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i. 

Supervisor: Dr. S.E. Scully 

Abstract 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the dramatic functions of 

Apollo in the Oresteia. I attempt to define the contribution that 

Apollo makes to each play by devoting one chapter to each of the three 

plays. Thus Chapters II, III, and IV form the main body of the thesis. 

In Chapter I I assess the use which Aeschylus makes of the traditional 

views of Apollo as he appears in cult and literature. I demonstrate 

that Aeschylus is following the tradition in his presentation of Apollo 

as the god of purification and of prophecy. Moreover Aeschylus, like 

Pindar and Herodotus, accepts Apollo's authority as a prophet and por­

trays him as the true spokesman of Zeus. Apollo was also traditionally 

conceived as a god of healing, and Aeschylus employs this tradition to 

provide a foil to "Apollo the Destroyer", so emphatically indicated for 

us by Cassandra and her fate in the Agamemnon. Finally, I discuss the 

origins of the story of Apollo and Cassandra which is related in the 

Agamemnon, and conclude that this too must be to some extent traditional. 

Aeschylus' handling of the story is contrasted with Pindar's treatment 

of Apollo's relationship with mortal women. Aeschylus and Pindar, I 

suggest, are alike in their fundamentally anthropomorphic conception of 

the god. 

Chapter II, which is concerned with Apollo's role in the Agamemnon, 

naturally focusses upon the Cassandra-scene. I conclude that the story 

of Apollo and Cassandra illustrates how mankind, by offending the gods, 

may encounter the god's violence in place of divine favour. Although 

Cassandra's s uffering is disproportionate to her crime, no criticism is 
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made of the god who inflicted her punishment. Apollo is predominantly 

portrayed in the Agamemnon as Cassandra's destroyer, but his equal 

ability to be saviour and healer of mortals is implied, mainly in the 

first half of the play. 

In Chapter III, I begin by illustrating how Apollo affects the 

action of the Choephoroe through the instructions which he gave to 

Ores t es in an oracle. I show how the details of the oracle are gradu­

ally revealed in the course of the drama. In the second part of the 

chapter I attempt to refute Professors Wilamowitz-Moellendorf and 

Winnington-Ingram, who contend that Aeschylus wishes us to condemn 

Apollo in this play. I argue, against these critics, that Apollo is 

portrayed in a favourable light. 

In Chapter IV I consider the Eumenides, in which Apollo himself 

becomes one of the actors. I analyse the part which Apollo plays first 

in the opening scene a t Delphi, and, secondly , in the Trial Scene at 

Athens . Again, I argue that it is not Aeschylus' intention to criti­

cise Apollo, Apollo i s harsh to the Erinyes , one-sided in outlook, and 

not entirely correct in all his arguments. However these features ar e 

not intended to make us suspect the god; rather they are required by 

the dramatic themes of this final play in the trilogy. 

In my Conclusion I discuss whether Apollo is portrayed consistent­

ly throughout the trilogy, Professors Kitto and Winnington-Ingram have 

suggested that Apollo alters in the course of the trilogy in character 

or in attitude. I contend that Apollo does not alter, but that his 

different dramatic functions require that, first, his capacity for 

malevolence and, l ater, his capacity for benevolence predominate. In 

this thesis I have tried to indicate both the complexity of Apollo's 



role , and the essential consistency of his character throughout the 

Oresteia . 
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I 

Apollo in Cult and Literature 

My purpose in this chapter is to indicate in general terms the 

part played by Apollo in the events of the Oresteia, I shall also ex­

amine some refe rences to Apollo by authors who· wrote before or at the 

same time as Aeschylus, in order to de fine those functions and powers 

of Apollo which, as we shall see, are s ignificant in Aeschylus ' pre­

sentation of the god , In considering Apollo's part in the actions of 

the trilogy, I shall limit myself in this chapter to general, factual 

description, Matters of interpretation and of detail will be discussed 

in my three l ater chapters, one devoted to each play of the trilogy, 

(1) Apollo, the God of Prophecy 

In all three plays of the Oresteia Apollo is either referred to or 

presented as the god of prophecy, In the Agamemnon, he inspires Cas-

sandra with her prophe tic visions, In the Choephoroe, he directs 
~ 

Orestes through the oracle to avenge Agamemnon . Finally, Apollo appears 

as a prophet in the Eumenides; indeed, he claims to give testimony at 

Orestes' trial as the prophet of Zeus himself, 

It is clear that Apollo, as the god of prophecy, makes his most 

significant contribution to the action of the Choephoroe, His oracular 

command to Orestes has a direct effect on the action, in two ways: the 

oracle not only stirs Ores tes to take vengeance, but also prescribes the 

use of guile, which Orestes does employ in killing Clytemnestra and 

Aegisthus. It is unlikely that Aeschylus invented Apollo's oracular 

command to Orestes, Creative adaptation, rather than significant and 

1 



2, 

radical innovation, seems to have been the essentia,l characteristic of 

the Athenian dramatists' handling of their mythical material, Unfor-

:;:/"·;:::;\ :--.,-::,·'. tyn;i~':lr,. ho_wev~:i;'. -~':. c:~'!:ot_,b_e_ c~rt:!1:i:' .. ?.t:. ":~s.c_}:lllui:;.'_. -H~er~ry l~'t:' ·,,,.;-· '._--i':':, 

cedent, The story of Orestes' vengeance, of course, appears very _early, 
. -· ·-·· ... ~. ·• ..... · 

in Homer's Odyssey; but ·until the time of Stesichorus no mention is 

··-·· ··' -·., .. ·oresteia a century or more bef~re Aeschylus' time, and his·work.cer-·­
. 1 

tainly influenced Aeschylus, In the fragments which remain of Stesi-

chorus 1 ·oresteia, Apollo gives his bow to Orestes after the vengeance, 

2 for protection against the Furies' onslaught, · But it is impossible ·to 

know whether or not Stesichorus also made Apollo command the vengeance, 

Many critics have proposed a different literary precedent for Aeschylus' 

version - an epic version of the Orestes story influenced by promoters 

of the Delphic oracle,
3 

They suggest that Apollo played a prominent 

part in this version; that he commanded Orestes. to take vengeance and 

subsequently purified him, as Apollo does in Aeschylus' Oresteia, The 

major difficulty with this hypothesis is that there is no evidence for 

the existence of the Delphic epic, It is, as Professor Nilsson comments, 

4 
a "general assumption" on the part of critics. But the assumption is 

a very feasible one, and would certainly help to explain Aeschylus' 

version, On the other hand, it is dangerous to speak of "the Delphic 

version" as though it were certain and to argue from that basis - as 

Professor Winnington-Ingram does, 5 

Beside the probable factor of literary precedent, Apollo's oracle· 

to Orestes can also be_ accounted for, to some extent, by one of his pre­

rogatives, or ~~µaC, The prerogative to which I refer is his special 

concern with moral codes and law-giving, a prerogative which indeed was 
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part of his function as Apollo the prophet, for Apollo was the god most 

accessible to men who wished to discover the will of the gods, Thus, 

on an __ indiv_idual_ level,_ many. consulted him on matter~, .9~. _moral concern :- .. :,·•:'/•:• 

6 for instance Glaucus, whose story is given by Herodotus, On a public 

level Apollo was consulted by rulers ot' Gre~k states; the Spartans, for ·· 

})::· :,:,·; /;· ·,:,,,.:dnstance•;· believed .that; .Lycurgus .h·al·founded Spartan: law: .wi.th ,the· guid-:'··,,·._i>-/,.;;: .... •, .. . .·· ' . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 
7 ance, or at least the blessing, of Apollo, Generally speaking; then,··. 

Apollo was associated with the founding of laws and moral codes, But 

of special relevance to his part in the Orestes story is his particular 

connection with laws.governing homicide and, above all, murder of kin, 

It is clear that Apollo was as,.sociated with the moral advance in 

the Athenian laws governing homicide (Draco's reforms) and that he 

alone could offer purification for "justifiable!' homicide, But it is 

very probable that Apollo was also associated with the moral code re­

garding homicide and murder of kin at an earlier stage, before the code 

was refined, At the time when the moral code placed a duty on the next 

of kin to take vengeance upon the murderer, the same moral code under 

which Orestes acts, Apollo was probably associated with that code sim­

ply because, since he is the oracular god, his name was most likely to 

be invoked by those who claimed that the moral code was sanctioned by 

the gods, To that extent, then, it is likely that Apollo's name was 

associated with the "lex· talionis", the law of revenge, Once more, 

however, it is necessary to distinguish between probability and certain 

fact, Professor Winnington-Ingram is guilty of another unwarranted 

8 assumption when he refers constantly to "the Delphic code of vengeance", 

It is not certain that Apollo or Delphi was in any way associated with 

a code of vengeance, To sum up, then, Apollo's command to Orestes to 



avenge Agamemnon, and his prescription of the manner of doing so are 

natural results of Apollo's function as the god of prophecy and his 

4, 

. general· connection with 'moral•::codes '.•'-.Ori two other. questions,· ."Aeschyiu.s··i;;_: ,·.:---.:.) 

_possible l_iterary sou;:ce _in whi.ch Apollo specifically ordered the ven-. •, .. ·. . . : ; . ~-. . .. , . . . . ' . . . ' . . .. 

geance, and Apollo's possible connection with the law.of vengeance, we 

I have outlined Apollo's role as a god of prophecy within the 

Oresteia, and I intend now to examine some details in Aeschylus' re-

presentation of the prophetic Apollo. 

(i) Apollo Loxias 

"Loxias" is the name by which fifth century authors generally refer 

to Apollo in his prophetic capacity, 9 This particular name for the god 

occurs more times than any other in the Oresteia; a fact-commensurate 

with the importance of the prophetic aspect of Apollo in the trilogy. 
' . 

Examples of "Loxias" as it is typically used are Cho. 269ff and 103Off; 

. 10 
both times Orestes is thinking specifically of the god's oracle, The 

derivation of the name is unknown, but by Sophocles' time at the latest 

it was popularly connected with the Greek adjective 1,.0!;6<;, "slanting", 

11 with reference to ·the obscurity of Apollo's oracles, If Aeschylus 

appreciated the word-association, there is no hint of that appreciation 

in the Oresteia or his other plays, Though the Cassandra-scene of the 

Agamemnon contains numerous allusions to the obscurity of oracles, 

Aeschylus does not play on the name "Loxias" as he does on the word­

associations of the name "Apollo", In the case of the oracle to 

Orestes, it is not implied that the oracular language was at all ob­

scure or ambiguous, It suits Aeschylus' purpose to emphasize the ob­

scurity of prophecy in the Agamemnon, where he is dealing with a 
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prophetess fated·never to be believed, and yet in the Choephoroe he can 

represent the oracle to Orestes as clear, because he wants the divine 

.. command _to be recognised,· : ·Nor: is there any .theological discrepancy,· . .-·::.:.:-;:,,,·:<,·-;-:, 

here,. There is evidence in Aeschylus'. younger contempora_ry, Herodotus, . ·· ..... : t: .-·· ,· •; .: ·. -. . -. . . . . . ,.. . . . ·. --- . . ~ . . . . . . .. . "', . ·: 

h h 1 . 1 . b . 12 tat t e orac es were sometimes c ear, sometimes o scure, 

·' ~:: ).,;:,.,..•:.-;< .,-: .. ,.-. hi> ··A'p·o:i'.i;; ,-:- i?"{ophe·t •oi 'Trtitii.'> :" :,_.:' .-_,,\.-'> ','- ,_.:··,.,: ,···:<'·· :;· :: ,,::·.:,-: :,.-:J:: ·'·'' ,/· ·-<-;i::·::·::,:-''·.',·':. '-:::F \· 

A distinction is made in the Oresteia between true.and false pro­

phecy. It is applied first of all, not to Apollo himself, but to his 

prophetess Cassandra, Cassandra insists that she is no teu56µav~c,, 

"false prophet" (~. · 1195), but an a)..'r]86µav~ c,, "true prophet" (12~1), 

whose prophecy is right (6p8oµav~€(a,, 1215), The chorus respond by 

finding her prophecies n c·ai:a, "faithful" (1213). Indeed, she is proved 

a true prophetess by the events which follow: Agamemnon's death, and, 

in the next play, the coming of one to avenge him, 

In the Choephoroe and the Eumenides, the same distinction is made, 

this time with reference to Apollo himself, At Cho, 269f, Orestes an-. 

nounces: 

oln-oc npoowaec Ao~Cou µeyaaSev~, 
XP'r]aµo,, 

"The mighty oracle of Loxias shall not betray me,,." 

and at 559 he refers to Apollo as µav~c_, ateu5'r]~ ~o npCv, "a prophet 

never before found false, 11 When, in the Eumenides, Apollo finally comes 

face to face with Orestes, he confirms Orestes' trust with the reassur­

ance oln-oc npo5woro, ••••••• "I shall not betray you" (Eum. 64). The phrase 

is a striking verbal reminiscence of Cho, 269, almost as though Apollo 

had heard Orestes' pronouncement, Later in the same play, Apollo af­

firms that his testimony for Orestes will be true, for ••• µav~c, ~v 5' 

ob 'teuooµac, " ... being a prophet I shall not be false," (Eum. 615). 
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Two noteworthy points are the frequency of words with the root t~u5 -,· 

and the personal note which enters with the use of n po5 Coooµc, as though 

an agreement had been made between the god and the mortal, 
.. : . . . '••· .... 

A parallel for Aeschylus' treatment can be found in the work of 

his contempor"ary·, Pindar. In Pythia:n:· 9.;29ff .... Apol16°, asking the Centaur 

-,.;_,,: .. _;; ,,J,.a: c ;;-· foi;._.il}formation: ab.au_!;, tp.e_. girl .. ,.GYrel!,e.,: is -!ll~toe wi.t_h _gentle. remonst,ranc!S,,.:.,.,, ... ::.,:.:_,, ,:, ·, . . : . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . ' . •' .. : ... :·. . . .. : . . .... - -. . . -~ . . - . . . . . . . ., ~ , .. '. ' ·; 

The Centa~r points out that Apollo already knows the answer to his own 

question; he knows the end of all things, He adds that it is against 

Seµ,~, against what is ordained, for Apollo to touch a lie, The word 

tdloos is used here (43), a word which recurred constantly in Aeschylus, 

Again, at Pythian 3,29f,, Pindar affirms that Apollo does not come into 

contact with lies, for the god's knowledge is supreme, The noun used 

The attitude apparent in the work of Aeschylus and Pindar is borne 

' out by Herodotus, who recounts how Croesus tested various oracles, and 

the Delphic oracle was the only one to give him the true answer (1.46, 

48)', His own opinion as to the validity of- oracles is that he will not 

deny their truth, nor contest them, provided that they are phrased in 

clear language (8, 77), ·Thus Aeschylus, Pindar and Herodotus stand to­

gether at the end of the age of faith, 13 

(iii) Apollo, Prophet of Zeus 

The strongest guarantee that Apollo is a prophet of truth is his 

claim to be the spokesman of Zeus, The claim is not made explicitly 

until the Eumenides, but the first two plays prepare the audience to 

accept the claim, In both plays, Apollo is often called µav,:- •S, "pro­

phet", a term which clearly implies that he speaks not for himself but 

for another (see e.g.~- 1202, 1275; Cho, 559, 1030), More important, 
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perhaps, is the fact that Apollo and Zeus are closely associated in the 

first two plays, They are mentioned together at ~- 55 and 509, and in 

the Choephoroe Zeus and Apol16 'are invoked together in support· of · ... · · · , . 

. Or~stes I cause _(e, g, _:!.n the_ choral ode ~-t _ ?83if), In :e,xp_licit form, 

the claim is first made by Apollo's priestess in the prologue to the 

"Loxias is the prophet of his father, Zeus," (17), 

Thereafter, Apollo himself twice repeats the claim (Eum, 616ff., 713), 

which is recognised implicitly by his enemies, the Erinyes (229), and 

by his fellow-Olympian, Athena (797f,), 

Apollo's claim to be Zeus' prophet is first found in the Homeric 

Hymn to Delian Apollo, There, Apollo.says: 

Et~ µoc xC9npc~ ~" ~C\~ xnc xnµn6\n ~6sn, 
xp~oro 5'dv0pronocac 6co, v~µo~ln ~ou\~v. 

"The lyre shall be dear to me, and the curved bow; • 
and I shall prophesy to men the sure counsel of Zeus" (l3lf,), 

Similarly, in the Homeric Hymn to Hermes, Hermes recognises that Apollo 

has his gift of prophecy _from Zeus (469££,), Apollo tells Hermes that 

he must not seek to learn prophecy, which is forbidden him and the 

other gods, Only he, Apollo, knows the counsel of Zeus (533ff,), 

Professo·r Parke suggests that the claim may have arisen to s_upport 

the Delphic oracle against the rivalry of the oracle at Dodona, the 

14 · oracle of Zeus. But however it originated, it is clear that the 

claim does not establish Apollo on equal terms with·Zeus, The 'counsel' 

belongs to Zeus, and Apollo's part is to deliver it to men, Professor 

Farnell comments: "Zeus is always supreme,,, Apollo then is his con­

fidant and mouthpiece, but in no wise the dispenser of fate, 1115 
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It is primarily as Apollo Loxias, the true prophet, the prophet of 

Zeus, that the god appears in the Oresteia, But the oracle in which 

Apollo commands Orestes to take vengeance includes the god I s promise of . . . 

purification, so that Apollo also plays a part in the trilogy as the 

god of purification, 

(2) Apollo the Purifier 

Apollo as the god of purification is a significant figure at the 

end of the Choephoroe and the beginning of the Eumenides, During the 

Choephoroe, the various parts of the oracle to Orestes are gradually re­

vealed as they become relevant to t,he action: first, the COlllllland· to 

take vengeance; second, the prescription of guile in taking vengeance; 

finally, Apollo's promise to purify Orestes, Orestes does not tell us 

of the promise of purification until he has fulfilled Apollo's colllllland 

to take vengeance, He then realises that he is polluted by the deed, 

and the need for purification becomes urgent with the sudden onset of 

the Erinyes, 

The Chorus introduces the ideas of pollution and purification at 

965fj:,, just before Orestes returns from killing Clytemnestra, Cheer­

fully they sing: 

967: 

~axa 66 nav~&A~s xp6vo, aµeCte~ac 
np68upa'ful~oov, 5~av a~'toi:Ca, 
µ600, &nav lAa8~c 
-xa8apµo co'~v ,hciv lAa'TT]pCoc,, (965-68), 

lAaoec M lAaoT) Ms 
µ600, nfo, XAUOT') 

lAa0~c Kayser 
Sidgwick, 

"Soon all-fulfilling time shall pass out 
through the doors of the house, when from 
the hearth the entire pollution shall fade, 
by means of purifications that drive away 
troubles, 11 



Clearly, the Chorus believes that Orestes' victory will be final, and 

will purge the house of its troubles, But it soon becomes evident to 

Orestes, if not to the Chorus, that his victory has brought pollution 

9, 

upon_ him also, He speaks_ of li~T)Aa. vCxT)<; 1:'ijo6' .••• µcaaµa.1:a., "the .un- .. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . 

enviable pollutions of this victory" (1017), He declares that he will 

• • I 

go as a suppliant to Apollo's shrine at Delphi, to escape the stain of 

matricide (1035ff,), As his mother's Erinyes become visible to him, 

the Chorus refers him to the Delphic shrine; 

'l' , 
ec<; ooc xa.T)a.pµo<;• 
l}..eu0ep6v ae 1:rov5e 

i\o!',;Ca.<; 5e TipooB vyt1v 
RT]µ6:i;rov x-r ( ae t. • 

"There is one means of purification for you, 
Loxias, by his touch, shall make you free of 
these troubles, 11 

• (1059 f,) , 

Thus ends the Choephoroe, In the prologue to the Eumenide~,.Apollo's 

priestess gives the ·cues for Apollo's entry in these words: 

ta.1:p6µa.v1:c<; 5'lmt xa.t 1:epa.ax6no<; 
xat -ro!at.v ~AAot.~ ororia~wv xa9Upcrt.o~• 

"Apollo is healer-prophet and seer, and for 
other men he is the purifier of their house." (62-63), 

The last word here, xa.9apcrco<;, picks up the xa.0a.pµ6<; of Cho, 1059 above, 

It is the epithet used in cult to denote Apollo "The Purifier", Once 

more, the reference is wider than a direct reference to Orestes' need 

of purification, It is to Apollo 

a reference which hints that, with 

as the purifier of a whole household, 

Orestes' purification, the wloie 

house of Atreus wil_l be cleansed, 

revealed: "f" f . 16 sacr1. 1.ce o a. pig,. 

Later, the method of P.:'rification is 

This was the regular sacrifice pre-

17 scribed by Apollo to propitiate the chthonian powers, Finally, the 

efficacy of the purification bec:omes evident, Apollo I s. purification is 

not sufficient, in this case, to reprieve Orestes without his _guilt 
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being further contested, But the purification does enable Orestes to 

plead his case before Athena, where otherwise he would have been ob-

18 liged to keep ritual silence as one polluted, 

In making Apollo Orestes' purifier, it is highly probable that 

Aeschylus was following literary precedent, As I mentioned above, in 

discussing Apollo the Prophet, Aeschylus' predecessor Stesichorus had 

written an Oresteia in which Apollo gave Orestes his bow to protect him 

f h E . 19 rom t e rinyes, Even though purification is not mentioned in the 

fragments, it is possible that it took place in that lost poem; and, 

at the least, the idea of protection is there, Again, purification of 

Orestes was doubtless included in the Delphic version, if such a ver­

sion did exist, Indeed, it is likely to have been the Delphic version's 

20 climax, the happy ending to the story, 

Apart from the story of Orestes, Apollo's purification of individ­

uals and of states is well-attested in cult _and literature, Myths re­

lated Apollo's purification of Achilles, Theseus and Alcmaeon, who all 

had, like Orestes, committed homicide, 
21 

After the battle at Plataea, 

the Greeks considered t·heir altar fires to have been polluted by the 

barbarian invasion, It was to Apollo's Delphic shrine that they turned, 

whence pure fire was sent to rekindle the altars in Athens and else-

22 where. 

(3) Apollo the Healer 

We have seen how Apollo performs specific dramatic functions in 

the Oresteia as the god of prophecy and as the god of purification, 

Aeschylus also refers in the Oresteia to Apollo as the god of healing, 

another aspect of Apollo that is well-attested in cult and literature, 
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But Apollo does not perform a dramatic function as the god of healing; 

instead, Aeschylus refers to his healing powers in order to provide 

contrast with his power to destroy, demonstrated in his destruction of 

Cassandra, For that reason, references to Apollo as the god of healing 

occur only in the Agamemnon, mainly in the scenes prior to that in-

which Cassandra calls Apollo her "destroyer", 

Firstly, the Chorus tells how Calchas invoked the aid of Apollo 

under his title of Paian, the Healer-god: tricov 6e xa),.ero 11aca.va, "I 

call upon the blessed Paian" (~. 146,) Another reference to Apollo 

as the god of healing occurs in the Herald's speech: 

vuv o'a&re ~~p toBc xat nacwvco,, 
/1,va/; "ATTOAAOV. 

"But now in turn be our saviour and healer, 
Lord Apollo! 11 (512f,) 

In this speech, the Herald alludes to the sufferings brought on the 

23 
Greek army by Apollo's archery: Apollo, he suggests, was hostile 

(&vapcco,) enough by the river _Scamander, and now he should demonstrate 

liis power to save and heal (509-13), Apollo is not mentioned again 

until the "Cassandra-scene", We should note, however, that just before 

the Cassandra-scene begins the idea of healing is re-introduced by an 

allusion to Apollo's son Asclepius, who was renowned for his healing 

24 
powers, When Cassandra begins to speak, the whole emphasis of her 

words during her first exchange with the Chorus is upon Apollo the 

Destroyer, "Apollo the Destroyer" is not, _of course, a cult-title; 

nor does it have any foundation in cult. Cassandra is playing upon the 

name "Apollo", which in Greek closely resembles the verb &no),.),.C,va c, "to 

destroy", Throughout the Cassandra-scene, it is Apollo's power to de­

stroy Cassandra which is emphasized; but there are enougn references 



to the idea of healing to remind the audience of Apollo's ability to 

heal (cf. 1199, 1248). 

12. 

Healing imagery with specific reference to Apollo occurs only in 

the Agamemon, where it provides an antithesis to Cassandra's present-

ation of Apollo as her destroyer.· There is one further, brief refer­

ence to Apollo's healing power in the Eumenides: the priestess of 

Apollo calls _him ia1;p6µav1:c<;, "healer prophet" (Eum. 62). 

The first literary evidence for Apollo as god of healing comes in 

the Homeric Hym to Pythian Apollo. Apollo, having assembled a band of 

Cretans to be his ministers, instructs them: 

"Come with me, and sing 'Hail, Healer!"' (500). 

The cry, "Hail, Healer" is again referred to at 517. By the time of 

25 
'Hesiod, Paian was a god in his own right, distinct from Apollo. But 

Apollo continued to be saluted, in his healing aspect, with the "iepaion" 

26 cry. It is to this cry that Aeschylus alludes in the parodos of the 

Agamemon (146). Pindar is also aware of Apollo I s healing aspect, He ,. 

refers to Apollo as, among other things, 

" ' ~ape d'iv v6owv 0 xac 
ltxloµa,:' li.vop10aac xat yuvacl;t vlµE 1... 

"the one who apportions cures to men and women 
for harsh diseases" (01:t:!!!pian 5. 59 f.). 

. -~· .~ .. , . . ,' :',, :":'· : .. _:, .. 
. . In cult, Apollo's healing aspect was. recognised by .various. _t;Lt;le.s .. -. , .. ·. , · .. , ... , 

~ :. ;,: :'.':-,· \-:-"· ~ -~-:::/· _:: .-~··; '.·:: ;:-::; ;_. ·::'_: .\-:-··•·. '.f ;·-<: ' .. -.: ·. :-:· :·.: . -·-:·· ,.,-:· ',::·_:·.: :· :- ·: .. ",.';, :_.,-: ·.-; :- ~- _._.,.-. .-:-__ ) .. ·~~ :<·:·:·-· .. ·:::· ·:'!'::'-;:,_:?\:,,-\:.:.::·:·•;_.'.":'!"';~.~ 
according to the locality of his wo.rship, Paian, Oulios, Korudos, and 

. ," - : ·, Maleat~s ~ere all titles of Apolio which either had' 'or came t~' h~ve ;.' ~: ,·, '>·.. ·_.,;-,., ...... ; 

As -.the. god who pre':'en_ts_, .rat;her than heals, sick-. 
. . . , .. , . . . .... ·- . ,. 

ness, Apollo was familiar under the titles,Alexikakos and Epikourios.
28 

The term ia1:p~µav1:cc;, employed by A,;chylus in the Eumenides prologue, 
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unites Apollo's aspects of healing and prophecy, Professor Farnell has 

offered a likely explanation· of the term, in that "sickness was the 

commonest motive 
• 

' 29 for [prophetic] consultation, 11 
• Apollo, with his 

special vision, could see where the sickness lay, its cause and its 

remedy, Moreover, he himself could cause sickness, sending upon men 

his arrows of plague, when angered with them; when appeased, he could 

remove the sickness once more, The story of how he thus afflicted the 

Greek army at Troy was familiar from Homer (Iliad 1. ff,), It is to 

this plague that the Herald refers, when he spE!aks of Apollo's baneful­

ness by the Scamander (Ag, 511), 
. -. 

(4) The Conduct of Apollo 

So far, I have been discussing those aspects of Apollo in the 

Oresteia ·which have their b·asis. ·in the. god's· 1:·CµaC or prerogatives, I 

turn now to an aspect of Apollo within the trilogy which has its basis, 

not in his cult prerogatives, but in the world· of myth: his relation­

ship with Cassandra, 

:The s·tory of Apollo and Cassandra is revealed gradualry in the 

Cassandra-scene of the Agamemnon. Since I shall be discussing it in 

detail later, within its context in the Agamemnon, I shall at this 

stage simply give an outline of the story, fitting 1:·ogether·· the· pieces :_ ... · · ·: : '_-·· 
\ , . . . . .. : . - .. \: \~: . :• 

of information which Aeschylus .giyes us, _ Apollo., it seems,. desire,d . . . .. : ..... : ... 
:._,. .· ···, ,;,;· ...... ·.~-· :~"'·· ->.•· ......... _ .. ;'·-.; .. :-•·•>·~,::~~::.;.:'•'_,. •. _,._.-,,:'::::·~::.-,:· . __ ::_;-:::-·;,.:,··:~·/_-...\·;_:_~~.~t.\:--:•i-
Cassandra, and wrestled with her. In return for her favours, he gave 

Apollo in his wrath turned the gift into a punishment by arranging that 

no-one should believe her prophecies, Therefore she became an outcast 
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and a.laughing-stock at Troy. Finally, he punished. her by death, in 

sending her to the House of Atreus where she would be killed by Clytem-

Unfortunately, for the _purpose_ of comparison, there are no ex.tant .. 
;. : ..... ; .. : .. . ' ,' ..... ~- ". ,• : .. , . •,. . ,. . :; .·, . . 

records of this myth before the Agamemnon, For that reason, some 

;.,!:;/:•,:r:-."::.,:-. 'i '; critics· liav~. f~lt · i:'h~t 'the story niay 1:ie .a~ Aeschylean''inventic,n,:·3?\: -;_:, f:.'/-J:_,::.':-':,:,, 

This is·, h~weve_r; ·unlikely, since' Aeschy1us· gives ·only the bar~· bone's ., 

of the'story, in a passage of stichomythia that would be hard for the 

audience to grasp fuliy if they did not know already at least something 

of the story, 

Even though comparison with a ✓complete version of the myth before 

Aeschylus is impossible, nevertheless there are two lines of enquiry 

which may prove helpful to our understanding of Aeschylus' treatment. 

Firstly, it is possible to determine how the character Cassandra ap­

peared in earlier literature. Secondly, Aeschylus' contemporary, 

Pindar, provides a very useful comparison in his treatment of Apollo's 

relationships with mortal women, 

Recently, an interesting article has been published by Mr, P,G. 

31 Mason, in which he compares different literary treatments of Cassandra, 

The fullest treatment of Cassandra in myth, however, is still the work 

32 
of Professor Davreux. Professor Davreux distinguishes three separate 

stories: Cassandra as Apollo's prophetess; Cassandra as Agamemnon's 

captive; and Cassandra the victim of Ajax, 33 She points out that the 

three are rarely combined, and that during the Cassandra-scene, where 

Cassandra's relat-ionship with Apollo is most important, her relation­

ship with Agamemnpn is forgotten, The following comments about Cas­

sandra owe much to the work of Davreux and Mason. I shall naturally 



focus upon Apollo's relationship with Cassandra. 

Cassandra first appears in extant l.iterature in Homer, In the 

XI, 421-23), Ag¥le~on 1s captive, 

ference t~·her gift of·prophecy, 

In neither case is .there any re-. 
:... ' ' . . . . .: . . : .. ·. .. .. . ·: 

Perhaps, as the Scholiast remarks, 

15. 

., .. <.-_· .. · .. ·•· ·5· .. ·mary bf the lost epic Kypria; Cassandra· did appear there··as a pro:.. 

35 phetess, together with her brother Helenus,-also a prophet, The as-

sociation of Cassandra and Helenus is significant, It seems to have 

been traditio~al, appearing again for instance in a fragment of an un­

known poet,
36

. The scholiast on Iliad VII, 44 relates that Cassandra 

and Helenus both received the gift of prophecy as infants, As the 

siblings lay in the temple of Apollo, their ears were licked.by snakes, 

and subsequently they were divinely inspired. Although the scholiast 

is himself writing later than Aeschylus, it is very probable that the · 

story he gives was current before Aeschylus' time; for we have already 

seen that Cassandra and Helenus were traditionally associated, 

Aeschylus, then, was perhaps aware of this.version, but gives the alter­

native one because it suits his purpose better, 

If Cassandra and Helenus were traditionally associated, how then 

did the alternative version arise, of Cassandra's particular relation­

ship with Apollo? Perhaps, from the belief that it was through·a sexual 

relationship with the god that Apollo's priestesses became divinely in-

. d 37 spire. Moreover, Apollo's desire for Cassandra fits well with the 

traditional representation of her as a beautiful virgin, The part of 

the story where Apollo is cheated by a woman is paralleled in Pindar, 

and so too the subsequent punishment inflicted upon her, Whether Pindar. 
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himself knew the story of Cassandra ·and Apollo remains a matter of 

conjecture, since the only reference to Cassandra in his work is a brief 

· ·--mention of the µav-. ~v, ; , x6pav, • "prophetess ma;i.den" · (Pythian 11-;.33 ,;). :_ r:t :-·'::.;(:/:'.'. .;;:_.; 

_i_s _possi~le_. that_ .the s.t_ory h11d apl'~ared in )ltesichorus I Oresteia, 
. . .' ·-: ·.: ... ' ',, :· ' . : .' '.. . •' ~ : •,' ' . -~- .. 

Aeschylus I source for· some of his material, but once· again there is a 

,,-.:-=., ,' · · •:. '·_c '." ~iia~p'aiJ{i:n:;; · 1~~ic'-'·of -·~vr~ence; ' .. No;;e''~t' s~...-;:i'ch~rus'1 fragu;·eri. ;;:~·'tved):·,, {/';\; .:- · . 

mentions_ Cassandr.a, 

I now turn to.Pindar and his treatment· of Apollo's relationships 

with mortal women, I shall comment briefly on three odes: Pythian 3, 

.which deals with Apollo and Coronis;_ Pythian 9, which deals with Ap~:!.lo 

and Cyrene; and Olympian 6, which treats the relationship of Apollo 

and Evadne, The first affords the closest comparison with the story of 

Cassandra in the Agamemon, Coronis,.although with child by Apollo, 

cheated him by preferring another, a mortal man, Apollo, in anger, 

sent Artemis to punish her, Coronis and many of her neighbours were 

killed, But when Coronis was placed on the fu~eral pyre, Apollo res­

cued the child 'from her body, to become a healer for men, This last 

part is interesting because. it provides the same antithesis which we 

saw in the Cassandra episode, that of healing/destroying; but the 

antithesis is less important for Pindar than for Aeschylus, There are 

several points in Pythian 3 that can be paralleled in the story in 

Aeschylus, Pindar speaks of the wrath (xo\o,, 11) of the children of 

Zeus, just as Aeschylus mentions Apollo's wrath (x6-.o,, !!Ji, 1211), The 

wrath in each case leads to the infliction of a terrible punishment: 

Coronis and her neighbours are destroyed, Cassandra is destroyed 'twice 

over', Moreover, Pindar represents the woman as hav'ing brought the 

punishment upon herself, by making Apollo angry, Coron.is is to blame, 
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She acts under the influen_ce of lh:ri, madness (24) •. In the same way, 

Cassandra admits to 'cheating' the god (~. 1208) and "acting in error" 

''.:'::':,·:\_•.•::0,,,_-.:.,(12_;l.~)~: .T~!'.,c;1oru~ ,e,xpe,ct -~- h!,I:?~ 1)~11ish~<ep.t;~_o'; hf:i;;, ,t~ey_ a:re sur.:;: 

prised that she is still alive (1211). 

·- ,. . ... ··,_.:.• _ ... ·._.-_'.· :·., ,••,·,·-: 

t·•./:. ··-':•~,..,:r,·.- · .. · .... \:. ·· .. 

· In the odes dealing w:i.°~h-_ Cyrene ai-id Evadne, the liaisons are, by 
' ., .. 
'. 

,<,/,,;>, .i\;- :, · ~~-t-iast ,, r~preserited .'~s happy; -Pindar ~peaks of. ·Evadne -~s experien--::. :-,,:,._.·,_ 

.) 
'.·-- cing ·for the first time the ·"sweetness: of· Aphrodite" in the· arms of·.·•.·.'/·-;·. ··•.•,.·: 

Apollo (Olympian 6-.35). So too, Cassandra describes the xap,c;, "grace" 

or "charm", which Apollo breathed upon her (~. 1206). Nevertheless, 

·there is a difference between Pindar and Aeschylus here. For Pindar, 

the women's experience of Apollo is, wholly sweet; for Aeschylus; Cas­

sandra Is experience was characterised by ~Cn, 11 force", as well as by 

xap,c;. Cassandra describes Apollo as a wrestler (1206). Far from us­

ing force in Pindar, Apollo even pauses to enquire of the Centaur 

whether it is 6crCn, ''holy", to lay a hand on Cyrene (Pythian 9,36), 

In. all three o_des, Pindar relates how the child of the union of 

god and woman becomes a great hero: Iamus, Asclepius, and Aristaeus, 

Moreover, in Pythian 9 he refers to the relationship of Apollo with 

Cyrene as a marriage (yaµoc;, 111, 113) and to Apollo as Cyrene's hus­

band (n6cr,c;, 51). Influenced by Pindar's treatment, some critics have 

believed that Aeschylus represents the union of Apollo and Cassandra as 

a marriage, The line which has caused considerable discussion on this 

topic is ~. 1207: 

~ xnc ~lxvrov etc; lpyov ~A0l~T]V oµou; 

"And did you. two together come to th~ work 
of children?" 

I have given the reading which is preferred in the recent Oxford 
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text by Professor Page. He has adopted Butler's emendation oµou, in­

stead of the manuscript reading, which is v6~. Reading v6~, Profes-

sor Fraenkel takes the .whole :lirn~ .. to:·be· a reminiscence of the· Atheni~•:i/';, ·· ·:., ,·.·•,:·. 

ma_r~~~~e;formul_~; , ~T]crCo.iv ~~Co(J)v }~' a~~1:'tl C£!:.}ft _ ~op~) ~38 . I_n_ fa_c,(,, ·: _ ",:, 'i· 

the only word in the formula which corresponds in meaning to a word in 

· · · . · ·· . . · · t··o· '.;.e''xv:·;_,": ·• · ' (B. ·o•t:h·. ··m· ·e· an:·•·. i,c· ··h·i···1· d. r·· e· n.: ;-., __ )'.'.. )~ ; ::,.··.>,.'{)_-·. _; _\::-:-·-·,; ,\; \<:., Ai_;.· 120-, is' iiac"oc.o~ -c~rresporiiiirig • ~ 

Th~· argument therefore, although supported by a weighty authority; i~ ·.· .. · 

in itself insubstantial. For the Greeks, the production of children 

and sexual consummation were almost synonymous, and it. seems more 

plausible th.at the. Chorus are simply asking Cassandra whether sexual 

consummation took place, rather than referring to marriage. Actual 

marriage is, as Leahy says "improbable in the extreme 11 ; 39 and per­

sonally I doubt whether·even the concept of marriage is introduced, in 

order to suggest an "honourable" relationship. 1140 It is possible to re­

tain the MS. reading v6~ with the interpretation I have suggested 

above, excluding reference to marriage, and understanding v6~ in the 

sense of II as is usual". With this interpr')tation, it becomes apparent 

also that the reference to "children" is not to be taken too literally. 

Leahy suggests that there is a general pattern in Aeschylus: there are 

women whom the gods desire, and such women suffer personally and yet 

conceive children who are demi-gods or heroes. Therefore, Cassandra is 

all the more 

c_onceived in 

guilty 

41 her. 

in so far as she prevented such offspring being 

But, in my opinion, the general pattern in Aeschylus 

cannot be sufficient evidence for interpreting the text in this light, 

since the reference to children.is so brief, and no such implications 

are drawn out either by Cassandra or by the Chorus. 

Apart from the detailed points of similarity and dissimilarity be-
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tween _Pindar's t~eatment and Aeschylus', perhaps the most illuminating 

,'.llld st",:iking comparison between them is their unashamed anthropomorphism, 

Here the words of ,Pr_ofesso:r. Woodbury concerning Pindar. are -equally. valid· .. ·:: .. · _.· .. : -. 
",.•,•~: ,.· . ... . -.. . ''•!.". ·.·• ...... ,· ... · >-.':·'·_.,,··-.. · .. · ... ·:.·:·. ·-.:·.·:-,~.····,.,'i:.' . ': \ , ... 

for Aeschylus: "The full humanity_ of the god, I conceiv:, was as imper-. 

· t:.d~ t; Pi~~~;,· ·;;,,d t~ · t;aditional belief, ·as his' august knowied~~- :~d 

.. "Greek poetry lost the capacity thai: it- had· 
for so long possessed of encompassing all 
things, both human and divine, in a single, 
freshly visual imagination" 

In conclusion, I suggest that Aeschylus, in his presentation of 

Apollo in the Oresteia, makes use of the· major aspects-of the tradition· 
., 

concerning Apollo as they appear in cult and literature, Together with 

Herodotus and Pindar, he stands at the end of an age of faith, in which 

the authority of the Delphic oracle was firmly established for the 

majority, and in which the p_oet;_s_ and dramatists conceived of. the Olym­

pians in candidly anthropomorphic terms. Apollo's well-known preroga­

tives in the areas of prophecy and.purification guaranteed that.he would 

play a vital part in the story of Orestes, as it ap~ears in the Choe­

phoroe and the Eumenides, Apollo I s' part in the Agamemnon is less 

easily accounted for in terms of cult prerogatives. Clearly, one func­

tion of Apollo in th_e Agamemnon is traditional: as the god of pro­

phecy, he inspires Cassandra with her visions concerning the House of 

Atreus and the death of Agamemnon, But why Aeschylus also depicted 

Apollo in less conventional terms as Cassandra's Destroyer remains to 

be seen. 
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1 
!gamemnon· . 

: ...... ,~).;·,.:'• .. . . •'·/: .. :/,;~---._~\,,·•-> 

scene: the so-called "Cassandra-scene", There, we see _Apollo_ 
'.}~_;_ •\;>,>:•.:,: :,,/,:•f .. . ::: ;: ~ -:~•:_.~;••:::, \ •.': ,:._ ,::~.:> l', •, 1: ,'. • '( •• ' \· •: :, ' ::,'.• • :;,;'~~- ,/ .',' :_;.,~, '/ f'.,• .'. '; : ••,', _- •••~ • . • ,. '•• 

through. _' .. . ., . . . . .. :·.· •':.·-~ .. ~-. ',•; .'· .. 
Cassandra's eyes, as the· god who has in ·some sense "destroyed" 

,,{,/-,_~_:·.;•:,;_.,., .. ,.··· • ',•,•: ,•· • ·•-·. ·.r, ·: ,··. ·•. . . 
her in 

the ·past,· and who will now finally des·troy her, Most of: this· chapter 

will therefore be devotee\ to. the presentation -of Apollo in the Cas­

sandra-scene, Firstly, however, I will consider the three brief re­

fe.rences to Apollo earlier in ·the play, 

In the parodos, the Chorus first mentions Apollo in a 'tricolon' 

with Pan and Zeus, In this passage Menelaus and Agamemnon are likened 

to vultures which grieve over the loss of their young (48-54), and 

whose :cries reach· ·the ears of. the gods:-

~na~o, 6'~Crov ~ ~,, 'Ano\AWV 
~ Tidv ~ Z5u, otrov69poov 
YOOV 6sU~OQV ~WV65 µ5~0()((J)V 
&cn-c.p6no1..vo'\J 
nlµnH napa~clcnv ·, Ep,vuv, (55-:-59) 

"One on high, .maybe Apollo, or Pan, or 
Zeus, hearing the shrill wailing cry of 
the birds, these visitors in his realm, 
sends upon the transgressors the late­
punishing Erinys," 

Professor Fraenkel comments that "It is probably better to admit that 

we do not know the poet's special motive in naming Apollo", since 

2 
Apollo had no particular association with vultures or with high places, 

If, then, the reason is not "theo·logical", it may be dramatic: that is, 

even at this stage, Aeschylus may have wanted to ·establish the close­

ness of Apollo to Zeus, He also makes- the point that Apollo and Zeus_ 

use the Erinys; it is only later in the trilogy that the Olympians 

20, 

•' ,·,. ··-
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begin to repudiate the Erinyes, But, whatever the reason for Apollo's 

inclusion here, I think.it is safe to say that neither he nor Pan is 

.rows. the .. focus on to. Zeus .Xenios himself. Such :is, the significance o,f .. -...;. , _ 

the Chorus' use of the tricolon, a useful literary device which high-

:: ;:i ',i·',:'.., ;. : . :1:(g~'ti ;;t~·-·1:htrcl:i k<l -~~iii', :·s~b}~l:::r:- ;\ :,:\ ,-:: : ':•: \ ;,, ;; ':-: :<-'=.- -.>-: _: :.•' .--•,·:;-:,_;,:·, <:. 

prophesies that Artemis will be angry, He prays to Apollo to inter-

- cede and appease the goddess: 

"I call upon the blessed Healer-god" 

The special motive for an appeal to Apollo here is easier to find: like 

other prophets, Calchas · traditionally owed his prophetic gift to 

4 
Apollo, .sin? bes.ides,, _Artemis is Ap_ollo I s _sister,. D:"'icllllatically_,_

1 
,h_ow::. 

ever, the main point seems to be to emphasize Apollo's role as the god 

of healing. It· was in this· capacity that 'he· was hailed wii:li the cry 

5 11 t YJ Tia 1.,(1.v", echoed here. 

The Herald makes the.third reference to Apollo, in his home-coming 

prayer: 

vov xatps µev xSrov, xatps 6'-f)ACou ~cio,, 
ona~6, ~s xropq, Zsu,, o IT68c6, ~•li.vas, 
~6soc, tcin~wv: µT]xh' ~t, 'l)µci, ~lATJ• 
ifAc, naeo. Zxciµav6pov -/Jo8' &.vcipcno,, 
vUv 6'aUl;'c, ac.o,;'r)p fo81.. xat nat.Wv1.,oc;·, 
/i.vas "ATTOAAOV • (508-13 •) 

"Now hail, earth! and hail, light of the 
sun! Hail, Zeus, highest god of our ~and, 
and hail, Pythian lord! you who shoot, no 
longer, I pray, against us, arrows with 
your bow. You were hostile enough and more 
than enough by the Scamander. But be saviour 
and healer, lord Apollo." 
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The point of this reference to Apollo is clear: the Herald 

salutes him, along with the other gods, on his return to his native. 

land, It .is interesting that Apollo and_Zeus_again.appear _side~by~ 
•,•: .. ;·:•:: ·, :~ ... , ·::··/;,:_:):,;-,>;·:~ .. -,:•J'_:·,·: ·'/>-<·- .... :_:··.,;·:•::•::-. . ::·;:: ,,:._:· ..... ~- ·.· :\ .. ;_•:··.:;;_! 

side, ·as in the parodos, The Herald refers to the fact (ag·ain, fami-

. :., "f(ar'to the audience '•from Iliad· i) that' Apollo had opposed the 'Greek~ 

c>,: .. ,., ... ,,: .. _.. , ..... ~erald'_s view __ it is time for._th.e _god ~o. b,e_.benev~lent, .. wh'c:,:e on,;e __ h~_, ,.·• ... , . 

was malignant,' · 

It is significant that the Herald uses a word which echoes Calchas' 

invocation in the parodos of the "Healer-god". The word is rracCiv coc;, 

''healer" CSi2), which recalls Calchas' word Ilaci'iva.·, "Healer-god"; i. 

believe that Aeschylus deliberately makes both Calchas and the Herald 

invoke Apollo under his title of Healer-god, in order to p·.:·ovide a 

direct contrast for ·the Cassandra-scene later in the play, where Gas-

. ·sandra names· him "Destroyer".· : 

Although these references to Apollo are admittedly brief., they do 

help to prepare the audience for the way in which Apollo will be pre­

sented in the trilogy, They hint at his c~oseness to Zeus, and to his 

potential for malevolent and benevolent treatment of mortals, Within 

the context of the Agamemnon, they have the specific function of pre-

paring us for the Cassandra-scene, The second and third references 

point to Apollo as Healer, while the first and second point to Apollo's 

ability to take vengeance for wrong done, The latter is precisely what 

he does in Cassandra's case, 

Apollo in the "Cassandra-scene" 

In my discussion of this scene I·shall, in accordance with the 
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subject 'of this thesis, confine my comments to a consideration of 

Apollo's part in it. I shall refer to wider issues only in so fa~ as 

they are .relevant to my specif~c subject. I think it is important to 
•,•.• • .. •'-•·.•,·:.• .. ••.• ' '-." ,.; , ••,. , •••, ,• • •:,"••• '',,,,: •.•,, ••I~-~. , • •1''•,:,,•.•, .. ,'_.• .. ·','•,' .. • 
. - ... . .. ' . .. . . . ·• . . : . . , . , . . . . . ' ' '. ' . . ' .. ·. . 

make clear at the outset how I see Apollo's place in the scene as a 

""''···. . .. , .. . . ~assat)dra_ on stage. partly in. order that she, with. he.r. spe/::j.al .!'ro:- ,. . , .. . ., •. , ...... . 
.. . ",._·, .. -.·.'.· ... _·.·.· .... · ...... ·. · .... ',.·_ .. ·.··· .. •. : .. · ....... •.··.·.•··.· ... · .. ,: .... ·.·• .. • .. , .. · ... ·.-·. ·.- ... ::·.-· ··,·.· _.·.• .. · .. -·:.•,i,::'·,.·:.•.:•-· .--:-- .. ·• . '. . . . . ~ . ... . . ·. . ' ... ,· .... :· . · ... _ .. :. -: . . . ., .. 

. phetic.gifts, can describe Agamemnon's imminent death at the hands of . 

Clytemnestra, Moreover·, Cassandra, with her visionary insight, is able 

to unlock the house's secrets: the feast of Thyestes and the curse on. 

Atr~us' house. The death of Agamemnon and the story of_the curse are 

in the foregr.ound ·in this scene; Cassandra's own story, interwoven· as 

it is with her prophecies and visions, is in the background, As far as 

the foreground of the scene ~3 concerned, Apollo's function is merely 

pragmatic: he is the god who inspires Cassandra with the prophecies 

she utters, 

Yet Aeschylus chose to make of Cassandra more than a functional 

prophetess. She is a dramatic figure in he:r own right, Her •account of 
/ 

her past and present experiences at the hands of Apollo has implications 

forthe whole trilogy, Apollo's treatment of Cassandra is an example of 

the Chorus' earlier reference (182-3) to the xa.pcc; ~Ca,oc;, "violent 

grace" of the gods to men, In my discussion of the Cassandra-scene I 

shall attempt to support this interpretation and to indicate the nature 

of the "violent grace", 

There are three passages in this scene which specifically· treat 

the relationship between Apollo and Cassandra, I shall deal with them 

in their dramatic sequence, rather than attempting to put the whole 

story together at the outset, This method is more appropriate, because 



Aeschylus I own dramatic method, here as elsewherC'•, is one of gradual 

revelation, 6 

Ag. 1072-1099, 

24, 

.. ,·,. ,' .. : . . ,.:·. . . 

Cassandra has been on stage for almost three hundred lines before 

... ,',\·><\.:. >.,.-:.:• 'tiie. act'u~1 · 11cas'saridra-'s.cene" ·begii'is,>at ·1012> ·. She ente'rei:f ~th 'Agameui.::: :-::.' ,.}i.0, \, •• 

non in his chariot; she 'sileritiy witnessed the scene in which Clytem.:: 

nestra persuades him to enter the house, treading on red carpet; and 

she ignored Clytemnestra's attempts to draw her into the house after 

him, When she finally breaks her long silence, 7 with a resounding cry,· 

the audience's attention is gripped immediately, Cassandra's first 

words are an untranslatable cry of horror, and then comes the god's 

name. 

(1073) 

"Oh Apollo, Apollo!" 

The Chorus appeals to her: why does she call on Apollo with cries of 

woe? Surely she knows that Apollo has noth
1
ing to do with lamentations 

(1074-75), Cassandra repeats her cry (1077); the Chorus repeat their 

protest (1078-79),. The point is thus made that Cassandra for some 

reason associates Apollo with a source of lamentation as yet unknown to 

us. 

Cassandra's next· words reveal much more: 

~nOAAOV, ~nOAAOV, 
O."(\l clh' ' &.noAA(l)V lµ6c;. 
&.nw}.eoac; ycrp ob µ6}.cc; ~o 6e1Y1:epov, (1080-82), 

"Oh Apollo, Apollo! 
Apollo of the streets, my Destroyer! 
For you have destroyed me easily for 
the second time!" 



Cassandra has already stressed Apollo's name by rep_etition, Now she 

makes a startling pun on his name, connecting "Apollo" with the verb 

'·. a._n6A}..uµ.o_ "destroy_'.', . The. 
'• '·. .. •... . . "- ', :·'.· .. , 

25, 

8 unknown, Originally, there is no etymological connection between the 
. ·. 

. . 9 
there is- no know:i,n•g·whether Aeschylus was the first to make it,·· ·If -so, 

it would have been all the more startling, But even if the pun had 

been made before, it would be render~d effective and st~rtling here; 

effective because of- the repetition and startling because of·the con­

trast with the association established earlier in the play between 

Apollo and healing, 

There is a separate point about Cassandra's pun; namely, that she 

calls the god 6.no}..}..rov lµ6c; "my destroyer". Cassandra's view of the god 

is based on her own personal, bitter experience of him. This is worth 

bearing in mind for my discussion, later in this_chapter, of the ques­

tion whether the scene contains criticism of Apollo, 

Cassandra also gives the god his title of "Agyiates" - Apollo "of 

the streets", Apollo Agyieus was represented by a stone statue outside 

the house, and in fact such a statue is on stage, in front of the 

10 palace gates, . 

Finally, there are the four pregnant words oo µ6}..,c; ~o 5&Cn-&pov• 

o1i µ6}..oc; has been translated variously as equivalent to the Latin "non 

parum" -- "not too little", "enough"; "utterly" -- or as "with no dif­

ficulty11, 11 Either me!'Iling is possible, or even both; and both would· 

be typical of the way in which a Greek god might be expected to des­

troy, ~o 5&Cn-&pov, "for the second time"~ serves here to emphasize 
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Cassandra's point: Apollo is her destroyer twice over, The explana­

tion of how he destroyed her the first time comes later, as more of the 

story is ·revealed'. 

The Chorus once more provides a connnent on her words, They have 

>\;:~;·;:J:i-,y'·:~~d~;:;:';~~ at i.~~:t part of c~~-~~ndra's ~ef~-;~;~; to 'de-~tructi~n·,;··•' ·:\ .. 

• .:_-:·. :. ·;::_-·,: .. _.•;',;._::"fot.·. they.- remark ,that.:she, seems about ·.to. prophesy_. her. own· misfort1mes·..: .. , ·._-.,-;,_ -,,,:._.;,,,:/.!i' 
~ ·-·:' ,--.. ~ '·\ ·• : ... ;,. . ~- . , . . . . . ·' .. ' . .. . . . : .. / . . . . . . . ,. . . . ..... . 

' ... ·. . .. :: . (1083-84) ,.·. They' evidently know. her to. be a prophetess, a. fact fami- , ·. . · · , -, ... , 

liar to_ the audience ~lso, 
12 

They do not cry "blasphemy!" at Cassan-

dra's pun, Evidently they do not find it sacrilegious to call Apollo 

"Destroyer". 

Cassandra repeats the cry she had just made, and continues with 

the question: 

Ii not nm' frra.ylc; µ~;. npoc; noCa.v 01:6"(11V; (1087) 

"Ah, where have you brought me? to what house?" 

Although on a human level Agamemnon was responsible for bringing her 

here as his captive, Cassandra feels the god's hand in her fate, It is 

"double motivation" - responsibility· on both human and divine levels at 

13 
once, Similarly, later, she dies at the hands of Clytemnestra, and 

yet Apollo is her _destroyer, Cassandra begins to hint at the mysterious 

horror of the house, and instead of prophesying her own woes she begins 

to prophesy about the House of Atreus (1090ff,, 1095ff,, ll00ff,, etc,), 

When she-has proved her skill as a prophetess (1178ff,), the Chorus is 

moved to wonder at her ability to tell of the past "as though she had 

been present" (1198ff,), Cassandra explains that Apollo gave her the 

gift of prophecy (1203), and thus begins the second passage in which 

she relates her own story, 
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(ii) Ag. 1202-1213, 

Here we have the story of Cassandra and Apollo told in a nutshell, 

· · >.<::., ·.. The stor'y ::is n~t· c~rn~~id~t~d in ~ -~i,iech by· Ca~s~;;~;_;}, .bJ6>in.;'~'-t1~::::' ::. \· "· ·.:· ... : .. 

;=:.,;•.,:•-::•:•,c,. _::; sage."9_f st:j.chomythia·.bet:ween Cassandra and the Chorus,.,· Because th_e ,::. 

passage is central to this enquiry, and because every word in the _pa_s-: 
.._·.; . ..,.:.:.y,/~:::{>::_. :=;: ·_.; . .,-...-: }::· ·:-·~.;.~_ ~: :r:5:~ ·,. .J:_.···,:.:,; =.;:•·-~-!-' _. •.· ·:-. :. : : ::~ .. ::',.- :. •:.:-· -.. :=·-<· . ::·; ·- -:~:-~. ~-:: :-: :_ ~ .. >·· (/.,:, =:: :.;:-:: :=:-. ---.. , .. : -~\-:\:: ·''.:::/:·:\_.­
,: · .. ·. · ··sage· counts, I shali 'quote it in full; with translation: ... 

Ka. -µav-re<;; µ' 'Ano)...">,.rov -rroc5'. lneanJaev -re}..ec, 
Xo. µrov xa, 0e6i;; nep l~eproc TTETTAY)'Yµevoi;;; _,, 
Ka. npo -rou µev al5oo<;; ~v lµo, 1,.eyeov -r6.5e, 
Xo, a~p6v~-rac yap nai;; '<L', e6 npaaowv n}..e6v. 
Ka. a}..).' ~v naAaLCTTY)<;; x6.p-r' lµoC nverov xapcv. 
Xo. ~ xa, .-rexvrov el<;; ~pyov f]1,.0hT)v 1:,µou; . · 
Ka. !;;uvaovloaoo /\o!;;Cav l1J,euaaµT)v·. 
Xo. f\5T) -rexvacCJLV lv0lot.,<;; tJpT)µevT); 
Ka. f\5T) no}..C-rac<;; nav-r' l0eancsOV na0T). 
Xo. nroi;; 5rp;' &va-roi;; ~o0a /\o!;;Cou xw~; 
Ka, ~neo0ov oo5ev' oo5ev, ~, -r6.5' f\µn}..axov, 
Xo. ~µcv ye µev 5ri ncara eeanCsELV 5oxeci;;. 

120 7 v6~ codd: oµou Butler 

Ca. "The prophet Apollo appointed me to this task." 
Cho, "Being smitten with desire, even though a god?" 
Ca, "Before now I was ashamed to speak of this." 
Cho. "Yes; for everyone is too fastidious when prosperous," 
Ca, "But he was a wrestler, breathing grace strongly upon me, 11 

Cho, "And did you come together to the work of begetting 
children?" 

Ca, "No: I gave my consent, but cheated Loxias." 
Cho, ''When you had already been taken captive by the divine 

art: 1" 
Ca. "Yes: already I prophesied to the citizens all the 

disasters . 11 

Cho. ''.Ho'( then were you not hurt by the wrath of Loxias?" 
Ca. "I was -- I could convince no one of anything, once I 

had erred thus. 11 

, Cho. "Yet to us you seem to prophesy things. worthy of belief." 

Since I have already dealt, in the previous chapter with the prob­

lems concerning the story's origin, and compared similar stories of 

' . . M Apollo s liaisons with mortal women as treated by Pindar, I shall now 

concentrate solely upon the_implications of the story in its context, 

Throughout this passage, the Chorus plays an important role: they 

"' 
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ask the right 'leading' questions to elicit Cassandra's story, and at 

the same time their attitudes and reactions provide us with criteria 

by which to assess the conduct of Apollo and Cassandra, When Cassan­

dra explains that Apollo made her a prophetess, the Chorus immediately 

·asks whethe, the god desired her. Their question implies that Apollo 

usually conferred the gift of prophecy on girls whom he desired, 

Nevertheless, their question also indicates surprise; it is intro­

duced by the particle µ.rov, meaning "Surely not,,,?" Professor Winning­

ton-Ingram, whose criticisms of Apollo in the Choephoroe and the Eumen­

ides will be discussed in later chapters, calls the Chorus' question 

"horrified11
,
15 

This is surely a subjective interpretation, The Chorus' 

surprise is occasioned by the fact that Apollo, a god, could desire a 

mortal woman. The emphasis is clear from xcit Seo<; nep, "even though a 

. god" •. It is important to realise that lµepo<; here means "desire", not 

"love", Some critics, in their discussions, have constantly employed 

· . 16 the term "love" of Apollo's desire, but. the translation is mislead-

ing and better avoided, 

Cassandra's reply to the Chorus' question implies that the god did . . . . . 

indeed desire her, Before now, she says, .she was ashamed to speak of 

it, Once again, the Chorus' response is a guide-line to us, indicating 

how the ancient Greeks, in general, would have reacted, They say that 

Ca.ssandra' s cit6oo<; is ·scarcely· surprising:· ail people 'in times'· of pros-

leaves her no room for such reticence as she displayed in the past, 

Significantly, the Chorus also indicates by its reply that Cassandra, 

in becoming the object of Apollo's desire, had in their eyes gained 
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good fortune, 

When Cassandra speaks of Apollo's wrestling with her, and in the 

same line mentions the grace he breathed upon her, we are reminded of 

the 6cnµ6voov , , • xap•<; ~Cct•o<;, the "violent grace of the gods", men­

tioned in the parodos (182), nctAct•cn-~<;, "wrestler", should certainly 

17 be taken literally, as Professor Fraenkel suggests, to indicate real 

physical force, Thus Apollo was violent in his encounter with Cassand­

ra, Yet Cassandra herself admits to the xap•<; he breathed upon her, 

Charis is a complex word, not easily translated into English, The fact 

that it is governed by nvloov here suggests that it is not exactly 

similar to the xap•<; 6ct•µ.6voov mentioned in the parodos, That charis, 

which is in essence the charis of Zeus, is something that he gives to 

men over and above what they might expect.is But Apollo's charis is 

not primarily a favour that he gives.".to Cassandra,. but something that 

he breathes upon her, Fraenkel suggests that it is "an emanation of 

19 
Apollo I s nature", This grace, or charm, works upon Cassandra dc:s-

pite her resistance, and reminds us that Apollo was conceived by the 
,. 

Greeks to be a young and especially handsome god; 

Responding to the implications of naAct•cn-~<;, the Chorus proceeds 

to ask whether Cassandra and Apollo "came to the work of children" 

(1207), . I have. argue_d in the previous. chapt_er that this rather qurious .. , 

· · pliras~ does not n~-cessar.ily 'imply ·either that the Ch~rus views· th~-, .. 
.:-- -;":.'.•;•.. :-:-: -._. -.-:;: :: ·;")_.: ·;.-- _·._:: -.· ·\:,::··/- ::';• r- .. =· :: . -· ::·;~ ::. \ --~ -.. ~- ·; ~-;:·?·/ i:•· .. ..... :/- : . .-.-::.<_.--:· ·-----:·::_ -:::: :: _.._~-.\_:~- -·=·r ;:_~-. \~.~:.:\ 

un1on of Apollo· and Cassandra· as a· dignified relationship, equivalent 

t:o· marriage_, or that. theY. .expect Cassandra .. to- have produced -a. hero_-;-._·-:'.•· 

was sexually consummated, The question is asked entirely for the sake 

of information it elicits from Cassandra,· She admits that no sexual 



intercourse took place; for after giving her consent she cheated 

Apollo, 

30, 

21 How or why Cassandra cheated Apollo is not revealed, presumably· 

·:-be.cause,'Ae_~~hylus ·though~· only., -the fact of denial relevant; . But the.::. 

word l1jreurniµl']v, "I cheated", leaves no. doubt of Cassandra's guilt in 
~--:·· : . :' · .. ·- _. -~. ... : · ... > \~·-' / .. ~/; .·. ·.:-;, :~ -7: :- J ::- ', ·;:·..,.· .- . :- .: ·: , .. : ~- ... --.-: :.·: :; .. •. ·./:' .. "; ·,:_: ... \ .. ..... :._ :·1._. : . .- ~.:::·r:-: ·:.-:. ·--~-,;.-~_:._.-: :.<-> 

the matter, Once again, the Chorus brings·out the important point, · 

· They ask whether, before Cassandra went back on her side of the bar­

gain, she had already received Apollo's gift of prophecy; the reply is 

affirmative, Why then, they ask, was she not punished? (1211), The 

word they employ, li.vm;oc;, means "untouched, unhurt" and implies that 
., 

they expected some physical punishment, perhaps complete destruction, 

Cassandra says that she was indeed punished, since no-one subsequently 

believed her prophecies, Fraenkel comments that the form of punishment 

was "peculiarly cruel", 
22 

Certainly, the punishment made Cassandra a 

very isolated figure, as she will later explain in some detail, But 

the Chorus' remark suggests that what is strange here is that Cassandra 

is still alive after cheating Apollo, That the _universal loss of be­

lief in her prophecies was not to be the final punishment is perhaps 

hinted at again in the Chorus' last remark: "Well, anyway, ~ believe 

you, 11 Thus, ironically, Cassandra I s prophecies at last gain credence, 

The Chorus' assurance rounds off the passage of stichomythia, and sub­

sequently Cassandra is caught up again in prophetic feenzy, 

I have now dealt at some length with interpretation of the passage, 

Now I shall consider two inter-related questions that arise from the 

story as revealed to us so far, .They are: (1) was Cassandra guilty of 

an offence against Apollo? (2) was Apollo culpable in his courtship of 

her\ These. questions must be answered before one can consider fully 



31, 

whether or not Apollo is criticised in the Cassandra scene, Another 

question could be asked at this stage: Was Apollo's punishment of 

Cassandra excessive? However, I prefer to leave this question until I 

consider the third passage, where the audience hears more about the 

first part of her punishment, Rather surprisingly, critics have ten-

ded to bypass these issues, possibly becaus_e they have 1:>een more con­

cerned with the 'foreground' of the Cassandra-scene, Professor 

Fraenkel makes no explicit comment. Professor Winnington-Ingram, in 

his article on Apollo's role in the Oresteia, has only a footnote on 

23 
the Agamemnon. Professor Kitto finds Apollo to be a crude god in the 

Agamemnon, specifically in his treatment of Cassandra, but he is vague 

as to the two questions I have posed and has more to say on the third, 

that is, the nature of the punishment, 24 The best and fullest treat­

ment of these and other questions raised by the Cassandra-scene, is 

25 that offered by Mr. D,M, Leahy, 

(1) Was Cassandra guilty of an offence against Apollo? 

Certainly Cassandra was guilty, Even though I have stated my dis­

agreement with Professor Kuhi,s I idea that she vio,lates the relationship 

of marriage, and with Mr. Leahy's idea that she disappoints the world 

- . - 26 
o,f _ possible_ ,~eroes, neyerthele_ss sJ:ie ~s __ guilt)'. ,011 _111ore, ~i1;11pl_e gro,u11,d,a ·''.-- ,, 

using the words bJi~uaa.µT]v "I cheated" (1208), and ijµrrt..axov "I erred'" 

'" :-·- · ··'- '.;_'·(:'··.· .. ·ac'tiofr:··. what matters "is tlia"t' she -did it,. Personally, I ·would· avoid · -

using the word "sin", with its Christian connotations, 27 but fundamen­

tally I agree with Mr, Leahy that Cassandra is guilty on this count, 
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(2) Was Apollo culpable in his courtship of her? 

Professor Kitto says that he was: "The Apollo of the Agamemnon is 

one whose behaviour, in contemporary Athens, would rightly have put him 

in reach of the law, 112 8 

As Mr, Leahy observes, 29 this comment must refer not to Apollo's 

punishn_ient of Cassandra but his courtship, It is a rather va"gue and 

sweeping statement. It is probable that :Professor Kitto is here think­

~ng of rape, since this would be an action on Apollo's part that could 

be thought of as illegal. From the text_, however, it seems that Apollo 

did not rape Cassandra, It is true, that she ·describes him as a "wrest­

ler", but evidently she reneged before the relationship was consummated, 

Nor did Apollo attempt to overcome her at this stage by force -- or at 

least, the text nowhere says so, The sequence of events appears to 

I have been as follows: Apollo desires Cassandra; Cassandra is reluc­

tant, therefore he wrestles with her; she consents; Apollo confers on 

her the gift of prophecy; Cassandra withdraws her consent, refusing 

him intercourse with her, In other words, the element of force comes 

into play early in the story, and is not .carried through to the point 

of rape, Therefore, the strongest charge that we can make against 

Apollo is one of attempted rape, but we must recognise that Cassandra 

does give her consent at an early _stage in the proceedings, 

:; ·::,. :/ .. :~ .. :,5:( ., . /:.'. ·;_::!in<:>th~r,;crit:i.c ,-,ho, p.as '.Jllisi~~e~p_r7t~d: _th~,p~:i;~ .:f,orce,_p_lays,}1,\·,~J:1t.::•·,,.•,.i_~·//: :, 

story is Professor Lesky, He refers to "Apollo, the god who has forced 
. -~ :.- '. : : ,._ ~-:: 

But again, 

·• ,: there ·is no evidence in the· text to support this assertion, Indeed, it· · 

seems much more feasible, from the text, to suppose that Cassandra de-

sired the gift of prophecy, This is not stated explicitly, but perhaps 
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implied when the Chorus ask Cassan.dra whether she had already become 

inspired before she reneged, If the·"service" was "dreadful" and 

"thankless", it was so because no one believed her, the punishment 

exacted by Apollo because she had cheated him, 

I now turn to some other suggestions made by Professor Kitto, who 

says that Apollo "carnally desired" Cassandra .and "bribed" her, 31 As 

I have just said, it is feasible to suppose that Cassandra desired the 

gift of prophecy, This desire may have been a factor in her eventual 

acceptance of Apollo's sexual advances, although; equally, Apollo's 

use of force may have influenced her, But such statements are all 

conjectural, and the text does not state explicitly that Apollo bribed 

32 Cassandra, 

On the question ~f carnal desire, that is certainly a closer trans­

lation of the Greek word that appears in the text, rµ6poc; (1204), than 

the English word 'love', Certainly, Aeschylus leaves us in no doubt 

that Apollo desired Cassandra, But I suspect that Professor Kitt~ has 

inserted the adverb "carnally" to make the desire sound rather vil-
,. 

lainous, whereas in fact Apollo's desire is not criticised, either by 

Cassandra or the Chorus, 

In conclusion, I would suggest that the various criticisms direc-

ted at Apollo's courtship if Cassandra are of questionable validity, 

. However, though some critics have exaggerated the· ·degree to which. Ap~llci ..... ·- .• ,, 

· ';~;;. ;~~~~-;:\1: '~~~~6/~/c1~~;~-~ '\ii;t \·~-~i/~:- ~~ t;_·~~-e~:;/;;/ ic~ .. -~~·:·.a: .. '· ·>.--_;'.:,:::, .. ;.:: 

. -Apol_lo '.s .approach·.to. C.assandra, :: .It_ ~.s .. prese,:1-t ... in.: ~he,".ope,word,·, .:_·:·'·.,··:;·: .. :;;,.,,,_,;,:·.,: ;,~\ 

nall.a c.01:ric;, "wrestler". This word must have been carefully chosen; it 

· 33 
is "anything but a faded metaphor". But because there are no com-

parable usages of the word (Denniston-Page quote one instance where 
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"Love" is described as a wrestler, 34 but that is not quite so personal)' 

it .is impossible to know whether or not it carries any criticism with 

it, Did Aeschylus mean that Apollo was brutal? All that is certain is 

that Apollo initially tried to overpower Cassandra, 

Befo.re Cassandra resumes her consideration. of her own fate, . she, 

prophesies Agamenmon's death at the hands of Clytemnestra (1215ff.), · 

In connection with this prophecy, she makes a comment that must remind 

the audience of the healer/destroyer antithesis, She says: 

aAA 1 olrrL naLOOV ~WL5'lnocrra~et AO"(WL ., 

"But I tell you, it is no healer who rules 
over this that I have said." 

The connection of thought here is obscure, but its main point is clear, 

Cassandra is using the word naowv, "healer", of Apollo -- a word that, 

as we saw, was twice used of him in the earlier part of the play -- and 

she is using it with a grim irony. Apollo, in inspiring her with the 

prophecy of death, is no "healer", but a destroyer, as she so emphati­

cally pronounced at the beginning of the scene, Her ironic assertion 

here prepares us for our third passage -- where once more Apollo figures_ 

as Cassandra's destroyer, 

I will not, this time, quote the passage in full but summarise ~ts 

three main ideas, 

(i) at 1256-1263, Cassandra pr?phesies that she too, alongside_Agamenmon, 

will die at the hands of Clytenmestra. (She has already spoken of her 

own death, at 1138ff.), The human perpetrator, Clytenmestra, is named, 

(ii) 1263-1268, From the thought of death, Cassandra proceeds to the 
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question: Why then do I retain my prophetic insignia, which mock me? 

The word xa~aylAma (1264) is very emphatic: her thought seems to be 

that they bring her small comfort: her gift of prophecy enables her to 

foretell her own death but not to escape it. It is an ironic situation 

-- and, ironically, she wishes that her insignia may enrich some other 

girl (1268). In an act of defiant rejection, she strips herself of her 

prophetic insignia: thus by trampling on them, she requites them·(1267). 

(iii) 1269-1278. At first, Cassandra's act appears to be one of human 

defiance and indignation; But then she realises that Apollo himself 

is stripping her of her irisignia he who formerly watched her, clothed 

in those prophetfc robes, become a laughing-stock amongst her people. 

Again, we should note the idea of ycAWs (1271: xa~ay6Aooµlv~v). When 

she imagines.Apollo watching her sufferings at Troy, she uses the verb 

enon~dioo "look down upon".· Fraenkel notes that the verb usually de­

notes the benevolent look of a-deity, 35 and so there is probably acer­

tain bitterness in this expression. The bitterness and· irony of Cas­

sandra's humiliation are further'brought out by the wording in 1272: 

"by friends, become enemies." 

Cassandra describes the depths to which she des-cended ·_::_ how she bore . . ' . 

. Ahe nain~. of.;_"beggar'.' and. '.'starveling'.'.. _(127,3-4) •. ..... ,.· ... : ... ,, .. ,.·,·· ;,:,:.,,;::,., .. ;.-' .. ·,,._ ... ;,.-,,·': 
.-~···· ·-,~·i; ·····.;•'. .. :·. ::· •. ·_"··:· ·•:'' ,.'•':··_._ ._._..,_:·.·,'•··:.···:•.:-··._.·,,_~-·:.•·:;: -·.·-~:-.-··:• '('.···_~_, •. ,-, :;·;_- .. ;.;,_:~•-".'f;•;•: ... : .. \:--:_:--i 

Finally, having described how Apollo made her suffer in T.roy, Cas-

sandr~ r~t~r~s to ~he' thought. of he~. coming death (i27s:.:.1279). ·:Wh~r~ :• '; ·,.: :-'"; 

:·,>-, ::::;. :,-,:· • ; .. ·b!'£:or_e···sj,e ,.n.amed ~J.y,temnestra as her_. destroyer.,· 'now_ she_ ,emphasizes_ :•t,h~. --':-::• ... -/;:' .,:-i . '·-· . . . . .. . . . . .. 

fact that it' is Apollo who has brought her here to die. Her words here 

_too contain a note that, to me at least, i~· clearly bitter: 



xat vUv 6 µav~~~ µav~~v txnpa~a~ !µe 
anway' l, ~o"aa6e 0avaa[µou, ~6xa,. (1275-76), 

"And now the seer has put an end to me,. his seer, 
and brought me to this chance of death," 

Firstly-, xai: ·vuv, "And now" sets her present punishment alongside 

the past one, implying, perhaps, that the first punishment alone was 

enough. Then the juxtaposition of µav~"' µav~ "V' "seer - seer"' also 

seems to contain the ironic suggestion that the seer· could have taken 

better care of his own seer, ~assandra also uses two s"trong verbs here: 

lxnpaoato and anayoo, The former has been variously understood as "ruin­

ing me" (Denniston-Page) or "exacting me as his due" (Fraenkel), 36 

Both commentators agree on the meaning of the latter, anayoo, "lead off 

under arrest", "arrest and carry off". Both verbs would thus seem to 

impute a kind of vindictiveness on the part of the god, Cassandra's 

final words (1277-1279) dwell on the poignancy of her death, 

This, then, is the third of the three passages in the Cassandra­

scene where she reveals the story of her ,elationship with Apollo, She 

has now explained both the first and the second punishments for her of­

fence, Thus it _is now possible to answer the question: Is Apoilo ex-

cessive in his punishment? 

In my interpretation of the third passage, I have already indi-
·, 

·ca.te,d _part ·of my answer to this question, 

the god; and I have attempted to support this interpretation in ~y 

dis~U:ssion :.:,f the language she uses. But w~ -~u:~-i: ~-ow ·;eco~s~d~r a 

--;-,.::::= :,;·; ··.,--':>,·'quest_ion. which -I raised. earlier;· would the audience necessarily adopt." 

Cassandra's view of the god? In considering the first passage, I men­

tioned that Aeschylus establishes straightaway that Cassandra has a 

·: ... _.:_..: 



37. 

uniquely personal view of the god, whereas the Chorµs by contrast re-

present the norm, the conventional view, Yet the Chorus do not at any 

\. i .. \ .. _,_:,,<:;.-_._J_i,:;_,r,:_.\i_,~e_;, ;~.' ~-~~- -~~_'7.P._t:.~"~o~st,'.',!:e .. ,w_.,~~h Ca;1.~,m,dr11;,.aboµt, lie:r,: yiet.,of,.fp9llo!:-:,:·.,:.'., ·<'.::,:,;}i 
; . " .. ' . . . . . . . . ~- . . 

_They do not accuse her of blasphemy when she calls Apollo h~r destroyer~ 
,:·-' '·, :_._ ·:=·.·.; . 

nor do they interpose when she strips herself of the insignia of the 

:,';,,;,. ,;-.:').,;'.:/::.\ ·:' gpd ! s'' ,se ryi~~ ~·:·· · On . th!l:.'o_th~r: li'!Ild;: when· .i:hey hear.· of her offence 'they \ · ·· ., ... <:.-::::. 

· seem to· expect a violent punishment, even· death, ·Here ·they are dis- ·:. · 

. I,••:• 

.. ·· . 

playing, in my opinion, a normal Greek expectation: if anyone strongly 

offends· a god, he will almost certainly be destroyed for it, It is 

not that t_hey think of Apollo as more cruel than any other god, Rather 

they assume that a human offence against a god will inevitably be pun­

ished in a violent fashion, They expect and accept it; Cassandra 

feels it more intensely, of course, because she is the one who has suf­

fered, 
. . : 

Thus we are given two side's of the coin, Cassandra suffers·, per-

halls more than any other ch~racter_ iI). the tr.Llogy. But., as. the Choru_s,. 

indicate, such suffering is to be expected when one offends a god, The 

suffering is self-evidently disproportionate to the original offence, 

In that sense, then, one might say that Apollo's punishmen~ of Cassan­

dra was "excessive". But such a disproportion between crime and puni­

shment is not peculiar to the case of Cassandra and Apollo, Rather, 

as Mr, Leahy comments, the disproportion is typical of tragedy: 

"She suffers for her wrong choice more dis­
proportionately than ·any other character in 
the trilogy, and with that sort of dispro­
portion between initial fault and resulting 
disaster which especially characterizes tragedy, 1137 (my italics) 

For Professor Kitto, however, the Cassandra-scene, and the purii­

shment of Cassandra demonstrate that: 



"Apollo's conception of 'justice' is as 
violent as Clytemnestra's. 1138 

He argues that 
:·"· ,. ·:,. . ·::• ••'· '. · .. ···,• ~ :·· .; ·:': . ... ~· . .:•,. ·: 

"Apollo avenges himself in the same spirit 
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, . as Agamemnon, Clytemnestra and Aegis thus ••• _113_9 
' _;_._ .: .•• .·_.._. ...... ' • . .. =·: , ;- : . . . .' ' ·.-. ·. ·- : ,; .. '· . . ·, . ... • . ~: .... , ...... ! .: __ ._ ,:- ' 

This spirit is a spirit of "wrath", and "bloody retribution", personi-

;\i,:. :::-: !<, ,_;/:f{Eicf" ~y:.-,~he' 'Eririyeis; 40 ,.---A~-~Ii~- iise,) the-.- E°rfriyil t~ :ave;gli: hi~~~lt. ~~ >>: <.:_-,·-/:-.: :r-.-

Cassandra, an·d the human· elements of which he avails himself are 

"Agamemnon I s _concupiscence and folly", 
and 

. _"Clytemnestra's blind hatred, 1141 

·These _i._deas fa~ part of a general argument which merits· close 

examination. At first sight, the argument is very convincing, because 

of Professor Kitto's unusual ability to make sense of a drama as a whole, 

by finding the dramatist's purpose in _the structure of the drama and 

its recurrent patterns. Thus here he fits Apollo into the pattern of 

vengeance, which undoubtedly constitutes a- major theme of the trilogy; 

He believes that both Zeus and Apo_llo, in the e_arly·part of the trilogy, 

use the Erinyes for retributive purposes; but that by the end of the 

trilogy, both Zeus and Apollo have "progressed" to a more advanced 

42 ethos. 

For Kitto, Apollo is to be perceived as "the embodiment of a uni­

versal principle"; and that principle is " 1 justice' pursued thr011gh 

blind retaliation". 43 

What evidence is there in the text for or against Kitto's theory? 

Firstly, I think there is 

acts in a spirit of wrath 

some support for Kitto's assertion that Apollo 

or aAger, The Chorus speak of Apollo's wrath 

(x&t-o,) at 1211, when they ask Cassandra how it happens that she was 

"unharmed" (lfvm:o,) by the god's wrath, This is the only point in the 
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text where the actual word "wrath" is used; but it may also be implied 

in the speech of Cassandra at 1256ff, She certainly implies that the 

go? actively desired her_ pun_ishment, -~econdly,- as .to the. Er_inyes,- is,:.'. 

Apollo really employing the Erinyes here? 
• . '",::•:. :· •• ·.' ....... _. •• ~. j. ··:·_. :''' . ..: • •• ·- •. ·.:·. ·• : ,.;~,: 

It is true that both he and .· .. ,._,. ' . ·: 

Zeus are named in the _parodos as sending the Erinys against the trans-

.•f •. 

/;-e;.,::}:i.;).'. :._. gi:~1•i'~o~s,-i:,hb t"ook •~he;;_ Wltu~e,s' ''fled"gliri.g; •: (55,:.59):/•\ Tfi~s' A~rii:ti· ::i.f •:'_:,,:;.J;;;) (: :;_:;;,, 

capable of employing the Erinyes, Nevertheless, the Erinyes are not 

mentioned in the text with specific reference to Apollo's treatment of 

Cassandra; Kitto infers that Apollo is employing them to destroy Cas-

sandra from the fact that Apollo sends he·r to the house of Atreus, where 

the Erinyes have their lodging, He says: 

"in order to satisfy hi:;; rage against Cassandra, 
Apollo availed himself of the blood-drinking 
Erinyes who were haunting Atreus I house, 1144 

That the house of Atreus is haunted by the Erinyes is undeniable (cf, 

1119, 1190). It is also true that, on the divine level, Apollo has 

sent her to that house to die (1087, 1138f,). But the actual connection 

between Apollo and the Erinyes is nowhere stated in the text. Nor are 

the Erinyes ever mentioned in connection with Cassandra's death, but 

only in connection.with Agamemnon's (1433). Therefore, although Kitto's 

inference that Apollo employs the Erinyes is a very feasible one from 

the clues·offered in the text, I suggest that it is a dangerous one, If 

Aeschylus had wanted, he could have made this idea quite explicit: 

Apollo sent Cassandra to a house haunted by Erinyes in order to'employ 

them in her death, But the fact is that the Erinyes are only mentioned 

in connection with the past crimes of the House of Atreus and with the 

death of Agamemnon - and Cassandra is only involved incidentally in 
' 

that sequence, Personally, I believe that Aeschylus avoided the overt 
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statement that Apollo employed the Erinyes, in order to forestall the 

charge- against Apollo of inconsistency which, as we shall see, Winning­

.ton-Ingram does in fact make against Apollo, 45 · ·For·later iii.the tri.:.' ·:·.-:•. 

--~.:y_=·:::;·.·:-.·::, _:~ogy,. of.:cou.1;se, Ap<,>llo. rept1di~t.es the.,Eril_ly7s,_.·: ·,.,:·, :·, --:;"·i: .. :·.':.:C-;:·· '_·-',:· ... -. 

Let us now examine the suggestions that Apollo's conception of 

: .. ,v•: .. : ;.:: ·!:-·• :;,,: : '}t~ ~{~l .. i~-;-~i \:iii~~~· L/ ·b~:i~·~~~~-~;~-;~ ~- · ~,d 1\J~t- l~·~'{i~:; ·:··;~' \;1t·i~:;;:~·::~ · .. \:_..-,; :. ·" 
ment of Cassandra, is the embodiment of "' justic':'' pursued through 

blind retaliation". These ideas cannot be either proved or disproved 

frOII) the text, since they are part of a general interpretation of the 

whole story and not argued-from any specific lines in the text •. We 

might begin by observing that the text gives no positive support to 

Kitto's ideas, In this trilogy, Aeschylus does not draw comparisons 

between the moral standards of humans and gods, as Euripides.does, The 

text nowhwere suggests that Apollo is acting just like Clytemnestra,. or 

that he is to be judged by human standards, On t~e contrary, as we have 

seen, the Chqrus expect violent punishment for Cassandra because she 

has offended a god. Gods, by reason of their supernatural power, can 

be expected to retaliate violently. But a stronger objection can be 

made to the second p_art of Kitto' s interpretation. Kitto views Apollo 

as a symbol: 

"We must think of this Apollo as we thought 
of Apollo in the Electra, as the embodiment 
of a universal principle,,,. 1146 

Generally speaking, I do not believe that Aeschylus' presentation of the 

gods in the Oresteia allows us to interpret them as symbols. In par­

ticular, to interpret Apollo in the Agamemnon as a symbol of violent 

justice raises difficulties for the interpretation of the Choephoroe 

and the Eumenides, where Apollo has many difterent roles to pla"y, 
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I have discussed Kit to ' s view of Apollo ' s role· in the Agamemnon 

here in this section because it followed naturally upon the question of 

xcessive punishment . Now , by way of conclusion to this chapter , I 

ould like to discuss other critics ' views of Apollo ' s general role i n 

t his play and to offer my own , 

•: : •.· ; 

Apollo ' s role in the Agamemnon 

The only critic who has actually set out to assess Apollo ' s role 

in the Agamemnon is Professor Kitto , whose views I discussed above . He 

concentrates totally on Apoll o in the Cassandra story and neglect_s the 

47 first three references to Apollo in the earlier part of the play, 

doing so , he misses the healer/destroyer antithesis, which suggests 

In 

that the god is not to be viewed as symbolizing a singl e force or 

~rinciple, but as a god of ambivalent potential . Nevertheless , his as­

sessment of Apollo has been very helpful to me in f orming my own views , 

Other critics have not considered the question of Apollo' s role as such , 

but have discussed Apollo as part of their attempts to define t he sig-

ificance of the Cassandra- scene , These critics put t he emphasis on 

Cassandra rather than Apollo . When they attempt to define the signifi­

cance of the Apollo- Cassandra s t ory in the context of the trilogy as a 

hole, t hey start from Cassandra. This may seem a little odd, when one 

considers that Cassandra appears in only one play, and Apoll o has an 

import an t part in all three . Yet , paradoxically (since I started out 

from Apollo) I have come to the same conclusion as they: that the em­

phasis of the story is on the human sufferer. 

Professor Thomson has said of the Cassandra-scene that "the key­

note of the scene is pity. 11 48 
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I believe that the text provides ample support for this view. The 

Chorus begins to pity Cassandra even before the scene 'proper' opens, 

and their sympathetic response continues to the end. 49 Cassandra, too, 

. . h f t SO pi_ties er own a _e. This is particularly apparent in the passage 
;•·:,.'1•,' .. ,.-:. ·:· ;-,:~ • .:-:·· .. :,. ,.,; .. ·,·-·. •,: ·::·:::: .... ···.,:·. ; •... :. ·:;:' :, .. :· "--.-•. :·-~_.:.-• .. ·:· .. 

where the Chorus compares her to the nightingale (for the Greeks, a 

standa;d, ~~ge' of 'WoeY 'iu'td° Cassandr,i' •'re's'ponds :1:hat her':fit:Ei'; is' more.!..:·\-...:-: ::·:,.•i,i ,::, 

horrible than that (1142-49). But pity is evoked not only for Cas-

sandra Is fate, but also for Troy, for the children of Thyestes' feast, 

and finally for the whole of mankind, 51 The verb o,x-i;Cpoo "pity" and• 

its cognates recur frequently (1069, 1221, 1241, 1286, 1321, 1330) 

whilst Cassandra is often referred to as -i;a),.acva, "unhappy" (1138, 

1143, 1158, 1260, 1295), 

Why, then, did Aeschylus choose to evoke pity so strongly in this 

scene? Professor Thomson says: "The effect of the scene as a whole is 

to concentrate on Cassandra the compassion we might otherwise have felt 

52 
for Agamemnon," He does not develop this idea, but I believe that 

his hint can be profitably expanded. Agam1innon, Clytemnestra, Orestes 

and Electra are all caught up in the fateful sequence of retributive 

acts which overwhelm the House of Atreus. The concentration of pity on 

any of those characters would distract our attention from that sequence, 

from the pattern of crime and retribution. But Cassandra is only in­

cidentally· involved in the fate of the House of Atreus: 'really her fate 

is d_etermined by Apollo, Thus, if Aeschylus wanted a paradigm of human 

suffering, Cassandra was an obvious choice; and, in my opinio~, 

Aeschylus does arouse pity and fear for the whole state of mankind 

through the person of Cassandra. These are her final words: 



loo ~p6~eLa npayµa~• , eln:uxouvTa µlv 
oxdh TL<; 8.v nplljte.ev • el tie tiu~uxu 
~oAat<; &ypwcrorov crn6yyo<; &Aecrev ypa~~v• 
xat Ta\n:' lxeCvwv µaAAov olxTCpw noA6, (1327-30) 

"Alas, for the state of man! When successful, 
one might compare man to a shadow, But when . . 

.·: ,,, -·unsuccessful .. a ·sponge wipes· OU t ··the· milrk'1-·,·.,_.• ·.,: .' .,· .:;,.,.•· .•;. ' ' . . . 
moistening it with its assaults. And this I 
pity far more than the other." . , 

-~••••::. ::-,:: ';',:._:, ~:- ::.: , • .. :: ., ., , ''., .• :;-_,:,t •. /.":,, :•/_~•.; ••? .'•! ,r, '.;:::.' .:: (:I:~-;.,:•: •-: :, '!. :° ~-:.::::: ,," , : \•:;\ •\'. •~:_''!5$: \•::;• . ;~:_••:~: 

A· similar interpre.tation ··is offered by Professor Greene. He 

43. 

interprets Cassandra as a "symbol of tlemosyne, of noble suffering", and 

he notes 
0

that ·TAaw and its cognates are used· repeatedly in reference to 

53 
her. I agree that Cassandra displays tlemosyne at the end of the 

scene, when she resolves to go in to die. There is a nobility and 

human dignity about her conduct, But against the view of Cassandra as 

a symbol of noble suffering, ~wo things may be said, First, this view 

is not easily reconciled with the factor of Cassandra's guilt, which I 

hope I established earlier, Greene, who sees her as a "victim of 

hybris
1154 

probably does not think her guilty, It is true that Cas­

sandra could be guilty and also a symbol of_ tlemosyne, but if Aeschylus 

' wished to portray simply tlemosyne and nothing else he could have 

chosen someone innocent. Secondly, the emphasis _on pity is much 

stronger, Words related to pity occur much more frequently th~ words 

related to noble suffering, which occur only in the last part of the 

scene. 

According to one general interpretation, then, Cassandra is to be 

viewed as a paradigm of human suffering, evoking pity, The other and 

complementary side of the presentation of Cassandra is provided by two 

critics, Miss Lebeck and Mr, Leahy, who emphasize the importance of 

Cassandra's choice and of voluntary action. Both feel that the impor-
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tant factor contributed to the overall theme of the Agamemnon by the 

story ~f Cassandra and Apollo is Cassandra's guilt. However, they give 

q~ite diff_erent interpret,atio_ns. c:,f th~ natur~ of_ c;assan_dra',:; guilJ: anc:I ...... , .. . 
• .... _ .. ··•.' .•· ·•,•· ·. ,''·· .. 1· ·· .. •· :···: •• ··.·· •-1·.· .. ·' ·· .. ·· ,••.··:·:·····. ·.• -:·~';-~_.-:.··· 

of the way in which it is integral to the play. or trilo_gy as a whole, 

::(~•~•:',:;.:.::~;-_ ,J:r ... _:::::,_·:,:_; ;:)::,•~·:, .. ~----::-:·:.=:.:· .:-,?-~~-~::~ 1}011.,:~-is . -t;h:,e .~f_:~~e_:· ~: Cas_s~d-~{J; •:t9 ~e,_-related .'to:~ ,.:;. ~-~ 1-., ,:: ;, ··~ ;>: ! ·>,.-,: ;.'.: : 
the economy of the tn.logy as a whole? The ariswer: .. • .. 
is, I suggest, to be found in that nexus of com-
munal guilt and individual- free-will which is 
so important a _feature of the Oresteia, 1155 

Leahy first argues that there is a pattern which holds good not _only 

for the Oresteia but for the other extant plays of Aeschylus: 

"Final disaster,,. does not come upon h; s characters 
just because of communal or ancestral guilt, but 
presupposes al.so their own personal guilt, 1156 

He argues, then, that Cassandra, when she makes her wrong choice, is 

both personally guilty and also pre-conditioned by "communal guilt". 

With the first part of this interpretation, I am in complete agreement., 

as I have indicated in my dis_cussion of Cassandra 1 _s guilt, The second 

part, however, Leahy states without supporting it with evidence from 

the text, Leahy says that Cassandra was "conditioned by her Trojan 

blood, for Tro·y was guilty of hybris", 57 

As with some of Kitto's arguments, this argument appears to be 

based on the assumption of a general pattern rather than a particular 

reference in the text, I disagree with it on two counts, Firstly_, 

"communal guilt", in the sense that Cassandra is "conditioned by her 

Trojan blood" is entirely different from the "ancestral guilt" which 

conditions Agamemnon, One type of guilt is contemporaneous and in­

volves a whole society; the other is from the past and involves a 

particular house, Secondly, I disagree because I can find no .evidence 
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in the text, either within or outside the actual Cassandra-scene, of 

Cassandra being "conditioned by her Troj!ll' blood", When she speaks of 

Troy and Paris (1157, 1167-71, 1186-88), it is in the tone of general•. 

lament, and nothing is said about communal guilt. 
:_:· ........ ~:,.,:·.' :.~:. ..... _ .. ,.·•::.·_~-. -:--:· ·:,;.;. :··. -;_ ..... -~-. ,: .. : .. :,':\· 

Professor Lebeck agrees ~hat Cassandra's guilt is integral, not, 
... •' . ' . . 

y.;,:::·,:·':•·: _.; ~:·,.:,:hbW'ever·.co··:the •-whole .,trllogy;:•_but·'-t~ the:Agamemnciril btit_::·s11e, ·,takes···;a,,>'·'.::':•::,-,:•:\;:.;.:': 

different approach from Leahy, Cassandra, in her prophecies concerning 

the House of Atreus, emphasizes for us the element of the curse, show-

ing Agamemnon's guilt to have been conditioned·by heredity. But, in 

her own right, Cassandra's own situation indicates the importance of 

human voluntary action, Professor Lebeck explains: 

"Thus in this scene hereditary guilt comes 
into the foreground as a causal factor de­
termining th1 destiny of Agamemnon, Yet 
its counterpart, the guilt he has incurred 
as an individual, is evoked through the 
person of Cassandra. In such a way Aeschylus 
maintains a balance between the forces of 
necessity and choice; neither cause is 
totally eclipsed by the other. 1158 

I have given these critics' views on Cassandra's guilt: my own 

view is as follows. i agree with both that Cassandra is guilty; and 

I agree with Lebeck, against Leahy, that Cassandra's guilt is individu­

al, rather than communal or inherited. But I agree with neither as to 

why Cassandra's guilt matters; or, to put it another way, how her 

guilt is integrated into the play or into the trilogy. To me, there is 

no emphasis in the text on Cassandra's moment of choice; so that the 

question whether the choice was "conditioned" or individual and free 

_hardly concerns us, Although Miss Lebeck I s idea that Cassandra's free 

choice nicely balances Agamemnon's conditioned choice is well argued 

from the structure of the scene --the interweaving of Cassandra's _fate· 
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with prophecies concerning the House of Atreus--nevertheless, if 

Aeschylus was in reality emphasizing Cassandra's free choice it is very 

odd that he passed over the moment so quickly, giving no indication at. 

all as to Cassandra's personal motivation. 
.-··, .: .. .-:..._~--.: ··~--:···'. ; '•. ,.:_, '.. ·· .. ': ·: .. ·:--.·.' ,-; ·~ : .. :· •. 

I think, _then, that the 
. . ·:'". _.- :. : . :. . . 

nature of Cassandra's guilt is only important in one respect, and that 

:::•,;;._:·\. \;,,;,.•·,,.,; :'res~ec£· fs ·the· ·on<? eniphasiied·'in'· -the •s-i:~·ry\··:'··tt is ;.·•that: · cassandra>i>f;,, ... ,.•.'. r>-,'<-'.:-· 

fended against a god, She offended a god directly, whereas the other 

mortals in this trilogy offend against other mortals, and thereby in­

directly against the gods, And because she offends him, the god who 

had.previously shown her the charismatic side· of his nature now shows 

her in tum the violent side, The two sides were there from the begin­

ning,'but it takes a human to determine which side of the god's nature 

will predominate, 

To understand the part that the Cassandra-Apollo story plfys in 

this scene, and in the.trilogy, it is necessary to synthesize the two 

aspects which different critics have discussed: the ~ which is 

evoked for Cassandra and mankind as a whol~, and the guilt of Cassan­

dra. The significance of the story is that man can transgress ag~inst 

the gods_ and thereby encounter the gods' violence, instead of their 

favour, But the violence is disproportionate to the original wrong­

doing, and mankind is ~herefore immensely to be pitied. 

Shortly before Cassandra goes in to die, she prophesies that her 

death and Agamemnon's death shall not go unavenged by the gods. A son 

shall come to avenge his father and kill his mother (1279-91). She 

does not tell us that the god who will be most closely connected with 

this avenger will be Apollo himself; she refers to "the gods" gener­

ally. The reason is clear - if she had named Apollo as Orestes' patron, 

✓ 
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it might have seemed that Apollo was concerned to avenge Cassandra's 

own death, In fact, later in the trilogy Cassandra is almost forgotten, 

and certainly her connection with Apollo is "dropped", But the Agamem-

non has prepared us for an Apollo who may be healer or destroyer by 

turns, When the god appears next in the Choephoroe as Orestes'• patron, 

we shall see which aspect is uppermost there, 

. . •: .... _., •, ~· 
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Choephoroe 

. . .._,.In•.!:he Agamemnon, .-):he• picture_ of .Apollp. and his .r~lationship. with .. ·;; ·,.,., • .-· .. , :: 
. . . . . . . . ~ ·. 

Cassandra is characterised by·candid anthropomorphism, In the 
. ' . . 

. :,,·· ~~~. ~- ;_ ·:/: •(. \,, \:; ,y ,\. -~-;.:i.:· ·:: i-; •. :~•~ ·;. ,.-., .. :,;,_~ .. -;;,•~, ~'•} .:~(!;:",:'.,_. 
has. made Apol~o a· more remoti! . ··· .. ·· : . 

· and impersonal god, We hear of him only as the god who gives an oracle 

to Orestes and champions Orestes' cause. But though the god's anthro­

pomorphic nature is not so apparent in this play, Apollo has a con­

siderable effect on the action, The god's command to Orestes is one of 
., 

the factors which compel him to take vengeance; the conspirators use 

guile to achieve their ends because such was Apollo's prescription; 

finally, it is to Apollo's shrine that the polluted Orestes flees to 

obtain purification at the play's close, All of these actions have 

their origin in one oracle given to Orestes, but the oracle is not re-

lated in full at the beginning of the play, Rather the specific de­

tails of the oracle are revealed only when those details are immedia­

tely relevant to the play's action at a given point, I shall, there­

fore, first consider each of the references to the oracle in its drama­

tic sequence in order to support my contention that in this play, as in 

the Cassandra-scene which we examined in the last chapter, Aeschylus'. 

method is one of g.radual revelation. Later, I shall discuss more gen­

eral matters of interpretation, in particular the view that Aeschylus 

condemns, and wants us to condemn, Apollo and his oracle, 

i 

I Apollo's oracle 

1 The first reference in the play as it has come down to us is at 

48 



49, 

269ff, Orestes, in a long speech, relates how Apollo's oracle com­

manded him to avenge Agamemnon, warning him of fearful consequences 

should he fail to do so (269-77). The. description of these conseque~­

ces which follows forms the longest section of the speech (278-96), 

:·'',:;. -:·., ,. ·:, --~J~;t:~~--~~~~l~d-~;· ~;- 'i~~~i~:'·h~~- ~~: ~~r~~~al nioti~~~: ';i~-~-\~eriging hit;'· 

oln-oc npoooocrec AosCou µeyacr9ev~, 
xp~crµo, XeAeorov ~6voe xCvouvov nepav, (269-70), 

"The mighty oracle of Loxias shall not betray 
me, ordering me to pass through this peril." 

2 As I noted in my first chapter, the verb npo6c66vac, when used of the 

oracle, is given additional significance by the various references to 

true and false prophecy in the Agamemnon. Thus, Orestes' remark implies 

that the oracle will not prove invalid or untrue, The dominant sense 

of npo6c66vac, however, is that of "betrayal"; therefore, what Orestes 

is primarily affirming-here is that Apollo will stand by him and pro­

tect him, His perilous undertaking is sanctioned by the god's mighty 

oracle, 

But in contrast to this calm, strong beginning, a note of terror 

enters with the next line: 

xasop0cai;;~v TIOAAa xat 5ucrxecµlpou, 
~~a,&~· ~nap 0epµov esauoooµevo,, (271-72) 

"crying aloud many things and telling a tale 
of freezing woes that steal upon the warm heart·," 

The emotional intensity is immediately heightened, This is evident in 

the choice of the rare verb esop0cai;;ecv, which conveys the Pythia's ex­

citement and also the effect on her audience, and in the effective anti­

thesis of hot and cold, Orestes then explains that, according to the 

oracle, such woes will be his fate if he fails to kill those respon-
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sible for his father's murder, in the same manner as they killed, For 

.the. moment, "in the s~e mariner" primarily suggests that the oracle 

sanctioned vengeance commensurate with the crime that is to be avenged, 

Later, we shall learn that the new avengers have been instructed to 
:-:::·.-:~·.:-,,::,,•.·->'··:·: :_;.•,/-~,.- •';t·... . .. :··.·, . ,. ·-:·;•_: :·- .,. :.- .:::, ;:·, -·-::··.-· ,• ••"•·'- ~::, ,:··-. =·· • .::: ·,:· 

use guile "in the same ··manner'.' as Agamemnon's killers employed guile 

Orestes' next comments (278ff,) are full of emotional intensity 

and graphic details as he describes the full horror of the fate that 

comes upon a son who fails to avenge-his father. Because the language 

in this passage suggests an oracle issued to mankind generally (~pm:ot~, 

2 79, the use of present infinitive,;,,, and the negative ou rather th.an µfJ) 

some scholars have thought that two distinct oracles are involved: 

first, the oracle given personally to Orestes, which he recounts in the 

early part of his ·speech (269-277) and, second, a general oracle to 

mankind which Orestes quotes because it is relevant to his case, 3 

Professor Lesky convincingly refutes this theory, on the grounds that 

the ftrst part of Orestes' speech is clearly linked with the second, 

He accounts for the general reference of the oracle by adopting 

Wilamowitz' suggest.ion: Apollo I s speech to Orestes has acquired, ·in t,he 

tradition before Aeschylus, the paradigmatic force of religious leg­

islation about the. duty of veng·eance, 4 This is a very probable explan­

ation. In terms of dramatic function, however, the universal reference 

of the oracle has an important effect, It shows us that Apollo's 

warning is not based on a personal concern that Orestes in particular 

should avenge Agamemnon, but rather on a general principle involving 

all sons of murdered fathers. 

The terrible consequences which the oracle described are these: 

•. 
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firstly, plague; then, even more dreadful, the onset o·f the Erin yes, 

roused by the father's blood; finally, expulsion from the city so that 

the man dies a gruesome death, friend.less and •without honour (275-296). 

At the end of this persuasive description, Orestes suddenly asks·: 
:_.,: , .. ··;,, .•. _.;,~ ... ~.-~-~::-:::. -~-.::: .. ~·., ,··,·· ··. ~\., ... · •'•.·· ":' .... .-,._!·.·. -':'.:--;· ,•, ... ~ .. :-·_ . .:-.~:•;:.-::·._ 

~ococcr5e xp~oµoc<; ~pa XP~ nenoc8lvac; (297) 

,,:·.:,:-: :,./: ··'.•'<· : :;,;_,'/:/·,'·:_:·:; _. :· :,,_,Shciu],d:--Iitli.en· ,fr\lS t·s1icli ···o:i:~d1es''a~ ::1:hese.?,'.i.-,,.-,,·;·/::· .,,-i:, ·,,-:)::-::.,~-.::c-.,,\ ... ' .. ',:'.',,/:-:. 

·•.,sioholars iio not agree on the. exact interpretation of XPT}oµoc<; here, 

Does it refer only to the description of the woes which befall sons who 

neglect to avenge their fathers? If this interpretation is correct, 

then it follows that Orestes does not question Apollo's command, but 

only the oracle's description of the nightmarish consequences should he 

fail to act, Or, on the other hand, does XPT}oµoc<; refer to the whole 

oracle, including both the god's command and his warning?5 It is dif­

ficult to be dogmatic on this question, However, I am inclined to be­

lieve that XPT}oµoc<; refers to the entire oracle, although the warning 

is probably uppermost in Orestes' mind, But I think that there is a 

more important issue here: why does Aeschylus make Orestes ask this 

question? In my view, he do_es so because the question effectively in­

troduces the final. part of the speech, in which Orestes tells us his 

personal motives, The question is raised mainly for the sake of the 

reply he makes to it: even if he did not believe the oracle the deed 

would still be necessary (298), For, besides the god's command, there 

are many other compelling factors, We are thus made to observe that 

there are' two levels of motivation operating here, the divine and the 

human, and to recognize that both are equally important, Orestes' 

question, then, is posed mainly in order that he might define his own 

personal, human motives, It should not be understood as a sign of. 
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doubt in Orestes' mind as to the truth of the Delphic oracle, He has 

already shown us how completely he trusts in the oracle, at 269-70, 

Nor does he develop his question by, for example, suggesting reasons 

why he should doubt the oracle's veracity, Nevertheless, there is an 

element of moral doubt or hesitation here which should not be o"ver­

looked, Though Orestes does not question the oracle's truth, he does 

hesitate about whether he ought to act upon the oracle, If Aeschylus 

had not intended to convey moral doubt, he would not have used XP~ with 

i 1 . 6 ts mora connotations, Orestes displays here the same awareness of 

right and wrong that Electra manifested earlier in the play (cf, e.g. 

122, 140-41). 

It is significant also that all the motives which Orestes now 

lists are irreproachable: the god's commands, grief for his father, 
I 

loss of property, and the tyranny of a pair of women over noble citi-

zens (299-305), It may be objected that.loss of property is a less 

dignified motive than the others, But Professor Kitto has pointed to 

the true significance of Orestes' poverty in this play, Like Electra's 

unmarried state, Orestes' poverty is a sign of prevailing injustice, 

Far from constituting "gratuitous character-drawing", these material 

details are evidence that "in Shakespearean terms , ,: , 1 Degree has been 

shak' d', 117 In fact, all the motives which Orestes mentions here ex-

I have dealt with Orestes' speech at some length, because it es-

. •i:~bii~li~~ -~~;:/ J~;{; \i'i:·th~- ;i~/ ~tte -"~~~ii;- o·ii Ap-~116" 1 ,i :i~ii~~~c~· ~n-·. ,. :);• ·'' ,. 

the action. Although, as we have seen, the final lines of the speech 

are concerned with Orestes' human motives, the speech as a whole is 

dominated by Apollo's oracle, It is in the might of Apollo's oracle 



53, 

that Orestes puts his trust, and it is the oracle's prophecy of the 

Erinyes' onset which helps to create the atmosphere of compulsion in 

which Orestes resolves upon vengeance. Once Aeschylus has fixed 

Apollo's oracle firmly in the audience's mind, he proceeds to the 

kommos where Apollo is not mentioned at all, Rather, in this great 

lyrical passage the poet draws our attention to the other powers which 

are operating in this situation, The spirit of the dead king is in­

voked to aid the avengers, who appeal also to the gods of the under-· 

world. In addition, the kommos complements Orestes' speech, as 

8 
Professor Lesky has clearly shown, Whereas Orestes' speech had pre-

sented him, until the final lines, as very much the passive instrument 

of the divine command, acting under its compulsion, the kommos shows us 

an Orestes who is beginning to desire the vengeance actively, for him­

self, The final lines of Orestes' speech in fact anticipate the 

kommos, with their reference to Orestes' tµepoc, his own desires, 

By the end of the kommos, Aeschylus has pointed to all the powers 

at work on the side of the avengers, and Orestes is now resolved upon 

the deed, There follows an exchange in which Orestes learns of Clytem­

nestra I s dream, and interprets it as a good omen (523-50), He then 

be&ins to outline practical plans for the vengeance, It is. at this 

point that we receive more information about Apollo's oracle, These 

alvw Be xp(m-i:Hv 1:cia6e a0v9fJxa<; lµci<;, 
.4,<;. &.v ,6q;\roc. x-i:e Cvav-i:e<; lf.v6pa 1: Cµcov .. 
Bo;\wc ·ye ><al A'Y]q,9roacv lv -i:aln-&\c ~p6xroc 
9av6v-i:e<;, T)c xac Ao~Ca<; l~fJµcaev 
lf.va~ 'Ano;\;\rov, µciv-i:c<; l!\Jreo6T)<; 1:0 npCv. (555-59) 

"I think it best that we should keep these plans 
of mine secret, so that they who killed the 
honoured king by guile should be taken also by 

· .. . . 



guile, dying in the same trap, even as Loxias 
pronounced, the lord Apollo, a prophet formerly 
without falsehood," 

54. 

Once again, Apollo's oracle has a direct·effect on the action, for 

Orestes does. use guile to kill Clytemnestra and Aegis thus, He gains . . .. 
: .... - . ~.: _ .. _.. _._._ ...... : · .... · ·._ :··. ·.-: . ·-·. :. : . ' .'. ~--. " -...... ,_. . .-_. .. ' -·. ·.- .. _ ·, ., . _-. .- . -~ ·-

entry to the house by.posing as a 

enemy into a"sense ·of' s·ecurity · by 

stranger from Phokis, and lulls the 

. . . . . : '. . .' ", '. \. . .. ) .... , ,• _: . . .. ,: ··.... ., .... ·.· ~ -· , ... 
giving 'them. a·· fals·e · story-· of his 'Owii."• •.·•" · · 

death, Guile is, in fact, necessary to the success of the plot, But 

Aeschylus does not stress the guile in itself, as Sophocles was later 

9 
to do, Rather, he makes the use of guile a feature of the general de-

mand for retribution, Apollo prescribes guile in order that the king's 

murderers, themselves employers of guile, may be punished most fitting­

ly, Apollo himself has no special connection with guile, Guile is the 

province of his brother Hermes; and when the Chorus is thinking speci­

fically of the guile which the avengers will use, it is to Hermes, not 

to Apollo, that they make their appeal (e,g, 812ff; also 556, 726ff.)', 10 

Apollo is not mentioned again until 807ff, Meanwhil~, the con­

spirators' plot has been put into action, Orestes has convinced Clytem­

nestra that her son is dead, Aegisthus is.sent for, and the Chorus 

persuades Orestes'. old nurse to tell Aegisthus to come alone instead of 

with an armed guard, In this atmosphere of tension before Aegisthus 

appears on-stage, the Chorus sings an ode (783ff.), They sing app.eals 

to Zeus, Apollo, and Hermes in tum, and urge Orestes to stand firm, 

Their tone is optimistic, and particularly so in the mesode addressed 

to Apollo: 

~o 6& xaAOO~ x~Cµ£vov ~ µ&ya vaCoov 
ai:6µcov, eu Boe; avcBeiv 66µov av6p6c;, 
xaC v t.V lA£u8e:;pCac; q,Wc; 
Aaµnpov tBeiv ~cACocc; 
/lµµc.crcv h. 6vo~epiic; XaA6m;pac;, (807-11) 



"O Thou who dwellest in the great cave, 
finely-wrought, grant that the man's house 
may lift its head again, and that with 
friendly eyes it may behold the bright 
light of freedom, from out of the veil of 
darkness! 11 
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Apollo, for the 'great cave' refers to Apollo's oracular cave at 
, •. :' •~. ~ •: ':·:,:: • •: ·:11!~• •,; :~ ... •:: •. •,;:. ,•;.,., :•: '.••"._ :: .. :: '! •. \••:: . .:,. :\' .::, •• ,~,. ,: ,.-.~ • •• :,; ••<• ':•.1:_ • :. '.<' •• ', , /, , I 1 , .' ~ ,''. • :. : .::, , ,°'1 •;:\:•~; •...-:::;,{ 

Delphi. As always in· the Choephoroe, 'Apollo is invoked as the Delphic' · . 

god of oracles; here, because the Chorus are thinking of his oracle to 

Orestes,· The long, formal vocative phrase, reminiscent of solemn hymn 

invocations, evokes Apollo's majesty, The rest of the mesode is do­

minated by light imagery, Of all the Olympians, Apollo was the god 

most frequently associated with light; second oµly to the sun-god, 

Helios, with whom he was later identified,
12 

Here, Apollo is linked 

with the trilogy's recurring light imagery, an image which represents 

hope throughout the trilogy, a hope which is finally realized at the 

end of the Eumenides, in the torch-lit procession · (Euro, 10O3ff,), 

At the end of this choral ode, Aegisthus appears and is quickly 

dealt with, He dies off-stage at the Hands of Orestes, Now comes the 

climax of the play, for Clytemnestra arrives (885) and soon realises 

that Aegisthus is dead and that her own'son Orestes confronts her, not 

dead but alive, Orestes threatens her with death (886), Clytemnestra 

responds with an appeal to him to respect the fact that she is his 

mother, who gave him life, Now that he is confronted with the reality 

of killing his own mother, Orestes hesitates and turns to Pylades, 

asking 

ITUAU6~, ~c 6puooo; µryrtp' at6eo9w x~ave~v; (899) 

"Pylades, what am I to do? Should I shrink from 
killing my mother?" 



Pylades replies thus: 

nou Bat 1:0 1c_6cnov /\oi;Coo µav1:loµa1:a 
1:a nue6xp~o,;a, nc01:a 1:'o&opxwµa1:a; 
~nctV't"Cls lx0pou, 't"OOV 0ooov ~you n1c€ov, (900-902). 

"Then, henceforth where are Loxias' holy 
o.racles ,. spoken· at; Pytho?. • .Where. the fa;i.thf.uL .· .: .. .. 

'·pledges sworn? Count all men your enemies•·. , '·.' 
rather than the gods! " 

56, 

·:.i · •\· .. t,~;:;·i-'.•· i:,.-:._- ··::.rt.:,. :::.~~-;;i,1~~~~:;·'.-~:-~il·~~ ~ th:it~:'.~·~1::b~:/·h;-~-· t·~~~,---~·1'{;~ l? {;: t~"tl ·;·6:i~t::,,· ··~d- ::•:•r:~·~ ·.~:f·.,,'..:t:->;: 

· this established silence is now dramatically broken, The theatrical 

effect of his response cannot be overstated, For the audience the 

effect would be, as Professor Kitto comments, "almost as if the god 
. 13 

himself had spoken," Thus the authority of. Apollo's oracle is in-
., 

voked at the most critical moment of the play, Apollo's general res-

ponsibility for the vengeance has already been established in Orestes' 

speech at 269ff, Now, in this comment of Pylad.es, Apollo is speci­

fically associated with the matricide itself, The association created 

here prepares the way for Apollo's role in the Eumenides, where he will 

accept responsibility for the matricide, Aegisthus' death is, in that 

play, no longer an issue, 

There is a minor problem here in the reference to "faithful 

pledges sworn", for no pledges have been mentioned earlier in the play, 

It has been debated whether the pledges were made by Pylades and/or 

Orestes, or by Apollo_, I suggest that it makes best sense to take them 

· 14 as pledges made by Orestes to Apollo, 

The authority of Apollo c,annot be questioned, Orestes' moment of 

hesitation is resolved immediately by Pylades' words, Orestes declares: 

"I judge you the victor, You advise me well." 

Although Orestes continues to debate with Clytemnestra until they both 
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leave the stage at 930, there is no ·question of further hesitation on 

Orestes' part. Their argument serves rather to convey more fully the 

meaning of the matricide, During this exchange we learn for the first 

time that Orestes will be pursued by Clytemnestra's Erinyes after her 

death (924). The two. then make their exit, and now Clytemnestra will 

. ,>··be,. killed cif f.;.s tage ,: .< ;.:_; :•_.: -: .. ,._,;,_. .. , i_: ·\· · ... ·. ,,.: .. ': ... •:_,/.-,: ;.-•·. "::..:,; . .-: .. ,:_:·· • .-:,. •"'.:- ,_, .. ,:._.- ;-._-;.·.:·' :,: ·"··> ·,::- '-!.,·.;· 

At this juncture the Chorus' optimism runs high, and their ode 

(935-972) indicates their confident belief that Orestes will be victor­

ious and Atreus' house will finally be delivered, Apollo is central in 

this ode, The Chorus sings of how llCx17 (Justice), the daughter of Ze.us, 

assisted Orestes in the killing of Aegisthus (946-52), They then refer 

to Apollo Loxias, the god who initiated the action by his oracle (953-

60), The text of this strophe is unfortunately very obscure·and pro­

bably corrupt. If we accept Heath I s emendation -rcivnep at 953, Apollo 

is then conceived as "calling out" Justice, Again, the Delphic god of 

prophecy is indicated by the formal title, which is similar to that at 

807££.: 

6 AosCa~ 6 ITapvaacrCa~ 
µtyav lxrov µuxov xeovo~ 

"Loxias , who holds the great cave in 
the land of Parnassus," 

The reference to Apollo has further similarities with 807ff., for the 

Chorus finds in Apollo's command some hope that there will again be 

moral order in the world (957-59), Their hope is once more linked with 

the imagery of light (961), 

In the final antistrophe (965-72), the Chorus expresses its belief 

that now the House of Atreus will be thoroughly cleansed from its pol­

lution, This is the cue for Orestes to appear once more, displaying · 
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the corpses of Aegisthus and Clytemnestra (973-74), At first, all is 

well, and Orestes, in a speech of accusation against those who killed 

his father, justifies his own act (975-1006). But soon it becomes 

evident that the House of Atreus is not yet finally purified, for 
. .- ·, .~- .. · .. . -:/•:·:·- • • ._. f,',1 ·:: .. -:.:_ -~- · ... _.• .. , ;•-.•·. ·•.· .. , .::':-."<:-:- -~· ,. ,. -··' '1:',.:\:.:': . .:-;<·. 

Orestes is polluted by the blood he has shed. At 101T, he refers to 

"Possessing the unenviable pollutions 
of this victory," 

lie realises that madness will soon overcome him. Therefore, while he 

is still sane, he must assert that he killed his mother oox &veu 6Cx~, 

"not without justice" (1027), He bases his claim on the authority of 

the Delphic oracle, referrinR the responsibility to Apollo and turning 

to him for pµrification. Thus, at 1029ff., Apollo comes into the fore­

ground 

xac ~CA~pa ~6Aµ~, ~~a6e nAecm:~pC,oµac 
~av nu06µav~cv /\ol;Cav, xp17aav~• lµoc 
nea1;av~a µ~v ~au~• lx~o, at~Ca, xax~, 
etvac, napev~c 6'oox lpro -tY)v ,~µi'.av, 
~61:;roc yup 015-n, n~µa~rov l~ C1;e~a c!, 
xac vuv opa~e µ', ©s napeaxeuaaµlvo, 
1:;uv ~&c6e 0aAAOOc xac m:l~ec npoaC1;oµac 
µea6µ~aA6v e'· t6puµa, /\ol;Cou nl6ov, 
·µup6, ~'e ~ln;o, &~e c~ov xexA~µ~vov, 
~euyrov ~66'atµa xocv6v • oo6't~• tm:Cav 
&AA1'JV ~panea0ac l\o1;Ca, l~Ce~o (1029-39), 

"Aud, as for· the spells that prompted me to this 
bold task,. I name as chief the Pythian prophet; 
Loxias, who declared to me that if I did _these 
deeds I·would be free of evil guilt, but if I 
neglected it - I will not tell the punishment! 
For no man's bow could reach the height of 
sufferings. 

Aud now, behold me, how I shall go as suppliant, 
armed with bran~h and garland, to the shrine at 
earth's centre, the hallowed ground of Loxias, 
and the gleaming fire that is called undying, 



fleeing this deed of kindred bloodshed, Nor· 
did Loxias bid me turn to any other hearth but 
his," 

The first part of this speech is reminiscent of his speech at 

59, 

269ff., where he told how Apollo had commanded the vengeance and _na~ed 

the \;~~e~~~nce~ ·o/di~~i;edie~~~-: · 
0

1~·:th~~---~peech, the conse~~~nces ·h~d 

.·•. bee11 ~rapJ.,.~cal~j Aescr:i.J.?';'d.;_ :lo. -,tlia_t_now:.wh!'n 9:rest.~s:"~r_e,i~~- o.ff.,i 'I.ti;;·.'. i: ;/i:••;:·"·.:/.'.··, 

aposiopesis, without putting the penalty into words (1032), we remember 

the full horror of that former description, But in this speech Orestes, 

far more explicitly th~ in the earlier speech, places the responsibility 

on _Apollo's shoulders, We learn now, for the first time, that Apollo 

not only named the penalty of disobedience but alas promised that if 

Orestes fulfilled the command, he would be "free of evil guilt": that 

is to say, while Orestes as the agent would be responsible for the 

matricide, he would not be guilty of evil action, because Apollo's com-

mand removes the element of "evil", The emphasis placed here on Apollo's 

command prepares us for the situation of the Eumenides, where· Apollo 

himself takes responsibility for Orestes' deed; for in that play the 

gods replace the mortals as the true protagonists, 

The second part of 'the speech prepares us for Orestes' exit, at the 

end of the play, to seek purification at Delphi, Here, for the first 

time, Orestes reveals Apollo's promise of purification after the ven­

geance, Again, however, there is a link with Orestes' first speech. 

Orestes had hinted there at Apollo's promise of protection, in his as­

sertion that Apollo's oracle would not "betray" him (269), Aeschylus 

here establishes the majesty and power of Apollo's shrine at Delphi, by 

the dignified language used to describe that shrine, He refers to the 

tradition according to which Delphi was regarded as the centre. of the· 



earth, and he uses an elaborate periphrasis to describe the shrine's 

flame. Moreover, it is s~ggested that only this shrine can.help 

Orestes: Apollo forbade him to approach any· other. In adtlition · to· 

60. 

, ... unde.r:).in_ing,t:h_e -;mtho_rity_9f _the,.Pelphic .s4rine, this_.final revelation 
•·\.... . . •. •. . . ... . -: . . . . .• . . . ' . . . . . . . . . 

again confirms Apollo's personal involvement in O~estes' fate. He 
f. I \: ~. ;° .... :~ j, ~ .. •::•:.,;I,· ~~•,:;.:°. -; ,•. ••.,,.: ; • •••::.!:'. ::: • ... ~~-- • _'{, '• · .:: •, .; ' , : ,:·. J 'i; ,•,:: : ~•::• , ,":'•~- -~~-.: 4\:•, ,;j :: • -~=• ;, <'• ::-.·. • .. :.', ••• ,". :: ' . , , • I; "': •• :•: • ,~. ::•, ' ' ~ ".!", ,•: : .. • : ,_: ::~, ~ • ; : • ... _;~ (~,~- !.; 
... · · ·.·• .. commands· that Orestes must ·not approach the· shrine of any other•gcii:l. 

After this last sane sp·eech, Orestes is confronted with the vision 

of the Erinyes, They ?re, he realises, the Erinyes of his mother, the 

Erinyes with whom she threatened him before he killed her (1054; cf. 

924'). Only Orestes sees the Erinyes; they are not visible to the 

Chorus or to the audience, The Chorus at first fails to realise that 

the Erinyes are now pursuing him because of the blood still on his 

hands. Orestes, in terror, calls out -Apollo's name (1057). The Chorus 

answer with a brevity that fits the urgency of Orestes' situation and 

appeal: 

6t, ooc M0apµ6, • Ao~(a, OB npoo9cy~v 
e\6U06pov 06 ~rov66 n~µa~oov x~(o6c (1059-60) 

"There is one means of purification for you, 
Loxias, by his touch, shall make you free of 
these afflictions." 

Orestes runs off, driven by the Erinyes, and the Chorus is left to pon­

der the fate of the House of Atreus: where will its sorrows end (1075-

76)? The Choephoroe ends on a question which the final play must answer. 

II. Is Apollo criticised in the Choephoroe? 

Two critics have asserted that in the Choephoroe Aeschylus presents 

the god of Delphi in an unfavourable light. They propose the same basic 

thesis: that the matricide is depicted as an evil act and that since· 
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Apollo is ultimately responsible for this act, he is thereby coni:lemned, 

The arguments which they assemble to support this interpretation are, 

however, very different, and therefore I shall discuss them separately, 

W:j.lamowitz was the first to. condemn Apoliq. .. ~. ,. ~ '• .. , ... ,: ·· .. ·.• .. ~ . : ~. . .-. . ' .-.... , 
His ·argument runs 

.• ;· .. ·- '. :· : ,: ~. •:,'·: ·. 

thus: Orestes is only the instrument of Apollo, ·who initiates the 

::·:· · ' ; __ ••. •:. ·. -~:.aAg'e .• ini:'e . iJia. ··c·~~s h";,;;_ ti{U:rgeis' 6'~es/-.es· t~ · it.? "comp!e.t'i~ri•: · ._. Ores te's i's'• ,,·•. · '·. ·,•,• : ':-'= 

himself a pure young man, and his conscience rebels against the hor-· 

rible crime which he is urged to perform as a moral duty, So profound 

is Orestes' moral revulsion that Apollo is thereby implicitly condemned, 

There is no need, Wilamowitz suggests, for blasphemous speeches against 

the god, of the sort that Euripides might have written, We see plainly 

enough, in the spiritual torments- of Orestes before and after the mat­

ricid~, that the god who orders such ~·deed cannot be good, Humanity 

in its religious development has transcended the Apolline level,
15 

What evidence is there in the play for the alleged "Seelenqualen" 

of Orestes, and is that evidence sufficient to.support Wilamowitz's con­

tention that Apollo is condemned? 

The first piece of evidence that could be adduced to show Orestes 
C 

rebelling aga:!nst·Apollo's command is his question at 297: 

"Should such oracles be trusted-?" 

As I observed in my earlier analysis of the text, there is a hint of 

moral doubt here, indicated by the use of .l(.Q!l;·which among other things 

implies "ought". But though Orestes does momentarily ·question _whether 

he ought to act upon the oracle, it is only in order that he may tell 

us the human longings (tµEpoc, 299) which must lead him to perpetrate 

the vengeance even.without the god's command. Thus, far from·being 
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torn between the divine command and his own "conscience", it is made 

quite clear that Orestes simply sees urgent reasons for positive action, 

The "desires" which he mentions are certainly honourable motives, and 

not evil desires against which Orestes is conceived as fighting an 

: . . :· . :Wit;h; F.egard . t_o. the: .kommos ,. Wilamowitz.,.fe_.lt ):-1:i_at ___ th_e_. m_o9 t;. sig~;if,;i,,. .. , _ _.: .. _. .. -,.·. _. ., 

cant feature here is the supposed movement in Orestes' soul from "in-· 

decision to resolve, For that reason, he adopted, wrongly, in my view, 

the transposition of lines 434-438 to follow 455 - proposed by Schutz 

and Weil - to make the kommos end with Orestes' declaration that he will 

16 avenge his father,. I have already stated my support for the "dynamic", 

as opposed to the "static", interpretation of the kommos, in other 

words, fbr the view that the kommos shows a growth in Orestes' resolve, 

Nevertheless, to make Orestes' decision the climax of this passage is, I 

believe~ to overstate its "dynamic" aspect at the expense of another 

equally important aspect, the summoning of Agamemoon's aid.- But there 

is a more important argument against•Wilamowitz here: Orestes does not 

move from indecision to resolve, but rather from a passive acceptance 

of -the god's command to·an active desiring of the vengeance, At no 

poi.nt in the kommos does Orestes indicate that he hesitates in his 

course of action. He does not, like Hamlet, debate "To be, or not to 

be". Neither Orestei,, nor Electra, nor even the Chorus puts forward an 

argument against taking vengeance, There is no evidence here of a 
' 

divided self, or of "spiritual torments". 

After the kommos, Orestes makes his plans for the vengeance, which 

are swiftly put into action, He shows no hesitation at all until, after_ 

killing Aegisthus, he is finally confronted by his mother, Clytenmestra, 
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But when his mother appeals to him, he does hesitat_e, and he turns to 

Pylades, asking what he should do, I do not deny that Orestes hesitates 

at this crucial moment, 

of "spiritual torments", 

But I doubt whether his hesitation is evidence 
' 

Rather than showing us Orestes' inner strug-
.;~ .: : .. 

gle, his question serves to emphasize the dreadful act which he is about· 

· to perform, John Jones comments neatly:· u 'What- shall I· do? 1 ·flows "not·.• •.-:•.•· 

from inner uncertainty but from the need -to achieve full exposure_ of 

the Oresteian dilemma, 1117_ 

Furthermore, the question is immediately overshadowed by Pylades' 

answer, which as I have already indicated, must have made a powerful 

impact on the audience, Jones note-s that questions may often be ·asked 

in Aeschylean plays entirely for the sake of their answers: "This kind 

of exchange is first cousin to epic narrative in that the information 

that emerges serves the unfolding tale and not the questioner's igno­

rance, Which is not, of course, to argue that the questioner knows the 

answer, that Orestes turns to Pylades with his mind irrevocably made 

up: rather, that the modem critical sensibility grasping at a Hamlet­

ish indecision finds itself empty-handed,,, When Orestes asks "What 

shall I do, Pylades?", we can only follow the question into the contem­

plated and imminent deed, a further facet of which Pylades is about to 

· 11 i 1118 
1 um nate... . Once Orestes has received Pylades' advice, he accepts 

it immediately, and there is no further hesitation.before he actually 

kills his mother, 

So far, then, those points in the play at which Orestes hesitates 

have not proved, on close examination, to be evidence of torments, But 

Wilamowitz' contention that Orestes is conscience-stricken after the 

matricide perhaps is more persuasive, at least at first glance, For 



Orestes admits that he is polluted;· that he feels madness coming upon 

him; and, above all, that he sees the E~inyes.approaching, Are these 

details not evidence that he is overcome by feelings of guilt? Wilamo­

witz lays particular emphasis on Orestes' vision of the Erinyes: he 
·:, .. ·. ·:i.9: 

argues that they symbolize the tormented nature of Orestes' conscience. 

They are, after all, th:e Erinyes·of his mother; who··appear to· him after .. ·,.·-.,:,·· 

her de~th, and Orestes is the only one who sees them. Thus, in Wiliamo-

witz's view they are a subjective and psychological phenomenon. But 

this interpretation raises serious problems. .If we allow that these 

Erinyes _symbolize Orestes' repentance over killing his mother, we must 

bear in mind that earlier he had described how his father's Erinyes 

would assail him if he did not take vengeance (925). Are the father's 

Erinyes then to be understood as representing another aspect·of Orestes' 

conscience? But, in that case, why was Orestes warned of them by 

Apollo, whom Wilamowitz finds deficient in moral sensibility? Not only 

is Wilamowitz's view of the Erinyes inconsistent with the presentation 

of the Erinyes elsewhere in the Choephoroe, .but also it is incompatible 

with the presentation of the Erinyes in the Agamemnon and especially in 

20 
the Eumenides. . 

Wilamowitz's interpretation presents an additional difficulty. He 

a_ssumes that the Greeks had similar ideas to our own about the questions 

of guilt and conscience. In fact, the Greeks had no word for 'con­

science' until much later than Aeschylus. They had, of course, a word 

for guilt, at~Ca, but this word denoted the fact of responsibility rat­

her than the perpetrator's inner sense of guilt. They conceived of 

guilt in the external world of fact and action: if a man killed his 

21 mother, he was materially polluted by her blood. Thus the Chorus · 
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explains Orestes' vision of the Erinyes in terms of the blood he still' 

has on his hands (1055) , The appearance of the Erin yes to Orestes is 

just as much a manifestation of his pollution as is the blood on his 

hands, and neither has a merely subjective existence in Orestes' mind, 

Jones puts it thus: 

"the solitude qf his· vision is,_not the ·solitude 
of an unshared hallucination, but the solitude 
of this one pair of bloody hands, 1122 

Thus neither before nor after the matricide is there any real evi­

dence of spiritual torment within Orestes' soul. Since Wilamowitz's 

view that Apollo is cr.iticised in this play wa13 contingent upon some 

such torment, we must conclude that the play offers no support for it, 

More recently, the notion that Apollo is condemned by Aeschylus 

b k b f . . I 23 has een ta en up y Pro essor Winnington- ngram, In his article on 

Apollo in the Oresteia he is concerned with "Aeschylus I attitude to the 
\ 

Apolline code", most especially in the Eumenides, For that reason he 

is not at all concerned with Apollo's role in the Agamemnon; but begins 

by trying to show how the Apollirie code is questioned in the ·choephoroe, 
I • 

He proposes that Apollo is closely linked with the lex talionis, the 
. ' --

law of vengeance, and that the play raises doubts about the moral vali­

dity of that code in such a way as to reflect unfavourably upon·Apollo 

himself, The first par.t of his statement is self-evident, since we 

have already seen that Apollo initiates the vengeance and'is closely 

associated with it throughout, It will become apparent in the follow­

ing discussion of Winnington-Ingram's reading of the text that I also 

agree·with him to some extent that doubts are raised about the validity 

of the code of vengeance, .What I shall attempt to refute is Winnington-. 

Ingram's final point: that the questioning of the vengeance also en-
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tails.criticism of Apollo, 

He first compares Aeschylus' treatment of Orestes' vengeance with 

the Delphic version of the story. As I noted in Chapter 1, 24 it is 

generally assumed that a traditional Delphic version existed before the 

time of Aeschylus, Winnington-Ingram suggests that "in the Delphic 

version there were no premonitions of evil, no hints of counter-claims, 
. 25 

The Choephoroe is full of them from the start," 

He cites, as examples of these hints of counter-claims, several 

passages in the early scenes before Apollo is mentioned, Thus, Electra 

wonders wh.ether it is right to pray that an avenger may come (122); she 
., 

wishes to be more chaste and purer of hand than her mother (140f.); she 

asks that those who slew her father may be slain in turn, justly (144). 

Admittedly, moral terms such as eoae~~, and 5Cx~ are used here to in­

dicate some doubt as to the rightness of vengeance, But Kitto has sug­

geste~, correctly in my view, that the use of such terms indicates the 

new spirit of purity which distinguishes the avengers of this play from 

26 the avengers of the Agamemnon, Next, Winnington-Ingram notes in the 

Recognition Scene "one explicit and two unmistakable symbolic refer­

ences to the sacrifice of Iphigenia" (242, 250-51, 255-56), The effect 

of these references, he argues, is to "make the children remind us of 

their evil here'dit·y by a reference to their father's sin, 1127 Actually, 

one of his "unmistakable symbolic references" is open to doubt :28 

nevertheless I agree that the other two references do hint at a "counter­

claim", I believe that the "counter-claim" here is the suggestion that 

there was also some justice on Clytemnestra's side in killing Agamemnon, 

Any allusion to the children's evil heredity is, at best, secondary, 

So far in the play, then, we have had some questioning of the 
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vengeance, but in my view no hints of evil in the natures of the chil­

dren, Orestes ~d Electra, But how does all this concern Apollo? 

Winnington-Ingram states that, after all these sinister references to 

Iphigeneia, "there follows immediately the description of Apollo's 

oracle: 6ll,;os npolirooH /\o!;Cou µeyao8evY)c; / xprjoµoc; xe\eurov 1:6v_l5e 

xCvl5uvov nepav,
29 

(269-70), In fact, however, the reference to Apollo's 

oracle ·does not follow immediately, · The _coryphaeus urges caution on the 

siblings and prays for the deaths of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus (264-

269), Moreover,· Apollo can hardly be said to be associated with the 

references to Agamemnon and Iphigeneia: for it is Zeus to whom Orestes 

addresses his first speech (cf,246), and it is Zeus with whom Agamemnon 

is associated, by the imagery of the eagle (255-59). 

Winnington-Ingram now proceeds to "the snake-metaphor and Clytem-

30 1nestra, the other side of the heredity," Clytemnestra was a snake 
,, 

who killed Agamemnon (249, cf, Agam. 1233); she dreams of a snake, her 

own offspring, that draws blood fro,n her breasts _(527-33); Orestes, 

when he hears of the dream, identifies himself as the snake (540-50), 

Here again, I agree that there is a "premonition of evil", and in this 

case I also agree that we are meant to think of Orestes' evil heredity, 

But once more, the question is whether or not Apollo is implicated. 

Winnington-Ingram thinks so, and he notes that reference _is made almost 

immediately to Apollo (558). There_, Orestes says that those who killed 

by guile must die by guile; such was Apollo's command. But there is 

: .. no ··reference· to snakes here;··. so· that -Apollo is not: overtly, at'any._ : ·. '. 

rate, associated with the sinister implications of the snake-metaphor 

and dream, Nor, I think, does his command• to use guile· suggest a par­

ticularly snake-like quality in the god or his oracle to Orestes, I 
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have argued earlier that the command to use guile is in accordance with 

the idea of reciprocal justice, and that is the only reason for Apollo's 

choice of method. Winnington-Ingram notes that the mention of the god 

is reassuring to the actors. I see no reason why it should trouble the 

audience. 

From here, Winnington~Ingram proceeds through the play and selects 

references to ,Justice. He points out that the Chorus "are imbued with 

the primitive doctrine of retaliation: &v~t 6~ TTAT)YTJ~ ~ovCa~ ~ovCav 

~A'Y)Y1}v ~Cve~ro. This is 'justice' for them, and they assume it is the· 

· 31 will of Zeus. 11 The Chorus retain this simple idea of justice until 

the very end. Once Orestes has killed Clytemnestra, the Chorus refer 

"And this justice of Apollo is regarded by them as very Justice herself, 

the daughter of Zeus. 1132 Winnington-:-Ingram, of course, implies that 

they are wrong. He points out that Orestes himself recognizes that 

there are conflicting claims upon his energies: ~uµj3aAe't /l Cx~ /l C:•a 

(461). · "Thus the right may not be all on one side", and, in fact, by 
,. 

· the play's close "justice is no longer such a simple nption for us." 

This is a valid point. However, he continues: 

"Apollo has in the immediately preceding 
scene been identified not with some high 
principle of morality but with the desire 
of a dead man's ghost for vengeance." 

gives us. It is not true to say that Apollo is "identified .•. with the 

desire of a dead -~a,;_"•~.• ~host·. f;~ ~~~ge'~~~~: '' , i;" s~;p•o'~t .this. st~teine~t·· . :._': :: ,.: ; ·. 

he refers to v. 925, and continues: "It is one claim of rights against 

another, and the sanction behind each is the same, a pack of hell-
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hounds," To understand this comment, we must examine his interpreta­

tion of Orestes' first reference to Apollo and his oracle, He states 

that "If Orestes fails he will be pursued by Furies under Apollo's 

sanction" ._(my emph_asi~ .?.3 
. Jh.i,s .~t.11t_em~nt ;,;e','_.ts _:.on ._!\is asi,ui;nption .' th_at .·;, 

"The Delphic oracle had driven Orestes_ to murder his mother with very 

· Apollo did not "threaten" Orestes with the Furies. It is not true that 

Apollo himself would set the Furies upon Orestes if he failed to exact 

vengeance: rather the Furies would, by.virtue of their own nature, in­

evitably pursue him, The Furies are not Apollo's "sanction" or "under 

his sanction", On the contrary, it is implied in the Choephoroe, and 

explicitly stated in the Eumenides, that Apollo's sanction is Zeus, 

It is implied in the Choephoroe by the fact that the avengers and the 

Chorus appeal both to Zeus and to Apollo, sometimes side by side in 

the same ode, If, as Winnington-Ingram would suggest, the Chorus mis­

takenly assume that Zeus is on their side, how do we know that they are 

right in assuming that Apollo is on their side? Aeschylus could have 

made this distinction, but Winnington-Ingram provides no evidence that 

he does so, nor can I find any in the text, 

Professor Winnington-Ingram ends his survey of the Choephoroe by 

noting that it ends with a "blend of hope and fear. 1134 Orestes sets 

off for Delphi to.be purified, but the Chorus' final comment "is not 

one of confidence," Again, th.is is true; but against Winnington­

Ingram's criticisms of Apollo it should be pointed out that Apollo is 

not the source of the·Chorus' misgivings, Their fear is based on the 

past history of the woes of the House of Atreus, But Apollo is the 

source of what hope there is at the end of the play, He has promised 
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to purify Orestes, and with that hope Orestes sets off for·Delphi, 

To sum up, then, the hints of "counter-claims" and the premonitions 

of evil, which Winnington-Ingram rightly sees. to be a distinct feature 

of the Choephoroe, nevertheless do not entail criticism'of Apollo • 
. · .. ' .. ·. ,· .. _ .... :.· .. -· ·-·· .. ···~··, ,•.-:··· ... :. ' .. · .. ,'. ..: ·, .... •, 

Aeschylus neither criticises nor condemns Apollo or his oracle, though 

.:; .~ ,,-,;,, .'. i ... ,:,.,,. 'he .'clearly', iju,fa'.tioO:s. 'thEi' · mcii-aift.y ·6f 'theima tri'cide' and· of ·th'e·: iaw•··bf :-;· .. :_;' ;, ;(;·,:,,,.', 
' . 

vengeance. This questioning, I believe, has a definite purpose: it· 

presents to the audience the conflicting claims which the dead Agamemnon 

and Clytemnestra have, in terms of 'justice' (5(x~) upon Orestes, In 

the Choephoroe, Agamemnon's claims, those of the father whose death 

must be avenged, are irresistible, In the Eumenides, the Erinyes will 

champion the claims of the mother, A further point about the question­

ing is that much of it comes from the avengers themselves, so that we 

perceive a new moral awareness in Electra and Orestes. Professor Kitto 

emphasizes that this new purity of motive, particularly in the early 

scenes, distinguishes the new avengers from Clytemnestra and Aegisthus, 

who took their vengeance upon Agamemnon so savagely and impiously, 

Kitto remarks: 

"The new avengers • • • are very different ones, 
seeking their vengeance not out of guilty pas­
sions but in purity of heart, ,,35 

Orestes' purity of heart, in fact, reflects well upon the god who serves 

as his patron, 

Far from Aeschylus directing' criticism at Apollo in this play, I 

believe that Apollo is portrayed in a favourable light, It is true that 

he is stern in his command to Orestes and that he bids him take ven­

geance on his father's murderers, by the use of guile, But the ven­

geance, though questioned, has considerable emotional support in this· 



play, Agamemnon is presented in Kitto 1 s words, as 'la great King, 

foully slain, 
1136 

The traitors who killed the king deserve to die, 

They have exiled Orestes and have kept Electra unmarried to protect 

71. 

themselves. They have kept the property which is rightfully Orestes', 
. . . ' . ' . . '•• .... :' .... , ·. '•, ·. ' ; . :, .. ,. ·:. ! ·- ··- .. 

for he is heir to the dead king, Finally, they have established a 

: ·-tyrannical '..and hated .. _rtile• ·over .:t_he .. citizene•,·· : The·.·vengeance .·is:·takeh·iby:: .. :··-· .''·::,····:: 

a young man who acts out of the best motives, For all these reasons, 

Apollo's command of vengeance emerges as essentially just, though stern, 

Apollo is positively associated with might and power, light and free­

dom, Secondly, the fact that Apollo has promised Orestes his special 

protection is, as Professor Kitto says of the play's first half: 

"The one reassurance we can find among so 
much that is .black and menacing, 1137 

Kitto's statement applies equally to the end of Choephoroe, where mad-

ness and the dark Furies threaten to overcome Orestes, but at least he 

has the hope of purification at Apollo's shrine, 

The Choephoroe is designed to raise and explore issues which will 

not be solved until the Eumenides, ' . . 
At the 'end of the Choephoroe, we 

are left with certain questions concerning Apollo, Will he stand by 

Orestes and protect him from the Furies? Will the matricide be justi­

fied, and will Apollo's purification be sufficient to absolve Orestes? 

Will this be the final cure for the House of Atreus? The Chorus do not 

know the·answers, Nor will the audience learn them until the final 

play, But one thing is assured: Apollo I s central role in the outcome, 
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Eumenides 

I, Apollo at Delphi 

.:-Apo;I;lo '.s.·. shr.~e. .. at. •ll.e;l.ph_i, , .... Rial". -w.as. ,being .. t.o.rmen~ed ,O.Y-' the. Er;l.nyes, . bµt ....... ·: :. ·: · •· .. 
.. • , ' '• , • , :• •' . • · · ,.. • • ' •~ ' '; •· ·. , ' _' '. •• ·,".• . " , ; : ·•· , "."' ', ':· •, I • • ', • I' ': • •.; • ·~•;' ;.• , • ." u. ·, .,'." ' ••: .:.~•;;. •' ,-:J'/, '.'; ::, •~:; :I; 

hoped to win purification from the god who had undertaken to protect 

him, The Eumenides, on the other hand, opens on a serene and harmo~ 

nious note, 
1 The priestess of Apollo enters and speaks the prologue, 

and we learn that the scene is now Apollo's Delphic shrine, Her speech 

is full ·of solemnity and of reverence for the god she serves, ., 

Aeschylus, by means _of the priestess' opening prayer, ·is able to 

enhance Apollo's dignity, before the god himself enters, and to show 

that Apollo's authority is a gift from Zeus himself and is recognised 

by the other Olympians. In order to establish these details, he has 

rejected the more familiar tradition that Apollo took the prophetic 

2 
seat at Delphi by his violent killing of the monstrous Python. In-

stead, the poet has the priestess relate how Apollo took possession of 

the Delphic shrine through the gift of Phoebe, the last Titan occupant 

(1-8). Furthermore, he was escorted to Delphi by the Athenians, and 

the people of Delphi welcomed him on his arrival. We should note that 

it is Athena's land that. first receives Apollo from his Delian birth­

place, and the Athenians are described as the sons of another Olympian, 

Hephaestus. In this manner Aeschylus clearly hints at Apollo-' s close 

ties with the gods of Olympus. But the most important feature is kept 

to the last: it was Zeus, the priestess declares, who inspired Apollo 

with prophecy, Apollo is the spokesman of his· father; Zeus. Thi's line 

72 



has an emphasis and finality in the Greek which cannot be rendered 

into English: 

It is a claim which will be very important later in the play, 

73, 

The priestess 'begins -~he' ~-~cond p;.~i: of ·her praye'r with "praise of 

,,,A!=_hena_, _.t_h~. l_o,c::al .!]-ymph13_, .. _Di,o,n}"SU!,,. _P.<ise:\,c\_Clll,, ,.ar,d. __ f~µa~l)'. .,;~eu:9. _?:el_eJo,s: .·, ;<·. ·:·, ,;·, .-·:. 

(21-28), Once again, the effect is to suggest the unity'of the Olympians, 

It is significant that Athena comes first, and Zeus last, in the 

priestess I invocation; for Athena and Zeus, together with Apollo him-· 

self, are to be the most important Olympian gods in this play, After 

these prayers, the_ priestess enters the temple in order to prophesy (30-

34). 

The atmosphere of.peace, harmony and order is suddenly broken by 

' the unexpected return of the priestess, completely terrified, crawling 

on hands and knees (34ff,), She then describes the sights which· have 

caused her such terror (40~59), Firstly, she has seen a suppliant, a 

polluted man whose sword drips blood·: 
. 3 

clearly, Orestes, Before him 

sit some monstrous beings, whom the audience will suppose to be the 

Erinyes, The priestess tries to compare these beings to the Gorgons or 

the Harpies; yet, she says, they are beyond comparison, Their. whole 

appearance is so foul that it is not right for them to approach the 

altars of the gods or even the dwellings of men, But, she implies, 

Apollo will surely clear his temple of these creatures who pollute it, 

Despite her dread, the priestess assumes that her master·will prevail, 

Her final words are the cue for Apollo's entry: 

TaVTeu0ev ~6~ TWV6e 6eon6T~L 66µ.rov 
alnwc µe,,,eo0co Aoi;Cac µeyao0evet• 
laTpoµavTc~ 6'lmt xat Tepaox6no~ 
xac TOCOLV &AAOL~ 6coµaTCOV xa9apoco~. (60-64) 
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. "Let the outcome now be the concern of the 
master of this house himself, the strong and 
mighty Loxias. He is the healer-prophet and 
seer, and for others he is the purifier of 
houses, 11 · 

Apollo now appears on-stage, together with Orestes, Unfortunately, 

there is no evidence to tell us what his mask would have been like, We 

may conjecture, however, both from the play and from representations of 

4 Apollo in art, that the mask would have portrayed a young, stern face, 

Probably, the part of Apollo would have been taken by a tall actor, 

Seen here beside the mortal Orestes, and standing over the sleeping 

Erinyes, he would indeed appear "mighty and strong", as the priestess 

described him, 

Apollo speaks directly to Orestes, in words of reassurance: 

o!n-oc npo5ooooo, 6ccr Te\OUs 5e OOC ~6\as 
lyyu, napemro, xac np600l9' ~nomaTWV 
lx0poCcrc Toe, croZ, oo yev~ooµac nenoov. (64-66) 

"I shall not betray you, but to the end· I 
shall be your guardian, standing by you or 
standing afar off; and I shall not prove 
soft to your enemies, 11 

• 

Apollo's first words recall the asserti·on made by Orestes in the 

Choephoroe: 

"The mighty oracle of Loxias shall not betray me, 11 

Thus we now see that Orestes was right to trust in the Delphic god's 

. ,p;rpmise .(?!=. ·protection, __ Having_ !>tated. that, he will. no.t prove soft t.o . . . .. . . 

Orestes' enemies, Apollo turns to the sleeping Furies, and his abusive 
.-. ; ·,. . . ', . ~ 

. d,a's~ription of them shows· how. hostile he already feels towards these 

creatures, It is not simply an host:ility which he assumes for the sake 

of the mortal who is under his protection, It is made clear that 
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Apollo's hostility is personal and has its roots in the very nature of 

the Erinyes, He repudiates them strongly, calling them ypacac na\acat 

nac6e<; "grey-haired old girls", with whom no god or man or even beast 

has intercourse (69£._), They came into being for :the _sake of evil, for 
.. •.•·,•. ' ·,·• •., 

they i~habit the evil.darkness below the earth (71f.), They are ob-

these statements implies that their nature is directly opposed to that 

of Apollo himself; where they are old, he is a young god; they inhabit 

the real~s of darkness, he the realms of light; they are chthonic, and 

he.is Olympian, Here, as in the prologue, Aeschylus hints at one of. 

the play's major ideas: the great disparity and conflict between the 

old chthonic powers and the new Olympian deities, 

Turning back to Orestes, Apollo bids him continue his flight over 

land and sea until he comes to Athens, There he must embrace the 

statue of Athena, and there they shall find men to judge their case 

(74-84). They shall find, too, words that charm and devices '/}x:,-r;' tc; 1:0 

niiv cre 1:oov6' lma\\al;cn n6voov, "to release you wholly from these troubles" 

(83), Apollo indicates here that there will be a final solution to the 

woes of the House . of Atreus,, in words which recall the watchman's prayer 

to the gods at the beginning of the Agamemnon: 

0eo~c; µ5v at1:oo 1:oov6' ana\\aY17v n6voov (1; cf, 20) 

"I pray the gods for release from these troubles. 11 

Fin·a~ly, Apollo explains his own involvement in Orestes' trial: 

xat yap x-r;avecv cr'~neccra µryr;pi:i,cov 6eµac;. (84) 

"For I persuaded you to kill your mother." 

We saw how, at the end of the Choephoroe, Aeschylus referred responsi­

bility for the matricide to Apollo: and now he •makes Apollo in person 
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accept that responsibility, 

Orestes replies briefly to Apollo: 

"Lord Apollo, you know how not to act unjustly, 
Since you_ know, learn a~s,p .. not to neglect! Your . 
s·tre'ngth":i.s the gtiai:ante·e: 'of your acting i.'e11;" ........ , ' .\· ;',. ·:· :,, .. · .. ,,v·• :-.,.·.•.· .. 

. ~ ... 
Professor Lebeck comments that "Orestes admonishes .Apoil~ to perform 

his duty with words which resemble the god I s own moral maxims", and she 

regards this as one example amongst many others of peripeteia, or re­

versal, in the Eumenides, 5 This interpretation, however, ·tends to imply 

that the god is gently mocked: "Orestes gives Apollo a taste of his 

own moralizing", 6. Interpretation of. the tone here is related to the 

larger question of the tone of the Trial Scene, where many critics find 

a strong element of humour and parody, Here, at any rate, I believe 

that it is unnecessary 'to find an element of parody, Orestes is simply 

making sure that the god will indeed stand by him, and he also suggests 

that since Apollo has the might to do good,· he must help his suppliant, 

The reference to Apollo's· strength is one of several (cf, Choeph, 269; 

Eum, 61,), 

Apollo gives Orestes a final reminder not to be overcome by fear 

(88), He then entrusts him to the keeping of his brother, Hermes, who 

will escort him on his way, He adds that Zeus honours the respect due 

to outlaws (88-93), Apollo thus indicates that Orestes has the united 

support of the Olympians: not only of himse~f, but also· of Athena, 

Hermes and Zeus, 

After the exit of Apollo and Orestes, C~ytemnestra's ghost appears 

and rouses the sleeping Furies with the compli'int that Orestes has es-
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caped them. · The Furies sing their first choral ode, which is full of 

accusations against Apollo. We have ·already seen how the Furies appear 

in the eyes of the priestess and Apollo; 'now we hear how.Apollo appears 

in the eyes of the Furies: 

loo nat'. llc6c;., lnCxls.onoc; nlls.T]c, 
~ov µrp;pall.o(av 6'lslx1'.etac; ~v 

(149) 
0e6c;, (153) 

110 son of Zeus, you are a thief! .... 
You have stolen away the man who killed 
his mother, god that you are!" 

Apollo is a thief, because he has taken away their rightful prey, More­

over, he has stained his own sanctuary with polluted blood: 

tq,ecn-Croc 6e µav~ cc; ~v µca.oµa~ c 
µuxov ~xpavac; a!rt-6crcrITToc;, a!rt-6x1'.rp;oc;, (169-70) 

"Though a prophet, you have stained your 
sanctuary with pollution at its hearth, 
acting upon your own desires and your own 
summons. 11 

By his actions, Apollo transgresses against the Fates' ancient dispen­

sations, Thus they accuse him of: 

napcr v6µov Serov ~po~ea µev ~Crov, 
nals.acyevet'.c; 6e µoCpac; q,0Ccrac;. (171-72) ,,. 
"honouring mortals contrary to the law of the 
gods and ,destroying the ancient allotments." 

These criticisms of Apollo are not to be dismissed because they are 

made by creatures who, up to this point, have been·portrayed in a wholly 

u~sympath~t.ic light. Clearly the Erinyes believe that Apo,llo' s. actions 

.; . . ;,:. ·••.: · ,,::-,, ... ,:.,,:,ha\ie,:infringed .. upon 'thei-r,·ancierit:•·pr-ivi:lege .... ·Soon· we ·-shall· see• -the ·full 
. . ,., , . 

.: ,: :·., . 
meaning of Orestes' prophecy in the Choephoroe: · llCxac llCxa suµ~all.et'., 

,• . ·. : •' '. ' . ,• . : · ... ' . ~ :' •. 

"Justice shall clash with Justice" (461). Once again, the hostility 

between Apollo and the Erinyes is set within the framework of a larger 

conflict, that between the ancient gods and the new Olympians.. The 



Erinyes see Ap.ollo I s behaviour as typical of the Olympians: 1:o•awa 

6proo•v oE vewrepo• 0eoC, "such are the actions of the younger gods" 

(162), 

.. 
At the end of. their ode,. Apollo enters and orders them f,oin. his. 
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temple (179ff,), He threatens them with an arrow from his bow, which, 

• .T, • •• • •• • o .,,',,• '•• '• \:•••• •,, I,,,'•'••, l -•, • ,,;•,:: \• • :,, •,,,:, :•:•,•; :• ,::,_,;• •;; 

he says·; woul:d make tliein spew out 'the' blood they have sucked, He 

points out that they have no place here in his sanctuary, Their place 

is rather "where sentence is given to lop off heads and gouge out eyes, 

where murders are, and by destruction of the seed the manhood of the 

young is ruined, and there are mutilations and stoning, and men moan in 

long lament, impaled beneath the spine, 117 Professor Solmsen·comments: 

"It is fair to note that even Apollo does not suggest that the Erinyes 

themselves perpetrate such acts but rather that they pursue the per-

8 
petrators. 11 This is true; but nevertheless Apollo manages to convey 

the worst impression of the Erinyes, by associating them with such 

horrors and failing to add that they persecute .the agents of such deeds 

rather than assist them, 

Apollo continues by making an ironic remark on the feasts which 

they love, but which earn them the loathing of the gods (190-192). 

Their ugly form is suggestive of their ugly activity (192-193), At the 

end of his speech, Apollo returns to his_ initial accusation: the. 

Erinyes do not "belong" in his sanctuary, but rather in the den of a 

blood-lapping lion, He closes with an animal image: he calls them a 

"flock without a shepherd", whom none of the gods love (195-196). 

Apollo's speech is characterised by rhetoric, exaggeration, and 

passion, In his defence, however, it may be remarked that he is right 

in his essential charge, The Erinyes are transgressing upon his shrine, 
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''---' 
where they have no place, Also, all that he says of the Erinyes is 

true, even though he sees only their ugly aspects, But we have already 

heard something of the Erinyes' claims in the first choral ode, and we 

are therefore aware that.Apollo's.attitude.to them is one-sided, As . . ' . ; . . . . . . . . '.·, . 

Professor Thomson puts it: "His attitude is too passionate to be 

.· .. · .. ··. . 9, .. 
final." · · 

. ., ..... ••/ 

The Erinyes, despite Apollo's threat of physical violence, do not 

leave immediately, Instead, they counter his denunciation with an 

accusation of their own: 

a.!n:o<; (Jl) 1:001:ulV 00 µe1:a.C1:co<; nCATJC, 
a,,,_,,_, etc;_ 1:6 nffv ~npa.sa.<; roe; na.va.C1:co<;. (199-200) 

"You yourself are not partly responsible for 
these things, but you alone wrought the entire 
deed, as one· fully responsible. 11 

Professor Lloyd-Jones I translation of 1:001:oov as "this deed" is mis-

1 d
. 10 ea 1.ng, 1:001:oov ref~rs to the matricide and its consequences,' The 

fact that they are now trespassing on his shrine is, the Erinyes point 

out, the natural consequence of Apollo's own actions: he commanded 

Orestes to kill his mother and to come to Delphi for expiation (202, 

204). Apollo is drawn into argument by the Erinyes' accusation, but he 

remains grudging throughout, The Erinyes, on the other hand, s_how them­

selves reasonable here. They attempt to justify their position to 

Apollo on the grounds of ·their 1:cµ~: their special prerogative is to 

chase from their homes those who murder their own kin (208-210). 

We now learn that they pursue only those who shed kindred blood. 

When Apollo says that Clytemnestra killed her husband, the Erinyes reply 

that it is not the same as killing one of the same blood (211-12). 

Apollo then interrupts the stichomythia and makes a speech in which he 
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defends the sanctity of the marriage-bond (213ff,), Apollo in this way 

attempts to refute the Erinyes' argument that Clytemnestra's murder of 

her husband was less heinous than Orestes' murder of his mother, In 

saying this, the Erinyes place the claims of the blood-tie before those 

of the marriage-bond, Apollo contends that. they are wrong; but he 

does not offer abstract arguments in defence of the sanctity of mar­

riage, Rather, he argues that a failure to pay proper respect to the 

relationship between husband and wife in effect dishonours Hera, Zeus 

and Aphrodite. He plays on the word the Erinyes have just been using 

to denote their special prerogative: ~cµ~. Twice he employes the ad­

jective &~cµo~ (213, 215), Once again, the issue is shown to reflect 

a deep-seated conflict between the ~cµa.C of the older and the younger 

gods. Apollo ends with the prediction that Athena shall judge the 

case (224). 

Naturally, Apollo's argument fails to persuade the Erinyes, who 

reiterate .their resolve to pursue.Orestes. Apollo contemptuously re­

fers to their pursuit as "making more trouble for themselves" (226) • 

. ·They tell him not to curtail their ~cµaC, to which he replies that even 

if they offered their ~cµaC to him, he would not .accept them (228), 

This attitude does not surprise them, since he speaks from a position 

of strength, seated by the throne of Zeus (229). Their comment reminds 

us· of the statement made iri•.·the Jir·ologtie,' ·that -A;'i:>11~· had··:special au-

th6ri~;- ;;· .the ~;~~~~m~'~f ~~~~-,.(19)·. , .... T~~ i~i;;e~: ;;;~k~--~h~i/ ~~it,· to 

•:.: ., hound- Orestes •.. _Apollo also, leaves,. after_ expressing ·det~rminatio~ .to , __ 

help and save his suppliant (232-34). Here, as in his first speech, he 

recognizes Orestes' claim upon him: npo6oo (234) is clearly a verbal 

echo of oih-o c npo6woro in his opening line ·(164). Upon this note, the 
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scene at Delphi ends, 

So far, the audience has observed Apollo on his home-ground at 

·be1phi, an,!" :in· ·the ·preliminary hostilities •with :the· Erin yes ·he· has liad· ": 

a-dec:J,~edCadv.antage., .. The .s!'.!el).~ of t~!!:,plaY,_n~:w slliJ;ts._t_o. ~the~s/ .. ,arid __ :: 

before Apollo appears ·again for the actual trial, the poet gives us 
\,~ .... _,·t~·:...~ 0. / . .:;>:; .. ·i;:;,; ·-~: ... ,:;.-, ::.-.:; i-~·-~ ·-:'; ~> ;< ;. :.'.:· :;,. ·. 1~·-· ,-,~ .~:;<-.. ::. :::°, . ,.:,_ ;:-,-.:.~·, :; :•>.· :;: :.· .· .. ,. :, _ _.;_._,.;;.; ~: -.. :- ,, : ...... ' ,•,. : __ i: '. .:.· ~ ··.: ....... ·. ~}::•.; :;,,':, ~ \:·.:., 

more· ins_ight into the nature ~d · the cliums of the· Erinyes an·d intro-' · 
~ ,.( .. : . . -:· .. :-

duces Athena. Since this new information and the various developments 

here affect later our response to Apollo, I must examine them before I 

discuss the Trial Scene, . 

II, Apollo at Athens: the Trial Scene 

Although the scene shifts to· Athens at 235, with Orestes' re-entry, 

the Trial Scene does not begin until 566. The major function of the 

pre-trial scene at Athens is to convey the seriousness of the Erinyes' 

claim to justice, Thus, by the time the trial actually begins, the 

audience are· aware that the fate of Orestes is .not the only issue in 

the trial: there is also the much more significant question of the 

future role and authority of the Erinyes, 

We witness the arrival of Orestes and of the Erinyes at· Athens, 

and also Athena's reception of them, Before Athena arrives, Orestes 

embraces the statue of the goddess, in obedience to Apollo's instruc­

tions, Several times in his appeals to Athena, he stresses the fact 

that he has Apollo's patronage, and that Apollo has granted him puri­

fication (235, 241, 282f,), Some critics have contended that Apollo's 

purification of Orestes is manifestly ineffective, and that in this way 

Apollo is criticised, Thus Professor Herington, who finds the puri­

fication to be, _most probably, the •only traditional element in a play 
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which is entirely "free invention"·, co=ents: "even this element. is 

not so much re-used by Aeschylus as perverted, Instead of a proof of 

Apollo's ultimate hea_ling and reconciling ·power (as whic~ ·it. was._surely· ·.: · '-· -,: : ... 

intended by the inventors)' i.t has bec;oll\e ,· in the context of this play·, . 

<·.;.' :·a proof o~. ~p~~~~ ;·~ ~~~f~~c~~y. ,.l{ . Si~l~rl;·: Pr~fe~~~r .Winnin~~~~~ .. , , : ·' ,y 

-'.: · :· ,,. ,.:. · :: '·in:~~irii iii'igg~s 6., \:hit ;,A~ii~h'iiu~· a.:fo6°~t1~;,~X\i.ri i:he ·-;a~~-~ '''bj,' 'i.p'6fi6 t_~,,::>· · · · · --·, · 
·'· ,•,, ... · .. .-.:.··.: .. ,:,12 
'command. and to absolve. II 

.. , . :-~• _. 

It' is' certainly true that Apollo Is puri-

fication does not provide the final solution to Orestes' problem, as it 

probably would have done in the Delphic epic version, 13 

Apollo's purification has some degr_ee of efficacy· :i.n that it en­

ables Orestes to speak and to plead his own case before Athena (276ff., 

443ff,). Otherwise, as a polluted person, he would have been forbidden 

co11Dllunication with others. But Apollo's purification ·does not satisfy 

the Erinyes, who continue to view Orestes as polluted (247, 26lff,) • .. \ 

Nevertheless, we can see that Apollo's purification is not totally 

ineffective, nor, in my view, is any criticism of the god intended. 

Aeschylus' reasons for limiting the efficacy of the purification are 

very probably dramatic rather than theological. He wants to dramatize 

Athena's institution of the trial of homicide by a human jury~· If 

Apollo's purification of Orestes had been presented as totally effec­

tive, there would have been no need for such a trial, nor would the 

claims of the Erinyes· have been given due recognition, 

Athena arrives in response to Orestes' prayer, at the end of the 

Erinyes' "Binding Song" (397), Although struck by the Erinyes I appear-

ance, since they seem like neither gods nor mortals, she reserves 

judgment until she has heard who they are, and who the suppliant may 

be (41Off.), Once she has leamt the identity of the Erinyes and the 
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nature of their cas.e against Orestes, she cautions them not to seek an 

unjust victory by making Orestes swear an oath.of his innocence (432), 

He could not do so, of course, since the fact of· the matricide cann~f 

be denied, She asks whether the Erinyes will submi.t to. her arb_itraticin, .. .. . ·· ... , .... ·.:; . ,. . . . . . . ', ... ' . ,• . ••'. ;, .. 

and they willingly agree (434f,), They respect Athena, whom they call 
. . , .. . . . ~ . . :· . :·· ·, ... ·~ 

· ..... · • · 11w6i:i:&y''i .. t&~tav', :4~s) ;-ui': •·: ... :.:. ,>:;'.. · 

thought by Professor Kitto to be in deliberate contrast to Apollo's 

relationship with them, On Athena's reception of the Erinyes, he re­

marks: "Athena brings ~·omething new, and· in doing it she throws into 

relief the one-sidedness of Apollo, She, like him, is astonished at 

the appearance of the Erinyes, but, unlike him, she treats the'm with 

15 · studied courtesy," On the Erinyes I submission to Athena I s arbitra-

tion, he comments "Apollo was indeed vindicating something that had to 
' 

be vindicated, but in far too autocratic a spirit, The reasonableness 

of Athena at once sensibly changes the situation, 1116 These comments 

are in accordance with Kitto's theory, whiqh I will discuss in my Con­

clusion, 'that Apollo is superseded in the Eumenides by Athena, My ob­

jection at this stage is that Aeschylus does not draw an overt contrast 

between Apollo and Athena, It is Kitto who introduces the contrast, to 

Apollo's disadvantage,: But since Kitto forces us to compare them, we 

should notice that the situations which show Apollo as autocratic and 

Athena as gracious, in dealing with the Erinyes, are completely dif­

ferent, Apollo deals autocratically with the Erinyes because they are 

trespassing upon his shrine and because they are pursuing his suppliant, 

Orestes, Athena is able to reserve judgment about the Erinyes because 

she is detached from the situation, since she has just returned- to 



84, 

Athens to find the two parties already established in opposition, The 

fact that Apollo is "one-sided" and that Athena is, to begin with, im­

partial, is not evidence of Athena's superiority, Rather, it is a 

dramatic requirement in a play which represents Apollo as Orestes' 

patron and the Erinyes as Orestes'·. assailants, 

When Athena has heard the Erinyes, she asks also to hear Orestes 

explain himself, Orestes again emphasizes that he has been purified, 

but candidly admits that he 'killed his mother. The act, he says, can­

not be denied: the issue is the justice or injustice of the act (463-

468). Apollo is jointly responsible with him (465-467). 

Finally, Athena decides that the case is beyond individual mortal 

judgment, and beyond her own, She therefore institutes the Court of 

the Areopagus to judge the case (470-489), She and Orestes both make 

their exit, leaving the Erinyes to sing a choral ode (490-565) before 

the Trial Scene begins, This ode, which stresses the need for fear of 

punishment as a constraint upon mankind, and as a necessary safeguard 

of law and order, depicts the Erinyes' ·function for the first time in' a 
,. 

wholly favourable light, This is an important turning- point in the 

representation of the Furies, and it prepares us for their eventual 

assimilation into Zeus' world order, 

When the Chorus has finished the ode, Athena enters with Orestes, 

;it:h: t!igse who ~re to form the·;j~i:y,' and possibly with Apollo, Profes-'' . 

. ;.•.,, .... ·: .. ,;, .. -- · ,.'. '· ~-o~' cf~isi;,'1: 'li;wev~r; · ,;~;igei1:s·: th~t ,{~·iiii~-:;;;;~~~ .:·tlii :.·e~·tif i~t~f-\b'~ ,.: · . · ,) i:: ;\.·,,. 

· .. •.• ... others, when Athena has made her -proclamation and ·the.- lle_rald has .blown .. , . ,. . ,. ,. 

his trumpet, In this way, Aeschylus has made Apollo's re-entry all the 

more dramatic: "un admirable. coup de theatre';, 17 Croiset I s suggestion 

accounts for the. Furies' cry .at 574, which could be motivated by the 
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sudden appearance of their adversary: 

~VClS "Ano\\ov, ~v fxec, a1n:o, xpa~ec. 
~c ~ouoe aoc µe~e~c npayµa~o,· \lye. (574-75) 

"Lord Apollo, rule over your·own affairs!· 
Say what pai;t,_ you have in this business!". . 

. Clearly·; -~heir c;y ~hows fear a·s well as i~dignati~n. 18 They had hoped 

'-:. · ... ; •. t,Cl .. b~. ·dea+;lng _,pn+Y, .. w}\:µ.: a .. mort.ali-. ·.!'lpw __ they_. ,find that ,,Apollo, is.: )1.ere,:,-: .- : .,:-.; . .. :;- .. ,.· 
. . . . . '• ... ' .· . ' . ,· . . . •' . . '. . . . .. . . .: 

not just as. a witness for the defence (576-78), but as ·a defendant him­

self to_gether with Orestes, Apollo explains: 

xat µa,p-rupY]awv ~A8ov, ........ , .. . 
X(lC stJVOLXYJOOlV a1n:6,,· cihCciv 6' lxw 
~ri, ~ouoe µ'r]cpo, ~OU (j)OVO\J, (576, 579-8Q). 

"I have come to be a witness for the defence·, 
and.to stand trial together with Orestes, I 
bear responsibility for this matricide," 

With his announcement, it is established that the agon, the Contest, is 

essentially between ·gods, 

To begin with,· however, Orestes himself answers the prosecution 

(585-609), He does not attempt to deny the fact that he kill'ed his 

mother, Apollo instructed him to do so, and to this hour he finds no 

fault with his fortune (596), Orestes asks whether he was truly of his 

mother's blood (606), a question which was already implicitly raised in 

the Choephoroe by the speech of Orestes I old nurse (Cho, 734ff..). But 

when the Erinyes insist that, on the literal level, Orestes was Clytem­

nestra's child and closest kin (607-8), Orestes turns to Apollo for 

help: 

~5~ au µcip,;6p~oov, ls~you ol µoc, 
"Ano\\ov, e f a(j)e auv 6 Cx~c xct~lx~avov. (609-10) 

"Now you bear witness, and instruct me, Apollo, 
as to whether it was with justice that I killed 
her, 1119 

From this point _on, Orestes remains silent until he is acquitted, ·and 
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the contest is wholly between Apollo and the Erinyes. 

Apollo begins thus: 

}.;i!;oo npos oµi'is, -r6vo' 'A0T)vaCas· µlyav ·. 
9loµov, 0CX£Coos, µav-res ~v o'oo te6ooµac, 
oonoonm' ·otnov µav-r_cxo'i:ocv _lv 0p6vocs,. 
obx &.vopos; ob·yuviicxos·; ob 116i.ooos ·ri"epi;·, • .. ·: .. ,.: 
8 µY) xd.o6ouc Zeus '0}.;uµnCoov naTf]p • 

._ ' 6, "'0 I II o0, "0 

.'-• ... 

.·, ... ');9 µov- .. cxa,cov -rou ·. oaov_. .. eyee._µa e-~; , ..... 
. . eouh1'i'. 11 ~rpct6(J'){o:, o' {$µµ•,:•lit c·011'eoea·c rriiTj:)os·;. ·" · 

;, .. '/. 

cSpxos ycrp o1l-r c Zrivos tax6ee n}.;eov. (614-21) 

619 µa0e Blaydes µa0e'i'.v M 

"I shall say to you, to this great court of Athena, 
that it was justly done; and as a prophet, I shall 
not lie, Never have I spoken on my mantic throne, 
·regarding man, woman, or city, a word which has not 
been d'ecreed by Zeus, father of the Olympians. 
Recognise the strength of this plea of justice! I 
bid you attend to the will of my father, For rio 

' oath has greater power than Zeus 1 ." 

Scholars have disagreed about the validity of this claim of Apollo, 

Professor Winnington-Ingram questions Apollo's authority: in his view 

the Delphic god cannot 'truly claim to be the mouthpiece of Zeus, He 

suggests that Apollo's claim is ."subtly prejudiced for an Athenian 

audience" by the inclusion of ob TTOAeOOS nlpc. Apollo claims infalli­

bility,. and yet he could be "wrong about politics": Apollo was the god 

who medised. 2° For Professor Croiset, on the other hand,_Apollo's 

speech has the tone of a divine revelation: 

"sa parole, grave et majestueuse, loin d'~tre 
celle d 1un plaideur, bien mains encore celle 
d'un accuse, prend 1 1 accent d'une revelation 
divine, 1121 

' 
Apollo's claim amounts to a final justification for the matricide: 

"Elle equivalait, en sonnne, ~ dire que 1 1 acte d I Oreste ne relevait pas 

des jugements humains, mais qu 1il devait ~tre justifie du moment que 

Zeus, dans sa divine sagesse, 1' avait es time necessaire, •
122 
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_These two views are. both extreme, and I believe that the text it­

self does not permit us to be so dogmatic either for or against the god, 

Apollo's claim to be Zeus' prophet cannot be totally undercut by ou. 

In addition·, we; have ·been given no reason to question the 

assertion made in the prologue by the priestess to the effect that 

. "Apol-1~- is ·the-.. sp.okesnian of
0

his•·iather Zeus (19h .-Mor,iover; ·Zeus'· ~ss~~- ,· 

. ciitio~ with ·Ap'oll~ · in \d_d·i~'~ th-~ -"avengers was assumed in the· Choe'­

phoroe, Later in the play Athena notes the importance of the testimony 

from Zeus and of that given by Apollo (797-98), The claim, then, is 

not so obviously false ·as Winnington-Ingram implfes, · Ne·vertheless, he 

is right to suggest that Apollo's o-laim is open to question at this 

stage in the play, As Professor Thomson comments: "The doctrine of 

Delphic infallibility was familiar at Athens in the fifth century, but 

it was resisted by the more advanced democrats, who saw that it was 

used to support an attitude to contemporary society.which they regarded 

as reactionary, Therefore, as spectators at the City Dionysia, Athen­

ian citizens would be prepared to see the doctrine vindicated and they 

23 
would be equally prepared to see it challenged," Croiset, who be-

lieves that the claim amounts to a final justification· for the matri­

cide, explains all of Apollo's subsequent arguments as "simplement des 

ripostes aux attaques injurieuses de ses ennemis, ripostes qui n' ont 

· · 24 
qu 1 un rapport indirect avec la cause." Apollo's first argument is 

not prefatory but conclusive: ''Bien loin d I ~noncer d I autres arguments' 

elle les exclut d' avance, 1125 Yet the speech is clearly intended as a 

preface, as Apollo's opening speech for the defence. This is indicated 

by the way he turns to address the jury, and by his use of the future 

tense when he declares "I shall say", and "I shall not lie", -He·is 
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authority. 
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The Erinyes ask whether Zeus r eally gave Apollo this oracle , to 

tell Orestes to_ avenge his father and to set aside the rights of the 

mother (622ff.). Apollo begins his second argument by decl a r ing "Yes, 

for it -is not th_e same thing" for a noble man to die at the hands of a 

woman (625-26) . Here he is c l earl y comparing Agamemnon ' s death with 

Clytemnestra ' s and saying that Agamemnon ' s murder was a far more hein­

ous crime than the killing of Clytemnestra. He answers the Furies by 

saying that Zeus did indeed sancti on the oracl e ' s command to Orestes, 

and in doing so was quite just. Forgetting the Furies , however, Apollo 

develops his argument into a vivid description of Agamemnon ' s igno­

minious death, and appeals to Athena and the jurors for their sympathy 

(629-30). He declares that Agamemnon was a nobleman, a king, honoured 

by a l l , and the leader of the fleet, Yet he, a man , was slain i gno­

miniously by a woman, not in battle , but by guile (631-39). 

How far coul d Apollo's argument be expected to gain t he sympathy 

of the audience? Professor Lloyd-Jones comment s: 

"The argument based on the doctrine of the 
superiority of t he male over the femal e, on 
which Apollo is thrown back, is one that few 
among the play's ori~inal audience are like ly 
to have questioned." 6 

Whether or not Lloyd-Jones is right about the contemporary feelings on 

"male supe riority", the fact is that "male superiority" is only part of 

the issue here. It is true that av~p (625, 635, 636) is contrasted 

with yuv~ (627), that Agamemnon' s death is conceived as more i gnominious 

because he was a man slain by a woman. But Apollo is not arguing that 

Clytemnestra's death was less impor t ant because she was a woman. Basi-
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cally, he is arousing sympathy for Agamemnon and indigi:iation against 

Clytemnestra, The antithesis between maµ and woman plays a part, but 

at least of equal importance is the fact that-Agamemnon was a great 

king (626), How, then, would the Athenians react to kingship? It is 

useless here to try to assess the audience's response_by adducing evi­

dence for contemporary Athenian views on kingship, What is important 

here is how·Apollo's argument would affect the audience in the light· of 

what has gone before in the trilogy, 

Professor Winnington-Ingram thinks that Apollo's argument is ·under­

cut by the audience I s memory of the Agamemnon, Apollo's reference to. 

Agamemnon as returning "from warfare, where he had, for the most part, 

won success" is meant to remind the audience of the sacrifice of 

Iphigeneia, The garment with which Clytemnestra fettered het husband 

is meant to recall the "spiritual entanglement" of the carpet scene, in 

which "she had subjected his will to hers and forced him to accept the· 

feminine role", The word nav--r6creµvoc; reminds us of how Agamemnon was 

actually humiliated, The reference to him as 01:pa--r~Aa--r~c; vloov reminds 

27 
the audience of the "ill-omened history of' the Argive fleet", How-

ever, I find it hard to believe that such subtle and ironic verbal and 

thematic echoes would be perceived by the audience, who would thus be 

missing the main argument, Bu~ there is a.more serious objection to 

Winnington-Ingram's criticisms, He cites the Agamemnon, but' he fails 

to notice that the Choephoroe had offered a very different picture, 

Professor Kitto, remarking on the "fundamental changes" which occur be­

tween the Agamemnon and the Choephoroe, comments: 

"Agamemnon too is presented in a different 
aspect; his sins forgotten,. he is now the 
great king, foully slain, and outraged even 
in his death, n28 
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The reinstatement of Agamemnon as the Zeus-appointed king who set out 

against Troy begins as soon as he is dead (see ·e.g.~- 1489ff.), and 

is especially developed in the kommos of the Choephoroe. Apollo simply 

continues that reinstatement, referring to Agamemnon as 6Locr6m:oLs 

oxfin1:po LITL ,:- LµaA(jlouµi;;vov "honoured with the Zeus-given sceptre". The 

_·.connect:ion 9£ Zeus and kingship helps to explafo vhy Zeus .. favoured the-

rights of Agamemnon above those ~f Clytemn~stra. Professor Solmsen, in 

his discussion of Apollo's arguments, stresses that the audience has 

been prepared for their acceptance: 

"Apollo I s arguments are merely an attempt to 
appraise in rational, or even doctrinal, terms 
those factors which long before the trial scene 
have influenced our responses to the plot. 1129 

The Erinyes counter by f;sking how Zeus can favour the father above 

the mother, when he himself bound his father, Kronos (640ff.)? Their 

question causes Apollo to lose his temper, for he prefaces his reply 

with c'1 nav1:oµLOT) xvoo6a}..a, CTTUYT] 0,;;rov, 11 0 beasts most hateful, objects 

of the gods' loathing". (644). Professor Winnington-Ingram contends 

I 
that he loses his temper because "the charge of inconsistency which 

they make , , , is, true" • 3_0 But the terms in which Apollo denounces the 

Erinyes suggest rather that his temper is roused by the insult to Zeus, 

That is why he calls them "m6yrJ 0erov. 11 He rushes to Zeus' defence by 

explaining that fetters can be loosed (645-46),
31 

But there is no 

remedy for death, for blood once it is split (647-651). This last 

point has been firmly established already in the trilogy; but in the 

mouth of Apollo it furnishes a perfect opening for the Furies. They 

immediately retort, how then does he plead for Orestes, who shed his 

mother's blood (652ff,)? As Professor Winnington-Ingram comments, it 
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is almost as if,-by their question concerning Zeus and Kronos, the 

Erinyes had "unconsciously set a trap for Apollo, into which he falls 

32 headlong," 

Why does Aeschylus intro~uce the legend about Zeus, and why does 

he give Apollo only a weak answer? The question has been raised by 

Kitto, who also supplies an answer "Unless Aeschylus had wanted to put 

. Apollo in a hole, he would not have made the Erinyes ask this ~articu-

lar question, But he does wish, in this scene, to show Apollo to no 

great advantage, The strong side of Apollo's case we have seen already, 

in the Choephori and-in the first scene of the Eumenides: now it is 

33 the tum of the Erin yes, 11 ., 

I agree with Kitto' s· basic point here, that Ap'ollo' s answer is in­

tended to show some weakness on Apollo's part, and some strength on the 

Erinyes' side, On the other hand, I believe that Kitto overstates the 

case when he says that since the strong part of his case has been pre­

sented already, Apollo is shown to no great adfantage in the Trial 

Scene, Although Apollo is temporarily "put in a hole", the momentary 

downfall does not affect the main argument. Nor are all of.Apollo's 

arguments in the Trial Scene weak, by any means, But.Aeschylus takes 

the opportunity here to show that Apollo is not infallible, Thus Kitto 

rightly concludes: ",,.the majestic god does not represent the whole 

truth, If Apollo were given a conclusive answer to all the questions, 

the inconclusive verdict of the court would be unintelligible, 
1134 

The Erinyes ask how Orestes, after shedding his mother's blood, 

can possibly have a share in social and religious life thereafter 

(652-656). Croiset, who is totally pro-Apolline and critical of the 

Erinyes, interprets the Erinyes_' question as a sign that they have lost 
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sight of the real issue, and are merely quibbling about a question of 

35 
custom, But in fact the Erinyes 1 question is quite pertinent, In 

the eyes of the Erinyes, Apollo's purification of Orestes is not suf­

ficient, and thus they provoke Apollo into a final attempt to justify 

Orestes' matricide, Apollo now produces his famous "biological" ar­

gument, which of all the arguments in the Trial Scene has produced the 

most controversy amongst modem critics, 

This is Apollo's argument: 

oux toi:c µ~~P ~ xexA~µev~ ~exvou 
~oxe6,, ~po~o, 66 x6µa~o, veo0116pou• 
~cx~ec 6'6 0p&':,czxoov, ~ 5•~nep sevooc sev~ 
loooaev fpvo,, otcrc µ~ ~Acrt~• 0e6,. (657-61) 

\ 

"She who is called the mother of the child is 
not a parent, but the nurse of the newly-sown 
seed, The one who sows the seed is truly the 
parent, whilst the woman merely preserves the. 
offspring as a stranger for a stranger, pro­
vided some god does not destroy it, 11 

Apollo here brings a general argument to bear upon Orestes' special 

case. He wants to show that Agamemnon has the greater claim on Orestes, 

and that Clytemnestra, though called OrestEfs' "mother", has n.o real 

blood-relationship with him, If Apollo can prove this argument, he re­

moves the Erinyes' motive for pursuing Orestes, that he has shed kind­

red blood, 

Once again, critics have attempted to assess the audience's re­

sponse to Apollo's argument by considering how far the theory he ad­

duces was accepted in contemporary Athens, Evidence for such acceptance 

is thin, Aristotle attributes the theory to Anaxagoras and other phi-

36 losophers~ so that the theory may have been common in Aeschylus' time, 

But we do not know whether it would still have been so esoteric and 

novel that it would have shocked the audience, or whether it was fairly 
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widely argued and even accepted, This question must remain a matter 

for conjecture, and thus the only possible means of assessing the 

audience's response to Apollo's argument is again to consider how it 

fits in to the Oresteia as a whole, 

93, 

First of all, Apollo's theory must recall for us the way in which 

the relationship between Clytemnestra and Orestes is presented in the 

. Choephoroe,. There, Orestes' old nurse seems to supplant Clytemnestra 

as Orestes' mother, The nurse tells us that she was the one who tended 

him as a baby, and that Clytemnestra is glad to hear that her son is · 

dead (Cho, 734-765), · Thus Clytemnestra's maternal claim is weakened, 

in all but literal fact, Moreover( when Orestes comes to the house in 

disguise, she fails to re·cognise him, but receives him as a stranger, 

During the scene in which she welcomes Orestes as a guest, the word 

l;evo<;, "stranger", occurs again and again; with an emphasis that sug-

gests that Aeschylus is not simply exploiting the irony of the situa­

tion, but is again weakening the natural tie between Orestes and his 

37 mother. Now, when Apollo speaks of the mother as harbouring the seed 

~nep l;evooc l;evri, "as a stranger for a stranger", we are inevitably re­

minded of that scene in the Choephoroe. So too, earlier in the Trial 

Scene, Orestes had exclaimed: 

"But am I truly of my mother's blood?" 

Nevertheless, though it harmonises with this questioning of Clytem­

nestra's maternal status, Apollo's theory, as Professor Lebeck has 

shown,.is presented in.such a way as to highlight its one-sidedness,
38 

In Greek, the verb ~cx~ro can refer to either the father or the mother 

of the child; but the Erinye_s themselves employ it only of the mother, 
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whereas Apollo here uses it only of. the fa•."1er, ,Thus both Apollo and 

the Erinyes suggest that only one of the parents is the true parent, 

The limitation they impose on ~cx~oo- demonstrates their one-sidedness. 

Furthermore, Lebeck has point out that, though Apollo's argument is 

more than "mere sophistry", yet "The sophistic element does enter, how­

ever, because of the way in which the argument is here presented, It 

turns on establishing by purely verbal means, a special kinship betw.een 

~oxdi<;, a word not used of the mother in the singular, ~cx~oo, here 

limited to the meaning "beget 11 , and ~l xvov. 1139 . Thus we may conclude 

that the sophistry of Apollo's argument and its evident one-sidedness 

would prevent the audience from accepting it as representing the whole 

truth, 

, Perhaps of all Apollo's arguments, this final one is the least 

convincing in itself. Why, then, did Aeschylus include it? Partly, I 

think, because it is a convenient theory, and indeed the only theory 

available, to rationalise the separation of the blood-tie between 

mother and child, 40 In addition, the theory has a modern ring to it, 

and thus it fits nicely with the contrast between Apollo, representing 

the new divine regime, and the Erinyes, representing.the old, 41 But 

there is one final reason which is more important, Till now, Apollo's 

arguments have been cogent because they focussed .on the strong part of 

his case. The oracle had the authority of Zeus; Agamemnon had to be 

avenged; Clytemnestra deserved to die, because she killed her husband, 

a revered king, by guile,. On the other hand, as Kitto comments, "The 

impossible part of his case is that it was right to allow Orestes to 

42 kill his mother." It is· this point that Apollo is now arguing, and 

Aeschylus wants us to realise that Apollo is wrong, For this reason he 
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here supplies Apollo with an argument which promoted a theory that was 

probably "at the best, an unproved speculation1143 , and the terms in 

which Apollo argues show that the argument is sophistic and one-sided, 

Apollo's argument has a subsidiary dramatic function, of furnish­

ing a compliment to Athena which proves to be the basis on which she 

decides her vote, 44 . For, as the "proof" of his argument, he offers 

Athena herself: 

-rexµ~pcov 5t ~ou5e ooc 5eCsoo A6-you• 
na:i;~p µtv av yeCvac-i-' &veu µT)l:p6~• nlAa~ 
µa.p,;u~ niipean nat~ 'OAuµn Cou ti c6~ (662-64) 

. 111 shall point out to you a proof of this argument: 
there can be a father without a mother; near at 
hand is the witness, the ,child of Olympian Zeus 11 

Thus Athena, when she votes, declares: 

,jri'jq,ov 5' 'OpeanJc -r~v5' lyoo npoo9~ooµac• 
µ-fri-rip ycrp olnc~ ~mcv ~ µ'eyeCva-ro, 
-ro 5' &poev atvro niiv-ra, nA~V yiiµou -ruxe1:v, 
/£nanc 0uµ&ic, xiip,;a 5' etµt -rou na-rp6~· (735-38) 

"I shall place this vote in favour of Orestes; 
for there is no mother who gave me birth, and 
I approve above all the male side, short of 
entering marriage, with all my heart, I am 
wholly my father's child, 11 

Athena's vote, then, seems almost to be an endorsement of Apollo's 

argument; and some critics have thought therefore that the point of 

view represented in Apollo's arguments and in Athena's vote must have 

been Aeschylus' own view, that he was seriously advocating male super­

iority, Thus Solmllen comments: "I see no reason why he [Aeschylus] 

should not have welcomed a physiological theory that strengthened his 

belief in the superiority of the male by recognizing him as the real 

-roxe6~ of the child, 1145 Thomson' a],so contends that the arguments of 

Apollo, together with Athena's vote, represent Aeschylus' own view: 
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"And if we ask why the dramatist has made the outcoµie of the trial turn 

on the social relations of the sexes, the answer is that he regarded 

the subordination of women, quite correctly, as an indispensable con­

dition of democracy, 1146 

These critics believe that the Trial Scene offers Aeschylus' own 

solution to a definite social problem, But, as I mentioned above, there· 

are clear indications that Apollo's argument is not meant to be wholly 

acceptable, and not even Athena's endorsement can make it otherwise,_ 

Besides, Athena also endorses an earlier assertion of the Erinyes (cf, 

517ff,): in her "Foundation" speech at 681ff. she emphasizes the need 

for Fear to act as a restraint uporvmen's actions (69Off.), I prefer 

the interpretation of John Jones, who points out that Athena's vote is 

made on purely arbitrary grounds, and that this. fact demonstrates the 

impossibility of deciding the issue of the Trial on logical grounds 

alone, 47 

Finally, after his compliment to Athena, Apollo adds a promise to 

the city of Athens (667f,), He explains that he sent Orestes to Athens 

in order that he and his descendants should be their faithful ally in 

the future (669ff,), He is, of course, assuming that Orestes will be 

acquitted, He promises further such favours, Some critics have inter­

preted this as an attempt on Apollo's part to sway the jury, Lebeck, 

for instance, finds Apollo's appeal here to be an attempt at bribery, 

and she finds a counterpart to it in the Erinyes' threats to the jury 

at 711-712, She cites evidence compiled by Professor Groeneboom that 

bribery and brow-beatin_g were forbidden by law in the Athenian law­

court, But it is possible that both·were commonly practised, She sug­

gests_ that there is a strong element of parody here: Aeschylus' Trial 
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48 Scene is a parody of Athenian practice, Her interpretation is in 

line with the view of other -_1:ritics, notably Herington and Reinhardt,, 

that the ·Eumenides is different in tone from the first two plays and 

that it contains an element of humour and light-heartedness, 49 

While I acknowledge that Apollo is making an all too human attempt 

to sway the jury, by appealing to their patriotic emotions, it is 
i 

dangerous, I believe, to interpret this appeal, and other aspects of 

the play, as humorous, Too little is known about the Greek sense of. 

humour, or whether it was thought appropriate to introduce humorous 

elements into Tragedy at this period, Moreover, there are two good 

reasons for believing that Apollo's appeal has a serious point, 

Firstly, the hint at future Argive-Athenian alliance is one of several 

allusions in the play to an alliance which was actually made between 

so 
Athens and Argos in 461 B,C, (cf, 289ff,, 762ff,). But, more im-

portantly, Apollo I s so-called "bribery" and the Erinyes' "brow-beating" 

call attention to the gravity of the pre~ent trial, and the·serious-

ness of its consequences, As in Athena's speeches at 566ff, and 681ff,, 
! • 

s·o here we are made aware. that this is a critical moment in history, 

Athena says that h_er laws will endure for all time (572; cf. 683-4), 

and Apollo suggests that Orestes will be loyal to Athens forever (670), 

Orestes also predicts that the Argive alliance will be for all time 

(291, 763), This is the last speech of any length that Apollo makes 

before the jury vote, and it is fitting that he thus predicts in advance 

the consequences of Orestes' acquittal for the city of Athens, 

At the end of Apollo's speech, Athena moves that the jury now 

cast their votes, and both sides consent, Athena then makes her 

"foundation speech", in which she stresses the need for fear in a 
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community (68lff,), This assertion helps to prepare the way for the 

later transformation of the Erinyes into the Eumenides, There follows 

the last exchange between Apollo and the Erinyes (715-733), No new· 

ar~ument is in_troduced _at this stage, but. the Erinyes accuse Ap(1llo of ... 

acting now as he did in the past, when he made the Moirai drunk in 

to Zeus' treatment of Ixion: Ixion, after murdering his father-in-law, sup­

plicated Zeu_s, and Zeus purified him, The first allusion to this myth 

had been made at 441, where Athena declares that Orestes should be ac­

corded the same respect as the suppliant Ixion, Here, the allusions to 

Ixion and to A,dmetus make it clear that such action is typi'cal of the 

Olympians, whom the Erinyes accuse of favouring mortals at the expense 

of the Fates, 

Apollo's final comment in this play is his appeal at 748ff,: 

noµnai;;o~• ope&, ix~oAas '1rfi~uv, slvo,, 
~0 µ~ a6,X5•V 06~0V~5s iv 6,a,pecr5,, 
yvwµ~, 6'an~6~, n~µa y(yvo~a- µeya, 
~aAoucra 6' o txov lj,fj~o, t.Sp9rocrov µCa. 

"Strangers, count the votes cast forth 
revering justice in the sorting! When 
judgment is absent, great harm occurs; 
vote cast can raise a fallen house, 11 

rightly, 
right 
but one 

When the announcement is made that Orestes is acquitted, Orestes makes 

a speech of thanks to Athena, Apollo and Zeus and leaves the stage, 

Apollo presumably leaves the stage with him, Apollo has·no exit line, and, 

51 , 
as Kitto remarks, makes no farewell speech, His role in the drama is 

concluded, appropriately, at the moment when Orestes' fate is decided, 

Apollo could have no part in the scenes after the Trial, during which 

the Erinyes are persuaded to become the Eumenides, and are reconciled 

with Zeus and the Olympian order. Thus, in the words of Kitto,· Apollo 



· 52 "simply evaporates", Apollo has been closely involved in matters 

central to the trilogy, but now that he has served his purpose, 

Aeschylus declines to extend his role, 

99, 

.... 



Conclusion 

I will now attempt to draw together the various statements I made 

in previous chapters about Apollo's functions in each of the plays, in 

order to assess the part Apollo plays in the whole trilogy, In parti­

cular, I shall consider the question whether Apollo is represented 

consistently throughout 'the trilogy, or whether he undergoes a change 

of character or of attitude, Professor Kitto has suggested that Apollo 

undergoes a •change of character, that the god "improves" within ~he tri­

logy, Professor Winnington-Ingram contended that Apollo shows an 

"arrogant inconi;istency" of attitude in the finai' two plays, My own 

view is at variance with both critics, since I do not believe that , 

Aeschylus makes Apollo.change in character or attitude, The only dif­

ference we may perceive in Apollo is one of dramatic function, 

Let us first of all consider Professor Winnington-I,;gram' s .thesis. 

He suggests that, whereas Apollo in the Eumenides vilifies the Furies, 

he ,had already employed them in the Choephoroe as the instruments of 

his threat against Orestes, Thus: "we cannot but impute to .the god an 

1 arrogant inconsistency," This inconsistency is not carelessness on 

Ae.schylus I part, but conforms with the dramatist I s intention: "I be­

lieve that Aeschylus has made it so glaring precisely in.order that we 

may not fail to see that the Delphic morality of vengeance is itself 

inconsistent, an unworkable compromise, destined to supersession in 

2 
the evolution of Zeus' will no less than that of the Furies." 

I have refuted the charge of inconsistency by demonstrating that, 

in the Choephoroe, Apollo does not "threaten" Orestes with the attack 

of the Furies. Rather, he warns Orestes through th~ oracle that the 

Furies will inevitably, of their own nature, pursue him should he fail 

100 
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to avenge his father's murder, But the charge of inconsistency could 

be taken a stage further back than Winnington-Ingram takes it, He 

might have remarked, as Kitto does in fact remark, that Apollo employs 

the Erinyes in the Agamemnon, Kitto says: '•'We might say to Apollo, if 

he would allow us to be so familiar: 'It is all very well for you to 

denounce the Erinyes as evil denizens of Hell, but did you not, in the 

Agamemnon, for p-rivate reasc:ins of your own, se_nd _Cassandra to meet her 

death at the hands of these same Erinyes, quartered in the pala~e of. 

Atreus? 1114 To which in fact Apollo would be entitled to answer "No, 

not in terms of the play", for I have shown earlier that Aeschylus 

avoids making an explicit connection between Apollo as Cassandra's 

destroyer and the Erinyes of the House of Atreus, The Erinyes of the 

House of Atreus are not associated in the play with Cassandra's death, 

5 
but only with the death of Agamemnon, Aeschylus, it seems, has taken 

pains in the Agamemnon and Choephoroe to avoid presenting Apollo as 

the employer of the Erinyes, precisely in order that Apollo may, in 

the Eumenides, dramatically oppose the ~rinyes without appearing there-,. 

by to be a hypocrite, 

Though I have refuted the charge of inconsistency, the second part 

of Winnington-Ingram's thesis could still be valid, Aeschylus could, 

even without depicting a glaring inconsistency in Apollo himself. have 

represe~_ted the Delphic code as an unworkable compromise_, Winnington-
·.• . 

" 
Ingram describes the Delph-ic morality as "a half-way house": "And 

because over almost the whole·of Greece and for many generations the 

morality of Delphi had seemed the final voice of God, he [Aeschylus] is 

at pains to show that it is only ~ half-way house and being _founded 

upon the sands of inconsistency cannot stand for ever" (my_ emphasis), 6 
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Winnington-Ingr~• s statement raises a valid question about Apollo's 

position in the Eumenides: how does Apollo stand in relation to Zeus? 

Is heltruly superseded, as Kitto suggests, by another spokesman of Zeus, 

Athena? Kitto implies that Apollo appears less splendid in comparison 

with Athena, who corrects him by virt_ue of her superior wisdom, He re­

fers to the scenes at Delphi as the "Apolline half" of the Eumenides, 

"But· in the second part of the play the dominant figure is Athena. She 

supersedes Apollo, and by implication she corrects him. 117 

I will not deny that Apollo makes a quiet exit from the Eumenides; 

that he is shown, during the Trial Scene, to possess part of the truth 

but not the whole truth in arguing Orestes' case; and that ultimately 

the law of vengeance, in accordance with which Apollo commanded Orestes 

to .avenge his father's murder, is replaced by the institution of the 

Areopagus. It is clear that Winnington-Ingram is partly right: that 

the law of vengeance is superseded, by the will of Zeus. But the super­

session of that law is not, in my view, represented in such a way that 

Apollo himself appears superseded, or criticised in any way. On the 

contrary, Apollo himself promotes the supersession of that law, in so 

far as he purifies Orestes of the matricide, and in doing so puts an 

end to the chain of crime and retribution within the House of Atreus. 

Above all, the suggestion that Apollo is superseded must be dismissed 

in the light of the strong emphasis Aeschylus places on the unity of 

the· Olympians. Apollo claims that his authority is from Zeus, and we 

have seen how that claim is vindicated in the play, 8 Apollo and Zeus 

were frequently associated in the first two plays; for instance in the 

parodos of the Agamemnon (56) and similarly in the Herald's speech 

(509); and in two choral odes of the Choephoroe (783ff.;, 935ff.). 
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' Moreover, Apollo's authority is recognised by Athena. Athena's soil 

first received Apollo on his arrival from Delos (Eum. 10), and she 

acknowledges Apollo's authority after he has made his final exit from 

the play, at 797ff.: 

~AA' ex 6co, ydp Aaµnpd µap1:upca nap~v, 
. afn6, 9' 6 xpfiow; a/no, ~v 6 µap-,;upwv 

ch<; -raITT' 'Opco-r'r)v 6poov-ra µT) ~Ati~o:<; ix·e1.v •. ·. 

"But clear testimony from Zeus was present, and 
he who gave. the oracle was himself the one who 
gave testimony; s.o that Orestes should not 
suffer harm in doing these deeds. II 

I conclude, therefore, that Winnington-Ingram I s view of Apollo is not 

supported by the text: Apollo is not manifestly inconsistent in atti­

tude; he is not, implicitly or explicitly, criticised; he is not 

superseded, 

I turn now to Kitto's view that Apollo changes in character during 

the course of the trilogy, Kitto begins by suggesting that the Apollo 

represented in the Choephoroe and Eumenides is completely different from 

the Apollo represented in the Agamemnon: "What relation are· we to 

imagine between the Apollo of the last two plays and the Apollo of the 

Cassandra-episode? The Apollo of Delphi, though he does not possess 

all wisdom, is at least a god of purity and light, The Apollo ,of the 

Agamemnon is one whose behaviour, in contemporary Athens, would rightly 

have put.him within reach· of the law, How can we reconcile the two?
119 

10 
Kitto thus presents us with "The difficulty of the two Apollos". 

Having raised the difficulty, Kitto defines two other problems in 

the trilogy which he believes to be related to the problem of Apollo: 

the problem of Zeus, and the problem of the Erinyes,
11 

Zeus also ap­

pears to change within the trilogy, Kitto suggests, and so do the 

Erinyes, "who, having in the Agamemnon ·been the willing agents of Zeµs, 
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rise tip against him in the Eumenides. 1112 Kit to befieves that all these 

difficulties are capable of one explanati:on, as follows: "It is thit 

the Oresteia, like the Prometheia, is based on the idea of a progres­

sive Zeus, and of a progressive Apollo, 1113 

Let us first consider the "difficulty of the two Apollos," Most 

of the difficulty evidently originates in Kitto 1 s interpretation of the 

· Cassandra-scene, which he believes to be "dedicated to the statement 

that Apollo I s conception of I justice I is as violent as Clytemnestra I s, 1114 

15 I have explained in an earlier chapter my reasons for dissenting from 

this interpretation, To begin with, Cassandra was guilty of offending 

✓ 

the god, and his punishment of her, harsh though it is, is not represen-

ted as other than typical of a Greek deity, It is wrong to compare 

Apollo's revenge with that of Clytemnestra, for Aeschylus does not give 

us any indication that the god is to be judged in this matter by human 

standards, Cassandra rejected Apollo's initial xap~~. and hence en­

countered the malevolent side of his nature, Furthermore, it is impor­

tant to realise that Aeschylus depicts Apollo in the Agamemnon as one 

who-is capable of healing as well as destroying, There are two sides 

to Apollo I s nature·; although Kitto is partially right, for the male­

volent aspect certainly predominates in the Cassandra-scene, 

But both sides of Apollo's nature are also manifested in the 

Choephoroe and Eumenides, Apollo I s command to Ore_s tes to kill Agamem-

non's murderers has the support of justice, but it is stern and harsh, 

The god shows mercy to his mortal suppliant, but fierce hostility to 

the Erinyes, Again, it is true that Kitto is partially right, for on 

the whole the benevolent side of Apollo is uppermost in the Choephoroe 

and Eumenides, but it is important to recognise that the other and 
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complementary aspect is also apparent, 

Thus Kitto's "difficulty of the two Apollos" is not so problematic 

as he avows, since the Apollo of the Agamemnon is not by any means ir-

reconcilable with the Apollo of the Choephoroe and the Eumenides, But 

in so far as he is partially right about tre problem, let. us examine 

his proposed solution: the "progressive" ·Apollo;.·. ·: 

I do not intend to discuss here whether there are parallels for a · . 

"progressive" Apollo, whether in the Oresteia Zeus and the Erinyes also 

progress, or whether Zeus improved in the missing plays of Aeschylus' 

Prometheia, 
15 

Nor am t concerned with the question whether the concept 

of a Greek deity "improving" was characteristic of Aeschylus I day; for 

I agree with Kitto that the Greek mind was not "a Parmenidean [v, 1116 

and that Aeschylus was capable of forming this concept even if it was 

not current at the time when he lived, I shall simply argue that the 

Oresteia provides no ev-idence that Apollo improves or progresses within 

the· trilogy, 

Apart from his observation that.the Apollo of the final two plays 
! 

is "different" from the Apollo of the Agamemnon, Kitto gives no specific 

evidence from the text that Apollo has actually improved, He implies, 

however, that Apollo learns something during the course of the trilogy, 

In commenting that Aeschylus does not write a farewell speech for 

Apollo, Kitto outlines the type of exit line which presumably he, Kitto, 

thought appropriate: "Now I return to Delphi, ~ wiser god" (my emphasis). 17 

What, then, has Apollo learnt? Kitto does not say, Has Apollo learnt 

that, whereas he himself took vengeance on Cassandra in the Agamemnon, 

yet vengeance is after all bloody and godless? The text nowhere says so;. 

and in fact Apollo still, in the Eumenides, claims that his command to 
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Orestes to take vengeance was just. 

There is a better explanation for the fact that Apollo is not re­

presented in quite the same way in all the plays, It is simply this: 

that the presentation of Apollo depends on how Aeschylus is employing 

Apollo in each separate play,. In the Agamemnon, Aeschylus employs 

Apollo in the story· of Cassandra:; .so that ·together· Ap-~ilo and Cassandra· 

. illustrate the relationship between gods and mortals, The god,;; may 

show the charismatic side of their nature to mortals, but if the mortal 

rejects the charisma, the god may in turn prove wholly destructive, In 

this play, as I have ·mentioned earlier, the emphasis is less on Apollo 

and more on the human Cassandra, who in her person becomes for Aeschylus 

and his audience a paradigm of ·human suffering, 18 Apollo's part in the 

story of Orestes is different, He first of all commands and directs 

the action of the mortal, and subsequently takes responsibility for the 

mortal 1s action in such a way that the god himself becomes a defendant 

on trial. An impersonal, though effective god in the Choephoroe, 

Apollo himself takes the stage in the Eumenides. The manner of pre­

sentation then, varies; but the nature of the god does not, As for 

the fact that Apollo has two sides to his nature, and that the malevo­

lent aspect predominates early in the trilogy, and the benevolent aspect 

predominates in. the final two plays, we are not to 'interpret this as a 

sign that Apollo improves in the course of time, Rather, these are 

two permanent aspects of the god, which happen to be portrayed in turn 

because this suits Aeschylus' dramatic purpose, 19 I should make it 

clear that Aeschylus does not, in my view, set out to portray Apollo 

expressly as an ambivalent god, Even in the Cassandra-scene, where 

Apollo's actual destruction of Cassandra is contrasted with his ability 



to heal, Aeschylus does not make the antithesis between healing and 

destroying so overt as to draw attention to Apollo's ambivalence, ZO 

107. 

The two sides to Apollo's nature happen~ incidentally, to be demonstrated 

within the trilogy, This, ~believe, was not intentional on Aeschylus' 

part, but was natural enough, since the Greeks typically conceived 

their deities a·s possessing equal power for benevolent or malevolent 

action. 

Finally, I hope that I have shown the significance of Apollo's 

part in the Oresteia. He has, indeed, many roles and many functions 

which exist side by side. He makes a very vital contribution to the 

plot of the Oresteia,; and a proper understanding of that contribution 

cannot be reached without eµcountering problems of criticism central to 

the trilogy: the problems which we face in trying to comprehend 

Aeschylus' concept of divinity and of the relationship between god and 

man. 

'. •, ,-. 
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20. See F, Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus (New York, 1949) 186 n,34: · 
"It is, after all impossible to regard the µrp:poc; ~yxm;oc x6vec; 
in one play as 'Gewissensqualen' and in the other as real deities." 

21. For evidence of the concept of conscience as probably later than 
Euripides, s_ee V.A. Rodgers, "E6vea,c; and the Expression of Con­
science", GRBS 10 (1969) 241-54. For the traditional Greek.con­
cept of pollution, and the differences between this concept and 
our own concept of guilt, see A.W.H. Adkins, Merit and Respon­
sibility (Oxford, 1960) Chapter V, pp.86-115, 

22, Jones (supra, n.13) 104, 

23. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n.l} 97-104, 

24. Chapter I, p.2, 

25, Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,l) 98. 

26, Kitto (supra, n,7} 39-42, 

27. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,l) 98, 

28. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n.l} 99 cites Cho, 250-51: oo ynp 
lne\ecc; 0fJpav nm;~av npoacpepecv axrivfJµaacv. as one of his "un­
mistakable symbolic references to the sacrifice of Iphigenia" 

29. 

30. 

31. 

32. 

(98) by explaining that Agamenmon 's prey was "Troy at the cost of 
Iphigeneia" -· This is true, but not implied by the Greek here, 

Winnington-Ingram (supra, n.l) 99. 

Winnington-Ingram (supra, n.1) 99. 

Winnington-Ingram (supra. n,1) 99. 

Winnington-Ingram. (supra. n,l) 99-100, 

33. Winnington-Ingram (supra. n,l) 97. My own view is similar to that 
expressed by· Garvie (supra, n. 8) 82: "Apollo's oracle at 26_9ff, 
reads more like a statement [hisemphasisJ of what will happen to 
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36, 
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Orestes if he fails· to avenge .his father,,,, He will be pursued 
~y the Furies of Agamemnon,,, 11 

Winnington-Ingram (supra. n,l) 100; 

Kitto (supra, n, 7) 39. 

· Kitto .(supra,. n, 7). 39,.,. 

Kitto (supra, n. 7) 48, 

. ' 

Chapter IV, Eumenides 

1. It is apparent, from 38, .that the priestess· is an old woman. At 
Delphi, Apollo I s mouthpiece was always a woman, called the_ "Pythia", 

2, -The tradition that Apollo slew the Python is recorded in tne 
Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo, 388ff,, The Hymn does not pres·ent 
the slaying of the dragon as other than incidental to the founding 
of the prophetic shrine, But later, the Python was interpreted as· 
an embodiment orlsymbol'of the earth-goddess whom Apollo dispos­
sessed, See J, Fontenrose,·Python (Berkeley, 1959); also, for a 
briefer discussion, H,W, Parke, Greek Oracles (London, 1967) 35-36·, 
and H, Lloyd-Jones, The Eumenides by Aeschylus, (London, 1970) 9-10, 

3, Lloyd-Jones (supra, n,2) 14 connnents: "The blood is presumably the 
pig's blood used by Apollo to purify Orestes from the pollution, 
caused by murder," This is clearly not the case, The audience 
have not, at this stage, seen Orestes or Apollo and they could not 
conceivably have leaped to the conclusion that Ore'stes had already 
been purified, Moreover, the priestess refers to the blood as 
dripping from Orestes' hands, It is quite obviously the blood 
which stained Orestes' hands at the end of the Choephoroe (1055), 
the blood of Clytemnestra which he had shed, It is this blood 
which draws on the Erinyes in their pursuit of Orestes, Lloyd­
Jones I explanation of the blood is probably an attempt to ration­
alise the fact that Orestes still has this blood dripping from his 
hands, after all his travels; but this is to understand the blood 
too literally, Cf, 204, where the Chorus refers to the blood as 
"fresh". · 

4, Cf, M, Croiset, "Le Role d 1Apollon dans les Eumenides d 1 Eschyle" 
REG 32 (1919) 103: 
-- "Il faut nous bien representer l' allure fiere 

et hautaine que le poete a vouler certainement 
pr~ter .a son personnage et que le jeu de l'acteur 
devait traduire conformement a ses instructions." 

For a study of representations of Apollo, see L,R, Farnell, The 
Cults of Greek States (reprinted Chicago, 1971) 329-355, and-­
Plates XVII-XLIX, Prior to, and contemporary with, the Oresteia, 
representations of Apollo characterised him as youthful·, strong, 
intellectual, and stern, 
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5. A. Lebeck, The Oresteia (Washington, D.C., 1971) 138. 

6. Lebeck (supra, n.5) 140. 

7. Eum. 186-190; translation by H. Lloyd-Jones (supra, n.2) 22. 

8. 

9. 

10; 

11. 

12. 

13. 

14. 

15. 

16._ 

17. 

18. 

F. Solmsen, Hesiod and Aeschylus (New York, 1949) 182. 

G. Thomson, Aeschylus and Athens (London, 1941) 262. 

Lloyd-Jones (supra, n.2)_ 2'3. 

C.J. Herington, Aeschylus: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. 
M. McCall (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.), 152-153. This study first 
appeared in Arion 43 (1965) 387-403. 

R.P. Winnington-Ingram, "The role of Apollo in the Oresteia", CR 
4 7 (1933) 101. 

For the probable existence of a Delphic epic version of Orestes' 
matricide, see I, p.2, and note 3 to that chapter. 

Unfortunately; the end of this line is disputed. The MSS read 
6.scav~enascwv. Kitto accepts Hermann's proposal of 6.ec' 6.v~• 
!onasCwv, which, taken with crl~oocraC, means "We pay you honour worthy 
of the honour you have paid us." See H.D-F. Kitto, Form and Mean­
ing in Drama (London, 1956) 62-63. This interpretation strengthens 
Kitto's argument that Athena is superior to Apollo, by respecting 
the Erinyes where·he repudiates them. The more obvious reading, 
howe'!'er, is 6.sCav K6.n'- 6.sCwv, "worthy and of worthy parentage". 
This reading of Arnoldus fits with the scholias t' s explanation 
(6.sCwv o0crav -yovlwv) and is accepted by Page, in the most recent 
Oxford edition of Aeschylus' plays, arid by Lloyd-Jones in his recent 
translation. . I 

Kitto, F. M~, (supra, n.14) 60. 

Kitto, F. M., (supra, n.14) 63. 

Croiset (supra, n.4) 102. 

Croiset (supra, n:4) 103. -

19. Orestes here uses the verb ls~yloµ.ac of Apollo's instruction, just 
as the Erinyes employed it at 595 of Apollo·' s instructing Orestes 
to kill his mother. The verb is most frequently employed to de­
note instruction in some religious sense; either to instruct by 
means of an oracle, or to expound the meaning of an oracle or dream. 
Apollo's priests at Athens were known as ls~yr]'cac,_ and Apollo him­
self had the title of na~pco~ ls~yr]'c~~. 

20. R. P. Winnington-Ingram, "Clytemnestra and the Vote of Athena" JHS 
1947, 142. 



119. 

21. Croiset (supra, n.4) 104. 

22. Croiset (supra, n. 4) 105. 

(supra, n. 9) 259. 
l , 

23. Thomson 

24. Croiset (supra, n, 4) 101. 

25. Croiset (supra, n,4) 104. 

26. Lloyd..:Joi:J.es (supra,• n. 2) so. 

27. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,20) 142-3. 

28. Kitto, F,M, (supra, n.14) 39. 

29. Solmsen (supra, n,8) 193. 

30. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,20) 143 n, 107, 

31, There was a tradition that Zeus did unloose Kronos' fetters, and 
.made him ruler of the Isles of the Blest. The story is· told by 
Pindar, in Olympian 2, 

32. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,12) 103, 

33. Kitto,~ (supra, n,14) 67, 

34. Kitto, F.M. (supra, n.14) 67, 

35. Croiset (supra, n. 4) 108, 

36, Aristotle, De generatione Animalium, 1. 763b 30ff. 

37, For the repetition of ~evo, see e.g. Cho, 668, 674, 700, 703, 710, 
712, On this aspect of the initial confrontation of Orestes and 
Clytemnestra, see Lebeck (supra, n,5) 126-27, 

38, Lebeck (supra, n.5) 124-128. 

39, Lebeck (supra, n.5) 125. 

40. Kitto (supra, n,14) 58; Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,20) 143. 

41. Cf, Lebeck (supra, n.5) 203, n.41. 

42. Kitto (supra, n,14) 58. 

43. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n,12) 103, 

44. .Whether Athena actually casts her vote or not is still a contro­
versial issue;· but ~ne which does not affect my argument, 
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45, Solmsen (supra, n.8)·194n,65, 

46. THomson (supra, n,9) 269. 

47. J, Jones, On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy (London, 1962) III. 

48. Lebeck (supra, n.5) 135-38, 

49, K. Reinhardt, Aischylos als Regisseur und Theo loge (Bern, 1949) 
151-52, Herington (supra, n,11), contends that the Eumenides 
shows the influenc~ of Old Comedy; See Herington, "The influence 
of Old Comedy on Aeschylus' later trilogies", TAPA 94 (1963) 
113-25. --

50, See Lloyd-Jones (supra, n. 2) Appendix, 76. 

51. H;D,F, Kitto, Greek Tragedy (London, 1939) 92, 

52, Kitto (supra, n,51) 87, 

Conclusion 

1. R,P, Winnington-Ingram, "The role of Apollo in the Or.:.steia", 
CR 47 (1933) 98, 

2. Winnington-Ingram (supra, n.1) 98.· 

3, Chapter III, 73. 

4. H,D,F. Kitto, Form and Meaning in Drama (London, 1956) 68, 

5, Chapter II, 41-42, 

6, Winnington-Ingram (sup.ra, n.1) 103, 

7. 

8. 

9. 

10, 

11. 

12. 

13. 

14. 

H,D.F. Kitto; Greek 

Chapter IV, 93-94. 

Kitto, F.M. (supra, 

Kitto, F.M. (supra, 

Kitto, F ,M, (supra, 

Kitto, F.M. (supra, 

Kitto, F.M. (supra, 

Kitto, F, M. (supra, 

Tragedy (London, 

n.4) 68, 

n.4) 69, 

n,4) 69, 

n.4) 69, 

n.4) 69. 

n,4) 70. 
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15, This has been the subject of much controversy, See, for opposing 
sides of the argument, H, Lloyd-Jones, "Zeus in Aeschylus" JHS 76 
(1956) 56-57 and H,D,F. Kitto, Poiesis: Structure and Thought 
(Berkeley, 1966) 57-64. 

16, Kitto, Poiesis (supra, n,15) 57. 

17, Kitto, GT (supra, n,7) 92. 

18, Chapter II 44, 45, 

19, It has also been argued tliat Aeschylus' presentation of Zeus ~n 
the Prometheia was designed to show, not a "progressive" Zeus, but 
two permanent aspects of his nature, See H, Lloyd-Jones, "The 
Theology of Aeschylus", CR 22 (1972) 179. 

20. Euripides' Bacchae provides a useful contrast, The ambivalence of 
the god, demonst.rated throughout _the play, is overtly stated at 
859ff.: 

yvWcr~~a~ 6~ ~ov ~~o~ 
6c6vuoov, a, ne~uxev lv TBAoC 8e6,, 
OoCVITTaTOs, av8poonocac o'~TIU<ITaTOs, 

"He shall recognise the son of Zeus, Dionysus, 
who is by natur~ a god with a god's authority, 
most terrible and most gentle to mankind, 11 
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