of the branch and second, 
prophgr ncvn  scms as a warning in Sopholdcs. For Bowman 1997: LU n. 17 hue is no hint that 
KIytaimnesira is anything but doorneci. It is not a h a 1  waniing, but simply tdts the cireamer what is 
to happca 
rio Bowra 19W 225, 
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- 0 ' k l l V  K& ~ K W D V  b &0i 
Hhvour p6 r p k a n v  nini( n r p a  . 

(MM91 

And if mme are plotting to rab me of my 
present weaith by deceit, do not allow it, 
but grant that 1 may ahmys !ive a Me without harm 
d i n g  die house of A~TCW and widding the sceptre 
associahg ôoth wiîh the fnends with whom I now [ive 
happiiy and with aii those of my childtm fiom whom 
there is no h d i t y  for me or bitter @ef 

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

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

o f  Ormes* 

The confrontation with Elektra had delayed Klytaimnatra's actuai performance of 

the pnyer and sacrifice. In this way, Sopholdes makes the appearance of the 

paidogbgos with the report of Orestes' death seem to be the instantaneous fulfülment 

of her prayer, although not in the manner expected by Klytaimnestra, In response to 

the deceptive silence in whidi she doaks her wish for her son's d d ,  Apoflo sen& 

his own deception. Klytairnnestra is correct: Apollo knows well what her prayer 

signifies and in a n w r  sends the dolos of Oresta' death. What Klytairnnestn does 

not redise is that Apollo will act in the capacity which she requests: he will defend 

the oikw and he will destroy its foes. The vision which Klytaimnestra has seen 

(*-a 644) is dius answered with a fiction, that of Orestes' death. Klytaimnestra 

who hides a tnith wiihin silence wi l  be deceived by a lie which hides a tnrth, her own 

impending doom. 

lust as Klytahestra's eariîer ritual action ends in failure when ciqsothemis tosses 

her offaings to the winds, her prayer for her continueci success will similady end in 

Mure. In each case, Uektra plays a role, as it is she who convinces her sistu not to 



make the offerhgs and it is again she who, by keeping dent as KlytaUnaestr;r asks, 

enables her to carry out h a  ritual: 

And so will you not d o w  me to saaifice 
in silence, &CC I have allowed you to say everything 
Co ahead, 1 beg pu, sacrifice, don't accuse my 
mouth; as I won't speak M e r .  

There is a certain irony in that Elelctra grants her request to make a prayer whidi 

signals her own impending doom. Though unaware of it, Elektra moves in a 

direction p d e l  to that o f  the gods. 



The 'Death' of Orestes 

The pihg6gos returns to the dramatic action, entering in the guise of a messenger 

From a guest-fiend 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 virtmo~ity.~ Aischylos' Chwphoroi and Euripides' Elektra similarly employ 

a lie, but neither gives it the prominence and cenal position that it has in this play. 

Not only does Sophokles have Apollo specificdly sanction its use in the oracle (36- 

37), but the poet draws our attention to it agah by having Oresta express in a rather 

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

DL much ro that rome have assertcd ibat the speech does little more than provide Sopholdes with 
the opportunity to display his slcill as a poct Sec Harsh 1944: 135. Reinhardt 19m. 15 1-152 remarks 
that thc th& is 'littfe more than a virtuose display" but he does go on to sce! more in i t  He suggests 
that aevaylhïng that a Grcek would have caüd palth8 - in ail of thcse the ducption obtrudcs so 
obviousiy that only someonc who was totaiiy ignorant of styie, tom and dmatic art couId fàii to 
pu~cl*ve km Othas have similody thought diat the speech with its numcrow rhetoricai figures has an 
air of impIausibiüty whidi attcsts to its fiilsity. Adams 1957: 71 -72 thinks bat  the p"dogdp cornes 
close to overplaying hi& hand; Seaie 1982: 65 thinlts that the pllidag@s gives the game away with his 
aaggerated assurance that he saw the ment Gamet 1990: 119-120 thinks that the la& of any 
significancc in its king b a d  upon the diariot race in the niad only points to the fictionai nature of 
the specdi. ArUtDde caiis die speech improbable although it is not dear in wtiat unse he means this 
(1460127-32). 
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significance in the overall dramatic action to warrant its own introduction. 

Moreover, it takes the paidagbgos a good eighty-four lines (680-763) to recount the 

tale of Orestes' death, and however thriüing this account is, it has struck many critics 

as conspicuously kngthy. As Winnington-Ingram pointedly rerninds us, Sophokles is 

not a poet to waste lines.= I ts length, elaborate detaii, and pivotal position in the 

play al1 niggest that it serves some vital dramatic purpose. 

Atternpts to explain the significance of the speech have been many. Some, irnpressed 

by the lengh and sheer w d t h  of detail, have suggested that it is designed to create 

such a vivid account of Oresta' death that we forget it is false; consequently our 

sympathy for Elektra i s  not undermined by our knowledge that her wrrow is caused 

by a lie? This has provoked the repiy that we can hardly forget that it is faIse, having 

been told about the deception in advance." Some have thought the details are 

necessary for credbility, but as GeiIie points out, "in what way do eighty-four lines 

of  lie convey more verisimilitude than, Say, thirty?"= Othen see the importance of 

the narrative Iying in the contmt it draws between the heroic Orestes of the speech 

and what they perceive to be the unheroic Orestes of the play."O This has been 

mWïnnington-lngram 1980: 236; Scodck 19û4: BO; Stinton 19W. 82 al1 note that this speech of 
Orestes hctions as a kind of prologue to die lie its$f, 

Wmington-lngun 1980: U6. 
" Wüunowitz-Mdendorf 191 7: l8&9 1. Waldcdc 1966: I 8 4  points out that thir inmpretation 
stems to have been put forth by K a k i  18%: 53 and 174 first, thcn adopted by Wiiamowitz 19 17: 190 
and foiiowed by Webster- 
= Waldock 1966 183-&1, 

Gdlie 1972: 116 in raponsc t~ Whitman 1951: 168 who suggests =a d d e d  lie wodcs bettkmr than a 
skadiy one". 
*O Sea* 1982: 66 writes that 'in the play Orestes ic evetything that he is not in the story. The expücit 
and briiiiant urpeaations attached to bis rctum in the prologue are to bc measured against the 
progrcssivdy darker implications of the rcvcngt, May the adkacc bc mcant to take fiom this mars of 
tabncation the vuth bat the 'haoic' ûrestes bas in tact die@' There indced may k an allusion to the 
d d  of tht 'haoic' Orestes, but it may bc bettcr to unâcrstand this as an allusion to die deah or end 
of the h m c  dues whicb inform Onstts' perception of his deed. 
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prirnarily the approad of dwwc who offer an Uonic 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 gteat 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 ddos in order to carry out a 

just killing, however, does oblige us to consider its relationship to dl&?. 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- 

5 i 5 ) F 3  That Sophokies, alone of the tragedians, places an allusion to the farnily 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 activeF4 There 

rnay be some subtle refermce here but it is hardly enough to warrant a speech of this 

sort?15 Others again bave seen its importance lying not in any of the detaüs of the 

211 Blundd 1989: 173-74. Segai 1981: 281-82 too takcs this approach, pointhg to the connst 
between the heroic language of the speech and the unberoic nature of its purpose. The problem with 
many of the ironic interpretations of this speech is that bey cast their nets too Far. Orestes' deed in 
the play is certaidy not a hcroic decd worthy of glory and fame, but this does not necessarüy mean 
that it casa the justice of the act in a dubious light as many argue The whole point is to show this ta& 
not as heroic, but as just, the counttrpart to Eldara's action, which is righti but shameful. 
2U Linforth 1963: 99 maka the ratha lame suggestion that the speech may aiiude to some part of the 
Orestes Iegend now lost which mentions his great athleîic succes. That SophoWcs inserts it oniy 
because hc iilted it and kncw that it wodd appea! to "sport-loving Gr&" as weii is pcrhaps one of 
the ùast W y  reasons for its indurion- 
21' A nnmber of commentators have pointal to the paraiid baween the race of Pelops in îhe choral 
ode (515ff') and the chariot race: Musurilio 1967: % Webster 1969: 105-6; Geiiie 1972: 113; 
Kamabtrk 1979: 77-78; McDtvitt 1983 9-10. Thompson 1941: 357 thinirs the rdtrcnce to the race is 
enough ta make us * r e a k  that [Orestesl is d m m d "  1 would argue on the othcr hand that as we 
Listai, w t  reaüse that Kîytahaestra is doomtd 

MusurilIo 1%7: 99 th& dK am! b endcd whüe odiers Ndi as McDevitt 1983: 9-10 sce it vgr 
much Illivt, Sce n O k  1 15 above with qard ta McDcvids rcading. 

See Stinton 1986: 79 for aiticai r a n d s  on secing an duion to a cnrse in die chod ode (SM- 
515). if the cufsc is so h ~ 0 r t a n 4  he asks, why docs Sophdes not mention it? As for it aatiapating 
the chariot race of Orestes with the rcfaence to the honmanship of Pdops, Stinton comments tbat 
"an uncondousiy WC nfacnce to a non-evuit is a littic far-farhcd" 
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speech itself but in the impact it has upon the two womenll In this context, 

Uektra's emotional reJponse is generally regarded as the more important one, not 

only for what it reveais about her chamctet but also for the role it plays in later 

devel~prnents.~~~ iûytaimnestra's reaction. on the other hand, hu been given widely 

difiering interpretations, m g i n g  fiom that of the response of grief-stricken mother 

to a sign of blatant l ~ y p o ~ s y . ~ ~ ~  Most concede that her Unmediate response is a 

genuine and sincere display o f  emotion, however fleeting it rnay be; few, however, 

have considered why the paidIlg6gos should wish to give an account of Orestes' death 

which would awaken Klytaimnestn's pityDLl9 

"'Adams 1957: 72 argues that the dnmatic relevance of the speech mus< be loated here. its length is 
neccssary so that the audience h m  6UfIiQUlt thne to grasp the full consequences to each of them. Yet 
it seerns unlikely that the audiace needs a spmh of thb lcngth to rccognise that it will be devastating 
news to the one and a welcome reiief to the other. Kame* 1974: 13 stems doser to the mark with 
his point that this scene dows us to ste what the Qrcum~tanccs would bt if Orestcs wece dead. 
"' Schadewaidt 1926: 59 n. L aryeà that the speech was designed to creatt such a Wievable accounr 
that WC understand Eldraa's rdusol to bdicvc the evidence Chrysotfiemis bnng in the next scene. 
BUth Gellie 19n: 290 n. 12 and Whitman 1951: 15% find this suggestion convincing to somt extent. 
'" Sheppard 1918: 86 thought that Klytaimnestra's raction whereby she baoma =a mother Uuvd 
of a fiad.. .is enough to justifL the old man's story." Kclls 1973: 7-8 is one of the few critics cunently 
who regards Klytaimntstra's reacîion as the most signifiant. For him, her radon signais an 
'enonnous reversai in the stage action" which has 'iar-rcaching significancc for the play's total 
mcaningc" His attempt at white-washing iûytaimnestra has him dcvatc h a  pain, which is r d y  only 
momentary, above ha more extendeci show of reliefa fcw üncs later. At the 0th- end of the spcctm 
stands Waldodr 1%6:183 and his rathcr biting comment on iüytaimnestn's rdoa: she "drops a 
tear and notes hm emotion with surprise It is only a passing pang, a teaction to some nerve of 
motherhood, not quite atrophied even in her. She srnothers it with no troubie. The fding that fi006 
hcr k ing is one of vast relief," Match 1996: 70 cndoncs this view with ha r a n d  that Klytaimnestra 
ovcrçomes ha "first slight pang of mnow and gloats over Eiectra's gcnuine grid.' S e  note 239 bdow 
f i  discussions of Ktiytainutestm's radon. 

Thae have been other apprauha to the rnca~c~ger speech in rmnt yean. Scaid 1981.82 rm die 
spccdi as a "fabit of c o m m a  G r d  moraüty. No analogy for human lift is as popular as a race, and 
no taia is as trite, eJpcEially in traguiy, as the warning to j e  nothing and no one bcforc the endw 
ûtha ocmnccs of t h W  'iook to the end* thme as dted by Scodd 19W 142 n, 9 indude OT 1528- 
30; the maaphor of passing the post as the end of Lifc see OC 91; El#ita 956; H&m@as 87; CInldrat 
of Heraclrs 1066. Scodcl's metaphorid interpmation talvs the speech as a waming directed at 
IUytaimnestra and Aigisthos. KitPngcr 1991: 302 on the odrtr band dit paidagagaS' Lit a =speech 
act îbat dianges tbc way the audience h m  and ntws the cbaracters and what thy do" because it 
poseses knowkdge bat the artors do noL f h h d d m  1995: 87-1 10 stls the mtssaigcr speech as the 
bqhmiirg of a play dirated by Orestes so & a  be becornes produca and dinaor of his own drame 
Madntodi 1995: 135 in h a  study on dea!h in tragady look at parallds bawecn this s p c b  and odra 
mamget speeches which report a pason's dcath. She points out b a t  in aii masengo speeches, the 
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This btief overview of the various responses to the messenger speech reveals that for 

the most part critics have seen its main funaion lying either in providing a 

convincing account of Orestes' death or in the dramatic impact it has upon 

Elelara. Those with an affirmative reading have the least to say about the speech 

itself and it has been lefi to the 'ironists' to draw attention to the discrepancy 

between the heroic Orestes and his unheroic taskaPl That the whole speech is "a 

complete and utter lie fiom start to finishm told solely to further matricide is for 

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

of the vengeance. 

The alliance between dolos and dike is âisturbing; that justice should be so rooted in 

guik seems to weaken the foundation upon which it rats .  Yet its sanction by Apollo 

should wam against any qui& condemnation of it. D o h  has been a persistent theme 

fiom the very beginning, and to understand its dgnificance, we should fim examine 

it within the broader context of the play. We have obserwd its first occurrence in the 

oracle, which advocates its use in order to carry out Ujust slaughters" (évi3iro~ 

a@tyac). While no reason is given for the use of deception, there is the suggestion 

that in srne fiashion the dolos senes dikê. The second reference to dolos in Orestes' 

fatai news is @en first, the ett;ect of which is to diminish thc importance of the desith when it a . y  
ocm. " But see Scodd 19BI: 82 and note 219 above Ha interprctation of it as a wamhg coma dose to 
my a p p r d  to the speech. 

Wald& 1966: 183 writa: The mur de farce of the Paedagogus d s  mcrdy for our tniute in 
pwing". Most who Plre an affirmative vîew of the play have oniy the most minimai and g e n d  
conunuits to make about the speech Bowra 19M 298 says littic about die speech, but does 
concede its deyastatlgng impaa on Eidàra; ohers, such as Alauiderson 1966: 79-98; Stevens 1978: 
II-20r Mardi 1996: 65-81 make no rntntion of the speech at all. Gardiner 1986. 169 thinks that the 
emphasis on the gforïous prcsaitation of Otc~tts only m h  iûytwnncstra's d e n t  rclidall that 
mon despicable. Btlfllett 1998: 123-124 the most tecent atfirmative advocate d s  it a "glorious" lie 
which sems to lrtcp the (Cdijengagcd and hypothetic;rl nature of EleEtra's pmject uppennost in out 
min&", 
m - 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 couûict for Orestes betwcui what he perceiveci to be the heroic 

nature of his undertaking and the unheroic means by which he must arry it out. In 

this scene, we see that the dolos presents Klytaimnestra with a conflict as w d :  

whether to rejoice at her good fortune or feei pity for the suffering of another. The 

second element to considet is tbat the speech, with its theme of the 'W from hi&' 

and its exaggerated and ornate luigwge, seems devised specificaily to appeai to the 

emotions of the audience. Yet if the purpose of the report i s  simply to fûhirer the 

vengeance by convincing Klytaimnestra that her son is dead, awakening her maternd 

emotions seems a rather odd strategy. But if we accept the worâs of the o d e ,  that 

is, that the use of dobs d l  bring about just killings (évsiroy -as), 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 [(iytaimnestra, but in order to make her deliberate. The 

pid<g@os creates a set of fictional urcumstances which are meant to v o u r  her fcar 

and pity, two emotions considereâ nec- for the proper functioning of a person's 

rnorai being. and in this way force her to consider the relationship between h e d f  

and Orestes. In this respect, we may see the ultimate purpose of the speech as the 

demonstration of a truth which wül secure the justice of the vengeance. This maka 

her reaction crucial, but, as we shail see, the ddos forces every person in this play to 

make a decision, which wül have consequences equaily signifiant for both Orestes 

and Klytairnnestra. Findy, dthough most critics sirnply see it as a iie fiom start to 

finish, we s h d  see that it dos contain a tnith, one which hints at the impending 

downfvl of Klytwanestra. 
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5.2 The Messenger Speech 

Klytaimnestra has jus& finished her prayer to Apollo with its unstated wish for 

Orestes' death when the p41*hgdgos 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 KIytaimnestra. For the audience, h i s  appearance brings to 

mind the connection established between Apoilo and Orestes at the beginning ofthe 

play and is a reminder that the doios cornes with divine sanction." To 

Klytaimnestra, however, he seems to be the immediate answer to her prayers. The 

paidizgdgos begins with the announcement that he has good news for her and 

Aigisthos: & yaip'. hama- aoi e p m v  iiwo> k6yoy / fi6eîs @m nap' chdp6~ 

A iy idq  8' opof (666-6?)? The abrupt enjambment places the emphasis on i&îç 

his words will be "sweet" for her. Klytaimnestra receives his "omen" (ro a8év) and, 

after ascertaining that he is fiom a fnend (napà +ihou), accepts that his words w i U  

dso be 'fiiendlyn (npoagtheîç Uibrc Aoyou~ 672). The audience, who has just 

heard the blasphemous prayer of Klytaimnestra to Apollo, wül not miss the hidden 

assumption in the pmdagdgos' rem& she will be ove joyed at the death of her 

son? For Klytaimnestra, however, his presumption that she will p e t  the death of 

her son with joy only codrms his trustworthiness, for king fiom a pst-fiiend, he 

The connedon b e e n  the paulogdgos and Apollo has been noted by many. Adams 1957: ?ï 
writcs that the god 'd but steps upon the stage himdn Sce alro Kitto 1966: 133; Muiadeo 1%7: 124 
and 1994: 1 17; Hors1 y I B O :  2 2  
" The masengds employer is nid to bc Phanoteus. appar~dy a fnad  of Aigisthos and an cnemy 
of Agamemnon, 
" The irony in this exchange is what H a t n  1995: 115-16 d s  'dcçeptive irony": the speaker and 
audiaice are both awan of the signifimcc of the words, but the listeacr ïs not, 'In efkt*,  Hestet 
says, 'die author, the speaker* and the audience arc in conspiracy against the inte&mtnrrm Thur is, 
as w d ,  the obvious ùony in the ârcumstances of Ortstcs' death, h r  according to the report of the 
paidagdgo~~ the man who is in fact die avuiga of Apollo, is brought down at the Pyîhian gmm hdd 
in honour of the god. For Klytaimnestm, this will appcar as a ratha fitting fiilfillment of her praycr to 
Apollo; for the atrdimct. it is anothcr raniinder of ApoUo's role in h a  d o d  SophokIes achicvcs 
this at the cost of a d  anachroniom for the Pyhhds wcre not uistituted until582 BC. 
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would be aware of Orestes' status as an exile and thus the threat he poses to their 

Without Lrther ado, the 'messenger' announces that Orestes is dead. Civen what we 

have seen of both mother and daughter thus fkr, th& imrnediate r 4 o n  cornes as 

no surprise. Elektra is at once devastated by the report while Kiytaimnestra is barely 

able to control her excitement: her repeated ~C ri Ojq betrays an unnatural 

eagemess for havhg the death o f  her son confimed." She immediately presses the 

puidagbgos for details tding him to pay no attention to her daughter; she wants to 

hear how Orestes died: 

PA. 
EL. 
Kt. 

What arc you saying, what arc you saying, stranger? 
Don't Esten to her. 
1 sziy again now that Orestes is dead. 
1, wetch, am dcstroycd, I am no longer. 
Mind your own affairs, but you, saange-, 
d me the tnith, in wtiat manner did he pcrish? 

In response to her request, the pidzgbgos rmunts an elabonte tale about Orestes' 

performance at the Pythian games. On the first day, Orestes enters al1 the events, 

emerging as victor in every one. The pidag&os describes the briiiiant figure he 

smick and how he won the admiration of d. At the end of the day, he is announced 

'26 Contra Kitzen~er 1991: 319 who thinks h t  the pidagdgm is phying a ri* game here since "die 
stra~ger he is praaiding to be should not expect her to be dated by her son's death". But he is not 
praaiding to be a stranga; d e r  he is h m  Phanotcris, a guest fricnd of Aigisthos and an enemy of 
Agamemnon. 

Cvnp WL 1969: 180; Kdlr 1973: 137 miia that 'Kiytahcstra an w d y  Wieve i<; it is too 
good to bt trucn Kamakdr 1971: 95 as weü points out that rcpca'tion of h a  words shows h a  
e a p ~ e s s  and aahmicnt, 
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breaks off from his narrative to insst a gnmt of his own to the &kt that not even 

the most powerhl c m  escape the gods (696-97). He then retums to his story and 

r m n t s  the events of the &y of the chariot race, d e ~ ~ n i i n g  each entrant and his 

team in carehtl detail. When the race begias. Orestes stays behind at Srst, putting his 

trust in the finish. He successfully avoids a disastrous crash which destro ys every 

other cornpetitor except an Athenian. The race between the two is nedc and neck 

until the last circuit when Orestes, striking a tuming post, is thrown to his death. 

Tangled up in the reins, he is dragged by his horses until his body is so mangied that 

no one of his hiends is able to recognize him. His body is bumed on a pyre and his 

ashes placed in a small um. Such was the event, the jwidugbgos concludes, temale to 

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

As pointed out, this is a speech whose length and wealth of detaüs seem out of al1 

proportion to its apparent purpose. Puzziing as weU is why the paiciagdgos ignores 

Orestes' explicit instructions to state that he died in a chariot race and add a false 

oath3" If he is the immoral sophist some make him out to be, adding a false oath 

should not cause a p r~b l e rn .~  Nor is it clear why he should wish to give a speech 

specifically designed to awaken Klytaimnestra's maternai feeling if his purpose is 

simply to provide a credible account of Orestes' death in order to forther the 

 engeance.^ The 1st thing the paidagdgos should want is a pef-stricken mother on 

ai Oresta' instnictions to add a faim oath are m M  o h  taken as evidcnce of his mphistic nature. 
See note 82 above. 

See note 82 &ove and note with reference to the debate over the o;rth. 
BO Kds 1913: 137-138 is one of the few who seer the speech speafidy devised to aroose 
Klytaimnestra's maternai feduigs, aithough he inmprcts this in an entireiy different way: The 
detailcd pannrive account war intended to invo1ve ClyFacmnestra so deeply in an impression of the 
dcuh of Orcsfc~, dut she wül k conrimd of iîs reahty, and ro dirown off h a  guarâ wbm the living 
Orestes cornes to smdr hm. The narrative pmeats Chestes then Wmving as a son ofdom sk 
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his hands. As a sophistic speech designecl to further the vengeance, it makes no sense; 

but as an ardul piece of rhetonc designed to arouse fear and pity, it does 

Acistotle's Rhetmk is usefiil here as it includes one of the few detailed discussions of  

the emotions of fear and pity as weü as offerhg specific advice on how an orator may 

arouse them in his audience. Fear and pity, Aristotle stata, are painhl emotions; the 

former is aroused by a 'mental picture (phantusk) 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 painfÙln which befaIls another. Fear, then, is 

primdy 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 thratens, others causes us to feel 

pity" ( i382b26-27) or as he puts it later, uwhat we fear for ourse!ves excites our pity 

when it happens to othen" (1386a2$-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 (t382b3 1-33). Le., the 

hybristês, those whose great prosperity makes them "insolent, contemptuous, and 

reckiess" (13831 i -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 

cornmonality between people, is, as Nussbaum puts it, "the bridge between 

nnght beproud" For Kells, the result of this is a complete reversai in h a  emotions and KIytaimnestra 
now becornes a @-strickcn mothn. I t  doe not to bother him that there seems to be littie need for 
the pot'd~~gôgos to go to such lengîhs to c o ~ c c  ïûytaimcstra her son is dead nor why he should 
want his charge to Eue a grî&stri*ckcn mother. Howmr, given hi .  viav of the paUlag@os and Orestes 
as immoral and depnved sophistr wüîhg to do anythbg m rbim their goal, Ming a motber 
overcome with griefmuid not a p p  to pose a probiem. 
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individual and c o r n m ~ n i t y . ~ ~  W ithout this awareness of our vulnerabüity to 

de r i ng ,  we have only "arrogant harjhne~."~ For Aristotle, it seems the abiiity to 

experience the emotions of pity and fear is an important factor for the moral being 

of man. 

Since fear is awalcened 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 d e r i n g  something: 

The ontor must make them kel that they redy 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 
lk themsdves, at the han& of unexpected people, in an unexpected 
fom, and at an unurpected time.lu 

To arouse fear the rhetorician should make the following points: others pa t e r  than 

they have suffered; others Iike themsdves have suffered; others have suffered fiom 

those they least expected to ~ f f e r  something in an unexpected way and at a tirne 

when they did not expect to suffer. The suffenngs of powerful and successfùl people 

are particuhrly e f f d v e  in this regard, for these are the peopie who are thought least 

likecely to suffer anything. The audience thus reasons that if these people suffer, then 

they might too or as Aristotle puts it, if the least Iikely has occurred, than what is 

more likely to ocar wii also occur (i392b15-16). Fear thus causes one to deliberate; 

the unexpected nature and fonn of suffering help in creating a sense of imminent 

danger and making the audience awiwe of its o m  vulndil ity to misfortune. When 

"' Nussbaum 19%. 28, 
Nussbaum 1996: 34, 
138329-12. The mcthod hici out by Aristotle in the RIictwti ic s imi lv  to the way the poet ir said to 

amuse pity and fear in the Patin. Sec &Lffore 1992 246- 253 on diis aspect of Mstot ie 's  Rhetotic and 
its rdationship to the Pwticr and the tmgÜ emotions offcar and pity. 
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fear is aroused in this fashion, then another emotion is s ida r ly  awakened, pity. We 

pity others, Aristotle says, when we remember that similar misfortunes have 

happened to us or we expea them to happen (1386ai-2). Aristotie's Rhetoric dows us 

to see the reagoning process by which people are led to feel first fear for themselves 

and then pity for othen, but there are numerous examples in liteature and oratory 

which show the arousal and fear and pity k i n g  accomplished in a s i d a r  manner.M 

If we examine the speech of the piciagbgos lrom this perspective, that is, as an 

attempt to awaken the emotions of fear and pity, the emphasis on Orestes' heroic 

deech and the necessity for the lengthy chariot race are more readily u n d e n t o d  The 

h s t  part o f  the speech portrays Orestes in a manner befitting the most glorious of 

heroes and his accomplishments as the greatest of heroic deeds. Indeed, daims the 

pai&gbgos, he knows of no other man who hw accomplished such feats (689). In 

other words, ihis is a story of a man greater thon anyone in the audience, but also 

like hem, being an Argive and a philm (694-695). With his pre-erninent performance 

at the gmes, 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 fàshion, and 

from those it seems least likely to suffer somethinb for al1 these elements rn&e 

danger seem dose; moreover, to present his downfall in such precise detail and with 

such vividness that the audience will fed as if they are actuai spectators at the 

LU One of the bat  examples of fisr and pity king musai in a manner simüar to that offered by 
Aristotle ocms in the Xliad 24507416. See Belfiore 1992: 250-253; 351-353 on this scene and 
Chapters 6 and 7 passim on the motions of fcar and pity in the Rhmni and Poetics. See also the 
discussion of MacLcod 1983: 26-27 on the sccne baween Priam and Achïlies and Crotty 1994 for an 
study of pity in Homer; for discussions of appeah to pity in drama and the Attic orators see Kolakis 
1986: 170-178 and Stevens 1944: 1-25. Dovu 1974: 197 points out that mishrhuit when c o n W  
with prMous good fortune was thought to evdcc the strongcst fcdings of pity. 
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event? In this way, the chariot race becomes for its audience aphantmia Mou, an 

image of painfiil destruction which makes misfortune seem dose and danger 

imminent When disaster strikes dl the charioteers except an Athenian and Orestes, 

the stage is set for the thrüling neck and ne& race between two opponents. There 

appan  only one final obstacle to Orestes' victory, and defeat, if it cornes, is expected 

fiom this quarter. Instead at the last minute, with success in sight, Orestes relaxes hh 

grip and unawares, strikes the pillar (744-745). Forgetting his earlier methoci of 

keeping a tight rein on his b e r  trace horse (721), his misfornine cornes as a r d  of 

his own dstake and he suffers death from those least expected. his own horses. At 

an unexpected moment, fiom those whom it is least likely to suffer something. his 

dath is a complete and utter reversal in fortune, a veritable pmW. nie paidugdgus 

even gives sorne indication of the proper response to this occurrence with his 

description of the crowd whicb reacts with a wail at seeing such a terrible misfortune 

afier such splendid achievements. 

The pidag8gos thus presents the 'death' of Orestes as the downhll of a glorious hero. 

Reduced to its simplest fonn, the story cornes remarkably close to the pattern of 

tragedy: the downfall of a great hero who suffers a complete revenal in fortune 

(ppety)  through some hamrtia ( 1453a12- 17). Here, however, it is empty of any 

tragic force or significance, and Orestes' hamurria is no grat intelleaiid or moral 

error, but simply an oversight As pitiful as the downfall is, there is nothing trugk in 

this story, but this is the difference between tngedy and rhetoric. Tragedy mouses 

fear d pity in a manner similar to rhetoric but is fw more effèctive in this bgzuse 

= ~ t  1382a21-22 AMtotk says that f a  iL aromd by the aphantab of some destructive or painhil 
evil" and that "those who heigbten the cffcct of their wotds with sriitabk gestures, tones, dress and 
dramatic action generaüy, are espeaally successfiil in exciîing pity: they îhw put the disasters More 
our qcs and make than scern dose to us* (i38aa31-34)- 
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the best tragic plot shows the suffkring not just contrary to expectation (1452a3-4) 

but also as probable or neceSSaTy (145 1a38). Moreover, tragedy is  rnost efKective at 

arousing pity and fear when the sufferiag cornes kom a philos (1453b19-22). Orestes 

does not suffer disaster fiom a philos but his own horses; nor i s  there is anything 

which makes his d o d a l l  seem probable or necessary, but there is something which 

suggests the probabüity of Klytaimnestra's. While recounting the events of the two 

days, the paidagbgw inserts the mention of another hero who aiso suHers a temble 

midortune after great success, Agamemnon: 

He was announceci as an Argive, by the 
narne of Orestes, son of Agamemnon who once 
gathued the tamed marnent of Greece. 
And so fQr, dius; but when one of the gods 
does h m ,  not even a mighty man cm escape. 

Orestes is identified by his city and name, but the moa detailed and elaborate 

description is his identification through his father. The h p b a t o n  of the line with 

the irregular placement of 'Ayaj&)ivovoç makes the reference al1 the more 

conspicuous. The mention of Agamemnon's heroic exploits which seems at fint 

glance gramitous and unnecessarily lengthy in this context, as it momentanly 

deflects attention fiom son to father, dnws a pardiel between theu fàtes.  Both 

pedorm glorions deeds foUowed directly by temibk misfornina. Orestes' death is a 

fiction, but Agamemnon's is not. The paidag&~ leaves Agamemnon's fkte unstated 

Keils 1973: 1# points out that at the games, an ofkial proclamation wu made aha each event, 
which gave the name of the winner, the naote of his tather, and his nationaiity. Thus as Jebb 1902 Iûû 
notes, the official prodaimation would be s h p l y ' O p & ~ ~ * A y a ~ v o ~ * A ~ o ~  S e  dso the 
ranidu of Batcheider 1995: 99-100 in this regard, 
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but no one, least of di Klytaimnestn, would need reminding of the terrible fate he 

suffered after his tnumph at Troy. It is at this point that the 'messenger' breaks off 

lrom his narrative and speaks &O r w  u&patq, interjecting a warning: no one, he 

t d s  her, not oren the powerhil, can escape, when one of the gods does harm? 

Ostensibly the moral is made in reference to Orestes' fate, but it is jua as easily 

applicable to bat of Klytairnnestra. She is the powerhil 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 de fence of t u b  justice (and Elekt ra's explicit 

reminder of what this means 582-583) what seerns probable, indeed men necessuy, is 

not the downfall of Orestes, but the death of Klytai*mnestra Lurking at the heart of 

this deceptive taie is a truth which serves both as a warning and an omen of things to 

corne for Klytairnnestra. Like the drearn, the dolos contains a tmth, one which points 

to her impending doom. The queen should be afiaid or at the very least consider hm 

response carehilly, which she does, but this only makes it al1 the more damningLY 

Bremer 1969: 1-64 argua that the paidugdgos' words &e a hlse note. Comparing this üne to a 
similar one in A j i  [ei 6É q &Wv mr, @iyoi d v  x J I C ~ G  d v  ~pduuova (456-57)] he argues 
that here -the tone of tragîc suffering is authentic because the hero fecls outraged by the gods. In the 
mouth of the Pacdagogus, howcvtr, the same words somd hoflow, b u s e  they are part of  his effort 
to make his story as pathetic as possible." These two situations are so diffcrent that these two lines 
m o t  properiy bc compard " There are a numkr of paraüds bctwam the spaech itsdf and the rest of the play that suggest it may 
be rad as a narrative of the rcturn and revcngc of Orestes. The paidagagoS structures his speech so 
that it hlls into two ciear parts, &ch ;ut scparatcd by the M o n  of his modizing comment. This 
paraüeis the structure of the play which is dindeci iato two parts sepmttd by the @g@us' tale. 
Mortover, within the speech i t l f  there arc dear p d c l s  !O other parts of the play, The paidagdgas 
bcgins his tale by d d b i n g  how Ormes wcnt to the the garnes at Deiphi, (6 u h v h v  .MAQw 
i rp6qpn wirt5u 6ûhv pipiv) which corresponds to Orestcs' d d p t i o n  of his vïsit to 
the Apollo's oradc at Delphi (&y& yàp @dx' i x b v  d MKOV pinne îov & -y' ihqi rp6rq> 
xcrrpi S i ~ q  àpo$qv .trulv $oveua9vrruv dpa 32-33). The second day foretelis Kiytaimnestra's own 
fortmer. h>f iike Agamemnon, she be will broiylit dom by one of h a  OWIL Baicheider 1995: LOO-102 
as d notes some Junil;uitics ktwtai the speech and the test of î l ~ e  tragedy, aldiough shc veas off in 
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The dolos has obviously had an impact on Klytaimnestra. Her eariier excitement has 

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

KL O a h a î  shodd 1 Say of these things? Should 
1 say they are fortunate or terrible yct profitable. It is 
painfui if 1 should Save my life by misfornuies. 

PA. Why are you despondent, woman, by the story? 
ü~. Mothehood is a strange thùig; for even to the one whu has su&red 

badly, haireci does not corne for those whom one bcars. 

This is not the instantaneous celebration that we apea from a wornan who in the 

past reacted with rage at the mere mention of her son's name (293-298) and who, jua 

moments earlier, was praying for his death. Yet it is not quite the grief-stricken 

mother either. Instead, Klytaimnestra wavers, tom between seeing his death as 

"fortunate" or "terrible but a gain" (766-67)P Either way it is a k e r d ~  and thus the 

-- - -  

another direciion with her argument that the speech is the beginning of a play directed by Orestes, 
while KiytaUnnestra is "audience, and sacrüïciai victim." 

These words have bem taken in a of ways h m  a genuine maternai grief that rcdeans ha 
tu a blatant display of hrpoQWy. That hcr rcsponse is simply hypouitîcai scanr dikdy, howcvm for 
not only wouid this deprive die scenc of d motion and powa, but it dcprivcs Kiytaimnatra of aü 
complmmtyo As Wic  19n: 117 rightly notes, this sene wouid bt "grotesque" without at least a 
gcsture toward somc m d  feding. Sœ a h  the commcnts of Kamubeck 1974: 108. Segai 1966: 
498 offws @ap the most typid vicw, Vcing Kiytahncstra's wwds as cvidavc of gcnuinc fcding 
which passa quidy. So too Linforth 1963: 100; and Adams 1957: 72; Stale 1- 65 notes that 
Kiytaimnwna bas been afliected by the speech but htr apprehmsion mon turns into relief. K& 
attaches thc m m  si&nificance to these words allowing thcm ta owrshadow cverythïng dsc, evui ber 
obvioas relid H m  redamrd Kiytaimnestra, Kdls W aide to hdia the o&piin& for h t  codd k 
more hcinoar than a child Irilling a pvcnt ~ ~ c l r c a  at bis dcath? Obviausîy, nothing, but this is 
not what happais. His inmprctatjon of this rane (and the whdc play) forces us to acccpt diat the 
paidagdgas' speech goes drtadfally awry in its purpost, for now Orestes must kill a modin who is 
ugn$-strib" at his dcatti, Not cvai EPnpides goes this far in his rdiabilitation of KIytaimncstra or 
his condannation of Orestes. Of course, by Kcils' reading, evcrytbiry in this play îiom OresteB 
ptrJpectivc gars drcadfiiily awry îkom thc moment hc aslrcd the moag question of the orde, 
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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 (&IV& 767). She appears to 

move in the direction of @e€with her acknowledgement that saving her life cornes 

at the cost of suffering materna1 pain. The paidugdgos, noting this response, 

questions her apparent despondency; in rwponse, KIytaimnestra reflects upon the 

strange power which the maternal bond possesses (Setvhv ri5 tiicreiv é d v  770); 

even when a mother is treated badly by her chiidren, she does not hate them. The 

report has affecteci Klytaimnestn, 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 commentaton have assumed 

that he simply remains in his roie as a messenger who, upon discovering his worb 

were not as welcome as he orighally supposed, expresses his disappointment that he 

wili receive no reward? However, he also sp& as the agent of Apollo. testing her 

one more time to ascertain the depth of her matemal feelings, thus forcing her to 

rnake a choice, and Klytaimnestra dos: 

Not in vain indeed, how couid you say 'in vain? - 
if you have come with trustîng proof of his de&, 
wha although boni h m  my lik turned away h m  
the nurturt ofmy bteasts and bcoame an aiTc 

" Karnerbeek 1974: 109; so also KdL 1973: 171 and CampWl 1969: 187 who understands the 
rneaning as 'I see that I have given no sathfiction and t h d o r e  hall recein no reward.' Jebb 1907: 
1 12 -tes that the old man spcaks as if dhappointai, giving a cue for the change in iûytaimncstra's 
tone 
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Klytaimnestra thus overcomes the conHia presented to her by the doiw and makes 

her decision: Orestes is a Owyaq, an exile rather than a son. In using the word wac 
Kiytaimnestn reveais that she sees him more as a political rival and a threat to her 

power than she does as a son.M1 Segal aptiy captures the relationship apparent 

between rnother and son here when he writes: 

[Klytaimnestraj desm'bes his absence not as a parent speaking of a child, 
but as a d e r  spealllng of a dissident subject he has '~wolted j b m  her 
breasts and numue' (bcm& the regulv word for chic dissension and 
political rebellion) and has ùecome an ' d e '  (m&, 776). Here spealrs 
the woman whom ber daughter charaades as 'tyrant (dcspotir) rather 
than mother' (597-98) .'52 

Klytairnnestra, 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, 

Klytaimnestn feels free to rejed him as a son; his death becornes proper recompense 

for what he has done to ber? 

The tie ofphilia which Klytairnnestra has rejected, however, is a blood relationship. 

The Greek concept expressed by phiüa covers, as often pointed out, a much broader 

range of relationships than our word 'friendship', induding civic, political, and social 

friendships as w d  as family relation~hips.~ As Cooper observes, fvnily ties such as 

"' Ste note 74 above 
" SegalL966: 4% 

It is rnaûe dear thmughout the piay that Orestes' n5 was out of a daire to protect him h m  
d u u i g  the same hte as his hther. See b e s  296-297: 637-638; 780-782 
2u Mon sçhoIars take the Gcrrns plgbr and p h i h  to denote the same wide variety of rclationships 
sabsumed under die idca of friendship, incîuding that of kin (Fisher 1976: 21; Strauss 1986: 21; 
Humphrcys 19216: 85 n. 3; Blunddl1989: 40-43; Pakaiuk 199L: xiv ail use phibs mean f i a d  as w d  as 
kin). Cf,, howcvert the reccnt arbarbde of Konstan 1996: 7l-94, which W aitid of the indiscriminate 
use of these tcnns. He argues, uring Aristotle and the Aîfic omrs ,  that the noun pkbs would not 
apply to fgmiiyrdationships and tbar it cornes ciosest to our use of 'fnend' whileph1U1 covm a b d  
range of rdationships indudihg haî of kin. I have foiiowd the standard practïce of the nmjority of 
commentaton in ariag ptDbs md pkilia to rda to a kùuhip relationShip. For treatmats of phüui in 
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those between parents and children, siblings. and husband and wife 'are in fact the 

origiriai and, in some ways, the central cases of 41Aia."~ Anstotle, in the prelude to 

his discussion of the three forms of fiiendship in the Nicomuchean Ethics says that 

fiiendship &sts where one wishes what is good for another for his own sake and this 

i i n g  is retumed ( ils6a3-5). Cornmon to aü fonns of frienâship for Anstotle is the 

reciprocity of good wiU? He does, however, cite certain forms o f  philia which are 

exceptions to this muhiality, such as the bond between mother and child. This 

relationship may be entirely one-sided, since a mother loves a child regardles 

whether the feeling is returne~î.~~~ For the Creeks, some relationships endured despite 

the absence of good-WU, and while famiiy philia was considered to be a relationship 

in which reaprocal feelings of good d l  should em'st, "their absence did not destroy 

the #Lia itseLftW Kiytaimnestra recognises this when, in response to the dolos, she 

daims that a mother does not hate her chiidren, even if they treat her badly. In other 

words, the dolos has made Klytairnnestra reflect on the matemal bond between 

parent and offiring, and she dearly recognises that a blood relationship should 

properly transcend feelings of fiiendship or hostility. Yet having identified the 

fundamentai nature of this tie, she goes on to reject it for one based upon fnendship 

individual tragedics, sec Konstan 1985: 176-185; Schein 1988: 179-206; Stmton 1990: 42-54. For an 
overviw ofphiliu priot to Aristotle (with extensive citations of other works on philia), sce Fitzgerald 
1997: LW, it doa  not, howmr, treat p h i b  in Gr& drama 
2e Cooper 1999: 313. 
2U Sec Coopn 1999: 3 16-317 on this point and Chapter 14 for a discussion of ANtotie on the types of 
fnaidship. In the RIiel~n'c Arutotle dcfrnes fnuidship in similar ttinw as muhral wishing mlI out of a 
concan for anather (kam, mb @&iv 16 fb6kzoûui nvt bi okmn *aû& kiw hmca W pfi 
aVaor 1379b35-36). 

Aristode writcs, "for rome mothat hand over theV diiidren to k brought up, and ri> long as they 
know thQr fatc thcy love than and do not seek to be lovd in return (if t h y  c m o t  have both), but 
slcm to bc satisfied if* sct thcm proqwing; and thy diundves love th& childm even if those 
owing to îhcir ignorance give them nothing of a mothds due" (1 15%i29-%). 

Cooper 1999: 313 n. 3; he Plro ates in support of mis a quotation h m  Euripides' Ph* 
~ y à p & e @ & & E + . a  @q+aaç(1446). 
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and enmity. What is more important to her than anything dse is the insult she 

considers herself to have sufiered 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, ber son is stül an enemy. 

The brief exchange between mother and daughter serves to undencore the nature of 

iUytai*mestra'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 la& of regard 

for othea. Enilting in her triumph over her offspring, she now claims that she d l  

üve ke from the fear posed by them (786-87). Joy at her apparent success and good 

fortune supplants any pain she might have initiaily 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 suggats that he should depart 

now, Klytaimnestra replies: 

i\rrm'* enci?eep oVr' é p w  rma@ 'Pn, 
l t ~ * q  ?chi irop- Epvm* 

eicnû' eiow 6 OnOeev 
Eade'crirrijSuaitotrov*iAouuincO. 

(-ml 
Not at dl, for that would k trcatmuit unworthy 
of you and the one who sent pu 
But go hside pl-, Ieave her to bewd 
outside her own mishrtltnes and her d u r  onS. 

She invites the 'messenger' inside, while leaving her own daughter outside to cry 

forth her soriows for her loved ones (philoi.  She has apparently forgotten that 

Elelctra's philoi are her philoi as w d .  
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Those who consider the paidagdgos an immoral sophist wiîiing to employ any means 

to fiirther the vengeance overlook the extent to which this speech is far more than 

some sophûtic trick to convince Klytaimnstn 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 rationai art. necessary for advanang the tme and jua, he 

d m  a distinction between the type of argumentation practiced by the rhetorician 

and the base practices of  sophists. He defines rhetoric as the abüity (dynamis) to see 

and find in each pamcular case the avaüable means of persuasion (ethm, logw, 

pathos); the hinction of the rhetorician is to distingish between the tnily persuasive 

and the apparently persuasive." Like all arts, then, rhetoric has two ends an internal 

end (finding the available rneans of persuasion) and an extemal end (persuasion). 

The true practitioner of the rhetoricd art lets his pnctice be guided by the intmal 

ends o f  his art, while the sophist, having no such intemal en& is guided solely by his 

extemal end, persuasion pure and simple; thus he a n  choose any means he wishes to 

achieve it. In this way Aristotle separates genuine persuasion achieved by legitimate 

means (valid arguments achieved by syllogismienthymeme and pisiris) from 

manipulation achieved b y specious argumentation th rough apparent syUogism. nius 

when Aristotle writes that *what makes a man a sophist is his preference 

(prohairesis)" (1355bl7-18), he is referring to the sophist's deliberate choice of 

fdlacious or apparrntly persuasive arguments? In distingishing the rhetorician 

Thae mans of persuasion (1355b26-28) art the pisr& of which sornt are n o n - W C  (oadis, 
contmcts) in L a t  tbey are at hand hile die &stic proofs (dos, b p ,  p h s )  have to be discovQedvQed 
zso The fuîi passage is as buowc 'It is the fünction of one and the same srt to see the persuasive and 
[to secl the apparcntly ptrsuvive, just as [it isl in dialcctïvc [to raognizei a syüogism and [to 
recognizc] an apparent syUo@m; br sopbistry is not a mattcr of ability [rii(nomisl but of ddi'btrate 
choice [plmirais] [of speàotw arpents ] .  In thc case of rbrtoric, houever, thae is the dinaence 
that one puson will bc [caiieâl r&r on the tusis of his knowiedge and motber on the basis of his 
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and the sophist on the basis of their choice of argumentation, Anstotle makes an 

*hical distinction between the two; and sophistry, without the interna1 consaaints 

of rational pmuasion, is rhetoric cut loose hom its ethical moorings? 

As a sophist, the aim of the puidagdgos should simply be to convince Klytaimnestra 

that her son is dead in order to funher the vengeance. He has the perfkct means for 

accomplishing this purpose, one which Orestes himself had suggested (47), a fdr 

oath, that is, a sophistic "apparent means of persuasion". Yet he scoms this device in 

favour of lengthy speech which cornes close to awakening Klytaimnestra's matemal 

feelings. Not only would the speech be entirely gratuitous for a sophistic pidagdgos 

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 wccessfol 

vengeance. In 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 oùier band, if we apply Aristotk's 

distinctions we see that thepidagûgos is far closer to the true rhetorician than he is 

to the immoral sophist. He chooses not to rely upon a sophistic trick of swean'ng a 

false oath (iliegitimate means of persuasion), but a carefully d e d  account which 

appeals to her ernotions by means of a rational argumentfiegitirnate meam of 

persuasion). That & he has not made her the passive victirn ofa deception, but, by 

engaging her in a reasoning proces, has tumed her into an active participant in an 

argument wtiich dows her to make her own reasoned detamination His speech has 

deliberative choict, whiie in dialectic sopFrirt rd- to dehirative dioice [of speaous arguments), 
dirrkctï&n not to d e l t h t e  ctioice, but to ability [at argument generallyf" (1355b15-21). Tradation 
by Ganra 1994: 164. For disamions of Iiuistode's distinction betwcai the sophist and rhetorician, see 
Garver 1994: 206-231 and Amhart 1981: 33-34 Arnhart points out b a t  "hile the sophist uses 
faUacious uywnts Y though they wae vaüd, the rhetodcian distinguishcs mie vguments h m  
diose that are mady apparent" 

Garver 1994: 164. 
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the same eff- as a fdse oath wodd have in that he bas convinced Kiytairnnestra 

that Orestes is dead; but in being guided by genuim persuasion achieved by 

legiCtimate means, the pidagdgos mzkes an ethical choice. In doing so he reveals his 

own moral character, but more importantiy, he accomplishes what no sophistk trick 

could: the exposure of Klytaimnestra's moral character. 

Most commentators have never seen the dolos as anything but a mere lie fiom start 

to finish; that justice should be grounded in such a duplicitous device is often 

thought to c d  in question the legitimacy of the vengeance. TeUing a lie with the sole 

intention of deceiving someone may be immoral and compt, but the paidagdgos 

tells a lie, the ultimate purpose of which is to expose a tnith. In other words, the 

dolos has an ethical basis in that it advances the cause of justice. For with his 

deceptive speech the paidÙg8gos has created a set of fictional circumstmces which 

have the greatest possibüity of revealing Klytaimnestra's capacity for pity as weil as 

dlowing her the opportunity to determine herself the nature of the rektionship she 

bas to Orestes. In choosing to exult in her own good fortune Klytaimnestra has 

reveaied her incapability for pity and thus her hybristic nature. The capacity to feel 

this emotion refîects an awareness of the ties w k h  shodd exist between people who 

are members of any koin&tta. It may be understood as the emotiod substratum 

necessary for and constitutive of @u nokrnra. beings who live in the plis." In 

exposing her refusa to recognise u i y  of the ties of the community, the dolos serves to 

demonstrate her unworthiness of the daim to bave this emotion felt for het. In this 

way, the dolos has the important fundon in establishg the justice of the matricidc 

" Giuva 1% 108 and Chapter 4 p i m .  Gsmr points out that the cmotmns in the Rhm'care the 
motions of atizens: 'we perform oar &cal and politicai fiana-ons emotionaiiy as well as 
rationally." 
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Klytaimnestra canot kter clah the status of mother, having forfeited it by her own 

repndiation of it; nor, more significantly, docs she have the right to ask for pity, for 

devoid of it herself. she has tost the right to demand that it be shown to her. The 

dolos stratagem then hnctions in rweaiing the grounds upon which she may be 

killed with justice. What we discern fiom the messenger rhêsis is not a dzh! rooted in 

deception, but a deception rooted in d a  

There is yet another way in which the speech works as less a lie than as a deceptive 

fom of mith-Ming, for the dolos of Orestes' death contains in disguise the truth of 

Klytaimnestra's fate: she is vulnerable to misfornine and she, like Agamemnon, is 

going to fail. Klytaimnestra, who sen& a deceptive prayer to the god and asks the 

paidagbgos for the truth (époi 8é o6. &eV saLq0& e i d  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 tnith in words of the pidugdgos. ûur last 

glimpse of idytaimnestra as she departs inside the pdace gives us not Kds'  "horror- 

stricken mother", but a wornan overjoyed and full of relief at the death of  an enemy: 

her son.* Elektra's words, d e r  her mother has lefi the stage (8tM-ûû7), codirms 

Klytairnnestra's rejection of her matemal role and her utter lack of pity: she who 

should be mouming the death of a son instead when out of sight is gioating 

(éyyekiha $ p o S q  ~ 7 ) .  Given the chance to show herself worthy of pity, 

Kiytaimnestra has fded and has condemned herselfby her own worâs. 

KdL 1973: 10 and 213 wants us to image a Klytaimncstira bide  gid-striylr at the death of hcr 
son sa that when it is time for the matricide, Orestes' U i n g  is aii the more worthy of moral 
condemnation. 
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Most commentatoa have pointexi to the devastating effect Orestes' 'death' has on 

Wektra, who, in stark contrast to ha mother, appears destroyed by the aews. bwra 

calls the efféct on Elektra "appding" whiie others spesk of the callous cnielty of  the 

pidagdgos and Orestes in not taking Wektra's feelings into account; one critic goes 

so far as to suggest that the fictitious death of Orestes causes the 'de& of Elelan.m 

There is a certain validity in some of  these charges, for neither the puidagdgus nor 

Orestes informs E l e h  of the deception beforehand; but to suggest that Sophokies 

mems us to understand this as evidence of their melty misunderstands the fiuiction 

of the dolos. it ignores that although initiaiiy devastateci, Eiektra does not remain in 

this aate; instead, showing remarkabie 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 rnother's reaction. Given how 

utterly dependent Elektra is upon Orestes' retum, her grief coma as no surprise; 

more signifiant is her response to her rnother'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: 

Her fortunes have aIways been bound up with Orestes' retum; with his death Electra 

sees al her hopes die as weli. Yet afier the pdagbgos has finished recounting his 

-- -- 

EX Bawra 1% 218; Mt 1981: 65 and Schein 1982: 76-7ï aii rpalr of the dournes of Orestes and 
îhe prcÙlagdg0s- For Honky 198R 25 thepoüiagdgus and Orestes are r a p o ~ b l e  (dong with Apollo) 
for the psychoIogicai destruction of Elclrtra, 
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deceptive taie and Elektra observes the teaction of her mother, her grief becomes 

mffbsed with anger. KlytaimnestraBs evident pleasure at his death, Elelma daims, is 

an act of hybris: 

HA. 

KA. 

EL. 

Kr, 

oipoi  va- vîiv yàp oi)tcii@ mipa, 
'Opéam. T i p  tYijv @ql~h, w a 6 ' ~  
rpk ripa' W~%II )iwh W g[a> ~aky; 

i re ivg  S (S5 rd& fixa. 
(788-791) 

Ah, wretched me, For now 1 may larnent your 
misfortwie Orestes, whm in this way you are 
insuiteci by this mother of yours. Am 1 not w d ?  
Not you; but as he is, he is w d  off* 

KlytaimnestraBs pitüess reply confirms Elektra's charge and prompts her invoa tion 

of NmesiE, the goddess of Retribution (droue, Népan iw ûaMwoç a p t i q  792). 

the 'spirit of just all~tment".~ Most have supposed that the reference to Nemesis 

here is primarily to the neinais ofthe deadLSo Fisher thinks that it is undear whether 

it refers to the "general personified power of nemesis (SC. of the go&), which shows 

parti*cular outrage at insults to the dead, or, as often taken, 'the speci& nmesàs' of 

the dead, a sort of chthonic power."ln No doubt there is an association between 

nemesis and the daad; and whether it is to the dead in general or Orestes in part ida  

seems les important than the point that iûytaimnestra's behaviour is a fom of 

hybris, which provoka Nemesis. Yet given the intirnate association between aid& and 

nemesis in the context of a tragedy in which m d d s  has sud, a prominent role, it seerns 

Campbdl 1969: 188; Fisher 1992: MO points out that <hi$ appeai to nemesis in comection with 
trybris is 'one of tht only two unambignous associationsw of the two terms in Attic tragcdy [Euripides' 
P h o d e  183). in Herodonis, it is used in connection with Croem' hyhk in thinking himseif to k 
the most proapcrour of men. As a d t  a ' p t  n m  h m  goà took Cracsus* (1.34). Fisher goes 
on to note that the connedon b c m m  nancsis and the dead in late nfth mtwy is not niffscicntly 
desu for ris to r&e the diadtics of this passage, 
a Fier 1992: 298-Un; Kamabcclr 1974: 1 t 1. 
~7 Fisher 1992: 301. 



the 'deah' of orestes / 15% 

likely that this invocation of Ncrmris has a greater significance thui is usually 

acknowledged 

5.3 H ybris, Aidôs, and Nemesis 

There is a close association amongst these three terms and to understand the 

significance olllektra's actions and the later matricide, it is necessary to dari@ their 

reiationship to one another within the context of the dramatic action. Hybrir is a 

term which appears fiequently in this play, most ohen. as has been seen, in reference 

to Klytaimnestra's behaviourP Like most Greek ethical terms, hybrLr does not 

translate easily into English, as we have no precise equivalent to this concept? 

Fisher. in his recent treatment of it, defines hybrk as "the committing of acts of 

intentional insult, of acts which deliberately inflict shame and dishonour on 

ohers.- His definition is inspireci largdy by histotle, but as Cairns points out, it is 

one which emphasizes intention over the disposition which produces it. Aristode 

may speak about hybris as "doing or saying thing that cause shame" but he begins 

by defining hybris as a kind of attitude, namely as 01igbM that manifests itself in the 

words and actions of a person (1378bl* 1378b23-25). For Cairns, the most important 

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

" H ' &  or a form of it occun at 271.522,523,613.79û, 794. and 881. The occurrence at 881 is by 
Cbxysothemis with rcfcrence to ber report about the presence of Orestes. 
2~ H y M  bas b m  ddincd by MacDowell1976: 30 as %aving meru or pom and rniwing it d- 
inddgcntiy"; and by Didut 1% 101 as a 'an arrogant and over-confident statc of mind, brought on 
by good hrtunt and showing no amrcncss of the Iimits of the hruaan condition." Dickit holds the 
orthodox view thzt tends to see hybris in dispositional tcrm wbik Fiahet who has taendy &den& 
this view has a more bchrvïourist or Iegaüst definition of h y h k  m o d e  defines it as "doing or 
saying thingr that cause shame to die viaim. not in orda that anything may happen to pu, nor 
b u s e  anything h a  happcned to you, but mady fiir your own pt%ationm (i3nib23-25). 
mo F i i  1994: 148. 
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hybristic actor. Accordingiy, he would prefer to define @bris as the "excessive self- 

assertion in the fice of others'  daim^.^^ HybrLr may be used with refereme 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 ernphasizes its dispositional sense. Yet the intentim to inflict h m  on 

someone is not fundamental to the concept of hybris, for an act can be hybristic 

without it deriving fiom some q f i c  intention to dishonour sorneone, as Cairns 

rightly points ou tF  Caims therefore has a more contprehensive definition of the 

concept of hybris in that he indudes what is prior to and necesary 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 vaiuation of self.33 Hybristic acts then are 

"those which the possessor of a particular hexis would pertorm", and the hexis from 

which hybris spnngs is, for Anstotle, that of injustKeZU Quite dearly, hybris and 

aides occupy opposite ends of the moral spectrum; one entails the utter disregard for 

the daims of others, while the 0th requires the recognition and respect not just of 

the honour and daims of others, but the clairns of s&ety as a whole. Both, however, 

involve ways of treating others; thus both reveal much about the attitude and 

character of the agent. 

Cairns 1% 32 n. 149. 
" Cairns 1996: 9-10; Di& 1984: 101-102 hose &de is in part a reply to Fiha's conception of 
hybris, maices this point as weiL 

Cairn 1- 7. 
" Cairns 1996: 5 points out that Aristotie's d i m - o n  of h y M  takes place in a discussion of justice 
and injustice (l373a34-5, 137klI-l2,1389b7-8 139Ia18-19) and that "the h& fiom which hybris 
springs is that which is identified in EN v (112!h3l-b10,1130af Cbl8, b30-1132b20, and pamni) as 
' ~ ~ c u l a r  injustice' ((li kv &e i /~ami  IrépoS W)." 
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Nemesis, on the other hand, has its most intimate ties with ai&s and in Homer at 

lemt, they often appear together or in dose proamity to one another." Nemesis is 

usualiy translated as 'righteous' or 'moral indignation' and is the most powerful 

expression of disapproval. Redf?eld cZUS the two tenns a *reQ&ve pair" observing 

that h i l e  "aidôs shrinks away and draws back, nemesis b an invasive passion that 

drives one to intervene in the &airs of o t h e r ~ . " ~  While aidds onen operates in 

prohibitory manner that prevents shameful action, nemesis drives one to attack those 

who are themselves lacking a proper a i d k  Aulbs, as Redtield puts it, is *a lcind of 

hypothetical anticipation of nmesis."367 Cairns, in agreement with Redfieid on this 

point, argues sirnilarly that "aidds foresees and seeks to forestail nemais. " " Nemesis, 

he writes, "connotes anger in which the abject feels himself justifieci, anger which is 

directed at some transgression or deficiency on the part of another."" The 

relationsbip between a i f i  and nemesis is so close that, in sorne cases, as Cairns 

 point^ out, they involve virtually the same reactibr the rejection and avoidance of 

something ~hameful.~ The distinction between the two had been pointed ont by 

Murray who wrote: uAid6s is what you feel about an act of your own: Nemesis is what 

xi ~ Y l b r  oftcn appears with nemesis in the epics: 11 13.1 21-2: 17.91-5: Od 2.64. 
Redfidd 1975: 1 16 and I t S. 

'67 Redfidd 1994: 1 16. 
Cairns 1993: 52. Er& 1937: 30 alsa rn& this p o h ~  
Cainis 1993: 52-53; 83-84: For o h  discussions of nanalr, see Erffa 1937: 30-5; Riedinger 1980: 

69-75; Scott 1980: 26-30; M d d  1994: 115-119. Aristotle ciassifies indignation as an motion, 
charactcrised by turmoik it is an in-ve fcding that oaupics the mùid and because it is an motion, 
it may a f f a  out judgment We are roused to indignation at the undcscrvcd g d  fortune of anotttu 
(1386blO). 

Cairns 1993: 84 and n. i2@ El fh  1937: 33. Cairns expresses the rdvionship khveui the hro as 
fbUows= "Thcm are two sida to the teaction of shamt at the pnarpect of disgrace the inhj'bitor, wben 
the agent aippraur the which mi-ght lead m ignominy; and the angy. tesentfiil ypa whidi 
cornes im play whai the rcptehawiic action is abandonai and positive steps are taken to wipe out 
any suggestion of an Uidt," 
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you fiel for the act of anothet.-' Nemsis then is the countefpart and cornpanion of 

ai&, the angry resentfbi aspect of aidBs which cornes into operation at the lack of it 

Unlilce aidbs and hybrxs, nemesis is not a tenn common in tragady and Elclara's use 

of it in connection with hybris is striking, for it is only one of two such associations 

in extant Creek & a m a .  Given the close relationship which exists among these 

terms together with their appearance in a play that is so concerned with the ethia of 

aidds and ewebeia and breaches titereot Elektra's invoking of Nemesis h a  some 

significance beyond calling upon the power of the dead. First, it shows that she 

mponds to the tmth that the messenger speech ha9 exposed: Klytaimnestra's la& of 

pity and her hybristic nature. Up to this point, mother and daughter each has 

accused the other of h y k b  and each has defended herselE Elektra, by citing the 

behaviour of her mother, and Klytaimnestra by claiming the need to retaliate for the 

abuse she su ffers at the hand o f  Elektra. For the mother, it is a question of personai 

honour; for the daughter it is a question of the honour of her d o s  and the 

maintenance of communal standards. Yet Elektra's expression of shame hval idates 

her mother's charges, whüe KiytaimnestraDs lack of aidbs confirms Elektra's 

accusations. At this point, however, Klytaimnestra no longer feels the need to defend 

her behaviour, but Bushed with what she takes for victory, she proceeds to make the 

even more outrageous remark that Orestes is weil off dead (oikot 6- reivq 8' 4 

Murray 1924: 83. 
Sec note 255 above N e w  occurs in Homer 6351,13.122; 17,Od 2136; Hcsiod W&D 200; 

Aischylos S m  Againit T h e k  235; Herodotos 134; Sopholdcs OC 1753; Phibkmes 518, 602; 
Aristode NE 11ûûa35. Nmesk is discasseci in Piato's Laws ïWd in comection with tht importance of 
not offendmg one's parents in speech-. 'for there is a very heavy penaity for üght and Beeting words, 
since appoiated as overseer for di such things is N d ,  messenget of lusticen. Cairns in his 
discwsioon of the play docs not mention B M s  use ofdit umi, 
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&et rd& &a 79 1). Not only has she demonstrated an appllluig la& of pity for 

her son, but she takes his death as cause to celebrate her f i d o m  fiom fear (v6v 6' - 

@pp yap t@' wwpqv $~@II npk fias' &#eivw 8'. 783-84). It is to these two 

remarks that Elektca reacts: to the fkst  (783-784) with a charge of hybris, and to the 

second (791), by calling upon Nemesis (792). Nothing could distinguish mothet and 

daughter more clearly than their ndically different responses to the dolos: 

Klytaimncstra exuks in her own good fortune while Elektra responds with grief at 

the misfortune of her brother and outrage at the lack of ai&$ in her mother. 

These responses are entirely characteristic and consistent with what we have seen of 

mother and daughter thus far. The gratuitous insolence involveci in Klytaimenstra's 

action is a quaiity which has aiways infonned her behaviour; not content with simply 

Ming Agamemnon, she continues to renew the insult month aher month with the 

institution of a g h d y  ritual sacrifice in celebration of the murder. Elektra and the 

Chorus identified the original crime of Klytaimnestra fiom which her other crimes 

flowed, her passion for Aigisthos. Now we see that behind this pasion for Aigisthos 

lies the true ongin of dl Klpairnnestra's crimes, her heais, a disposition that 

consistentfy places her own succesr and planire above all else. Without fear or pity, 

she displays the over-confidence and intlated sense of self so characteristic of a 

hybrist&s and in the end she reveak herself as adr?os wbês, and anaid&. Elektra's 

charge of hybrir pronounces the truth about Klytaimnestra which the dofus of the 

pidugbgos has reveakd. Elektra may think her mother has won, but her words 

U&x&- vW yap e*oh ~ ~ ~ y x a v e q  (7%) cvry an underiying sipifiance for 

audience. raytaimnestra sbould enjoy her good fortune, for it will be short-Iived. 
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As to Elektra's reponse of moral outrage and anger at her motber's hy6rrs, hnstotie is 

enli&tening: ange is a painhil emotion and, as he notes in the Nicmuchean Ethi& 

"no one commits hybfis hile feeling pain, but anyone who acts in anger fais pain, 

whereas the man committing hyorir acts with pleasure" ( 1  149bU)-3)P) 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 cded h y h k  Anger 

is more of an emotionai response to what we regard as an unwananted assault, and 

thus it expresses a sense of justice. Elektra's response then is justified anger at the 

h y h  and lack of aidbs of her mother, signalled by her cd1 upon Nemesis and it, lik 

her earlier lamentation, has its source in aidds. Thus the dolos has r d e d  the moral 

character of both by displayhg their reactions to the death of Orestes: one responds 

with an act of hybris; the other with an act of aidbs. 

Uektra's dl upon Nemesis identifies Klytaimnestra's m e  crime, but it also has some 

significance for her. As we saw in the eariier &anges, Elektra's strong rnse of aidbz 

drives her to de@ her mother with her continua! lamentation in order to uphold a 

broader f o m  of eusebeia towards the go& and the community. As much as Elektra 

may act disrespecthlly t o d  her mother, her expressions ofshame showed, as we 

" This discussion of anger occurs in Arismtle's trcatment of l e  distinction between incontinence 
with respect to anger (akrasia thumou) and incontinence with respect to the desires ( h c r s i a  
qithymidn) in NE VI1.6. As Fisher 1992: 15 points out, for Aristotie ab& of anger is Iess shamefiil 
than akrasia of desire because anger invoks rc;ison (ceason tciis a pcrson that he has becn insulted 
and it is right to rcsist such a îhing 114~3t-33).  h i le  this is absent in desire, Desire also involves 
plotting and k i t  and is thercfore mort unjust îhan an open display of anger (1 trsbir-15). in the 
Rhctmi Aristotlt d&es anger as a desire for rmenge wornpanieà by pain on account of slight to 
onerdf or to one's own, the slight king tmjustified (1376a3û-32). Angcr !hen is c a d  by thorcght of 
outrage just as f&r is caused by the hought of imminent danger and diame. the thoughr of d i q p a  
ûutrage thai is the efficient ause of a g a  and by poaiting thougbt as the cause of motions, Aristotie 
is able m show that emot id  respnre ir reasoncd rathm îhan inational behaviour and U thur open 
to rcasoned pmasion. Sce Fisher 1992 15-17 tor a diacuanon Aristode's distinction bawcai angcr 
and h y h k  For a dwcussion of the cognitive basa of motion in Aristode* sct Fortcnbaugh 1975: 11- 
IS; Ndiama~ 1991: 262-268. 
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have seen. that she stiii recognizes the authority of the blood-tie b-een her and her 

mother. Elektra neva moves beyond this open show of resi*stance, for her belief that 

Orestes would rehini as w d  as her own recognition that her behaviour was, in some 

respects, dimeditable prevents her from acting any fùrther. In the first half of the 

play, then, she only seelcc to maintain the legitimate d o s  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 

sipals 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 smse 

of shame at her behaviour; instead h a  aidds will now operate as a force which drives 

her to plan a physical action to avoid the prospext of a shamefùl life. We should 

remember, however, that this cornes only &r Klpaimnestra repudiates her own 

matemal role and shows hersü devoid of ail pity. The scene of lamentation which 

follows this provides the necessary impetus for Elektra to translate the anger she 

expresses here h t o  a fonn of physical action. 

5.4 Elektra and the Chorus: The Kommos 

The kmmos (823-70) has caused a slight une- arnong some commentators who 

find this scene o f  lamentation between the Chonis and Elektra awicward given the 

fact that we know it is baseci on a misapprehension o f  the situation." Yet its purpose 

274 Vickers 1973: 569-70. for instance, writes "Sophocies h r  in fsa undercut the c e n d  situation of 
his play, EIecîra's solitude. her dering.  her doubts, her poweriessness to taie rwenge, We know that 
in fàcî she is no Iongcr alone, her doubts are iiiusory, her rmnge already mder way...for this reason it 
is impossible for as to bc rcdy movcd by ha s o m  at the ~ c w s  of Orcstes' dath, for the ~ c w s  is 
fak. and h a  somw cornes to scun fidscs workcd upP Burton 1980: 206 sees this scene important for 
andastanding the fdowing achange betmtn Elddra and Chrysothanir '[hcr lamentation1 makcs 
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is less to d e  us sympathise with Eiektra'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 fonn what has happened in the previous exchange and 

thus acts as a transition fiom the anger and despair of Elektm to the new resolve she 

expresses to Chrysothunis. Her grief, however, is misguidedl and although her 

lamentation provides her with the impetus to undenake a physical action, it is 

indeed a fdse step, bascd upon a misunderstanding of the circumstances. In her 

rejection of the Chorus' consolation and i ts mythological parailel, we see a 

foreshadowing of the foiiowing scene with her sistet in which Chrysothemis is right 

and Elektra wrong. The kotnmos marks the movement of Elektra into a world in 

which she undertakes a decision based upon the f&e apprehension of her 

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

Where are the thunderûolts of Zeus, where i s  
the biazing Sun, if seeing these things, 
they peacefiùiy conceai than? 

This is not an expression of despair at the gods' fiüure to show concem for the 

affrirs of humans, as it is sometimes thought, but of outrage at the undeserved death 

of Orestes and apparent victory of IûytaimnestraF That it seems to be intended as 

expliut the psychologid b d e r  agaimt the rnercst hint that Orestes may be alive, so that when 
Chrysotthemis cntets immcdiatdy abwards and states that he is indeed a l i  we ut prepared hr 
Eidrtra's reception of the newa," 

K a m e  197& 114 points out that chia sentiment of tbe Oiom could k ïntcrpntcd as a h d  of 
consolation: "if the gods sct this and do not punish, they arc nowhert, but since tby da, dry will 
ptlnïdl." 
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beüef in the ri@tness of  vengeance rather than hopeless despair is confllmed by 

Elektra who raponds by rejecting any suggestion of false hope fiom the Chorus. The 

Chorus hies @n to offer some hope by citing as a mythological pade l  the story of 

Amphiaraos. But, Electra points out, Amphiaraos had his son Alkmeon as his 

~3Lézwp; she has no one, as Orestes is dead (époi 8' oVnç &' è d -  yàp H 4v. 

@poSoç àwplraaûei~ 8 4 ~ 8 ) . * ~  The example which the Chorus ses as proof of its 

beüef in justice is t a k n  by Uektra as evidence of the hopelesmess of her situation. 

The story of Amphiaraos is sometimes thought to be a poor example but, as 

Kamerbeek has suggested, it is not as inadquate as it seerns, 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 

Amphiarao~-Enphyle-Alkmeon holds. The Chorus is right, and it is Elektra who is 

wrong, a theme which will be fully exploited for ail its dramatic irony in the 

Coîlowing scene between her and Chrysothemis. The Chorus attempts again by 

reminding her that al1 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 al1 attempt to comok Elektra and in the end simply join her in her sorrow 

and @f. 

Elektra's grief and snse of despair are objedvely groundles caused as they are by 

the ddar of the paidag8gm. Too ohen, however, critics have focused exdusivdy on 

the deceptive nature of the speech, seeing it as either evidence for the brutal 

indiffaence of Orestes and the paidagbgus to the suffering of Elektra or a way to azt 

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



the 'death' of orestes / 167 

that this deceitfiil fiction does reveal a truth - the immoral character of 

Klytaimnestra. Eiektra's reaction is, in part, a response to this tnith, 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 downfdl of the tryants. El& only holds a 

partial truth and thus, while the kmmos may provide her with the emotional 

stimulus necessary to make the movemrnt fiom passive resistance to adon,  it shows 

her lack of awareness o f  the nature of ber Qrcumstances. In the f'oilowing scene we 

see that Elektra in al1 her determination and resolve shows only a partial 

understanding o f  her undertaking as weU. 



Electra and Chrysothemis II: 
Civic Andreia and Fernale ~ ~ p h r o s y d  6 

6.1 Preliminary Remarks 

Chrysothemis retums fiom her visit to Agamemnon's tomb, füied with joy at what 

she has discovend there. She is certain that Orestes is present and that their troubles 

wiii soon be over. Elektn thinks she is deluded but k e n s  to her story nonetheles. 

With great excitement, Chrysothemis descni i  the rituai offering and lock of hair 

she found at the tomb, but her mood rapidy changes when her sister infoms her 

that their brother is dead. Uekn then appeals to Chrysothemis for aspistance, 

presenting her with a giorious vision of the h e  and honor they will wh, ifshe joins 

her in the kiiiing of Aigisthos. Not unupectedly, Chrymthemis d o a  not share this 

vision; rebuffed, Elektra declares her intention to act alone. A rather lengthy 

exchange foliows, taking the fonn of a stichomythia which hearkens bad< to many of  

their arguments in the fîrst haif of the play, but this tirne the sisters are irrevocably 

alienated and Chrysothemis deparis to retum to the paiace, not to be head fiom 

again. 



This confrontation shows a number of p d e l s  with their earlier exchange but the 

movement of the f h t  is reversed in the second. While the nrst one began in hostility, 

it ended with a tenuous alliance when Eiektra conwiced Chrysothemis to replace her 

mother's rinial offering 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 in the first and the ritual offerings 

left on Agamemnon's tomb in the second The first one is propedy 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, locus upon the irony of  the situation: 

Eleb,  who always faced up to the grim t h  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 hanh r d t y  of their situation, is 

nght Those a d h e ~ g  to an ironk interpretation have Mnously undentood Elektra's 

faiiure to recognize the significance of the ritual offerings as the fallibility of ali 

humans to acquire knowledge; a sign of her increasing marginalisation and loss of 

power; and one critic has even detected evidence of h a  growing rnadness? While 

Blundcll 1989: 18L argua that ucoming as it does so roon ahcr the 'messager' speech. with its 
powerfiil assault on our rational bcliefs, this scene demonstrates the Mibility of human means of 
acquiring howlcdgc" Seale 1982: 68 talces a simiiar approach tvgtling that Elcktra's acceptance of the 
puidogùgos' iie and h a  rejetion of Chrysodianis' evidcnce show the 3îdusion inhaent in the human 
condition." Kitzingcr 1992: 319-20 taka a more fminist appmach a r m g  that her bdief in the 
paidogdgos' lie as well as her cvident grief make Elddra an objcct of pity rathu than the "pmuasive 
intcrprctcr" she had ken dia. Oresta' 'deah' thus Jignals the loss of hcr presence and be!gins the 
movuntnt away h m  her dominance on stage. Kdls i9rj: 10 on the otha hand imagines an E l e h  
distraught witb @dby the 'au& deceit of Ocestes who shows inacaring %gris of madnessn- Brcmer 
1969: 167-69 in hW d y  on hotnridd says th;rt Eldrtra's mor is to bdieve the report of Oretes' death 
at the games and to rcjcct ha sista's good ncws. This m r ,  h m ,  does not bring about her ruin, 
rather it has the dramatik function of showhg a contrast with her earlk scenes of tamentltion. 
Aristode's honiorrui docs not &cdy appiy to Eldrtra unla one interprets in a ra tha  hi t ed  way as 
"a mistalrr cont-miing someone's idmtity" or pinpoints it p d y  to that moment (955) when she 
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they willingly concede the heroic nature of her decision, it is O ften interpreted as an 

empty gestnre which amonnts to naught, as Orestes is present and the plan for 

vengeance already undenway. Many as weil take a rather dim view of Elektra's Eaüure 

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 

usuaily downplays Eiektra's inability to see the truth which the ntud offerings signify 

and concentrates iwtead 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 faiiure to mention her mother for the simple reason that she 

has no plans to kilI KIytaimnestra at the moment. 

We should rernember that fint, no matter how "deluded" Elektra appears here, the 

dolos is ultimately revealed to her; that is, the irony wiil be resolved. Second, 

regardles of what Elektra or Chrysothemis Mieve, the offerings left on the grave are 

one in a series of signs which di point to the sarne thing, the downfd of the tyrants. 

Third, in some ways, given how the dofos 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, Le. that 

one sister is right and the other wrong, but how each responds once convinced of the 

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

decides to go aiead with her suicidai plan for rcvuigc. Brcmer condudes that hm& Ui Sophokles' 
E b a  is depriveci of its force. 

The absence of Klytaimnestra's name has ken taken in a wiety of ways. See note 283 bdow for 
nfewices, 
* &wra 19& 212-60. Whitman 1951: la-71; L d y  1%5: 119; Segd 1981: W and 1986: 125 d e  
remgnipng tbat anything heroic in t&e play lies with Eldttra, sees the heroic aspects of her action as 
"yet anodier immsion of normal values, the exdiange of d e  and fimûe roltx* 
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did in the previous exchange. lust as it exposed Klytaimnestra for what she is, it 

orposes the chamter and motivations of the two sisters. Once Chrysothemis has 

been convinced of the 'lie', we see how her response confirms her basic weakness and 

la& of moral core. Given the chance to redeem herself, Chrysothemis again thinks 

only o f  her personai d e t y  and thus casts her lot in with the tyrants. Elektra, on the 

other hand, tesponds by appealing to ewebeia and ehherirr, principles of the chic 

ethics which have always gided her behaviour. Yet for al1 her heroic detednation, 

there is something faintly disnirbing in her vision of glory and the absence of any 

mention of her mother's name. Like her brother, Elektra, in seeing their undeitaking 

as an act worthy of  lame and glory, fails to recognise anything shamehl in it. Both 

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

6.2 Elektra and the Persuasion of Chrysothemis 

Chrysothemis returns fiom her errand and, knowing nothing of the news the 

messenger has brought, is elated by what she has discovered at Agamemnods tomb: 

signs of Orestes' retum. When Elektra asks her where she hevd this story, 

Chrysothemis makcs it deu that she herself saw the evidence: 

1 bdieve this story because 1 have scen dear 
signs with my own eyes, and not fiom another. 

Perhaps stüI sensitive to het sister's accusation that everything she says cornes from 

Kiytaimnestra, and nothing from herseif (343-44), Chrysothentis now emphasizes 

that she saw saiii m@a. When E l e k a  osks for proof, she d e d i  in detaii what 
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she saw on the gnve of Agamemnon: flowing streams of milk; their father's um 

crowned with every type of flower; and at the edge of the tomb, a newly nit lock of 

hair, which she assumes to be fiom Orestes. She goes on to teason by a process of 

elimination that it must be their brothet who left these things: she did not leave 

hem; Elektra could not have left themi and Klytaimnestm would never do such a 

thing. No, she confidently conchdes, they must have been lefi by Orestes. She ends 

her speech on the hopehil 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 rnessenger, she seems hopelesrly misguided and she p r o c d  

to inform Chrysothemis of what she has leacned in her absence: a rnessenger has 

come with news of Orestes' death. She concludes that these offenngs must have been 

fiom someone who lefl 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 Elektn has heard a convincing 

eyewitness account of Orestes' death. Both are descriied in a lengthy and d d e d  

fàshion. Chrysothemis initidy is as persuadeci by what she has seen as Elehra 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 piuity in the way the evidence has prrsented itself to each 

sister that reflects a common origin. Both the ddos and dual offérings have their 

source in Apollo and both are done in order to fuither the same end: the successfùl 

overthrow of the tymnts. In this respect, it makes üttle ditTince what the two &ers 

believe, as Orestes is present and the vengeance undenvay. 
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There is, however, some rnse in which the easy persuasion of Chrysothemis and the 

outright rehisal of Elektra to beliwe the evidence of her sister reflect something 

partirula about each sibüng. We saw in the est confrontation between the two 

sisters a weakness in Chrysothemis which kh her open to persuasion. Govenied by a 

concern for persond safety and cornfort, she conceives of al1 correct conduct in 

terms of obedience, and is thus easüy 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 

conhision in her position. Bound to obey her rnother, she takes the latter's 

sacrilegious offerings to the grave; recognising that Elektra is right, she is persuadeci 

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 d l  only act in the absence of danger a .  thus, as susceptible as 

she is to the words of another, her secret defiance of her mother is as far as she wiU 

go. In this second confrontation, Chrysothemis is soon swayed by the worb 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 

refasai to accept the evidence her sistet brings is, in one way, Iess troublesome than 

Chrysothemis' easy surrender of her beiiel; since she has an ethical basis for her 

arguments, her essentid position never changes. Regardes whether Orestes is dead 

or dive, Eiektra continues to move towards the same end, the restoration of order. 

Chrysothemis, however, in acting according to personal motivations, must 

continually shût ground in order to adapt to the present circumstances. Both sisters 

may be persuadeci to beliwe something which is fuse: Elektra by the dolm of the 
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pidageos, 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 deasion which is nothing more than an 

endorsement of tyrmy. 

We cannot, however, simply ignore the faa that Elektra does teject the tmth for a lie. 

Some have mggestd that Elektra's refusa1 to believe Chrysothemis is understandable 

given the persuasive speech of the pidcrgbgo<n; 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 fiom the me~senger.~ Yet Eiektra has been portrayecl up to 

this point as a taithful upholder of  ritual; that she who is the most lcnowledgeable of 

ritual noms should now Fdil to recognise the significance of her brother's offerings is 

something more than an 'understandable' raponse to the dolos of the paidag@os, no 

rnatter how convincing the messenger speech was. Wektra may be said to suffer fiom 

a kind of intellectual blindness and a blumng of her moral vision that comes as a 

result of her outrage at her rnother's hyhkB1 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 signifv. Chrysothemis may recop'se them as woa9î -Lia 

but because of her generai weakness gives up a truth for a lie; while Elektra Lüure to 

see them as ooOîl mwîa is not so much the rejection of a truth for a lie, but the 

embrace of one tmth which btinds her to another. Elektra stiii has a timited 

Hsrder 1995: 28 argues rhat Sopbokks is careful to show that the only oime Uektra îs wrong is 
when she is 'more or l e s  forced" ta reject Chrysothemis' words because of the messenger speech. 
Sede 1982: 68 suggests this but does go on to sec far more in hm rcjection of the tmth. 
"' This faiIme cornes dose to wbat North 1966: 51 calls a usecond-speaa of hihue in sdpdphmsym? 
(and this is dcariy a M u r e  in sdf-LnoWtdge).- nmdy, delusion.' As she points out, this thme of 
delusion is inteiiectuai d e r  than m o d  and is oftcn associd with a Mure to undentand pmpcriy 
an O& or prophecy. 
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understanding, which will become men more evident in her plan. She deludes h e d  

into thinlring that she can kin Aigisthos done and thus betrays not just a l a d  of self- 

awareness but a fvlure to recognise an essential truth about the deed: that it d l  

involve the shedding of kindred blood. 

6.3 Elektra's Plan 

Having instructed Chrysothemis about her 'error', Elektra now attempts to enüst 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 (dM6). There is a suggestion here that Uektra's 

plan will involve physical action, and as cornpliant as Chrysothemis is in assenting to 

her sister, she only agrees to help to the limit of her powen (iioomp àv W m  946). 

From the earlier confrontation, we know how limited her powers are; thus we redise 

that Elektra's bid for assistance is bound to fail, 

Elektra begins by emphasizing their isolation. They are without Q b r  (948-949); 

Hades has taken their reiations and they alone are lefi (949-50). With Orestes alive, 

she always had hope that he wouM retum to avenge their hther; now that he is dead, 

his duty bas fdlen to them, and Ekktra looks to her sister for suppon She murt 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 thek situation: how things will be if they do nothing. They have no hope for any 

kind of life as long as Aigisthos rules. They wi?i be cheated of th& mer'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 d o w  them to wed, as theu offspnng wodd pose a 

threat to his power. On the other hand. if Chrysothemis joins her, they will win 

praise for their pkty fiom their father and their brother (eUaéfje~av 969); they will 

regain their freedom (éAeuBépa u i A 6  970-971) and Chrysothemis will make a 

worthy maniage (yapwv era&w  te*^ 971-972). Findly, in the most tousing 

section of her speech, Eiektra presents a vision of the glory and fame they will win 

(ruq 985) if they kill Aigisthos. She concludes her speech with the assertion that "it 

is shamefiil to live shamefuliy for those who are nobly-bomn (989). 

Elektra's plan has been called many things: "self4iestructiven, “suicidai", "rash", and 

even "pathetic"." For some it is evidence of her heroic nature, for othen, her 

delusion. Many commentators, while acknowledging the obvious heroic nature of 

her decision, are troubled by the failure to mention Iûytaimnestra's name and some 

have taken this as evidence of Elektra's cunning nature and h a  attempt to hide her 

true motives fiom her sister? Yet this is a speech ill suited for rallying Chrysothemis 

to arrns. Ail the motivations and reasons for action have k e n  the concern of Hektra 

Woodard 1964: 188, Knox 1995: 1 7; Linforth 1962: 103 ; GeUie 1 9 ï 2  120 rapdveiy. 
There have beui various raponses to the absence of Iûytaimnestra's namc Kirkwood 1942: 90 

suggests that Eiclrtra unconsciously leaves out KiytairMestra and thus deceives herjeif as w d  as 
Chrysothanis as to the nature of the her action. O t h t r s  have interpreted it as an underhanded 
attcmpt to dcccivf her sister that casts hcr character in a rather unpleasant and mordy questionable 
light Johansen 1964: 21-22 îakcs this approodi and his r d n g  W embraccd by Kamerbeek L974: 130. 
Others wbo have arguecf similady indude Kds 1973: n 957; Segal1981: 2û4 and 465 n. 56. Kittinger 
1991: 321 cndoncs Chis view but ad& dir Jug%esti*on that thae may k a hidden assumption that diey 
wili only have tbt chance to kiU one &te th y arc stop@ On die oâhu side are Adams 1957: 73 
and Linforth 1963: 102-3. Gdic 19n 119420 and those wtto point out that Aigisthos is the main 
enany; dius thae wodd be no point in k i h g  Klytaimnestra without Aigisttios, For these schoiars, 
the main purpose of the rccne is to emphask her courage and chermination to attack the enemy. 
Wald& 1%: 185 points out that the of Chqmthemis is signüicant hae, for she does not 
mention KIytaimntstta cither. He secs the scene as hutbcr cvidcnce of how aii mention of the 
matride is s u r p r d  Alexanderson 1%6: 88. whik conccding that it may be possible ta sec the 
crafiincss of Eldrtra, strcsscs ber herok determination, 
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rather than of her sister. For Chrysothemis, being eusek  means obeying her mother 

evm if this involves her in an action that is a b &  t o m &  her father, the comrnunity 

and the go&. Freedorn is simply k ing fie to üve 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 wül agree to her plan as 

her later words indicate ( 10 17- i a), but she makes the attempt nonetheless because 

she sees her sister bound by the same obligations as she is. If Elelctm only wished to 

Jecure the assistance o f  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 aitogether. Aigisthos is an opponent f a  more likely to fkighten 

Chrysothemis than her mother. It seems unlikely then that we are to image that 

Elektra is plotting to kill Klytaimnatra and cunningly keeps this knowledge fiom her 

sister, as lohansen 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, nwbcia (968) and eleurheria (970). Her 

daim that they will win praise for their piety fiom their fsther and brother is not 

simply a fàmilial piety, but embnces care for the dead and their daim to justice, 

principles basic to the foundation of any community. To be euse& means above al1 

to uphold traditional beliefs nmos) and to do so as vigorously as possible, as 

Zaidman puts i t F  Aigisthos' position as d e r  of the pdis and head of the o t k  

See note 283 above. 
Zaidman and Schmitt Pant.1992 15. 
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constitutes a breach ofevery form of eusebeia. His continued prosperity is an &ont 

to the go&, the community, the M y ,  and the dead. and thus his overthrow is 

nece- to restore eusebeUI to the pdU. E l M s  second daim is that they wiîl win 

their freedom (Enerra 8. caaiFep éileu8épa a tb Aotzbv 970-71). As the 

earlier debate with her sister has established, for Elektra, eleutheria is the fieedom to 

uphold the traditionai bcliefs of the cornrnunity and the fieedom to fùlfil their social 

and bio logical roles within the uikos and polir. Chrysothemis' way of ü fe is a negation 

of both, for she hu enslaved herself to the will of another and is wüling to endure the 

negation of her mle wiihin the community in order to maintain a restricted fonn of 

fieedom. Aigisthos' denial of their freedom in order to protect his rule is a 

contravention of the fundamental noms of w*ety, and so his overthrow is the only 

way in which they may attain the Ireeâom which is in accordance with their phVfis. 

Unlike her sister's, Elektra's motives here are ethial and this aspect of her speech is 

entirely consistent with ha earlier rasoning in her exchange with the Chorus and 

Chrysothemis. In this respect, as some have pointed out, the mention or failure to 

mention Klytaimnestra seems i r rele~ant .~ Aigisthos is the one who has usurped 

Agamemnon's position and holds aiI the political power; and he is the one who 

prevents their mmiages and deprives them of their patrimo ny. EquaLly signifiant, 

that Elektra mzkes him their opponent rather than Kîytaimnestra is clear evidence 

that she is not driven by a personal desire to retaiiate for the wrongs she has suffered 

at the han& of her mother. 
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It is Elektra's 6nal appeal whkh &es a decidediy different note; not only is it one 

least likely to convince h a  sister, but given that is an appeaf to the desire for honour 

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

Who of atizens or straogers, w b a  stcing us 
will not hail as with such cornmendation, 
"Look rit these two sisters, fricnds, 
who mecl their tatha's patenral household 
who risking thcir fiva, once took 
murdemus action apairwrt th& powerfui 
aimies who were safdy piaccd. 
It is n v  to love dian and for ail to respect them; 
in fca~ts and in gatherings of the whofc atwn body 
evcryonc must honour these two on account of th& courage." 
Every single person wiil say nich things of us 
so that our fime will n m  stop, living or dead. 

Elektra's vision of glory t?ka the form of an imaginary speech of praîse, a type of 

speech which projects the imagineci fbture opinion of oîhers and is olten introduced 

by the topos "someone wiU see you and say"? Sometimes called tiS speeches, they 

Wilson 1979: 1. Sce Win's artiie and de Jong 1987: 69-84 on imaginary speeches on praise in 
Homer. This aspect of her speech has inspireci a numkr of argumentsr Kamerbcek 197a: 132 points 
out that hcr words resemble a "iaudatory cpitaph" that suggests dit praise she sees hem as winning 
rnaycome afta th& deah. Juffras 1991: 101-1û2 on the othcr hand argues more spcafidy that this 
spmh is dcsigacd to e d t  the image of a Statue commcmorating tbe two siners as tyrannicides, 
comparable to the tyrant siaycrs Harmodios and Aristogaton. She compares Eiektra's speech to d e r  
speeches of imaginaiy praisc or blame. Tbae u s d y  îake ont of two fomc one kind is delivaed at a 
tomb and the otha is the haguicd response to the behaviour of the speaker h W C  As an aampk 
of the first type ipffras pWns to HLkEbr's rpeeEh at 7.87-91 what ht ima#nes men one day speaking 
at Pc tomb of a man Wtd by Hektor. This of course may also tu a speech of b b e  such as IL 4.1 76- 
82 h u e  Agamannon imagines how the Trojans wiIl react with scorn if Mendaos dies at Troy. 
Examples of the second type are 0 t h  speeches of biame such as IL 8.68450. Uniikc Kiuntrbcllr, 
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are given in order to persuade a person to action by imagining the future praise 

which wül be won; or sometimes they take the fom of a speech of blame in which 

negative pubiic ceaction is projected in order to discourage cowardly or discreditable 

condua. Like aidds, then, a rLr speech rnay hinaion in e i k  a prohibitive manner to 

testrain beavhiour of a certain type or conversdy, work as a powerful incentive to 

action. Indeed, perhaps nothing is more characteristic of the concept of  aidbs than 

this type of speech which imagines 'what people will say', for it h a  its source in the 

svne thing: the awareness of and the respect for the perceivecl ideal n o m  of socïety. 

Elektra attempts to move Chrysothemis to action by Unagining the hiture praise they 

w i i  win for their bravery if they 131 Aigisthos, no t fiom any anonyrnous tis, however, 

but by the whole pdk, both citizens and visitors. Like her earlier lamentation, which 

was an attempt to uphold communal standaràs, here too, Elelara defines her action 

with reference to the polis. Citizens and struigers dike wül hail them, pmising hem 

as the sisters who saved their Mer's oikos, avenging the murder of their father (975- 

980). For their andnia, they are bound to be rewarded by the community with @Xia, 

aéflag, and np4, and gain undying dkq (981-985). The type of courage expresed 

by Elektra is a kind of political or civic mdreka disthguished by An'stotle in the 

Niromachean Ethics as variant of bue courage ( 1 1 16al5-32)." True courage is an 

J u h  suggests that the speech is designed ui nidi a way so that it cm suggest honours ta the sisters 
whiie üving as weü as later. Kitnnger 1991: 321 foUows h c r k e k  hue suggesting that while Elektra 
hoIds out maniage to Chqsothanis whm shc spalrs of the rewards she wiil gain, it is only the 
honoar that is paid to their tomba 
" Pdticat courage is most iike tnic courage, but kaun it is associdteci with honour, it is not a true 
cx~:dlcnce; at tbe same timt it is m@or to the courage which cornes fiom fear. Polih'd courage is 
most Wre true courage for ''atizens are thought to endure âangers because of penalties imposcd by 
Iaw, aod blamc, and bacause of honon. And hr dùs mucm pople are diought to k most courageous 
where couards are hdd in dirhonour, and mai are honourd. .This [politicai courage] is 
most Lilct the courage diSCUSSCd first [truc muragel, Mu it cornes to be b u s e  of ucâiencl; h r  [it 
cornes to bel because of d b s  and becanse of dcsire for die fine (th is, tiom [desire hl honow and 
h m  avoidanu of blune, wtiich is shamâid). One might pcrbaps place in diis category those wiio are 
compcilcd by th& ders. But diese am infcrior, inmuch  as they do not do it because of but 
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ara& because it is done for the sake of rb waAov ( 1 1 Ma 12), whiie political courage 

(mkmG h6peia) is exertised becawe of customs (&à d âi( 16v v o p v ) ,  honour 

(6ià zaq npaS), and aidds (61' aiG) ( 1  1 iûai8-i9).m Homer, Aristotle notes, d e s  

about men of this sort of courage. While Elektra's motives thus have their basis in 

the beliefs and customs of the pdis, eusebeia and the desire to restore their fieedom, 

she is also driven by the desire for fame and glory. For her, the killing of Aigisthos is 

a heroic deed which will bring h e m  everlasting glory and which wül be celebnted b y 

the pok.  With its explicit mention of everlasting klem and timê, as well as the male 

vimie 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 strüu'ngiy similar to Orestes 

As we have seen, he overcame his hesitation at the use of deception b y the thought of 

the great klem he would win through defeating his enemies. He too Wed to mention 

his mother and instead spoke only in the vaguat terms of Ming upon his enemies. 

Elektra, who wu dways so aware of the shamcful means by which she maintained 

her belief in dikê has now overcome this conflia by the same dubious rationaie 

which informeci her brother's reasoning, that is, by reference to the winning of kleos 

and tir& With Orestes 'dead' and Klytahnestra's blatant act of hybris, we saw the 

other side of her aidbs becoming operativc the angry resentfd aspect of aides which 

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

b u s e  of fear and out of avoidmce not of the shamcful, but of the painMn Trans. Belfiore 1992: 
197. 

Of course, for ANmtie, courage wu pcimarily a male virme and the word itrdf is etymologicaiiy 
daiveci h m  &&B. Women waediought capable of achieviag the vVNa of dkontrol. justice and 
even courage, but oniy with rdtience to their capacity h r  subordinatilon. See PoIiricF 1260a 127%. 
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shameful and d i d i t a b l e  Life (soiho pyvaiorow'. ihr Gfiv aiqpbv aiqp& roi6 

w d &  ne@~oaiv 988-89) she i s  blind to everything dse. Both Orestes and Elektra 

conceive of the deed in terms of honour and glory and both fail to acknowldge that 

in their case their enemies are also related to them by blood. In tenns of the heroic 

code, the defat of one's enemies is an action which brings honour and glory to the 

heio. Yet this is a code which operates well only on the battlefield;m it is al-suited for 

their circumstances, which indude a royal oikos compteci by adultery and murder, 

and a polis oppressed by tyranny. As necessvy as it may be to kill their enemies in 

order to restore order, ii should not be conceived as a heroic action worthy of kkos 

and tirni?, as this ignores the temile breach of blood-ties involved. Sophokles in 

placing Elektra's perception of the vengeance as a heroic deed which will win thcm 

kleos within a set of fictional circumstances dudes to the fdsity inherent in this 

understandingP1 

Moreover, for al1 her determination Elektra has no ml plan to speak of, other than 

"kiU Aigisthos". She makes no mention of how they are to accomplish this, but 

speaks to why they should 11111 hirn, what their lives will be like if they do not, and 

what they d l  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 

Soc note 156 and pages 99-100 above. 
ai It could be argueci that the mention of Aiguthos' name together w i d  Eiektra's vague refërencc m 
enemies (979) is meant to refer to the order of the killings, As Kamerbccir points out, the "killing of 
one imroives the killiag of the 0th- and Eiectm wodd act out of characier if indced she planncd the 
death of A+ahus whik qaring Ciytaancstram For him, this mcans that Eldrtra is atttmpting to 
deccive Chrysothemis but it is not nccesoafy to understand d d i b  guile at work hem (th* would 
bc just as mu& as acîing out of diaracter for Elcktra as It could be diat the audience would 
assume dre killing of Kiyt?imnestm and dia- the mention of AigWthos name means that he would be 
kïited est and thcn Kiytaimnesîra, it the orda of the killings in the Orest& In othcr woràs, we 
couid see a subde aiinsion to the Chphmoi. Yet this is not what happens in the play as Kiytaimncstra 
is lriifed first and thcn Aigisthos. Placcd in the Mst àrcumstances of Orcstes' deaîh, die dusion to the 
Onsneia could k tatm as a rejcction of the la talionir and the p d t  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 h a  as much lacking full understanding 

as  Orestes regarding the tnie nature of their deed. Each offspring has ody a partial 

understanding of the act: flektra who understands its necessity for the restoration of 

fieedom and eusebnirc, and Orestes who understands how it is to be accomplished. 

ültimately, however, it is the dolos commanded by Apollo which contains the 

potentiai for the deed to be carried out with justice. The test of theu capacity for pity 

is what wül bring hem to an understanding of the nature of phifia and d o w  hem to 

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

Cornpliant though Chrysothernis appears, she only agrees to help to the lirnit of her 

strength; as Elektra's plan involves physical action, her response is preâictable. In 

words that r d 1  their earlier opposition, Chrysothemis accuses her sister of acting 

without sense or caution: 

More spdhg, women, if sht had 
good scnsc, she muid be observing 
due caution, as she does not. 
Where have p u  [ookeâ arming purseifwith 
such bddness and d i n g  u p  me to sewnd pu? 

She then proceeds to remind her sister of her female physis: 
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Don't you sed You art a woman, not a man, 
and yow straigth is ltss than tbat of yow adversuies. 

Chrysothemis may appear morally weak and her concem for physical safety les than 

admirable, but at least she see things realistically. Elektra does not have the 

masculine ~thmos of her enemies and ber plan is certain to end in their defeat. She 

ends ber 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 done: 

U a h 6 p p i  vol povq te i5pamkov 
*ou &'* 06 yàp Q mvov y' dt++qlEv. 

( 1019-1020) 

But I m m  do this decd singfe-handcd and 
alone; for I will not \rave it unattanptcd. 

The detamination with whidi die expresses herself surprises her sister: 

ei? 
eiB tord& dp yvc@qv mm& 
û v f p u o ~  elvai* Mv yap 6v rampyadw. 

( 1021-1022) 

Ah! wouid that you had shown such a mind when 
Our fàther died; for you would have accomplished mything. 

Elelrtra's answer (an' fi $ h v  ye. TOV 6E voGv fiaamv r k  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 pliysis 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 ai& never drove her to do 

anything more than lament, an effective fonn of action in that it bnng discornfort 

jebb 1907: 141 cakes it to m m  that she did no< havt the 'ripe hteiiigcnce to gmp the whole 
situation"; Keiis 1973: 175 trandates it as "1 was X i o r  ùi my intelligence on that W." Kamerbeek 
1974: 136-37 cornes dosest to the sense in whidi I take it wi6i his suggestion that it means of 'mental 
energy', diat is muid in dation to a penon's ability to du-de on his course of conduct. 
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to the usurpers, but it is done in line with a typicdy femde role, that of mouming. 

With Orestes dead, El& sees herselfas not only obliged to act but also having the 

authority to do so as the sole representative of her hther's oikos. Her use of the word 

nous here is to signify not only greater mental maturity, bat also a rdection of the 

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

At this point, the opposition between the two sisters is rnost pronounced, and it is 

clear that Elektra will never convince Chrysothemis. Yet Sophokles extends their 

discussion in the form a stkhanythia, and this part of the debate strongly recalls 

their earlier controversy over what constitutes s8phrh behaviour in their 

circumstances. The rapid cut-and-thrust of the nirhomythh highlights and 

intensifies the complete antithesis in attitude and behaviour between the two sisters. 

Chrysothemis' first priority is looking out for herself and avoiding h u m ,  and 

because the plan is bound to corne to grief. she sees no rrason for undertaking it. For 

Elektra, such thoughts of physial safety are a form of cowardice (1027) and lead to 

dishonour (arimia 1035). Elektra may have justice on her side, but the recognition 

that the pursuit of justice brings h m  (1042) is enough to stop Chrysothemis from 

acting. For one sister. physical dèty takes precedence over honoar and for the other, 

honour demands that sbe have no concern for her own safety. They stand at 

opposite ends of the moral speanim and may as well be speaking different 

languages; neither can ceconcile the other's actions to her own e th id  code. The 

departure of lhrysothemis into the palace seais the irrevocable separation that now 

exisîs between the two sisters. 
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The choral ode corning directly d e r  this has caused some debate amongst critics, 

partly because of  the elusive language, but primarily because many suspect 

corruption in the text. The g e n d  meaning, however, seems clear. The Chorus shgs  

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 +&a to bring this ncws of the 

codict b e n  the sisters to the Atreidae below. A h  Eld<tra3s determination to go 

ahead with her plan despite Chrysothemis' rehsal to help. the Chorus is cleady 

rebuking Chrysothemis for her betrayal and abandonment (1074), and praising 

E l e h  for her loyalty to h a  father (ekmpiq 1081). As Burton points out, Orestes 

was d e d  e h a ~ p y  by the Chorus (162) and by Ueka (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 W e b  

resolves to embrace: 

L9J Barton 1980: 210; Winnington-ingram 1980: 245 n. 91. 
I bave followed the text of Pearson here mdwr than Uoyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 10 1 for reasons 

made dear in the hiiowing discussion. 
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two names in one: to be callcd wise 
and a most loyal àaughter. 

Udara is commended for undenaking a deed which will win her p r a k  but is at the 

svne time called fi mGv. This iine ha5 always cawed problem for critics, as the 

Chorus, having first praised Elektra for her plan, then proceeb to c d  it raGv, 

h o t  Most or 'shameful', a Matant contradiction which has led many to suspect some 

sort of c ~ m i p t i o n . ~  Many solutions have been proposed over the years with some 

emending the participle raûoStoaoa and others si5 pfi ~ a l c o v .  If we accept the 

The MSS al1 have d K&V ra8mlimaa and many editors simply translate as 
'having vanquished', a translation which has its source in the Scholiast (who glosses it as 
~ataxokpfieaaa 'having warred down' and supports it by the analogies of ~amtotdl;eiv. 
w a t a ~ U e w ,  rcmrai~~Q@tv) .  But this, as often pointed out, gives a sense to the word not found 
elsewhere. ~aûodiaxaa gencialiy means 'equip', 'am' or 'prepare' and thus many suspect 
comtption, A number of solutions have becn proposcd to this problm. Some replace ra&xAiuucxz 
with some oher word: Hermann 18W 156 (~ahzcbaea); Gleditsch (a h x p h o o )  1867: 15; 
Graber (tixonancriuacsa) 1870: 15. Sce Most 1994: 132-133 and n. 24 for bibliography on these 
citations as w d  as othcrs. Bemardcte 1961: % suggats i i a e ~ u a d a  'spwning', 'rejecting' and this 
has btcn foUowtd by Kam* 1974: 147-48: Burton 1980: 213-21 4 n. 41. Others have facuscd th& 
attention on d A r&v. Lloyd-jones 19% 95 proposes &OS suggcsting that Q = a gloss 
on d t o ~  and this rcading has been foiiowed in the OCï 1990. The sense now would br 'arming a 
(cuuing) remedy'. But this is a radiai solufion to the problan of ~ ~ i e a m .  B r a n a  and van Erp 
Taalman Kip 19W 242 criticise this reading for its obdty while Kirkwood 1991: 22-31 calls it 
'ïngcnious, but not vcry probable"; hc gocs on to su%gest that it is not altogether certain that the d 

KQMV ~ a M a a o a  is wrong, as thtre are many ways in whidi the revengr can be viewed as 
something otha than h b n .  Kopff 1993: 155, howevcr, th* Lloyd-Joncs reading is to be ptdencd 
over other a m p t s  to prescrve the manuscript r&g. Kdls 1973: 18344 & A p p d i x  2 24û42 on 
the othcr hand proposes mi ~4 rd' w so that the linc now has the sensc 'not having armcd (or 
equipped) ignobiiity (so as) to win two prizes at once." Uoyd-Iones 1975: 11 cn'ticises the insertion of 
w before roieortÂiaaaa as "flat". Most 1994: 135 suggests so that the line now means 'havùig 
amieci a noble cutter". Thcre have becn a fw attanpts to raoin dit original rcadîng. Whitdaw and 
Hrtniann argue that the Chom is rcfcning to h a  plan to kill her enemics and they have been 
followed most r ~ e n t l y  by Stokes 1979: 134-143 who niggests that the Chorus mcognizes what is 
p m i ~ r t h y  in h a  actions buî stin express i ts  dis;rpprovai at ha plan to kiil h a  munies and Stinton 
1986: n, 80. Lloyd-Jones and Wilson 1990: 64 criticiscs Stokes for tcandating d pj r a M v  as 
and Stinton h r  tradatuig rdWkia01ea as 'having made rcady". The objection has also bçcn made 
that A is tao genual and abspact to rcfcr to a parti& ment sudi as the lciiiing of Aigisthos and 
Kiytaimncstra. 0th- discussions of these lines indude Booth 1976: 127-33 and 1986: 103-6; West 
1979: 104-5. Most 1994: 129-134 provides a comprchetwivt ovavicw of the debaw as w d  as offiiing 
bis own solution (se note 2% bdow). 
'" Scholars have o h  mpccted corruption in 4 K& at ra*;)sumv aioiva rotv6v d b u  as ueL 
Hae the probtem is twfold- fint, to what decision docs da? Her loyaity to hcr dcad fadia or 
ha recmt dcasicm to avcnge Agamemnon? Many thid tbat dit more logid choice is the latter 
(Winninen-lngram 19jr9: 9-10; Stinton 1- 100; Most 199k 135-137). More -ma hawcvcr, is 
rcnvdv, which s e m s  to make no sense for in whaî way codd Eldrtra k thooght m be choosing a 
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text as transmitted (as I do) and place the words within the moral hmework 

established by the play, their contraclictory nature may be seen as a reflection of the 

moral dilemma which lies at the heart of Elektra's t r a g e d ~ . ~  Her conûict has always 

been that she must act shiunehUy in some respect in order to uphold the principles 

of etcsebeia and aidk  We saw this in the first confrontation with the Chorus in 

which Elektra daimed that her behaviour upholds ewbeicr, but at the s m e  time 

recognised its shmeful nature (307-309); we saw this again in the con6ontation with 

her mother in which she daimed that KlytaUnnestraYs actions, even if they were just, 

were shamehil(558-60). She then proceeded to show that the W g  of Agamemnon 

was not just, but the implication remained that an act cm be sbamehil even if just. 

With Orestes still dive, Elektra's shameful actions involved û lack of respect for her 

mother and behaviour unsuitable for a woman. Confionted with Orestes' 'death' 

*sharedw life. Some have proposcd that this common fiate refers to death (Erfundt md Hermann); 
others take the adjective to mean that Elektra will share a life with the dead (Jebb and Kclls). 
Wimiington-Ingram 1979: 9 aiticisa this reading but gocs no fmbin than sriggesting simply that the 
t a t  be obelizcd, Kamerbeck 1974: 147 suggests that &ohon is being used in the sense of koinônon, 
translating it as "you chose a Iifttime of  sorrow as your partna." Most 1% 136 objccts haî 'the 
meaning is straincd, the pcrsonihtion of dba implausible, and the adjective on this account 
otim" Civen these probians, mmy sirnply ddare the tcxt comtpt and numaous emcnâations have 
bccn proposed: d v o v  (Frohlidi, Blwnenthal, Sc-huppe); rÀeiviiv (Si- followed by LIoyd-fonts 
and Wilson 1 M ) ;  @vov (Giesing, West). Lloyd-Iones and Wilson argue that the Chorus caüs 
Elcctra's lîfe ICAEIVOV since "the lifk of a matride, howmr glorious, is a lift of many tean." Brcma 
and van Erp Taalman Kip 1494: 241-242 point out that this rcading malces littie sense within the 
tragedy as a whoie, as the Chorus ncvcr suggtsts the rewnge will r d t  in a life of tcars. Set Most 
1994: 137 for a hilllist of the emendations. For Most 1994 158 the probkrn is not K O L ~ V  at ail but 
~~ His solution is to obdize EUOU and rcad mpij for ~6 A. if WC rctain the text, there is some 
scnse in which binm could be r d  as the principlt involved in Elekira's deasion, that W. Elchmm 
chooses a Lift shared with die community rather than h i l y ,  In otha words, in choosing to lrill the 
tyrants, W h  must blood-ties for communal b'es. This coma dose to Htidcn's suggestion 
(mentioncd in a b o t e  by Most 19% 136 IL 52) diat koinm rdm to the oi dyoieoi mationcd at 
1082. She chooses a lifc sbared widi thcm radier diari her family. 
Ln My reading of rD Iiij K ~ V  roWieaaa coma dorat to that of  Whitclaw 1883 and, more 
recendy, Siinton 1986: 81 & 100. Whiîdaw is quotcd by ftbb: 1907: 219 as foUows= "The point of thc 
expression is th;it Eiedra has resoIvd to do a decd which, tiü it is done, look to ali cya as to those of 
Chrysothemis, unlovdy and a aime. but, having donr it, she knowa that the universai v o k  will 
approve alhe hcr wisdom and her Stinton departs digtidy fiom this readhg with his 
suggestion îhat h e  is a "double irony: the act EMûra i n ~ d s  is ïndccd urilovdy, not rdibv (cf. Or. 
I92)," 
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and her moilier's outrageous behaviour, the overriding desire to avoid a shameful 

life takes precedence. As she says, it is a iqp0v  to keep living aiq& for those who 

are born rak& (989). The Choms recogpises the validity of this assertion by calling 

her an h u e  who would never damage her fame by Living rm& but then dso 

proceeh to cal1 h a  plan p i  raA9v. Before we regard this with most m*tics 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 shamefiil action. The Chorus prises Welma for her 

wülingness to u n d d e  this, calling her a wise and a most loyai daughter (a- r' 

apism te naît redfidht 1089), but in designating it as pil rak5v it reminds us 

what her deed d l  involve: the spilling of kindred blood. Just as in the kmmos, 

where the worcls of the Chorus speak to the truth of the situation, here too, the 

Chorus' reference to the deed as ph raA6v reveals a truth to which Elektra is blind: 

the matricide. The objection that pfi is too generai to refer to a particular act such as 

the Ming of Aigisthos and Klytaimnestra misses the point. The Chorus is not 

referring to the killing of the tyrants at d (Elektn's plan only mentions Aigisthos), 

but reminding us of the temile violation of blwd-ties invoived in the coming deed. 

A breach of philia. especiall y between blood relatives, is a breadi of aidbs and is an 

act that arouses the greatest feelings of horror. We shdl see that for the remainder of 

the play the Chorus wiii consistently recognise the dual nature of this deed, as 

something temile but not blameworthy. Here too, while the Chorus may sing about 

the horror of the deed, it afirms its justice and its h a 1  worb are a wish that her 

piety may be rewarded by the triumph over her enernies, for in upholding the 

highest laws of Zeus (&un' 1095-96). she ha9 suffered an unhappy hte. 



Elektra and Orestes: Reunion and Vengeance 7 

7.1 Preliminary Remarks 

The 1st section of the play consists of the reunion of sister and brother (fourth 

epeirdiun 1098-1383) and the vengeance (exodos 1398- 1510). The recognition scene 

between Orestes and Elektra is a crucial theme in al1 three Elektra tragedies, but in 

Aischylos and Euripides, the reunion occun early in the play and EIektra is h l l y  

informed of the planned vengeance? Sophokles, however, has delayed it until 

almost the end of the play, and Elektra, unaware of Orestes' plan, hw fidien 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 ova the uni easiiy identifies ha. Afier 

gentiy divesting her of the urn. Orestes reveds his identity, showing her the signet 

ring of their tather. Btother and sister are reunited, and Elektra's grief turns to joy. 

There is a touching @AOC m v f i g  or 'recognition duo' between the siblings; 

then Orestes' thoughts tum to those inside. The paidagdgos returns, berating hem 

LI FOC a good cornparison of the dua ccc0gnitions uaia se Sdmrui 1967: 3 1-67. 

190 
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for their fooüshnas in such dangerous circurnstances, and another recognition takes 

place between El* and the pmdogdgos. 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 nusimon (1384-1397) imagines the human avengers as the twin 

Erinyes carcying out the külings? The last part of the play focuses on the vengeance 

itself: Klytaimnestm is killed finl; instead of presenting it as a confrontation between 

mother and son, Sophokles has us witness the matricide through the reaction of 

Etelma. Although a powerlui scene, the Ming of Klytaimnestra is over quickly and 

the poet tums our attention away from the matricide to the confrontation between 

Orestes and Aigisthos. Three rimes Aigisthos attempts to delay his entrance into the 

palace but his tactics are to no avd, 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 fieedom. 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 hiIl significance of what takes place in the 

recognition between brother and sister. 

7.2 The Reunion 

Critics have ofien reacted uneasiiy to the recognition scene, as Sopholdes' seems to 

prolo ng Elektra's lamentation needlessl y b y delaying Orestes' revelation of his 

identity. Sorne, finding it difficult to sympathise with Elektn's grief given the 

The Chorus hcrr rnay k dérr ing to eitha O m î u  and Eidctraor Oreste and Pyiades. 
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presence of her brother, think that the play fàltets at this point. For these critics the 

misplad grief dimiaishes the mgic stature of Elektra and the whole scene *es a 

fase note? Othea thhk that the lengthy display of grief over the urn points to 

Orestes' apparent indifference to the püght of her sister?' Whether he recopias her 

hmediatdy, as some suppose, or o d y  after the lamentation. he is often thought to 

be heartless and even those who aduiowledge a genuine pity or 'new warmth" in 

Orestes, are dismayed by its brevity? 

We should remember, however, how the 'lie' of the paidug@os has hnctioned thus 

Far. tt has served to expose Klytaimnestra as a womm with no respect for any law, 

moral or othe~ise;  to confion that Chrysothemis will dways choose the path of 

least resistance, forfeiting justice or anything else that might inhinge upon her 

personal safoty; and to reveal the determineci heroism of Elektra's moral will. In the 

recognition scene, as we shall see, the ddos of Orestes serves to show us the terriile 

price in suffering Elektra has paid to maintain her moral beliefs; but it will aiso be 

revealed that nothing, neither hatred nor desire for vengeance, is as great as the bond 

of philia which mexists between her and her brother; for Orestes, the witnessing of his 

Vkkms 1973: 570 h r  instance. di& chat we how dut Eleictra's grief is entireiy misplaceci, 
the irony of Orestes bcing present at his own degk backfires, maices the scene ring even more faIse." 
Stevens 1978: 118 thinks that the supcrior knowiedge of the audience diminishes the tragic stature of 
Elektra to some -nt. Others think that the audience's inability to sympathise with Elektra is 
eviduice of ha increving loss of power in the play. Kitangcr 1991: 322 talces diis approath, arguing 
that "the listtna cannot whoiiy enter into her fding, or bc informtd by her motion, or aiiow it to 
dominate bis point of vicw," 
"' ûthers  have gone as hr as to accuse Orestes of meky for rccognizing Eidctm, but chai dowhg 
ha to continue larncnting in ignorance of hir identity. Such is die view of Schcin 1982: 77 who spcaks 
of die 'callous cruùty of Orestes in forcing El& to endure such grid' and the May whkh decîs 
'his indEcnenu to hcr f- Scale 1982: 70 as weü spcalrs of die "coId indiffucnce" of Oreste. 

As Blundeli 1989: 174 does. She dicEurur the pity Oiestes f& for his &ers ranîrting that this 
emotion which has brcn liüle in d e n c e  now stems to introduce a 'new warrnth". She sti%gcsts that 
it functions to provide emotionai confirmation oftbur alliance. Ultim;itdyys ho- what Blundeii 
secs as its most strilong aspcct is its bnnty, for Orcstes dispiays Iittle warmîh aiter thia more-, for 
her, the matricide dispds any &ingrhg ficlings of pity. Winninen-Ingram 1980: 229 too notes 
Orestes' piîy bot makes lit& ofh  Sec note %6 fbr discussions of Orestts' responsc to his sister. 



eiektra and orestes / 193 

sister's grief for him awakens his compassion and brings hirn to a greater 

understanding of the nature of the deed he is about to undertake. The külings 

corning atierwards must be largely understood in the light of this scene. 

As often pointed out, the appearance of Orestes immediateiy d e r  the final words of 

the stMmon makes him seem the answer to the Chorus' wish just as the puidag@os 

appeared to be the answer to Klytaimnestra's prayer." Orestes and Pylades, 

disguisal as Phocians, come upon Elektra and the Chorus, and although he does not 

recognise his sister, he has the attendant5 give her the urn. We have already seen 

something of E l e W s  rea*on to her brother's death in an earlier speech (804-82.2). 

but that was more a response to the hybris of her mother than to the death of her 

brother. Now confionted with the tangiile evidence of his death in the form of his 

ashes, Elektra faces the terrible reality of his death. With this realisation, the 

masculine aretê of the previous scene, her heroic determination and resolve to kill 

Aigisthos, vanishes. Holding the um in her arms and addressing it as Orestes, El& 

breaks down and moums his death. There have been many scenes of lamentation in 

this play, but none had the pathos and intensity of this one. While she stiU had some 

hope of Orestes retuming, Elektra always directeci her lamentation to the living as a 

means of bringing about that day when vengeance could be taken and justice 

restored For the first tirne, her lamentation turns entirely on her sorrow and grief; 

ail thoughts ofrevenge disappear. Instead, she sees only the futility of al l  her actions: 

her arc her labour, and the rescue of her brother have come to nothing. With both 

her father and brother dead, and her mother inside cdebrating her victary, Elektra 

finaily gives up, wishing nothing more than to join h a  brother in de&, Ihose who 

Gardiner 1986. LW, Burton 19t& 214. 



suppose that the presence of Orestes reduces the stature of Elektra or diminishes the 

impact of h a  grief fd to recop'ze its purpose. The grief may be misplaced, but 

what it reveais about Elektra is not; for the doh,  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 diis woman who for years refùseà 

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 assumeci death of her brother. Not only 

do we set the cost of  maintaining her beliefs, but we see that her desire for 

vengeance, her hatred of the d e n ,  is not as great as her philia for her brother. Grief 

and pity for her brother prevd over the desire for fame, glory, and vengeance. Yet in 

the fact of the dolos lies Elektra's s 8 t k  for Sophokles, in having her destruction 

predicated on Orestes' death, secures h a  salvation, for the fictionality of his death 

and the rd i ty  of being alive restore her, his victory ensures hers 

Orestes, who initiaily Fails to recognize this woman before him, realizes during her 

lament who she is and his first worb d e c t  how deeply he has been moved by the 

intensity of her grief?@' 

Despite d attcmpts by scholm to pin point diat moment whai Oreste recognizcs Etcktra, there 
seans no hard evidence to sugeest anything more certain than that at sorne point dPnng h u  lamatt 
he tcalizes who she is. Some, howcvcr, suppose that Orestes recognizes Elektra irnrnediately= Jebb 
1902 15 1 thinlrs the recognition oiurrirs as eady as 1106 but Orestes kctps duit about this untg the 
Chorus mentions her namc at 1171, On die o*cr side are tbose who think ttiat the lamentation 
identities Eleictra to Orestes Bowra 194k 249; Linforth 1%3= 105-6: Solnisen 1947: 26 and n. 2; Kells 
1973: 187. Adams 1957: 75 nishcs to wait und lins 1 ln when the Chorus aeniaify says ~ d r t r a ' s  
namc Kamcrbcdr 1974 152 d c e s  a kind of compmniist bctwtai diese two views with his daim of 
O r e s t e C "  innu probabiky" tbat is c o ~ d  by the lanient 



elekua and orestes / 195 

Alas, alas, what should 1 say? Which words, helpless that 1 am, 
am 1 to use? for 1 no longer have die strcngth to control my tonguc 

Orates' immeâiate reaction to the grief of his sister is a feeling of pain at her 

wretched condition. His distress is apparent from his repeated (1 174) as wd 

as from Uektra's question: ti 8 tqq ayq; ( 1 176). Lacking the strength to control 

his tongue to sustain the dolos, Orestes virtually puts an end to it with his own 

larnent for her: olpor talaivils @a nide mpwpâç (1 179).= He sees before him a 

body dishononred and ruined (6 o<iyr' a ~ ) i o y  raé<oS éO&ipp&vov 1181); unwed 

and alone, she has been reduced to a wretched condition (WU flc aww#ou 

6wp6pou ze t m ç  1 183). orestes' reaction is not simply an expression of pain 

at her grief but becomes an insight into his own condition, for in her suffenng he 

recognizes his own fortunes (od O ~ K  Üp' j 6 ~  7 t h  &)MV &ycb r a ~ 6 i v  1 185)~' In other 

words, Orestes recognises that he too could suffet and this awareness arouses his 

pity. In this way, he is brought to understand his own life through the experience of 

hers and he rdises that his well-being is deeply involved with that of  his sister. 

* Srf>mos occun at 333,348,6û4.946.99& 1014.1175, and 1415. Sthmar means strength. apmally 
bodiiy strength in the Homeric epics, but by fifth century had acquùed a moral sense as wcll. Both 
meanings are used in this play. For Chrysottiemis, action requires physical strength (sthenot) which 
neither she nor Eldctra posscsscs, so she sas Little fcason for action, Eldrtra admits that she does not 
have nhrnar but for her resirtance only requires moral straych. Her plan. homver, does require 
sttrenos which is one of the teasons Chrpthemis nfuscs to help. Orestes on the othu hand laclu the 
mength (mhoior) to c q  dirough with the deception. The h d  use of it is du- die matritide in 
hich E l h  telis Oresta, if he has the strmgth, strike a second blow. 
 dams 1933: 210 and 1957: 74-76 (and Kirkwood 1958: 142-43 IL 33 30 supports h h )  -tes diat 
Orestes shows a "deep p o d  concern for Eidctra" which shows his recognition of the terrible 
m&Ny she has endurd Both Adams 1957: 75-76 and Bowra 1% 249 q a t  that Oresta has a 
new motive for Irilling die tyrants. For Adams* this ir Apollo's doing as he recogniys the need for 
Orestes to have such a ncw motive; for Bowra Orestes' rclationship was and ab~tract and now 
it gains strcngth and form. Linforth 1963: 107 n. 4 rightly crîtiriscs the arguments of Mams and 
Barn for theh la& of &a Reinhardt 1979: 160-61 uio sees a change in Orestes but he inmprets 
as a shifi hom the hem bcnt on victoqr" to the bmther whose contact with his s i r tc l  bas stined 
hîs fdinss, Gellie 19n 123 and 290 IL 21 on the other hand thinks that th& scene is extendeci to 
meai to tu aomething about Orestes' cbatader whom he d i s  apahtic and blockish. Scgl1966E 
513-516,528 has some sensitive and perceptive remarks about the remion whidi he thinks has 
"deepened" Orestes' understanding. See also Woodard lm: 19 1. 
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Elektra, surprised at the kindness of this m g e r ,  reveais how much more she has 

s u f f i  than this: she must live with the murderers of her tather (i 190); she has been 

enslaved by force (1193) by a mother who abuses and torments her (1197). In 

response to this revelation of the drcumstances of her existence, Orestes expresses 

his pity: 

OP. J SUmmpr'. <S5 fipW d ékM*u %fiaal. 
u povq BQ& w v  id é ; X o t ~ r i ~  Iwré. 
OP, p 8 q  yùp fim miot mis &y6v ~cr~ois.  

( 1199-1201) 

OR Unlucicy one, 1 have long lmked on you with pity. 
EL Know that you ahne of mortab pity me. 
OR Yes, for i alone have corne fcding pain at your troubles. 

Touched by this man's words, Elektra thinks he must be a kinsman (@yyefiç 1202) 

and Orestes, after ascertaining the trustworthiness of the Chorus of women 

watching, slowly leads her to the realization that he is her brother. ûrestes then has 

been profoundly affected by seeing the condition of his sister and unable to deceive 

her, chooses to reveal hirnself to her. 

Orestes' disdosure of his identity to Uektra is ofien criticised for being unnecessarily 

extendeci, and some have scen 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 nichmythia between the two is not 

some misstep on Sopholdes' part, but a crucial component in the dramatic action. 

necessvy in order that we recognise Orestes' winingnas to caii off the dofm-strategy 

of the vengeance out ofpity for his Sister. He has w i t n d  the devastating e f f i  his 

reported death has had upon her and understands the need to divest his sister of the 
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um which she assumes to contain his ashes before identifying himself? Thus he 

does not abmptly confront her with the tmth but allows Eiektra to corne to the 

realisation herseif that he is dive. The recognition between them is d e d  fint by the 

sign of his Fdther's ring (1222-1223) and then by the embrace of the two siblings 

( 1226). 

Pity is the impulse which has moved Orestes to reveal hirnseif to her. In giving up the 

dolos strategy and leading Elektra to the knowledge that he is her brother, he acts 

soleIy for her benefit. This is most signifiant, as he places a philia-relationship above 

everything else, even nsking the Mure of the vengeance, and in his abandonment of 

the ddm, he maices a decision that would seem to work w*nst his bat intetests, 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 Klytaimnestn's lack of pity for her son's 

death and the explicit rejection of the philh relationship to see how hindamentdy 

different Orestes shows himself to be fiom his mother. Orestes' act of philia, 

although it delays the vengeance and potentially threatens its success, is a decision 

whidi 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. 

See Scgal1966: 5 1 4- 15 and Solmrcn 1967: 56-67 on how ugaîly Orestes r e v d  h t idcntity.' Segai 
is sudy right to emphasize how important it is that Orestes f h t  divests her of the symboi of his death 
before he reveak his identity. In tecent criticism, this um has been ma& to bear the burdai ofsome 
bizarre if not fituous theorising. Rcbm 1996: 55, fbr instance, calls the scent a ~deconstrucîionist's 
drcam, for the uni anbodies the îmgibIe presence of  absence, se- as the locw for contlicting 
rneanings and a c o n m  expression of the gap between sign and si@cdn Ringer 1996: 97 mites 
tbat useldom har an empty container carricd so much significancc The arn is the central metaphor of 
this play. As ;MI mpty vasJ it aiso syrnbolizcs the phemomenon of metaphor itsdE it smes as a 
metaphor of metaphor," For Ringcr, the urn aeates a 'suist of r n ~ t a u h ~ d i t y " .  Burnctt 199& 128 
on die other hand ;wserts that the urn "contains the since it contains the means to that 
d e d "  Odim have seen an dusion ü, AUdiylor here Gvncr 1990: 221 s q p t s  that this aAeschyiem 
image which never makes an a d  stage apptvancc has been d d o p c d  into a vivid focus of 
attention in Sophodcs' p h . .  
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7.2.1 Dolos and dikê 

Revealing the dolm to Elektra was not part of the original plan and to understand 

how this fits in with the vengeance, we neeâ to review what we have discovend so fm 

about the fùnction of dolos, and then corne to a final assesment of its fiindon in the 

broader context of the whde drama and the workhg of d u  in it. The oracle of 

Apollo brought together two a p p u d y  coatmry elements: justice and deception; 

The use of  deception was initially troubling to Orestes, but instead of overcoming his 

doubt by reference to d B  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 fme and glory. It was the interruption of Eiektra's voice which indicated what the 

tnie conflict would be for him, and although Orestes hesitated, urged on by the 

words of the pidagdgos, he lefi his sister to lament her sorrows inside the palace. 

W hether the paidagBgos understood the nec-ty for the dolos or no t, his obedience 

to divine command and loyaity to the &OS of Agamemnon prevenvd any meeting 

from taking place between brother and sister before the dolos m e  into operation. 

Orestes, who did not initially perceive the problematic nature of his undertaking, 

was nevertheles equipped by Apollo with sornething which would make him 

perceive it the deception. Sophokles has radidy realigried events so that Orestes is 

forced to face the questionable nature of his deed, not as in the Orateia, througfi a 

confrontation with his mother but through an encounter with his sister. In di, the 

d o h  strategy bnngs Orestes to the recognition of the moral paradox of the 

vengeance k t  hinted at in the oracle through the alliance of ddos and dik& it is a 



deed that for al1 its justice is shamehl, an awareness which Orestes d display in his 

handling of the vengeance. 

For Klytaimnestra, the duZm O € her son's death presented her with a choice: treating a 

blood dative as a philar or an cchrfiros, i.e. responding 6 t h  pity at the m f f e ~ g  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 des of kinship. To 

the waming signs of the dream and messenger rhbir of the paidagbgos, Klytallnnestra 

remained impem*ous. Just as with Orestes, the d u h  strategy fûnctioned as a moral 

test; and when Klytaimnestra showed herself incapable of pitying her dead son, she 

lorfeited al1 daim to being pitied by her son. The dolos strategy in exposing 

Klytaimnestra's tnie 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 di&. Chrysothemis on the other hand was only indirectly exposed io the 

deception through Elektra, yet at the same time, this still reveaied her essential moral 

weakness and served to break the tenuous alliance formed between the sisters. 

The e h  of the ddos svategy on Elektra is more cornplex, for while it showd her 

d d s  and distinguished her moral chamter hom that of her mother, it was also the 

cause of her movement into a world in which she acted in ignorance of the redity of 

her situation. Admirable though her decision was to wume Orestes' role and 

undertake the killing herself, we saw that Elektra, like her brother, was similarty 

rnotivated by a desire for glory and honour and thus, like km, betrayed an ignorance 

of the aUdrrurz nature of the vengeance. The one who previously had been so aware 

of her breaches of ardôs, who accused her mother o f  a lack of aidds in not 

achowiedging the shameful natute of Agamemnon's kicilling, Wed 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, reveakd only a partial understanding of 

dzU and the mie 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 bring him an understanding ofphilia 

and thus is an important prepantion for carrying out the vengeance; for Eiektra, it 

has secureci her sbtêria 

That di& is associated with deception has always been thought to cast more than a 

shadow of doubt over the legitimacy of the vengeance. Whüe few would doubt that 

Klytaimnestra should be punished, many have questioned the rneans and the moral 

diaraaer 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 taIionis.' The 

use of ddm for these critics only confirmecl this asaimption as it bas been associateci 

with the actions of both mother and son; we seem to have a case in which murder is 

repaid by murder; dolac by d o l a  Yet from our examination of the ddos stratagem, 

we see that dolos has not simply serveci vengeance but rather has brought about a 

"just shughter", as Apollo's o d e  decreed. Unlike the law of t h  justice which 

operates without regard to character or motive, dikê in this play is b d  on the 

moral character and intention, and it has been the dolos stratagem which has 

reveaied this. This is not to say that there is no moral arnbivaîence to the use of 

deception; no doubt, there is. It is the same moral ambivalence we see in Uektra's 

condua, 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 b y the circumstances. There 



elektra and orestes 120 1 

is no way in which she can overcorne this dilemma: for all its justness, h a  behaviour 

is still touched by ~6 aitqpov. 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 orade with its alliance 

of dolos and dikê sets forth the moral hmework of  the vengeance as an act dikaim 

but uisEhron. 

7.3 The Alliance 

Right after the reunion, Elektra introduces her brother to the women of Argos: 

Dearest women, tillow citizuis, 
you see here Orestes, dead by a device, 
and now by a device, dive. 

She does so by addressing the Chorus expressly with the word noAin&, a rare 

occurrence of the ferninine form of n o k i ~ . ~  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 srnimiring the last part of the play which unites those who 

forrn the opposition to the tyrants inside? 

" This is not a mmmon word in Gr& tragedy, appearing ody h m  in Sophokia and once in 
Euripides' &h 1335. Other occutenceg are: Aristotle 1275b30 and 1278a29, Demosthenes 5 7 3  
and 59.112; Diodoros 12.11.1; Isocrates 14-51: P b  tam7.814~. 

Thae is an additional recognition which p l w  bmmn Orestes and Aigisdios. 



The following )ié* &c6 (1232-1287) which takes place between Orestes and 

Wektra is sometimes thought to signal a separation between brother and ister with 

her highly emotional Sung lyrics in contraPt 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.. 2"' Moreover, if 

we are to use metre as a reflection of their emotiod character, we should note that 

Elelctra's lyrics have a touch of iambic trimeters (1235, 1256) and Orestes a touch of 

lyrics ( i 276,1280) ."' Critics have alw made too much of Orestes' attempts to restrain 

his sister (1236, i 238, 1257, 1259). interpreting this as his "callous indifference" or 

even as evidence of Hektn's inçreasing marginalization in the play.'13 Orestes' 

cautious behaviour is better undentood as a reflection of the grave danger they are 

in. He has been diverted fiom his original plan and now, standing outside the palace 

of those whom he is planning to kiU, he is at great risk. That Elektra is overcome with 

joy and singing in ucited lyrics naturally makes him nervous and fearfûl that they 

may be discovered. While the 'duet' begins with his cautionary worb to keep sileni 

(1236), followed by a number of unsuccessful attempts to restrain Elektra's 

exu berance, i t ends with a gesture of philui as Orestes gives in to the love u p r e d  

by sister for him: 

--- . -- 

'II Gardiner 198a: t 56. 
3UCampbeU i%9: 216 and Kamerbeek 1974: 162 point out that Omtes becorna lyrical at 1276 anand 
1280. 
"' Schein 1982: 77 and KiPinger 1991: 323. 
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EL. Dont deprive me of the plcaswe 
ofpurfàcesoastoloseit. 

OR hdeed 1 wwld bt aagrywith othcn seting this. 
EL Doyouconscnt? 
OR ~fcowseido. 

The emotional diance formed between these two U translated into cooperation and 

planning of the âeed. From Elelmo, who throughout the play has espoused the moral 

and ethicd reasons for vengeance, Oresta has lemeci of the necessity for vengeance, 

and now he proceeb to instmct his sister in the 'how' of the vengeance. She need 

explain no hrther that their mother is kaki (1289) or that Aigisthos dissipates the 

fâmily's wealth (12904291). as he bas seen enough fiom Elektra's condition. Silence 

is more important than urything dsu. tak, as he says, will only deprive them of the 

'right time' (raipov 1292). Orestes explicitly makes Elektra a part of the planning 

asking her what action wiil be best to take (1293- 1294), and insmicting her on how to 

behave by telling her to hide her joy behind lamentation (1296-99). She becomes put  

of the dolas-strategy which will now be wlusively used against their enemies in 

accordance with dikg. 

The paulag8gos' retum to the stage and his harsh criticisms of their behaviour are a 

reminder of the dangerous situation they are in and the @rn task which lies ahad of 

them: 



elektra and orestes 12M 

or have you no innate sense, 
as you do not T& that p u  are not doac to, 
but in the midst of the greatcst dangers? 
But if 1 didn't happcn to be on guard 
at thw dmrposis, your intendcd decds 
would be in iht hous More your penons. 

His outburst makes Orestes' cautionary words seem sokhearted in cornparison. but 

his anger only highlights the great risk Orestes took in revealing his identity to his 

sister as w e l  as confirming that it was not part of the originai plan. The harshness of 

the rebuke of the puidagdgos also provides important confirmation that brother and 

sister placed their @Lia for one another over the r i q  upon her enemicsMd ' ~ h e  

entrance of the jmi&g@us at this point aiso allows the final recognition to take place 

between the legitimate members of the oikm,315 M e n  Elektra finds out who the 

paidagbgos is, she imagines that sees her father in him. For KeUs. she is hducinating, 

&dence of her growing madness but this is simply the recognition of the paihgdgos' 

important role as Orestes' k~riw.~~Wis loyalty has always been to the oikos of 

Agamemnon and, as Elektra says, he was the one man she found loyal to her M e r  at 

the time of the murder (1351-135 1). He is the link between Agamemnon and his 

offspring and his primary concem now is to ensure that the vengeance is carried out 

Thus after his introduction to Elektra, he agaiw wams them of the h g e r s  of delay. 

They will have to fight others more numerous and sküled (1370-1371). 

'" M d  1984: 87 makm a similu point* dthough she only applia it to Elcima.. 
Schein 1982: 77 speaks of the 'mPrimum diaency in mcuting hh plansn, c a h g  bun a uaeature 

of opportunitf'; the joy of Eitha Y baiancd by our reaiization chat the "crudty of her bmthcr's 
daeit" hm corne at a great cost to ha. Kiizinger 199 1: 324 taking a siightiy diferart approlch secs 
this m e  as the tefktion of "Eiektra's loss ofcontrol ovcr the action". 
'" Kdh 1973: 213-2U has a diaùrctlyodd r a d ï q  of th& whole m e  as bis intcrpretation has grown 
inaeasingiy remote from die rdity of this play. For him, Elcktra is now ma& and hducinating, 
thinks she secs Agamemnon. In a r a t h a  grotesque rendering of lines 1357-63, K a  has Eldctra gct 
doun on h a  laices and fonde the pa9dagdgos' féct, 
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Elektra's cooperation in the dolos strategy is signaileci b y her pnycr to Apoiio, the 

god who has sanciioned its use. She caUF upon Apollo to be a helper in the plan and 

to show mortals how the go& punish impiety. As has often been pointed out, this 

prayer paraileis Klytaimnestra's earlier prayer to Apollo (634-659), and both are 

answered in the same fashion: with the death of Klytaimnestra.JL7 Elektra's 

participation in the deed of vengeance is furthet indicated by her entrance into the 

palace afier the men.318 She d l  corne out again to report on eventJ; her entrance, 

seemingly superfluous, is necessary to reflect her full partnership in the deed. The 

Chorus s i n e  an ode alter al1 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 iddists 

or fienzied partisans"."' Instead the lyrics conjure up images rife with blood and 

battle: "See how the d d y  god of war advances, breathing the blood bom of strife. 

They are gone just now, under the roof the house, the inescapable hounds pursuing 

the ewl deeds" ( 1384- 1388). More grim than this is the Chorus' image of Orestes 

king guided by the god, Hernies: "the stealthy-footed champion of the dead is M 

into the house to the seat of his father, rich from ancient time, having the newly 

sharpeneâ [tool 04 blood" (1391-1394). Gardiner argues that there is nothing in the 

words of the Chorus that suggest that this is an act of vengeance: 

31' Hordcy 1980: 18-29 interprcts the link betwecn the prayers iit a entirely dHerent hrhion. Both 
prayers are answered by Apollo and bring about their deaths: one physicdy and the other 
psychologidy. 

Manaiou 199% L94 iriterprets h a  entrana into the palace as the symbolic end to Eldraa's status 
Y an outsider in h a  o i b  and the conditions that dorccd her adurion (Klytaimntstta). For hcr, 
the aading of the play maser the circummca of Elektra's üf* die is no longer aduded fmm the 
palace. Interestingiy enough Mantziou inteprets her d a c e  as the reversai of h u  culier public 
lamentation; now that Elektra's abz has ben achilvld. she can finaiiy fidi siient Thus Elektra's 
saence at the end is not a mark of her marginalis;iti*on but h a  hotional satisfaction." 
3'9 Gardiner 1986: 145, 
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The women speak only in g e n d  soaetal terms: this is an a d  of wu, to 
punisb those who have coIIlLnitted al1 marner of crimes (1378: rcnrcb 
mvoupm(iaoaav) and to restore the rightfui heir to his ptilmony. The 
potential objection that deceit must bt used to accornplish these worthy 
ends is answered by the sanction of the god Hemes. xa 

Cardîner 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 specificaI1y mention the deed of matricide, but the repetition of the 

word 'blood' in each stanza and the explicit association of justice with darkness and 

stdth is enough to remind us of the grim nature of the task being d e d  out inside 

the paiace. The view of the Chorus, as representatives of those outside the paiace, is 

extremely important, as fiom the very bcginning 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 ki0ings. 

7.4 The Vengeance 

The two main opposing viewpoints on this play diverge most sharply at this point, 

and we are lefi with two diametrically opposed readings of the play. Those with a 

dark reading of the trageây see the last part of the tragedy thick with ciramatic irony 

and hiIl of dark and sinister possibilities, ail of which are meant to bring out the 

dubious nature of the kiiling and are thought to suggest dire consequences in the 

lunire for Orestes and ElekhP1 For sorne, E k h  has suffered irreparable h a g e  

ao Gardiner 1986: 156- 157. 
Winnington-logun 1980- 217-242 Kamerbeek 1974 lF2R Seaie 1982: 56-83: Biuriddl 1989: 

149-183. 
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to her "personality" or "seul". somahing wbich cannot be aileviated by the retum of 

Orestes, who is hirnself 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 bccome consumed by her suRering and hatred and driven 

sokly by the desire for tevenge. Orestes, on the other hand, has show himseif fiom 

the beginning incapable of understanding the heinous nature of his deed Without a 

second thought he kib his m o h r  and leads Aigisthos off to the same &te. The utter 

la& of remorse of the two sibling is not a sign of their success but only of their 

"moral bankruptcy"?" For these critics, Sophokles' E W n a  is a gRm and dark play 

and the ending, hiIl of foreboding, suggests a bleak and unhappy fùture. On tbe 

other side are those who think that Orestes and Elektra successfully complete a 

divinely ordaineci task? There are no orninous clouds on the horizon; no Furies 

waiting in the wings to pursue them; no hint of hiture rehibution 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 

bring to an end the chain of violence that has haunted the House of Atreus. The 

final words of the Chorus effdvely sum up the action: Orestes and Elektra have 

won their freedom. These are two radicaily different, and mutu Jly exdusive lines of 

interpretations; one sees the kiilings as legitimate and just and the other, if they are a 

form of justice, it is a grim and destructive fonn of justîce. 

Simm 1978: 116 yua that th& liuk ofrmonc suggeas that WC are to sre nothing wmng with 
the dtcd; wbiie for Seaie 1982: 82 n. 43 it only highiights th& "morai builauptcyb . 

~ebb 1907: Alexanderson 1966; Erbse 1978: 284-300: Stevens 1978: Ill-120; Szlezak 1981: 1-21; 
Mar& 1996: 65-81, 
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To understand the nature of the kiliings, we should see them stridy within the 

moral fnmework laid down by the play itself. Mother and daughter have each 

claimed to have justice on her side wbüe each accusing the other of committing 

shameful deeds. Klytairnnestmt's cMm to justice was exposed as vacuous and her 

Wing of Agamemnon as shamehil and criminal, while Elehra's behaviour is living 

proof that an act can be both just and shameful in Qrcumstances such as obtain afier 

the murder of Agamemnon. The strategy of dolos creates a set of circumstances that 

dlows us to make an impartial judgement of chamter and kilt independent of the 

daims of either mother or daughter. Klytaimnestra is given the opportunity to 

respond to the death of her son, and in this oishion, h a  response establishes her guüt 

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 o f  

Klytai'rnnestra's la& of  pity legitimises the refiisal of E l e h  and Orestes to respond 

with pity to her. While we have been made to understand the justice of the külink 

what we witness during the matricide is the shamehilness or ugliness of the deed 

through the f m s  on Elektra's response; her IOlling for ai1 its justice and necessity is 

d raMv,  shamefnl. 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 lawhil 

punishment rather than a heroic action worth y of fame and glory. 

7.4.1 The Ming of w i m n a t r a  

The Fdagbg~s and Orestes are now inside the palace and Eiektra, who has followed 

them in, cornes back out agaha 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 thtough the 



reaction of E l e h  With the focus on her response to the killing, the whole scme is 

as much a k d y  coilision of motha and daughta as of mother and son: 

KA 

HA. 

m. 

KA. 

HA* 
kt. 
HA* 

Kt. 
EL 

CH. 

Kt. 
EL. 
Kt. 
Et. 

@loi (iw aG81ç 
ei yàp Aiyia&li y' cipou 

(1410-1416) 

Chiid, chiid, have pity on your mother! 
But you had no pity on him, nor on the 
M e r  who begot him! 
City, unhappy race, now the day-by-day 
(mis)fortunc is waning for you. 
Ah,I;unstnI& 
Sirilce a second blow, if p u  have the mnigth! 
Ah, again! 
1 wish it wac Aigisthos as well 

Klytaimnestra makes an appeal to Orestes based upon the ties of kinship. to which 

EIektra responb b a t  she had no reg,ard for these ties herself. Her plea for pity is thus 

rejected on the grounds that she had none for Orestes or Agamemnon. 

iûytaimnestra had her oppoitunity to show henelf worthy of pity in her response to 

the reporteci death of Orestes; Eiektro's words here are not so much a reminder of 

her crimes, but of the character of the person who committed them. Essentidy % 

Klytaimnestra's crimes have the same f i  et mgo: the rejection and violation of the 

two dosest ties of the philia rehtionship, spousal and blood-b, the basic ties upon 

which any human cornmunity rests. She cannot rightiy c l a h  what she herself has 

rejected. 

Although Elektra may be justifieci in denying her mother's daim for pity, her words, 

mZaov. ei &wq, SuAfiv (1414-1415) have almost always nIled commentaton 
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with horror; rep$led b y their brutality, many see in them the sign o f  Elelara's m o d  

or psychologid destructi~n.~ Even those who do not n e c d y  advocate an ironk 

reading are disturbed by what they see as the sheer vindictiveness of Elektra's 

words." "Twisted by yean of pure, unrelenting hatred", as one critic descriies her, 

Eiektra succumbs to her deep-seated fecüng of revengeF Gardiner is one of the few 

who attempt to stnp Elektra's words of their offensive nature and fiee Wektra fiom 

mord condemnati~n.~ She suggests that their force is mitigated by Klytaimnestra's 

threats of violence; that is, kiii or be kilied? She furthet argues that the presence of a 

group of motherly women forces a cornparison between their mutud respect and 

concern for Elektra as opposed to Klytaimnestra's appdling lack of the same. For 

Gardiner, the words are consistent with Elektra's condua in the play in that "she 

approves the deed men when confionted by its reaiity and simultaneously uses hot 

words to exhibit the figure of Orestes his a m  for the second, killing blow."" 

Kamabedt 1974: 20, for uw9ncc, spealw of die 'hum to ha uiul", somcthing which Mardi 1996: 
80 n. 43 rightiy d s  'anachronisticW. See Stevens 1978: 119 and Hester 1981: 23-5 for pertinent 
comments in this regard. March 1996: 71 n, 20 suggests that one ceason these words are spoken by 
Eicktrd is "to cal1 forth Ciytaurincstra's secund ay, thus making the paraiici with Agamemnon's dcath 
in Aeschyius compla~," 
a Minadeo 1%7: 139 Plis E i e h  'blooddiùsty"; Ws 1973: 220 spalcr of the Osheer m aiicem in 
these words; Winington-Ingram 1980: 234 calls them 'homfying"; Scheh L982: 78 "gridy" whik 
Seaie 1982: 74 spcalrs of the 'gloating pIauure of ElestraD, Vkkcrs 1973: 5 1 on the 0th- hand, wh ik 
noting that it sounds 'savage" and pnhaps is m a n t  to, adds that it may also be 'that Sophdes 
mereiy aidorses i t  hc. like Elcctra, hates Ciytcmnestra." Segai 1966: 501 sees signs of iûytaimnatm's 
"sinister nature" in hm words, He, lîke others (Bowra 1944: 232; Johansen 1964: 26) sees d o s  of dit 
double blow which killed the Atschyican Agamenon. Bowra argua that the ref'erence to Aischylos' 
play is intentional and is mtant to r e d  the honor and justice with whidi Aischyios presents the 
matnàde. 
%&in 1982: 71. 
mGardiner 1- 171. Linforth 1%3: 109 is anothcr who attempts to downplay the force of these 
w d  to a certain extent whcn h t  suggests 6wkiiv means a matcbing blow. The worb then are 
addressed to Kiytaimncstn radier than Orestes. 

~ u d u i a  1986: ln misreptacnts thmg sommhat, for the action of the piay never pr- the 
conilkt bawœn Elektra and her mocba in ruch b b t  terms. Morcova, at this stage of the action, 
we can h d y  suggest thot for Qektra, it is 'destroy or be dtJcroyed". Gardiner's reading of this scene 
ignores the -c dimensions of  Eldrtra's behaviour and thus undcrcuts the centrai contlict of  tht 
play- ''' Gardiner 1986: 171- 172. 



Gardiner is right to be aiticai of the psychological interpretation, as there ha9 never 

been any suggestion that we are to question the psychological health of Elekaa. The 

play always present the problematic aspects of her behaviour in moral t e m .  There 

is some cnse in which we cm see these words as Elektra's support for her brother, 

that is, she acts in fidi concert with him, but we should be careful not to deprive 

these words of their tragic signifimce, as I think Gardiner does. 

To undemuid the significance of these worb, we should recoptse that the conflict 

between right and wrong h u  always resided within the character of E l e b  and her 

saiggle to uphold the principles of etcsebeia and aidbs. She has always presented 

herself as choosing between acting nobly (hl&) or basely, and we see fiom al1 the 

confrontations in this play what constitutes being noble for Elektnc acting in 

accordance with the pnnciples of aidbs and eusebeia. Circumstances are such, 

however, that it is impossible to maintain these principles in al1 their panicular 

aspects. In other words, upholding these p ~ c i p l e s  necesitates a partial breach of 

them. 1 have argued that the conflict has its source in the blod-based ties of the 

oikos set against the civic otiented ties of the polis. Elektn breaches a narrower and 

h i l i a l  form of ewebeicl and aidas in order to maintain a broader and more 

communal form of these vimies. hdeed, her transgression of them is to a large 

degree what consititues her confonnity with their larger communal form. In 

circurnstanca such as these, Eiektra tells the Chorus, it is impossible to be euse& or 

sbphrh (307-309) in every respect. Her behaviour, however sbamehil, is necessitated 

by the cirmmstances. This is how she defends her behaviour to the Chonis, how she 

presents the choice to her sister, and, sipificantiy, it foms the basis of her 

accusation a@& her mother. "You say that you killed Agamemnon", she says to 

her mother, uwhat statement couid be more shamehil than this, even if it were just" 



(559-560). Klytaimnestra's kiüing of Agamemnon, even if justified (and it is not), is 

shamehl because it entails the breach of one of the ethically most important 

relatioaships, the conjugal tie. What El& cannot escape and what constitutes her 

tragedy is this one undeniable kt that she herself points to - the heparable breach 

of a philos relationship remains shamehl, no matter how justified it is ethically. 

What we witness on stage while Orestes' kills his rnother off stage is the borror of the 

deed, represented in the response of Elektra. Her words. "sûike a second blow, if you 

have the strength", is the expression of the utter disregard for Klytaimnestra as a 

philos, aii the more homfving in that it breaks the dosest philia ties of dl, those of 

blood. To understand the force of this we should remember that Uektra's stcong 

sense of aidbs always entailed the recognition of her mother as one who is owed filial 

piety. She may reject Klytaimnestn as a person, but she never rejects the moral bais 

upon which her claim for piety rests. That she expresses her shame to a woman 

whom she plainly despises is confimation 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 kiiiing and 

mark the deed as a ixhra  in this respect. Her behaviour on stage then hearkens badc 

to the tragic nature of her Qrcwnstances: mal piety is as valid as ever, but m o t  be 

complied with. Thae can be no final mondiation between the demand for justice 

and the terrible breach of blood-ties involved in this. it is a deed inescapab1 y just and 

mavoidably diund .  The matticide does not r d v e  the conûict; it merely ends it. 

Those who argue that Elektra in the end is no better than her mother generally Jeek 

support for this view in h a  behaviour during both the debate with her mother and 

the matricide. What distinguishes Elektra fkom KLytaimnestra in the first 

confrontation is her strong sense of d's, the moral awareness that her own 



behaviour was by some standards mong. 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 

arrying out of the vengeance, it exists not at the level of the punishment, that is, 

blood for blood, but at the level of motion; yet even here there remab a distinction 

between the two. Klytaimnestra receives no pity because she hu none herself. EleJctra 

shows no pity, not because she has none, but because her mother has forféited pity. 

This does not make the refusa of  pity any less ugiy, 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, aiJdirm, vividly u c p r d  through Elektra's embrace of 

the pfi ~aAhv. 

Equally signifiant for understanding the nature of the külings is the response fiom 

the Chorus. Its support of Elelara has never been the blind loyalty of partisan 

syrnpathisers. Its reaction to the killing confirms the dual nature inhermt in this 

deed. The Chorus is honifieci by Klytaimnestra's cry (fi1cOUd firowla GUsron,q* 

MîpiSat 1407- 1408) but it aiso raognizes that with her death cornes the dtêria of 

the farnily and the city: 6 n d k ~ ,  d yeveà takoivct. 6 v  oot woipa uaea~pia 

#%m.. Wvet (1413-1414). When Orestes cornes out, the words of the Chorus give 

expression to the horror of the deed but dso to its justice: Wtvia 6é ~ e i p  mater 

Xpeq. 068 é ~ m  iybetv (1422-1423).U0 That he has the blood of his kin on 

his hand is the uglypictm brutum, but the Chorus cannot Fdult him for this. 

The exchange between the two siblings alter the killing is also important in 

ascertainhg how we are to judge the deed. When Orestes emerges from the house, 

" It shodd, ho-, k pointai out bat y e y i v  is a (gnarly acceptai) conjecture, whik 2&xv t 
the reading of dl codices (set LIoyd-lones and Wilson tm 115). 
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he is asked by Elektra, how things are and he replies, ev 6opoiar @v uaAdy. 

'Air8Mmv ei u w  è€k!moev (14244425). The precise meaning of Orestes' words 

and, in particular, how we are to take the conjunaion ei has been one of the main 

sources of disagreement between the two camps. Critics of the optimistic persuasion 

see only d m  certainty while the pimis t i c  opponents sense doubt and uncertainty 

in these word~.~'  The dark interpretation isolates the verse and has to amibute to ei 

an undue exegetical weight. But it rems udikely that if Sophokles wishes to show 

Orestes filled with doubt about the oracle, he would l a v e  something of such 

importance to ei to carry al1 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 him klcar and tin& Now having gained a greater awareness of the 

nature of the deed, he uses the conditional as a way of expressing his caution and 

re~traint.'~~ There is no V ~ ~ O ~ O U S  boasting or exultation in the death of his rnother, 

U' lebb 1907: 190 %es a "calm confidencen in Orestes' words, taking the ei to mean %s surdy as". 
Kamerbeek 1974: 184 on the 0 t h  band detects a note of aaxjety whiie Kds 1973: 221 sees the words 
as htavily ironic. Otticrs who daect a similar doubt indude Kirkwood 1958: 241 who thinks that 
there cm be no doubt that Sophokles wishes to "create an atmodphcre of shadow and qucstioning"; 
Johansen 1964: 27, aIthoogh conceding the justice of the dcrd, similady secs doubt and ambiguity 
"h der GnechtigMt des g~ttiichen b c f d s  wird nidit gezweifelt; aber, wie w u  g d e n  haben, sind 
die Begriffe 'çerechtm and "Sdibn" in dieser Tngddie nicht ohne weiîerest vertauschbar. Schon 
Kaibel hat bunerkt, wie hier die Zwcidcutigkeiî der Vergeltungstat im Bewustsein des Orestes 
autiauchîi" Sac also Linforth 1963: 121 and 124 and Sdiein 1995: 133. Kim 1958: 34 points out that 
the Grcek supports eithet. Admitting that he once wed to thhk that Orestes expresses somc 
misgiving hue, he later admittexi bat he was quite mong in doing so. 

March 19%: n 33. To see doubt here, as Mardi points out. requires die rewriting of Orestes' part 
in the play both More these lincs and after. She aiso identifies another stumbiing blo& Aigisttios' 
words at 1497-9 ("mm this howe of neccssity see the cvils of the Pdopidae, now and ta corne?"). 
Mar& argues that the caim certainty of Orestes' reply as d ar the linai words of the Chorus are 
enough to negate any orninous hints here Bumett 1998: 131 n. 33 also W s  to see the doubt so many 
othercritics have seen. She qgcsts chat the 'iP dam is a "tom of asservation*. 

1 am in agreement with Hordy's 1980: 27 n. 29 reading of this h e  althoryh 1 do not apee with 
his o d  teading of the play. 



but only a prudent expression that he has acted in accordance with the oracle of 

Apollo. 

There is no gloating fiom Elektra either, but only the desire for assurance that 

Klytaimnestra is dead: 

Elektra is able to act the way she does during the matricide because for her 

Klytaimnestra has simply c e a d  to be her mother. For Orestes, it is not that she has 

ceased to be his mother that allows him io kill her, but that pity for his sister's pain 

prevents him from feeling pity fur his mother as she was the cause of Elektra's 

suffering. In 0th 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 dlows him to understand who is properly worth y of pity 

and who is not. 

7.4.2 The kiuing of Aiginhos 

For Aischylos, the killing of Aigisthos had p o d  no r d  moral problems. He is 

dispatched first and his death passes without fidire; Uistead, ail the dramatic weight 

fa& upon the codkontation between mother and son, and the play en& with the 

pursuit of Orestes by the Furies. Sophokies, however, has signfîcantiy reversed the 
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order of the Uings, a modification which in itsellseems to predude the appearance 

of the Ennyes as well as placing al1 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 pessirnists arguing that it is deviscd with a view to suggesting either pursuit by 

the Furies or some sort of future retn'b~tion.~ The focus on Aigisthos, however, is 

not only expected but aiso necasnry. With regard to the villainy of the tyrants, the 

play has focused almost exdusively on Klytaimnestra: her adulterous union with 

Aigisthos, her killing of  Agamemnon, her complete lack of aidds, her hybristic 

behaviour at hearing of Orestes' death. Because the play establishes her guilt so 

dearly, her death is treated swifily with the focus Ming not on the murderous deed, 

but on the response of her daughter. Aigisthos has thus far been absent fiom the 

stage; whJe 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 Elehra 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, whidi is hardly that of a bitter and twisted woman; second, the significance 

of the extended debate between Orestes and the tyrant. Placeâ as it is between two 

killings, this exchange draws attention to the tyrannicide, not in order to snggest 

retribution, but to conficm the nature of justice operating in the play. 

Elektras announcement of the approach of Aigisthos h u  Orestes and Pylades hurry 

back inside the palace. n i e  Chorus, who for the most part remained quiet in the last 

scene, and only reacted to the k i h g  of Klytaimnestra, now become more directly 

~4 The bat cw for the Furia is made Whington-Ingram 1980: 231-239. See Stïnton 1 s  75-84 
for a good tebtation of his argument 
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involved in the action. This is quite appropriate: as the representatives of the pdis, its 

involvement in assisting to topple the tyrant and his oppressive d e  is warranted. 

The Chorus offers the advice that it would be good to 'utter in his ear a I' gentle 

words, so that he may rush into the hidden ordeal Justice has ready for himn (1437- 

144 1). Elektra takes this advice to kar t  and adopts a role more suited to 

Chrysothmis than her own u d  defiant behaviour and her exdiange with Aigisthos 

is laced with irony, apparent to aiI 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 fiom the contemptuous 

repetitions of d in his address to her a& .roc. a& rpivm, vai aé ( 1445). Elektra does 

not respond to the personal antagonism evident in his words but adopts the 

w b s e ~ e n t  behaviour and arguments of her sister. However, unlike her sister whose 

obedient actions endorseci the tyranny of the den ,  Elektra's use of this behaviour is 

part of the dolos strategy which wiU bring likration from it. Here the function of the 

dolos is to trap Aigisthos into revealing his hybrk Delighted at the pleasure her words 

have given him (1456). and secure in the thought that Elektra is no longer a threat. 

the tyrant dows hirnself a brief moment of aniltation in his good fortune: 
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These words convict Aigisthos not just of tyranny, but of hybris as well, for he 

exploits Omtes' death as a means of intimidation of the people. He supposes that, at 

the sight of the corpse, the citizens wiil be so cowd that they will accept his "bridlemB 

a strilang metaphor that attests to his hybriseic tyranny. Like Klytaimnestra, he exuIts 

in the death ofa man whom he sees as a politicai rivai 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 politicai &dom. Thus afier Aigisthos reveals 

his hybns, Elektra says: 

Sce. my part is being accomplished. In t h e  
1 have acquired sense, so as to serve the interests of the stronger. 

Those who suppose that since the return of ûrestes. Uektra has been increasingiy 

marginalised and her voice süenced, fail to acknowledge what an active part she takes 

in the dolos stratagern. Previously a victim of it herself, she has now become an agent 

of it, and it is her deceptive behaviour (dong with the Lie) which causes Aigisthos to 

reveal his hybru. 

Once Aigisthos sees the body publicly displayed, he dons a veil of hypocritical piety. 

Udike Klytaimnestn, Aigisthos undetstands the importance of rnaintaining at least 

the appearance of piety? 

Kdk 1973: 227 in anotha distindy odd reading, foîlowd by no one. now assumes Bat Sophoklo 
wkhes us to sec tha Aigisthos is a nthec decent fdlow after ail. capable of 'genctous emotions*. Keüs' 
strategy thtoughout hîs edition is to whitew;ish the charactus of raytaimnestm and Aigiahos in order 
to blacken those of Orestes and Eldrtra KamaW 1974: 189 has a much more saisMe reading of 
these lines Aigkthos is being hypocritid 
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d z45, sétiopua +iql' üveu +e6vm pév w 
X E ~ E I W L ~ ~  ei 6' h m  vé(iecn5 06 A é p .  
p A i k  nav Icaqlp' àR' h+tu+l6v, 6 q  
ro ~ v &  mt ~6%' é@ Bpfivw 

i 1466- 1469) 

O Zeus, 1 sec a vision that h a  Men, not without the envy 
of the gods; whethcr there is any nemesis in it 1 do not Say. 
Remove all covering h m  the eyes, so that 
my dation may meet with laments tfom me. 

Aigisthos supposes that he is looking upon the corpse of a man who has fdlen 60m 

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 irnply he would like to believe this, he refuses to 

say it. Yet nemesis and p h m a  both take on an underlying significance when we 

remember their earlier occurrences: pharma was used to descriie Klytaimnestra's 

vision in her dream (50 1. 644) whiie Elektra invoked nemais in response to her 

mother's hybristic reaction to the report of Orestes' deathem 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 r W  was: the retum of Oresta' and 

the downfall of Klytaimnestra. His reaction to the death of Orestes is as revealing as 

Klytaimnestra's. Her initial f a r  and momentary pang was easly quenched by a 

much strongr desire to glory in her own succes. Aigisthos initially enilts, 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 - G6einaiog ( 1482) - so he asks to speak briefly, As 

as S e  the perceptive cemarks of K Ï m e r M  197k 188-189 on these üna. He points out chat -a 
'has a ominiow ring shce it is often use of spectrai appearance, vision in a dream, portent, orna" 
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she had &nid  Kiytaimestra's daim for pity, now Elektra denies Aigisthos' right to 

speak: 

pij iFépa kiyetv éa, 
bOV. a-, p* pqKuwLv Myoy. 

[n ~poo~ îv  ùv K=OQ WWWV 

~ ~ L V  O p m w  toû xpown, répsg *pot; 1 
<35 dnma ~ i t e k .  rai  ~p0nrWv np&ç 

ml#Eîùnv uTv &va' cire éon ~ ~ 1 v ,  
Üxoxmv *th. & époi 66' âv ~ai r i iv  
(iWov pvotm rov d i h l  Auniptov. 

( ,,83-11 

Don't let hirn speak at length 
brother, by the go&. 
[The one who is about to die would win what 
bcnctit h m  t h e  when mingled with misfortunesll 
But lrill him as quiddy as possible and having 131d 
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 anauit wocs. 

Elektra's words have always sp~ked disagreement. For some, they mean that she 

wishes his body to be thrown to dogs and birds, a grave violation of the rights of 

buriai? Othea prefer to rad the words as they stand, "having killed him, throw 

him to the grave-diggers as he deserves" (1487-i488).W To interpret sac)eûorv as to 

imply "dogs and birdr* would need as support a spccific denial of burial rites as in 

Ajar 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 dese~es, but no expiicit deniai of rites cornes 

fiorn Elektra? Certainly the Chorus does noi think that t h e  is anything impious 

~ h u s  foiiowed by lebb 1907: 199; Kitto 1955: 136; Campbdi t %9: 233; Kamerbdc 1974: 191; Suie 
1981: 77. 
" Bowra LW 25C55; Johansen 1- 28 n. U; Segl1966: 520-521. 
a, Gardiner 1986: 167 points out that in Ajux and Antigone there is a dear a-pt to stop others 
fiom burying the corpse, while Eidstia does not forbîd anyone, She fwdia mggests that the w o t b  
codd just as easily bc taken to mean 'his other relativesw or mn 'anpne w b  cares to pi& up the 
body." 
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in her worâs, 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: 

[Eiektra] does not opedy taunt Aegisthus with threats of dogs or birds, 
but leaves the reference to his buriai (or non-buriai) so vague that it is 
quite possible that she aaually means to give hi9 body pmper an." 

Moreover, as Segd rightiy notes, she uses the verb z@eç, a word that is regularly 

used to refer to the ritual laying out of a c o r p ~ e . ~  There is, however, a certain 

parallel with the matricide, for her "stnie a second blow" seems to provide her with 

the emotional satiskction she needs which cornes from being able to participate in 

the punishment to some degree, a satisfaction which no impartiai court of law couid 

ever provide. We get the sense that she needs to partake in Aigisthos' punishment 

too, but we should recognize that, just as a h  the matricide, there is no savouring of 

the viaory, no final taunting of Aigistho~: she simply wants him dead and out of her 

sight. Moreover, as Eiektra'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 

deherance fiom her ancient woes, her Awtiprov 7Gv m h t  raroiv (1489-1490). 

Whether we are to fvtecast a bright or da* future for Elektra is not the point for 

" Thue is a rcference in Pausanias (Bodr IIJM=I) to the b u d  which KIytaimnestra and Aigrtbor 
aauaüy received: MwnpMsrpa &i Èa&q uai A t y ~ a  8Aiyov 6mdp mû dxovg G 
&qQ&pav, Evw' Ayapk~vaiu dhiçéKE1ai rai oi  & éiceiuqi@mAMm~ 
"' Segai 1966.520-521 does not think Eidma has 3oftenedW in ha attitude towarb vengeance, but 
he thinks there is a hint that 'the revenge is pethaps not so hiltiiîing as she expectcdm Although he 
KCS a 'release" hem, for hirn the whok play movcs bcnvcen life and death and the cantr;tdütion 
inberent m the d d ,  nccessary but grim and ultimady more tied to death than rebirth 

Segai 1966: 521. He goes on to -est thnt it wuid k odd for Udma at tbis stage (apecially Ui 
light of h a  words to h a  mothcr) to k reticait about refcrring to the fitc of Aigisthos' body. Ratha 
site passes over it qaickiy wiih Iittie emphasis and the whole force of the s r a ~  for Segai siy~gests that 
Eickîra waz~ts die wholt bing o w  with as quicklyas passi%Ie 



Sophokle~;~ rather, it is that the house has been saved, the t p n t s  kiUed, and justice 

and order restored. Any spedations about a grim future for Orestes and El- 

have the weakness of referring to something Zeo> mU Gpaliag. There is nothing to 

suggest the mord 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 fàr outweighs her capacity for hatred, a woman whose grief for her 

brother is stronger than her desire for vengeance. Afier the kiiiings, we see a wornan 

who does not wlt in the death of her enemia, but desires ody the Iiberation from 

her sufferings. Significantiy, Awtiprov is Elektra's final word in the play. 

Turning to the confrontation of Aigisthos and Orestes, we s h d  see a Dmilar tension 

between what is just but unheroic. According to dramatic conventions, Orestes 

cannot 131 Aigisthos on stage. Yet, rather than having the tyrant depart quietly to his 

death, Sophokles draws attention to the faa that it is to take place inside the palace. 

This drawn out scene in the finai moments of the play is usually interpreted as the 

poet's way of alluding to future punishment for Orestes and Elektra. Winningon- 

Ingram has argued that it refers specificaily to the Furies pursuit of OrestesW As 

Stinton points out, sudi an interpretation completely akers the moral framework of 

the play, an odd move for the poet at this stage of the game? Moreover, the Ennyes 

in this play have been aligned with Orestes and E l e h  and have been associated with 

the punishment of adultery? E l e h  invokes them early on in the play (1  10-18) 

- . - - 

Y3 See remarks by March 19%: 81 who similuly suggests that this is a question which should not k 
asked of the play. She argues that Sophokles deliberatdy ends the play before the mythical plot is 
compld ,  i.e. before Aigisthos is kifleci. 
3~ Winain@n-Ingam 1980: 205-247. 

Stinton 1%6: M. Sec also the remarks ofGardiner 1986.172 note 7. 
" As Scodd 19W 84 and othen point out, thb is the only p l w  whme the Furies are @ficaUy 
d t e d  with addtery. 
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asking them (dong with other go&) to send Orestes home; she &mi her mother 

as living with Aigisthos and not f d n g  any E ~ y s  (276). nie Chorus sings an ode 

which links the Furies with deception and stealth that will corne against the 

adulterers (488-503). Orestes and Pylades (or perhaps Orestes and Elektra) are 

iriiagined as hvin Erinyes entering the house. The Furies are continualiy invoked in 

the play, but they are associated with the punishment of adultery, not the spiliing of 

kindred blood. They are not opposed to Apollo; rather the undenvorld gods are 

digned with Olympian go& against those in the palace. Finally, the staging of  the 

final part of the play, as T a p h  observes, seems to preclude any idea of exile, for it 

en& with the entrance of Orestes inside the palace.Y7 

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 weU as the 

oracle of  Apollo. Aigisthos attempts three times to suggat that there is something 

wrong with killing him. First is the question why, if the act is noble (kalm), should it 

be committed in darkness: 

~ ~ € ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ S ~ ; Z & , # & K & V  

dipyov. arkm 6eZ. roi, w-pg ei r t a v ~ 5 v ;  
(l4931491) 

Why do you lead me into the house! If this act is noble 
why must it be in darkness, and p u  are not ready to 1o1l me? 

Orestes only replies that he must go to where he killed Agamemnon so that he will 

die in the same place (1495-14%). The second question is a hirther attempt to suggest 

that something is wrong with Hling inside the palace? 

*7~aplin 1983: 163 neverthdes stüi  Eorecasts a dark hicure 'the stage topography seems 
p u r p d y  to reject d e :  but the future of Orestes and Eiektra *in this ancestral palace doo not 
look bright either.* 

Those who ala 1498 as hint of tiiture üIs for Oresta indude Sheppvd 19276: IMf; Uexanduuwi 
1966: 95-7; Winnington-ingram 1980: 226; Biundd 1989: 176-77. Johamen 1%& 29 discems hem 
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A. f i & < i v a i r c o i * & r i D , ~ i 8 e i v  
1u r' Owa w a i  pkuovm Ile;narnac;iv uaica; 

( 1497- 1498) 

iri, 1s it neccssary that this house sce the 
prescnt and future evils of die Pefopids? 

Orestes bmshes this question vide by c o n f i h g  his intention: 

OR. hurs  at any rate 1 am z g d  prophet in this regard 

The tyrant's third remark is an attempt to goad the young man by mocking his father 

who codd 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 1 escape?" we linally get an answer fiom Orestes: 

- -- 
h ç  d p a  @ a ~ ~ i ~ t v  p tOV vqlov 0éh1, 
neiverv  70 yàp navoûpyov WK av fiv m)rb. 

t 1503- 1 507) 

No, so that you don't die at p u r  leisure: 
1 must take cwe that this i s  bitter for you 
This should be the just punishrnent 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 needldy 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 contrat 

- - - - - - - 

"der tiefe Schatten van Ungewïsheit Obcr wahre Bedeutung und techte Berirteilung der Rachetat." 
Against this view smd Owen 1927: 51-52; kwra  1944: 257. Too many scholars interpret this vague 
hht as if it mut mean future punishrnent Owen 1927: 50 p o h  out that the phrase m .r' 6vta  ai 
mvta dso accus in Euripides (lm 7 and H c k  14) whtre thcre is na sp& emphasis on 
p&A&wa which is tied dosdy to 6 ~ 0  by the absuice of a second definite mide- Moreover, as S c d  

86 remah,  'the hints are hints dong Aeschylean iines and the ûmîeh has a happy ending to 
long d e r i n g . "  See dso rernarks by Linfiorth 1963: 122-123 and Mardi 19%: 76 n. 33. We shonld 
r a n m b u  that this vague hht is put into the mouth of Aigisthos, who k i n g  death, would quite 
naturaily foretdl ed consequcnces for his lrillcr- 
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between the behaviour of  Aigisthos and Orestes, but the marked difterence in the 

young man himselfW Irnmediately noticeable is his refusal to be drawn into any 

debate with Aigisthos: he responds with only a few curtr words until his &al words 

of the play. Al1 his answers suggest caution and reshu'nt, and he confines hirnself to 

the ternis 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 

enplicitly 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 nactiness in contraFt to Orestes' restraint That even now, 

k i n g  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 stdlcingly reminiscent of the Homeric hero: 

Aiexandenon 1966: 96-97 points out that the quotcd ha cm be Uiterpretd U, a n u m k  of 
ditl'ëcent wap: (i) as referriag to Aigistfior' impaiding dcath; (ui hrtore evüs because of the W g  of 
Iûytaimnestra and Aigisthos, atha fiom the Fuies or fnends of Aigisthos, (iii) a br& significance 
mt düectiy comcacd to the dayings. He prdcrs a vague intlrpretation of vague words. S o p h o k  
taises the possibûity of cetriion and then dismises it, 
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To vaunt as Orestes does here, is, as Segal rernarks, "a dangerous thing to do in 

Greek tragedy."fg He goes on to point out that "Orestes' simile recalls the balefid 

stars of the I l i d  to which the wamor in his most murderous moment is 

cornpared? Segai is correct to draw attention to these words and their raemblance 

to those of the lliadic 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 worb on his part: he d e s  no plearure in the death of Aigisthos or in his 

victory. The restrained atrnosphere at the end of the play is largely due to the 

sBphrosyri4 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 f i o s  cornes out even more plainly 

in Orestes' final speech. It is in this context that we shouid understand the reason for 

Orestes' demand that the tyrant be kilied inside." Aigisthos cannot die raû' i@oMiv, 

chat is, he cannot choose the manner in which he dies. His death m u t  be bitter for 

him, as Orestes says (1504), for it is a fom of just punishment (Simv 1505) d e r  

than an act of personal revenge (naiq). Punishment is genedly thought to embody 

. - - - - - - - - 

"Se@ L%6: 491. 
"' Segai 1966: 491 sees a dark shadow cast by Orestes' words in that they alro suggest "the refum of 
night from which he and his cornpanions have emerged ('the bIaclc night of stars," 19). The prologue 
already contains in small the plafs iarge mwanart fiom Iight ta darlaicss'. Scgal, howcver, Ws to 
the stark contrast betwctn the Otaes' of the prologue and the Otestcs of the aodos. The whoIe 
point in the prologue is to suggcst that there is someîhing wrong m'di Orestes' perception of the d d  
in order that we may se a dedopmtnt in his charactcr. 
"sri Pathmanadun 1%5: L2 in hk nndy on dath in Gr& tragedy suggests that diere are two 
reasons for the Ming of Ai@thos inside the palace tirs, Orestes is aware of the appropriateness of 
lrilling Aiguthos in the samt spot in which Agamannon was Itillod; second, 'that a swift, dcan deab 
is tao good for kgisthus. Orestes means to mak hùn d a  up to the hikm He condudes diat we are 
lefi to imagine whaî this mcans. Orcstcs dots say that it must bc bitter (n~pdv) hr  him bat this 
should not be îaken to mean torture or atcndcd sutléring in the way Pathmanathan's wrds wodd 
seun to iinply. 



certain elements: it must be painfui or unpleasuit to the offender; it is done because 

the offender has offended againsi the n o m  of society; and it should be carrieci 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 victirn 

derived fiom the h m  done to the offender; the source ofauthority is not the law or 

any public institution but the subjective interpretation and beliefs of the victim. In 

other words, revenge is generaily 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 pdis. Aigisthos' failure to 

provoke Orestes shows that there is no personai animosity or hostiüty on the part of 

Orestes. His punishment wüi benefit the roiva>via rtoksiri( in that it serves as a 

deterrence for ail who wish to act, as Aigisthos did, beyond the iaws (*a npaaaeiv 

T ~ V  Mpaw 1506). Orestes, now motivated by di& rather than giory and honour, has 

Aigisthos' death exemplify the fitting punishment for tyrannical m u p y i a .  

As to Aigisthos' first question (if the Epyov Orestes is about to perform is r&v, 

why must it be conducted in darkness?) we see that it touches upon the central 

problem in the play: the tension between rb a i q p 6 v  and rii Girarov. Orestes' 

insistence that the punishment take place within the palace should be understood in 

the üght of this tension. Justice demanb that Aigisthos be 131ed but the unheroic or 

shamehil nature of the deed demands that he te k i k i  inside. in other words, t h i s  is 

not an act which should be celebrated as a giorious or heroic deed, but an ad, which, 

" ANmde draws the distinction knvccn rmnge and punidiment in the R h m r i c  1369b12 in this 
w a ~  "Revenge and punislunent are differtat thing. Punishment is inflicted for the sake of the 
pereson punished*, revtmge for that of the pmhher, to satisfjr his f i g s . "  See a b  MacKenZie 1981: 
10- 12; No&& 1981: 366-370 tbr discussions on the distinction behveen mreng and punishment. 
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for ali its justice, is sti.1 not k a i ~ t l . ~  By Ming hirn inside, Orestes removes the death 

fiom the pubüc sphere, an aduiowiedgement 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 contmst in the behaviour of the two men. Aigisthos 

ordered the gates of the palace to be opened so that ail could look upon the body of 

Orestes; in other words, Aigisthos uses the public exhibition of his corpse as a fonn 

of intimidation and demonstration of his power. Orestes, on the other hand, proves 

his sbphrosynt?, the restraint and prudence he has learned. His awareness of the les 

admirable aspect of his deed has hirn prevent it fiom becoming a public spectacle; 

and so he keeps it out of the public eye. 

The final words of the Chorus e f i i e 1 y  mm up what Elelara and Orestes' have won 

through their actions - their fieedom: " 

Offspring of Atreus, how, after sufftring many thhg 
you have corne with difticulty to W o m ,  
by this day's enterprise brought to the end. 

* 1 am in agreement with much of Stinton's 1986: 84 argument which sees a shilar tension within 
an act which is jtut but sharneful. He, however, has a slightly different perspective of the play. In his 
wotds "the avengets are cheatcd of thcir tri& by the bittemess of success: all is not wdl wiîhin dic 
house." 
"The f i d  words of the Chorus have sparked duagreement in regard to who precirciy it is 
addressing. Some argue ttiat 'Q blEéQw' *AzPçq refcn ardurivdy to Eickîra (-1966: 530; Mardi 
1996: 78) whilc others p t d u  to rendu the wor& in plurai fom or more g e n d y  as 'House of 
Atreus' (Jebb) or 'race of Atreus' (Grene). Schadcwaidt renders it as "Same des Atreusm. Calda 1%3: 
215-216 wf~o mfiidy ridides thest translations argues that Elektra remains onstage until1510 and 
then e x h  into the palace h i l e  the Chorus a- t  d o m  thtpatodos. Whik Mardi is correct to point out 
diat 'fidom' is more applicable to EWara than ûresta it wouid seem odd for the Chorus now to 
d u d e  Orestes. Everything fiom the reunion onwatds has pointed to the diance betwcen the two 
siblings. it is ody by îbcir union bat tbe two are A c  to achicvt fieedom Wrt Kamabtdr 1974: 193 
and others, I tiakc these Iines to indicate the descendants of Atreiis, both Orestes and El- even 
ttiougb Elelrtra ü no doubt, on stage done. 
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Against the desire of some d c s  who wish to remove these words kom the play, on 

the grounds that they are "intolerably Batmw or a rneaningleu tag which ad& 

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 aiready been made evident as hm its justice and the Chorus needs to say 

no more about either. Like Orestes and Elektra who show no exultation in the deed, 

the Chonis is neither jubüant nor triumphant but instead offers only a subdued 

expression of what the siblings have won by their actions. The Chorus too recognises 

that the kiiling are not something in which to rejoice. The last word of the play, 

m4mû&v suggests a finality to the action. That Sophokles ends the play before the 

mythical plot is actually cornplete, that is, before the killing of Aigisthos amially 

takes place, prevents any speculation as the future fates of Elektra and Orestes. 

[nstead, the audience is lefi only to anticipate the death of the tyrant and the final 

words of the Chorus confinn what it will bnng - the restoration of freedom. 

* Kunerbeek 197k 192, for instance, t h e  that the final *motalizing wrds fom perhaps the lines 
about whost absence in Sophodes' works an admirer of the poet would mind least' Se also Johansen 
1959: 152 n, 5 and Kdls L9m 2.31 who t h i h  that the tinai chorai tag is genedy meanuigicss and 
trite. Yet Kamerbeds, lilrr Lloyd-Jones and W h u  1990: 7ï, c m  find no good reamn to, Thcre is 
nothing in tbe syntax to suggcst that th y are sptuious and as Lloyd-iones and WiIson remark "there 
is no strong objection to thcm on the score of styic or language' 



Conclusion 

Sophokles' Elehu is an unusudy difficult play, partly because of its deviation from 

the traditional version of the myth, but chiefiy because of its subile treatment of the 

vengeance as a phenornenon that is at once a dikaia and an aischton. One of the 

main problems for commentators of this play ha5 been how to understand 

Sophokles' presentation of the vengeance. The failure of the siilings to express the 

doubt of their Aeschylean and Euripidean counterparts when it cornes to carrying 

out the matricide, and the absence of the Furies or any other element to suggest 

fùture retribution or punishment have made it particularly difficult to detect the 

attitude o f  the poet. In very general terms, mitics fa11 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 

clex-cut case of just retnibution; while those of the pespimistic persuasion have 

interpreted these same elements as part of Sophokles' strategy of casting the whole 

affair in a dubious Iight. The justitiers have a number of strong points in their 

favour: the o d e  scems to provide divine sanction of the vengeance; the tyrüiny and 

crimes of Klytaimnsua and Aigisthos are emphasised to such a degree that there 

seems to be üttie reason to doubt that their punishment is anything but wuruited; 
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and the overall movement of the plot is towards dikê. These elements ail support 

thUr exegesis of the vengeance as an act of justice which in the end restores order 

and makes fieedom possible. Nevertheless, the affirmative reading fails to be 

persuasive because it glosses over the darker aspects of the action: the recumng 

emphasis on doIos, and the disquieting and disturbing featureh in the behaviour and 

actions of the siblings. The refusai to give these elements the necessary weight in 

their overall interpretation of the play renders theù 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 f o n d  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 umeflective optimim of the 

affirmative reading. However, the ironists, in seizing upon the darker aspects, went 

to the other extreme and tumed them into a CO herent pessimistic reading of the play 

that is as one-sided and incornplete as that of the other camp. This had led to the 

current dilemma in Sophodean scholarship with regard to Eleha: two opposing 

exegetical camps, each having captured an important mcth about the play, but in 

either case it was only a partial tnith; and in this sense there seemed to be no way of 

bridging them. The purpose of this thesis was to find a way to -end this division 

in Sophoclean scholarship. 

The most striking feature in Sophokles treatment of the vengeance theme is the 

appanntly paradoxical union of akchron and dihion. and related to this the union 

of dolos and di&. The one-sidedness of both schools stems fiom their inability to 

recognise that the two elements of these unions go together. the optimidc r d n g  

gloses over aiscfirm and dolm and the ironic interpretation has the aisehmn and 
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dolos enguifand efface the dilraia and dikê- Yet to understand the nature of a justice 

whose vehide is vengeance requires that we grasp the tension-laden union o f  both 

pairs. Both sides in this respect s d e r  fiom a similar weakness: they fàil to xe the 

co~ect ion between dolos and di& the role of dolos in the pursuit of justice. Given 

that the dolos is moa pronounced when it is translated into the dramatic action in 

the fonn of the meJsenger report of Orestes' fiaitious death, it is not surprising that 

this rhêsis was also the blind spot of Sophoclean scholarship. Second, both camps 

share the view that E h  Nrns 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 ethicai 

te- often with heavy political overtones, point to the weakness of  this view. 

The key element to the acegesis of  this play is the understanding of the role of the 

dolos and the akchra in the pursuit of a just vengeance; this necessitateci that much 

aiticai attention had to be paid to the messenger r h k  and the ethical concept of 

aid& This, however, has resulted in the demonstration that dolos and dikê, and the 

audiron and the d ika ia  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 chic 

ethics o f  the polis which hinaion to resolve these apparent paradoxes. The ddos 

instigated by Apollo is not a blanket endorsement ofdeception but the sanction of a 

dolm which will Jecure an mdikos sphugt, hence the necessity Tot narrative and 

rhetoricd elaboration of the report of Orestes' death by the paidagdgos- The 

behaviour of Elektra on the other hand, as aisd>ron as it is, is sanctioncd by the chic 

ethicd code of the polis in that it npholds the virtues of etlsebeiu and sdphrosynê and 

is in pursuit of a di& which wüi restore order and fieedom to oikus and poüs alike. 

Thus in the first case, the ddm shows the operation of divine justice throngh the 

agents of Apollo; and in the second ase, the aisctzron in the condua of  Eiektra is the 
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vehicle through whid, the civic ethics of the pdis are upheld. These two themes, the 

dolm and the mrdiron. thus show the p d d  movement of a divine and human 

justice, the agents of which are finaüy brought together in the reunion scene. 

Through the dramatic action of this play we are made to understand how inherently 

dismeditable acts such as the te lhg of a lie and the shameful condua of Elelma can 

be in certain constellations also understood as dikaion. In this fashjon the moral 

framework for the vengeance is laid and we are brought to the understanding of it as 

an & h m  act which is simultaneously dikaion. This study then has sought to 

deepen and ennch the justifiers' claim that the vengeance is an act of justice by 

giving it the e t h i d  support it requires; while at the same time acknowledging and 

appropriating the strengths of the petsimistic exegesis which has shown the dubious 

side of the vengeance. To understand Sophokles' presentation of the vengeance 

requires that we mognise both sides of its nature: the aisdira and d i h i a .  

The final result of this thesis is essentidy an affinnative r d n g  of the play which is 

made complete by integrating the insights and results of the ironic reading: the 

understanding of how aischton and d h i a ,  dolos and dikZ coopente in this play to 

achieve order and h d o m  in family and polity without suppressing the natural 

tension which exists between them. This is the achievement of Sophokia' dramatic 

art in this play: to sudain this diffidt  tension in the understanding of justice which 

has to balance the ofken confiicting c l h  of pdis and o&os and of the conflidng 

loyaltia of indindiials whkh flow fiom their obligations as family-members and 

ci tizens. 
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