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NOTE
The translat10n of Agamemnon wh1ch 1S here used first appeared
10 Greek Plays in Modern Translation, ed1ted w1th an Introduction
by Dudley F1tts (New York: Dlal Press, I947). It 1S used here by
k10d perm1SS10n of The Dlal Press, Inc. Some alterations have been
made, ch1efly 10 the matter of spelhng Greek names. Two sectlOns of
Agamemnon, "The God of War, Money Changer of Dead Bod1es,"
and "The Achaeans Have Got Troy, upon Th1s Very Day," first
pubhshed 10 War and the Poet: A Comprehensive Anthology oj the
World's Great War Poetry, ed1ted by R1chard Eberhart and Selden
Rodman, are used by perm1SSIon of the Devm-Adalr Company
The translatlOn of all three plays is based on H. W. Smyth's
"Loeb ClaSSlcal L1brary" text (London and New York: WlilJ.am
Heinemann, Ltd., and G. P. Putnam's Sons, I926). A few deviatlOns
from th1s text occur where I have followed the manuscnpt readmgs
10stead of emendations accepted by Smyth.
Vanous edmons of Greek drama d1Vlde the hnes oflyr1c passages
in various ways, but ed1tors regularly follow the traditional hoe
numbers whether their own line diVls10ns tally w1th these numbers
or not. Th1S accounts for what may appear to be erratic lme numbering in our translanons, for instance, The Eumenides 360 and following. The line numbering in the translations 10 th1s volume is that
of Smyth's text.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE ORESTEIA

The Life oj Aeschylus
the son of Euphorion, was born m the last quarter
of the slxth century B.C , probably about 5I3 or 5 I2 B c. The great
Persian Wars occurred during his early manhood, and he fought,
certainly at Marathon (where his brother was blled m act1on) and
probably also at ArtemlSlum, Salam1s, and Plataea. He 1S sa1d to have
begun at an early age to wnte traged1es, his first v1ctory was m
484 B.C. In or about 476 B c. he visited Sldy and, at the mstance of
H1eron of Syracuse, Pmdar's fnend, produced The Women of Etna
at the new C1ty of Etna wh1ch H1eron had founded. In 472 he produced h1S Persians at Athens, w1th Pencles as h1S choregus (or officlal
sponsor) and re-produced 1t, presumably in the next year, in Sicuy.
Back m Athens 10 468, he was defeated by the young Sophocles, but
won again ln 467 w1th a set of plays including The Seven against
Thebes. In 458 he presented the Oresteia (Agamemnon, The Libation
Bearers, The Eumenides). He d1ed 10 Ge1a, SlC1ly, m 456 or 455 B.C.,
lea vmg behmd him an ep1ta ph wh1ch m1ght be rendered as follows:
AESCHYLUS,

Under thIs monument lIes Aeschylus the Atheman,
Euphonon's son, who dIed In the wheatlands of Gela. The grove
of Marathon WIth Its glones can speak of hIs valor In battle
The long-haIred PersIan remembers and can speak of it too.

He left behind more than seventy plays (the exact number is uncertain), of wh1ch seven have surv1ved. They are The Suppliants,

The Persians, The Seven against Thebes, Prometheus Bound, Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The Eumenides. He is said to have won
first prize thIrteen times whlle he hved, but after h1S death his
tragedies were often produced again, and m compet1tion with hvmg
po~ts he won more prizes still.
« I
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It would be interesting to know how old Aeschylus was when he
wrote his known and dated plays. But the date of his birth is qUlte
uncertam, though the year 525/41 IS commonly given as If It were
an estabhshed fact. It IS true enough that apparently independent
authorltles give ages at the time of Marathon and at time of death
which agree with this scheme. However, the birth date may very
easily be accounted for by the rule-of-thumb method, favored by
Greek chronologists, of takmg an lffiportant event in a man's lIfe
and counting back forty years to an estimated date ofbmh. Thus the
tradmonal birth date ofThucydldes is 471 (from the outbreak of the
war he recorded m 431); of Anstophanes, 445 (from the production
of his masterpiece, The Frogs, in 405). Both these dates are bad (there
are many parallels), and the one for Aeschylus is no more convincmg. An age of forty at hiS first victory IS suspect, not only because
It talhes so neatly With a known method of reckonmg, but because
it is in itself unhkely that a man who utterly echpsed hiS rivals in
subsequent reputation, so that they are now very little more than
bare names, should have had to wait so long before scoring hiS first
success. A less popular but more attractive tradmon would make
him born m 513 or 512, but here also we may be dealmg With estimates based on known and dated events, such as battles and dramatic
productions.
Ancient authOrities also tell us a few other things about Aeschylus
which would be interestmg if we could belIeve them. It IS said that
he left Athens for Sictly m chagrin because he was defeated by SImomdes, the great lYriC poet, in a competitIOn for writing the epitaph
of the dead at Marathon, or because he was defeated by Sophocles
in dramatic competition, or because he dlshked Athenian pohtics.2
I. Athetllall dates are generally fixed by the term of the archon, or mular chief
magtstrate Smce the archons changed over some time m the summer, not at our new
year. such dates overlap those of our calendar. Smcc, however, plays came out m the
sprmg before the change-over, a play dated to an archonsmp of, for lUStance. 485/4
will always fall m 484.
2. Eunpldes, near the end of h15 hfe. left Athens in voluntary exlie and died m
MacedoOla at the court of KIng Archelaus. There 15 reason to beheve that he left because he had constantly falled to wm cnncal approval m Athens and because he despatred of the hopeless course wmch ms CIty had been followmg smce the time of
Pendes The bIOgraphers doubtless apphed the analogy of Eunpldes-AtheIl3-AISihe-
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The defeats are real, but they do not tally, chronologIcally, with the
VISitS to SICIly; on the contrary, after losmg to Sophocles, Aeschylus
stayed m Athens and won first prize with The Seven against Thebes
and its related dramas the next year, which IS qUlte dIfferent from
gomg off to SIcily in a huff. If one may guess at why he went to
SICIly, It was because SICIly was the Amenca of that day, the new
Greek world, nch, generous, and young, with ItS own artIsts but
WIthout the tradItion of perfected culture whIch Old Greece had
built up, and It attracted Pmdar, Bacchyhdes, SImomdes, and
Aeschylus much as America has attracted Enghsh men of letters
from DIckens, Thackeray, and Wilde down to the present day. We
do not know much about the personal character of Aeschylus and
can make lIttle cntical use of what we do know. The epItaph shows
he was proud of hIS military record, but this scarcely helps us to understand The Persians, The Seven against Thebes, or Agamemnon. We
must approach Aeschylus, not from the biographIes, but from hIS
own plays

Early Tragedy
From the time of the almost legendary Thespis, a full generatlOn
before the earhest tragedy we possess, dramatIc performances of
some sort had been regularly produced at Athens In ongm, they
must have been a special local development of the choral lyricsacred, occaslOnal, provmclal, public-which was ahve m all the
cIties of Greece. But the early phases of the course by whIch dramatlc lyric was transformed mto lyric drama are now mVlSlble to
us. We can recognize certam ingredIents, or essential features Early
drama was choral, and the hfe of Attic tragedy shows the indispensable chorus to the end, though the actors steadIly mvade the preserves of the chor\ls untIl, at the close of the fifth century, Eunpides
IS usmg it sometImes m a most perfunctory manner, as If It were a
conventIon he could not get nd of but mIght otherWIse have preferred to do WIthout. Early drama was sacred, havmg to do WIth the
laus to Aeschylus-Athens-Hleron But Eunpldes was a fadure m hIS owo hfetlme, and
It made him a defeatISt and escapist Of Aeschylus we can say With confidence that he
~nClther of these thmgs.
«
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cult of dlvinities, and particularly wlth the cult of DIOnysus: on the
formal slde, It was performed to the end on ground devoted to that
god and before his pnest; but developed tragedy dld not have to
be about DIOnysus, and seldom was. LIke most choral lyrlc, It was
glven through the medlUm of a formal competltIOn. The early
traglc poets drew, for narratlve material and for metncal forms, on
an already rich and hlghly developed tradmon of nondramatlc
poetry, eplC and lyric They also drew, no doubt, on the unwntten
and almost martlculate experience of a IIvmg people, on folk memory and folklore, cult and ntual and ceremony and passlon play and
mystery play. But tragedy did not grow out of such elem~nts. It was
made. Concermng the makers, we know httle mdeed about ThesPlS, Pratmas, Choenlus, Phrymchus Tragedy, for us, begms wlth
Aeschylus
By or dunng the career of Aeschylus, the features of Greek
tragedy become fixed At an Atheman festival, three player-groups,
each cons1stmg of two (later three) actors and chorus, act out competItlvely four-drama sets The matenal 1S based on stones told or
md1cated 10 prevlOus Greek legend. Tragedy 1S herolc The costumes
are formal, phys1cal actlon restramed and w1thout vIOlence; natural1sm 1S ne1ther ach1eved nor desired. Aeschylus h1mself, and hls older
contemporary Phrymchus before h1m, expenmented wlth dramat1c
stOries taken from contemporary h1story, and of these we have
The Persians, dealmg w1th the repulse of Xerxes and h1s forces. Thls
was a success, but Circumstances m this case were favorable to speclal
occaslOnal drama, for the defeat ofPers1a was the proudest ach1evement of Greek history. And, even here, the play is about the Persian!r,
not the Greeks, the setting 1S Persla, and only Peman indlviduals are
named. Remoteness from the Immed1ate here-and-now, requ1red by
tragedy and guaranteed by legendary matenal, 1S here to a great extent ach1eved by placmg the scene m the heart of Persia, so far away
and guarded from Greeks that to the audience it m1ght have seemed
almost as legendary as the Troy of Hector or the Thebes of Oedlpus. 3 A drama dealmg directly w1th Themistocles and Pericles or
3. So Shakespeare drew on lustory and legend for hIS tragedies and romances, or,
when these dealt Wlth time not speafically antique. the place would be ideahzec! by
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wlth the war between Athens and Aegina would have been nelther
desired by the poet nor tolerated by his audIence.
The body of legend on whIch Aeschylus and the other tragIC
poets drew was composed of the epIC poems of Homer and hIS successors and constltuted a loose and lDformal, but fairly comprehenSIve, history of the world as the Greeks knew it. TYPIcal sources 10
thIS complex were the Iliad and the Odyssey; the "Epic Cycle," or
series of subsequent epICS whIch filled out the story of Troy and
dealt 10 detail WIth ItS occaSlOns and aftereffects; the epIcs that told
the story of Thebes; and numerous other narratives eIther written
down or transmItted through unwritten oral tradltlon The dramatISt rarely worked directly from the malO body of the Iliad or the
Odyssey; the less authoritatlve mlDor texts were more popular. The
dramatist seems not to have felt free to lDvent his matenal outnght,
but he could-lD fact, he must-choose among vanants, expand or
deepen and interpret character, generally shape the story on the
trend of his own imaglDatlon. In the case of Aeschylus, this process
can be best reconstructed 1D the Oresteia, the truogy or sequence of
three tragedIes composed of Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and

The Eumenides.

The Story

of the House of Atreus

The version of the legend as Aeschylus used It runs as follows.
Atreus and Thyestes, the sons ofPelops, quarreled because Thyestes
had seduced hIS brother's wIfe, and dIsputed the throne of Argos.
Thyestes, defeated and dnven out, returned as a supplIant WIth his
chIldren, and Atreus lD pretended reconCIliation lDvited hIm and his
chudren to a feast. There he slaughtered the children of Thyestes (all
but one) and served them in a concealIng dIsh to their father, who
ate their flesh. When It was made known to hIm what he had been
doing, Thyestes cursed the entire house and fled WIth hIS survIving
son, Aegisthus. Agamemnon and Menelaus, the sons of Atreus, 10hented the Kingdom of Argos, and mamed, respectively, Clytaedtstance and the vagueness of his audience's mformatlon: Italy, Bohemia, myria,

Areten
c
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mestra and Helen, the daughters of Tyndareus the Spartan. Clytaemestra bore Agamemnon three chrldren-Iphlgenela, Electra,
and Orestes When Pans of Troy seduced Helen and carned her
away, the brothers orgamzed a great expedition to w10 her back
The armament, gathered at Auils, was held there by wlOd and
weather, Calchas the prophet dlv10ed that this was due to the anger
of Artemis and, with the pressure of pubhc oplOion beh10d him,
forced Agamemnon to sacnfice his daughter, Iphlgenela, 10 order
to appease the goddess Agamemnon with hiS forces sailed to Troy
and in the tenth year captured It, destroyed the city and ItS temples,
hlled or enslaved the people, and set sall for home On the sea, a
great storm struck the fleet, and Agamemnon, With a slOgle galley,
made hiS way back to Argos, the rest of hiS ships belOg sunk or
dnven out of Sight and knowledge. With him he brought hiS mistress, Cassandra, captive prmcess and prophetess of Troy
Meanwhile, 10 Argos, Aeglsthus had returned and Clytaemestra
had taken him as her lover and sent Orestes out of the country.
Warned of the bng's approach by Signal flares through which he
had agreed to notify her of the fall of Troy, she made ready to receive him She welcomed him lOto the house, but when he was unarmed 10 hiS bath, she plOlOned him 10 a robe and stabbed him to
death, and killed Cassandra as well. She defended her action before
the people of Argos, who were helpless agamst Aeglsthus and his
bodyguard. But Orestes returned at last and was welcomed by hiS
sister Electra, who had remained rebelhous agamst her mother but
Without power to act. Orestes, disguised as a traveler and pretend10g
to bring news of hiS own death, won access to the house and killed
both Aeglsthus and Clytaemestra. Portents and dreams had forewarned of this murder, and Orestes had been encouraged, even commanded, by Apollo to carry It through. Nevertheless, when he had
displayed the bodies and defended hiS act, the Furies (Eumemdes).
or spirits of retnbutlOn, appeared to him and drove him out of Argos Orestes took refuge With Apollo at Delphi and was at last
punfied of the murder, but the Furies refused to acknowledge any
absolUtlon and pursued him across the world until he took refuge on
the rock of Athens before the statue of Athene. There, in the pr,esc
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ence of Athene, Apollo and the Funes appealed to her for a decision,
and she, thinking the case too dIfficult to be Judged by a single person, even her dIvIne self, appoInted a court of Atheman Jurors to
hear the arguments and Judge the case When the votes of these resulted In a tie, Athene herself cast the deCIdIng ballot in favor of
Orestes Orestes, deeply grateful to Athene and her city, returned
to Argos, whIle Athene found It necessary to propItiate the angry
Eumemdes by inducing them to accept an honorable place as tutelary
Splrlts In Athens The law court of the Areiopagus, whIch had Judged
the case, was perpetuated as a Just tribunal for homicide down
through the history of man.

Variations of the Legend
Such are the bare facts of the story, the raw stuff out of which
Aeschylus forged three maSSIve tragedIes. The story of the murder
of Agamemnon had been told by Homer in the Odyssey4 and by
the cyclIc successors of Homer 10 the Nasta; ("Returns"), while the
early part of the story appears In the Cypria Stesichorus, the SICIlIan
poet, had made the fortunes of Orestes the subject of a long narrative In lYrIC form; and PIndar 10 hIs Eleventh Pythian had summarIZed
the tale and reflected on the motives of Clytaemestra; and others,
too, had touched on the story. On all these Aeschylus doubtless
drew, and he had numerous variatIons from whIch to pIck and
choose 5 The maIn dIfference between Aeschylus and Homer IS to be
found, however, not In detaIls but In the whole approach to the
4. Piecemeal the plot IS constantly referred to by analogy Wlth the plot of the
Odyssey The pnnClpal references are 1 2.9-43, Zeus cal" the vengeance of Orestes an example ofJust retnbutlOn, 1 2.98-300, Athene uses It as an encouragement to
Telemachus, III 2.54-312., Nestor tells Telemachus of the begUllmg of Clytaemestra,
the wandenngs of Menelaus, and the vengeance of Orestes, tv 514-37, Menelaus tells
how he heard from Proteus about the death of Agamemnon, Xl 405-34, the ghost
of Agamemnon tells Odysseus how hIS we and Aegtsthus murdered hrm and Cassandra
s For example, Homer makes the scene of the murder (and consequently the
palace of Agamemnon) Mycenae; Steslchorus and Simomdes, Sparta, Pmdar, Amyclae (which comes to the same thmg) , Aeschylus, Argos, doubtless for pohucal reasons
Ste5lchorus called the nurse of Orestes Laodameta, Pmdar, Arsmoe, Aeschylus,
C~,etc.

"7"

«ABSCHYLUS"

story, whIch, m turn, motivates selection, addltlOn, or omission of
detaIl. It IS to be noted that Homer does not tell the story consecutIVely; he really does not tell It at all, but he draws on It for example
and IllustratIon. The homecommg of Agamemnon IS played agamst
the homecommg of Odysseus; the sItuations are analogous, but the
characters are dIfferent and bring dIfferent results out of sImIlar matenals The murderous suitors lurk m the house of Odysseus as dId
Aeglsthus m that of Agamemnon, but Penelope has not Jomed the
enemy as Clytaemestra dId. Nevertheless, when Odysseus comes
home, he has hIS warnmg from the ghost of Agamemnon and goes
wanly so as not to fall mto a simIlar trap. As for Telemachus, the
resolute activIty of Orestes is set as an exam pIe against hIS own indecIsIon The parts of the story that bear on such an apposItion come
out, and the tendency of It varies accordingly. The story IS a domestic
tragedy, but, since the house IS a kmg's house, the tragedy becomes
dynastic also It begms wIth the betrayal of a kmg and the ahenation
ofhls kmgdom and ends wIth the rewmmng of dynastIC power by
the rightfUl heIr Therefore, though the death of Agamemnon IS
traglC, the deaths of Aeglsthus and Clytaemestra are nothmg of the
sort; no tragedy adheres to Orestes, he ments no compasslOn, only
praise. It IS, I thmk, because of this approach that Homer falls to mentlOn certam aspects of the story whIch are promment m AttIC tragedy. Iphlgenela does not appear; her slaughter would have suggested
some motIve of Justice mIxed mto the treachery of Clytaemestra.
Nor do we hear of the wrongs mfhcted by Atreus on Thyestes and
hIS sons, for thlS would have made the murder of Agamemnon in
some measure defensIble as an act of retnbutlOn Nowhere m Homer
do we hear of an Orestes pursued by the Funes of his mother,
whether these mIght be actual SpIrits or the remorse m his own
Qemory. Dld Homer, then, know nothing of how Orestes murdered Clytaemestra? The lmes m whIch he speaks of her death betray him (Od. iu. 304-10), for, while Menelaus was still on his
travels,
Seven years Aeglsthus was lord in golden Mycenae,
but 10 the eighth the enl came on him when great Orestes
came back from Athens and killed hIS father's slayer, the crafty
«
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Aeglsthus, who had murdered rus glorious father. And after
he had killed him, in the ArglVes' presence he held a funeral
for his mother, who was hateful, and for the coward Aeglsthus.

This unobtruSIve notice is all we have, but it makes perfectly plain
the fact that the matricide was in Homer's tradition, and he could
not contradict It. But he was in a position to place the emphaSIS
wherever he chose and to tell only as much of the story, or as lIttle,
as sUIted his purpose. It is surely no accident that the parts which he
leaves out are those which would comphcate and confuse his simple
picture of Aeglsthus as a conspirmg vlllam, Orestes as an avengmg
hero, and Clytaemestra as a woman who Yielded to her weakness.
Aeschylus, on the other hand, told the whole story. Agamemnon takes us from the news of Troy's fall to the murder of Agamemnon and the confirmation of his murderers as despots in Argos.
The Libation Bearers begms With the return of Orestes and ends with
his fhght from Argos, pursued by the Furies, after the murder of
Clytaemestra and Aegisthus. The Eumenides finds Orestes seekmg
sanctuary at Delphi, takes him to Athens for his acquittal and absolunon, and ends With the estabhshment of the Funes m their new home
at Athens. Further, particularly m the first play of the tnlogy, there
are constant cutbacks which sweep mto the drama much of the
foregoing matenal: the banquet of Thyestes, the sacnfice of Iphlgenela, the siege and fall of Troy. The simple narrative which we can
reconstruct from notices in Homer could not have carned the weight
of a tragic trilogy.

(( Agamemnon' ,
Agamemnon is, first of all, a domestic tragedy. The dommant figure, Clytaemestra, is a wife estranged through the wrong her husband committed on their daughter; love for Iphlgenela, actmg
through the murder of Agamemnon, IS on its way toward driving
her to fight her love for her surviving daughter and for her son.
Her paramour and partner is her husband's cousm. Behmd them all
is the figure of Helen, Clytaemestra's sister, wife of Agamemnon's
brother, whose treachery caused the Trojan War, Iphlgenela's death,
and all the estrangement and broken faith that followed The theme
«
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here is the philos-aphilos or hate-m-Iove, Its dnve IS the dynamic
force of contradlctlOn.
Behind the domestIc tragedy hes the tragedy of war. For the sake
of Helen, whose beauty was unforgettable but whose worth could
not be demonstrated by reason or defended by argument, Agamemnon dramed Greece of Its manhood and 1Ovolved the 1Onocent 10
the mIseries of a bltter campalgn. The TrOjans welcomed Helen and
her captor and so were guilty; but theIr pumshment-the total destruction ofthelr Clty, thelr temples, and theIr men; the enslavement
and defil10g of thelr women and chlldren-was out ofall proportion
to any harm they had done to Greece. Nelther Troy nor Greece
deserved what the Idea of Helen made Agamemnon do to them.
For he destroyed his own country as well as Troy; many died m
the years before Ihum, the survlVors were drowned or scattered 10
the great storm on the way back; and the pomp of his entrance
thinly dlsgulses the fact that he brought home the crew of a s10gle
ship.
Because of thlS, wlth the war tragedy goes pohtical tragedy as
well. The means by whlch thlS is commumcated IS through the
chorus, who, 10 so far as they fimctlOn as characters m the play,
represent the sohd elders of Argos These are bng's men, smce the
kmg in the heroic penod stands for lawful authonty; they have seen
that Agamemnon's expedltlon was wrong, and they tell hlm so
(799-804), but they would stlll be loyal to him If he were a much
worse man than he 1S. It IS these sturdy citizens who tell how, as
the death reports and the urns full of ashes came in from the front,
the people at home began to mutter agamst the kmg and ask why
the war was fought; and, though the chorus cannot take the1r part,
they cannot deny that there 1S cause for such muttenngs. But the
people dld find a champlon, or so they thought, at least a leader,
Aegisthus, the kmg's cousm He took advantage of the dlsaffectlOn
among those who hated the bng he hated, and so returned from
extle, he won the throne by wmmng the queen, confirmed h1s se1zure
by contnvmg the murder of Agamemnon, and defended It w1th his
tyrant's personal bodyguard.6
6 The word tyrannos ("tyrant") was used by the Greek prose wnters m a semltechrucal sense, :md It only gradually became a term of reproach. The tyrant ~s a
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Thus we come about once more to the dynastic tragedy of
Homer. But the lOterpretations of Agamemnon's murder do not
exclude one another Aeschylus can work on several levels at once.
The war tragedy and the polmcal tragedy do not contradict, they
cohere wIth and deepen the tragedy of persons.
On the personal level, Agamemnon works through a complex of
collIsIons, not so much nght agamst wrong as nght agalOst nght,
each person mSIstmg on hIs nghtwlth the force of paSSIon Agamemself-appomted despot whose career was characterlStlc m various places at various times
In Greek hIStory, but especially m the seventh and SIXth centuries B c The Atheruan
usmg the word would thmk at once of his own tyrants, Pemstratus and hiS son HlpPlaS, the restoration of the latter was stlll a polmcallSsue when Aeschylus was a young
man The followmg may serve as a general deSCription of the typical early tyrant He
was an aristocrat, but one who was hkely not to be m power whlle the government
remamed stable He posed as a representative of the underpnvtleged and won and
used their support, but generally got hiS posmon by unconstltutlonal means HIS
pohey was generally to hold more than royal power Without assuming any formal
title, through mfluence and threat He nevertheless always attempted to found a permanent dynasty through hiS sons, but hardly ever succeeded HIS championship of the
poorer classes was generally more than a pose, and he frequently worked toward
broadenmg the base of democracy Thus Ius most perSIStent enemIes were not the
masses but hiS fellow-arIStocrats, except for the few he could WIn over mto Ius own
personal followmg, but, because, m spite of all the good he Inlght do, hiS very extStence flouted alliegahty, those who loved law and hberty hated him too He had to
guard himself, and mfalhble Signs of hIS presence were the bodyguard of profeSSionals
and the spy system Tyranny was one of the great growmg pams m the hfe of young
democracy, and history has been unland to the tyrant, but for sohd reasons
Tyranny actually came later than Homenc or heroiC kmgslup, and Aeschylus probably knew very well that It was anachromstlc to see m Aeglsthus' usllrpatlon a tyrant's
COIiP de main Yet he seems to have committed that anachromsm When the chorus
hear Agamemnon's death cries and sense murder by the queen :md her lover, one of
them says (1354-55. see also 1365) "Anyone can see It, by these first steps they have
taken, they purpose to be tyrants here upon our city" In speaking of tyranny (tyrannts)
here, either Aeschylus IS usmg the word stnctly, or he IS not He might use "tyrant"
loosely, as a synonym for bas!lells, "kmg" (Eunpldes does thiS) But then the statement
would have no pomt whatever, for what could the chorus expect other than that the
murderer would make hlmse1fkmg? Plamly, they fear hfe not ortly under the wrong
ruler but under the wrong kind of government Hlstoncally, the tyrant overthrew a
repubhc (the lawful constitution), but. m the herOIC age on which tragedy drew, there
was no repubhc, the lawful constltutlon was kmgshlp, therefore, the tyrant overthrew
thIS When Aeglsthus at last appears, he has hiS tyrant's bodyguard It IS unposslble not
to connect Aeglsthus' COIiP de mam With the rebe1hous murmunng of the masses agamst
the kmg and hiS war But the polmcal pattern IS a submotlf, not fully worked out, Its
maui effect IS to shadow the character of AeglSthus-seducer, murderer, usurper
a1readY-Wlth the dark memory of the hated hIStOrical tyrant.
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non, the bng, wIth a bng's power and pnde III arms, appears bnefly
and IS relatively sImple Pnde would have dnven hIm wIthout hesltatlOn to undertake the recovery of Helen, and thIs declslOn sets 1ll
motion a cham of events whIch becomes increasmgly mescapablc
The sacnfice ofIphlgenela, the persIstence m beslegmg Troy, even
the mtngue wIth Cassandra, follow necessanly; his pnde grows on
Its own acts, untIlJust before death he IS a swollen vaOlty. He hImself
began the senes of acts wluch pIle up to overwhelm hIm, but, lookmg back, one cannot see where a eroud kmg could have chosen
otherwIse. Clytaemestra's motives are far more complex. Homer
had made htr act 10 SImple surrender and consequent betrayal. But
Pmdar speculated on motives whIch would, If admitted by Homer,
have spoiled the cast of hIS verSlOn:
Was It Iphlgenela, who at the Eunpos crossmg
was slaughtered far from home,
that vexed her to dnve in anger the hand of viOlence?
Or was It couchmg in a strange bed
by mght that broke her Will and set her awry-for young wives
a Sill most Vile. 7

Two motives to choose from: Iphlgeneia or Aeglsthus But Pllldar
has already mentioned Cassandra and so ImplIed a thIrd alternative,
mother-resentment, gUllty love, or Jealousy. After Pllldar, we could
choose A or B or C. Aeschylus ignores the "or" and takes them all
Clytaemestra has loved Agamemnon, Iphlgenela has made her hate
him, she loves AeglSthus. But her love for Agamemnon was real, and
enough of that love remalllS to waken perfectly real Jealousy at the
sight of Agamemnon's lovely captive. This also moves her enormous
pride, whIch amounts to unprecedented ambltlonfor dynastic power.
The women of the herOIC age are represented as people of character,
WIth wIll and temper of theIr own; but if theIr Olen lllSlSt, they must
give way. Force them and they love. Cassandra, Clytaemestra's fOIl
and rIval, has seen her CIty and people WIped out by Agamemnon, her
father and brothers butchered by hIS followers, but she chugs to hun.
So Briseis ill the Iliad cllllgs to AchIlles, who has personally kdled
her husband, and so Sophocles makes hIS Tecmessa protest to Alas
7· Pmdar Pyth

II :1:1~S, trans

lattunore.
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that she loves hIm. for she has no one else. since he has destroyed her
home. s Not so Clytaemestra, who, lrke Helen her SIster, chooses her
own loves. Agam, the code obvlOusly allowed the warlord, marned
or unmarned, to have the comforts of a captIve mIstress on campaIgn But if Clytaemestra dId not like a code, she would s,nash it.
WIth her "male strength of heart 10 its hIgh confidence," she steps
boldly from the sphere of women's actIon mto that of men;9 like a
kmg, she handles the city 10 her lord's absence, and to her the hostIle
and SUSpICIOUS chorus turns WIth unwillmg admiratioa. When the
chorus doubts her intelligences, agam when after the murder they
openly challenge her. she faces them down and SIlences them; and
It IS only on the appearance of Aegisthus. whom they despIse as they
cannot despise Clytaemestra, that they break out rebelliously agam.
Even in deceIt, as 10 shameless defiance, she IS stately (855-88, 1667).
She IS the born aristocrat, helress by blrth as by marnage to the
power and wealth of hngs, and so contemptuous of the nouveau
riche (104-2-4-6) Everythmg she does and says IS in the grand manner. The cham of beacon fires lmkmg Argos and Troy, defeating
dIstance and time. IS a characteriStically grand gesture, and worthy
of It are the arrogant lmes 10 whIch she concludes her story of relayed signal flares (315-16):
By such proof and such symbol I announce to you
my lord at Troy has sent hIS messengers to me.

Such is the spirit of her grandiose welcome to Agamemnon, the
purple carpet on whIch he IS forced to walk to his butchery, and the
words 10 which such laVish outlay is defended, "the sea is there,"
with ItS plain implication that "the sea IS ours."
Such characteriStics give Clytaemestra stature, but 10 no sense
Justtfy her. It IS not only that, 10 assert10g her right, or at least determmation, to act as freely as a man, she has taken to her bed the
8. The most detalied Attic study of the womanly woman lU the herOIC age IS
Eunpldes' Andromache m the play named after her. It IS she who says (213-14) .
•• A wU'e, even If she IS given to a worthless man, should clmg to hun, not set her Wlll
up agamst hIS" It IS noteworthy that her defimttons of a woman's duties occur m
debate WIth her Spartan rival, Hermione, daughter of Menelaus and Helen.
9. When she refers to herself as "a mere woman," It IS WIth massIve sarcasm (348,
SC)O-VJ. r66r).
c
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"womanIsh" Aeglsthus The whole house has been wrong smce the
quarrel of Atreus and Thyestes. Atreus was hIdeous m murder, but
thIS does not Justify Aeglsthus m murdering Agamemnon, an y more
than the sms of Agamemnon JustIfied hIS murder by Clytaemestra,
or the sms of PartS and Helen JustIfied the oblIteration of Troy. All
the executIoners plead that they act for Just retnbutlOn, but the cham
of murder has got out of hand and IS perpetuatmg Itself, untll It
seems no longer to come from personal purpose but has grown mto
a Curse, a Thing. Every correctIon IS a blood-bath whIch calls for
new correction.
The truth stands ever beSIde God's throne
eternal he who has wrought shall pay, that IS law
Then who shall tear the curse from thetr blood?
The seed IS shffened to rUlll.

Clytaemestra answers, over the corpse of Agamemnon, that she
has been bloody but the house IS clean. No more eVIl need be done.
Orestes 15 to make the same claIm over the corpse of Clytaemestra
herself. Both are mIstaken.
The tragedy 15 no SImple matter of right and wrong, of pride and
fall, though these enter m. It IS a matter of love and hate workmg
simultaneously to force dlstorted action, and the SItuation IS gIVen
depth by cross-characterIZatIon. ft,lytaemestra Imagmes before the
chorus the scene 10 captured Troy, opening wIth savage satisfaction
m the thought of what IS gomg on and closlOg wIth a prayer for
peace, that her husband and hIS men may use their VIctory temperately, so that no fresh wrong may follow. As she speaks these words,
she is herself plottmg the fresh wrong she deprecate%fI:here IS surface contradIction, but under it lies not only the fact that Clytaemestra IS intensely proud of the husband she IS about to murder but
also the lytlc imagmation, aktn to the dIviner's gtft, by whIch the
character's mlOd can transcend tIme and dIstance and penetrate to a
sphere of obJecttve truth whIch IS beyond the character's own deme
and preJudIce. When she tells Agamemnon and the public of the
torments she went through 10 his absence at Troy, she 1S flattenng
him and rrusleading all, but by means of truth, not fiCtion. ThIS IS the
past. and this is real.
«
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It IS eVil and a thmg ofterrJI when a Wife
Sits m the house forlorn with 00 man by.

Flattery, confesslOn, reproach combme (through how much longmg
for the memory-ghost, as wIth Menelaus for Helen, mIght Clytaemestra have gone before she took Aeglsthus as a lover; or even
after?) Agamemnon, on the pomt of belOg entangled by flattery
and dragged to hIS death, soberly descnbes hImself as proof agamst
flatterers In a sense thIS IS Irony, it corresponds to hIS entrance full
of the pride of capture on the heels of a warmng by the chorus against
pnde, to the gloomy speculatIons of the chorus on sackers of CIties
that presages the return of the herald to tell of Troy's obhteratl0n.
But that IS mamly a matter of tlffilOg; here the point IS that Agamemnon's intelhgence is partly engaged WIth the course he does not
mean to take. He IS proof agamst Illusions except at the one po lOt
where they WIll be fatal to hIm. When Aeglsthus, m the heIght of
his dispute WIth the challengmg chorus (1668), says of Orestes,
EXiles feed on empty dreams of hope I know It. I was one,

the Jibe turns into a flash of mstantly forgotten sympathy. The actors, m partIcular Clytaemestra and the chorus, do not colhde with
purely external forces but act always agamst a part of their own WIll
or sympathy whIch IS commItted to the other side, and what they kill
IS what they love
The action of the play in itself, of the trilogy as a whole, is thus
bound inward upon itself. Its course IS not logIcal. not even strictly
dramatIC sequence. After the fashion of chorallync, It IS both umted
to itself and gIven inward dunension through persistent Ideas and
a complex of symbols.

Idea and Symbol
By "idea" I mean motive, theme of subject. or type of situation
which is dominant 10 the dramatic action. By "symbol" I mean a
particular thmg, usually material, whIch may be taken to represent
the idea, And by a "complex of symbols" I mean a group of such
objects which are related to one another 10 their nature or use.
Tbe exhaustive study of this technique and the detaihng of its
" IS
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uses is a proper study for a monograph, not for a segment of the 10troduction to a translat10n 10 I w1ll content myself w1th 1llustratmg
the prmc1ple through the symbol-complex of the net.
A central motive in the Oresteia 1S the idea of entanglement: the
taming of wild thmgs, the subjugation of the powerful, the mvolvement of mnocent creatures as well. It 1S expressed 10 the curb forged
to subdue Troy (I32) or Cassandra (1066); the bit that gags Iph1gene1a (234); the yoke of C1rcumstance that forces Agamemnon to
h1S crime; the yoke of slavery forced on Troy (529), on Cassandra
(953, 1071, 1226), on the defiant citizens (1635), even the yoke of
teammates (842); the snare of the huntsman, m which Agamemnon
captures Troy (358, 821) and Cassandra (1048) and 10 wh1ch he is
presently captured (IlI5, 1375, 16II).Il Curb, yoke, snare--d1fferent objects for rekted purposes-m1ght have been no more than
perSlStent and thematic metaphor, but they have one embodiment
which 1S not metaphorical, and th1S is the robe or shawl in wh1ch
Clytaemestra actually entangles Agamemnon in order to stnke h1m
down and wh1ch 1S to be d1splayed on stage as a murder exh1b1t by
Orestes in The Libation Bearers (980-84, 997-1004) Clytaemestra
antic1pates herself when she tells of her dreams and imaginatlOns of
terror in Agamemnon's long absence (866-68):
Had Agamemnon taken all
the wounds the tale whereof was carned home to me,
he had been cut full of gashes hke a fishmg net,

and returns to her imagery in her chal1engmg confession of murder
(13 82- 83):
as fishermen cast their huge Clrchng nets, I spread
deadly abundance of nch robes and caught him fast.

This is the 1dea seen in the thing and the thmg embodying the
1dea, both in metaphor and in action. There are numerous other
symbols and other 1deas. Symbols are the snake (spec1ally the viper)
and the poison of the snake; the archer; the house; the ship; gold.
10 MISS Barbara Hughes IS at present workmg on such a monograph as a doctoral
dISSertation.

II. The idea of the manhunt appears in the retnbutlve expedu:lOn against Troy
(U7. 695), and m The EumenIdes It charactenzes the Funes' pursUIt ofOrcstes. r

«

16 ,.

«INTRODUCTION»

Ideas are (m add1tion to entanglement) persuaS10n (flattery); recurrent sickness; hate-m-love; blood and sex; hght In the dark;
sound (of terror) 10 the mght; dream and memory The bare hsts
are not complete, and, in partlcular, ne1ther symbols nor 1deas are
exclusive, nor does a given symbol stand toward a g1ven 1dea in a
one-to-one relatIOn. The viper, who turns agamst h1s own fam1ly,
whose mating is murder, stands princ1pally for the idea of bate-mlove and, as such, might be called the pnme symbol of the Oresteia,
but its poison 1S involved also in the 1dea of recurrent s1ckness,., and
1tS coIls in the idea of entanglement (elsewhere signified by yoke,
net, etc., as we have seen) So The Libation Bearers, 246-49:
Behold
the orphaned chIldren of the eagle-father, now
that he has d!ed entangled 10 the b10dmg COlIs
of the deadly Vlper.

The spider web 10 wh1ch Agamemnon was trapped (1492) is one
more variation of entanglement, spun by another creature who murders in marriage. Entanglement may come by outright force or by
seduction and surprISe. Clytaemestra lures Agamemnon into 1t by
flattery, persuasIOn, by her sex (III6):
Or

IS

the trap the woman there, the murderess?

Cross-bindmg and coherence of 1dea in symbol1s seen where Agamemnon rec01ls (he 1S soon to surrender) from stepping on the
gorgeous robe Clytaemestra has spread at his feet (922-27)
Such state becomes the gods. and none besIde.
I am a mortal, a man; I cannot trample down
these tinted splendors wIthout fear thrown In my path.
I tell you, as a man, not god, to reverence me.
DIscordant IS the murmur at such treadmg down
oflovely things.

On the level of discourse, the speech is moral. The male ratIOnalism
15 fightmg against the 1rrational persuasion of the woman, the Greek
defends his code ("as if I were some Asiatic"), the lang deprecates the
12. The word palmkotos might sigrufy a Slckness or pOlsomng wluch hes hldden 10
the system, seemlOgly gone, then recurs, or the Viper, which re-cous upon ltself, or
tho~ so close to It that they form a parr of itself.
co
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subjects' d1sapproval, th1s 1S colored also by lyncmemory The "treadmg down of lovely thmgs" recalls Pans, who "trampled down the
dehcacy of thmgs mVlOlable" (371) and on whom PersuaSlOn also
worked (385) Agamemnon, who pumshed the barbanans, 1S bemg
turned barbarian m order to be pumshed He 1S a v1ctim of h1s w1fe's
flattery and the magmficence of h1s own possesslOns. Lastly, the
robe ltSelf on wh1ch he walks prefigures the robe 111 wh1ch he 1S to
be entangled and killed.
Cut anywhere mto the play, and you w1ll find such a nexus of mtercrossmg motives and properties. The system g1ves the play 1tS
mner d1menslOn and strength An analogous but separable pnnClple
dommates the larger structure.

Dramatic Structure and Lyric Dimension
As theater, Agamemnon and its companion pieces are s1mple The
scene of Agamemnon 1S the fam1liar fixed posltlon before the doors
of a house, wh1ch 1S, as most often m subsequent drama and m the
nature of thmgs, a palace. The same settmg serves for The LIbation
Bearers, The Eumenides has one of those shifts of scene which are
relatively rare m extant Greek tragedy, for we begm before the doors
of Phoebus at Delph1 and end before the doors of Athene 10 Athens,
but th1S sh1ft can eas1ly be s1gmfied by addition or subtraction of a
very few propert1es.
Characters are used sparingly Aeschylus has at h1s d1sposal the
three actors who were by now allotted to each poet or producer;
but, far from revehng m this sober allowance, he 1S most reluctant
to use all three at once m speaking action Cassandra 1S on stage
w1th Agamemnon and Clytaemestra, but does not speak unt1l the
other actors (not counting the chorus or chorus leader) have gone
out. IJ D1alogue 1S, for the most part, Just that, a passage between
13 Clytaemestra, apparently on stage at 83, does not respond to the chorus at that
pomt and remams ruent through their sraSLmon (ode), she speaks only when, 258-63.
they address her agam In The LIbatIon Bearers Pylades, present almost through the
entIre play. speaks only three lmes (900-902.), these have CrItical force m the action
In Prometheus, the titan IS Silent all through the first scene, where he IS bemg fastened
to the rock We know also that Aeschylus explOited the suent character m mapy of
0:
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two persons, one of whom may be the chorus leader, at a tIme, not
as m modern drama a complex m whIch three, four, or a dozen
speakmg persons partIcIpate. There are supernumerarIes to be sure,
handmaIdens attendmg Clytaemestra and soldIers returnmg wIth
Agamemnon, the slgmficant bodyguard of Aeg1sthus, and at the
close of The Eumenides the stage is qUIte full of people, and the exodus
takes on the d1gUlty of a proceSSIOnal. Agamemnon clearly must
enter WIth Cassandra beSIde hIm m a horse-drawn charIot The unrollIng of the robe for Agamemnon's feet IS an effectIve use of showy
gesture Yet, on the whole, the trIlogy IS phYSIcally unpretentIous, relymg less on stagmg and propertIes than Prometheus appears to do Also, 1t1S phYSIcally static; not much phYSIcal actIV1ty or motion IS called
for. The use made of materIals, of what mIght appeal to the eye, IS
measured and temperate
There IS a correspondmg SImplICIty m plot ConsIdering the length
of Agamemnon, there are few events that take place, nor are the
major events dIsplayed agamst any vanety of subplot It therefore
takes dramatIc tIme for these events to happen The return of AgahiS lost plays On the Silent characters of Aeschylus, see the scene In the Frogs of
Anstophanes, where the ghost of EUripides challenges that of Aeschylus In the presence of Dionysus and Hades (9I I-22)

"Eur

FIrSt of all he would cover a character's face and make hun Sit on the stage
there,
Aclnlles, maybe, or NIObe, but never show their features
They made hiS tragedy look fine, but didn't mutter a syllable.

"D,on By god, you know, they didn't at that.
"Eur
The chorus would pound out long chams
of poetry, four one after another. The characters said nothmg
"Dion You know, I hked them qUIet tbat way. They gave me as much pleasure
as the ones that gabble at us now.
"Eur.

Of course You were a balf-Wlt
and that's a fact •
"D,on'
I know, I know Tell me then, why did he do It?

"Eur' To lead you on, and keep the audience m suspense They were waltlDg
for NIObe to speak Meanwhile hIS play was getting over.
"D,on . The dirty rat' So all that time he was cheatmg us out of our drama.
(To Aesch.) Why are you frownmg and lookmg so cross?
"Bur:
I'm exposmg hun. He doesn't Wee It,"
0:

19 "

"AESCHYLUS»

memnon, assured from the watchman's openmg speech (25),
does not take place untll hne 782 I4 The only other event of the play
is hi~ murder, which does not take place until hne 1344 Audience
and actors occupy the tlmes precedmg these events m a growmg
stram of suspense, whIch gives the events redoubled impact when
at last they do take place. The means by whIch the anomaly of many
hnes-lIttle actlOn is solved are the same as the means by whIch action
and motlve are deepened. The simplicity is on the surface As, on
its major plane, the actlOn of the tragedy moves deliberately forward,
in another dimenslOn lYric memory and forecast take us, by aSSOClation of ideas rather than m obedience to order ill time, deep away
into the past, the future, and the ehewhere.
Memory and forecast are a part of imagmatlOn, that dlVming
SplIlt which takes men beyond the hmItS of what their senses can
perceive. He who habitually, and under patronage of a god, so
divmes is the mantis or prophet. The prophet knew "all thmgs that
14 Much unnecessary mgenulty has been wasted on the problem of "real" tIme m
Agamemnon By means of her beacons, Clytaemestra IS understood to learn of Troy's
capture Just after the event, almost WIthm the hour (3 zo) The return voyage from
Troy to Argos IS a three or four days' sailing, hardly shortened by the humcane that
wrecked the fleet; and, further, Homer and the other sources on whrch tragedy drew
make It plam that the Achaeans drd not pIck up and go home the moment Troy fell
but underst:>.Ddably took some tlIl1e gettmg off Therefore, the arnval of the herald,
followed by Agamemnon, comes days after the first scene of the play. ThIS IS true, but
creates a problem only for those unduly preoccupIed WIth the Anstotehan UDltle'.
"Tragedy mes as far as practIcable to fall WIthm the scope of a smgle day, or exceeds
it by only a llttle" (PoetIcs v 8) The statement of Anstotle IS not made as If he meant
to press It very hard Also It should not be necessary. but apparently IS. to pomt out
that Aeschylus had never heard of ArIStotle To Aeschylus. the next thmg that happened In the plot, after the arnval of the news, was the arnval of the Achaeans It would
have been, to hlIl1, alo pomtless as It would have been ugly to have the chorus solemnly
qUIt the stage and return after the postmg of a placard saymg "SIX days later" What
he does put m IS a long choral Iync m which the chorISters muse on the whole tram of
actIon (though not m chronolOgical order) from the flIght of Helen to the fall of Troy,
thus giVIng m lync form the illUSIon that far more time has passed than the real time
It has actually taken tltem to dehver thelI ode At I 475. after the Iync closes, they begm to speak "m character" Thetr mood has changed, before the ode they were utterly
conVInced by Clytaemestra's beacons. now they are unconVlIlced and sarcastic After
the herald's speeches, they mform Clytaemestra that she has been nght all along, and
she tells them she has done her r~Olcmg long ago By now, we are platnly meant to
understand that a lapse of time has occurred, but not encouraged to figure out Just
how much, or how It could have happened.
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were, the thmgs to come, and the things past" (Iliad i. 70); that IS,
he knew not only past and future, but present, what is occurring
right now beyond that fragmentary pomt of space where he stands.
Calchas the prophet of the Achaeans IS remembered m the first ode,
Cassandra the prophetess of Troy appears in person. But, apart from
these formal prophets, the chorus assumes dIvining powers ("mil
by God's grace there surges withm me singing magic": "why thIS
strain unwanred, unrepaId, thus prophetIC?"), and the imaginatIons
of Clytaemestra, the herald, Agamemnon, and Aegisthus range far
away. Calchas, in the memory of the chorus, goes deep mto the past
m order to make predIctions whIch wal be fulfilled, years away,
m the subsequent action of the tragedy. Cassandra, who knows of a
past she never wItnessed, sees 10 ItS light the mVls1ble network of
treachery that waits for Agamemnon and her. The swan, who smgs
m the face of death and IS helplessly dedicated to Apollo, 1S her
symbol.
The choristers remember 10 their entrance chant the departure
of the armament ten years ago (40-59), and it makes them see the
struggle gomg on m Troy (60-68). They remember the portents
that attended the gathermg of the sh1ps, the predIctions of Calchas,
and the sacnfice of Iph1genela that was their sequel (r04-257).
Clytaemestra's hving Imagmation follows the course of her beacon
system, 1tself a dev1ce to defeat space and d1mmish time, as 1t breaks
out from peak to peak on ItS way to her (28r-3r6), and she sees the
Achaeans in captured Troy, now, though far away (320-37) The
chorus broods on the moral that Troy fallen conveys, but they thmk
m pictures; of a man secure m wealth hcking over an altar (the audIence w1l1 remember the golden PerSIans, their pnde, sacnlege, and
defeat); of PersuaSlOn as a men; of false fires and spunous metal
gtlded; of a greedy mnocent chdd trymg to catch a bird-the 1mages,
not the propOSItions, of delusion (367-95). Th1s 15 Pans, and they
fall at once to re-creatmg 10 imagination the flight of Helen (403-8).
And there were prophets there, to be sure, who Imagmed the lonehness to follow for Menelaus w1th an empty bed and empty-eyed
images of his wife, whose lovehness eluded hIm 10 dreams (408-26).
But .dream Image is memory lmage. and there are others who rec
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member too. The famlhes of the common soldlers see brought back
to them the ashes of thelr dead, transubstantiated by the moneychanger, who lS the god of war. They murmur agamst the kmg;
thelr muttenng lS marticulate and not clearly heard m hlgh places
but may be the symptom of a storm that walts for the returnmg
kmg (427-74). Te deum laudamus has been transformed mto forebodmg, not through loglcal succession of ground and consequent
but through a lync succeSSlOn of lmages whose forms melt mto one
another Agamemnon's herald remembers the campalgnmg before
Troy (551-81). At first, lt lS the dlrty and brutal details ofwar-buslness that come out of the mlst, but the sense of achlevement mfects
hlm wlth Agamemnon's fatal pnde, so that at the end the wmgs of
hls imagmation take hlm out of the past across the present and far
mto the future and the days when the capture of Troy wll1 be an
antlque glory of Argos. He lS shaken out of thlS mood, however,
by the questlonmg of the chorus leader, who wants to know what
happened to the rest of the army and to Menelaus. He tel1s of the
storm (650-70) m terms that make hvmg things out of fire, wmd,
water, and rocks, and shows the wlde seascape on whlch at dawn
lay the wreckage of the Achaean fleet, torn flowers on the water.
The chorus, far now from the momentary exaltation they felt at
news of the vlctory, now chant m terms of dlsaster: the Slnlster name
of Helen, wlth the lmagmatlon once agam of her fllght to Troy
(681-98), the hon's cub;the pet turned murderous (716-36). who lS
fatal Helen begullmg the Trojans (737-49). We remember Iphlgenela when Helen's eyes, bke Iphlgenela's, sweep the beholder wlth
soft arrows, and the vlctonous and gUlleful charmer recal1s the mnocent charmer who faded. The morallt1es whlch fol1ow to prelude
Agamemnon's entrance, the terms in whlch he is greeted, work agam
through lmages. houses glIded to hlde dust, false com, the smlle of
the charmer Actlon follows m the pubbc encounter of Clytaemestra
and Agamemnon, but the wue's welcome bnngs back out of the
past the fears that attended her dunng the years of separatlon (85 894). When he has gone mto the house, the chorus turn uneaslly from
memory to forecast, and thelr gloom lS abetted by Cassandra, who
has V1Slon on V1Slon of the past, of the present (the intention behmd
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Clytaemestra's face and words, the scene preparmg behmd closed
doors), and the far future on the day when the avengers shall pumsh
for the crime not yet committed (1069-1330) The death cry tells
the chorus only what they already know We do not see the murder
take place, but we are told what happened (1381-92) In the scene
that follows, where Clytaemestra faces the people, neither side can
escape the memory of the hideous past which has forced these thmgs
to happen Aeglsthus' defense IS a recountmg of the Crime of Atreus
(IS83-16II) At the end, Clytaemestra speaks as If all were over, but
we know It IS not, that the future holds more vIOlence and It IS the
past which has made thiS so

Lyric Tragedy
The brief dramatic time of the play IS a pomt of convergence for
actIOns that come from deep m the past and prOject far mto the future The hmlted stage IS a pivotal pomt from which we can be
transported far away The tragedy of Agamemnon, Cassandra, and
Clytaemestra IS mvolved with and opens mto the tragedy of the
children of Thyestes, of Iphlgenela, of Troy and all the Achaean
army, and Its actlon, m return, IS partly dictated by the figures never
enacted, remote but always present m memory, of Atreus, Iphlgenela, Paris, and Helen IS
ThiS IS the form of lYric tragedy, perfected here and never smce
so completely reahzed Its manner IS due partly to the historical acCident m which two forms of fiction were combilled. drama, sull
relatively primitive and naive, with chorallync, now, after generatIOns of mature practice, brought to ItS highest pomt of development
by Simomdes and Pmdar. But the direction taken by thiS form IS due
also to dehberate chOice The desire IS to transcend the bmltatlOns of
dramatic presentation, even before these hmltatlons have been firmly
estabhshed The spmt IS that of Shakespeare's chorus m Henry V:
15 We may compare The PersIans The cast of actors consists only of DarIUs, his
queen, Xerxes, messenger, and chorus The vlSlble scene m Persia IS statiC But the
scene of the actIOn which the play IS about IS SalamiS, and then all the water and land
between, the persons of thiS actIOn are all the vast army of the Persians, and all the
Greeks. The PersIans IS the great messenger-play
«
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But pardon, gentles all,
The flat unral~ed spmts that have dared
On thIs unworthy scaffold to brmg forth
So great an object can thIs cockpIt hold
The vasty fields of France' Or may we cram
Wlthm this wooden 0 the very casques
That dId Jffnght the air at Agmcourt'

It IS true that Shakespeare mtends to take us to the actual field of
Agmcourt, but prmClpally he IS aware of the ImpoSSlbllIty of staging
expedltlons and battles adequately, and the appeal IS to the ImagmatlOn of the audIence
For 'tiS your thoughts that now must deck our bngs,
Carry them here and there,Jumpmg o'er times,
Turmng the accomphshment of many years
Into an hour-glass
Thus wIth Imagmed wmg our sWIft scene fhes
In motion of no less celenty
Than that of thought

Shakespeare and Aeschylus alIke forecast combmatlOns whIch only
the motlOn pIcture can realIze vIsually-flashback, Imaginary scene,
plctonal dramatlzatlOn of history, and messenger's account Shakespeare's concern m thIs particular play WIth the fragmentary nature
of staged actlOn gives IllS chorus a bnllIant part, but It is only a ghost
of Aeschylus, for m Aeschylus the past and the elsewhere dommate
present actlOn.
But the dIrectIon in which he steered tragedy was not generally
followed Sophoclean drama prevatled, smce EuripIdes, under
protest, framed tragedy m accordance WIth Sophocles, not Aeschylus Sophocles turned tragedy inward upon the prmclpal actors, and
drama becomes drama of character. HIS plays may open wlth pubhc
scenes, but, as they progress, the mterest focuses hard on the hero.
Oedipus Tyrannus begms WIth the plague m Thebes, but ItS endmg
IS all Oedipus, and Thebes IS as good as forgotten. It IS true that the
dead hand reaches out of the past to stnke down Oedipus, Antigone,
Aias, Heracles. But thls IS their tragedy, and thelrs alone. Agamemnon
IS a play about the Trojan War, but AntIgone IS not a play about the
.. 24 ,.
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Theban War, though that lIes m the background In Sophocles, the
choruses are commentaries on the actIOn, not part of the larger actIOn, and their Imagery IS functional to the choruses themselves but
not to the tragedy as a whole. Tnlogy glVes way to smgle drama.
The enormous background becomes mamly Irrelevant and is
screened out. Lync tragedy gives way to actor's tragedy.
Agamemnon IS, m fact, the culmmatlon of lyric tragedy, because
the action narrows in The Libation Bearers, and when m The Eumenides it opens out again, It IS with a new kmd of meaning and composition.

(( The Libation Bearers"
The second play of the tnlogy takes place some years after the
close of Agamemnon The usurpers have grown secure m power.
Orestes, sequestered in Phocls, IS now a young man, and his slster
Electra, resentful and bitter, awalts his return. The openmg event IS
simple recognition, the Identification of Orestes and the confirmation
of the fact that, as Electra and the chorus hope, he means to avenge
his father and regam his throne. RecognitIOn IS thus at once transformed mto conspiracy. The children, With their faithful chorus,
gather at Agamemnon's tomb, where Electra has gone on her
mother's behalf, but Without sympathy for her, to propitiate the
dead kmg by reason of terrifymg dreams which had shaken Clytaemestra m the night. The dead king is now a hero; his arrogance and
his mistakes have been annulled by death, and his grave IS a center
of power Therefore, the chIldren With the chorus turn to him, mvoke his ghost to anger against hIS murderers, With twofold dnvmg
intentIOn: to enchant actual power out of the spmt and the grave
and to mcite themselves and arm themselves with the anger that
wIll make them do what they must do They then plot the means
for assassination Orestes poses as a travehng merchant who brmgs
news of the death of Orestes, Clytaemestra, With archaiC and stately
courtesy, inVItes him m and sends for Aeglsthus As the messenger
who IS sent to summon him (she happens to be the slave who nursed
Orestes when he was lIttle) goes out on her errand, she encounters
the c~orus, who tell her not to suggest that Aeglsthus should brmg
«
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hIS bodyguard. Orestes and Pylades kill the kmg, and Clytaemestra
stands at theIr mercy. She dares Orestes to kIll her, and he stands
Irresolute until a word from Pylades solIdIfies hIs wIll The bodIes
are brought out and dIsplayed, wIth the robe m whIch Agamemnon
had been entrapped, and Orestes declares publIcly, as Clytaemestra
had done, that thIs act IS hIS own and that It IS Justice But hIs WItS
are gomg, he sees the Funes, the avenging spmts of hIs mother (no
one else can see them), and leaves m flIght ThIs time, even before
the play IS over, the assassm knows that hIS act was not final but has
created more suffermg yet to come
Once agam the plot IS sImple, and the dramatic actIOns are few.
Once agam, despIte these facts, the texture IS saved from thmness,
but the factors are dIfferent from those that gIve Agamemnon ItS coherence. FIrst, thIs IS a far shorter play. Second, the emphaSIS and
drrectIon have changed. We have, m a sense, more plot, there is mtngue, a practIcal problem. In Agamemnon the bng's murder IS felt
by the wltnessmg chorus m theIr bones, it happens, IS mourned, and
defended. The problems of Clytaemestra, whether she can bll the husband she has loved and how she wIll do It, are ImplICIt, but we are
not present whIle she IS solvmg them. But m The Libation Bearers,
we are present at the delIberatIOns of Orestes as he decIdes whether
he can kIll hIs mother, and how the assassmatIOn IS to be effected. In
recognItion, decIsion, conspIracy, and clImactic actIOn we have, m
fact, the mechanIsm, m naIve or even crude form, of that drama of
revenge or play of successful action whIch we found m the Homenc
story.
But The LIbation Bearers IS only superficially a drama of intngue,
and, III so far as It IS one, It is hardly a slgmficant speClmen of ItS
kmd. The mechanIsm of the assassm's plot is sImple, as the mechalllsm of recogmtIOn and Identification IS pnmltlve The emphasIs
lIes on the mood 10 whIch the characters act
For thIs IS not a sImple revenge play 10 whIch the young hero,
long lost, returns to hIS sIster and hIS kmgdom to stnke down the
murderous and usurpmg vIllains. Orestes hardly gets a SIght of hIS
kmgshlp before he must leave, haunted, dnven, and alone. It IS not
untu much later, near the close of The Eumenides, that he can ~peak
«
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as a k1l1g wIth subjects Also, here the emotions of Orestes and Electra are, lIke those of Clytaemestra, half-commItted to the sIde against
whIch they act; and Clytaemestra, m turn, loves the son whom she
fears, who blls her, and whom she would kill If she could It IS the
phtlos-aphzlos stIll, or love-in-hate, the murder commItted not agamst
an external enemy but agamst a part of the sel£.'6 The hate gains mtensIty from the strength of the orIgmallove when that love has
been stopped or rejected Electra ("the unmarrIed") has love to
laVIsh, but her mother has turned It aSIde The chorus, lIke the captIVe women they are, chng to the memory of Agamemnon, who enslaved them Orestes, together WIth the sense of outrage over the
loss of hIS rIghtful mherItance (the dynastIC motive), nurses a deep
sense of Jealousy agamst hIS mother for havmg sacrIficed not only
Agamemnon but Orestes to her love for AeglSthus The chIldren
were the prIce for whIch she bought herself thIS man (132-34) It IS
the venom of such Jealousy that spIlls out in the bItterly salacIous
mockery of the dead lovers, and Jealousy on hIS father's behalf and
hIS own 15 the theme of hIS last sharp dIspute WIth hIS mother. Clytaemestra, when she hears the false news of her son's death, is m a
temper where relief and sorrow cross, though relIef wms. Her very
dream of bearmg and nursmg the snake (symbol of mgratitude), who
fixes hIS pOIsonous fangs m her breast, enacts terror through a gesture of love Aegisthus, at the word that Orestes IS dead, goes soberly
back to the Image of the pOlson and the snake.
For our house, already bItten
and pOIsoned, to take thIS new load upon melf
would be a thmg of dnppmg fear and blood

The chorus conSIder that both the tyrants are hypOCrItes, but even
such hypOCrItes know what they are doing, and to whom.
ThIS mood of tangled motivatIOn means that the conspIrators
must work strongly upon themselves before they can act Between
the recogmtion and the resolve to act comes a scene of mcantation.
r6 So Hamlet IS transformed from the vigorous revenge-mtngue drama It nnght
have been mto the tragedy It 15, because Hamlet IS emotionally mvolved With the queen
and OphelIa, who are on the Side of the enemy Even the arch-enemy IS close m blood
and ~baps once adnnred.
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SIster, brother, and chorus turn to mvoke dead Agamemnon They
Implore hIs blessmgs and aId, they set forth the1r grIevances and hIS,
they challenge and taunt h1m to act10n:
Orestes
Thmk of that bath, father, where you were stripped of1&.

Electra
Thmk of the castmg-net that they contnved for you.
Orestes
They caught you !Ike a beast 10 toils no bronzesmlth made.

Electra
Rather, hid you 10 shrouds that were thought out In shame.
Orestes
Will you not waken, father to these challenges?

Electra
Will you not rear upnght that best beloved head?
But, whIle they are invokmg a power and a tradItIOn whose force
15 felt but only d1mly beheved, they are also lashmg themselves mto
the fury of self-pIty that WIll make them do what they have to do.
So the theme of lytlc prophecy which was at work m Agamemnon
IS altered here. There 1S deahng m both cases WIth what hes beyond
the powers of perceptIon, but there It was lync memory and VISIon
on the part of those who were to WItness, and to suffer from, the
ugly act; here those who are themselves about to commIt the ugly
act mantpulate the unseen, in a mood more of w1tchcraft than of
prophecy.
For thIS reason and because the drama focuses on the WIll to act,
The Libation Bearers tIes back to Agamemnon, but Agamemnon tIes
back to the whole world of actIon latent behmd the begmnmg of the
tragedy. The symbols of the earher play are caught up and mtensified. partIcularly viper and net. But the emphas1s is changed, because
we see thmgs from the pomt of VIew of the murderers. In Agamemnon, VIce was allurmg, wearing all the captlVatmg graces of Helen
and her attendant symbols, m The Libation Bearers, duty becomes
repulSIve. Both traged1es are carned on a strong underdnft of sex,
but in the second play the sex impulse. though it works, has lost Its
charm. Orestes at the end has done a brutal, necessary Job.
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LIke Clytaemestra at the close of Agamemnon, Orestes defends
hIs pOSltion 10 terms of: "I have cleared my house It was bloody,
but necessary. Now we can have peace" As for Clytaemestra, hIS
claIm IS no better than a desperate challenge flung at CIrcumstances
The blood-bath was no cleanlOg-out, and it means more blood
Clytaemestra had to reckon WIth resentment 10 the state and the
younger generation to come. The enlIghtenment of Orestes, the defeat of hIS hollow optImism, comes WIthout delay. "The house has
been nd of snakes": and at once, on the heads of hIS mother's Funes,
more snakes appear.

(( The Eumenides" (The Furies)
As we have seen (see above, p. 6), the last act of the truogy finds
Orestes cleared by Apollo but still pursued by the Funes. Is he clear,
or not? PlalOly, one dlvlOe declSlon has clashed WIth another deCISIon whIch IS also unquestIOnably dlvlOe. The fate of Orestes IS
referred to Athens and to a thIrd dlV101ty, Athene, who, reservmg
for herself the cast10g ballot, refers it to a Jury of mortal men When
their vote IS even and Athene has cast her decldlOg vote 10 hIS favor,
the Funes must be propltlated by a new cult, as a new k10d of goddess, in Athens. It IS thIS episode that closes the play and the truogy
of the House of Atreus The chorus has returned to ItS archaIC part
as chIef character 10 the drama.
Who are the Funes, and what do they mean' And, smce they
stand up and Identify themselves and protest thell' nghts 10 the face
of Apollo and Athene, we must also ask, What do these betterknown Olympians represent for the purposes of Aeschylus'
As seen in the grand perspective, Agamemnon was only an unWilllOg agent 10 a chain of actlOn far bIgger than the fortunes of a
slOgle man. From the seduction of Atreus' wife, the murder of the
chIldren of Atreus, the sacnfice of Iphlgeneia and the youth of Hellas, claim and counterclaIm have been fiercely sustained, each act of
blood has been avenged 10 a new act of blood. The problems of publie good have been solved through pnvate murder, which is no solutlon,.until the sltuation has become intolerable to the forces that rule
«
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the world, and these must intervene to see that the contestants and
the lmpulses 10 nature whlch dnve the contestants become reconcued and find thelr places 10 a scheme that wlll be harmomous and
progresslve, not purely destructlve.
Behmd the personal motlvations in the two first dramas of the
trilogy, we can, if we choose, dlscern a conflict of related forces. of
the younger agalOst the elder generatlon, of male agamst female; of
Greek agalOst barbarian. As the gods step out of the darkness, where,
before, they could be reached only m fitful VlSlons of the prophetIc
mind, and take thelr place on the stage, they persomfy these general
forces, and, because they are dlv10e and somewhat abstract, they can
carry sull further dlmensions of meanmg. The Funes are older than
Apollo and Athene, and, be10g older, they are chlldlsh and barbarous; attached to Clytaemestra as mother, they are themselves female and represent the woman's clalm to act whlch Clytaemestra
has sustained from the beg1Onmg; 10 a Greek world they stand for the
childhood of the race before It won Hellemc culture, the barbanan
phase of pre-Hellemsm, the dark of the race and of the world; they
have archalc uprightness and stnctness 10 action, wlth ltS attendant
cruelty; they 10sist on the fact agamst the ldea, they 19nore the Justlficatlons of Orestes, for the blood on hls hands means far more than
the reasons why the blood lS there. Apollo stands for everyth10g
whlch the Funes are not: Hellemsm, clvllizatlon, mtellect, and enlightenment. He IS male and young. He desplses cruelty for the fun
of cruelty, and the thlrst for blood, but he lS as ruthless as the Funes.
The commonwealth of the gods-therefore the umverse-lS 10 a
convulslon of growth; the young OlympIans are fight10g down
theIr own barbanc past.
But they must not fight It out of existence. In the Impasse, Apollo
uses every threat of arrogant force, but Athene, whose nature reconcIles female with male, has a wlsdom deeper than the mtelligence
of Apollo. She clears Orestes but concedes to the detested Funes
what they had not known they wanted, a place 10 the affectIons of a
civllized commumty of men, as well as in the dlvme hlerarchy.
There, gracious and transformed though they are, theIr place 10 the
world is sull made potent by the unchanged base of their character.
«
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The new city cannot progress by extermmatmg Its old order oflife;
it must absorb and use It Man cannot obhterate, and should not repress, the unmtelhglble emotlOns Or agam, m different terms, man's
nature bemg what It IS and Fury bemg a part of It, Justice must go
armed with Terror before It can work
Thus, through the dilemma of Orestes and ItS solution, the
drama of the House of Atreus has been transformed into a grand
parable of progress Persuasion (flattery), the deadly magic of the
ear her plays, has been turned to good by Athene as she wms the
Funes to accept of their own free Will a new and better place ill the
world. By the time Orestes leaves the stage, he has become an Issue,
a Dred Scott or Dreyfus, more Important for what he means than
for what he IS; and, when he goes, the last human personahty IS
gone, and With It vamsh the bloody entanglements of the House of
Atreus, as the anonymous cItizens of Athens escort their protectmg
dlvmltles mto the begmnmg of a new world
It IS appropnate, and charactenstlc of Aeschylus, that thiS final
parable, With ItS tremendous burden of thought, should be enacted
on the frame of a naive dramatic structure, where the baSIS of deClSlOn on matnclde IS as crude as the base of PortIa's declslOn agamst
Shylock. The magmficence of The Eumemdes IS different from that
of Agamemnon The Imagery-the lync ImagmatlOn 10 memory and
magic-Is gone, because we are not now merely to see but to understand The final act comes down mto the present day and seals
wlthm Itself the Wisdom, neither reactionary nor revolutionary, of
a great man. But m Its own terms The Eumenides IS the necessary
conclUSIOn of a tnlogy whose speCial greatness hes m the fact that
It transcends the lImltatlOns of dramatic enactment on a scale never
achieved before or smce.
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AGAMEMNON
Translated by
RICHMOND LATTIMORE

CHARACTERS

Watchman
Clytaemestra
Herald
Agamemnon
Cassandra
Aegisthus
Chorus of Argive Elders
Attendants of Clytaemestra' of Agamemnon: bodyguard
of Aegisthus (all stlent parts)
Time, dIrectly after the fall of Troy

AGAMEMNON
Argos, before the palace of King Agamemnon The Watchman,
who speaks the opening lines, IS posted on the roof of the palace.
Clytaemestra's entrances are made from a door in the center oj the
stage; all othersJrom the wings
(The Watchman, alone)
I ask the gods some respite from the weanness
of thIs watch time measured by years I he awake
elbowed upon the Atreidae's roof dogwlse to mark
the grand processIOnals of all the stars of lllght
burdened with wmter and agatO with heat for men,
dynastIes to theIr shmmg blazoned on the air,
these stals, upon theIr wane and when the rest arISe.

SCENE

I walt, to read the mealllng to that beacon lIght,
a blaze of fire to carry out of Troy the rumor
and outcry of ItS capture, to such end a lady's
male strength of heart to ItS hIgh confidence ordams
N ow as thIS bed stricken wIth lllght and drenched wIth dew
I keep, nor ever with ktOd dreams for company.
since fear to sleep's place stands forever at my head
agamst strong closure of my eyes, or any rest·
I rntOce such medICme agamst sleep failed I Sing,
only to weep agam the pIty of thIS house
no longer, as once, adminIstered In the grand way
Now let there be agam redemptIon from dIstress,
the flare burnmg from the blackness m good augury.

10

15

20

(A ltght shows in the distance)
Oh hall, blaze of the darkness, harblDger of day's
shtOtOg, and of proceSSIOnals and dance and chOIrs
of multitudes ill Argos for thiS day of grace.
Ahoy!
I cry. the news aloud to Agamemnon's queen,
«
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that she may rise up from her bed of state with speed
to raise the rumor of gladness welcoming this beacon,
and singing rise, If rruly the citadel of IlIUm
has fallen, as the shmmg of thiS flare proclaims
I also, I, will make my choral prelude, smce
my lord's dice cast aright are counted as my own,
and mine the tripled sixes of thiS torchht throw.
May it only happen May my kmg come home, and I
take up within this hand the hand I love. The rest
I leave to Silence; for an ox stands huge upon
my tongue. The house itself, could It take voice, might speak
aloud and plam. I speak to those who understand,
but if they fall, I have forgotten everythmg.
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(Exit. The Chorus enters, speaking.)
Ten years since the great contestants
of Priam's right,
Menelaus and Agamemnon, my lord,
twm throned, twin sceptered, 10 twofold power
of kmgs from God, the Atreldae,
put forth from this shore
the thousand ships of the Argives,
the strength and the armtes
Their cry of war went shrill from the heart,
as eagles stricken 10 agony
for young perished, high from the nest
eddy and circle
to bend and sweep of the wings' stroke,
lost far below
the fledgelings, the nest, and the tendance.
Yet someone hears 10 the air, a god,
Apollo, Pan, or Zeus, the high
thin wad of these sky-guests. and drives
late to its mark
the Fury upon the transgressors.
So drives Zeus the great guest god
c
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the Atreldae against Alexander.
for one woman's promISCUOUS sake
the strugglmg masses, legs ured,
knees gnndmg 10 dust,
spears broken 10 the onset.
Danaans and Trojans
they have It ahke It goes as It goes
now. The end will be dest1OY.
You cannot burn flesh or pour unguents,
not innocent cool tears,
that will soften the gods' suff anger.
But we; dIshonored, old 10 our bones,
cast off even then from the gather10g horde,
stay here, to prop up
on staves the strength of a baby.
Smce the young VIgor that urges
inward to the heart
IS fraIl as age, no warcraft yet perfect,
whde beyond age, leaf
wIthered, man goes three footed
no stronger than a chIld IS,
a dream that falters m daylIght.

70

75

80

(Clytaemestra enters quietly. The Chorus continues to speak.)
But you, lady,
daughter of Tyndareus, Clytaemestra, our queen:
What is there to be done? What new thmg have you heard?
In persuaslOn of what
report do you order such sacrifice?
To all the gods of the CIty.
the hIgh and the deep spints.
to them of the sky and the market places.
the altars blaze wIth oblatlons.
The staggered flame goes sky hIgh
one place, then another,
drugged by the Sllllple soft
«
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persuasion of sacred unguents,
the deep stored oil of the kings
Of these thmgs what can be told
openly, speak.
Be healer to thls perpleXlty
that grows now mto darkness of thought,
whue agam sweet hope shinmg from the flames
beats back the pltlless pondenng
of sorrow that eats my heart.
I have mastery yet to chant the wonder at the wayside
given to kmgs Still by God's grace there surges wlthm me
smgmg maglc
grown to my hfe and power,
how the wild brrd portent
hurled forth the Achaeans'
twm-stemmed power smgle hearted,
lords of the youth of Hellas,
Wlth spear and hand of strength
to the land of Teucrus.
Kmgs of brrds to the kings ofthe shlps,
one black, one blazed Wlth SlIver,
clear seen by the royal house
on the right, the spear hand,
they hghted, watched by all
tore a hare, npe, burstmg wlth young unborn yet,
stayed from her last fleet runnmg.
Smg sorrow, sorrow. but good WID out in the end
Then the grave seer of the host saw through to the hearts dlvtded,
knew the fightmg sons of Atreus feedmg on the hare
Wlth the host, thelr people.
Seemg beyond, he spoke:
"With time, tills foray
shall stalk the castle of Priam.
Before then, under
the walls, Fate shall spou
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m violence the nch herds of the people
Only let no doom of the gods darken
upon this huge Iron forged to curb Troyfrom mward Artemis the undefiled
IS angered with pity
at the flymg hounds of her father
eatmg the unborn young m the hare and the shIVermg mother.
She IS sick at the eagles' feastmg
Smg sorrow, sorrow. but good WIO out 10 the end
Lovely you are and kmd
to the tender young of ra venmg hons.
For sucklmgs of all the savage
beasts that lurk m the lonely places you have sympathy
Grant meanmg to these appearances
good, yet not without eVIl.
Healer Apollo, I pray you
let her not With cross wmds
bmd the ships of the Danaans
to time-long anchorage
forcmg a second sacrifice unholy, untasted,
workmg bitterness In the blood
and faith lost For the terror returns like Sickness to lurk In the
house;
the secret anger remembers the child that shall be avenged"
Such, With great good thmgs beside, rang out lD the vOice of
Calchas,
these fatal signs from the birds by the way to the house of the
pnnces,
wherewIth m sympathy
smg sorrow, sorrow: but good wm out In the e~d.
Zeus: whatever he may be, If this name
pleases him m invocatIOn,
thus I call upon him.
I have pondered everythmg
yet I cannot find a way,
'" 39 "
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only Zeus, to cast this dead weight of ignorance
finally from out my brain.
He who in time long ago was great,
throbbing with gigantic strength,
shall be as if he never were, unspoken.
He who followed him has found
his master, and is gone.
Cry aloud without fear the victory of Zeus,
you will not have failed the truth:
Zeus, who guided men to think,
who has laid it down that wisdom
comes alone through suffering.
still there drips m sleep against the heart
grIef of memory; agamst
our pleasure we are temperate,
From the gods who Slt in grandeur
grace comes somehow violent.
On that cIa y the elder king
of the Achaean ships, no more
strict against the prophet's word,
turned with the crosswmds of fortune,
when no ship salled, no pail was full.
and the Achaean people sulked
fast agamst the shore at Auhs
facing Chakls, where the tides ebb and surge:
and winds blew from the Strymon, bearmg
sick idleness, ships tied fast, and hunger,
distraction of the mind, carelessness
for hull and cable;
with time's length bent to double measure
by delay crumbled the £lower and pride
of Argos. Then against the bitter wind
the seer's voice clashed out
another medicine
c
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more hateful yet, and spoke of Artemis, so that the kmgs
dashed their staves to the ground and could not hold their tears.
The elder lord spoke aloud before them
"My fate IS angry If I disobey these,
but angry If I slaughter
this chIld, the beauty of my house,
with malden blood shed stammg
these father's hands beside the altar.
What of these things goes now without disaster?
How shall I fall my ships
and lose my faith of battle?
For them to urge such saCrIfice of innocent blood
angrIly, for their wrath IS great-It IS right. Mayall be well yet."
But when necessity's yoke was put upon him
he changed, and from the heart the breath came bitter
and sacrilegious, utterly mfidel,
to warp a will now to be stopped at nothmg.
The slckemng m men's mmds, tough,
reckless m fresh cruelty brmgs darmg He endured then
to sacrifice his daughter
to st:oy the strength of war waged for a woman,
first offering for the ships' sake.
Her supplIcations and her cries of father
were nothmg, nor the chIld's lamentation
to bngs passlOned for battle.
The father prayed. called to his men to lIft her
with strength of hand swept m her robes aloft
and prone above the altar, as you might hft
a goat for sacrifice, With guards
against the lIps' sweet edge, to check
the curse cned on the house of Atreus
by force of bit and speech drowned m strength.
Pouring then to the ground her saffron mantle
she struck the sacrlficers with
the ey~s' arrows of pity,
«
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lovely as in a painted scene. and striVIng
to speak-as many times
at the kind festive table of her father
she had sung, and m the clear voice of a stainless maiden
with love had graced the song
of worship when the tmrd cup was poured.
What happened next I saw not, neither speak it.
The crafts of Calchas fall not of outcome.
Justice so moves that those only learn
who suffer; and the future
you shall know when It has come; before then, forget it.
It is gnef too soon given.
All Will come clear 10 the next dawn's sunhght.
Let good fortune follow these things as
she who is here desires,
our Aplan land's s10glehearted protectress.
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(The Chorus now turns toward Clytaemestra, and the leader
speaks to her.)
I have come m reverence, Clytaemestra, of your power.
For when the man IS gone and the throne VOId, hiS nght
falls to the prince's lady, and honor must be given.
Is It some grace-or othetwlse-that you have heard
to make you sacnfice at messages of good hope?
I should be glad to hear, but must not blame your Silence.

Clytaemestra
As it was said of old, may the dawn child be born
to be an angel of blessmg from the kmdly night.
You shall know JOY beyond all you ever hoped to hear.
The men of Argos have taken Ptlam's citadeL

Chorus
What have you said? Your words escaped my unbehef.

Clytaemestra
The Achaeans are in Troy. Is that not clear enough?
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Chorus
ThIs slow delIght steals over me to bnng forth tears.
Clytaemestra
Yes, for your eyes betray the loyal heart wlthm.

Chorus
Yet how can I be certam' Is there some eVIdence?

Clytaemestra
There

15,

there must be, unless a god has lIed to me

Chorus
Is It dream visions, easy to belIeve, you credIt;>
Clytaemestra
I accept nothmg from a brain that IS dull wIth sleep

275

Chorus
The charm, then, of some rumor, that made nch your hope?

Clytaemestra
Am I some young gIrl, that you find my thoughts so sIlly?

Chorus
How long, then, IS It smce the cItadel was stormedClytaemestra
It is the nIght, the mother of thIS dawn I haIled.
Chorus
What kmd of messenger could come 10 speed lIke thIS'?
Clytaemestra
Hephaestus, who cast forth the shmmg blaze from Ida.
And beacon after beacon pickmg up the flare
carried it here; Ida to the Hermaean horn
of Lemnos, where It shone above the Isle, and next
the sheer rock face of Zeus on Athos caught It up;
and plungmg skyward to arch the shoulders of the sea
the strength of the runmng flare m exultation,
pIne tunbers flamIng Into gold, lIke the sunrISe,
«
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brought the brIght message to Macistus' sentinel chffs,
who, never slow nor in the carelessness of sleep
caught up, sent on hIs relay lO the courier chain,
and far across Euripus' streams the beacon flare
carried to SIgnal watchmen on MessaplOn.
These took tt agam lO turn, and heaplOg hIgh a pIle
of sIlvery brush flamed It to throw the message on
And the flare sickened never, but grown stronger yet
outleapt the rIver valley of Asopus lIke
the very moon for shining, to Cithaeron's scaur
to waken the next stanon of the flaming post.
These watchers, not contemptuous of the far-thrown blaze,
klOdled another beacon vaster than commanded.
The lIght leaned hlgh above Gorgopls' starlOg marsh,
and strtkmg Aegyplanctus' mountam top, drove on
yet one more relay, lest the flare dle down lO speed.
Kmdled once more with stlOtiess heapmg force, they send
the beard of flame to hugeness, passmg far beyond
the promontory that gazes on the SaroUlC stralt
and flamlOg far, untlllt plunged at last to strike
the steep rock of Arachnus near at hand, our watchtower.
And thence there fell upon thls house of Atreus' sons
the flare whose fathers mount to the Idaean beacon.
These are the changes on my torchlIght messengers,
one from another rUIlOlOg out the laps asslgned.
The first and the last sprmters have the VIctory.
By such proof and such symbol I announce to you
my lord at Troy has sent rus messengers to me.
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Chorus
The gods, lady, shall have my prayers and thanks straightway.
And yet to hear your story ttll all wonder fades
would be my Wlsh, could you but tell It once agam.

Clytaemestra
The Achaeans have got Troy, upon thlS very day.
I thtnk the city echoes with a clash of CrIes.
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Pour vmegar and 011 mto the selfsame bowl,
you could not say they mlX m fnendshlp, but fight on.
Thus vanant sound the VOices of the conquerors
and conquered, from the OpposltIon of thelr fates
TrOjans are stoopmg now to gather m thelr arms
thelr dead, husbands and brothers, chlldren lean to clasp
the aged who begot them, crymg upon the death
of those most dear, from lips that never wlll be free.
The Achaeans have thelr mldmght work after the fightmg
that sets them down to feed on all the Clty has,
ravenous, headlong, by no rank and file asslgned,
but as each man has drawn hls shaken lot by chance
And m the Tropn houses that thelr spears have taken
they settle now, free of the open sky, the frosts
and dampness of the evemng, wlthout sentmels set
they sleep the sleep of happmess the whole mght through
And If they reverence the gods who hold the Clty
and all the holy temples of the captured land,
they, the despollers, mlght not be despolled m turn.
Let not their paSSlOn overwhelm them, let no lust
selze on these men to vIOlate what they must not
The run to safety and home lS yet to make, they must turn
the pole, and run the backstretch of the double course
Yet, though the host come home without offence to hlgh
gods, eveI'l. so the anger of these slaughtered men
rna y never sleep Oh, let there be no fresh wrong done!
Such are the thoughts you hear from me, a woman merely
Yet may the best Wln through, that none may fail to see.
Of all good thmgs to wlsh thlS lS my dearest ch01ce.

Chorus
My lady, no grave man could speak wlth better grace.
I have listened to the proofs of your tale, and I believe,
and go to make my glad thanksglvmgs to the gods.
This pteasure IS not unworthy of the grief that gave It.
c
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o Zeus our lord and Night beloved,
bestower of power and beauty,
you slung above the bastIons of Troy
the bindmg net, that none, neIther great
nor young, mIght outleap
the gIgantIc toils
of enslavement and final disaster.
I gaze m awe on Zeus of the guests
who wrung from Alexander such payment.
He bent the bow with slow care, that neither
the shaft might hurdle the stars, nor fall
spent to the earth, short driven.
They have the stroke of Zeus to tell of.
This thmg is dear and you may trace It.
He acted as he had decreed. A man thought
the gods deigned not to punish mortals
who trampled down the delIcacy of thmgs
lDvlOlable. That man was WIcked.
The curse on great daring
shines clear; it wrings atonement
from those high hearts that drive to eVIl,
from houses blossoming to pride
and penl. Let there be
wealth without tears; enough for
the wise man who Wlll ask no further.
There is not any armor
in gold against perdItIon
for him who spurns the high altar
of Justice down to the darkness.
Persuasion the persistent overwhelms him,
she, strong daughter of designing Ruin.
And every medicme IS vain; the sin
smolders not, but burns to evil beauty.
As cheap bronze tortured
at the touchstone relapses
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to blackness and grime, so this man
tested shows vam
as a chIld that stnves to catch the bIrd flymg
and wms shame that shall brmg down hIS cIty.
No god wIll hear such a man's entreaty,
but whoso turns to these ways
they strIke hIm down m hIS wIckedness.
ThIs was Pans he came
to the house of the sons of Atreus,
stole the woman away, and shamed
the guest's nght of the board shared. ; "
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She left among her people the stir and clamor
of shIelds and of spearheads,
the ShIpS to saIl and the armor.
She took to Ihum her dowry, death.
She stepped forth hghtly between the gates
darmg beyond all darmg And the prophets
about the great house wept aloud and spoke:
"Alas, alas for the house and for the champIons,
alas for the bed sIgned wIth theIr love together
Here now IS sIlence, scorned, unreproachful
The agony of hIs loss IS clear before us
Longmg for her who lIes beyond the sea
he shall see a phantom gueen m hIS household.
Her Imagt!s m theIr beauty
are bitterness to her lord now
where m the emptmess of eyes
all paSSlOn has faded."
Shimng in dreams the sorrowful
memories pass; they bring hIm
vain delIght only.
It IS vam, to dream and to see splendors,
and the image shpping from the arms' embrace
escapes, not to return agam,
on wmgs dnftmg down the ways of sleep.
«47
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Such have the sorrows been in the house by the hearthsIde;
such have there been, and yet there are worse than these.
In all Hellas, for those who swarmed to the host
the heartbreaking mIsery
shows in the house of each.
Many are they who are touched at the heart by these thmgs.
Those they sent forth they knew;
now, in place of the young men
urns and ashes are carned home
to the houses of the fighters.
The god of war, money changer of dead bodies,
held the balance of hIs spear in the fighting,
and from the corpse-fires at Ihum
sent to their dearest the dust
heavy and bitter Wlth tears shed
packing smooth the urns with
ashes that once were men.
They praise them through their tears, how thIs man
knew well the craft of battle, how another
went down splendId 10 the slaughter:
and all for some strange woman.
Thus they mutter in secrecy,
and the slow anger creeps below their grief
at Atreus' sons and their quarrels.
There by the walls of Ihum
the young men in their beauty keep
graves deep in the ahen soil
they hated and they conquered.
The citizens speak: their voice IS dull with hatred.
The curse of the people must be paid for.
There lurks for me 10 the hooded night
terror of what may be told me.
The gods fail not to mark
those who have killed many.
The black Furies stalking the man
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fortunate beyond all nght
wrench back agam the set of hIs Me
and drop h1m to darkness There among
the cIphers there 1S no more comfort
m power And the vaunt of hIgh glory
1S b1tterness; for God's thunderbolts
crash on the towenng moun tams
Let me attam no env1ed wealth,
let me not plunder CltIes,
neIther be taken m turn, and face
lIfe m the power of another.

(Various members of the Chorus, speaking severally.)
From the beacon's bnght message
the fleet rumor runs
through the c1ty If th1s be real
who knows? Perhaps the gods have sent some lie to us.
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Who of us is so ch1ldish or so reft of W1t
that by the beacon's messages
h1s heart flamed must despond agam
when the tale changes m the end?
It 1S hke a woman mdeed
to take the rapture before the fact has shown for true
They beheve too easIly, are too quick to shIft
from grotlnd to ground; and sW1ft mdeed
the rumor voiced by a woman dIes agam.
Now we shall understand these torches and their shmmg,
the beacons, and the mterchange of flame and flame.
They may be real; yet bnght and dreamwise ecstasy
in light's appearance might have charmed our hearts awry.
I see a herald coming from the beach, h1s brows
shaded with spngs of olIve, and upon h1s feet
the dust, dry SIster of the mlfe, makes plam to me
that he wIll find a V01ce, not merely kmdle flame
from mountam timber, and make Signals from the smoke,
«
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but tell us outrIght. whether to be happy, orbut I shrink back from naming the alternatIve.
That whIch appeared was good; may yet more good be given.

500

And any man who prays that dIfferent thmgs befall
the CIty. may he reap the crime of hIs own heart.

(The Herald enters, and speaks.)
Soil of my fathers, Argive earth I tread upon,
daylIght of the tenth year I have come back to you.
All my hopes broke but one, and this I have at last.
I never could have dared to dream that I might dIe
in Argos, and be buried in this beloved soIl.
Hall to the Argive land and to its sunhght, hall
to its high sovereign, Zeus, and to the Pythian kmg.
May you no longer shower your arrows on our heads.
Beside Scamandrus you were grIm; be satIsfied
and tum to savior now and healer of our hurts,
my lord Apollo. Gods of the market place assembled,
I greet you all, and my own patron deIty
Hermes, beloved herald. in whose rIght all heralds
are sacred; and you heroes that sent forth the host,
propitiously take back all that the spear has left.
o great hall of the kings and house beloved, seats
of sanctity; divinItIes that face the sun:
if ever before, look now with land and glowing eyes
to greet our king in state after so long a time.
He comes, lord Agamemnon, bearing light in gloom
to you, and to all that are assembled here.
Salute him wIth good favor, as he well deserves,
the man who has wrecked Ihum with the spade of Zeus
vindictive, whereby all their plain has been laId waste.
Gone are their altars, the sacred places of the gods
are gone, and scattered all the seed WIthin the ground.
With such a yoke as this gripped to the neck of Troy
he comes, the king, Atreus' elder son, a man
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fortunate to be honored far a bove all men
ahve, not Pans nor the Clty tled to hlm
can boast he dld more than was done him m return
Gmlty of rape and theft, condemned, he lost the pnze
captured, and broke to sheer destruction all the house
of hls fathers, wlth the very ground whereon It stood.
TWlce over the sons of Pnam have atoned thelr sms

Chorus
Hall and be glad, herald of the Achaean host
Herald
I am happy, I no longer ask the gods for death
Chorus
Did passlOn for your country so stnp bare your heart?
Herald
So that the tears broke in my eyes, for happmess
Chorus
You were taken wlth that slckness, then, that brmgs dehght.
Herald
How? I cannot deal wlth such words until I understand.
Chorus
Struck wlth deslre of those who loved as much agam.
Herald
You mean our country longed for us, as we for home?
Chorus
So that I slghed, out of the darkness of my heart
Herald
Whence came thls black thought to affilct the mmd wlth fear?
Choms
Long smce It was my sllence kept dlsaster off
Herald
But how? There were some you feared when the bngs went
away?
Chorus
So much that as, you sald now, even death were grace.
«
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Herald
Well: the end has been good And 10 the length of tIme
part of our fortune you could say held favorable,
but part we cursed agam And who, except the gods,
can hve ttme through forever Wlthout any pam?
Were I to tell you of the hard work done, the lllghts
exposed, the cramped sea-quarters, the foul beds-what part
of day's dIsposal dId we not cry out loud?
Ashore, the horror stayed Wlth us and grew. We lay
against the ramparts of our enemies, and from
the sky, and from the ground, the meadow dews came out
to soak our clothes and fill our halr with lice. And if
I were to tell of winter time, when all birds died,
the snows of Ida past endurance she sent down,
or summer heat, when in the lazy noon the sea
fell level and asleep under a Wllldiess skybut why hve such grIef over again? That tune is gone
for us, and gone for those who dIed. Never agam
need they nse up, nor care again for anything.
Why must a lIve man count the numbers of the slain,
why grIeve at fortune's wrath that fades to break once more?
I call a long farewell to all our unhapp1Oess.
For us, survivors of the ArgIve armament,
the pleasure wins, pain casts no weight in the OpposIte scale.
And here, 10 this sun's shin1Og, we can boast aloud,
whose fame has gone with wmgs across the land and sea:
"Upon a ttme the ArgIve host took Troy, and on
the houses of the gods who hve 10 Hellas naued
the spoils, to be the glory of days long ago."
And they who hear such things shall call this city blest
and the leaders of the host; and high the grace of God
shall be exalted, that did this. You have the story.

Chorus
I must give way; your story shows that I was wrong.
Old men are always young enough to learn, wlth profit.
«
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But Clytaemestra and her house must hear, above
others, thIs news that makes luxunous my hfe.

(Clytaemestra comes forward and speaks)
I raIsed my cry of JOY, and It was long ago
when the first beacon flare of message came by mght
to spe-ak of capture and of IlIum's overthrow.
But there was one who laughed at me, who saId. "You trust
in beacons so, and you belIeve that Troy has fallen t
How lIke a woman, for the heart to 11ft so lIght."
Men spoke lIke that, they thought I wandered m my wits,
yet I made sacnfice, and m the womalllsh stram
VOIce after VOIce caught up the cry along the CIty
to echo m the temples of the gods and bless
and still the fragrant flame that melts the sacnfice.
Why should you tell me then the whole long tale at large
when from my lord hImself I shall hear all the story?
But now, how best to speed my preparation to
receIve my honored lord come home agam-what else
IS lIght more sweet for woman to behold than thIS,
to spread the gates before her husband home from war
and saved by God's hand?-take thIS message to the kmg:
Come, and wIth speed, back to the CIty that longs for hIm,
and may he find a wIfe wlthm hIS house as true
as on the l!ay he left her, watchdog of the house
gentle to hlffi alone, fierce to hIS enemIes,
and such a woman m all her ways as thIS, who has
not broken the seal upon her m the length of days.
WIth no man else have I known delIght, nor any shame
of eVIl speech, more than I know how to temper bronze

(Clytaemestragoes to the back of the stage.)
Herald
A vaunt lIke thIS, so loaded as It IS wIth truth,
It well becomes a hIghborn lady to proclaIm.
«
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Chorus
Thus has she spoken to you, and well you understand,
words that unpress interpreters whose thought is dear.
But tell me, herald; I would learn of Menelaus,
that power beloved in thIs land. Has he sUrvived
also, and come WIth you back to his home again?

615

Herald
1 know no way to lie and make my tale so fair
that fnends could reap JOY of it for any length of time.

620

Chorus
Is there no means to speak us falt, and yet tell the truth?
It WIll not hide, when truth and good are torn asunder.

Herald
He is gone out of the sIght of the Achaean host,
vessel and man ahke. 1 speak no falsehood there.

Chorus
Was It when he had put out from Ilium in your sight.
or dId a storm that struck you both whirl him away?

Herald
How hke a master bowman you have hit the mark
and 10 your speech cut a long sorrow to brief stature.

Chorus
But then the rumor in the host that sailed beside.
was it that he had penshed, or might yet be hvmg?

Herald
No man knows. There is none could tell us that for sure
except the Sun, from whom this earth has hfe and IOcrease.

Chorus
How did this storm, by wrath of the dlViOlties,
strike on our multitude at sea? How dId it end?

Herald
It is not well to stain the blessmg of this day
with speech 'of evil weight. Such gods are honored apart.
c

54 "

62 5

«AGAMEMNON"

And when the messenger of a shaken host, sad faced,
brings to his city news It prayed never to hear,
this scores one wound upon the body of the people;
and that from many houses many men are slam
by the two-lashed whip dear to the War God's hand, this turns
disaster double-bladed, bloodily made two
The messenger so freighted with a charge of tears
should make hiS song of tnumph at the Funes' door.
But, carrying the fair message of our hopes' salvation,
come home to a glad city's hospitalIty,
how shall I mix my gracIous news with foul, and tell
of the storm on the Achaeans by God's anger sent?
For they, of old the deepest enemies, sea and fire,
made a conspiracy and gave the oath of hand
to blast m rum our unhappy Argive army.
At mght the sea began to rISe m waves of death.
Ship agamst ship the Thracian stormwind shattered us,
and gored and split, our vessels, swept III violence
of storm and whlrlwllld, beaten by the breakmg ram,
,
~
drove on III darkness, spun by the wicked shepherd shand.
But when the sun came up agam to light the dawn,
we saw the Aegaean Sea blossommg with dead men,
the men of Achaea, and the wreckage of their ships.
For us, and for our ship, some god, no man, by guile
or by entreaty's force prevaIlmg, laid hiS hand
• and brought us through with hull unscarred.
upon the helm
LIfe-givlllg fortune deigned to take our ship III charge
that neither ridmg In deep water she took the surf
nor drove to shoal and break upon some rocky shore.
But then, delivered from death at sea, III the pale day,
mcredulous of our own luck, we shepherded
in our sad thoughts the fresh disaster of the fleet
so pitifully torn and shaken by the storm.
Now of these others, if there are any left alive
they speak of us as men who perIShed, must they not?
Even as we, who fear that they are gone. But may
«
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it all come well In the end. For Menelaus: be sure
if any of them come back that he wIll be the first
If he is stIll where some sun's gleam can track hIm down,
ahve and open-eyed, by blessed hand of God
who willed that not yet should hIS seed be utterly gone,
there IS some hope that he wIll still come home agalO.
You have heard all; and be sure, you have heard the truth.

(The Herald goes out.)
Chorus
Who is he that named you so
fatally In every way?
Could It be some mmd unseen
in dIvmation of your destroy
shaping to the hps that name
for the bride of spears and blood,
Helen, whIch is death? Appropriately
death of ships, death of men and cIties
from the bower's soft curtained
and secluded luxury she saIled then,
driven on the gIant west wmd,
and armored men in their thousands came,
huntsmen down the oar blade's fading footprint
to struggle 10 blood with those
who by the banks of Simoels
beached their hulls where the leaves break.
And on Ilium in truth
in the hkeness of the name
the sure purpose of the Wrath drove
marriage with death for the guest board
shamed. and Zeus kmdly to strangers,
the vengeance wrought on those men
who graced in too loud VOIce the bride-song
fallen to thel! lot to SlOg,
the kmsmen and the brothers.
And changing lts song's measure
'" 56 "

675

680

68 5

700

705

'" AGAMEMNON»

the ancient c1ty of Pnam
chants m h1gh stram of lamentatIon,
callmg Pans h1m of the fatal marnage;
for 1t endured 1tS hfe's end
m desolation and tears
and the p1teous blood of 1ts people.
Once a man fostered m h1s house
a hon cub, from the mother's muk
torn, cravmg the breast given.
In the first steps of 1ts young hfe
m1ld, 1t played W1th children
and delighted the old.
Caught m the arm's cradle
they pampered 1t hke a newborn chud,
shmmg eyed and broken to the hand
to stay the stress of 1ts hunger.
But 1t grew 'wIth t1me, and the hon
m the blood stram came out; It pa1d
grace to those who had fostered 1t
m blood and death for the sheep flocks,
a grim feast forb1dden.
The house reeked w1th blood run
nor could 1ts people beat down the bane,
the g1ant Iliurderer's onslaught.
Th1s thmg they ra1sed m the1r house was blessed
by God to be pnest of destruction.
And that which first came to the C1ty of timm,
call it a dream of calm
and the wmd d ymg,
the lovehness and luxury of much gold,
the meltmg shafts of the eyes' glances,
the blossom that breaks the heart w1th longing.
But she turned m m1d-step of her course to make
bItter the consummation,
<t.
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whirling on Priam's people
to blight with her touch and nearness.
Zeus hospitable sent her,
a vengeance to make brides weep.

,It has been made long smce and grown old among men,
this saY1Og: human wealth
grown to fulness of stature
breeds again nor dies without issue.
From high good fortune 10 the blood
blossoms the guenchless agony.
Far from others I hold my own
mind; only the act of eVll
breeds others to follow,
young sms 10 its own hkeness.
Houses clear 10 their nght are given
chtldren in aillovelmess.
But Crime aglOg IS made
in men's dark actions
ripe with the young pride
late or soon when the dawn of destmy
comes and birth is given
to the Splrlt none may fight nor beat down,
sinful Dar1Og; and in those halls
the black Vlsaged Disasters stamped
10 the hkeness of their fathers.
And Righteousness is a shin10g 10
the smoke of mean houses.
Her blessing is on the Just man.
From high halls starred with gold by reekmg hands
she turns back
With eyes that glance away to the simple 10 heart,
spuming the strength of gold
stamped false With flattery.
And all things she steers to fulfilment.,
«
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(Agamemnon enters in a chariot, with Cassandra beside
hIm. The Chorus speaks to him)

I

Behold, my kmg: sacker of Troy's citadel,
own Issue of Atreus.
How shall I hall you- How give honor
not crossmg too high nor yet bendmg short
of this time's gracesFor many among men are they who set high
the show of honor, yet break Justice.
If one be unhappy, all else are fam
to grIeve With him: yet the teeth of sorrow
come nowise near to the heart's edge
And In JOY lIkewise they show JOY's semblance,
and torture the face to the false smile
Yet the good shepherd, who knows hiS flock,
the eyes of men cannot he to hIm,
that With water of feigned
love seem to srrule from the true heart
But I: when you marshalled this armament
for Helen's sake, I Will not hide It,
m ugly style you were written m my heart
for steermg aslant the mmd's course
to brmg home by blood
saCrIfice and dead men that wild SpIrIt.
But now, mlove drawn up from the deep heart,
not skImmed at the edge, we hall you.
You have won, your labor IS made gladness.
Ask all men' you will learn m time
whIch of your citizens have been just
In the City'S sway, whIch were reckless.
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Agamemnon
To Argos first, and to the gods Wlthm the land,
I must give due greetmg; they have worked With me to brmg
me home; they helped me m the vengeance I have wrought
on PrIam's city. Not from the hps of men the gods
heard justice, but In one firm cast they laid thell votes
«
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withm the urn of blood that Ihum must dIe
and all her people; whIle above the opposite vase
the hand hovered and there was hope, but no vote fell.
The stormclouds of theIr rum hve; the ash that dIes
upon them gushes stIll 10 smoke theIr pride of wealth.
For all thIs we must thank the gods wIth glace of much
hIgh praIse and memory, we who fenced wlthm our tOIls
of wrath the cIty; and, because one woman strayed,
the beast of Argos broke them, the fierce young Wlthm
the horse, the armored people who marked out theIr leap
agamst the settmg of the PleIades A wIld
and bloody hon swarmed above the towers of Troy
to glut ItS hunger lappmg at the blood of kmgs

820

This to the gods, a prelude strung to length of words.
But, for the thought you spoke, I heard and I remember
and stand behmd you. For I say that It IS true.
In few men IS It part of nature to respect
a frIend's prosperIty without begrudging hIm,
as envy's wIcked pOlson setthng to the heart
pIles up the pam lU one SIck Wlth unhappmess,
who, staggered under suffermgs that are all hIS own,
winces agam to the Vlsion of a neIghbor's bhss.
And I can speak, for I have seen, I know It well,
tlus mirror of companionship, thIS shadow's ghost,
these men who seemed my fnends m all smcerity.
One man of them all, Odysseus, he who saued unwIllmg,
once yoked to me carned hIS harness, nor went slack.
Dead though he be or hvmg, I can say It still.
Now m the business of the CIty and the gods
we must ordain full conclave of all CItizens
and take our counsel. We shall see what element
is strong, and plan that It shall keep ItS VIrtue still.
But that whIch must be healed-we must use medlcme,
or burn, or amputate, WIth hod intentIon, take
all means at hand that mtght beat down corruption's pam.
«
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So to the King's house and the home about the hearth
I take my way, wlth greetmg to the gods wlthm
who sent me forth, and who have brought me home once more.
My pnze was conquest; may lt never fau agam.

(Clytaemestra comes forward and speaks.)
Grave gentlemen of Argohs assembled here,
I take no shame to speak aloud before you ail
the love I bear my husband In the lapse of tlme
modesty fades, 1t lS human.
What I tell you now
I learned not from another, thls lS my own sad hfe
all the long years thls man was gone at Ilmm.
It 1S evu and a thmg of terror when a wtfe
SltS III the house forlorn Wlth no man by, and hears
rumors that hke a fever dle to break agaill,
and men come III wlth news of fear, and on thelr heels
another messenger, wlth worse news to cry aloud
here III this house Had Agamemnon taken all
the wounds the tale whereof was carned home to me,
he had been cut full of gashes hke a fishmg net.
If he had dled each time that rumor told hls death,
he must have been some tnple-bodied Geryon
back from the dead wtth threefold cloak of earth upon
hls body, iOd blled once for every shape assumed.
Because such tales broke out forever on my rest,
many a tlme they cut me down and freed my throat
from the noose overslung where I had caught lt fast.
And therefore lS your son, ill whom my love and yours
are sealed and pledged, not here to stand Wlth us today,
Orestes. It were nght; yet do not be amazed.
Strophius of Phocls, comrade ill arms and falthful fnend
to you, is keeplllg 11lffi. He spoke to me of peru
on two counts; of your danger under ilium,
and here, of revolutlOn and the clamorous people
who nught cast down the councu-since lt hes 10 men's
ox
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nature to trample on the fighter already down.
Such my excuse to you, and wIthout subterfuge.
For me. the runOlng sprmgs that were my tears have dned
utterly up, nor left one drop wlthm. I keep
the pain upon my eyes where late at mght I wept
over the beacons long ago set for your sake,
untended left forever. In the mIdst of dreams
the whIsper that a gnat's thm wmgs could wmnow broke
my sleep apart. I thought I saw you suffer wounds
more than the time that slept wIth me could ever hold.
Now all my suffenng is past, wIth gnefless heart
I hail this man, the watchdog of the fold and hall;
the stay that keeps the shrp alive; the post to gnp
groundward the towenng roof; a father's smgle chIld;
land seen by saIlors after all theIr hope was gone;
splendor of daybreak shmmg from the mght of storm;
the runnmg sprmg d parched wayfarer strays upon.
Oh, It IS sweet to escape from all necessity!
Such is my greeting to him, that he well deserves.
Let none bear malIce; for the harm that went before
I took, and It was great.
Now, my beloved one,
step from your chariot; yet let not your foot, my lord,
sacker of IlIum, touch the earth. My maIdens there!
Why thIS delay? Your task has been appointed you,
to strew the ground before his feet WIth tapestries.
Let there sprmg up into the house he never hoped
to see, where JustIce leads hIm m, a cnmson path.
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In all thmgs else, my heart's unsleeping care shall act
with the gods' aid to set anght what fate ordamed.

(Clytaemestra's handmaidens spread a bright carpet
between the chariot and the door.)
Agamemnon
Daughter of Leda, you who kept my house for me,
there is one way your welcome matched my absence well.
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You stramed It to great length. Yet properly to praise
me thus belongs by right to other lips. not yours.
And all thIs-do not try m woman's ways to make
me dehcate, nor, as If I were some ASIatIc
bow down to earth and wIth WIde mouth cry out to me,
nor cross my path wIth Jealousy by streWIng the ground
wIth robes Such state becomes the gods, and none beSIde.
I am a mortal, a man; I cannot trample upon
these tmted splendors WIthout fear thrown m my path.
I tell you, as a man, not god, to reverence me.
DIscordant is the murmur at such treadmg down
of lovely thmgs; whIle God's most lordly gIft to man
IS decency of mmd. Call that man only blest
who has m sweet tranqUIllIty brought hIS hfe to close.
If I could only act as such, my hope IS good
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Clytaemestra
Yet tell me thIS one thmg, and do not cross my will.
Agamemnoll
My WIllIS mme. I shall not make It soft for you
Clytaemestra
It was m fear surely that you vowed thIS course

to

God.

Agamemnon
No man h!J.s spoken knowmg better what he saId.
Clytaemestra
If Priam had won as you have, what would he have done?
Agamemnon
I well beheve he mIght have walked on tapestrIes.
Clytaemestra
Be not ashamed before the bItterness of men.

Agamemnon
The people murmur, and theIr VOIce IS great in strength.
"' 63
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Clytaemestra
Yet he who goes unenVled shall not be admrred.
Agamemnon
Surely thIS lust for conflIct IS not womanlIke?

94 0

Clytaemestra
Yet for the mighty even to gIve way is grace.
Agamemnon
Does such a victory as this mean so much to you?
Clytaemestra
Oh YIeld! The power IS yours. Give way of your free will.
Agamemnon
Since you must have it-here, let someone With all speed
take off these sandals, slaves for my feet to tread upon.
And as I crush these garments stamed from the rich sea
let no god's eyes of hatred strike me from afar.
Great the extravagance, and great the shame I feel
to spoil such treasure and such sIlver's worth of webs.
So much for all thIS. Take this stranger girl Within
now, and be land. The conqueror who uses softly
hIS power, IS watched from far 10 the land eyes of God,
and thIS slave's yoke is one no man will wear from chOIce
GIft of the host to me, and flower exquisite
from all my many treasures, she attends me here.
Now smce my will was bent to listen to you in this
my feet crush purple as I pass WIthm the hall

Clytaemestra
The sea is there, and who shall dram Its Yield? It breeds
precious as suver, ever of Itself renewed,
the purple ooze wherem our garments shall be dipped.
And by God's grace thIS house keeps full suffiCIency
of all. Poverty IS a thmg beyond Its thought.
I could have vowed to trample many splendors down
«
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had such decree been ordamed from the oracles
those days when all my study was to brmg home your lIfe.
For when the root lIves yet the leaves WIll come agam
to fence the house wIth shade agamst the Dog Star's heat,
and now you have come home to keep your hearth and house
you bnng wIth you the symbol of our wInter's warmth;
but when Zeus ripens the green clusters mto wme
there shall be coolness m the house upon those days
because the master ranges hIs own halls once more
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Zeus, Zeus accomplIsher, accomplIsh these my prayers
Let your mmd brmg these thmgs to pass It IS your WIll

(Agamemnon and Clytaemestra enter the house Cassandra
remains in the chanot The Chorus speaks)
Why must thIS perSIstent fear
beat ItS wmgs so ceaselessly
and so close agamst my mantIC heart?
Why thIs stram unwanted, unrepaId, thus prophetIc?
Nor can valor of good hope
seated near the cham bered depth
of the spmt cast It out
as dreams of dark fancy, and yet tIme
has bUried m the moundmg sand
the sea cables smce that day
when agamst IlIum
the army ~nd the ShIpS put to sea
Yet I have seen WIth these eyes
Agamemnon home agam.
StIll the spmt smgs, drawmg deep
from wlthm thIS unlync threnody of the Fury.
Hope IS gone utterly,
the sweet strength IS far away
Surely thIS IS not fantasy
Surely It IS real, thIS whIrl of drifts
that spm the stricken heart
StIll I pray; may all thIS
«
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expectation fade as vanIty
mto unfulfilment, and not be.

1000

Yet It IS true: the high strength of men
knows no content With lImItation SIckness
chambered beside It beats at the wall between.
Man's fate that sets a true
course yet may strike upon
the blmd and sudden reefs of dIsaster.
But If before such tIme, fear
throw overboard some precIOUS thmg
of the cargo, wIth delIberate cast,
not all the house, labOring
WIth weight of rum, shall go down,
nor smk the hull deep wlthm the sea.
And great and affluent the gift of Zeus
m yield of ploughed acres year on year
makes vOld agam sick starvation.
But when the black and mortal blood of man
has fallen to the ground before hIS feet, who then
can smg spells to call It back again?
Did Zeus not warn us once
when he struck to Impotence
that one who could m truth charm back the dead men?
Had the gods not so ordained
that fate should stand agamst fate
to check any man's excess,
my heart now would have outrun speech
to break forth the water of Its grief
But thiS is so; I murmur deep m darkness
sore at heart; my hope 15 gone now
ever again to unwmd some crucial good
from the flames about my heart

(Clytaemestra comes out from the house again
and speaks to Cassandra.)
Cassandra, you may go within the house as well.
since Zeus in no unkindness has ordained that you
«
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must share our lustral water, stand wIth the great throng
of slaves that flock to the altar of our household god
Step from thIS chanot, then, and do not be so proud
And thmk-they say that long ago Alcmena's son
was sold m bondage and endured the bread of slaves
But If constramt of fact forces you to such fate,
be glad mdeed for masters anCIent III theIr wealth
They who have reaped success beyond thelr dreams of hope
are savage above need and standard toward theIr slaves.
From us you shall have all you have the nght to ask.
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Chorus
What she has spoken IS for you, and clear enough.
Fenced m these fatal nets wherem you find yourself
you should obey her If you can, perhaps you can not
Clytaemestra
Unless she uses speech mcomprehenslble,
barbanan, WIld as the swallow's song, I speak
withm her understandmg, and she must obey.
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Chorus
Go wIth her What she bIds IS best III CIrcumstance
that rmgs you now. Obey, and leave thIS carnage seat.
Clytaemestra
I have no le1sure to stand outside the house and waste
time on t~lS woman At the central altarstone
the flocks are standmg, ready for the sacnfice
we make to thIS glad day we never hoped to see.
You If you are obeymg my commands at all, be qmck.
But If m Ignorance you fall to comprehend,
speak not, but make WIth your barbanan hand some SIgn.
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Chorus
I thmk thIS stranger gIrl needs some mterpreter
who understands. She IS lIke some captive ammal.
C Iytaemestra
No, she IS m the paSSIOn of her own WIld thoughts.
Leavlllg her captured CIty she has come to us
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untrained to take the curb, and wlll not understand
unci her rage and strength have foamed away 1U blood.
I shall throw dov.'11 no more commands for her contempt

(Clytaemestra goes back into the house)
Chorus
I, though, shall not be angry, for I pity her.
Come down, poor creature, leave the empty car. GIve way
to compulslOn and take up the yoke that shall be yours

r070

(Cassandra descends from the chariot and crzes out loud.)
Oh shame upon the earth'
Apollo, Apollo!
Chorus
You cryan Loxlas III agony' He IS not
of those immortals the unhappy supplIcate.

r075

Cassandra
Oh shame upon the earth!
Apollo, Apollo!
Chorus
Now once agallllll bItter VOIce she calls upon
this god, who has not part m any lamentation.
Cassandra
Apollo, Apollo!
Lord of the ways, my rum.
You have undone me once agam, and utterly.

r080

Chorus
I think she will be prophetic of her own dIsaster.
Even in the slave's heart the gift dlvme hves on.
Cassandra
Apollo, Apollo!
Lord of the ways, my ruin.
Where have you led me now at last? What house IS thIS'
«
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Chorus
The house of the Atretdae. If you understand
not that, I can tell you, and so much at least IS true.

Cassandra
No, but a house that God hates, gUllty Wlthill
of kllldred blood shed, torture of Its own,
the shambles for men's butchery, the dnpplllg floor.

I090

Chorus
The stranger IS keen scented lIke some hound upon
the traIl of blood that leads her to dIscovered death.

Cassandra
Behold there the wItnesses to my faIth.
The small chIldren wall for theIr own death
and the flesh roasted that theIr father fed upon.

I09S

Chorus
We had been told before of thIs prophetIc fame
of yours: we want no prophets ill thts place at all.
Cassandra
Ah, for shame, what can she purpose now?
What IS thiS new and huge
stroke of atrocity she plans Withlll the house
to beat down the beloved beyond hope of heallllg?
Rescue isefar away.
Chorus
I can make nothmg of these propheCles. The rest
I understood, the City IS full of the sound of them
Cassandra
So crud then, that you can do this thmg?
The husband of your own bed
to bathe bnght wIth water-how shall I speak the end?
ThIs thmg shall be done with speed. The hand gropes now, and
the other
hand follows ill turn.
«
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Chorus
No, I am lost. After the darkness of her speech
I go beWIldered m a mist of prophecies.
Cassandra
No, no, see there! What ls"that thing that shows'
Is it some net of death?
Or is the trap the woman there, the murderess?
Let now the slakeless fury ill the race
rear up to howl aloud over thls monstrous death.
Chorus
Upon what demon in the house do you call, to ralse
the cry of trlUmph? All your speech makes dark my hope.
And to the heart below trickles the pale drop
as 10 the hour of death
tlffied to our sunset and the mortal radiance.
Ruin lS near, and sWlft.
Cassandra
See there, see there! Keep from hls mate the bull.
Caught m the folded web's
entanglement she pmlOns him and with the black horn
strlkes. And he crumples m the watered bath.
GU1le, I tell you. and death there m the caldron wrought.
Chorus
I am not proud in skill to guess at prophecies.
yet even I can see the eV1I in this thmg.
From divinatlon what good ever has come to men?
Art, and multiphcatlon of words
dnftmg through tangled evJ.i brmg
terror to them that hear.
Cassandra
Alas. alas for the wretchedness of my dl-starred life.
This pam floodmg the song of sorrow is mine alone.
Why have you brollght me here in all unhappiness?
Why. why? Except to die wlth him? What else could be?
«
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Chorus
You are possessed of God, mazed at heart
to sing your own death
song, the wild lyric as
in clamor for Itys, Itys over and over again
her long life of tears weepmg forever grieves
the brown nightingale.

!I45

Cassandra
Oh for the nightingale's pure song and a fate lIke hers.
With fashlOn of beating wmgs the gods clothed her about
and a sweet hfe gave her and wIthout lamentation.
But mme IS the sheer edge of the tearing tron.
Chorus
Whence come, beat upon beat, dnven of God,
vam passlOns of tears?
Whence your cnes, terrified, clashing m horror,
m wrought melody and the smgmg speech?
Whence take you the marks to thIS path of prophecy
and speech of terror?
Cassandra
Oh marriage of Pans, death to the men beloved!
Alas, Scamandrus, water my fathers drank.
There was a time I too at your springs
drank and grew strong. Ah me,
for now eeslde the deadly rivers, Cocytus
and Acheron, I must cry out my prophecies.
Chorus
What is this word, too clear, you have uttered now?
A chIld could understand.
And deep WIthin goes the stroke of the dnpping fang
as mortal pam at the trebled song of your agony
shivers the heart to hear.
Cassandra
o sorrow, sorrow of my city dragged to uttermost death.
o sacnfices my father made at the wall.
«

7I

"

!ISO

!IS5

!I60

!I 65

0:

AESCHYLUS,.

Flocks of the pastured sheep slaughtered there.
And no use at all
to save our C1ty from 1ts pam mfhcted now
And I too, w1th bram ablaze m fever, shall go down.

II70

Chorus
Th1s follows the run of your song.
Is 1t, m cruel force of we1ght,
some d1vm1ty kneelmg upon you brmgs
the death song of your passlOnate suffenng?
I can not see the end.

II75

Cassandra
No longer shall my prophecies hke some young grrl
new-marned glance from under veds, but bnght and strong
as wmds blow mto morning and the sun's upnse
shall wax along the swell hke some great wave, to burst
at last upon the shl1llng of thIS agony.
Now I w1ll tell you plamly and from no cryptlC speech;
bear me then Wltness, runnmg at my heels upon
the scent ofthese old brutal thmgs done long ago.
There 1S a chorr that smgs as one, that shall not agam
lea ve th1s house ever, the song thereof breaks harsh w1th menace.
And drugged to double fury on the wme of men's
blood shed, there lurks forever here a drunken rout
of mgrown vengeful sprrits never to be cast forth.
Hangmg above the hall they chant the1r song of hate
and the old sm; and takmg up the stram m turn
spit curses on that man who spoded h1s brother's bed.
D1d I go w1de, or hit, hke a real archer? Am I
some swindhng seer who hawks his hes from door to door?
Upon your oath, bear w1tness that I know by heart
the legend of ancient Wlckedness w1thin th1S house.

Chorus
And how could an oath, though cast m ng1d honesty,
do any good? And still we stand amazed at you,
«
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reared m an allen City far beyond the sea,
how can you strike, as If you had been there, the truth.

rzoo

Cassandra
Apollo was the seer who set me to this work.
Chorus
Struck with some passlOn for you, and himself a god?
Cassandra
There was a ttme I blushed to speak about these thmgs.
Chorus
True; they who prosper take on airs of vaUlty.
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Cassandra
Yes, then, he wrestled WIth me, and he breathed dellght.
Chorus
Old you come to the gettmg of children then, as people do?
Cassandra
I promised that to

LOXI~S,

but I broke my word.

Chorus
Were you already ecstatic m the skills of God?
Cassandra
Yes; even then I read my City'S destmles.

1210

Chorus
So Loxlas' wrath did you no harm? How could that be?
Cassandra
For this my trespass, none beheved me ever agam.
Chorus
But we do; all that you foretell seems true to us
Cassandra
But this is eVlI, see I
Now once agam the pam of grtm, true prophecy
shIVers my whirlIng brain m a storm of thmgs foreseen.
«
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Look there, see what IS hovenng above the house,
so small and young, Imaged as m the shadow of dreams,
hke chIldren almost, killed by those most dear to them,
and theIr hands filled wIth theIr own flesh, as food to eat
I see them holdmg out the mward parts, the vItals,
oh pltlful, that meat theIr father tasted of....
I tell you. There 15 one that plots vengeance for thIS,
the strengthless hon rollmg m hIS master's bed,
who keeps, ah me, the house agamst hIS lord's return,
my lord too, now that I wear the slave's yoke on my neck
Kmg of the shlPs, who tore up Ihum by the roots,
what does he know of this accursed bItch, who hcks
hlS hand, who fawns on him wIth hfted ears, who hke
a secret death shall stnke the coward's stroke, nor fall?
No, thIS IS danng when the female shall stnke down
the male What can I call her and be nght? What beast
of loathmg? VIper double-fanged, or Scylla wItch
holed m the rocks and bane of men that range the sea;
smoldermg mother of death to smoke relentless hate
on those most dear. How she stood up and howled aloud
and unashamed, as at the breakmg pomt of battle,
m feigned gladness for hIS salvation from the sea!
What does It matter now If men beheve or no?
What IS to come wIll come And soon you too wtll stand
besIde, to murmur in pIty that my words were true

1220

1225

1230

I235

1240

Chorus
Thyestes' feast upon the flesh of his own children
I understand m terror at the thought, and fear
is on me hearmg truth and no tale fabncated.
The rest. I heard it, but wander sull far from the course.

Cassandra
I tell you, you shall look on Agamemnon dead.

Chorus
Peace, peace, poor woman; put those bitter hps to sleep .
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Cassandra
Useless; there lS no god of healmg m thls story.
Chorus
Not U lt must be; may lt somehow fall to come.
Cassandra
Prayers, yes; they do not pray, they plan to stnke, and kill

1250

Chorus
What man lS it who moves thls beastly thmg to be?
Cassandra
What man? You dld mlstake my dlVlOatlOn then
Chorus
It may be; I could not follow through the schemer's plan
Cassandra
Yet I know Greek; I thmk I know lt far too well
Chorus
And Pythlan oracles are Greek, yet hard to read.
Cassandra
Oh, flame and pam that sweeps me once agam! My lord,
Apollo, Kmg of Llght, the pam, aye me, the pam!
This lS the woman-honess, who goes to bed
wlth the ~olf, when her proud hon ranges far away,
and she wlll cut me down; as a wife mlXmg drugs
she wllls to shred the vlrtue of my pUUlshment
mto her bowl of wrath as she makes sharp the blade
agamst her man, death that he brought a mlstress home.
Why do I wear these mockenes upon my body,
thls staff of prophecy, these flowers at my throat?
At least I Wlll spOlI you before I dle. Out, down,
break, damn you! Thls for all that you have done to me.
Make someone else, not me, luxunous m dlsaster ..
Lo now, thls lS Apollo who has stnpped me here
of my prophetlc robes. He watched me all the time
«
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wearmg thIs glory, mocked of all, my dearest ones
who hated me wIth all theIr he<>rts, so vain, so wrong;
called like some gypsy wandenng from door to door
beggar, corrupt, half-starved, and I endured It all
And now the seer has done wIth me, hIs prophetess,
and led me Into such a place as thIs, to dIe.
Lost are my father's altars, but the block IS there
to reek with sacnficlal blood, my own. We two
must dIe, yet die not vengeless by the gods For there
shall come one to avenge us also, born to slay
hiS mother, and to wreak death for hiS father's blood.
Outlaw and >vanderer, dnven far from hiS own land,
he Will come back to cope these stones of mward hate
For thIS IS a strong oath and sworn by the high gods,
that he shall cast men headlong for hiS father felled.
Why am I then so pItIful- Why must I weepSmce once I saw the citadel of Ihum
die as It died, and those who broke the City, doomed
by the gods, fare as they have fared accordingly,
I Will go through wIth It I too Will take my fate.
I call as on the gates of death upon these gates
to pray only for this thmg, that the stroke be true,
and that With no convulSIOn, With a rush of blood
m painless death, I may close up these eyes, and rest.

Chorus
o woman much endurmg and so greatly Wise,
you have saId much. But If thiS thmg you know be true,
this death that comes upon you, how can you, serene,
walk to the altar hke a dnven ox of God?
Cassandra
Friends, there IS no escape for any longer tIme.
Chorus
Yet longest left m tIme is to be honored still.
Cassandra
The day IS here and now; I can not wm by flight.
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Chorus
Woman, be sure your heart IS brave; you can take much.
Cassandra
None but the unhappy people ever hear such praise.
Chorus
Yet there IS a grace on mortals who so nobly dIe.
Cassandra
Alas for you, father, and for your lordly sons.
Ah!
Chorus
What now? What terror whirls you backward from the door?
Cassandra
Foul, foul!
Chorus
What foulness then, unless some horror m the mmd?
Cassandra
That room wlthm reeks wIth blood lIke a slaughter house.
Chorus
What then? Only these vIctIms butchered at the hearth.

I3 IO

Cassandra
There is a breath about It hke an open grave.
Chorus
This is no Synan pride of frankmcense you mean.
Cassandra
So. I am going in, and mourning as I go
my death and Agamemnon's. Let my Me be done.
Ah fnends,
truly this is no wild bIrd Buttering at a bush,
nor vain my speech. Bear Wltness to me when I die,
when falls for me, a woman slam, another woman,
«
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and when a man d1es for th1S w1ckedly mated man
Here m my death I cla1m th1S stranger's grace of you.

13 20

Chorus
Poor wretch, I p1ty you the fate you see so clear.

Cassandra
Yet once more w1ll I speak, and not this time my own
death's threnody I call upon the Sun m prayer
agamst that ultlmate shmmg when the avengers stnke
these monsters down m blood, that they avenge as well
one slmple slave who d1ed, a small thmg, lightly killed
Alas, poor men, their destmy. When all goes well
a shadow w1ll overthrow 1t If 1t be unkmd
one stroke of a wet sponge W1pes all the p1cture out;
and that 1S far the most unhappy thmg of alL

13 2 5
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(Cassandra goes slowly into the house)
Chorus
High fortune 1S a thmg slakeless
for mortals There 1s no man who shall pomt
h1S finger to dnve 1t back from the door
and speak the words: "Come no longer."
Now to th1S man the blessed ones have glVen
Priam's C1ty to be captured
and return 10 the gods' honor
Must he gIve blood for generatlOns gone,
d1e for those slam and m death pile up
more death to come for the blood shed,
what mortal else who hears shall cla1m
he was born clear of the dark angel?

(Agamemnon, inside the house)
Ah, I am struck a deadly blow and deep wlthm I

Chorus
Sllence: who cried out that he was stabbed to death w1thm
the house?

1335
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Agamemnon
Ah me, again, they struck agam. I am wounded twIce.

1345

Chorus
How the kmg cned out aloud to us! I beheve the thmg IS done.
Come, let us put our heads together, try to find some safe way
out.

(The members of the Chorus go about dIstractedly,
each one speaking in turn )
Listen, let me tell you what I thmk IS best to do.
Let the herald call all cltlzens to rally here.
No, better to burst m upon them now, at once,
and take them WIth the blood still runnmg from theIr blades.

T350

I am W1th thIS man and I cast my vote to hIm.
Act now. ThIs IS the penlous and mstant tIme.
Anyone can se-e It, by these first steps they have taken,
they purpose to be tyrants here upon our CIty.
Yes, for we waste tIme, whIle they trample to the ground
delIberatIOn's honor, and their hands sleep not.
I can not tell whIch counsel of yours to call my own.
It IS the man of actlOn who can plan as well.
I feel as hi does, nor can I see how by words
we shall set the dead man back upon hIS feet agam.
Do you mean, to drag our lIves out long, that we must Yield
to the house shamed, and leadershIp of such as these?
No, we can never endure that; better to be killed
Death IS a softer thUlg by far than tyranny.
Shall we, by no more proof than that he cned m pam,
be sure, as by divUlatIOn, that our lord IS dead?
Yes, we should know what is true before we break our rage.
Here is sheer guessUlg and far dIfferent from sure knowledge.
'" 79
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From all sides the VOlces multiply to make me choose
thIS course; to learn first how It stands with Agamemnon.

1370

(The doors oj the palace open, disclosing the bodies oj
Agamemnon and Cassandra, with Clytaemestra
standing over them)
Clytaemestra
Much have I saId before to serve necessity,
but I wIll take no shame now to unsay It all.
How else could I, arming hate agamst hateful men
dIsguised m seemmg tenderness, fence hIgh the nets
of rum beyond overleapmg? Thus to me
the conflIct born of anCIent bItterness is not
a thing new thought upon, but pondered deep m time.
I stand now where I struck him down. The thmg is done.
Thus have I wrought, and I will not deny It now.
That he might not escape nor beat aSIde hIs death,
as fishermen cast their huge clrclmg nets, I spread
deadly abundance of rich robes, and caught hlID fast.
I struck hIm tWIce. In two great Cries of agony
he buckled at the knees and fell. When he was down
I struck hIm the third blow, m thanks and reverence
to Zeus the lord of dead men underneath the ground.
Thus he went down, and the lIfe struggled out of hlID;
and as he dIed he spattered me with the dark red
and vlOlent dnven ram of bItter savored blood
to make me glad, as gardens stand among the showers
of God 10 glory at the blrthtlme of the buds.
These bemg the facts, elders of Argos assembled here,
be glad, If It be your pleasure; but for me, I glory.
Were It relIgion to pour wme above the slain,
thIs man deserved, more than deserved, such sacrament.
He filled our cup with evIl things unspeakable
and now himself come home has drunk It to the dregs.

Chorus
We stand here stunned. How can you speak this way, with mouth
so arrogant, to vaunt above your fallen lord?
«
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Clytaemestra
You try me out as If I were a woman and vain;
but my heart IS not fluttered as I speak before you.
You know it. You can praise or blame me as you wIsh;
it is all one to me. That man is Agamemnon:
my husband; he IS dead, the work of thIS nght hand
that struck in strength of nghteousness And that IS that.

Chorus
Woman, what eVIl thlOg planted upon the earth
or dragged from the runnmg salt sea could you have tasted now
to wear such brutahty and walk m the people's hate?
You have cast away, you have cut away. You shall go homeless
now,
crushed Wlth men's bItterness.

I410

Clytaemestra
Now It is I you doom to be cast out from my CIty
WIth men's hate heaped and curses roarmg m my ears.
Yet look upon thIS dead man, you would not cross hIm once
when with no thought more than as If a beast had dIed,
when his ranged pastures swarmed WIth the deep fleece of flocks,
he slaughtered lIke a VIctim hIS o\>,"n chIld, my pam
grown lOto love, to charm away the wmds of Thrace.
Were you not bound to hunt hIm then clear of thIS sol1
for the gtJi.lt stamed upon hIm? Yet you hear what I
have done, and 10, you are a stern Judge. But I say to you:
go on and threaten me, but know that I am ready,
If fairly you can beat me down beneath your hand,
for you to rule; but if the god grant otherwIse,
you shall be taught-too late, for sure-to keep your place.

1415

1420

1425

Chorus
Great your deSIgn, your speech is a clamor of pnde.
Swung to the red act dnves the fury wlthm your brain
signed clear m the splash of blood over your eyes.
Yet to come IS stroke gIven for stroke
vengeless, forlorn of fnends.
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Clytaemestra
Now hear you thiS, the nght behmd my sacrament:
By my child's Justice driven to fulfilment, by
her Wrath and Fury, to whom I sacnficed this man,
the hope that walks ~y chambers IS not traced with fear
while yet Aeglsthus makes the fire shme on my hearth,
my good fnend, now as always, who shall be for us
the shield of our defiance, no weak thmg, while he,
this other, IS fallen, stamed with this woman you behold,
playthmg of all the golden girls at Ilium;
and here lies she, the captive of his spear, who saw
wonders, who shared his bed, the wise m revelations
and lovmg mistress, who yet knew the feel as well
of the men's rowmg benches Their reward IS not
unworthy He lies there, and she who swanlike cned
aloud her lYric mortallamentauon out
IS laid agamst his fond heart, and to me has gIVen
a delicate eXCltement to my bed's delight.
Chorus
o that m speed, without pam
and the slow bed of sickness
death could come to us now, death that forever
carnes sleep wIthout endmg, now that our lord is down,
our shield, kmdest of men,
who for a woman's grace suffered so much,
struck down at last by a woman.
Alas, Helen, wIld heart
for the multitudes, for the thousand hves
you killed under Troy's shadow,
you alone, to shme m man's memory
as blood flower never to be washed out Surely a demon then
of death walked m the house, men's agony.

Clytaemestra
No, be not so heavy, nor yet draw down
In prayer death's endmg,
" 82 "
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neIther turn all wrath agamst Helen
for men dead, that she alone kIlled
all those Danaan lIves, to work
the grief that IS past all healmg.

Chorus
DIVimty that kneel on tills house and the two
strams of the blood of Tantalus,
m the hands and hearts of women you steer
the strength teanng my heart.
Standmg above the corpse, obscene
as some carrion crow she smgs
the cnppled song and IS proud.

1470

Clytaemestra
Thus have you set the speech of your lIps
straIght, callmg by name
the Splrlt thnce glutted that hves m thIS race
From hIm deep m the nerve IS gIven
the love and the blood drunk, that before
the old wound dries, It bleeds agam

1475

Chorus
Surely It 15 a huge
and heavy spmt bendmg the house you cry;
alas, the bItter glory
of a doo~ that shall never be done Wlth;
and all through Zeus, Zeus,
first cause, pnme mover
For what thlllg wIthout Zeus IS done among mortals?
What here IS wIthout God's biesslllg?

o kmg, my klllg
how shall I weep for you?
What can I say out of my heart of pIty?
Caught III thIS spIder's web you he,
Your lIfe gasped out 10 llldecent death,
struck prone to thIS shameful bed
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by your lady's hand of treachery
and the stroke twm edged of the Iron

Clytaemestra
Can you clalm I have done this?
Speak of me never
more as the wlfe of Agamemnon
In the shadow of thls corpse's queen
the old stark avenger
of Atreus for his revel of hate
struck down thls man,
last blood for the slaughtered chlldren
Chorus
What man shall testify
your hands are clean of thls murder?
How? How' Yet from hls father's blood
mlght swarm some fiend to gUlde you
The black rum that shoulders
through the streammg blood of brothers
stndes at last where he shall W10 reqUltal
•
for the children who were eaten
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o kmg, mykmg
how shall I weep for you'
What can I say out of my heart of pity?
Caught 10 thls spider's web you he,
your hfe gasped out m indecent death,
struck prone to this shameful bed
by your lady's hand of treachery
and the stroke twm edged of the iron.

1520

Clytaemestra
No shame, I thmk, in the death given
thls man And dld he not
first of aUlD thls house wreak death
by treachery?
The flower of thls man's love and mine,
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Iphlgenela of the tears
he dealt with even as he has suffered.
Let rus speech in death's house be not loud.
With the sword he struck,
Wlth the sword he paid for his own act.

Chorus
My thoughts are swept away and I go bewudered.
Where shall I turn the bram's
activity 10 speed when the house IS falhng?
There IS fear in the beat of the blood ram breakmg
wall and tower. The drops come thicker.
StIll fate grmds on yet more stones the blade
for more acts of terror.
Earth, my earth, why did you not fold me under
before ever I saw thiS man he dead
fenced by the tub 10 slIver?
Who shall bury him? Who shall mourn hIm'
Shall you dare thiS who have killed
your lord;> Make lamentatlOn,
render the graceless grace to hiS soul
for huge trungs done 10 Wlckedness?
Who over this great man's grave shall lay
the blessmg of tears
worked sClberly from a true heart?

I530
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Clytaemestra
Not for you to speak of such tendance.
Through us he fell,
by us he died; we shall bury.
There wIll be no tears 10 thiS house for hIm.
It must be Iphlgeneia
hiS chIld, who else,
shall greet her father by the whlrlmg stream
and the ferry of tears
to close hlm 10 her arms and kiss him.
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Chorus
Here is anger for anger Between them
who shall Judge hghtly?
The spoiler IS robbed; he killed, he has paid.
The truth stands ever beside God's throne
eternal he who has wrought shall pay, that IS law
Then who shall tear the curse from their blood?
The seed IS stiffened to rum.
Clytaemestra
You see truth in the future
at last. Yet I wish
to seal my oath with the Spmt
in the house I will endure all thmgs as thc:y stand
now, hard though It be Hereafter
let him go forth to make bleed with death
and gUllt the houses of others.
I will take some small
measure of our nches, and be content
that I swept from these halls
the murder, the sm, and the fury.

1560

1570

1575

(Aegisthus enters,followed at a lIttle dIstance by his
armed bodyguard.)
Aegisthus
o splendor and exaltatlOn of thiS day of doom I
Now I can say once more that the high gods look down
on mortal cnmes to vmdlcate the nght at last,
now that I see thiS man-sweet sight-before me here
sprawled m the tanghng nets of fury, to atone
the calculated eVil of hiS father's hand.
For Atreus, thiS man's father, Kmg of ArgohsI tell you the clear story-drove my father forth,
Thyestes, hiS own brother, who had challenged him
ill hiS bng's right-forth from hiS city and hiS home.
Yet sad Thyestes came agam to supplIcate
the hearth, and wm some grace, m that he was not slam
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nor sOIled the doorstone of lus fathers with blood spdled.
Not his own blood. But Atreus, this man's godless sue,
angnly hospitable set a feast for him,
m seeming a glad day of fresh meat slain and good
cheer, then served my father hiS own chddren's flesh
to feed on. For he carved away the extremities,
hands, feet, and cut the flesh apart, and covered them
served in a dish to my father at his table apart,
who with no thought for the featureless meal before him ate
that ghastly food whose curse works now before your eyes.
But when he knew the terrible thmg that he had done,
he spat the dead meat from him with a cry, and reeled
spurn10g the table back to heel with strength the curse:
"Thus crash in ruin all the seed of Pleisthenes "
Out of such acts you see thiS dead man stncken here,
and it was I, 10 my nght, who wrought this murder, I
thud born to my unhappy father, and Wlth hlm
dnven, a helpless baby 10 arms, to bamshment.
Yet I grew up, and Justice brought me home aga1O,
till from afar I laid my hands upon this man,
since it was I who pieced together the fell plot.
Now I can rue 10 honor agam, if die I must,
having seen him caught m the cords of hiS Just pumshment

1590
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Chorus
Aegisthus,ethis strong vaunting in distress is vde,
You clalm that you deliberately killed the kIng,
you, and you only, wrought the pity of thiS death
I tell you then: There shall be no escape, your head
shall face the stones of anger from the people's hands.

1615

Aegisthus
So loud from you, stooped to the meanest rowmg bench
with the ship's masters lordly on the deck above?
You are old men; well, you shall learn how hard it is
at your age, to be taught how to behave yourselves.
But there are chains, there is starvatlon Wlth itS pam,
0:
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excellent teachers of good manners to old men,
wise surgeons and exemplars. Look I Can you not see it?
Lash not at the goads for fear you hIt them, and be hurt.

Chorus
So then you, hke a woman, waIted the war out
here m the house, shammg the master's bed wIth lust,
and planned agamst the lord of war thIS treacherous death?

1625

Aegisthus
It is Just such words as these wIll make you cry in pain.
Not yours the lIps of Orpheus, no, qUIte otherwIse.
whose VOIce of rapture dragged all creatures 10 hIS tra1O.
You shall be dragged, for baby whlmpenngs sobbed out
10 rage. Once broken, you wul be eaSIer to deal WIth.

1630

Chorus
How shall you be lord of the men of Argos, you
who planned the murder of thIS man, yet could not dare
to act It out, and cut hun down with your own hand?

Aegisthus
No, clearly the deception was the woman's part,
and I was suspect. that had hated him so long.
Still with his money I shall endeavor to control
the citizens. The mutinous man shall feel the yoke
drag at hIs neck, no cornfed racing colt that runs
free traced; but hunger, gnm companion of the dark
dungeon shall see him broken to the hand at last.

Chorus
But why, why then, you coward, could you not have slam
your man yourself? Why must it be hIS wue who killed.
to curse the country and the gods With10 the ground?
Oh, can Orestes hve, be somewhere in sunlIght still?
Shall fate grown gracious ever bring him back again
10 strength of hand to overwhelm these murderers?
c
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Aegisthus
You shall learn then, smce you stlCk to stubbornness of mouth
and hand.
Up now from your cover, my henchmen: here 1S work for you
to do

1650

Chorus
Look, they come! Let every man clap fist upon hIs huted sword.
Aegisthus
I too am sword-handed agamst you, I am not afraId of death.
Chorus
Death you sald and death It shall be; we take up the word of
fate.
Clytaemestra
No, my dearest, dearest of all men, we have done enough. No
more
violence. Here is a monstrous harvest and a bltter reaping time.
There 1S pam enough already. Let us not be bloody now.
Honored gentlemen of Argos. go to your homes now and give
way
to the stress of fate and season. We could not do otherwise
than we d1d. If thls is the end of suffering, we can be content
broken as we are by the brute heel of angry destmy.
Thus a w~an speaks among you. Shall men deIgn to understand?

1655
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Aegisthus
Yes, but think of these foohsh hps that blossom into leering gibes.
thmk of the taunts they Splt against me darmg destroy and power,
sober opinion lost in msults hurled against my majesty.
Chorus
It was never the Arglve way to grovel at a vUe man's feet.
Aegisthus
I shall not forget trns;

ill

the days to come I shall be there.
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Chorus
Nevermore, If God's hand gUldmg brings Orestes home again.

Aegisthus
Exues feed on empty dreams of hope. I know it. I was one.

Chorus
Have your way, gorge and grow fat, sOli JustIce, whIle the
power IS yours.

Aegisthus
You shall pay, make no mIstake, for thIS mlsgUlded insolence.

Chorus
Crow and strut, brave cockerel by your hen; you have no
threats to fear.

Clytaemestra
These are howls of Impotent rage; forget them, dearest; you
and I
have the power; we two shall brmg good order to our house
at least.

(They enter the house. The doors close. All persons leave the stage.)

.. 90 "

1670

THE
LIBATION
BEARERS
Translated by
RICHMOND LATTIMORE

CHARACTBRS

Orestes. son of Agamemnon and Clytaemestra
Pylades. his friend
Electra, his sister
Chorus, offoreign serving-women
A servant (doorkeeper)
Clytaemestra, now wife of Aegisthus. queen of Argos
Cilissa, the nurse
Aegisthus, now king of Argos
A follower of Aegisthus
Various attendants of Orestes, Clytaemestra, Aegisthus (silent parts)

THE LIBATION BEARERS
SCENE: Argos. The first part of the play (1-651) takes place at the tomb
of Agamemnon: the last part (652 to the end) before the door of
Clytaemestra's palace. No mechanical change of scene is necessary. The altar or tomb ofAgamemnon should be well down stage.
The door to the house should be in the center, back.
(Enter, as travelers, Orestes and Pylades.)
Orestes
Hermes, lord of the dead, who watch over the powers
of my fathers, be my saVlOr and stand by my claIm.
Here is my own sOlI that I walk:. I have come home;
and by thIs mounded gravebank I invoke my sire
oo~oo~~
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Here is a lock of hair for Inachus, who made
me grow to manhood. Here a strand to mark my gnef.
I was not by, my father, to mourn for your death
nor stretched my hand out when they took your corpse away.

(The chorus, with Electra, enter from the side.)
But what can thIs mean that I see, thIs group that comes
of women veIled in dlgmtles of black? At what
sudden occurrence can I guess? Is thIs some new
wound strvck into our house? I think they bnng these urns
to pour, in my father's honor, to appease the powers
below. Can I be nght, Surely, I thmk I see
Electra, my own sIster, walk m bItter show
ofmournmg Zeus, Zeus, grant me vengeance for my father's
murder. Stand and fight besIde me, of your grace.
Pylades, stand we out of their way. So may I learn
the meanmg of these women; what theIr prayer would ask.

Chorus
I came in haste out of the house
to carry hbations, hurt by the hard stroke of hands.
c
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My cheek shows bnght, npped 10 the bloody furrows
of na11s gash10g the Sk1O.
Th1s 1S my hfe: to feed the heart on hard-drawn breath.
And 10 my gnef, w1th sphtting weft
of ragtorn hnen across my heart's
brave show of robes
came sound of my hands' strokes
m sorrows whence sm11es are fled.
Terror, the dream dlViner of
thIS house, belled clear, shuddered the sk1O, blew wrath
from sleep, a cry In mght's obscure watches,
a voice of fear deep In the house,
droppIng deadweIght m women's mner chambers.
And they who read the dream meanmgs
and spoke under guarantee of God
told how under earth
dead men held a grudge st111
and smoldered at their murderers.
On sl1ch grace W1thout grace, evtl's turnmg aSIde
(Earth, Earth, kmd mother!)
bent, the godless woman
sends me forth. But terror
1S on me for th1s word let fall.
What can wash off the blood once sptlled upon the ground?
o hearth soaked in sorrow,
o wreckage of a fallen house.
Sunless and where men fear to walk
the mIsts huddle upon tbts house
where the hIgh lords have penshed.
The pride not to be warred w1th, fought wIth, not to be beaten
down
of old, sounded in all men's
ears, in all hearts sounded,
has shrunk away. A man
goes in fear. HIgh fortune,
• 94 ,.
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this in man's eyes is god and more than god is thlS.
But, as a beam balances, so
sudden dlsasters walt, to stnke
some m the bnghtness, some m gloom
of half dark in therr elder t1!lle.
Desperate night holds others.

65

Through too much glut of blood drunk by our fostermg ground
the vengeful gore lS caked and hard, will not dram through
The deep-run rum carries away
the man of gUllt. Swarmmg mfectlon bOlls withm.

70

For one who handles the bridal close, there is no cure.
All the world's waters running m a single drat
may try to wash blood from the hand
of the stained man; they only brmg new blood guilt on.

75

But as for me: gods have forced on my Clty
resisted fate. From our fathers' houses
they led us here. to take the lot of slaves.
And mine it is to wrench my will, and consent
to their commands, right or wrong,
to beat down my edged hate.
And yet under veils I weep
the vanities that have killed
my lord; and freeze Wlth sorrow m the secret heart.

60
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Electra
Attendant women, who order our house, since you
are with me in thlS supphcation and escort
me here, be also my advisers in this nte.
What shall I say, as I pour out these outpourings
of sorrow? How say the good word, how make my prayer
to my father? shall I say I brmg it to the man
beloved, from a loving wue. and mean my mother? I
have not the daring to say this, nor know what else
to say, as I pour this hqUld on my father's tomb.
Shall I say thiS sentence, regular in human use:
c
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"Grant good return to those who send to you these flowers
of honor: gifts to match the ... eVll they have done."

95

Or, qUlet and dishonored, as my father died
shall I pour out thiS offenng for the ground to dnnk,
and go, hke one who empties garbage out of doors,
and tum my eyes, and throw the vessel far away.
Dear friends, in this dehberation stay with me.
We hold a common hatred ill this house Do not
for fear of any, hide your thought mside your heart.
The day of destmy walts for the free man as well
as for the man enslaved beneath an allen hand.
If you know any better course than mme, tell me.

100
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Chorus
In reverence for your father's tomb as tf It were
an altar, I wIll speak my heart's thought, as you ask.

Electra
Tell me then, please, as you respect my father's grave.
Chorus
Say words of grace for those of good Wlll, as you pour.

Electra
Whom of those closest to me can I call my fnend?

1I0

Chorus
Yourself first; all who hate Aegisthus after that.

Electra
You mean these prayers shall be for you, and for myself?
Chorus
You see it now; but it is you whose thought this is.

Electra
Is there some other we should bring in on our side?
Chorus
Remember Orestes, though he wanders far away.
e
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Electra
That was well spoken; you did well remmdmg me.

Chorus
Remember, too, the murderers, and agamst them .•.

Electra
What shall I say? Guide and instruct my 19norance.

Chorus
Invoke the coming of some man, or more than man.

Electra
To come to Judge them, or to give them punishment?

120

Chorus
Say sunply: "one to kill them, for the Me they took."

Electra
I can ask thlS, and not be wrong in the gods' eyes?

Chorus
May you not hurt your enemy, when he struck first?

Electra
Almighty herald of the world above, the world
below: Hermes, lord of the dead, help me; announce
my prayers to the charmed spmts underground, who watch
over my fjther's house, that they may hear Tell Earth
herself, who brings all thmgs to birth, who glVes them strength,
then gathers their blg YIeld mto herself at last.
I myself pour these lustral waters to the dead,
and speak, and call upon my father: Plty me;
pity your own Orestes. How shall we be lords
in our house? We have been sold, and go as wanderers
because our mother bought herself, for us, a man,
Aeglsthus, he who helped her hand to cut you down.
Now I am what a slave is, and Orestes lives
outcast from his great properties, while they go proud
m the high style and luxury of what you worked
or
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to win. By some good fortune let Orestes come
back home Such 1S my prayer, my father. Hear me; hear.
And for myself, grant that I be more temperate
of heart than my mother; that I act with purer hand.

I40

Such are my prayers for us; but for our enem1es,
father, I pray that your avenger come, that they
who killed you shall be killed in turn, as they deserve.
Between my prayer for good and prayer for good I set
this prayer for eV11; and I speak it agamst Them.
For us, brmg blessings up mto the world Let Earth
and conquermg Justice, and all gods bes1de, give aid.

145

Such are my prayers; and over them I pour these dnnk
offermgs. Yours the strain now, yours to make them flower
W1th mournmg song, and mcantation for the dead.

ISO

Chorus
Let the tear fall, that clashes as it d1es
as died our fallen lord;
d1e on this mound that fences good from eV11,
washing away the death stam accursed
of drink offermgs shed. Hear me, oh hear, my lord,
majesty hear me from your dark heart; oh hear.
Let one come, in strength
of spear, some man at arms who will set free the house
holdmg the Scythian bow backbent m his hands,
a barbarous god of war spattenng arrows
or closing to slash, w1th sword hllted fast to his hand.

Electra
Father, the earth has drunk my offermgs poured to you.
Something has happened here, my women. Help me now.

Chorus
Speak,

u you will. My heart 1S in a dance of fear.

Electra
Someone has cut a strand of ha1r and laid 1t on
the tomb.

ISS
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Chorus
What man? Or was 1t some deep-waisted grrl?

Electra
There is a mark, which makes it plain for any to guess.

Chorus
Explain, and let your youth mstruct my elder age.

Electra
No one could have cut off this strand, except myself.

Chorus
Those others, whom it would have become, are full of hate.

Electra
Yet here it 1S, and for appearance matches well ...

Chorus
With whose hair? Tell me. This is what I long to know. • . .

175

Electra
W1th my own hair. It is almost exactly like.

Chorus
Can it then be a secret gift from Orestes?

Electra
It seems that it must be nobody's hair but his.

Chorus
Did Orestes dare to come back here? How could this be?

Electra
He sent this severed strand, to do my father grace.

Chorus
It will not stop my tears u you are nght. You mean
that he can never again set foot upon this land.

Electra
The bitter wash has surged upon my heart as well.
I am struck through, as by the cross-stab of a sword,
c
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and from my eyes the thlIsty and unguarded drops
burst in a storm of tears like wmter rain, as I
look on thIs strand of halI. How could I thmk some other
man, some burgess, could ever go grand m haIr lIke thIS?
She never could have cut it, she who murdered hlffi
and IS my mother, but no mother in her heart
which has assumed God's hate and hates her chIldren. No.
And yet, how can I say m open outrIght confidence
thIs IS a treasured token from the best beloved
of men to me, Orestes' Does hope fawn on me?
Ah
I WIsh it had the kind voice of a messenger
so that my mmd would not be torn m two, I not
shaken, but It could tell me plam to throw thIS strand
away as vIle, If it was cut from a hated head,
or lIke a brother could have mourned with me, and been
a treasured splendor for my father, and hIS grave.

18S
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The gods know, and we call upon the gods; they know
how we are spun in circles lIke seafarers, m
what storms But If we are to wm, and our ShIP lIve,
from one small seed could burgeon an enormous tree.
But see, here IS another sIgn Footprmts are here.
The feet that made them are alIke, and look lIke mme
There are two sets of footprmts: of the man who gave
hIS haIr, and one who shared the road WIth hIm I step
where he has stepped, and heelmarks, and the space between
his heel and toe are like the prmts I make. Oh, thIS
is torment, and my wits are gomg.

(Orestes comes from his place ofconcealment.)
Orestes
Pray for what IS to come, and tell the gods that they
have brought your former prayers to pass. Pray for success.
Electra
Upon what ground? What have I won yet from the gods?
«
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Orestes
You have come m sight of all you long since prayed to see.

215

Electra
How did you know what man was subject of my prayer?
Orestes
I know about Orestes, how he stirred your heart.
Electra
Yes; but how am I given an answer to my prayers?
Orestes
Look at me. Look for no one closer to you than I.
Electra
Is this some net of treachery, friend, you catch me in?

220

Orestes
Then I must be contnVIng plots agamst myself.
Electra
It IS your pleasure to laugh at my unhappmess.
Orestes
I only mock my own then, if I laugh at you.
Electra
Are you really Orestes? Can I call you by that name?
Orestes
You see my actual self and are slow to learn. And yet
you saw this strand of hair I cut in sign of grief
and shuddered with excitement, for you thought you saw
me, and again when you were measuring my tracks.
Now lay the severed strand against where It was cut
and see how well your brother's hair matches my head.
Look at thIs piece of weaving, the work of your hand
with its blade strokes and figured design of beasts. No, no,
control yourself. and do not lose your head for joy.
I know those nearest to us hate us bitterly.
c
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Electra
o dearest, treasured darlmg of my father's house,
hope of the seed of our salvation, wept for, trust
your strength of hand, and wm your father's house agam
o bnght beloved presence, you bnng back four lIves
to me. To call you father lS constramt of fact,
and all the love I could have borne my mother turns
your way, whlle she lS loathed as she deserves; my love
for a pltllessly slaughtered slster turns to you.
And now you were my steadfast brother after all.
You alone bring me honor; but let Force, and Right,
and Zeus almighty, thll;:d wlth them, be on your slde.
Orestes
Zeus, Zeus, direct all that we try to do Behold
the orphaned chlldren of the eagle-father, now
that he has dled entangled in the bmdmg COlIs
of the deadly Vlper, and the young he left behmd
are worn Wlth hunger of starvatlOn, not full grown
to bnng their shelter slam food, as thelr father dld.
It wlth my slster, whom I name, Electra here,
stand in your sight, chlldren whose father lS lost We both
are driven from the house that should be ours If you
destroy these fledgehngs of a father who gave you
sacnfice and high honor, from what hand lIke his
shall you be glven the sacred feast whlch lS your nght?
Destroy the eagle's brood, and you have no more means
to send your signs to mortals for thelr strong behef;
nor, if the stump rot through on thls baromal tree,
shall it sustalll your altars on sacrlficlal days
Safe keep It: from a httle thmg you can ralse up
a house to grandeur, though It now seem overthrown.

Chorus

o duldren, sIlence' Saviars of your father's house,
be silent, chlldren. Otherwise someone may hear
and for mere love of goSSlp carry news of all
" 102 ,.
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you do, to those 10 power, to those I long to see
some day as corpses in the leak10g pitch and flame.

Orestes
The bIg strength of Apollo's oracle will not
forsake me. For he charged me to WID through thIS hazard,
with dlvinatlon of much, and speech articulate,
the w10ters of dIsaster under the warm heart
were I to fau agamst my father's murderers;
told me to cut them down 10 theIr own fashion, turn
to the bull's fury m the loss of my estates.
He Said that else I must myself pay penalty
with my own hfe, and suffer much sad punishment;
spoke of the angers that come out of the ground from those
beneath who turn agamst men; spoke of SIcknesses,
ulcers that nde upon the flesh, and clmg, and Wlth
WIld teeth eat away the natural tissue, how on this
dIsease shall grow 10 turn a leprous fur. He spoke
of other ways again by which the avengers mIght
attack, brought to fulfilment from my father's blood.
For the dark arrow of the dead men underground
from those Wlthin my blood who fell and turn to call
upon me; madness and empty terror 10 the night
on one who sees dear and whose eyes move 10 the dark,
must tear him loose and shake him untu, WIth all his bulk
degraded "y the bronze-loaded lash, he lose hIS city.
And such as he can have no share in the communal bowl
allowed them, no cup filled for fnends to drink. The wrath
of the father comes unseen on them to drive them back
from altars None can take them 10 nor shelter them.
DIshonored and unloved by all the man must die
at last, shrunken and wasted away 10 pamful death.
Shall I not trust such oracles as trus? Or If
I do not trust them, here is work that must be done.
Here numerous deSIres converge to dnve me on:
the god's urgency and my father's passion, and
c 103 ,.
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with these the loss of my estates wears hard on me;
the thought that these my cItizens, most high renowned
of men, who toppled Troy in show of courage, must
go subject to this brace of women; SlOce hIs heart
IS female; or, If It be not, that soon wlll show.

30S

Chorus
Almighty Destmies, by the wlll
of Zeus let these things
be done, 10 the turning of Justice.
For the word of hatred spoken, let hate
be a word fulfilled. The spirit of RIght
cries out aloud and extracts atonement
due: blood stroke for the stroke of blood
shall be paid. Who acts, shall endure. So speah
the voice of the age-old wisdom.

3IO

Orestes
Father, 0 my dread father, what thing
can I say, can I accomplish
from this far place where I stand, to mark
and reach you there in your chamber
Wlth light that WIll match your dark?
Yet it is called an action
of grace to mourn in style for the house,
once great, of the sons of Atreus.
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Chorus
Child, when the fire burns
and tears with teeth at the dead man
it can not wear out the heart of wdl.
He shows hIS wrath 10 the afterdays. One dies, and is dirged.
Light falls on the man who kllied him.
He is hunted down by the deathsong
for SIres slain and for fathers,
disturbed, and stern, and enormous.
« 104 •
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Electra
Hear me, my father; hear m turn
all the tears of my sorrows.
Two duldren stand at your tomb to smg
the burden of your death chant.
Your grave 1S shelter to supplIants,
shelter to the outdrlven.
What here 1S good; what escape from grief?
Can we outwrestle d1saster?

Chorus
Yet from such as th1s the god, u he w1ll,
can work out strams that are farrer.
For dirges chanted over the grave
the wmner's song m the lordly house;
brmg home to new arms the beloved.
Orestes
If only at Thum,
father, and by some Lydan's hands
you had gone down at the spear's stroke,
you would have left high fame in your house,
in the going forth of your chIldren
eyes' admiration;
founded the deep piled bank of earth
for grave by the doubled water
WIth light lift for your household;

Chorus
loved then by those he loved
down there beneath the ground
who d1ed as heroes, he would have held
state, and a lord's majesty,
vassal only to those most great,
the Kmgs of the under darkness.
For he was King on earth when he lived
over those whose hands held power of life
and death, and the staff of authority.
.. lOS"
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Electra
No, but not under Troy's
ramparts, father, should you have dIed,
nor, with the rest of the spearstruck hordes
have found your grave by Scamandrus' crOSSlOg
Sooner, his murderers
should have been killed, as he was,
by those they loved, and have found their death,
and men remote from this outrage
had heard the distant story.
Chorus
Child, chIld, you are dreaming, smce dreamlOg IS a lIght
paStime, of fortune more golden than gold
or the Blessed Ones north of the North WlOd
But the stroke of the twofold lash is poundlOg
close, and powers gather under ground
to gIve ald. The hands of those who are lords
are unclean, and these are accursed.
Power grows on the side of the children.

370
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Orestes
This cry has come to your ear
hke a deep driven arrow.
Zeus, Zeus, force up from below
ground the delayed destruction
on the hard heart and the darmg
hand, for the right of our fathers.
Chorus
May I claun right to close the deathsong
chanted in glory across
the man speared and the woman
dying. Why darken what deep within me forever
flitters? Long sooce against the heart's
stem a bitter wind has blown
thin anger and burdened hatred.
« 106
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Electra
May Zeus, from all shoulder's strength,
pound doVt'1l hIS fist upon them,
ohay, smash their heads.
Let the land once more believe.
There has been wrong done. I ask for nght.
Hear me, Earth. Hear me, grandeurs of Darkness.

Chorus
It IS but law that when the red drops have been spIlled
upon the ground they cry aloud for fresh
blood. For the death act calls out on Fury
to brmg out of those who were slam before
new rum on rum accomplIshed.

395
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Orestes
Hear me, you lordships of the world below.
Behold m assembled power, curses come from the dead,
behold the last of the sons of Atreus, foundering
lost, wIthout future, cast
from house and nght. 0 god, where shall we turn?

Chorus
The heart Jumped m me once agam
to hear thiS unhappy prayer.
I was dIsconsolate then
and the deep heart withm
darkened to hear you speak It.
But when strength came back hope lifted
me agam, and the sorrow
was gone and the lIght was on me.
Electra
Of what thmg can we speak, and strike more close.
than of the sorrows they who bore us have gIven?
So let her fawn if she ltkes. It softens not.
For we are bloody lIke the wolf
and savage born from the savage mother.
'" I 0 7 »

410

415

420

«AESCHYLUS"

Chorus
I struck my breast ill the stroke-style of the Anan,
the CISSian mourning woman,
and the hail-beat of the driftmg fists was there to see
as the rising pace went ill a pattern of blows
downward and upward unnl the crashing strokes
played on my hammered, my all-stricken head.

425

Electra

o cruel, cruel
all daring mother, in cruel processional
with all his citizens gone,
with all sorrow for him forgotten
you dared bury your unbewept lord.

43 0

Orestes

o all unworthy of him, that you tell me.
Shall she not pay for thIS dishonor
for all the immortals,
for all my own hands can do?
Let me but take her hfe and die for it.

435

Chorus
Know then, they hobbled him beneath the armpits,
with his own hands. She wrought so, in his burial
to make his death a burden
beyond your strength to carry.
The mutilation of your father. Hear it.

440

Electra
You tell of how my father was murdered. Meanwhile I
stood apart, dishonored, nothmg worth,
in the dark corner, as you would kennel a vicious dog,
and burst in an outrush of tears, that came that day
where smiles would not, and hid the streaming of my grief.
Hear such, and carve the letters of it on your heart.
'" 108 "
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Chorus
Let words such as these
drip deep m your ears, but on a qU1et heart.
So far all stands as 1t stands;
what 1S to come, yourself burn to know.
You must be hard, give no ground, to win home.

455

Orestes
I speak to you. Be w1th those you love, my father.

Electra
And I, all in my tears, ask w1th hun.

Chorus
We gather mto murmurous revolt. Hear
us, hear. Come back mto the light.
Be Wlth us agamst those we hate.

Orestes
Warstrength shall collide w1th warstrength, right with right.
Electra
o gods, be Just in what you bring to pass.

Chorus
My flesh crawls as I hsten to them pray.
The day of doom has waited long.
They call ior it. It may come.

o pam grown into the race
and blood-dripping stroke
and grinding cry of d1saster,
moanmg and unpossible we1ght to bear.
Sickness that fights all remedy.

470

Here m the house there lies
the cure for this, not to be brought
from outside, never from others
but in themselves, through the fierce wreck and bloodshed.
Here is a song sung to the gods beneath us.

475
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Hear then, you blessed ones under the ground,
and answer these prayers WIth strength on our side,
free gut for your chtldren's conquest.

Orestes
Father, 0 Kmg who dIed no kingly death, I ask
the gut of lordship at your hands, to rule your house.
Electra
I too, my father, ask of you such grace as this:
to murder Aegisthus with strong hand, and :hen go free.
Orestes
So shall your memory have the feasts that men honor
in custom. Otherwise when feasts are gay, and portIons
burn for the earth, you shall be there, and none gIve heed.

485

Electra
I too out of my own full dowership shall brmg
lIbations for my bridal from my father's house.
Of all tombs, yours shall be the lordlIest 10 my eyes.
Orestes
o Earth. let my father emerge to watch me fight.
Electra
Persephone. grant still the wonder of success.

490

Orestes
Think of that bath, father, where you were stripped of lue.
Electra
Think of the casting net that they contrived for you.

Orestes
They caught you lIke a beast in toils no bronzesmith made.

Eiectra
Rather. hid you in shrouds that were thought out in shame.

Orestes
Will you not waken. father, to these challenges?
«
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Electra
Will you not rear upnght that best beloved head?

Orestes
Send out your nght to battle on the side of those
you love, or glVe us holds hke those they caught you in.
For they threw you. Would you not see them thrown 10 turn'

Electra
Hear one more cry, father, from me. It IS my last.
Your nesclmgs huddle suppliant at your tomb: look forth
and pity them, female with the male strain ahke.
Do not wipe out this seed of the Pelopldae.
So, though you died, you shall not yet be dead, for when
a man dies, children are the VOlce of his salvation
afterward. Like corks upon the net, these hold
the drenched and flaxen meshes, and they will not drown.
Hear us, then. Our complamts are for your sake, and if
you honor this our argument, you save yourself.
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Chorus
None can find fault with the length of this discourse you drew
out, to show honor to a grave and fate unwept
before. The rest is action. Since your heart is set
that way, now you must strike and prove your destmy.

510

Orestes
So. But I am not wandering from my strict course
when I ask why she sent these lIbations, for what cause
she acknowledges, too late, a cnme for which there IS
no cure. Here was a wretched grace brought to a man
dead and unfeelmg. This I fall to understand.
The offerings are too small for the act done. Pour out
all your possessions to atone one act of blood,
you waste your work, it is all useless, reason says.
Explain me this, for I would learn It, if you know.
« III »
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Chorus
I know, child, I was there. It was the dreams she had.
The godless woman had been shaken 10 the night
by floating terrors, when she sent these offermgs.

52 5

Orestes
Do you know the dream, too? Can you tell it to me nght?
Chorus
She told me herself. She dreamed she gave bIrth to a snake.
Orestes
What is the end of the story then? What is the point?
Chorus
She laid it swathed for sleep as IT It were a child.
Orestes
A little monster. Did it want some kind of food?
Chorus
She herself, in the dream, gave It her breast to suck.
Orestes
How was her nipple not tom by such a beastly thing?
Chorus
It was. The creature drew in blood along with the mllk.
Orestes
No void dream this. It is the Vlsion of a man.
Chorus
She woke screaming out of her sleep, shaky with fear,
as torches kindled all about the house, out of
the blind dark that had been on them, to comfort the queen.
So now she sends these mourning offerings to be poured
and hopes they are medicinal for her disease.
Orestes
But I pray to the earth and to my father's grave
that this dream is for me and that I will succeed.
« II2 "
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See, I divine it, and it coheres all in one piece.
If this snake came out of the same place whence I came,
if she wrapped It 10 robes, as she wrapped me, and If
ItS jaws gaped wide around the breast that suckled me,
and if It stained the intimate mIlk with an outburst
of blood, so that for fnght and pam she cned aloud,
It follows then, that as she nursed this hideous thmg
of prophecy, she must be cruelly murdered. I
turn snake to kIll her. This IS what the dream portends.

S4S
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Chorus
I choose you my mterpreter to read these dreams.
So may It happen. Now you must rehearse your Side
10 their parts. For some, this means the parts they must not play.
Orestes
Slffiple to tell them. My sister here must go inside.
I charge her to keep secret what we have agreed,
so that, as they by treachery blled a man of rugh
degree, by treachery tangled 10 the self same net
they too shall die, in the way Loxias has ordamed,
my lord Apollo, whose word was never false before.
Disguised as an outlander, for which I have all gear,
I shall go to the outer gates With Pylades
whom you see here. He is hereditary friend
and companion-in-arms of my house. We two shall both assume
•
the Parnassian dialect and imitate the way
they talk in Phocis. If none at the door will take us 10
kmdly, because the house is In a curse of Ills,
we shall stay there, till anybody who goes by
the house Wlll wonder why we are shut out, and say:
"why does Aeglsthus keep the suppliant turned away
from hiS gates, If he is hereabouts and knows of this'"
But If I once cross the doorstone of the outer gates
and find my man seated upon my father's throne,
or if he comes down to confront me, and uphfts
his eyes to mine, then lets them drop again, be sure,
« 113 ,.
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before he can say: "where does the stranger come from:>" I
shall plunge my sword wIth lightmng speed, and drop hIm dead.
Our Fury who IS never starved for blood shall drink
for the third time a cupful of unwatered blood.
Electra, keep a careful eye on all withm
the house, so that our plans WIll hold together. You,
women. I charge you, hold your tongues religIously.
Be stlent If you must, or speak m the way that wtll
help us. And now I call upon the god who stands
close, to look on, and gUIde the actIOns of my sword.
(Exeunt Orestes and Pylades. Exit separately, Electra)
Chorus
Numberless, the earth breeds
dangers, and the sober thought of fear.
The bendmg sea's arms swarm
wIth bItter, savage beasts.
Torches blossom to burn along
the hIgh space between ground and sky
Things fly, and thmgs walk the earth.
Remember too
the storm and wrath of the whIrlwmd.
But who can recount all
the high darIng m the will
of man, and m the stubborn hearts of women
the all-adventurous passions
that couple wIth man's overthrow.
The female force, the desperate
love crams ItS resIsted way
on marrIage and the dark embrace
of brute beasts, of mortal men
Let hIm, who goes not on flImsy wmgs
of thought, learn from her,
Althaea, ThestlUs'
daughter: who maimed her chtld, and hard
of heart, m deliberate gUIle
« 114 »
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set fire to the bloody torch, her own son's
agemate, that from the day he emerged
from the mother's womb crymg
shared the measure of all h1s Me
down to the marked death day.
And in the legends there 1S one more, a glrl
of blood, figure of hate
who, for the enemy's
sake blled one near m blood, seduced by the wrought
golden necklace from Crete,
wherew1th Minos bribed her. She sundered
from N 1SUS h1s immortal ha1r
as he all unsuspectmg
breathed in a tranqUlI sleep. Foul wretch,
Hermes of death has got her now.
Smce I recall cruelties from quarrels long
ago, in vam, and marned love turned to b1tterness
a house would fend far away
by curse; the gUlle, treachenes of the woman's heart
agamst a lord armored m
power, a lord h1s enem1es revered,
I prIZe the hearth not mBamed w1thm the house,
the woman's nght pushed not mto danng.
Of all foui: things legends tell the Lemnian
outranks, a vile wizard's charm, detestable
so that man names a hideous
crime "Lemman" in memory of therr w1ckedness
When once the gods loathe a breed
of men they go outcast and forgotten.
No man respects what the gods have turned agamst.
What of these tales I gather has no meanmg;>
The sword edges near the lungs.
It stabs deep, bittersharp,
and right drives it. For that wruch had no right
.. lIS

:0

610

61 5

620

c

ABSCHYLUS"

lies not yet stamped into the ground, although
one in sm transgressed Zeus' majesty.

;1, RIght's anvIl stands staunch on the ground
and the smIth, Destiny, hammers out the sword.)7
Delayed in glory, pensIve from
the murk, Vengeance brmgs home at last
a chlld, to WIpe out the stain of blood shed long ago.
0

(Enter Orestes and Pylades )
Orestes
In there! Inside! Does anyone hear me knockmg at
the gate? I wIll try agatn. Is anyone at home?
Try a third time. I ask for someone to come from the house,
if Aeglsthus lets it welcome fnendly visItors.
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Servant (inside)
All right, I hear you. Where does the stranger come from, then?
Orestes
Announce me to the masters of the house. It IS
to them I come, and I have news for them to hear.
And be quick, for the darkening chanot of night
leans to ItS course; the hour for wayfarers to drop
anchor m some place that entertains all travelers.
Have someone of authority in the house come out,
the lady of the place or, more appropnately,
its lord, for then no delicacy in speakmg blurs
the spoken word. A man takes courage and speaks out
to another man, and makes clear everything he means.
(Enter Clytaemestra )
Clytaemestra
Fnends, tell me only what you would have, and It is yours.
We have all comforts that go with a house lIke ours,
hot baths, and beds to charm away your weariness
with rest, and the regard of temperate eyes. But if
you have some higher busmess, more a matter of state,
that is the men's concern, and I will tell them of It.
" 116 ,.

660

665

670

«THE LIBATION BEARERS»

Orestes
I am a Daulian stranger out of Phocis. As
I traveled with my pack and my own following
making for Argos, where my feet are rested now,
I met a man I did not know, nor did he know
me, but he asked what way I took, and told me hiS.
It was a Phoclan, Strophius; for he told me hiS name
and said: "Friend, since in any case you make for Argos,
remember carefully to tell Orestes' parents
that he is dead; please do not let it slIp your mind.
Then, if hiS people deClde to have him brought back home,
or bury him where he went to lIve, all outlander
forever, carry their requests again to me.
For as it is the bronze walls of an urn close in
the ashes of a man who has been deeply mourned."
So much I know, no more. But whether I now talk
with those who have authority and concern m thiS
I do not know. I think his father should be told.

Clytaemestra
Ah me. You tell us how we are stormed from head to heel.
Oh curse upon our house, bitter antagorust,
how far your eyes range. What was clean out of your way
your archery brings down with a distant deadly shot
to strip unhappy me of all I ever loved.
Even Orestes now I He was so well advised
to keep his foot clear of this swamp of death. But now
set down as traitor the hope that was our healer once
and made us look for a bright revel in our house.
Oresres
I could have wished, with hosts so prosperous as you,
to have made myself known by some more gracious news
and so been entertained by you. For what is there
more kindly than the feelmg between host and guest?
Yet it had been abuse of duty in my heart
'" 117 »
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bad I not gIven so great a matter to hIS friends,
being so bound by promIse and the stranger's rIghts

Clytaemestra
You shall not find that your reception falls below
your worth, nor be any the less our frIend for thIS.
Some other would have brought the news in any case.
But it is the hour for travelers who all day have trudged
the long road, to be given the rest that they deserve.
Escort thIS gentleman wIth his companion and
his men, to where our masculine frIends are made at home.
Look after them, m manner worthy of a house
lIke ours; you are responsIble for their good care.
Meanwhtle, we shall communicate these matters to
the masters of the house, and with our numerous frIends
dehberate the issues of this fatal news.
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(Exeunt all but the Chorus )
Chorus
Handmaidens of this house, who help our cause,
how can our lips frame
some force that WIll show for Orestes?
o Lady Earth, Earth Queen, who now
ride mounded over the lord of ships
where the King's corpse lies buried,
hear us, help us.
Now the time breaks for Persuasion in stealth
to go down to the pit, with Hermes of death
and the dark, to direct
trial by the sword's fierce edge.

720

72 5

I think our newcomer is at his deadly work;
I see Orestes' old nurse coming forth, in tears.

73 0

(Enter Ci/issa.)
Now where away, Cilissa, through the castle gates,
with sorrow as your hire1ess fellow-wayfarer?
.. 118 ,.
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Cilissa
The woman who IS our mIstress told me to make haste
and summon Aeg1sthus for the strangers, "so that he
can come and hear, as man to man, m more detail
thIS news that they have brought." She put a sad face on
before the servants, to hIde the smIle mSlde her eyes
over thIs work that has been done so happily
for her-though on thIs house the curse IS now complete
from the plam story that the stranger men have brought.
But as for that Aeg1sthus, oh, he WIll be pleased
enough to hear the story. Poor unhappy me,
all my long-standmg mIxture of mIsfortunes, hard
burden enough, here m this house of Atreus,
when It befell me made the heart ache m my breast.
But never yet dId I have to bear a hurt lIke this.
I took the other troubles bravely as they came:
but now, darlmg Orestes! I wore out my lIfe
for hIm. I took him from hIS mother, brought him up.
There were urnes when he screamed at night and woke me from
my rest; I had to do many hard tasks, and now
useless; a baby is hke a beast, it does not thmk
but you have to nurse It, do you not, the way It wants.
For the chIld still m swaddlIng clothes can not tell us
If he IS hungry or thIrsty, u he needs to make
water Chijdren's young msides are a law to themselves.
I needed second sIght for this, and many a time
I think I missed, and had to wash the baby's clothes.
The nurse and laundrywoman had a combined duty
and that was I. I was skilled in both handicrafts,
and so Orestes' father gave him to my charge.
And now, unhappy, I am told that he is dead
and go to take the story to that man who has
defiled our house; he Wlll be glad to hear such news.

Chorus
Did she say he should come back armed in any way?
c
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Cilissa
How, armed? Say it again. I do not understand.
Chorus
Was he to come with bodyguards, or by himself?
Cilissa
She said to bnng his followers, the men-at-arms.
Chorus
Now, if you hate our master, do not tell hun that,
but simply bld him come as quickly as he can
and cheerfully. In that way he will not take frlght.
It is the messenger who makes the bent word straight.

770

Cilissa
But are you happy over what I have told you?
Chorus
Perhaps: if Zeus might turn our evil wmd to good.
Cilissa
How so? Orestes, once hope of the house, is gone.
Chorus
Not yet. It would be a poor seer who saw it thus.
Cilissa
What is this? Have you some news that has not been told?
Chorus
Go on and take your message, do as you were bId.
The gods' concerns are what concern only the gods.
Cilissa
I will go then and do all this as you have told
me to. Mayall be for the best. So grant us god.
(Exit Cilissa.)

Chorus
Now to my supplication, Zeus,
father of Olympian gods,
«
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grant that those who struggle hard to see
temperate th10gs done 10 the house wm their alm
10 full. All that I spoke
was spoken 10 nght. Yours, Zeus, to protect.
Zeus, Zeus, make him who is now
in the house stand above those who
hate. If you rear him to greatness,
double and three times
and blithely he wlll repay you.
See the colt of this man whom you loved
harnessed to the chanot
of suffering. Set upon the race he runs
sure control. Make us not see hlm break
stride, but clean down the course
hold the stram of rus striding speed.
You that, deep in the house
sway their secret prlde of wealth,
hear us, gods of sympathy.
For thmgs done 10 time past
wash out the blood 10 farr-spoken verdlct.
Let the old murder in
the house breed no more.
And you, who keep, magnificent, the hallowed and huge
cavern, 0 g!'ant that the man's house lilt up lts head
and look on the shining of dayhght
and hberty Wlth eyes made
glad Wlth gazing out from the helm of darkness.
And Wlth right may the son
of Maia lend his hand, strong to send
wind farr for action, if he Wlll.
Much else hes secret he may show at need.
He speaks the markless word, by
night hoods darkness on the eyes
nor shows more plainly when the day is there.
« I2I "
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Then at last we shall sing
for deliverance of the house
the woman's song that sets the wmd
fair, no thin drawn and grief
struck wail, but this: "The ship salls falr."
My way, mme, the advantage plIes here, wlth wreck
and rum far from those I love.
Be not fear struck when your turn comes m the actlon
but with a great cry Father
when she cries Child to you
go on through with the mnocent murder.
Yours to raise high wlthin
your body the heart of Perseus
and for those under the ground you loved
and those yet above, exact
what their bitter passlOn may desire; make
disaster a thing of blood mSlde the house;
wlpe out the man stained wlth murder.

(Enter Aegisthus )
Aegisthus
It is not without! summons that I come, but called
by messenger, wIth news that there are strangers here
arrived, tellmg a story that brings no delight:
the death of Orestes. For our house, already bltten
and pOisoned, to take thls new load upon ltself
would be a thing of dripping fear and blood. Yet how
shall I pass upon these rumors? As the living truth?
For messages made out of women's terror leap
high in the upward air and empty die. Do you
know anything of this by whlch to clear my mind?

Chorus
We heard, yes. But go on inside and hear it from
the strangers. Messengers are never qUlt-e so sure
as a man's questions answered by the men themselves.
'" 122 »
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Aegisthus
I wlSh to questlOn, carefully, th1s messenger
and learn 1f he hlmself was by when the man d1ed
or if he heard but some bhnd rumor and so speaks.
The mind has eyes, not to be easily deceIved.

(Exit Aegisthus.)

Chorus
Zeus, Zeus, what shall I say, where make
a beg10nmg of prayer for the gods' ald?
My willls good
but how shall I speak to match my need?
The bloody edges of the knlves that np
man-Besh are moving to work It wlll mean
utter and final ruin lmposed
on Agamemnon's
house: or our man Wlll kmdle a Same
and hght of hberty, W10 the domam
and huge treasure again of hls fathers.
Forlorn challenger, though blessed by god,
Orestes must come to gnps Wlth two,
so wrestle. Yet may he throw them.
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(A cry is heard from inside the house.)
Llsten, it goes
but how? What has been done m the house?
• unttl the work IS done, for so
Stand we aSlde
we shall not seem to be accountable 10 thls
foul busmess For the fight is done, the Issue drawn.

(Enter afollower

of Aegisthus )

Follower

o sorrow, all is sorrow for our stncken lord.
Ralse up again a trIple cry of sorrow, for
Aegisthus hves no longer. Open there, open
quick as you may. and shde back the doorbars on the women's
gates. It will take the strength of a young arm, but not
to fight for one who is dead and done for. What use there?
« 12 3
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Ahoy!
My cry is to the deaf and I babble in vatn
at sleepers to no purpose. Clytaemestra, where
IS she, does what? Her neck is on the razor' 8 edge
and rIpe for lopptng, as she dId to others before.

(Enter Clytaemestra )
Clytaemestra
What is this, and why are you shouttng In the house?

Follower
I tell you, he 18 alive and kIlltng the dead.

Clytaemestra
Ah, so. You speak In rIddles, but I read the rhyme.
We have been won wIth the treachery by whIch we slew.
BrIng me qUIck, somebody, an ax to kIll a man

(Exit follower.)
and we shall see If we can beat hIm before we
go down-so far gone are we In thIS wretched fight.

(Enter Orestes and Pylades with swords drawn)
Orestes
I want you also: the other one has had enough.

Clytacmestra
Beloved, strong AeglSthus. are you dead tndeed?

Orestes
You love your man, then? You shall he In the same grave
with hIm, and never be unfaIthful even in death.

Clytaemestra
Hold, my son. Oh take pity, chIld, before thIS breast
where many a time, a drowsing baby, you would feed
and with soft gums sucked in the mIlk that made you strong.

Orestes
What shall I do, Pylades? Be shamed to kIll my mother?
« I24
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Pylades
What then becomes thereafter of the oracles
declared by LOXlaS at Pytho? What of sworn oaths?
Count all men hateful to you rather than the gods

Orestes
I judge that you win. Your advice is good.

(To Clytaemestra.)
Come here.
My purpose is to kill you over hls body.
You thought him bigger than my father wlule he hved.
Die then and sleep beslde
since he is the man
you love, and he you should have loved got only your hate.

rum,
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Clytaemestra
I raised you when you were httle. May I grow old with you?

Orestes
You killed my father. Would you make your home wlth me?

Clytaemestra
Destmy had some part m that, my cluld.

Orestes
Why then
destiny has so wrought that thlS shall be your death.

Clytaemestra •
A mother has her curse, clnld. Are you not afraid?

Orestes
No. You bore me and threw me away, to a hard lif-e.

Clytaemestra
I sent you to a friend's house. Thls was no throwmg away.

Orestes
I was born of a free father. You sold me.

Clytaemestra
So? Where then is the price that I recelved for you?
c I25 ,.
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Orestes
I could say It would be mdecent to tell you
Clytaemestra
Or If you do, tell also your father's vamtIes.
Orestes
Blame hIm not. He suffered whIle you were SIttlllg here at home.
Clytaemestra
It hurts women to be kept from theIr men, my chIld.

920

Orestes
The man's hard work supports the women who SIt at home.
Clytaemestra
I thInk, chIld, that you mean to kdl your mother.
Orestes
No.
It WIll be you who kill yourself. It will not be 1.

Clytaemestra
Take care. Your mother's curse, lIke dogs, wdl drag you down.
Orestes
How shall I escape my father's curse, if I fall here?

925

Clytaemestra
I feel lIke one who wastes lIve tears upon a tomb.
Orestes
Yes, thIs IS death, your wages for my father's fate.
Clytaemestra
You are the snake I gave birth to, and gave the breast.
Orestes
Indeed, the terror of your dreams saw thmgs to come
clearly. You killed, and It was wrong. Now suffer wrong.
(Orestes and Pylades take Clytaemestra inside the house)
c
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Chorus
I have sorrow even for this pair in their twofold
downfall. But smce Orestes had the hardmess
to end thIS chain of bloodlettmgs, here bes our choice.
that the eyes' hght in trus house shall not utterly dIe.

Justice came at the last to Pnam and all hIs sons
and it was heavy and hard,
but into the house of Agamemnon returned
the double hon, the double assault,
and the Pythian-steered eXlle
drove home to the hIlt
vengeance, moving strongly in guidance sent by the god.
Raise up the hIgh cry 0 over our lordships' house
won free of distress, free of its fortunes wasted
by two stamed with murder,
free of Its mournful luck.
He came back; his work lay in the secret attack
and it was stealthy and hard
but in the fighting his hand was steered by the very daughter
of Zeus: RIght we call her,
mortals who speak of her and name her well. Her wind
is fury and death visIted upon those she hates.
All that L~ias, who on Parnassus holds
the huge, the deep cleft in the ground, shrilled aloud,
by guile that IS no guile
returns now to assault the wrong done and grown old.
Divmity keeps. we know not how, strength to resist
surrender to the wicked.
The power that holds the sky's majesty WInS our worship.
LIght is here to behold.
The bIg bit that held our house IS taken away.
RIse up. you halls. arise; for tlme grown too long
you lay tumbled along the ground•
• 127 "
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Time brmgs all things to pass Presently tlme shall cross
the outgates of the house after the stam IS dnven
enUre from the hearth
by ceremomes that wash clean and cast out the funes.
The dice of fortune shall be thrown once more, and he
in a fair fall smllmg
up at the new indwelle!"s come to hve ill the house.

970

(The doors of the house open, to show Orestes standing over the
bodies ofClytaemestra and Aegisthus. His attendants dIsplay
the robe in which Clytaemestra had entangled Agamemnon and which she displayed after his murder.)
Orestes
Behold the twm tyranmes of our land, these two
who killed my father and who sacked my house. For a time
they sat upon their thrones and kept their pnde of state,
and they are lovers st11l. So may you Judge by what
befell them, for as they were pledged their oath abides
They swore together death for my unhappy srre
and swore to die together. Now they keep their oath.
Behold again, 0 audience of these evIl thmgs,
the engme against my wretched father they deVised,
the hands' entanglement, the hobbles for hiS feet.
Spread it out. Stand around me in a circle and
display this net that caught a man. So shall, not my
father, but that great father who sees all, the Sun,
look on my mother's saCrilegiOUS handiwork
and be a witness for me 10 my day of trial
how it was m all right that I achieved this death,
my mother's' for of Aegisthus' death I take no count:
he has his seducer's pumshment, no more than law.
But she, who plotted this foul death against the man
by whom she carried the weight of children underneath
her zone, burden once loved, shown hard and hateful now,
what does she seem to be? Some water snake, some viper
«
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whose touch is rot even to him who felt no fang
strtke, by that brutal and wrong darmg 10 her heart.
And this thing: what shall I ca1l1t and be right, in all
eloquence? Trap for an animal or wmdmg sheet
for dead man? Or bath curtam? Since 1t 1S a net,
robe you could call it, to entangle a man's feet.
Some highwayman might own a thing hke this, to catch
the wayfarer and rob him of h1s money and
so make a livmg. W1th a treacherous thing hke this
he could take many v1ctims and go warm within.
May no such WIfe as she was come to hve with me.
Sooner, let God destroy me, with no chudren born.
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Chorus
Ah, but the pitiful work.
D1smal the death that was your endmg.
He is left ahve; pam flowers for h1m.

Orestes
Did she do it or d1d she not- My Wltness is
this great robe. It was thus she stamed Aegisthus' sword.
Dip it and d1p it agam, the smear of blood conspires
Wlth time to spoil the beauty of th1s preclOus thing.
Now I can praise hun, now I can stand by to mourn
and speak before this web that killed my father; yet
I gr1eve fo' the thing done, the death, and all our race.
I have won; but my victory 1S soiled, and has no pride.
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Chorus
There is no mortal man who shall turn
unhurt h1s life's course to an end not marred.
There 1S trouble here. There is more to come.

Orestes
I would have you know, I see not how this thing will end.
I am a charioteer whose course is wrenched outside
the track, for I am beaten, my rebellious senses
« 129 "
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bolt with me headlong and the fear agamst my heart
is ready for the smging and dance of wrath. But while
I hold some gnp sull on my WltS, I say pubhcly
to my fnends: I killed my mother not wlthout some nght.
My father's murder stamed her, and the gods' dlSgUSt.
As for the spells that charmed me to such darmg, I
give you 10 chlef the seer of Pytho, Loxlas. He
declared I could do thlS and not be charged wlth wrong.
Of my evasion's pumshment I wlll not speak:
no archery could hlt such helght of agony.
And look upon me now, how I go armored m
leafed branch and garland on my way to the centrestone
and sanctuary, and Apollo's level place,
the shining of the fabulous fire that never dles,
to escape thlS blood that lS my own LOXlas ordained
that I should turn me to no other shrme than thlS
To all men of Argos m Ume to come I say
they shall be Wltness, how these eV1I things were done.
I go, an outcast wanderer from thlS land, and leave
behind, 10 hfe, 10 death, the name of what I dld.
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Chorus
No, what you dld was well done. Do not therefore bind
your mouth to foul speech. Keep no eVlI on your lips.
You liberated all the Argive Clty when
you lopped the heads of these two snakes wlth one clean stroke.
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Orestes
No'
Women who serve thIs house, they come hke gorgons, they
wear robes of black, and they are wreathed 10 a tangle
of snakes. I can no longer stay.

Chorus
Orestes, dearest to your father of all men
what fancles Whlrl you? Hold, do not glVe way to fear.
" 13 0 ,.
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Orestes
These are no fancies of affhcnon. They are clear,
and real, and here; the bloodhounds of my mother's hate

Chorus
It is the blood snll wet upon your hands, that makes
thiS shaken turbulence be thrown upon your sense.

ross

Orestes
Ah, Lord Apollo, how they grow and mulnply,
repulsive for the blood drops of their drippmg eyes.

Chorus
There IS one way to make you clean: let Loxias
touch you, and set you free from these disturbances.

ro60

Orestes
You can not see them, but I see them. I am driven
from thiS place. I can stay here no longer.

(Exit.)
Chorus
Mayall come right for you then, and may the god look on
you with favor and guard you m kind circumstance.
Here on this house of the kings the third
storm has broken, with wind
from the inward race, and gone its course.
The child~n were eaten: there was the first
afHiction, the curse of Thyestes
Next came the royal death, when a man
and lord of Achaean armies went down
killed in the bath. Third
is for the savior. He came. Shall I call
it that, or death? Where
is the end? Where shall the fury of fate
be stilled to sleep, be done with?

ro6S
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(Exeunt)
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THE
EUMENIDES
Translated by
RICHMOND LATTIMORE

CHARACTERS

Priestess of Apollo, the Pythia
Apollo
Hermes (silent)
Ghost of Clytaemestra
Orest~s

Athene
Chorus of Eumenides (Furies)
Second Chorus; women of Athens
Jurymen, heraIJ, citIzens of Athens (all silent parts)

THE EUMENIDES
SCENE. For thefirst part ofthe play [1-234) the scene is Delphi, before the

sanctuary of Pythian Apollo. The action of the rest of the play
(235 to the end) takes place at Athens, on the Acropolis before the
temple of Athene. A simple change in the backdrop will indicate
the shift.
(Enter, alone, the Pythia.)
Pythia
I give first place of honor 1n my prayer to her
who of the gods first prophesied, the Earth; and next
to Themis, who succeeded to her mother's place
of prophecy; so runs the legend; and in third
succeSSIOn, given by free consent, not won by force,
another Titan daughter of Earth was seated here.
This was Phoebe. She gave it as a birthday gift
to Phoebus, who is called still after Phoebe's name.
And he, leaving the pond of Delos and the reef,
grounded his ship at the roadstead of Pallas, then
made h1s way to this land and a Parnassian home.
Deep in respect for his degree Hephaestus' sons
conveyed him here, for these are bwlders of roads, and changed
the WJ1derness
,. to a land that was no wtiderness.
He came so, and the people highly honored him,
with Delphus, lord and helmsman of the country. Zeus
made his mmd full with godship and prophetic craft
and placed him, fourth in a line of seers, upon this throne.
So, Loxias is the spokesman of his father, Zeus.
These are the gods I set in the proem of my prayer.
But Pallas-before-the-temple has her right in all
I say. I worship the nymphs where the Corycian rock
is hollowed mward, haunt of birds and paced by gods.
Bromius, whom I forget not, sways this place. From here
m divine form he led his Bacchanals in arms
«
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to hunt down Pentheus hke a hare in the deathtrap.
I call upon the springs of Ple1stus, on the power
of Poseidon, and on £nalloftlest Zeus,
then go to S1t m prophecy on the throne. Mayall
grant me that tlus of all my entrances shall be
the best by far. If there are any Hellenes here
let them draw lots, so enter, as the custom is.
My prophecy is only as the god may guide.

30

(She enters the temple and almost immediately comes out again.)
Thmgs terrible to tell and for the eyes to see
terrible drove me out again from Loxias' house
so that r have no strength and cannot stand on sprmging
feet, but run with hands' help and my legs have no speed.
An old woman afraid 1S nothmg: a child, no more.
See, r am on my way to the wreath-hung recess
and on the centrestone I see a man with god's
defilement on him postured in the supphant's seat
with blood dnpping from his hands and from a new-drawn
sword,
holdmg too a branch that had grown high on an ohve
tree, decorously wrapped m a great tuft of wool,
and the fleece shone. So far, at least, I can speak clear.
In front of this man slept a starthng company
of women lying all upon the chairs. Or not
women, r thmk r call them rather gorgons, only
not gorgons e1ther, since their shape is not the same.
r saw some creatures painted in a picture once,
who tore the food from Phineus, only these had no
wmgs, that could be seen; they are black and utterly
repulsive, and they more with breath that drives one back.
From their eyes drips the foul ooze, and their dress is such
as 1S not right to wear in the presence of the gods'
statues, nor even into any human house.
r have never seen the tribe that owns th1s company
nor know what piece of earth can claim. with pride it bore
«
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such brood, and without hurt and tears for labor given.
Now after this the master of the house must take
his own measures: Apollo Loxias, who is very strong
and heals by divination; reads portentous signs,
and so clears out the houses others hold as well.

60

(Exit. The doors of the temple open and show Orestes surrounded by the sleeping Furies, Apollo and
Hermes beside him)

Apollo
I WIll not give you up. Through to the end standmg
your guardian, whether by your Side or far away,
I shall not weaken toward your enenues. See now
how I have caught and overpowered these lewd creatures.
The repulsive maidens have been stilled to sleep, those gray
and aged children, they with whom no mortal man,
no god, nor even any beast, will have to do.
It was because of evil they were born, because
they hold the evil darkness of the Pit below
Earth, loathed alike by men and by the heavenly gods.
Nevertheless, run from them, never weaken. They
will track you down as you stride on across the long
land, and your driven feet forever pound the earth,
on across the main water and the circle-washed
cities. Be"herdsman to this hard march. Never fail
until you come at last to Pallas' citadel.
Kneel there, and clasp the ancient Idol in your arms,
and there we shall find those who will judge this case, and words
to say that will have magic in their figures. Thus
you will be rid of your afHictions, once for all.
For it was I who made you strike your mother down.
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Orestes
My lord Apollo, you understand what it means to do
no wrong. Learn also what it is not to neglect.
None can mistrust your power to do good, if you Will.
c
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Apollo
Remember: the fear must not glve you a beaten heart.
Hermes, you are my brother from a smgle me
Look after hlm, and as you are named the- god who gUldes,
be such m strong fact He is my supphant. Shepherd h1m
with fortunate escort on h1s Journeys among men.
The wanderer has nghts wh1ch Zeus acknowledges.

90

(Exit Apollo. then Orestes guided by Hermes. Enter the
ghost oj Clytaemestra.)
Clytaemestra
You would sleep, then? And what use are you, if you sleep?
It is because of you I go d1shonored thus
among the rest of the dead. Because of those I lolled
my bad name among the pemhed suffers no echpse
but I am dr1ven m d1sgrace I say to you
that I am charged w1th gUllt most grave by these. And yet
I suffered too, hombly, and from those most dear,
yet none among the powers is angered for my sake
that I was slaughtered, and by matricidal hands.
Look at these gashes ill my heart, think where they came
from. Eyes illuminate the sleeping brain,
but m the daylight man's future cannot be seen.
Yet I have glven you much to lap up, outpourmgs
without wme, sober prop1t1ations, sacnficed
in secrecy of mght and on a hearth of fire
for you, at an hour glven to no other god.
Now I watch all these honors trampled into the ground,
and he is out and gone away hke any fawn
so hghtly, from the very m1ddle of your nets,
sprung clear, and laughmg memly at you. Hear me.
It 1S my life depends upon th1s spoken plea.
Think then, 0 goddesses beneath the ground. For I,
the dream of Clytaemestra, call upon your name

(The Furies stir in their sleep and whimper.)
c
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Clytaemestra
Oh, whimper, then, but your man has got away and gone
far. He has friends to help him, who are not hke mine.

(They whimper again)

120

Clytaemestra
Too much sleep and no pIty for my plIght. I stand,
his mother, here, killed by Orestes He IS gone.

(They moan in their sleep)
Clytaemestra
You moan, you sleep. Get on your feet quickly, will you?
What have you yet got done, except to do evd?

I2)

(They moan again)
Clytaemestra
Sleep and fatigue, two masterful conspIrators,
have dImmed the deadly anger of the mother-snake.

(The Chorus start violently, then speak in their sleep.)
Chorus
Get hlm, get hIm, get him, get him. Make sure.

130

Clytaemestra
The bea~ you are after is a dream, but like the hound
whose thought of hunting has no lapse, you bay him on.
What are you about? Up, let not work's wearmess
beat you, nor slacken with sleep so you forget my pain.
Scold your own heart and hurt it, as it well deserves,
for this is dlsciplme's spur upon her own. Let go
upon this man the storm blasts of your bloodshot breath,
wither him in your wmd, after him, hunt hIm down
once more, and shrIvel him in your vitals' heat and flame.

(The ghost disappears, and the Chorus waken and, as they
waken, speak severally.)
«
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Chorus
Waken. You are awake, wake her, as I d1d you.
You dream St1ll? On your feet and k1ck your sleep aS1de.
Let us see whether th1S morning-song means vamty

(Here they begin to howl.)
Sisters, we have had wrong done us.
When I have undergone so much and all in vain.
Suffenng, suffermg, b1tter, oh shame shame,
unendurable wrong.
The hunted beast has shpped clean from our nets and gone
Sleep won me, and I lost my capture.
Shame, son of Zeus! Robber 1S all you are.
A young god, you have ridden down powers gray w1th age,
taken the supphant, though a godless man, who hurt
the mother who gave him b1rth.
Yourself a god, you stole the matricide away.
Where m th1S act shall any man say there is nght?
The accusation came upon me from my dreams,
and h1t me, as Wlth goad m the m1d-gnp of his fist
the charioteer str1kes,
but deep, beneath lobe and heart.
The executioner's cutting Wh1P 1S mme to feel
and the weight of pam is b1g, heavy to bear.
Such are the actions of the younger gods. These hold
by uncond1tional force, beyond all right, a throne
that runs reeking blood,
blood at the feet, blood at the head.
The very stone centre of earth here in our eyes homble
Wlth blood and curse stands plain to see.
Hlmself d1vme, he has spolled h1S secret shrme's
hearth With the stam, dnven and hallooed the act10n on.
He made man's way cross the place of the ways of god
and bhghted age-old d1str1butlons of power.
0:
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He has wounded me, but he shall not get this man away.
Let him hide under the ground, he shall never go free.
Cursed supplIant, he shall feel agamst his head
another murderer nsmg out of the same seed.

175

(Apollo enters againJrom his sanctuary.)
Apollo
Get out, I tell you, go and leave this house. Away
m haste, from your presence set the mantlc chamber free,
else you may feel the flash and bite of a flymg snake
launched from the twisted thong of gold that spans my bow
to make you in your pam spew out the black and foammg
blood of men, vomit the clots sucked from the1r vems
Th1s house 1S no right place for such as you to chng
upon; but where, by Judgment given, heads are lopped
and eyes gouged out, throats cut, and by the spoIl of sex
the glory of young boys is defeated, where mutilatlOn
hves, and stonmg, and the long moan of tortured men
spiked underneath the spme and stuck on pales. L1sten
to how the gods Sp1t out the manner of that feast
your loves lean to The whole cast of your shape 1S gUlde
to what you are, the like of whom should hole in the cave
of the blood-reekmg hon, not 10 oracular
intenors, hke mme nearby, w1pe off your filth.
Out then, you flock of goats wIthout a herdsman, SInce
no god h~s such affection as to tend th1S brood.
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Chorus
My lord Apollo, it 1S your turn to hsten now.
Your own part 10 th1s 1S more than accessory.
You are the one who d1d it; all the guilt IS yours.

Apollo
So? How? Continue speakmg, until I understand.

Chorus
You gave thiS outlander the word to kill h1s mother.
" 141
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Apollo
The word to exact price for his father. What of that?

Chorus
You then dared take hIm in, fresh from hIS bloodlettmg.

Apollo
Yes, and I told hlffi to take refuge m thIs house

Chorus
You are abusIve then to those who sped hIm here?

Apollo
Yes. It was not for you to come near this house,

Chorus
and yet
we have our duty. It was to do what we have done.

Apollo
An office? You? Sound forth your glorioUS privllege.

Chorus
ThIs: to dnve matricIdes out of their houses.

210

Apollo
Then
what U It be the woman and she kills her man?

Chorus
Such murder would not be the sheddmg of kmdred blood.

Apollo
You have made into a thmg of no account, no place,
the sworn faith of Zeus and of Hera, lady
of consummations, and Cypris by such argument
IS thrown away, outlawed, and yet the sweetest thmgs
m man's lue come from her, for married love between
man and woman IS bIgger than oaths, guarded by rIght
of nature. If when such kdl each other you relent
so as not to take vengeance nor eye them m wrath,
« 142 '"
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then I deny your manhunt of Orestes goes
with right. I see that one cause moves you to strong rage
but on the other clearly you are unmoved to ac..t.
Pallas divine shall review the pleadmgs of thIS case.

Chorus
Nothing w1l1 ever make me let that man go free.

225

Apollo
Keep after him then, and make more trouble for yourselves.
Chorus
Do not try to dock my privilege by argument.
Apollo
I would not take your privilege U you gave It me.
Chorus
No, for you are called great beside the throne of Zeus
already, but the motherblood drives me, and I go
to win my right upon thiS man and hunt him down.

230

Apollo
But I shall give the supplIant help and rescue, for
If I willingly fail him who turns to me for aid,
his wrath, before gods and men, is a fearful thmg.
(They go out, separately. The scene is now Athens, on the
Acropolis before the temple and statue of Athene.
Orestes enters and takes suppliant posture
at the feet ofthe statue. )
Orestes
My lady Athene, it is at Loxias' behest
I come. Then take in of your grace the wanderer
who comes, no suppliant, not unwashed of hand, but one
blunted at last, and worn and battered on the outland
habitatIOns and the beaten ways of men.
Crossing the dry land and the sea alike, keeping
the ordinances of Apollo's oracle
«
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I come, goddess. before your statue and your house
to keep watch here and wait the lSSue of my tnal.

(The Chorus enter severally, lookingJor Orestes.)
Chorus
So. Here the man has left a clear trail behlOd; keep on,
keep on, as the unspeakmg accuser tells us, by
whose sense, like hounds after a bleedmg fawn, we trau
our quarry by the splash and dnp of blood. And now
my lungs are blown with abundant and with weansome
work, mankilling. My range has been the entire extent
of land, and, flown unwmged across the open water,
I am here, and give way to no ship in my pursuit.
Our man has gone to cover somewhere in this place.
The welcome smell of human blood has told me so.
Look agalO' look again,
search everywhere, let
not the matriCide
steal away and escape.

255

(They see Orestes.)
See there! He clmgs to defence
agalO, his arms winding the immortal goddess'
image, so tries to be quit out of our hands.
It shall not be. His mother's blood spilled on the ground
can not come back again.
It IS all soaked and drained into the ground and gone.
You must give back for her blood from the lIving man
red blood of your body to suck, and from your own
I could feed, with bitter-swallowed drench,
turn your strength limp while yet you live and drag you down
where you must pay for the pain ofthe murdered mother,
and watch the rest of the mortals stained with violence
against god or guest
or hurt parents who were close and dear,
each with the pain upon him that his crime deserves.
Hades is great, Hades calls men to reckoning
" I44
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there under the ground,
sees all, and cuts 1t deep in h1s recording mmd.

275

Orestes
I have been beaten and been taught, I understand
the many rules of absolution, where it 1S right
to speak and where be s1lent. In th1s action now
speech has been ordered by my teacher, who 1S W1se.
The stain of blood dulls now and fades upon my hand.
My blot of matric1de 1S bemg washed away.
When it was fresh st111, at the hearth of the god, Phoebus,
this was absolved and driven out by sacrifice
of swine, and the lIst were long if I went back to tell
of all I met who were not hurt by bemg w1th me.
T1me in his aging overtakes all things ahke.
Now 1t is from pure mouth and with good ausp1ces
I call upon Athene, queen of this land, to come
and rescue me She, without work of her spear, shall wm
myself and all my land and all the Arg1ve host
to stand her staunch compamon for the rest of time.
Whether now ranging somewhere m the L1byan land
bes1de her father's crossing and by Triton's run
of waters she sets upright or enshrouded foot
rescuing there her friends, or on the Phlegraean fIat
like some bold man of arm1es sweeps with eyes the scene,
let her come! She 1S a god and hears me far away.
So may she set me free from what is at my back.

280
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Chorus
Neither Apollo nor Athene's strength must win
you free, save you from gomg down forgotten, w1thout
knowmg where joy lIes anywhere ins1de your heart,
blood drained, chewed dry by the powers of death, a wraith, a
shell.
You Will not speak to answer, spew my chaIlenge away?
You are consecrate to me and fattened for my feast,
«
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and you shall feed me while you hve, not cut down first
at the altar. Hear the spell I smg to bmd you m
Come then, link we our choral. Ours
to show forth the power
and terror of our music, declare
our nghts of office, how we conspire
to steer men's hveo/
We hold we are malght and Just. If a man
can spread hiS hands and show they are clean,
no wrath of ours shall lurk for him.
Unscathed he walks through hiS hfe tIme.
But one lIke thiS man before us, with stamed
hidden hands, and the gUllt upon him,
shall find us beSide him, as witnesses
of the truth, and we show clear m the end
to avenge the blood of the murdered.
Mother, 0 my mother mght, who gave me
birth, to be a vengeance on the see10g
and the bhnd, hear me. For Leto's
youngling takes my right away,
stealmg from my clutch the prey
that crouches, whose blood would wipe
at last the motherblood away.
Over the beast doomed to the fire
thiS IS the chant, scatter of Wits,
frenzy and fear, hurt10g the heart,
song of the Funes
bmdmg bram and blighting blood
m Its stringless melody.
ThiS the purpose that the all-mvolving
destiny spun, to be ours and to be shaken
never: when mortals assume outrage
of own hand 10 VIOlence,
these we dog, till one goes
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under earth Nor does death
set them altogether free

340

Over the beast doomed to the fire
this IS the chant, scatter of wits,
frenzy and fear, hurtmg the heart,
song of the Funes
bmdmg bram and blIghtmg blood
m its strmgless melody
When we were born such lots were assIgned for our keepmg.
So the Immortals must hold hands off, nor IS there
one who shall SIt at our feastmg
For sheer whIte robes I have no right and no portIon.
I have chosen overthrow
of houses, where the Battlegod
grown wIthl'1 strikes near and dear
down So we swoop upon thIS man
here. He is strong, but we wear hIm down
for the blood that is mIl wet on bm.
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Here we stand m our haste to wrench from all others
these devlSlngs, make the gods clear of our counsels
so that even appeal comes
not to them, smce Zeus has ruled our blood drIppmg company
outcast, nor wIll deal with us.
I have chosen overthrow
of houses, where the Battlegod
grown withm strikes near and dear
down So we swoop upon this man
here He is strong, but we wear hIm down
for the blood that IS still wet on hIm.

Men's IIluslOns m theIr pride under the sky melt
down, and are dimmished mto the ground, gone
before the onset of our black robes, pulsmg
of our vmdictive feet against them.
«
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For WIth a long leap from hIgh
above and dead drop of weight
I bring foot's force crashmg down
to cut the legs from under even
the runner, and spIll hIm to rum.

375

He falls, and does not know 10 the daze of hls folly.
Such 10 the dark of man IS the mIst of mfectl0n
that hovers, and moanmg rumor tells how hIS house hes
under fog that glooms above.
For with a long leap from hIgh
above, and dead drop of weIght,
I bring foot's force crashmg down
to cut the legs from under even
the runner, and spIll hIm to rum
All holds. For we are strong and skIlled;
we have authonty; we hold
memory of evIl; we are stern
nor can men's pleadings bend us We
dnve through our dUties, spurned, outcast
from gods, driven apart to stand 10 hght
not of the sun. So sheer with rock are ways
for those who see, as upon those whose eyes are lost.
Is there a man who does not fear
this, does not shrink to hear
how my pkce has been ordamed,
granted and given by destiny
and god, absolute? Privilege
primeval yet is mme, nor am I Without place
though it be underneath the ground
and in no sunlight and 10 gloom that I must stand.

Athene

(Athene enters, inJull armor.)
From far away I heard the outcry of your call.
It was beside Scamandrus. I was taking seIsin
of land, for there the Achaean lords of war and first
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fighters gave me large portIon of all theIr spears
had won, the land root and stock to be mme for all
eterOlty, for the sons of Theseus a choIce gift.
From there, sped on my wearIless feet, I came, wmgless
but in the rush and speed of the aegIS fold. And now
I see upon thIs land a novel company
which, though It brings no terror to my eyes, brmgs still
wonder. Who are you? I address you all alIke,
both you, the stranger kneelmg at my Image here,
and you, who are hke no seed ever begotten, not
seen ever by the gods as goddesses, nor yet
stamped 10 the hkenesses of any human form.
But no. ThIs IS the place of the Just. Its rIghts forbId
even the mnocent to speak eVll of his mates.

410

Chorus
Daughter of Zeus, you shall hear all compressed to brief
measure Weare the gloomy chlldren of the Olght.
Curses they call us in our homes beneath the ground.

Athene
I know your race, then, and the names by which you are called.

Chorus
You shall be told of our posltlOn presently.

Athene

.

I can know that, If one will give me a clear account.

Chorus
We drIve from home those who have shed the blood of men.

Athene
Where IS the place, then, where the killer's flIght shall end?

Chorus
A place where happiness IS nevermore allowed.

Athene
Is he one? Do you blast him to this kmd of flIght?
" 149 ,.
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Chorus
Yes He murdered hIS mother by delIberate choIce
Athene
By random force, or was It fear of someone's wrath?
Chorus
Where IS the spur to JustIfy man's matricIde?
Athene
Here are two SIdes, and only half the argument
Chorus
He IS unwillmg to give or to accept an oath.
Athene
You WIsh to be called rIghteous rather than act rIght

43 0

Chorus
No. How so? Out of the rIches of your WIt, explalO.
Athene
I say, wrong must not WlO by techmcahtles.
Chorus
Examine him then yourself DeCIde It, and be fair.
Athene
You would turn over authorIty in this case to me?
Chorus
By all means. Your father's degree, and yours, deserve as much.
Athene
Your turn, stranger. What will you say in answer? Speak,
tell me your country and your birth, what has befallen
you, then defend yourself against the anger of these;
if it was confidence in the right that made you sit
to keep thIS image near my hearth, a supplicant
in the tradItion of ooon, sacrosanct.
GIve me an answer whIch is plain to understand.
" 150 »
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Orestes
Lady Athene, first I w1ll take the d1fficult thought
away that hes 10 these last words you spoke. I am
no supphcant, nor was 1t because I had a stam
upon my hand that I sat at your 1mage. I
wlll give you a strong proof that what I say is true.
It 1S the law that the man of the bloody hand must speak
no word until, by action of one who can cleanse,
blood from a young v1ctim has washed h1S blood away.
Long smce, at the homes of others, I have been absolved
thus. both by running waters and by V1ctims slain.
I count th1s scruple now out of the way. Learn next
with no delay where I am from. I am of Argos
and it is to my honor that you ask the name
of my father, Agamemnon, lord of seafarers,
and your companion when you made the Trojan c1ty
of ilium no city any more. He died
without honor when he came home. It was my mother
of the dark heart, who entangled him m subtle gyves
and cut him down. The bath is witness to his death.
I was an exile in the time before th1s. I came back
and killed the woman who gave me birth. I plead guilty.
My father was dear, and th1s was vengeance for Ius blood.
Apollo shares responsib1lity for th1s.
He count~spurred my heart and told me of pains to come
If I should fall to act agamst the guilty ones.
Th1s is my case. Decide If it be nght or wrong.
I am in your hands. Where my fate falls, I shall accept
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Athene
The matter is too big for any mortal man
who thinks he can Judge it. Even I have not the right
to analyse cases of murder where wrath's edge
is sharp, and all the more since you have come, and clung
a clean and innocent supplicant, against my doors.
You bring no harm to my C1ty. I respect your rights.
" 151 "
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Yet these, too, have therr work. We cannot brush them aSIde,
and if th1s actIon so runs that they fau to WlU,
the venom of their resolutlOn W1ll return
to tnfect the soU, and SIcken all my land to death.
Here is dilemma. Whether I let them stay or drive
them off, it is a hard course and will hurt. Then, since
the burden of the case is here, and rests on me,
I shall select judges of manslaughter, and swear
them in, establIsh a court mto all time to come.
Litigants, call your wItnesses, have ready your proofs
as evidence under bond to keep thIS case secure.
I will pIck the finest of my cItIZens, and come
back They shall swear to make no Judgment that IS not
just, and make clear where ill thIS action the truth lIes.
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(Exit.)
Chorus
Here is overthrow of all
the young 1aws, u the claim
of this matrIcide shall stand
good, his crIme be sustamed.
Should this be, every man will find a way
to act at hIS own caprice;
over and over again in time
to come, parents shall awaIt
the deathstroke at theIr children's hands.
Weare the Angry Ones. But we
shall watch no more over works
of men, and so act We shall
let loose indiscnmmate death.
Man shall learn from man's lot, forejudge
the evils of hIS neIghbor's case,
see respite and windfall in storm:
pathetic prophet who consoles
with strengthless cures, in vain.
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Nevermore let one who feels
the stroke of acc1dent, uplIft
his V01ce and make outcry, thus:
"Oh Justice!
Throned powers of the Funes, help I"
Such m1ght be the p1tIful cry
of some father, of the stncken
mother, their appeal. Now
the House of Justice has collapsed.
There are times when fear 1S good.
It must keep 1tS watchful place
at the heart's controls. There 1S
advantage
in the wisdom won from pain.
Should the city, should the man
rear a heart that nowhere goes
in fear, how shall such a one
any more respect the right?
Refuse the Me of anarchy;
refuse the life devoted to
one master.
The in-between has the power
by God's grant always, though
hIs ordinances vary.
I will speak-in defence
of reason: for the very ch1ld
of vanity is violence;
but out of health
in the heart issues the beloved
and the longed-for, prosperity.
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All for all I say to you:
bow before the altar of right
You shall not
eye advantage, and heel
it over w1th foot of force.
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Vengeance will be upon you
The allis blgger than you.
Let man see thls and take
care, to mother and father,
and to the guest
in the gates welcome-d, give all rights
that befall their position.
The man who does right, free-willed, without constramt
shall not lose happiness
nor be Wlped out with all his generation.
But the transgressor, I tell you, the bold man
who brings 10 confusion of goods unnghtly won.
at long last and perforce, when ship tOlls
under tempest must strike hiS sall
10 the wreck of hiS ngg1Og.
He calls on those who hear not, caught inside
the hard wrestle of water.
The spirit laughs at the hot hearted man,
the man who said "never to me," watches hun
pinned in dIstress, unable to run free of the crests.
He bad good luck in his hfe. Now
he smashes it on the reef of RIght
and drowns, unwept and forgotten.
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(Athene re-enters, guiding twelve citizens chosen as jurors
and attended by a herald Other citizens follow.)
Athene
Herald, make proclamation and hold in the host
assembled. Let the stabb10g voice of the Etruscan
trumpet, blown to the full with mortal w1Od, crash out
its high call to all the assembled populace
For in the fill10g of thIs senatorial ground
it IS best for all the city to be silent and learn
the measures I have laid down into the rest of tIme.
So too these htigants, that their case be fairly tried.

(Trumpet call. All take their places. Enter Apollo.)
«
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Chorus
My lord Apollo, rule wlthm your own domam.
What 10 thIs matter has to do With you? Declare.
Apollo
I come to testify. ThIs man, by observed law,
came to me as supplIant, took hIS place by hearth and hall,
and it was I who cleaned hIm of the stam of blood
I have also come to help hIm Wln hIS case I bear
responsibilIty for hIS mother's murder.
(To Athene.)
You
who know the rules, 10itlate the tnal. Preside.
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Athene (to the Furies)
I declare the trial opened Yours IS the first word
For It must Justly be the pursuer who speaks first
and opens the case, and makes plam what the actIOn IS.
Chorus
We are many, but we shall cut it short. You, then,
word against word answer our charges one by one.
Say first, did you kIll your mother or dId you not?
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Orestes
Yes, I killed her. There shall be no denial of that
Chorus
There are three falls in the match and one has gone to us.
Orestes
So you say. But you have not even thrown your man.
Chorus
So. Then how did you kIll her? You are bound to say.
Orestes
I do. WIth drawn sword 10 my hand I cut her throat.
Chorus
By whose persuasion and advice dId you do this?
«
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Orestes
By order of thIS god, here So he testifies.
Chorus
The Prophet guided you fito thIs matricIde?

595

Orestes
Yes. I have never complained of thls. I do not now.
Chorus
When sentence selZes you, you will talk a dIfferent way.
Orestes
I have no fear. My father Wlli aid me from the grave.
Chorus
KIll your mother, then put trust 10 a corpse! Trust on.
Orestes
Yes. She was dlrtled tWlce over with dlsgrace.
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Chorus
Tell me how, and explain It to the judges here.
Orestes
She murdered her husband, and thereby my father too.
Chorus
Of thls stain, death has set her free. But you stIll hve.
Orestes
When she hved, why dld you not descend and drive her out'
Chorus
The man she killed was not of blood congenital.
Orestes
But am I then involved wlth my mother by blood-bond?
Chorus
Murderer, yes. How else could she have nursed you beneath
her heart? Do you forswear your mother's mtlmate blood?
.. 156
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Orestes
Yours to bear witness now, Apollo, and expound
the case for me, if I was rIght to cut her down.
I will not deny I did this thlOg, because I did
do it. But was the bloodshed right or not? Decide
and answer. As you answer, I shall state my case.
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Apollo
To you, estabhshed by Athene in your power,
I shall speak just! y I am a prophet, I shall not
he Never, for man, woman, nor city, from my throne
of prophecy have I spoken a word, except
that which Zeus, father of Olympians, might command.
This is Justice. RecognIZe then how great Its strength.
I tell you, follow our father's wtll. For not even
the oath that bmds you IS more strong than Zeus is strong.
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Chorus
Then Zeus, as you say, authorized the oracle
to this Orestes, stating he could wreak the death
of his father on hiS mother, and It would have no force?

Apollo
It is not the same thing for a man of blood to dle
honored with the klOg's staff given by the hand of god,
and that by means of a woman, not Wlth the far cast
of fierce ar~ows, as an Amazon might have done,
but in a way that you shall hear, 0 Pallas and you
who sit m state to judge thls action by your vote.
He had come home from hiS campaigning. He had done
better than worse, in the eyes of a fair judge. She lay
in wait for him. It was the bath When he was at
Its edge, she hooded the robe on him, and in the blind
and complex tOllS tangled her man, and chopped him down.
There is the story of the death of a great man,
solemn in all men's sight, lord of the host of ships.
«
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I have called the woman what she was, so that the people
whose duty it IS to try this case may be 1O£lamed.

Chorus
Zeus, by your story, gives first place to the father's death.
Yet Zeus himself shackled elder Cronus, his own
father. Is this not contradiction? I testify,
Judges, that this is be10g said in your hear1Og.

Apollo
You foul animals, from whom the gods turn 10 disgust,
Zeus could undo shackles, such hurt can be made good,
and there IS every k10d of way to get out But once
the dust has drained down all a man's blood, once the man
has died, there is no rais10g of him up again.
This is a th10g for which my father never made
curative spells. All other states, without effort
of hard breath, he can completely rearrange.
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Chorus
See what it means to force acquittal of this man.
He has sptlled his mother's blood upon the ground. Shall he
then be at home in Argos 10 hiS father's house?
What altars of the commumty shall he use? Is there
a brotherhood's lustratl0n that Will let him 10'
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Apollo

r wIll tell you, and I wtll answer correctly. Watch.
The mother IS no parent of that which is called
her chtld, but only nurse of the new-planted seed
that grows. The parent IS he who mounts. A stranger she
preserves a stranger's seed, if no god interfere.
r will show you proof of what r have explained. There can
be a father without any mother. There she stands,
the living Witness, daughter of Olympian Zeus,
she who was never fostered in the dark of the womb
yet such a child as no goddess could br10g to birth.
In all else, Pallas, as I best may understand,
«
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I shall make great your cIty and its populace.
So I have brought thIs man to SIt besIde the hearth
of your house, to be your true frtend for the rest of time,
so you shall wm hlm, goddess, to fight by your slde,
and among men to come thIs shall stand a strong bond
that his and your own people's chIldren shall be fnends.

Athene
Shall I assume that enough has now been saId, and tell
the Judges to render what they believe a true verdIct?

Chorus
Every arrow we had has been shot now. We walt
on therr decIsion, to see how the case has gone.

Athene
So then. How shall I act correctly in your eyes?

Apollo
You have heard what you ha ve heard, and as you cast your votes,
good frIends, respect in your hearts the oath that you have sworn.

Athene
If it please you, men of Attica, hear my decree
now, on this first case of bloodletting I have judged.
For Aegeus' populatlon, this forevermore
shall be the ground where Justices dehberate.
Here IS the·HIll of Ares, here the Amazons
encamped and bUllt therr shelters when they came in arms
for spite of Theseus, here they pued their rival towers
to rise, new city, and dare his CIty long ago,
and slew therr beasts for Ares. So this rock IS named
from then the Hul of Ares. Here the reverence
of citIZens, therr fear and kmdred do-no-wrong
shall hold by day and in the blessmg of night alike
all while the people do not muddy theIr own laws
wlth foul mfusions. But if bright water you stam
wIth mud, you nevermore will find it fit to drink.
c
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No anarchy, no rule of a smgle master. Thus
I advise my citizens to govern and to grace,
and not to cast fear utterly from your C1ty. What
man who fears nothmg at all1s ever r1ghteous;> Such
be your Just terrors, and you may deserve and have
salvation for your c1tadel, your land's defence,
such as is nowhere else found among men, ne1ther
among the Scythians, nor the land that Pelops held.
I estabhsh th1s tnbunal It shall be untouched
by money-rnakmg, grave but qUlck to wrath, watchful
to protect those who sleep, a sentry on the land.
These words I have unreeled are for my c1tlZens,
advlCe into the future All must stand upright
now, take each man h1s ballot in his hand, thmk on
h1s oath, and make h1S Judgment. For my word 1S sa1d.
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Chorus
I give you counsel by no means to d1sregard
th1S company. We can be a weight to crush your land.

Apollo
I speak too. I command you to fear, and not
make vOld the yldd of oracles from Zeus and me.

Chorus
You honor bloody actions where you have no nght.
The oracles you give shall be no longer clean.

ApoIIo
My father's purposes are tw1sted then. For he
was appealed to by IxlOn, the first murderer.

Chorus
Talk! But for my part, if I do not win the case,
I shall come back to th1S land and it w1ll feel my weight.

Apollo
Ne1ther among the elder nor the younger gods
have you consideration. I shall win th1S suit.
c
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Chorus
Such was your action in the house of Pheres. Then
you begU1led the Fates to let mortals go free from death.
Apollo
Is It not nght to do well by the man who shows
you worshIp, and above all when he stands m need?
Chorus
You won the ancient goddesses over wIth wme
and so destroyed the orders of an elder time.
Apollo
You shall not wm the issue of thIS SUIt, but shall
be made to void your pOlson to no enemy's hurt.
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Chorus
Smce you, a young god, would nde down my elder age,
I must stay here and hsten to how the tnal goes,
bemg yet uncertain to loose my anger on the state.
Athene
It is my task to render final Judgment here.
This is a ballot for Orestes I shall cast.
There IS no mother anywhere who gave me birth,
and, but for marriage. I am always for the male
with all my heart, and strongly on my father's side.
So, m a case where the wife has killed her husband, lord
of the house. her death shall not mean most to me. And If
the other votes are even, then Orestes WillS.
You of the Jurymen who have this duty assigned.
shake out the ballots from the vessels, Wlth all speed.
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Orestes
Phoebus Apollo, what will the decision be?
Chorus
Darkness of night, our mother, are you here to watch?
« 161 ,.
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Orestes
ThIS IS the end for me. The noose, or else the bght.
Chorus
Here our destructlon, or our hIgh duties confirmed.
Apollo
Shake out the votes accurately, Athentan fnends.
Be careful as you pIck them up. Make no mIstake.
In the lapse of Judgment great dIsaster comes. The cast
of a smgle ballot has restored a house entire
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Athene
The man before us has escaped the charge of blood.
The ballots are In equal number for each sIde.
Orestes
Pallas Athene, you have kept my house alIve.
When I had lost the land of my fathers you gave me
a place to hve. Among the Hellenes they shall say:
"A man of Argos hves agaIn In the estates
of hIs father, all by grace of Pallas Athene, and
Apollo, and wIth them the all-ordainmg god
the SaVlor"-who remembers my father's death, who looked
upon my mother's advocates, and rescues me.
I shall go home now, but before I go I swear
to thIS your country and to this your multItude
of people into all the bIgness of time to be,
that never man who holds the helm of my state shall come
against your country in the ordered strength of spears,
but though I lie then In my grave, I still shall wreak
helpless bad luck and misadventure upon all
who stride across the oath that I have sworn: their ways
disconsolate make, their crossIngs full of eVIl
augury, so they shall be sorry that they moved.
But whue they keep the upright way, and hold in hIgh
regard the city of Pallas, and alIgn their spears
to fight besIde her, I shall be theIr gracious spinto
c
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And so farewell, you and your city's populace.
May you outwrestle and overthrow all those who come
agamst you, to your safety and your spears' success.

775

(Exit. Exit also Apollo.)

Chorus
Gods of the younger generation, you have ridden down
the laws of the elder time, torn them out of my hands.
I, dlsinhented, suffermg, heavy with anger
shall let loose on the land
the v10dlctive pOlson
dnpp10g deadly out of my heart upon the ground;
thiS from Itself shall breed
cancer, the leafless, the barren
to strike, for the nght, their low lands
and drag ItS smear of mortal infectlOn on the ground.
What shall I do' Afflicted
I am mocked by these people.
I have borne what can not
be borne. Great the sorrows and the dishonor upon
the sad daughters of night.

790

Athene
Listen to me. I would not have you be so gneved.
For you have not been beaten. ThiS was the result
of a faIT ballot which was even. You were not
• but the luminous eVidence of Zeus
dishonored,
was there, and he who spoke the oracle was he
who ordered Orestes so to act and not be hurt.
Do not be angry any longer With this land
nor brmg the bulk of your hatred down on it, do not
render it barren of fruit, nor spill the dnpping rain
of death 10 fierce and Jagged lines to eat the seeds.
In complete honesty I promise you a place
of your own, deep hidden under ground that is yours by right
where you shall Sit on shining chairs beside the hearth
to accept devotions offered by your citizens.
c
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Chorus
Gods of the younger generation, you have ridden down
the laws of the elder time, torn them out of my hands.
I, dlSlnhented, suffenng, heavy with anger
shall let loose on the land
the vindlctlVe pOlson
dnppmg deadly out of my heart upon the ground,
this from Itself shall breed
cancer, the leafless, the barren
to stnke, for the right, their low lands
and drag Its smear of mortal 1Ofectlon on the ground.
What shall I do' Afflicted
I am mocked by these people.
I have borne what can not
be borne Great the sorrow and the dishonor upon
the sad daughters of mght

Athene
No, not dishonored. You are goddesses. Do not
10 too much anger make this place of mortal men
uninhabitable. I have Zeus behmd me Do
we need to speak of that' I am the only god
who know the keys to where hiS thunderbolts are locked.
We do not need such, do we' Be reasonable
and do not from a reckless mouth cast on the land
spells that Wlll rum every thmg which might bear frUlt.
No. Put to sleep the bitter strength 10 the black wave
and live with me and share my pride of worship. Here
is a big land, and from it you shall win first fruits
in offermgs for children and the marriage rite
for always. Then you wlll say my argument was good.

Chorus
That they could treat me so!
I, the mind of the past, to be driven under the ground
out cast, like dirt!
The wind I breathe is fury and utter hate.
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Earth, ah, earth
what lS thls agony that crawls under my nbs?
Nlght, hear me, a Nlght,
mother. They have wlped me out
and the hard hands of the gods
and thelr treachenes have taken myoId nghts away.

Athene
I wlll bear your angers You are elder born than I
and m that you are Wlser far than I Yet snll
Zeus gave me too mtelhgence not to be desplsed.
If you go away into some land of forelgners,
I warn you, you wlll come to love thls country. Tlme
m hls forward flood shall ever grow more dlgOlfied
for the people of thls clty And you, In your place
of emmence beslde Erechtheus 10 hls house
shall wm from female and from male processlOnals
more than all lands of men beslde could ever glve.
Only m thls place that I haunt do not mfhct
your bloody stimulus to tWlst the mward hearts
of young men, ragmg m a fury not of wme,
nor, as If pluckmg the heart from fightmg cocks,
engraft among my CItIzens that spmt of war
that turns theIr battle fury Inward on themselves
N 0, let our wars range outward hard against the man
who has ~llen hOrrIbly in love wlth hIgh renown.
N a true fighter I call the bird that fights at home.
Such lIfe I offer you, and it IS yours to take
Do good, receive good, and be honored as the good
are honored. Share our country, the beloved of god.
Chorus
That they could treat me so!
I, the mind of the past, to be driven under the ground
out cast, lIke dIrt!
The wind I breathe is fury and utter hate.
Earth, ah, earth
«
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what is this agony that crawls under my ribs?
Night, hear me, 0 Night,
mother. They have wiped me out
and the hard hands of the gods
and therr treacheries have taken myoId rights away.

880

Athene
I will not weary of telhng you all the good thmgs
I offer, so that you can never say that you,
an elder god, were dnven unfnended from the land
by me 10 my youth, and by my mortal citizens.
But If you hold Persuasion has her sacred place
of worship, in the sweet begUllement of my VOlCe,
then you might stay with us. But If you wish to stay
then It would not be Justice to mihct your rage
upon thiS city, your resentment or bad luck
to armies Yours the baron's portlOn 10 this land
if you will, 10 all Justice, with full pnvilege.

Chorus
Lady Athene, what IS this place you say is mine?

Athene
A place free of all grief and pam. Take it for yours.

Chorus
If I do take it, shall I have some definite powers'
Athene
No household shall be prosperous without your wtll.

Chorus
You will do this? You wul really let me be so strong?

Athene
So we shall straighten the lives of all who worship us.

Chorus
You guarantee such honor for the rest of time?
c
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Athene
I have no need to promIse what I can not do

Chorus
I thmk you wIll have your way wIth me My hate IS gomg

90 0

Athene
Sta y here, then. You wIll wm the hearts of others, too

Chorus
I wIll put a spell upon the land. What shall It be?

Athene
Somethmg that has no traffic wIth eVIl success
Let It come out of the ground, out of the sea's water,
and from the hIgh aIr make the waft of gentle gab
wash over the country 10 full sunlIght, and the seed
and stream of the sOll's YIeld and of the grazmg beasts
be strong and never fall our people as time goes,
and make the human seed be kept alIve. Make more
the Issue of those who worshIp more your ways, for as
the gardener works m love, so love I best of all
the unbhghted generatlOn of th~se upnght men.
All such IS yours for grantmg In the speech and show
and pnde of battle, I myself shall not endure
thIS CIty'S eclIpse m the estlmatlOn of mankmd

Chorus
I accept thIS home at Athene's SIde.
I shall not forget the cause
of thIS CIty, whIch Zeus all powerful and Are'S
rule. stronghold of dlVlllltleS,
glory of Hellene gods, theIr guarded altar.
So WIth forecast of good
I speak thIS prayer for them
that the sun's bnght magmficence shall break out wave
on wave of all the happmess
hfe can give. across their land
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Athene
Here are my actions In all good wIll
toward these cltlzens I establtsh m power
Splrlts who are large, dIfficult to soften.
To them IS gIven the handltng entIre
of men's ltves That man
who has not felt the weIght of theIr hands
takes the strokes of ltfe, knows not whence, not why,
for cnmes wreaked m past generatlons
drag hIm before these powers Loud hIs VOlce
but the sIlent doom
hates hard, and breaks hIm to dust.
Chorus
Let there blow no wmd that wrecks the trees
I pronounce words of grace.
N or blaze of heat blmd the blossoms of grown plants, nor
cross the CIrcles of its nght
place Let no barren deadly SIckness creep and hll.
Flocks fatten. Earth be krnd
to them, WIth double fold of frUlt
in time appomted for its yieldmg Secret chIld
of earth, her hidden wealth, bestow
blessmg and surpnse of gods.
Athene
Strong guard of our CIty, hear you these
and what they portend? Fury is a high queen
of strength even among the immortal gods
and the undergods, and for humankmd
theIr work IS accompltshed, absolute, clear.
for some, singing; for some, hfe dImmed
in tears; theIrs the dispositlon.
Chorus
Death of manhood cut down
before its pnme I forbid:
«
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glrls' grace and glory find
men to hve hfe with them
Grant, you who have the power
And 0, steermg spmts of law,
goddesses of destmy,
Slsters from my mother, hear,
m all houses lmphcate,
m all tune heavy of hand
on whom your Just arrest befalls,
august among goddesses, bestow

Athene
It lS my glory to hear how these
generosltles
are glven my land. I admlre the eyes
of PersuaslOn, who gUlded the speech of my mouth
toward these, when they were reluctant and wlld.
Zeus, who gUldes men's speech m counclls, was too
strong, and my ambltlon
for good wms out m the whole lssue.
Chorus
Thls my prayer C1V1I War
fattening on men's rum shall
not thunder 111 our Clty. Let
not the dry dust that drmks
the blacbblood of cltlzeus
through paSSlon for revenge
and bloodshed for bloodshed
be glven our state to prey upon.
Let them render grace for grace.
Let love be thelr common wlll;
let them hate wlth single heart.
Much wrong m the world thereby lS healed.
Athene
Are they takmg thought to discover that road
where speech goes straight?
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In the terror upon the faces of these
I see great good for our citIZens.
While with good will you hold m high honor
these spmts, their will shall be good, as you steer
your City, your land
on an upright course clear through to the end
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Chorus
Farewell, farewell. HIgh destmy shall be yours
by right Farewell, Citizens
seated near the throne of Zeus,
beloved by the malden he loves,
cIvIlIZed as years go by,
sheltered under Athene's wmgs,
grand even m her father's Sight.
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Athene
Goddesses, farewell. Mme to lead, as these
attend us, to where
by the sacred lIght new chambers are given.
Go then Sped by majestIC sacrifice
from these, plunge beneath the ground. There hold
off what might hurt the land, pour In
the city's advantage, success In the end.
You, chIldren of Cranaus, you who keep
the citadel, gUIde these guests of the slate.
For good thIngs gIven,
your hearts' deSIre be for good to return.
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Chorus
Farewell and agam farewell, words spoken twice over,
all who by thlS Citadel,
mortal men, spmts divine,
hold the city of Pallas, grace
thiS my guestshlp in your land.
Life Will give you no regrets.
'" I7° "
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Athene
Well saId. I assent to all the burden of your prayers,
and by the hght of flanng torches now attend
your passage to the deep and subterranean hold,
as by us walk those women whose hIgh prlvilege
It IS to guard my image. Flower of all the land
of Theseus, let them Issue now, grave compames,
maIdens, WIves, elder women, m processlOnal.
In the mvestiture of purple stamed robes
dIgmfy them, and let the torchlight go before
so that the kmdly company of these withm
our ground may shme m the future of strong men to come
Chorus (by the women who have been formltJg Jor processional)
Home, home, 0 hIgh, 0 aspIrIng
Daughters of NIght, aged chIldren, m bhthe processIonal
Bless them, all here, WIth SIlence.

1025
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In the primeval dark of earth-hollows
held m hIgh v~neration WIth rights sacrificial
bless them, all people, WIth SIlence
GracIous be, WIsh what the land WIshes,
follow, grave goddesses. flushed m the flamesprung
torchlight gay on your Journey.
Smgmg all follow our footsteps.
There shaJl be peace forever between these people
of Pallas and their guests. Zeus the all seemg
met WIth Destmy to confirm It.
Smgmg all follow our footsteps.
(Exeunt omnes,
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THE
SUPPLIANT
MAIDENS
Translated and with an Introduction by
SETH G. BENARDETE

INTRODUCTION TO
THE SUPPLIANT MAIDENS

IT

always been thought by modern scholars that The Suppliant
Maidens was the earlIest Greek play stIll preserved, and the date of
Its production was gIven as circa 490 B C. ThIs opmIon was based on
StyhstIC consIderatIOns as well as on the fact that the protagomst of the
play IS the chorus ItSelf, whIch Anstotle tells us to have been the early
condItIOn of the drama. A papyrus recently pubhshed, however,
would seem to suggest that the trilogy, of whIch The Suppliant
Maidens IS the first part, Was first produced after 470 B c. Should
thIs prove to be the case, It WIll be a real puzzle why Aeschylus kept
the play m hIS drawer for twenty years, for It IS hardly lIkely that
he should have reverted to the archaIsm of The SupplIant Mmdells
after havmg wntten The PersIans
The plot of the play IS sImple. The fIfty daughters of Danaus,
descendants of the ArgIve 10, flee from Egypt to Argos because theIr
EgyptIan cousms WIsh, WIthout theIr consent, to marry them They
come to a sacred grove near Argos, where the rest of the actIon takes
place. Pelasgus, the KIng of Argos, IS unwIllIng to grant them
sanctuary unless the populace seconds hIS request, and the populace,
convInced by the kmg and theIr own father, does grant It But It IS
not a moment too soon; for after the maIdens hear they a~e saved,
theIr father informs them that the EgyptIan COUSInS are Just landmg,
and whIle he goes to bring aId, a herald of theIr couSInS comes to
take them away. Pelasgus, however, returns WIth an armed force,
and the herald, threatemng war, IS forced to WIthdraw Then Danaus
returns agaIn, counselmg them to behave· decently, and the play
ends WIth a song of delIverance. SInce the second and thIrd parts of
the trilogy are lost, and only a few scattered notIces of the plot remam,
we cannot be certam what Aeschylus' purpose was In the second
play the maIdens were somehow forced to marry theIr COUSInS (perHAD
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haps because Pelasgus dIes), but they swear to theIr father to bll
them on theIr weddmg mght. All except Hypermnestra fulfil theIr
oath, whIle she--"splendlde mendax," Horace calls her-out oflove
for her husband saves hIm In the last play Hypermnestra IS forced
to stand tnal because she vlOlated her oath, and m a scene remmlscent
of that m the Eumentdes, AphrodIte herself appears and defends her
Part of her speech surVIves'
As the sacred heaven longs to pierce the earth,
So love takes hold of earth to Jom m marnage,
And showers, fallen from heaven brought to bed,
Make the earth pregnant, and she m turn glVes bIrth
To flocks of sheep and Ceres' nounshmentA marriage that drenches the spnngtlme of the woodsFor all thiS I am m part responsible

The Suppliant Maidens IS an 1l1ternatlOnal play The Danalds are
refugees, Greeks by descent, Egyptians m appearance (11 234-37,
277-90, 496 ff), and accordmg to Egyptian law they have no legal
nght to refuse to marry theIr cousms For when Pelasgus WIshes to
know what nght they have, the maIdens m reply only declare their
hatred of theIr cousms, Implymg by theIr evaSIon of the questlOn
the absence of any legal claIm to hIS protectIon (11 387-91) Thus
both by nature and by law they are defenseless If they really looked
hke Greeks, as well as were Greeks by an obscure genealogy, and If
they had some legal JuStificatlOn, Pelasgus mIght have been wIllmg
to take up theIr defense WIthout the consent of the people, but once
It becomes a case of pure or natural Justice mdependent of all legalIty, With the maIdens' arbItrary dlshke of theIr cousms theIr only
motive, Pelasgus must defer to the WIll of the people Smce the
maIdens mSIst upon the nghts of the WIll alone, Pelasgus allows m
turn the people's WIll to sanctIon It and make It law In the second
play the oath of the Danalds becomes law, and Hypermnestra, m
vlOlating It, repeats her SIsters' ongmal defiance of Egyptian law;
but as on thIS occaSlOn It IS not a human law that she has betrayed,
a goddess must Justify her conduct AphrodIte mSIsts upon the prerogatives of love, a force that transcends even the sacredness of
" 175 "
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oaths. Thus the tr1logy 1S complete. At first the Egypt1ans embod1ed
law, though strangely enough lust also supported them, wh1le the
Dana1ds represented a freedom that was not bound by any poslt!ve
enactments. But once th1s freedom has been approved by law,
Hypermnestra alone remams outs1de It, and as she cannot be defended merely by a democratic procedure, a unIversal d1vme law,
more authontatIve than even the people's wIll, must rescue her.
Havmg only the first part of the trIlogy, we cannot be confident
that Aeschylus' purpose was exactly th1s, but the cla1ms of the c1ty
as opposed to claims still more powerful would seem to underlIe
the play, cla1Il1s that at each stage become more contrary to one another and more dJ.fficult to resolve.
The Suppliant Maidens as a play 1S not very exc1tmg, and we can
easIly see why the chorus was later abandoned as the protagonIst
A chorus can convey only a lyncal mood, 1t can hardly support any
genume passion.1he Dana1ds, for example, say they are fr1ghtened
when the Egyptians are coming, but we do not belIeve them
the1r songs, d1V1ded mto strophe and ant1strophe, * betray the1r detachment, and they always talk more lIke commentators on the1r
actions than lIke the actors themselves. Although the choruses of
The Suppliant Maidens are some of the most beautiful Aeschylus
ever wrote, the d1alogue seems extremely artifiCial and forced, w1th
the air of set speeches directed more to the aud1ence than to the
other actors. The Persians, on the other hand, suffers from the opposite fault: the speeches, even though long, are dramatic, wh1le the
choral songs are f.1r mfenor to those of The Suppliants On'iy m the
Oresteia dId Aeschylus achieve a perfect balance between them.

* Throughout tlus

play and The PefSlans, strophes and antlstrophes are marked

by the symbols - and = respectIvely.

THE SUPPLIANT MAIDENS

CHARACTERS

Chorus

of mmdens, daughters of Danaus

Danaus, thm father
Pelasgus, King of Argos
Herald of Egyptians,

COUSI1lS

to the Danaans

THE SUPPLIANT MAIDENS
SCENE

A sacred grove near Argos, adorned with statues of Greek gods.

Chorus
Zeus Protector, protect us WIth care
From the subtle sand of the NIle delta
Our shIp set saIl And we deserted:
From a holy precmct bordermg SyrIa
We fled mto eXIle, condemned
Not for murder by a cIty's decree,
But by self-Imposed bamshment escapmg
ImpIOUS marrIage WIth Egyptus' sons.

IO

Danaus, father, adVIser and lord,
Settmg the counters of hope,
PIcked the smallest pawn of grIef,
QUIckly to fly through the sea,
And find anchor at Argos,
Whence we boast to descend,
By the breathmg caress of Zeus
On a cow drIven wIld
WIth supplIant olIve branch,
To what "!tmder land could we turn?

20

Whose CIty, whose earth and brIght water,
OlympIan gods, anCIent gods below
Possessmg the tomb, and Zeus SaVIOr,
Keeper of pIOUS men, receIve
(Respectful the aIr of thIS land)
These supplIant maIdens well
But that thIck swarm of msolent men,
Before ever landmg m thIs swamp waste,
Return them and theIr ShIp to the sea;
«
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And by the wmter stmg of hurncane,
Facmg the wIld sea, by thunder and hghtmng,
By ram-winds may they dIe;
Before appropnatmg what law protects,
Cousms to he on unwIllIng beds.

40

Now I mvoke
The calf of Zeus Avenger
Beyond the sea:
A chIld from grazmg
Cow, genetnx,
Held by the breath of Zeus,
Born wIth a fateful name:
Epaphus, Caress.HlOl I mvoke:
In pastures here our mother
Suffered before:
I'll show a wItness
FaIthful but unexpected to natIves here.
They shall know the truth
At last and at length. =

50

And If some neIghbor here knows bIrd cnes,
Hearmg our bItter passlOn he wIll think
He hears the hawk-chased, sad bIrd Metis,
The WIfe ofTereus,Who weeps with paSSlOn
Barred from nvers and the countrysIde;
Who sang a child's death-dIrge, whom she killed,
Perverse her wrath. =
Thus melancholy I
Wlth Ioruan songs
Eat my Ntie-soft cheek,
My heart unused to tears.
We gather blooms of sorrow,

60
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AnxlOus If a fnend,
Someone, wlll protect us,
EXIles from a mIsty land But gods ancestral, hear!
Behold Justice kmdly.
Truly hatmg pnde
Grant nothmg undecreed
So Just you'd be to marnage
Even war has havens,
Bulwark for the weary
EXIle, a respect of gods =

80

May hIs wIll, If It'S Zeus's, be well,
HIS wIll not easIly traced.
Everywhere It gleams, even m blackness,
Wlth black fortune to man And so certam It falls wIthout slIps,
By sIgn of Zeus fulfilled
Dark are the devIces of hIS counsel,
HIS ways blmd to our slght =
From towered hopes
He casts men destrucnve,
No vlOlence
He armors.
All provIdence
Is effortless· throned,
Holy and motlOnless,
HIS wIllls accomphshed -
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roo

On mortal pnde
Look down, how It waxes
And flounshes
By marnage
Remorselessly:
Intent m Its frenzy,
« 181 »
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Spur mescapable,
Dece1ved to destructlOn =

lIO

I smg suffenng, shnekmg,
Shnll and sad am weepmg,
My hfe 1S d1rges
And nch m lamentatlOns,
Mme honor weepmg.
I mvoke your Ap1an land,
You know my fore1gn tongue
Often I tear my Sldoman ve1ls -

120

We grant gods oblanons
Where all1s splend1d
And death 1S absent
o tOlls undec1pherable f
Where lead these b1110ws (
I mvoke your Ap1an land.
You know my fore1gn tongue
Often I tear my Sldoman ve1ls =

130

Lmen-bound sh1p, secure from the sea,
W1th fa1r wmds brought me;
N or do I blame.
May Father, t1mely ommSC1ent,
Perfect a grac10us end, that
Seeds m1ghty of solemn mother
Escape, 0 woe,
Unwed, v1rgm to the bed of man Daughter of Zeus pure, may she behold,
Who guards walls sacred,
Wdlmg my w1ll.
May v1rgm, rescumg v1rgms,
In all her power come, that
Seeds m1ghty of solemn mother
Escape, alas,
Unwed, vrrgm to the bed of man. =
« 182 »
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But lfnot,
A sunburnt race
Shall go beseechmg
To Zeus of the dead
(GraclOus to strangers),
Hangmg ourselves,
If Gods OlympIan heed not.
o Zeus I Sought out by the gods,
By snake-hate of 10
I know Hera's madness
Conquermg all
Wmter comes by sharp wmds -

160

Then Zeus m
Injustice hates
HIS son begotten,
And that IS unjust.
Face now averted
Away from my prayers.
But would that Zeus hearken I
o Zeus I Sought out by the gods,
By snake-hate ofIo
I know Hera's madness
Conquermg all.
W mter comes by sharp wmds. =

Danaus
Prudence, my daughters, prudently you came
WIth an aged father as your trusted pIlot
And now, WIth foresIght, I advIse your takmg
Care to seal my words wlthm your mmd.
I see dust, the sIlent clanon of arms,
But not m sIlence are the axles turned;
Crowds I see, armed WIth shIeld and spear,
Followed by horses and curved chanots
Perhaps the pnnces of thIS land have come
«
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To meet us, mformed by messenger;
But whether kmdly purposed or provoked
To savageness they speed theIr armament,
Here It IS best to act the supplIant,
ThIs rock, thIs altar of assembled gods,
Stronger than ramparts, a shIeld Impenetrable
Now qUIckly prepare whIte supplIant wreaths,
SIgn of Zeus sacred, held In the left hand,
Mournful, respectful. answer needfully
.! The strangers, tell dIstmctly of an eXIle
UnstaIned by murder~ Let no boldness
Come from respectful eye and modest features
Not talkative nor a laggard be In speech.
EIther would offend them Remember to YIeld:
You are an eXIle, a needy stranger,
And rashness never SUIts the weaker
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Chorus
WIth prudence, father, you speak to the prudent.
I shall keep a watch on your dIscreet commands.
May Zeus, my ancestor, look on us.
Danaus
May he look then wIth propmous eye.
Chorus
Now would I wIsh to be near your SIde.
Danaus
Delay not.
Chorus

o Zeus, compasslOn ere we dIe.
Danaus
If Zeus IS willmg, this will end well.
And now that bIrd of Zeus mvoke.
Chorus
Preserving rays of the sun we call.
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Danaus
Call on Apollo, the god, who from heaven once fled.
Chorus
So know1Og thIS fate, may he have compaSSIOn.
Danaus
Let hIm be compaSSIOnate, defend us wIth care
Chorus
What other gods must I 1Ovoke?
Danaus
I see
ThIS trident, a god's symbol.
Chorus
Who brought us
Here well· may he receIve US now well.
Danaus
And that IS Hermes, by Hellemc custom.
Chorus
May he be a good herald to those who are free.
Danaus
All gods here at a common altar worshIp.
Settle on the sacred ground lIke doves
Clustering together, fear10g the w10ged hawks,
Who hatefully pollute their very blood
!3Ird consumes bIrd, how could It be pure?
'How, unw!ll1Og brides, myself unwIll1Og,
Could they be pure? Who not even 10 hell,
Where another Zeus among the dead (they say)
Works out theIr final pumshment, can flee
TheIr gUilt oflus~/FlX your eye on that
In answer, that Victory be With you well
(Enter the Kmg of Argos and company)
King
Whence come these barbarians?
What shall we call you? So outlandIshly
«
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Arrayed In the barbanc luxury
Of robes and crowns, and not m ArgIve fashIOn
Nor m Greek? But at thIs I wonder how
WIthout a herald, wIthout a gUIde, wIthout patron,
You have yet dared to come, wIthout tremblmg
The supphant ohve branch before these gods
You've placed (It IS custom), but Greece no more
Than that WIll guess. mother thmgs I could
Conjecture only, unless your VOIce WIll gUIde

Chorus
You dId not he about our dress But to whom
Do I speak? an ArgIve CItiZen, or a herald
WIth hIS sacred staff, or the CIty'S head?

Kzng
Answer me WIth trust· I am Pelasgus,
Founder of thIS land, and son of Palaechthon
Earth-born Pelasglans bear my royal name,
And-teap the frUItS of thIS earth I rule the lands
In whIch the pure Strymon turns, where the sun
SInks in the west, and hmlts the Perrhae hr,
Beyond the Pmdus, near the PaeOll1
And the mountaIn Dodona oceans bound my rule
I lord It over all WIthIn that frame
It IS called ApIa, after a surgeon
Of anCIent tImes, the prophet APIS, son
To Apollo, who from Naupactus once dId come,
And cleansed this land of deadly, monstrous
Serpents, that the earth, soaked In old
Curses of blood, had sprung and smeared In wrath
HIS remedIes and herbs dId work a cure
For Argos, and he found a monument
In ArgIve htall1es There are my testaments.
And now you can tell your own ancestry.
We have no patience WIth long speeches.
«
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Chorus
Bnef and clear IS my tale Argos we claIm
By race, the offsprmg of a frmtful cow.
King
You speak beyond my credence, strangers, claImmg
ArgIve bIrth more hke LIbyans you seem
Than hke to women natIve here; or the NIle may foster
Such a lIkeness, or the Images
Of Cyprus, carved by natIve craftsmen,
And of the camel-backed nomads I've heard,
NeIghbors to the EthIOpIan,
I should have thought you were the unwed
Barbarous Amazons, were you armed wIth bows
But I, mstructed, would more exactly know,
How your bIrth and ancestry IS ArgIve
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Chorus
Wasn't 10 once m Argos charged
WIth Hera's templeKing
10 was, the tale
Is prevalent

Chorus
And wasn't Zeus to a mortal
Jomed-

King
WhIch was from Hera unconcealed

Chorus
How ends these royal JealOUSIesKing
A goddess
Changed a woman to a cow.

Chorus
And Zeus,
DId he approach the horned cow?
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King
Zeus
Became a bull, they say.

Chorus
How then dId Hera answer?

Kl11g
She placed on her a guard, all-seemg.
Chorus
Who?

King
Argos, a son of Earth, whom Hermes slew
Chorus
But what dId Hera appomt for Ill-omened Io?
Kl11g
A gnatlIke goad It was, or dnvmg stmg.
Chorus
That the NIle-dwellers call the gadfly.
Kl11g
That drove her from Argos.
Chorus
It confirms my tale.
King
And so to Canobus and to MemphIs she came.
Chorus
Where Zeus by touch begot a son.
King
Who clauns to be the calf of Zeus?
Chorus
Epaphus,
Truly named Caress.
King
And who from him?
Chorus
Libya, reaping the greatest name.
«
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King
And then?

Chorus
Belus of two sons, my father's father
King
Tell me hIs name
Chorus
Danaus, whose brother

3 20

Fathered fifty sons

King
DIsclose hIs name
Ungrudglllgly

Chorus
Egyptus Now knowmg my anClent
Lmeage, mIght you succor an ArgIve band

King
You seem to share of old thIS land but how
DId you brlllg yourself to leave your father's
Home? What fortune dId swoop upon you?
Chorus
Lord Pelasgus, shlftmg are the 11ls of men
Nowhere IS trouble seen of the same wmg
Who WIshed for thIS unexpected fhght,
To land at• Argos, formerly natIves here,
Cowenng III hate df the marnage bed?
King
Why have you come to these assembled gods?
Why do you hold the fresh whIte ohve branch?
Chorus
To be no household-slave to Egyptus' sons.
King
By hatred or by law? ...
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Chorus
Who buys a master
From km?

King
So greater grows the strength of mortals.

Chorus
To desert those distressed is easy

King
How
With piety could I act?

Chorus
Deny the demand

34 0

Of Egyptus' sons

King
But hard's your demand to wage
A new war.

Chorus
But Justice protects her alhes.

Ktng
If only she shared from the start

Chorus
Respect the srup of state thus crowned.

King
I shudder before these shaded altars

Chorus
Yet hard is the wrath of Zeus the protector.
Son of Palaechthon,
Listen to me Wlth a carmg heart,
Lord of Pelasglans.
Protector. behold an eXlle surrounded
A calf, wolf-pursued, on steep rocks,
Confides m the herdsman's strength,
And bleats her pams -
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King
I see thrs crowd of gods assentmg, each
Shadowed by the fresh-cut olIve branch
Yet may thIs frIendshrp conceal no doom,
Nor strIfe for us arISe m unexpected
And unpremedItated ways
Chorus
Daughter of Zeus,
Master oflots, may behold a flIght
Innocent, Themls!
And thou from the younger, ancIent m wIsdom,
Learn,. .
Respectmg the supplIant,
A holy man. =

360

King
You are not supplIants at my own hearth.
If the CIty starns the commonweal,
In common let the people work a cure
But I would make no promIses unnl
I share wIth all the cItIZens
Chorus
You are, yes, the CIty, the people,
A pnnce IS not Judged.
The land, the hearth, the altar you rule
WIth the .mgle vote and scepter,
Enthroned you command,
And fill every need
Of pollunon be watchful King
PollutIon on my enemIes' WIthout
Harm I cannot aId you; nor IS It sensIble
To despIse these your earnest prayers.
I am at a loss, and fearful IS my heart,
To act or not to act and choose success
« I9I »
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Chorus
Regard rum, above, the protector,
A watchdog of men
Dlstressed who SIt at nelghbormg hearths,
But obtam no lawful JUStIce.
Yet anger of Zeus
The SupplIant remams,
who IS charmed by no pIty =

King
If Egyptus' sons rule you by customs
NatIve to your CIty, clalmmg nearest
Of km, who would wIsh m that to oppose them?
Accordmg to laws at home you must plead,
How over you they lack authonty.

Chorus
Yet subject to men would I never be!
I plot a course under the stars,
Escape from a heartless marnage.
Take as an ally JustIce.
Choose the SIde of the gods:
J.(jng
The chOlce IS not easy" choose me not as judge.
I sald before that never would I act
Alone, apart from the people, though I am ruler;
So never may people say, if eva comes,
"Respectmg ahens the clty you destroyed."
Chorus
Both SIdes of related blood he sees,
Zeus holds a sensItIve balance,
To eva and the nghteous welghmg
Just and unjust fl.lrly.
Why fear to act justly? =
King
We need profound, preservmg care, that plunges
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L1ke a d1ver deep m troubled seas,
Keen and unblurred h1s eye, to make the end
W1thout d1saster for us and for the C1ty,
That ne1ther stnfe may brmg repnsals, nor,
If we should g1ve you back, seated thus
On seats of gods, we settle the god, destruct1ve
Alastor, m th1s land, who even ill Hades
Never frees the dead Seem we not
To need preservmg counsel?

4IO

Chorus
Take care and be,
Justly, the PlOUS protector,
Exlle betray not,
EXlle pursued by,
Cast out by, the godless -

420

See me not selZed,
From seat of gods to be se1zed,
o lord Wlth full power
Know the pnde of men,
Beware of god's anger =
Bear not to see
A supphant by force
Led from these statues,
SelZed by my garments,
L1ke a h~se by the bndle.-

43 0

Do what you Wlll,
Thy house remams to pay,
Fmed ill thy cruldren.
Justice 1S equal.
Mark the Justice of Zeus =

King
I have pondered, and here I'm run aground:
'Gamst you or them neceSSlty 1S stramed
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For mIghty war, as fastIy drawn as slups
Held by the wmdlass. yet anchorage IS never
Free from pam. When wealth IS sacked and homes
Are pillaged, Zeus yet another fortune may bestow;
Or when the tongue has faIled, a healmg word
May spread a counter-balm. but If consangume
Blood IS to stay unshed, we must sacnfice
To slaughter many kme to many gods,
A cure of gnef I am spent by thIs dIspute
I wIsh an Ignorance more than art of 111.
Agamst my Judgment may It turn out well.

Chorus
But hear the end of my reverent prayers.
King
well?
Chorus
Clasps and belts and bands I have.
King
They are doubtless proper for women.
Chorus
Here, you know,
Are fine deVIces.
King
Tell me.
Chorus
Unless you promlseKing
What would your bands accomplIsh?
Chorus
Statues wIth new tablets to adorn.
King
Speak SImply.
Chorus
From these gods to hang.
«
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Kmg
A Wh1P to the heart
Chorus
Now you understand, for eyes I gave you
King
Alas' everywhere 1'm gnpped m strangle holds,
And hke a swollen nver eV1ls Hood
Embarked on a sea of doom, uncrossed, abysmal,
Nowhere 1S anchorage IfI leave
Th1s debt unpa1d, you've warned of pollut1on
That shall stnke unerrmgly, but 1f
I stand before these walls, and brmg the battle
To the very end agamst Egyptus'
Sons, wouldn't that become a b1tter wasteMen to bleed the earth for women's sake?
But yet the wrath of Zeus the SupphantThe he1ght of mortal fear-must be respected
Now then, aged father of these ma1dens,
Gather those wreaths m your arms, and at other
Altars of the natlVe gods replace them
Then no one of the nat1ve people, who dehght
In blame, by seemg proof of your arrlVal,
Could reproach me, and p1ty they may feel
For you, and hate those men's arrogance
May the people be graClous' Everyone,
To those-Weaker than themselves, 1S hnd.:
it
Danaus
To have found a stranger, reverent and kmd,
We h1ghly pnze And now, let native gUldes,
To grant me safety as I go, escort me
To the temple altars nature made
My shape unlike to yours, even as the N1le
And the Inachus bear no resemblance
In their nurture Beware lest rashness burgeon
Into fear 19norance has often hlled
A fnend.
«
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King
Attend. the stranger speaks well.
GUlde hlll1 to the cIvIl altars, the seats
Of gods; and say no more than thIs to whom
You meet "To the gods' hearth we bnng a saIlor"
(ExIt DanaHs, attended)

500

Chorus
HIm you mstructed, and he IS gone, but I,
How shall I act? What sIgn of confidence
Is yours to gIve me?
King
Leave your wreaths here,
A sIgn of gnef

Chorus
And here I leave them by your
Command.

King
Toward that grove now turn

Chorus
But how
Would a pubhc grove protect me?

King
Never
To rape ofbrrds shall we expose you
Chorus
But to them more hateful than heartless snakes?

Kmg
PropItIated, speak auspIcIously
Chorus
You know how fear does :tret Impatiently?
King
Excessive fear is always powerless. I
.1
Chorus
Soothe then my heart ill word and deed.
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King
Your father wIll not long desert you, and I,
Assembllllg all the natIve people, shall
Make the commons well dIsposed, and teach
Your father all that he must say
Now remalll here, and beseech the natIve
Gods wIth your prayers to bnng what you deSIre
I shall go arranglllg all may PersuasIOn
And Fortune attend me'

52 0

(EXIt King)

Chorus
Lord of Lords most bless'd,
Most perfect strength of bless'd,
Happy Zeus obey
And let It be"
Remove the pride of men,
Pride well hated,
And cast III a purpled sea
The black-benched doom -

530

Look upon our race
AnCIent of ancestor loved,
Change to a happy tale
Favorlllg us
Remember many thlllgS.
You tou~ed 10
We claIm a descent from Zeus,
And birth from thIs land =
To my mother's ancIent track I turned,
In a nch pasture eatlllg flowers
She was seen, whence 10
By gadfly raged
DIstraught escaped,
Passlllg many races,
Cuttlllg III two the land,
The raglllg straIt defined,«
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Through lands of ASia fast she went,
And across Phrygla grazmg sheep,
And the city of Teuthras passmg,
And Lydian vales,
Clhclan hills,
Race Pamphyhan hurned
Through ever-flowmg streams,
And land of AphrodIte =
She came by dart dIstressed
Of a cowherd wmged
To nch groves of Zeus,
A pasture fed by snow and attacked
By Typhon's rage,
The NIle-waters by disease untouched,
Herself crazed,
With gnef, stmgmg pams,
Bacchant of Hera And men who then hved there
At her strangeness trembled,
WIth pale fear at heart,
Beheld a creature vexed, half-breed,
In part a cow,
And woman m turn, a monster marveled at
Who then charmed
The wretch wandermg-far
Funous 10'=
Of endless sovereignty
Lord Zeus charmed,
By strength gentle of Zeus
And dlvme breaths
Was she cured, weepmg
Her gnevous shame,
Bearmg the burden of Zeus,
Told Without falsehood,
She bore a blameless chlld,-
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Through great tlme bless'd,
All earth shouts,
"Of Zeus frUltfullll truth
ThIs race who else
Would cure her of sly
DIseases of Hera-"
There IS the worklllg of Zeus,
Here IS Epaphus' race
Of both the truth IS spoken =
Whom besIde hIm
More Justly would I call'
Father our gardener, worker, and lord,
A craftsman ag'd III wIsdom,
Propltlous the wllld IS of Zeus -

590

Stronger none rule,
Beneath no one enthroned,
Seated above he respects none below
H1S deeds are qUlck as words,
He hastens what counsel decrees =

(Enter Danaus )
Danaus
Take heart, my chIldren, well are cast the people's
Flllal vote
Chorus

o hall, my envoy, my dearest
Herald Tell us what end's been authorIzedAnd where the populace, by show of hands,
Has thrown ItS weIght

Danaus
The Arglves have decreed
Not doubtfully, so as to change my aglllg
Heart to youth agalll; so bnstled thIck
The aIr WIth hands, resolvlllg thus the law
Free we are to settle here, subject
«
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Nelther to selzure nor repmal, clalmed
NeIther by cltIZen nor forelgner.
But If they turn to force, whoever nch
In lands refuses succor, shall be stnpped
Of offices and bamshed pubhcly
The kmg persuaded, prophesymg Zeus
The Supphant would fatten nch hls wrath
To feed msatlate suffermg,
And show itself as twm defilements,
In and outslde the Clty. Heanng thls,
The Arglves, not even summoned, voted all.
They heard, and easlly were convmced by supple
Rhetonc, but Zeus stlll crowned the end. II

Chorus
Come then, let us offer
For the Argives good prayers,
A return for good thmgs
And may Zeus Stranger behold
From the mouth of a stranger
Offermgs m true frankness,
A perfect end for all thmgs.
And now Zeus-born gods
Mlght you hear our prayers,
When hbatlOns we pour:
Never slam by fire
Thls Pelasglan land,
Never wanton War
Found a danceless cry,
Harvestmg mortals
In a changed harvest,
For compasslOn they showed us,
And voted Wlth kmdness,
Respecting Zeus's supphants,
This wretched flock of sheep.,,200 »
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N or cast they thelr votes
On the slde of men
By dlshonormg us;
Watching Zeus Avenger
(Like a spy he sees)
Who IS hard to fight·
Who desires hls home
Stained m ItS rafters?
For he heaV1ly presses
The supphants of Zeus sacred,
Related blood, they respected.
Then to gods shall they be pleasmg
With altars scoured clean. =
So out of shadowed hps let fly
Honorable prayers.
Never a plague
Empty the City,
Stnfe never bleed
With native dead the land
Flower of youth may It npen unplucked,
And partner of Aphrodlte, War,
May he cut not their bloom.And laden altars, welcommg,
Set them ablaze.
Well wO\ild be ruled
Cities respectmg
Zeus above all,
Who gUldes by anoent law.
Other protectors We pray to be born
For always, and Hecate-Artemis
Birth by women protect =
Let no murderous plague
Come upon the city destroying,
Without the dance, wlthout lute
« 201 "

6so

660

670

680

«AESCHYLUS»

Father of tears Ares armmg,
And the mtestme war's shout.
May the b1tter swarms of 111
Far from the people Slt,
May the LyClan Apollo
To all the youth be kmd And may Zeus to perfect10n
Brmg the frUlt of each season;
And many young m the fields
Pasturmg cattle beget.
May they obtam from gods all.
May the plOUS songs be sung
At altars by mmstrels;
May the lyre-Iovmg VOlces
From holy hps anse. =
May the people who strengthen the C1ty
Protect 1ts d1gruty well,
Whose rule's prov1dential m common counsel;
And before armmg Ares,
To strangers W1thout gnef
May they grant Justice.-

700

May the gods who possess the C1ty
Be honored by c1t1zens well
W1th sacnfic1allaurel, ancestral
For respect of one's parents
Is third among laws
Wntten by Just1ce =

Danaus
Thank you, dear chlldren, for these modest prayers;
But from your father tremble not to hear
New mtelligence From th1s outpost,
Protector of supphants, I spy that shlp;
Clearly 1t shows; nor do I fall to mark
How ltS salls are trunmed and sldes made fast,
« 202 »
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And how her bow does seek the way wIth pam ted
Eye, and the ShIp, obedIent, hears all too well
Her tIller's governance And the men on board
I see, black m 11mb, theIr clothes whIte lmen
All the other shIps and allIed force
I see, but under land the lead, ItS saIl
Now furlmg, rows wIth hmed beat And you
Must, qmetly and temperately facmg
The event, Ignore none of these gods.
And I, wIth advocates, shall come Perhaps
An envoy or a herald comes, desrrmg
To lead you away as reprISals.
But nothmg shall happen Never fear hIm
Stllllt IS better, If we are slow,
That refuge to remember Take heart
Surely m tIme the day shall come when all
Who had dIshonored the gods shall pay.
Chorus
Father, I fear, as swIft shIps come,
No length of tIme does stand between us
Terror has me, exceSSIve fear,
If fhghts of wandermg profIt not
Father, I am spent by fear.Danaus
As final was the ArgIve vote, my daughters,
Ta~ hear~: they shall fight for you, I know
Chorus
Mad IS the race EgyptIan, cursed,
In war unsated: I speak what you know.
Dark ShIPS they have, and strongly built;
They saued and so succeed manger
WIth an army large and dark. =
Danaus
But here many shall they fmd, whose lImbs
The sun's made lean m noonday heat.
« 203 »
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Chorus
Leave us not behmd, alone, father' I pray
Women are nothmg alone, no Ares 1S m them
Deadly purposed and crafty mmds
W1th 1mpure hearts, Just as ravens,
They heed no altar -

750

Danaus
Well that would aid us, my daughters,
If to the gods, as to you, they are hateful

Chorus
They feared not these tr1dents, no awe of gods,
The1r hands they shall not keep from me, father
Arrogant w1th unholy rage,
Gluttonous, dog-hearted, obeymg
In nothmg the gods =

Danaus
A fable tells that wolves possess more strength
Than dogs, and reeds cannot conquer wheat

Chorus
We must guard ourselves agamst the rage
Of wanton men, monstrous and profane

Danaus
The reefing of a sad 1S never swift,
Nor 1S the anchormg, w1th ropes to be secured;
And even safe at anchorage the helmsman
Lacks courage, and mostly when come to harborless
Shores, and the sun has sneaked away to mght,
It breeds in prudent p110ts pam as sharp
As b1rth 1tself, nor would a host find landmg
Easy, before each Sh1p takes courage m
Her moorings But you, fearful at heart, take heed
Of the gods, while I, brmgmg a1d, shall return
To defend you: an aged messenger the CIty
Cannot blame, youthful m eloquence.

(Exit Danaus.)
« 204 »
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Chorus

o mountamous land, Justly respected,
What shall befall us? Where shall we flee,
If in Ap1an lands some dark abyss somewhere?
Black smoke m1ght I be
Bordermg clouds of Zeus,
InvlSlble completely
As unseen dust m1ght Idle My heart w1thout fnght would no longer be;
Darkness flutters m my heart
I am selZed by h1S warnmgs: I am spent by fear.
And wulmg would I be
Fated to d1e hangmg,
Before that man should touch me:
May Hades rule me before' =
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Where m1ght there be a throne of a1r?
Agamst 1t wet clouds become snow?
Or smooth, steep, lonely,
Overhangmg, d1stant,
Vulture-haunted rocks,
W1tnessmg my fall,
Before by force meet
A heart-rendmg marnage?Prey then for dogs and native brrds,
A feast I Thall not refuse them.
For death grants freedom
From lamentable 11ls
Let that £ate before
My marnage-bed come
But where 1S scll means
To free us from marnage?=
Shnek and shout a cry to heaven,
Perfect prayers to the gods,
To me rellef and fulfilment;
« 205 »
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And Father, seemg the battle,
Behold wlth Just eyes
Vlolence unkmdly.
Respect your supphants,
Protector, ommpotent Zeus'Proud and heartless EgypnansMen pursumg an eXlle,
Intent on capturmg me,
Wlth shouts many and wanton
But you completely,
Zeus, hold the beam of
The balance. What wlthout you
Is brought to completion for men t =
(Enter Herald
Cry' 0 woe' Alas'
Here, thls raVIsher from the shlp'
Before that, ravlsher, would you dle'
I see thls begmnmg of my woes.
Alas' 0 woe' Escape f
Stern-hearted m IDsolence,
Hard to bear on land, at sea,
Lord of the land, protect us f

Herald
Hurry!
Hasten to the boats
Fast as you are able
Lest torn and pncked,
Pncked and scratched you'll be,
Bloody and bloodstamed,
Your heads cut off'
Hurry, hasten, curses' curses' to the boats'
Chorus
On the flowmg salt-path
With your masterful pnde
« 206 »
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Wlth your bolted shlp
Would you had dled'

Herald
Cease your cnes Leave your seats.
Go to the shlPs. You wlthout honor,
You wlthout Clty, I cannot respect.-
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Chorus
Never ttUltful water
Mlght I see agam, whence
Grows the hvmg rootMurder !--and blooms.

Herald
I shall lead-I am braveDown to the shlP, up on the ladder
Wllhng, unwlllmg, you shall go =
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Chorus
Oh, alas, woe
Oh, would that you had helpless dled
By the sea-washed grove
Wandermg at Sarpedon's tomb,
PlIed up wlth sand
Among wet breezes

Herald
Shrlek and,.shout and call the gods.
You shall not Jump the Egyptlan shlP.
Bewall and shout and mourn Wlth sorrow Chorus
Oh, alas, woe
Outrage' when you howl off-shore,
Wlth your boasts overflow,
Whom the great Nlle mlght behold
Ragmg m your pnde,
And drown your vlOlence.
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Herald
Board the SWIft boat at once!
Let no one falter: I'll have no awe
Of preCIOUS curls when I shall drag yOU. =

Chorus
Alas, father, to the sea he leads me;
LIke a spIder, step by step,
A dream, a black dream,
Cry, 0 woe, cry'
Earth, Mother Earth,
Avert rus fearful cry.
o son, son of Earth, 0 Zeus.

Herald
I do not fear these gods before me they
DId not nurse me, their nursmg dId not age me.-

Chorus
A two-footed serpent qwvers near,
LIke a viper, bItes my foot,
A pOIsonous thmg.
Cry, 0 woe, cry!
Earth, Mother Earth,
Avert rus fearful cry.
o son, son of Earth, 0 Zeus.
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Herald
Your finery I shall not pIty, If
None wIll go to the srup resIgnedly

=

Chorus
We perlSh, lord, we suffer pam!

Herald

o many lords, Egyptus' sons, you soon
Wul see-take heart!- and blame no anarchy'

Chorus
o first commanders, undone am I!
0:
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Herald
Methmks I shall resort to draggmg you:
My words you clearly have not hstened to.

910

(Enter the King, attended)
King
You there! What 1S done- By what msolence
Dare you msult th1S land of Pelasg1an men?
Thmk you you have come to a woman's land- You are
Barbanans, and you tnfle msolently
W1th Greeks, and, off the mark in everythmg,
In nothmg upnght stand.

Herald
How d1d I err?
What do I do w1thout JUSt1ce-

King
You know
Not how to be a stranger.

Herald
Though findmg what I lost?

King
To what patron d1d you speak?

Herald
To Hermes the Searcher,
The greatest patron.

King
You speak of gods but have
No reverence.

Herald
The Nile de10es I revere.

King
And these gods are nothmg-

Herald
I'll lead them away,
If no one prevents me.
« 209 »
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King
You shall regret 1t,
If you touch them.

Herald
You speak unkmdly to strangers

King
The th1eves of gods I shall not befr1end.

Herald
I shall tell Egyptus' sons.

King
What's that to me that I should y1eld my flock,

Herald
But 1£1 knew, more clearly could I tellA herald should report exactly each
Particular. What shall I say' And who
Does rob me of these cousms;> Yet war does glVe
Its verdlCt w1thout Wltnesses, nor m slIver's
Gnp does 1t qUlt 1ts SUlt, before many
Are thrown and klCk off hfe

93 0

King
Why must you tell a name'
In t1me you and your compamons wlil know,
Though, were these Wll1mg, w1th good w1ll of heart,
You could lead them away, 1f piOUS speech
Persuaded them: thus unammous the vote
Decreed, never to surrender them to force
Jomed, doweled, and bolted stays th1s law,
That ne1ther scratched on tablets, nor book-sealed,
You hear announced by the tongue of freedom's VOlce.
Now get out of my slght!
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Herald
We seem to wage new wars
May v1ctory and conquest fall to men!
« 210 »

95 0

"THE SUPPLIANT

MAIDENS"

Kmg
And men lS what you'll find here, who don't
Guzzle a brew of barley-beer I
(Extt Herald)
N ow all of you, attended by your malds,
Take heart and go to the well-protected Clty.
Locked by towers m dense array And many
Homes there are of pubhc property, and I
Am also housed wlth a lavlsh hand, there you may
Wlth many others hve, or lf lt pleases
More, you may hve alone Of these the best
And most agreeable choose Myself and all
The cltlzens protect you, whose voted wlll
Is now fulfilled Why walt for those wlth more
Authonty'
Chorus
In return for good thmgs,
Ma y good thmgs teem,
Best of Pelasglans'
Kmdly escort my father here,
Danaus, prudent, brave and Wlse
Hls lS the counsel where to dwell,
Kmdly dlsposed the place wlth good
Fame and repute among the people
Everyone's qUlck to blame the ahen.
May lt be"for the best'
(Exit Kmg Enter Danal/s, attended)
Danaus
My chlldren, to Arglves lt lS meet to pour
Llbatlons, pray and sacrlflce as to gods
Olymplan, who unhesltant preserved us
What had been done, for native fnends kmdly,
Bltterly agamst your cousms, they heard,
And gave these armed attendants as a meed
Of honor, that no spear-wlelded fate be mme
" ZII "
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In dymg, lest I burden on the land
An ever-lrvmg gnef You must be grateful
Even more than I for what I have obtamed
Above my other counsels cut th1s w1sdom
T1me becomes the touchstone of the ahen,
Who bears the brunt of every eVlI tongue,
The easy targe of calumny. I beg
You not to brmg me shame, you who have
That bloom wh1ch draws men's eyes' there 1S no slmple
Guard for frUlt most delrcate, that beasts
And men, both wmged and footed, ravage'
So Venus heralds harvests lush w1th love,
And all, at the sleek comelrness of ma1dens,
Do shoot enchanted arrows from their eyes,
Overcome by desire Let no shame for us,
But pleasure for our enenues, be done,
For wh1ch, ill great tOll, great seas were ploughed.
We have the choice (mere luck) ofhvmg e1ther
W1th Pelasgus, or at the C1ty'S cost.
Only regard th1s command of your father:
Honor modesty more than your hfe.
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Chorus
All else may gods Olymp1an bless; but, father,
Be not anxious for our summer's blush,
For, lest the gods delrberate anew,
We'll hold to the course our past intent has set.

Chorus A (oj maidens)
Come now to the C1ty,
Praising blessed lord gods,
Who shelter the C1ty
And about the Erasmus dwell
Take up and accompany,
Servants, the song, and pra1se
For the oty' no longer the Nne,
Respect w1th your psalms,« 212 "
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But streams, that wIth qUlet
Through the land fulness pour,
And gladden thIS earth wIth
Waters brIlhant and rIch
May ArtemIS sacred see,
Pltymg us by force
Of AphrodIte no marnage come,
A prIze for the hated =
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Chorus B (of servants)
But careless not of CyprIS thIS graclOus song'
WIth power equal to Hera nearest to Zeus,
Honored the goddess sly-mtent
In rItes sacred and solemn;
Which share wIth a fond mother
DeSIre and, to whom no demal,
PersuaslOn; and AphrodIte
A provmce to Concord bestowed,
And Eros wrusperIng wanton.But bItter wmds, and harsh and eVIl grIef,
And battles bloody and deadly I fear before.
How dId they saIl so eaSIly
In SWift-winged purSUlt?
IWhatever IS doomed becomes. I
Infimte the mmd IS of Zeus,
Who can~t be bypassed.
To many a woman before
Has marriage come as an endmg.=

Chorus A
Ma y great Zeus ward oft
An Egyptian marrIage for me.

Chorus B
That would be best.

Chorus A
Would you charm the mtractable?
" 213 »
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Chorus B
But the future you know not Chorus A
But Zeus's mmd profound,
How am I to plumb?
Chorus B
Pray for the mean
Chorus A
What hmit do you teach me now?
Chorus B
Ask the gods nothmg exceSSIve ::;=
Chorus
Lord Zeus may he depnve us
Of an III marnage
And a bad husband,
As 10 was released from ill,
Protected by a heahng hand,
Kmd mIght dId cure her And strength may he assIgn us.
I am content If III
Is one-thIrd my lot,
And Justly, wIth my prayers,
BesIde the savmg arts of god,
To follow JustIce. =
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(Exit all.)
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INTRODUCTION TO THE PERSIANS

he

Persians was produced at Athens m 472 B.C., eIght years after
the naval battle at SalamIs, whIch the play celebrates We learn
from ItS Argument that It was modeled on a lost play, The Phoenissae
ofPhrynichus, but that Phrynrchus had announced at once the defeat
of Xerxes, whereas Aeschylus presents a chorus of old men who
VOIce theIr hopes and fears, by themselves and WIth Xerxes' mother,
before the news of the defeat comes. ThIs delay of course makes the
PersIans' defeat so much the greater, as It heIghtens the magmficence
of theIr doom The Queen then mvokes her dead husband Danus
(at whose tomb the scene IS laId), who had led an unsuccessful
expeditlOn agamst Greece ten years before. He consoles the Queen
and Chorus but predIcts another dIsaster at Plataea (479 B c.) Soon
afterward, Xerxes, hIs garments torn, returns alone, and he and
the Chorus conclude the play WIth a lament.
The Persians IS umque In several ways It IS the only extant Greek
tragedy that IS not mythIcal but based on a contemporary event.
The daring of such a presentation IS easy to Imagme To show
sympathetically, sltle jra et studio, on the stage at Athens the defeat of
her deadhest enemy testIfies to the humamty of Aeschylus and the
Atheruans No other tragedIan we know of, of any count7 at any
time, has ever dared to go so far In sympathizmg WIth hIS country's
foe. It IS the more remarkable when we consIder that Aeschylus
hunself and almost all of hIS audIence fought at Salamis or Plataea
and that the war, moreover, was between freedom and slavery.
Here are the PersIans, haVIng started an unjust war and sufferIng a
deserved defeat, presented not as cnmmals but rather as great
and noble, dYIng deaths that are to be as much pitIed as the deaths of
Athemans. To praIse the Athemans at Athens, Socrates remarks, or
the Spartans at Sparta IS not very dIfficult, but to praise the Athem«
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ans at Sparta or the Spartans at Athens demands great rhetoncal
sloll, and for Aeschylus to praise before thelI' conquerors the
Persians, the eneIDles of all Greece, IS Without precedent and Without
ImltatlOn.
Although The Persians IS hlstoncal m substance, Aeschylus dehberately mtroduced what the entlI'e audience must have known to
be false He makes up PersIan names, very few of which correspond
to the generals we know to have been at the battle; Ius figures for
the SIZe of Xerxes' fleet at Salamis are greatly exaggerated; the
Persians call upon Greek gods, though everyone knew that thelI'
gods were different, the Queen performs a Greek sacnfice at the
tomb of Danus, neither the Chorus (except once) nor Danus mennon the Persians' defeat at Marathon only ten years before; and perhaps what is most stnkmg, Aeschylus mvokes from the past Danus,
so that hiS presence, bemg both ghostly and real, nught transform
an ugly reahty mto a poenc past. By thus changmg many details of
the real story, Aeschylus removes the Persian War to the realm ot
myth, where the memory of hiS audience IS prevented from confirmmg or denymg at every pomt the truth of what he says.
The contemporary IS almost perforce untraglc, for exceSSlve attention to detail (and the contemporary must be shown accurately)
sufles poetry and does not allow the poet to alter his subject;
whereas tragedy, bemg abstracted from the present, IS given a free
rein, unhampered by what the audience knows to be so, to mold the
story to its own demands. Just as verse IS an abstraction from prose,
8
reducing 1t to order, so tragedy abstracts from history and bnngs
necessity out of chance.
If Aeschylus addressed Ius play speClfically to hiS Atheman countrymen, how can he also speak to us, who are not Athenlans, across
the reach of ume? Tlus certamly must be said. The PersIan War was
not merely one parochial war among others, m wIuch the issues of
nght and wrong are ambiguous, as was the case m the PeloponneSlan War. The Persian War was a war ofhberty versus desponsm,
and all free men of all Umes m readmg The Persians will Idenufy
thelI' cause With the cause of the Greeks In thiS sense, then, we are
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Athemans ourselves, and thus our sympathIes and understandmg
become sufficIently enlarged to comprehend the ments of our foes
Smce the doom of the PerSIans IS Impressed upon us by the regular
meters of the chorus, whIch convey even to our ears the effect of
marchmg or lament, I have tned, so far as EnglIsh would allow, to
reproduce them m such a way that the reader can "hear" the mood
of each song. I hope that, after a lIttle practIce on hIS part, the
rhythm WIll become clear.
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CHARACTERS

Chorus

of Persian elders

Queen of Persia, wife of Darius,
mother of Xerxes
Persian Herald
Ghosr of Darius
Xerxes

THE PERSIANS
SCENE

In the background the palace of Xerxes at Sousa,
foreground the tomb of Darius.

In

the center

Chorus
Of the PerSians gone
To the land of Greece
Here are the trusted.
As protectors of treasure
And of golden thrones
We were chosen by XerxesEmperor and kmg,
Son of DarIusIn accord with age
Guards of the country.
For the kmg's return
With hIS troops of gold
Doom IS the omen
In my heart convulsed,
As It whmes for ItS master,
For all As~ IS gone:
To the CIty of PerSians
Neither a herald nor horseman returns.
And some Agbatana
And some Sousa and
AnCIent Klssa leavmg,
Both on horse and on Ship
And on foot displayed
Legions of battle:
Artaphrenes, Megabates,
Astaspes, Amlstres,

10

20

«22I »

« AESCHYLUS»

Leaders of PersIans, kmgs,
Who are slaves of the greatest ofkmgs,
Guardmg the leglOns they rush,
And as bowman and knIght,
With theIr temper resolved,
Fearful m aspect,
Dreadful m battle.
And exultant m horses
Artembares, Masistres,
The brave archer Imaeus,
And Pharandakas,
And the dnver of horses
Sousthenes.

30

And others were sent
By the flounshmg NIle:
EgyptIan-born Sousiscanes,
Pegastagon, great Arsames
Ruler of sacred MemphIs,
And Anomardus
Governmg anCIent Thebes;
And who dwelling by marshes
Are rowers of shIps,
Skilful and countless
And the Lydians soft
Who mhabit the coast
Follow commanders and kmgs.
Metrogathes and brave Arkteus,
And golden SardIs send
Many charIoteers,
Horses by threes and by fours,
Fearful the sIght to behold.
And the neIghbors of TmolusThey threaten to yoke
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In servItude Hellas,
And the M YSlan lancers,
Tharybls, Mardon,
AnVlls of battle
And golden Babylon
Pours forth her crowdsBorne by theIr shIpsWho m drawmg the lfow
Rely on therr boldness.
And the tribes from all Asia
Who carry the sword
Follow beneath the
Awesome parade of theIr kmg.

~

50

Thus of the PerSIan land
Of her men the flower is gone,
Nursed by the earth, and all ASIa
Laments, consumed by desIre;
And parents and WIves
Countmg the days
Tremble at lengthenmg tune.
The destroyer of CInes now,
That kmgly army, has gone
Over the straIt to the land
On linen-bound pontoonsTIghtly w~ damped the wayHelle of Athamas crossmg,
Yokmg the neck of the sea.And the furious leader the herd
Of populous ASIa he drIves,
Wonderful over the earth,
And admirals stern and rough
Marshals of men he trusts:
Gold hIS descent from Perseus,
He IS the equal of god =

60
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In hIS eyes lazuh flashmg
LIke a snake's murderous glances,
WIth hIS marmers, warnors, many,
And hIS Synan chanot dnvmg,
Hard on the glonous spearmen
The archer Ares he leads.To the great torrent of heroes
There IS none worthlly equal,
Who resist, by defenses secured,
The unconquerable billows of ocean:
PerSIans are never defeated,
The people tempered and brave. =
For dIvine fate has prevaIled smce

90

I02

It enJomed PersIans to wage wars,
Whlch destroy towers and ramparts,
And the glad tumult of horsemen,
And ones overthrown.When the vast ocean was foammg,
By the wmds bOlsterous whltened,
Then they learned, trusting to cables
And to pontoons whIch convey men,
To scan the sacred sea. =
DeceItful decepnon of godWhat mortal man shall aVOld It?
WIth mmbleness, deftness, and speed,
Whose leapmg foot shall escape It?
Bemgn and coaxmg at first
It leads us astray mto nets whIch
No mortal is able to shp,
Whose doom we never can flee.
Thus sable-clad my heart IS tom,
Fearful for those PerSIan arms,

II3
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Lest the CIty hear, alas'
That reft of men IS Sousa,And lest the CIty Klssa shall,
When the crowds of women cry,
Smg antIphonal, alas!
And rend theIr garb of mournmg. =

I20

All the horse and mfantry
Like a swarm of bees have gone
WIth the captam of the host,
Who Jomed the headlands of eIther land,
Crossmg the yoke of the sea.-

I30

Beds With longmg fill WIth tears,
PersIan WIves m softness weep;
Each her armed furIous lord
DIsmIssed with gentle love and grIef,
Left all alone m the yoke.=
But come, PerSlans,
Let us m thIS anCIent palace sit,
And deep and WiSely found our thoughts:
How does Kmg Xerxes fare, Danus' son,
How fare hIS people? Has arrows' hall
Or strength of spear conquered?
But lo! she comes,
A hght wnose splendor equals eyes of gods,
The mother of our kmg, I kneel.
N ow all must address and salute her.

ISO

(Enter Queen)

o most majestic Queen of PerSIans
In ample folds adorned,
Hall, aged Xerxes' mother,
Consort of Danus, haIl!
MIstress of the god of PersIans,
Mother of a god thou art,
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Unless the fortune of thelI" arms
Now at last has altered.
Queen

Leavmg my gold-dad palace, marnageChamber of Danus, and my own,
Hls queen I'm come. Care qUIte grates my heart,
I fear, my fnends, though not fearful for myself,
Lest great wealth's gallop tnp prospentyExalted by DarlUs and some godIn ltS own dust But, unexpectedly,
That dread has doubled: sums of cowardly
Wealth do court contempt, and mdlgence
Quenches ambmon's flame, even If there's strength.
Though wealth we have unstmted; yet fear
Is for mme eye, Xerxes, whose presence here
I count the palace-eye So thmgs stand thus.
Advlse my reason, Perslans, old suretles:
All my gams wlth your counsel he.
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Chorus
o Queen of Persla, be assured that never
TWlce hast thou to tell us word or deed,
WIuch our willmg strength can gUlde; for we
Are loyal, whom thou dost call thy counselors.
Queen

Wlth frequent, constant, and nocturnal dreams
I have hved, as soon as my son, gathermg
His host had gone, Ius will to pillage Greece;
But never a more VlVld presence came
Than yesterrught's.
Two women as an appantlon came,
One m PerSlan robes mstructed well,
The other Donc, both m splendor dressed,
Who grand and most magruficent excelled
Us now, thelI" beauty unreproached, spotless;
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SIsters they, who castmg for theIr father's land,
She Greece receIved, she ASIa, where to dwell.
Then strIfe arose between them, or so I dreamed,
And my son, observmg thIs, trIes to check
And soothe them, he yokes them to a charlot,
BrIdles theIr necks and one, so arrayed, towers
Proud, her mouth obedIent to rems;
But the other stamps, annoyed, and rends apart
Her trappmgs m her hands, unbrIdled, seIzes
The car and snaps ItS yoke m two,
My son falls, and hIS father, pltymg,
Stands by hIS SIde, but at whose SIght Xerxes
Tears hIs robes Thus m the Olght these VlSlon~
Dreamed. but when, ansen, I touched the sprIngs'
Falr-flowmg waters, approached the altar, wlshmg
To offer sacrIfice relIgIOusly
To guardIan deItIes, whose rItes these are,
Then to Phoebus' hearth I saw an eagle fleemg
Dumb m dread I stood. a falcon swooped
Upon hIm, its wmgs m £lIght, Its claws plucked
At hIS head. he dId no more than cower, hare-lIke
Those were my terrors to see, and yours to hear.
My son, should he succeed, would be admIred,
But lfhe falls, PersIa cannot hold hIm
To account WhIchever comes, safe returned, sovereIgn
He shall rule

.

Chorus
Queen mother, exceSSIve fear
Or confidence we do not WIsh to gIve thee.
If thy dreams were ommous, approach
The gods Wlth supplIcatIOns, pray that these
Be unfulfilled, and blessmgs be fulfilled
For thee, thy son, thy Clty, and thy frIends.
Next thou must hbatIOns pour to Earth
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And dead, and beg Danus, of whom thou dldst dream,
Send thee those blessmgs from the nether world
To lIght, for thee and for thy son; and hIde
In darkness evIls contrary, retamed
Wlthm the earth. Propltlous be thy prayers.
We, prophetIc m our spmt, kmdly
Counsel thee: all Will prosper

Queen
Ah, loyally have answered the first expounders
Of my dreams May these blessmgs npen!
And all, as you enJom, I'll sacnfice
To nether gods and fnends, as soon as I
Return. But one thmg more I Wish to know:
My frIends, where IS Athens saId to be?

Chorus
Far toward the dymg flames of sun

Queen
Yet stIll my son lusts to track It down?

Chorus
Then all Hellas would be subject to the kmg.

Queen
So nch m numbers are they?

Chorus
So great a host
As dealt to PerSians many woes

Queen
Are bow-plucked shafts their armament?

Chorus
PIkes wielded-close and shIelded panoplies.

Queen
What else besIdes? Have they sufficmg wealth?

Chorus
Their earth is vemed With slIver treasunes.
" 228 »
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Queen
Who commands them? Who IS shepherd of their host?

Chorus
They are slavt's to none, nor are they subject.

Queen
But how could they wIthstand a foreIgn foe?

Chorus
Enough to vanqUIsh Danus' noble host.

Queen
We mothers dread to calculate-

Chorus
But soon thou'lt know all· a PerSIan runner comes,
Bearmg some fresh report of weal or woe.
(Enter Herald)

Herald

o citIes of ASIa, 0

PerSian land,
And wealth's great anchorage'
Howat a smgle stroke prospenty's
Corrupted, and the flower of PerSIa falls,
And IS gone Alas! the first herald of woe,
He must dIsclose entire what befell.
PerSIans, all the barbanan host IS gone

250

Chorus
o woe! woeful eVil,
Novel and hoswe.
Alas! PerSIans weep
Hearmg thIS woe,-

Herald
How all has been destroyed, and I behold
The unexpected hght of my return.

Chorus
Oh long seems our aged
Life to us elders,
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Alas! hearmg woe
Unexpected. =

Herald
And S10ce I was wItness, deaf to rumor's tales,
I can mdicate what sorrows came

Chorus
Woe upon woe, 10 vam
The crowd of arrows, massed,
Came on the hostile land -

270

Herald
The hfeless rottmg corpses glut the shore,
And adjacent fields of SalamIs

Chorus
Woe upon woe, of frIends
The sea-dyed corpses whIrl
Vagrant on cragged shores =

Herald
The bow protected none, but all the host,
Defeated 10 the naval charge, was lost.

Chorus
RaIse a mournfUl, doleful cry
For PersIans wretched.
All they made all woe
Alas! the host destroyed.-

280

Herald

o most hateful name of SalamIs I
o woe! how I mourn recallmg Athens.
Chorus
Athens hateful to her foes
Recall how many
PersIans Wldowed vam,
And mothers losmg sons. =
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Queen
Long am I sIlent, alas I struck down
By dIsasters exceedmg speech and questIon.
Yet men perforce god-sent mIsfortunes must
Endure Speak, dIsclose enore what
Befell, qUletly, though you grIeve
Who dId not dIe? For whom of the captams
Shall we lament? Whose sceptered death dramed hIs ranks
Manless?

290

Herald
Xerxes lIves to behold the hght, but-

Queen

o for my palace a greater lIght,
And after blackest mght a whiter day.

300

Herald
Artembares, captam of ten thousand
Horse, was dashed agamst Sllellla's
Rugged shore, and satrap Dadakes,
Spear-struck, dId lIghtly tumble from hIs shIp;
And natIve-born Tenagon, the bravest
BactrIan, still haunts sea-buffeted
Ajax' Isle; and Lllaeus, Arsames,
And Argestes, conquered near the Island
Where doves do thrIve, beat a stubborn coast,
And neIg4bors of Egypoan Nile-waters,
Adeues, Arkteus, and, thIrd, shIelded
Pharnouchus, from a single shIp
Were drowned; and Matallus, satrap of Chrysa,
Dymg, leader of a thousand horse,
Changed to rIchest red hIs thickset flowmg
Beard, and dIpped hIS skm m CrImson dyes;
And Maglan Arabus and BactrIan
Artabes, all ahens ill a savage
Country, penshed; AmphIstreus, who wIelded
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The much-belabormg spear, and AmlstrlS,
Brave Ariomardus, all made Sardls weep;
And M YSlan Selsames, Tharybls,
Commander of five tlmes fifty shlPs,
H1S race Lyrnaean, fair to look upon
(H1S fortune was not), dead he hes;
And the leader of Clhclans smgle-handed
Taxed the enemy Wlth tOll, and nobly
Dled. So many of the rulers I
Recall, but of the many woes, report
But few.

320
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Queen
Alas! I hear the greatest
Of misfortunes, shame ofPerslans, and shnll
Lament. But tell me, returnmg to your tale,
What was the number of the GreClan shlps,
That thought themselves a match for PerSlan
Arms m naval combat(

Herald
Had numbers counted,
The barbanan warships surely would have won;
The Greeks but numbered thrrty tens, and ten
Apart from these a chosen squadron formed;
But Xerxes, and tills I know full well, a thousand
Led; and seven and two hundred ranked
As queens m sWlftness. The count stood so
Seemed we unequal? Some delty destroyed
Our host, who weighing down the balance swung
The beam of fortune. The gods saved the Clty
Of the goddess.

Queen
What? Athens stlll
Stands unsacked?
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Herald
As long as there are men
The C1ty stands

Queen
What was the begmnmg
Of d1saster? Tell me. Who began?
The Greeks? My son~xultant m h1s numbers?

350

Herald
E1ther an avenger or a wicked
God, my Lady (whence 1t came I know not),
Began the whole d1saster. From Atheman
Ranks a Greek approached, addressmg Xerxes
Thus: "When the gloom of blackest night
W1ll fall, the Greeks will not remam, but leap
To rowmg-bench, and each by secret course
Will save h1s hfe." And he your son, upon
H1S hearmg th1s, m ignorance of Greek
GU1le and the Jealousy of gods,
Harangued h1s captams pubhc1y: "As soon
As sunht rays no longer burn the earth,
And darkness sweeps the quarters of the sky,
Rank'the swarm of ships m three flot11las,
Guard they the entrances, the stra1ts sea-pound,
And girdle others round Ajax' 1sle;
But 1f th<t, Greeks escape their eV11 doom,
Contr1vmg secret flight, all your heads
Wdl roll. I warrant 1t." So he spoke
In humored pnde: of the god-given future
Nothing he knew. And, havmg supped, they set
Themselves in order, each heart obed1ent;
And sadors bound a thong about each oar.
When the glare of sunhght d1ed, and mght
Came on, every man was at his oar,
Every man at arms who knew them.
«
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Rank encouraged rank, and long-boats saIled
To statlons each had been assIgned.
All rught the captaIns kept the fleet awake;
And rught ran on No GreCIan army set
Secret saIl but when the steeds of day,
White and lummous, began to cross
The sky, a song-like, happy tumult sounded
From the Greeks, and Island rocks returned
The hlgh-pltched echo Fear fell among us,
Decelved m hope; for they (and not as lfto flee)
A solemn paean chanted, and to battle
Rushed Wlth fervent boldness' trumpets flared,
Puttmg every Greek aflame At once
Concordant strokes of oars m dIssonance
Slapped the waters' depths. soon we saw
Them all: first the rlght wmg led ill order,
Next advanced the whole armada;
A great concerted cry we heard. "0 Greek
Sons, advance' Free your fathers' land,
Free your sons, your Wlves, the sanctuaries
Of paternal gods, the sepulchers
Of ancestors Now the contest's drawn'
Allls at stake I" And babel PerSlan tongues
Rose to meet It no longer would the actIon
LOlter . WarshIps struck theIr brazen beaks
Together: a GreCIan man-of-war began
The charge, a PhoeniCIan ornamented stern
Was smashed; another drove agamst another
Fmt the floods of PerSIans held the lme,
Bt1t when the narrows choked them, and rescue hopeless,
Smitten by prows, theIr bronze jaws gapmg,
Shattered entIre was our fleet of oars
The Greoan warshIps, calculatmg, dashed
Round, and encircled us; shIps showed theIr belly:
No longer could we see the water, charged
«
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W1th Sh1pS' wrecks and men's blood.
Corpses glutted beaches and the rocks
Every warsh1p urged 1tS own anarcruc
Rout, and all who surv1ved that exped1tion,
L1ke mackerel or some catch of fish,
Were stunned and slaughtered, boned Wlth broken oars
And splmtered wrecks· lamentatlOns, cnes
Possessed the open sea, untu the black
Eye of evenmg, closmg, hushed them The sum
Of troubles, even 1f! should rehearse them
For ten days, I could not exhaust Rest
Content never m a smgle day
So great a number d1ed
Queen
Alas' a sea of troubles breaks m waves
On the PerS1ans and barbanan tnbes
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Herald
But what we've told would scarcely balance woes
Untold: m1sfortune came upon them, whlCh
Swung the beam to we1gh them double these
Quee!l.-

But what greater hatred could fortune show'
What m1sfortune came upon the sold1ers,
Swmgmg the beam of troubles to greater woes'
Herald
All the Pers1ans, who were m nature's pnme,
Excellent m soul, aad nobly bred to grandeur,
Always first m trust, met their death
In mtamy, d1shonor, and m ughness.
Queen

Oh, wretched am I, alas' What doom
Destroyed them?
Herald
There 1S an lsland frontmg Salam1s,
«
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Small, scarce an anchorage for shIps,
Where the dancer Pan rejOICeS on the shore;
WhIther Xerxes sent those men to kIll
The shIpwrecked enemIes who sought the Island
As a refuge (easIly, he thought,
The GreCIan arms would be subdued);
He also bId them rescue frIends He conned
The future Ill. For when a god gave Greeks
The glory, that very day, fenced m bronze,
They leaped ashore, and drew the cIrcle tight
At every pomt· mewed up, we could not turn.
Many rattled to the ground, whom stones
Had felled, and arrows, shot by bowstrmg,
Others kIlled; and m a final rush,
The end: they hacked, mangled theIr wretched hmbs,
Unci the hfe of all was gone
Xerxes mourned, beholdmg the lowest depths
Of woe, who, seated on a heIght that near
The sea commanded all hIS host, hIS robes
Destroymg (and hIS lamentatIOns shrIll),
DIspatched rus regIments on land: they fled
Orderless. Now you may lament theIr fate,
Added to the others' summed before.

Queen
o hateful deIty! how the PerSIans
You deceIved! BItter was the vengeance
WInch my son at famous Athens found:
She could not sate her appetIte with those
Whom Marathon had made the PerSIans lose
For these my son, exactIng as reqUItal
Purushment (or so he thought)
Called on himself so numerous
A tram of woes. Tell me, what ships escaped?
Where are they now? Can you clearly tell?
«
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Herald
Who captamed the remammg shlps set sall
Before the wmd, fleemg m dlsorder,
But the army penshed m Boeotia: some,
In want of preclOUS water, were racked wlth thlrst,
And some, gaspmg emptily on alr,
Crossed to PhoClS, Locna, the Mahan
Gulf, where Sperchelan waters kmdly drench
The plam, and thence Achaea and Thessaly
Recelved us, wantmg· there most dled
In hunger and m thrrst: both we felt.
To Magnesla and Macedoma we came,
The Rlver AxlUs, the reedy marsh
Of Bolba, the mountam Pangaeon,
And Thrace There m the mght a god
Roused wmter out of season· all, who had
Beheved the gods were naught, sang therr chants,
To earth and sky obelsance made
When we ceased mvokmg gods, we trled
Waters that had turned to lce:
W~er started before Apollo's rays
Spread and scattered m the sky, he
Was saved. Soon the brllliant orb of sun,
Its rays aflame, melts the nver's mldst
One taIls upon
-- the next: happy he whose hfe
Was first cut short! The rest dld make their way
But pamfully through Thrace: not many fled
To hearth and home. Thus the Clty of PerSlans
May lament, regretting the loss of youth.
Truthful I have been, but omit many
Of the woes a god has hurled agamst
The Persians.
(Exit Herald.)
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Chorus

o tOllsome delty' how heavtly
You leaped upon all PerSla'

Queen
Alas' woe lS me, the host destroyed.
o bnght rught's spectacle of dreams,
How clearly you foresaw my woe,
And you, my counselors, how poorly Judged.
But yet, as you counseled thus,
Fmt to the gods I'll offer prayer, and then
To Earth and dead I'll come to offer glfts,
A sacnficlal cake. I know I pray
For what lS done and gone, but a bnghter
Fortune, ill tlme to come, may there be
And you, worthy of trust, exchange worthy counsel;
My son, should he return before my own
Return, comfort and escort hlm home.
I fear to woes he'll add more woe
(Exit Queen)
Chorus
O! royal Zeus destroyed
The multltudmous, proud
Host of the PerSlan men,
And the Cltles of Sousa
And of Agbatana
Concealed m the darkness of gnef.
Many Wlth dehcate hands
Rendmg therr vet1s,
Drenchmg their breasts,
Swollen Wlth tears,
Sharmg therr woe,
Ladles of PerSla
Softly are weepmg,
Desrrmg each
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HIm to behold
Wedded but lately,
Couches forsakmg.
Soft as therr coverlets
(Youth was voluptuous),
Therr sorrows, msatlate woe
And I the paean's song reclte,
Doom of the gone,
Woe upon woe
Now all ASIa
Desolate, vOld,
SIghs lament:
Xerxes led,
Alas,
Xerxes lost,
o woe,
Xerxes heedless all dIscharged
WIth ocean argosles
Why was Danus so long wIthout harm,
Archery's captam of cItIzens,
Loved Sousa's lord?-

550

-

ArmIes, naVIes
Lazuh-eyed,
Lmen-wmged
Warshlps'ied,
o woe,
WarshIps rammed destructIvely
By Greclan arms.
Scarcely escaped was the leader alone
(So we have heard) m the Thraclan
Plams, bItter ways =
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They of the frrst death,

Alas,
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Left by neceSSlty,
Woe,
Round by K ychraean shores,

570

Oh,
Moan 10 your anguish,
Cry to the heavens your gnef,

Oh,
Wall long-weepmg
Mournful mes.Torn 10 the sea-swIrl,
Alas,
Mangled by vOlceless,
Woe,
flsh of the unstamed sea.

Oh,
Houses depnved gneve,
Sonless. to heavens therr gnef,
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Oh,
Elders mourning,
Hear all woe. =
They throughout the ASIan land
No longer PerSIan laws obey.
No longer lordly trIbute yield,
Exacted by necessIty;
Nor suffer rule as supphants,
To earth obeisance never make:
Lost is the kmgly power.Nay, no longer is the tongue
Imprisoned kept, but loose are men,
When loose the yoke of power's bound,
To bawl therr hberty.
But Ajax' isle, spilled WIth blood
Its earth, and washed round by sea,
Holds the remams of Persia. =
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(Enter Queen)
Queen
My fnends, whoever's Wlse m ways of eva
Knows how, when a flood of eVll comes,
Everythmg we grow to fear; but when
A god our voyage gladdens, we belIeve
Always that fortune's never-changmg wmd
Will blow. As my eyes behold all thmgs
As fearful Vlsltatlons of the gods,
So my ears already rmg wlth cureless songs:
Thus consternation ternfies my sense.
Therefore I departed from the palaces,
Alone returnmg, unaccomparued
By chanots, by pomp and ceremony.
To the father of my son I brmg
PropitlouS offerings, lIbations
For the dead: a milk-sweet draught of sacred kme
Unblemished; and resplendent lIquors of the honeyW orkmg bee, Wlth hqUld droplets of a malden
Stream are mmgled; and this eloor
Of an antlque vme, whose mother is
~ B'IJ.d fields; and golden-green the frUlt
Of fragrant ohve trees, always flourlShmg
Therr leafy age; and plaited flowers, chlldren
Of the fecund earth. My fnends, reate
Your chaI1'ts and threnodles; recall
Darius' demon over these hbatlons
To the dead, sepulchral honors, whlch
I lavish on the nether gods.
Chorus
o Queen of the Persians,
To the dark chambers
Llbations pour;
Whae, kmdness implormg
Of the gods, the conductors,
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We offer prayer:
Ye sacred dlVlDltles,
Earth and Kmg Hermes,
Conduct hun to 11ght
Up from the dead,
Who alone of all mortals,
A remedy knowmg,
May show us the end
Hearest thou, blessed kmg
Equal to god,
As I proclalm now
Chantmgs unpleasant
Barbarous mournful
Clear and dlverse?
Mlserable sorrows
I shall cry out.
Below dost thou hearken?Earth and the other gods
Leaders of dead,
Glonous demon
Hun let anse thence,
God of the PerSlans
Sousa hlS mother;
Send up the man whom
Never surpassed
The PerSlan land burled =
Loved lS the man, loved hlS tomb
Hldmg hls lovrng ways.
Aedoneus conductor,
Would that Aedoneus send
Lord Danus alone:Never by war wasted hlS men,
Never mtttuate,
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Called a god m wlsdom,
God m wlsdom he was,
Ruled hlS people well =
Padshah, anClent Padshah,
Appear on the helght of thy tomb,
Ralse thy shpper saffron-dyed,
Flash the lappets of thy crown:
Father Danus, Oh hlther come, woe Hear the recent sorrows,
o master of masters appear.
Styglan gloom doth fut about,
All the youth hath penshed now.
Father Danus, Oh hlther come, woe. =
Oh, alas, Oh I
o much-lamented by hlS frlends m death,
The ShlpS wlth tnple banks of oars are gone
(The Ghost of Darius rises.)
Darius
o falthful followers, compalllons
O'tmY1"outh l 0 Perstan counselors!
What burden's burdenmg the oty, which
In lamentatlOn moans, and makes the plams
Tremble? f...nd ternfied I saw my Wlfe
Beslde my tomb, and graclously recelVed
Her offermgs; and you lamented, standmg
Near my tomb, Wlth cnes of resurrection
Callmg plteously. Ascent is not easy.
The chtholllc delties more readlly
RecelVe than glve; but I, a potentate
Among them, came: be qUlck, that I be unReproached for bemg late What recent woe
Upon the PerSlans weighs?
0:
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Chorus
I'm shamed to behold thee,
I'm shamed to address thee,
Who was anClentiy feared.-

Darius
Smce I have risen obeymg
Lamentations, lengthen not
Your tale, but speak succmctly,
Recountmg all. Lay aSide your
Reverence toward me.

Chorus
I tremble to please thee,
I tremble to tell thee
What is 10th to be told. =

700

Darius
As an anCient fear obstructs your sense,
You, aged consort of my marrlage,
Noble Queen, cease your weepmg, tell me
Clearly: many woes anse by sea, many
Come by land, the longer hfe is racked.

Queen
o King, exceedmg mortal happiness
By happy fate! How, as long as you beheld
The eyes of sun, you spent, how envied I a blessed
Life hke god's; and now I envy you
Your dying, ere you saw thiS depth of woe.
Everything, Darius, you will hear
Succmctly: PerSia is destroyed.

Darius
How? A lightmng-bolt ofhunge6) CiVil
Stnfe within the city?

Queen
No, but all
The host's destroyed at Athens.
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Darius
Who among
My sons was general? Tell me.

Queen
Furious Xerxes, who drained the plain manless.
Darius
By foot or warshIp was hIs vain attempt?
Queen
By both: a double front of doubled hosts.
Darius
But how dId so great an army cross the straIt?
Queen
DeVlces, yoking Helle's strait, a path
Afforded.
Darius
He accomplIshed thIs? To close
Great Bosphorus?
Queen
So It was; some god
ContrIved It.
D~

Alas! a great dIvinIty
DeceIved his sense.

Queen
The eVlI end he made
Is present to the eye.

Darius
What befell them
That you thus lament?

Queen
The naval host,
Destroyed, destroyed the landed host.

Darius
Thus all the people spears destroyed
«
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Queen

Thus Sousa groans desolate.
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Darius
Alas! the goodly host' Alas I defenders'
Queen

All the Bactnans destroyed, no youth remalllS

Darius
o woe I the youth of alhes gone
Queen

Xerxes
Alone WIth few they say.

Darius
PerIShed how?
Penshed where?
Queen

To the JOyous bndge
They came, the yoke of conlments.

Darius
He was saved? Can thIs be true?
Queen

Yes, a clear report wIthout dIspute.

Darius
Alas' that prophecy was qUIck to act'
Zeus hurled agamst my son Its hghtnmg-end,
WhIle I expected after many years
The gods would make an end, but when a man's
WIllmg and eager, god Joms m. The sprmg
Of eVIl's found· my son m Ignorance
DIscovered It, by youthful pnde, who hoped
To check the sacred waters of the Hellespont
By chams, Just as If It were a slave He smoothed
HIS way, yokmg Neptune's flowmg Bosphorus
WIth hammered shackles. Mortal though he was,
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By folly thought to conquer all the gods
And Neptune Had not my son d1seased h1s sense?
I fear my labored wealth w1ll fall the prey
Of conquerors

75 0

Queen
W1cked men counseled th1S, funous
Xerxes learned, saymg you acqu1red wealth
By spear, whlle he, m coward1ce, played
The warnor at home, and mult1phed
By nothmg h1S ancestral wealth. So often
These Wlcked men reproached h1m, unnl he
D1d plot his mart1al way toward Greece.

Darius
So their great, eternal deed 1S done!
Never had anyone before made trus
Sousa so empty and so desolate,
Smce Zeus, our Lord, bestowed that honor:
One man to Wleld h1S rod's authonty
Over all of AS1a, nch m flocks.
First was Medus leader of the host;
~_hl£. son fulfilled the office well,
Whose reason was the helmsman to hlS spmt;
Th1rd was Cyrus, fortunate, whose rule
Brought peace to all: the Lyd1an people
And the P1lryg1an he acqurred,
And marched h1S m1ght agamst loma:
No god resented rum, for he was WlSe;
And fourth was Cyrus' son, who shamed h1S country
And ancestral throne; but Artaphrenes
(A1ded by h1S gUlle) and h1s fnends,
Whose task th1S was, slew h1m m lus palace.
After lum, I, wlilmg, drew the lot
To rule, and often led a m1ghty host;
But never d1d I cast so great a woe
«247 »
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Upon my CIty. Xerxes, my son, as young
In age as sense, Ignored my WIsdom. Know
ThIs well, my comrades old as I, all of us
Who held these powers, never wrought so many
Woes.

Chorus
To what end, my Lord Danus, dost thou
Harp on this? How could we, the PerSIan
People, fare the best?

Darius
If you lead
No expedItion to the land of Greece,
Not even If the Median host be more;
For GrecIan SOUlS therr own ally.
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Chorus
What dost thou mtend by that, "their own ally"?

Darius
It starves to death exceSSIve numbers.

Chorus
But, be sure, we'll raIse a well-eqUlpped
And chosen host.

Darius
But even they, who now
Remam in Greece, shall find no safe return.

Chorus
What? Shall not all the host return
Across the straIt of Helle?

Darius
Few of many,
If the oracles of gods are credIted:
As we gaze at what has passed, no half
Prophecy succeeds, but either all
Or none. If we credit them, he leaves
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Behmd, his empty hopes persuadmg, chosen
Numbers of his host, who now are stationed
Where Asopus floods the plam, ItS rich sap
Kmd to Boeotia; here await them
The lowest depths of woe to suffer, payment
For his pnde and godless arrogance.
They, mvadmg Greece, felt no awe,
They did not hesitate to plunder Images
Of gods, and put temples to the torch;
Altars were no more, and statues, Wee trees,
Were uprooted, torn from therr bases
In all confuslOn Thus their wickedness
Shall no less make them suffer:
Other woes the future holds m store,
And stlll the fount of eV1ls is not quenched,
It wells up, and overflows: so great will be
The sacnficlal cake of clotted gore
Made at Plataea by Donan spear
And corpses, plIed up Wee sand, shall witness,
Mute, even to the century to come,
Before the eyes of men, that never, bemg
1VrOrtai0:>ught we cast our thoughts too mgh
Insolence, once blossommg, bears
Its frUlt, a tasseled field of doom, from which
A weepm&,.harvest's reaped, all tears.
Behold the pumshment of these! remember
Greece and Athens' lest you dis dam
Your present fortune, and lust after more,
Squandering great prospenty.
Zeus is the chastener of overboastful
Minds, a grievous corrector. Therefore adVise
Him, admonished by reason, to be wise,
And cease his overboastful temper from
Smnmg against the gods. And you, aged
Mother of Xerxes, go to the palace;
«
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Gather up nch and bnlliant cloths, and go
To meet your son; for he, ill gnef, has rent
HiS embrOldered robes to shreds. Gently soothe
HIm with your words' to yours alone he'll listen
Now shall I descend to nether gloom.
Elder counselors, farewell, and though
In time of troubles, give dally pleasures
To your soul, as wealth cannot benefit
The dead.
(The Ghost oj Darius descends.)
Chorus
Alas! the woes upon us and the woes
To come have gneved me hearmg them.

Queen
o god! how many sorrows move agamst me!
But one torment has the deepest fang,
Hearing that dishonor folds about my son
Its robes. But I shall go to gather up
Adornments, and try to meet my son.
When eVils come on those we dearly love,
Never shall we betray them.
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(Exit Quet'ii)

Chorus
Oh! alas, Oh! what a great and a good life was ours,
elVllly ordered, as long as the aged
Ruler of all,
MJ.ld, unconquerable king,
Equal to god,
Darius ruled the land Glorious arms we displayed, and the bulwarks of custom
All they did gUlde. And returnmg from battle
Gnef had we none,
Victors, unburdened of all,
Happy and glad,
To home again we came.=
«
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For many the cItIes he sacked never crossmg the Halys,
Nor leavmg hIs hearth m a rush
At the mouth of the RIver Strymon,
Near Thraclan places,
The Islands of Achelous,Both cItieS beyond the Aegean, surrounded by towers,
Obeyed hIm our lord, and who round
The broad straIt of Helle boastmg,
And recessed Propontls,
And gateway of Pontus, Bosphor,=

870

And the Isles along the headland washed by sea
Lymg close to shore.
Samos and ChlOs and Lesbos the ohve-planted,
Paros and Naxos and Mykonos,
And Tenos the neIghbor of Andros -

880

And the Islands m the mIdst of sea he ruled'
lkaros and Lemnos,
Rhodus and Kmdos and cItIes of AphrodIte,
Paphos and Solus and SalamIs,
Whose founder's the cause of these sorrows.=
Thus the wealthy and populous lands,
The loman prOVlllce, he ruled,
And the strength of hIS hehneted men
Was unwelned, mnumerable alhes.
But now we bear god-routed fortunes,
Overcome by the blows of the sea.

900

(Enter Xerxes alone.)
Xerxes
Oh, hateful this doom, woe IS me,
Wretched alas, Wlthout augury.
How savagely swooped the deIty.
What wIll befall me' I swoon
Beholdmg these cItizens aged.
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Zeus' would that fate had covered me
W1th the PerS1ans gone'

Chorus
Oh alas, Kmg, for a brave host,
For the great honor of Pers1an rule,
For the ranks of men whom a god has slam
NatlOns wall the1r nat1ve sons,
Who by Xerxes stuffed up hell,
Many heroes, Pers1a's bloom,
Archers. thick array of men,
M ynads have penshed.
Woe, 0 Kmg of noble strength.
Cruel' Cruel' AS1a kneels.
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Xerxes
Here am I, alas, 0 woe:
To my native and ancestral land
Woe 1S the eV11 I've become.
Chorus
Loudly shall I send, for your return,
An eV1l-omened shout, an eV11-pracnced cry:
A weepmg wall of Pers1an mourners shall I smg Xerxes
Send a wad of evd sound
Lamentmg and gnevous. now
Fortune agam has changed for me

940

Chorus
Mourning wall all-weepmg shall I send,
In honor of your woes and sea-struck gnef
Agam a wa1lmg filled w1th tears I'll cry. =
Xerxes
loman Ares spOlled,
Protected by therr Sh1PS,
Their partlsan ill war,
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Reapmg gloomy flats of sea
and demon-haunted shores.

Chorus
Oh alas'
Xerxes
Lament and ask for all
Chorus
But where are the othersWhere is thy retmue,
Like Pharandakas,
Sousas, Peiagon, and Agabatas,
Dotamas, Psammls, SOUSlscanes
Leavmg Agbatana-Xerxes
The lost I deserted there,
Who from the ships ofTyre
To Salammlan shore
Vamshed and were gone, their corpses
poundmg stubborn shores

Chorus
0h alas~but where is Phamouchus
And brave AnomardusWhere is Seualkes lord,
Or Ldaeus grand,
Memphis, Tharybls, and Maslstres,
Artembares and HystaechmesThese I ask you about. =
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Xerxes
Oh alas, woe,
Who all, beholdmg anClent, hateful Athens, gasp on shore,
Woe upon woe, wretched m a smgle sweep of oar.
Chorus
Did you leave that PerslaU there,
Your trusted ulllversal eye,
«
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Who made his count by mynads,
Batanochus' son Alpistus?
Of Sesames, of Megabates,
Great Parthus and Oebares you left behmd?
o woe, 0 woe, 0 misenes
You tell of woes on woes -

Xerxes
Oh alas, woe,
The magic wheel oflongmg for my fnends you turn, you tell
Me hateful sorrows Withm my frame my heart resounds,
resounds
Chorus
And for the others still we long.
The leader of ten thousand men
Of Mardia, Xanthes, Angchares,
And DiaeXiS and Arsamas,
Masters of horsemen,
And Dadakas and Lythimnas,
And Tolmus who never slaked his spear.
I see about the movmg tents,
I see no followers =
Xerxes
Gone are the hunters of the pack.
Chorus
Gone, alas, fameless.
Xerxes
Oh alas, woe
Chorus
Woe, 0 gods
Who brought these unexpected woes I
How baleful gleams the eye of doom.Xerxes
Struck by woes perpetual.
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Chorus
Struck by recentXerxes
A recent woe.

lOro

Chorus
Woe, alas,
They met the men-of-war WIthout success
How luckless was the PersIans' war. =
Xerxes
Alas,

III

so vast an army I am struck

Chorus
What IS not lost, thou curse of the PerSIans?
Xerxes
Behold the remnants of my power
Chorus
I see, I see
Xerxes
And thIs receptacle.
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Chorus
What IS thIs that IS saved?
Xerxes
A treasure of arrows.
Chorus
How few ;1om so many!
Xerxes
We are reft of protectors
Chorus
Greeks stand firm in combat Xerxes
Alas, too firm' I scan an unexpected woe
Chorus
You mean the host, routed and broken?
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Xerxes
My garments I rent at my woe.
Chorus
Alas, 0 woe
Xerxes
And even more than woe.
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Chorus
Double and trfple the woe.
Xerxes
Pamful to us, but to enemIes JOY.
Chorus
And docked was our power.
Xerxes
I am strlpped of escorters.
Chorus
Sea-dooms stnpped us of our fnends. =
Xerxes
Weep, weep, weep for the woe, and homeward depart.
Chorus
Alas, 0 woe, mlsery.
Xerxes
Shout antiphonal to me.
Chorus
To woebegone woeful glft of woes.
Xerxes
Ralsmg a cry, Jom together our songs.
Xerxes and Chorus
Alas, 0 woe, woe, woe upon woe.
Chorus
Hearmg thls calamlty,
Oh' I am plerced.Xerxes
Sweep, sweep, sweep wlth the oar, and groan for my sake.
<t.
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Chorus
I weep, alas, woe 1S me.

Xerxes
Shout ant1phonal to me.

Chorus
My duty 1S here, 0 master, lord.

Xerxes
L1ft up your VOlce m lamentmg now.

IOSO

Xerxes and Chorus
Alas, 0 woe, woe, woe upon woe.

Chorus
Black agam the blows are m1xed,
Oh, W1th the groans.=

Xerxes
Beat your breast and cry Mys1an songs

Chorus
Woe upon woe.

Xerxes
Tear your wh1tened ha1r t1ghtly clenched

Chorus
T1ghtly tlenched, plaint1ve.

Xerxes
P1ercmg cry.

Chorus
And so I shall.-

Xerxes
Full-fold garments w1th strength of hand rend.

Chorus
Woe upon woe.

Xerxes
Pluck your ha1r and p1ty the host

Chorus
T1ghtly clenched, plaintive.
«
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Xerxes
Drench your eyes

Chorus
And so I weep. =
Xerxes
Shout anttphonal to me
Chorus
Alas, 0 woe.
Xerxes
Wretched, homeward depart
Chorus
o woe, alas
Xerxes
Through the Clty lamentatton
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Chorus
Lament mdeed
Xerxes
Softly stepprng, moan.
Chorus
o PerSlan land m hardness stepped
Xerxes
o woe, woe, m tnple banks of oars,
o woe, woe, m argosles destroyed
Chorus
We shall escort thee
Wlth mournful lament
(Exit all.)
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SEVEN
AGAINST
THEBES
Translated and with an Introduction by
DAVID GRENE

INTRODUCTION TO
SEVEN AGAINST THEBES
THIS strange, archalc play was produced m 467 Belt IS probably
the last play of a trllogy wntten by Aeschylus on the theme of the
Oedlpus cycle It IS at once undramanc and yet, m a paradoxlcal
way, very theatrlcal Who can take senously a play wlth almost no
acuon, m whlch the mam event IS the recltal of the blazonry on the
shlelds of the Seven ChamplOns? But a careful readmg wlll reveal
the tremendous effect that the dancmg accompamments would have
made. The effect of the whole IS, despite ItS dlsadvantages for a
modern reader, very powerful
The play IS extremely hard to translate The style IS herOlc m the
good parts and bombasuc m the bad. It IS never slmple and lummous
Whereas the same quahty of dlctlOn m the elevated parts of the
Prometheus IS always sUlted to a majesty of theme comprehenslble to
a modern reader, the matter of the Seven IS remote from the mterest
of a reader today, and It needs Imagmatlon to concelve of It m the
~
Greek theater, let alone on the stage as we now know It.
It IS perhaps better understood by a modern reader m the mood m
whlch he would now attend a ntual ceremony, a church serVlce, or a
pageant such as the coronatlon of an Enghsh monarch. Theo:eCltal of
the devlces on the shlelds, the matchmg of the champlOns, and, m
the last part of the play, the antlphonal keenmg of the slsters over
the dead bodles of thelr brothers are all properly tradltlOnal ntual.
They were probably filled for the Greek spectator wlth matter
pertment to hls own tlme. The pohucal relatlon of Argos, Thebes,
and Athens was then much dlscussed, and Aeschylus has undoubtedly used the popular mterest m these matters to render the old story
VItal for hlS audlence. It may be that the names of the champlOns had
many assoClatlOns for the mld-fifth-century Greek. Aeschylus has
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s1mllarly used the general mterest m the Areopagus m the years
462-459 B C for the pageant drama of the OresteIa Though many of

the clues to h1s employment of th1S method ill the Seven are lost to
us, we are almost certamly correct ill assummg that th1s 1S agam the
course he adopted The Seven, hke the Eumenides, 1S the last play of
the tnlogy, and ill both Aeschylus has managed to ra1se progress1vely a particular story to the level of a general process of h1story
culmmatmg m a particular h1stoncal occurrence known to h1S
contemporanes
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CHARACTERS

Eteocles, son of Oedipus and
present ruler of Thebes
AntigOne)

his sisters

Ismene
Messenger
Chorus

oj Theban Women

SEVEN AGAINST THEBES
SCENE

Thebes The Prince Eteocles confronts a crowd of Thebans

Eteocles
You Clt1zens of Cadmus, he must speak home
that m the sh1p's prow watches the event
and gUldes the rudder, h1s eye not drooped m sleep.
For 1f we wm success, the God 1S the cause
but if-may 1t not chance so-there 1S d1saster,
throughout the town, vOlCed by 1tS CltlZens,
a mult1tudmous swellmg prelude
cnes on one name "Eteocles" w1th groans.
wh1ch Zeus defender keep from the C1ty of Cadmus
even as h1s name 1mphes
You must help her now-you st1ll somethmg short
of your young manhood and you whose tlffie of youth
1S gone, your body grown to 1tS full bignesseach of you to such charge as fits you'
help the.,c1ty, help the altars of your country's Gods.
save the1r honors from destructlOn:
help your ch1ldren, help Earth your Mother.
She reared you, on her kmdly surface, crawlmg
bab1es, wei"comed all the trouble of your nurture,
reared you to hve m her, to carry a shield
m her defense, loyally, agamst such needs as this
Now to this God kmdly mclmes th1s day.
for those who have been held m s1ege so long
the Gods grant commonly a favorable fight
So says the prophet now, bird shepherdmg
w1th shll unlymg, ears and mmd and frre
tendmg the oracular birds.
The master of these prophec1es declares
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enemy's mght counClI framed a plot
for the greatest Achaean assault upon us.
All to the battlements, to the gates of the towers 1
Haste, m full armor, man the breastworks
stand on the scaffoldmg and at the eXIt gates
be firm, abIde, your hearts confident
fear not that mIghty mob of foreIgners.
God WIll dIspose all well:
I have sent scouts and spIes upon theIr host
they WIll not-well I know It-make the Journey
vamly, and by theIr mformatlOn
I shall be armed agamst enemy's stratagems

Messenger
Eteocles, great prmce of the Cadmaeans,
I come brmgmg a clear word from the army
of matters there I myself too
have seen the thmgs I speak of
There were seven men, fierce regIment commanders,
who cut bulls' throats mto an Iron-nmmed
shIeld, and With hands touched the bulls' blood,
takmg theIr oaths by Ares and Enyo,
by the bloodthIrSty God of Battle Rout
eIther to lay your city level
WIth the ground, sacked, or by theIr death to make
a bloody paste of thIS same SOlI of yours.
Remembrances of themselves for parents at home
theIr hands have hung upon Adrastus' chanot:
theIr tears ran down,
but never a word of pIty was III theIr mouths.
TheIr spmts were hard as Iron and ablaze
breathed courage: war looked through their hon-eyes.
You wIll not Walt long for confIrmatIon
of thIS my news' I left them castmg lots
how each should lead hIS regIment agamst your gates
Wherefore the chOIcest men WIthm your CIty
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set at the entrance gates set them qmckly
for near already the armed host of ArglVes
comes m a cloud of dust, flecks of white,
panted from horses' lungs, stammg the ground
You, bke the sblful captam of a ship
barncade your town before the blast of Ares
stnkes it m storm' already bellows
the armed land wave. Take qmckest opportulllty
for all these thmgs and I for the rest
will keep my eye, a trusty day watcher
Thanks to my clear reports you shall know whatever
happens wlthm the gates, and come to no harm.

Eteocles
o Zeus and Earth and Gods that guard the city
My father's Curse, mighty eVil spmt,
do not root out thiS City of mme, do not
give her to rum and destructlOn, do not
give her to capture nor her homes and hearths.
This is a town that speaks with a Greek tongue
City and land of the Cadmaeans are free:
do not bmd her m slaVish yoke, be her protector
I thmk hspeak for everybody's good,
for a City prosperous honors the Gods
Chorus
My sorrow are great and fearful I cry aloud
the army has left the camp and is gone
Look at the forward rushmg nver, the great tide of horsemen!
I see a cloud of dust, sky high, and am convmced,
a messenger clear and unlymg, though vOlceless
Treadmg feet on the earth of my country,
tramplmg hoofs, the sound of these draws near

(Shout is heard)

It floats, it nngs
hke a reSlStless mountam waterfall
«
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o gods, 0 goddesses, the trouble ralsed I
Turn It aside!
(Shouts)
Over the walls they sprmg
the Horse of the Whlte Shdd
well eqmpped, hastenmg upon our Clty

90

Who wlll protect us? who wlll be our champlOn
of gods or goddesses?
Shall I kneel at the lmages of the Gods?
o Blessed Ones, throned m peace,
lt lS tlme to clmg to your lmages.
We delay and wall too much.
Do you hear or do you not the rattle of shlelds?
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When, lf not now, shall we hang
robes and garlands on your statues, supphcatUlg?
I see the sound'
Noone spear rattled so

What wlll you do? Wlll you betray,
anClent lord of our land Ares,
your own land?

o spmt of the golden helmet look down upon us,
look down upon a Clty
whlch once you dearly loved.
Clty guardmg gods of our land, come, come all of you!
Look upon us a band of vlrgms,
supphants agamst slavery'
Around our Clty the wave of warnors, wlth wavmg plumes,
roars; blasts of the War God stlrred them
Alas alas Zeus, Father Ommpotent' all fulfillmg'
Let us not fall mto the hands of the foeman!
For the ArglVes are around Cadmus' Clty.
Fear is stronger than arms.
«
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There IS murder m the rmgmg bIts
between theIr horses' Jaws
Seven proud captams of the host,
wIth harness and spear,
havmg won theIr place by lot,
stand champIOns at seven gates
o vIctory, battle-Iovmg, Zeus begotten,
save our CIty!

o Pallas, and the Horseman, Prmce of the Sea,
Kmg of the TrIdent, PoseIdon,
delIverance from fear,
delIverance grant
You, Ares, protect the CIty of Cadmus, that bears your name

13 0

Show your care for It, m mamfest presence.
And CyprIS, who are our ancestress
turn destructIOn awa y We are sprung from your blood
we approach you and cry
WIth prayers for the ears of the Gods
And you, Wolf God, be a very Wolf
m the en:my host. And you, daughter ofLeto,
make ready your bow.
Ah, ah,
the rattle oi;charIOts round the CIty: I hear It.
o Lady Hera,
the groanmg axles of the loaded wheels.
Beloved ArtemIs!
The aIr IS mad WIth the whItt of spears.
What WIll happen our CIty, what WIll become of It,
whereto shall the Gods brmg an end upon us?
There comes a shower of stones on the top of the battlements'
o beloved Apollo'
There IS the rattle of bronze-bound shIelds at our gates'

ISO

160

«AESCHYLUS»

o Son of Zeus
from whom comes the war's fulfilment,
from whom comes the fight's holy consummation.

o Athene, Blessed Queen, ChamplOn of the C1ty,
dehver her from the assault of the Seven
o Gods all suffic1ent,
o Gods and Goddesses, Perfecters,
Protectors of our country's forts,
do not betray th1s C1ty, spear-won,
to a fore1gn-tongued enemy.
Hear 0 hear the prayers, band outstretched,
of the Vlrgms supphcatmg m Justice.
o beloved Spmts,
that encompass our C1ty to 1tS dehverance,
show how much you love 1t:
Bethmk you of the pubhc sacnfIces.
As we have thought of you, rescue us.
Remember, I pray you, the ntes
w1th lovmg sacnfIce offered.

180

Eteocles
You msupportable creatures, I ask you,
1S th1s the best, 1S th1S for the C1ty'S safety,
1S th1s enheartenmg for our beleaguered army,
to have you fallmg at the 1mages
of the C1ty'S gods crymg and howlmg,
an object of hatred for all temperate souls?
Ne1ther m eV1ls nor m faIT good luck
may I share a dwellmg w1th the tnbe of women I
When she's tnumphant, hers a confidence
past converse w1th another, when afra1d
an evll greater both for home and city.
Here now runnmg W1ld among the citlZenry
you have roared them mto spmtless cowardlCe.
So, outs1de of our gates, gams strength the enemy
«
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whIle we are by ourselves, wlthm, undone.
All thIs you may have, for hvmg wIth women
Now If there IS anyone that wIll not hear
my orders, be he man or woman or m between,
sentence of death shall be decreed agamst hIm
and pubhc stomng he shall not escape.
What IS outsIde IS a man's provmce let no
woman debate It: withm doors do no mIschIef'
Do you hear me or not? Or are you deaf?

:zoo

Chorus
Dear son of OedIpus, the bumpmg rattle of the chanots,
rattle, rattle, I am afraId when I hear,
when the naves of the axles screech m theIr runnmg
when the fire-forged bIts speak rmgmgly,
rudder oars m horses' mouths.
Eteocles
What, shall the saIlor, then, leave the stern
and run to the prow and find deVIce for safety
when hIS vessel IS foundermg in the sea waves?
Chorus
But It was to the Images of the Gods
the anCIent Images I ran, trustmg m the Gods,
when the stony snowflakes crashed upon our gates
nay, then I was hfted up wlth force and betook me to prayer
to the Bles~d Ones, for our Clty,
that they may make thelr strength ltS protectlon.
Eteocles
For protectIon pray that our towers
hold off the enemy's spears.
Chorus
And shall not that be
as the Gods dlspose?
Eteocles
The Gods, they say,
of a captured town desert her.
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Chorus
Never m my hfeume, never may thIs assembly
of Gods desert us never may I lIve to see
thIs CIty overrun, an enemy soldIery
puttmg the torch to It

220

Eteocles
Do not call upon the Gods
and then be gUlded wrongly
ObedIence IS mother to success,
and success IS parent of rescueso runs the proverb

Chorus
ThIS IS true but the strength of God IS sull greater
Oftentimes when a man IS hopelessly sunk
m mIsfortune He raIses hlm, yes from hls greatest sorrow
whlle the clouds sull hang over him, hlgh above our eyes

Eteocles
But It lS man's part, the sacnfice, the consultatIOn
of the Gods, when the enemy assault us;
It lS yours to be SIlent and stay wlthm doors

Chorus
It IS thanks to the Gods that we have our Clty
unconquered It IS thanks to them
that our towers reject the mob of foemen
What should be resented m these words?

Eteocles
I do not grudge your hononng the Gods
But lest you make our cltlzens cowards,
be qUlet and not overfearful

Chorus
It was but now that I heard the nOIse and the confusIOn
and tremblmg m fear came to thIS cltadel,
sacred seat
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Eteocles
If you shall learn of men dymg or wounded,
do not be eager to antiCIpate It WIth crIes,
for murdered men are the War God's nounshment
Chorus
The snortmg of hones' There, I hear It.
Eteocles
Do not hsten; do not hear too much.
Chorus
Our CIty groans from Its foundatIon we are surrounded.
Eteocles
I shall thmk of thIS' that IS enough for you.
Chorus
I am afraId the dm at the gates grows louder.
Eteocles
SIlence! Do not speak of thIs throughout the CIty
Chorus
o Blessed Band, do not betray thIS fort.
Eteocles
Damnation! Can you not endure in sIlence?
Chorus
Fellow-CItizen Gods, grant me not to be a slave.
Eteocles
It IS you who
"" enslave yourselves, and all the CIty
Chorus
o Zeus, All MIghty, your bolt upon our foes!
Eteocles
o Zeus, what a tnbe you have gIven us m women!
Chorus
Base IS the tnbe of men of a captured town
Eteocles
Words of III omen, your hands on the unages'
« 27I »
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Chorus
Fear captures my tongue, and my spmt IS nought
Eteocles
Grant me, I pray you, the small thmg I ask
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Chorus
Speak It qUIckly, that I may know
Eteocles
SIlence, you wretches, don't trighten your frIends
Chorus
I am sIlent wIth others I'll endure what IS fated
Eteocles
I lIke thIs word better than those before.
Furthermore, get you away from the statues,
and bemg so, utter a better prayer
"May the Gods stand our allIes" FIrSt hear my
prayer and then offer yoursa holy gracIous paean of thanksgIvmg,
the cry of sacrIfice, our GreCIan custom,
JOY to our frIends, dISSolvmg fear of foes
(He approaches the tmages himself alld prays)
Gods of the CIty, of thIs country Gods,
Lords of ItS fields, and ItS assembly places,
SprIngs of Dirce, waters ofIsmenusto you my vow.
If all go well WIth us, If the CIty IS saved,
my people shall dye your hearths WIth the blood
of sacrIficed sheep, aye WIth the blood
of bulls slaughtered to honor the Gods.
I shall myself dedIcate trophIes,
spOIls of my enemIes, theIr garments fixed
on spear pomts, m your sanctuarIes.
(To the Chorus)
These be your prayers, unlamentmg
WIth no vam WIld pantmg and moanmg.
For all such you WIll not escape your doom
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I wIll take SIX men, myself to make a seventh
and go to post them at the CIty'S gates,
opponents of the enemy, m gallant style,
before qUIck messengers are on us and
theIr words of haste burn us WIth urgency.

Chorus
I heed hIm but through fear
my spmt knows no sleep
and neIghbors to my heart,
am{letles, kmdle terror
of the host that beleaguers us.
As the all-fearmg dove
dreads for ItS nestlmgs' sake
the snakes that menace them
For they agamst our forts
wIth all theIr host, wIth all theIr people,
come. What wIll become of me?
Jagged rocks they hurl
upon our cItIzens, on both sIdes pelted
o chIldren of Zeus, ye Gods,
I pray you-protect
the cltyalild the army,
the Cadmus born.
What country will you take m exchange,
than thIs one better,
if you abandon thIs deep-soIled land
to her enemIes,
and Dlrce's water, faIrest to drmk
of all that come from PoseIdon
the Earth Upholder, and Tethys' sons?
Therefore, you Clty-guardmg Gods,
upon the men outsIde our forts
ram slaughtermg destructlon
and rum, that wIll cast away theIr shIelds.
and for these cltlzens here
«
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wm glory and of the c1ty
be the rescuers
Then stand fa1r m your places
to rece1ve our shnll prayers.

320

P1ty it were that th1s C1ty, so anC1ent,
should be cast to the House of Death,
a spear-booty, a slave,
m crumblmg ashes, d1shonorably,
sacked by an Achaean, w1th the Gods' consent,
that Its women be haled away,
captives, young and old,
dragged by the ha1r, as horses by the mane,
and the1r ra1ment torn about them
Emptied the C1ty walls
as the capt1ve spou, w1th mmgled cnes,
1S led to 1tS doom
Th1s heavy fate 1S what I fear
It 1S a woeful thmg for ma1dens unnpe,
before the marnage ntes, to tread
th1s b1tter Journey from therr homes
I would say that the dead
are better off than th1s.
Alas, unlucky mdeed the fate
of a C1ty capturedmurder, fire, and rapme,
all the oty polluted by smoke,
and the breath of Ares on 1t
maddened, desecratmg p1ety, slaymg the people.
There 15 tumult through the town.
Against her comes a towenng net
Man stands agamst man Wlth the spear and 1S kuled
Young mothers, blood-boltered,
cry b1tterly for the babes at the1r breast.
The rovmg bands of p1llagers are all brothers,
«
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he that has plunder meets wIth another,
he that IS empty calls hlID that IS empty,
wIshmg to have a partner, eager for a share
neIther less nor yet equal
From such thmgs what shall one augur?
All sorts of gram fallen
strewn on the ground vex,
embItter the eye of the housewIfe
The great, profuse gIfts of the earth
ill reckless streams of waste are poured out
The gIrls, new servants, new to mIsery,
must endure a war captIve's bed.
bed of a man successful
TheIrs the expectatIOn of mght' s consummatIOn
but for a tnumphant enemy
to help theIr tearful sorrow.

Half-Chorus
Here, I thmk, frIends, your scout comes brmgmg
some news of the enemy-hastily urgmg
the Jomts of hIs legs to carry hIm here.
Half-Chorus "
And here IS the kmg hImself, the son
of OedIpus m the nIck of time to hear
the messenger's story He too IS m haste
and nlIDbly'~teps along.
Messenger
I can declareI know It well-the enemy's pOSItiOn:
how each at the gates has won by lot hIS station
At the Proetld gate Tydeus now thunders
but dares not cross Ismenus' ford, the prophet
forbids The sacnfices are unfavorable
Tydeus, enraged and thirstmg for the fight,
threatens, like serpents' hISS at noonday;
«

275

»

360

370

«AESCHYLUS"

strlkes wlth abuse the Wlse seer, Oecleldes,
"battle and death make hIm crmge
through cowardlCe" -so he shouts aloud
and shakes hls threefold shadowmg plumes,
mane of hls crested helm Beneath hls shleld,
mSlde, nng brazen bells, a peal of terror,
and on the shleld he bears thls arrogant
devlce-a fashlOned sky afire wlth stars
In the shleld's mIdst a glonous fUll moon,
mght's eye, the eldest of the stars, stands out.
Wlth such mad braggmg and wIth overweenmg
trappmgs of war he roars along the banks
m love wlth battle, hke the horse that chafes
agamst the blt, hlgh mettled, lmpatIent, hearmg
the trumpet's sound Agamst thls champlOn
whom wlll you set?
When the bolts are shot back at the Proeud gates,
who wlll be champlOn fit to deserve our trust?

Eteocles
No eqUlpment of a man wlll make me tremble
DeVIces on a shIeld deal no one wounds
The plumes and bells blte not wlthout the spear
And for thls mght you speak of on hls shleld
ghstenmg Wlth all the stars of heaven-someone
may find hIS folly prophetic to hlmself
For If m death mght fall upon hIS eyes,
to hIm that bears thls pompous blazonry
It shall be truly and most Justly pregnant,
and he shall make hls msolence prophesy
agamst hImself
I nommate agamst hIm
as champion of these gates to challenge Tydeus,
the worthy son of Astacus-nght noble,
one honormg the throne of Modesty
and hatmg msolent words
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Laggard 111 all thl11gs base he IS wont to be
but not a coward From those sown men
whom Ares spared IllS root spnngs-very natIve
IS Melal11ppus to thIS land HIS deeds
shall Ares wIth hIs dIce determme.
but JustIce, blood of hIS blood, sends hIm forth.
surely, to turn the enemy's spear away
from the mother that has borne hIm

Chorus
May the Gods grant
good luck to our champlOn.
smce Justly he comes forward
a fighter for us
But I fear for our fnends
to look upon bloodshed
of those we love. dymg
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Messenger
Yes, may the Gods grant hIm good luck
At Electra's gates stands by lot Capaneus,
a gIant this man, taller than the other,
and hIs thleats breathe lr.human arrogance.
Our towers he menaces wIth terrors-Fortune
fUlfil them not I-for he declares he'll sack
our CIty wltla the Gods' good wIll or III
Not even Zeus's wrath stnkmg the earth
before hIm shall be obstacle to hIs purpose
The hghtnmgs and the thunderbolts he lIkened
to the sun's warm rays at noontIde.
HIs devIce a naked man that carnes fire,
m hIs hands, ablaze, a torch all ready. In gold
are letters that declare "I'll burn the CIty"
Agamst thIS man send-who wIll meet hIm?
Who WIll abide hIs threats and never tremble?
«
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Eteocles
Th1s man's boasts, too, beget us other gam.
For of the haughuness of vam men, true
accuser proves the1r own tongue. Capaneus
threatens to do-and 1S prepared to dod1sdams the Gods, and gIVmg exerC1se
to h1s mouth, m vam JOY, up to heaven
mortal though he 1S, agamst Zeus sends h1s words,
shouted m swellmg pnde I trust on h1m
w1ll Justly come the bolt that carnes fire
m no way hke the sun's warm rays at noonude
Agamst h1m, be h1s hps never so msolent,
a man of fiery Splrlt shall be statlOned,
strong Polyphontes, a guard trustworthy,
by favor of protectmg Artem1s
and of the other Gods Tell me another
that has h1s place by lot at another gate

Chorus
Destrucuon on h1m that agamst the Clty
vaunts huge threats,
may the thunderbolt's blast restram h1m
before he burst mto my house,
before he rav1sh me from my malden room.

Messenger
N ow I shall tell h1m that by lot won next
statlOn at the gates The th1rd lot cast
Jumped from the upturned brazen helmet
m favor of a third man, Eteoclus,
that he should lead h1s reg1ment m a charge
agamst the gates ofNeis He wheels h1s mares
snorting m the1r nose bands, ready to charge the gate.
P1pes on the bndle bands filled w1th msolent
nostr11 breath wh1stle m a fore1gn note.
H1s sh1eld, too, has 1tS des1gn-and that no lowly«
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a man m armor mounts a ladder's steps
to the enemy's town to sack it. Loud
cnes also thIS man m hIS wntten legend
"Ares hImself shall not cast me from the tower."
Agamst hlffi send some champlOn trustworthy
to turn the yoke of slavery from this Clty.

Eteocles
ThIs man I'll send and may good luck go WIth him!
There, he IS gone. HIS boast IS m hIS hands
Megareus, Creon's son, and of the seed
and race of the sown men He wIll not blench
at the funous nelghmg of horses nor yIeld the gates.
Elther by death he'll pay rus nurture's due
to hls own land or he Wlll capture two men
and CIty as deplcted on the shleld
and crown hIS father's house WIth the spOlls of war
On WIth another's boasts-don't grudge me the story.

Chorus
Good success to you, I pray,
ChamplOn of my house,
and to the-enemy III success'
as With wtl.d extravagance
they prate agamst the Clty
WIth maddened heart, so may Zeus
the Avenger'ook on them in wrath.
Messenger
Another, the fourth, holds the gate that neIghbors
Onca Athena, and takes hls stanon WIth a shout,
HIPpomedon's vast frame and glant form.
He wrurled a dlsc around-I mean the cIrcle
of hls shleld-unttl. I shuddered I speak truth.
The armorer cannot have been a poor one
that put upon the shIeld trus work of arta Typho hurlmg from rus fiery mouth
«
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black smoke, the fhckenng slster of fire
The nm that ran around the hollow boss
of the shield lS sohd wrought wIth cOllmg snakes
The man hlmself wed out hls warcry, he,
msplred by Ares, revels m vlOlence
lIke a Bacchanal wlth murder m hls glance
Take good heed how you deal wlth such a man,
he boasts even now at the gate he wlll ralse pamc

Eteocles
FIrSt Onca Pallas, wlth her place beslde
our Clty, nelghbor to our gates, wIll hate
the fellow's vlOlence and keep hlm off,
as It were a chIll snake from her nestlmg brood
And then HyperblUs, the stout son of Oenops,
has been chosen to match hml man for man, nght wlllmg,
at fortune's need, to put hls fate to questlOnno man to be reproached eIther In form
or spmt or m beanng ofhls arms
Hermes has matched the two wlth excellent reason,
for man Wlth man they shall engage as foes
and on thelr shlelds shall carry enemy Gods
The one has Typho breathmg fire, the other,
HyperblUs, has father Zeus m statlon
SlttIng upon hls shleld, and m hls hand
a burmng bolt
No one has yet seen Zeus defeated anywhere.
Such on each slde are the favors of the Gods;
we are on the WInmng slde, they wlth the vanqUlshed
If Zeus than Typho mlghtler prove m battle.
Chorus
Sure am I that he who hath
Zeus's foe upon hls shleld
the unloved form of the earth-born God,
the lIkeness hated by men
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and the long-hvmg Gods,
shall lay h1S head before our gates

Messenger
So may 1t prove Now I shall take the fifth
that has h1S statlOn at the fifth, the Northern gate,
nght by AmphlOn's tomb that sprung from Zeus
By h1S lance he swears--and w1th sure confidence
he holds 1t more m reverence than a god,
more preclOus than h1S eyes-he Wlll sack the town
of Thebes m desp1te of Zeus. Such the loud vaunt
of th1s creature sprung of a mountam mother, handsome,
somethmg between man and boy.
The beard 1S newly sproutmg on h1S cheeks,
the th1ck, upspnngmg ha1r of youth m 1tS bloom.
H1s spmt unhke h1s malden name* 1S savage,
and w1th a gnm regard he now advances
He too boasts h1gh as he draws near our gates
For on h1s brazen sh1eld, h1s body's rounded
defense, he swmgs an msult to our C1ty,
the Sphmx that ate men raw, cunnmgly wrought,
burmshed, embossed, secured w1th nvets there.
A man she"' bears beneath her, a Cadmaean,
so that at hlm most of our darts shall fly.
When he comes to the battle, so it seems,
he w1ll not play the petty shopkeeper
nor shame the course of h1s long Journey hereParthenopaeus of Arcad1a.
He hves among our enemy presently
and pays to Argos a fa1r wage for h1s keep,
w1th threats agamst our forts-whlCh God fulfil not
Eteocles
Would that they m1ght obtam what from the Gods
they pray against us-them, and the1r lmplOUS boasts.
* Parthenopaeus

Malden One
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Then would they pensh utterly and 111.
We have a man to encounter your ArcadIan,
a man unboastmg but hIs hand looks for
the thmg that should be done-Actor, the brother
ofh1n1 I spoke of earlIer He wIll not suffer
a heedless tongue to flow wlthm our gates
and to breed mIschIef, nor to cross our walls,
one bearmg on an enemy shIeld the lIkeness
of the most hateful Sphmx-or else the beast
borne outsIde shall have cause of blame agamst
h1n1 that would carry her In, for many a hammenng
blow she W1ll get beneath the city's walls.
With the God's wIll, I may mdeed speak truth

Chorus
The words go through my heart;
the haIr stands upnght on my head;
as I lIsten to mIghty words
of 1n1pious boastmg men.
May the Gods destroy them wlthm our land'
Messenger
A SIXth I'll tell you of-a most modest man
greatest m mIght of battle, yet a prophet,
strong Amphiaraus, at the HomolO1an gates
statIOned, shouts msults at strong Tydeus: "Murderer,
cause of confusIOn to the CIty, greatest
teacher of eVll to Argos; of the Fury
a summonmg herald; servant of bloodshed,
advIser to Adrastus of all these ev11s "
And then agam WIth eyes uplIfted callIng
on your own brother, strong pnnce Polynelces,
he dwells twIce on the latter part of hIS name *
And thIS IS the speech to whIch hIS hps gIve utterance:
"Is such a deed as dus dear to the Gods,

* The latter half of the Greek word Polynelccs means "stnfe."
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and faIr to hear and tell of, for posterIty,
for one to sack hIS native CIty, destroy
the gods of hIS country, brmgUlg Ul
an allen enemy host?
What JustIce
shall quench the sprmg of gUIlt of another murder?
Your fatherland destroyed by the spear
whIch your own zeal unpelled-shallit be your ally?
But for myselfI shall make fat thIs soIl
a prophet bUrIed under enemy ground.
Let us fight The fate I look for IS rIght honorable."
So spoke the prophet brandIshmg hIS round
brazen shIeld No deVIce IS on ItS rude.
He IS best not at seemmg to be such
but bemg so Deep mdeed IS the furrow
of hIS mind from whIch he gathers fruIt, and good
the counsels that do spnng from It. For hun
send out, I recommend, WIse and good challengers.
for he IS dangerous who reveres the gods.

Eteocles
Alas, the luck whIch among human bemgs
conjOins all honest man WIth unplOus wretches I
In every enterprIse IS no greater eVIl
than bad compamonship. there IS no fruIt
that can be gathered The field of doom
bears death a"; ItS harvest.
Indeed, a pIOUS man, gomg on board
as shIpmate of a crew of rascal Sailors
and of some mIschIef they have perpetrated,
has often dIed with the God-detested breed;
or a Just man, WIth fellow CltIzens
themselves mhospitable, forgetful of the Gods,
has fallen mto the same snare as the unrIghteous,
and smItten by the common scourge of God
has YIelded up hIS lIfe.
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Even so tbs seer,
thls son of Oedes, WIse, Just, good, and holy,
a prophet mIghty, mInglmg wIth the ImpiOUSagamst hIS better reason-wIth loud-mouthed
men who pursue a road long to retrace,
wIth God's wIll shall be dragged to theIr general doom
I thmk he wIll not even assault the gatenot that he IS a coward or famt of spmtbut well he knows how he must dIe m the battle
If Loxlas' propheCIes shall bear frUIt
Loxlas eIther says nothIng or speaks seasonably
Yet agamst hIm, the strong prmce Lasthenes
we shall range In combat, an mhospltable
sentry, m mmd an old man but a young one
m hIS body's vIgor, In hIS sWIft-swoopmg charge,
ill hIs hand, unde1aymg to snatch a spear
and hurl It agaInst the unprotected shIeld sIde
But success-that IS for men the gIft of God alone

Chorus
Hear, 0 ye Gods, our lawful prayers
and brIng them to fulfilment that
the CIty prosper, avertmg
the horrors of war upon our Invaders
May Zeus strike them and slay them
WIth hIs bolt outsIde of our walls.

Messenger
Lo, now, the seventh at the seventh gate
I shall unfold-your own, your very brother
Hear how he curses the CIty and what fate
he illvokes upon her He prays that once hIS feet
are set upon her walls, once he IS proclallTIed
a conqueror of thIS land, once he has CrIed
paean of trIumph m ItS overthrow,
he then may close m fight WIth you and kIllmg
may find hIS death besIde your corpse.
« 2 84 »
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Or 1f you hve, that he may bamsh youm the selfsame way as you d1shonored hlmto exde. So he shouts and calls the Gods
ofh1s race and ofh1s fatherland to w1tness
h1s prayers-a very vlOlent Polyne1ces
He bears a new-made, rounded smeld
and a twofold dev1ce contnved thereon'
a woman leadmg modestly a man
conducts hlm, p1ctured as a warnor,
wrought all m gold She clauns she 1S Just1ce,
and the mscnptlOn reads. I w1ll brmg hun home
and he shall have his C1ty and shall walk
m h1s ancestral house
Such are the slgns
But you yourself determme whom to send.
You shall not find a fault m my report·
but you determme how to steer the state.

Eteocles
Our race, our race, the race of Oed1pus,
by the Gods maddened, by them greatly hated;
alas, my father's curses are now fulfilled!
But for me no crymg and no lamentatlOn
lest even sorer sorrow be begotten
I tell you, Polyne1ces, so well named,
soon we sha~ know the pertmence of your slgn,
whether your golden characters on the sh1eld,
babblmg, m wlld d1stractlon of the mmd,
wlll mdeed bnng you home. Th1s mtght have been,
1fJust1ce, Zeus's v1rgm daughter had stood
by his act10ns and h1s mind But m h1s fl1ght
out of the darkness of h1s mother's womb,
in h1s growth as a cmld, m h1s young manhood,
m the first gathermg ofms chm's halr-no, never
d1d J ustlce look upon hlm nor regard h1m.
I do not thmk that now he comes to outrage
« 2 85 »
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thIs fatherland of hIs she wIll stand his ally,
or else she IS called falsely JustIce, Jommg
WIth a man whose mmd concelVes no lImIt m v111amy
In thIS I trust and to the conflIct WIth him
I'll go myself What other has more nght?
Kmg agamst kmg, and brother agamst brother,
foe agamst foe we'll fight
Bnng me my greaves
to shIeld me from the lances and the stones

Chorus

o dearest son of OedIpus, do not
be lIke m temper to thIS utterer
of dreadful saymgs There are enough Cadmaeans
to grapple wIth the Arg1ves such blood IS eXpiable
But for the blood of brothers mutually shed
there IS no growmg old of the pollutlOn

Eteocles
If a man suffer Ill, let It be WIthout shame,
thIs IS the only gam when we are dead
For deeds both evIl and dIsgraceful never
wIll you say word of good
Chorus
What do you long for, child?
Let not the frantIc lust
for battle, fillmg the heart
carry you away_ Expel
the eVIl passlOn at ItS bIrth
Eteocles
It IS the God that dnves thIS matter on
Smce It IS so-on, on WIth favonng wmd
this wave of hell that has engulfed for ItS share
all km ofLalUs, whom Phoebus has so hated.
Chorus
Bltter-bttIng mdeed
IS the paSSlon that urges you
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to accomphsh manslaymg,
bItter m frUlt,
where the blood to be shed IS unlawful.

Eteocles
Yes, for the hateful black
curse of my father loved
SItS on my dry and tearless eyes
and tells me first of gam and then of death.
Chorus
ReSIst Its urgmg. coward
you shall not be called
If you rule your hfe well.
Forth from your house the black-robed Fury
shall go, when from your hands
the Gods shall receIve a sacrIfice.
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Eteocles
We are already past the care of Gods
For them our death IS the admIrable offermg
Why then delay, fawnmg upon our doom?
Chorus
Not when the chance IS yoursfor m the ;'eermg change
of spIrit though late
perhaps the God may change
and come w~ kmder breath.
Now hIS blast IS full.
Eteocles
The curse of OedIpus has fanned that blast.
Too true the VISIon of sleepy nIghtmares
showmg dIVISIon of my father's herItage
Chorus
LIsten to women though you hke It not
Eteocles
Speak then of what may be Nor should It be long
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Chorus
Go not you, go not, to the seventh gate

Eteocles
No words of yours wIll blunt my whetted purpose

Chorus
Yet even bad VIctory the Gods hold m honor

Eteocles
No soldIer may endure to hear such words.

Chorus
Do you wIsh to reap as harvest a brother's blood?

Eteocles
If Gods gIve Ill, no man may shun theIr glvmg

Chorus
I shudder at the Goddess,
unhke all other Gods,
who compasses destructlOn of the house,
utterly unforgettmg, prophet of Ill,
the Fury mvoked by a father's curse.
I dread that it brmg to pass
the funous mvocatlOns
of OedIpus astray m hIS mmd
ThIS strIfe, death to hIS sons, spurs It on.
A stranger grants them land-allotment,
a Chalyb, ScythIan colomst,
a blUer dIvIder of possesslOnsIron-hearted Steel
Yes, he has allotted them land to dwell m
as much as the dead may possess
no share theIrs of theIr broad acres
When they dIe wIth mutual hand
mutually slaughtenng
and earth's dust shall dnnk
black dotted murder-blood,
«
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who shall then glve punficatlOn,
who shall wash away the sum?
o new eV1ls of the house,
new mmgled W1th the old

740

Old 1S the tale of sm I tell
but sW1ft m retnbutlOn:
to the th1rd generation 1t ab1des
Thnce m Pyth1an prophec1es
glven at Navel-of-Earth
Apollo had d1rected
Kmg LalUS all1ssueless to d1e
and save h1S C1ty so ..
but he was mastered by lovmg folly
and begot for hunself a doom,
father-murdermg Oed1pus,
who sowed h1S mother's sacred womb,
whence he had sprung hunsel£,
w1th bloody root, to h1S heartbreak
Madness was the coupler
of th1S d1stracted pa1r.
Now, as 1t were, a sea
dnves on the wave:
one smks, another nses,
trlple-creste-i around the prow
of the C1ty, and breaks m foam.
Our defense between 1S but a httle thmg
no b1gger than a wall m Wldth.
I fear that w1th our prmces
our C1ty be subdued.
For heavy 1S the settlement
of anC1ent curses, to fulfihnent brought.
That evil when fulfilled
passes not away.
«
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Prospenty grown over fat
of men, gam seekmg,
compels Jettlsonmg
of all goods, utterly

770

What man has earned such admlrauon
of Gods and men that shared hIS CIty
and of the general throng of mortal men,
as OedIpus-who ever had such honor
as he that from hlS land had bamshed
the Sphmx, that ate men up?
But when m mIsery he knew
the meanmg of hIS dreadful marnage,
m pam dIstraught, m heart dIstracted
he brought a double sorrow to fulfilment.
WIth patrICIdal hand
he reft hlffiself of eyes
that dearer to hIm were than hIS own chIldren.
And on those chIldren savage
maledlctlOns he launched
for theIr cruel tendance of hIm
and WIshed they mIght dlVlde
WIth lron-wleldmg hand hIS own possesslOns.
And now I fear
that nlffible-footed Fury bnng those WIshes to fulfilment.
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Messenger
Take heart, you mother's darlmgs, thIS your CIty
has escaped the yoke of slavery Fallen
are the vauntmgs of the monstrous men.
Our CIty IS m smooth water and though many
the assaults of the waves, has shipped no sea
Our wall sull stands protectmg us, our gate~
we barncaded with trustworthy champlOns.
For the most part allIS well--a.t SIX of the gates.
The seventh the Lord Apollo, Captam of Sevens, *

* "Captam of Sevens" IS an anCIent cult tide of Apollo.
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took to hImself. on OedIpus' race
he has fulfilled Lams' anCIent follIes

Chorus
What new and eVIl thmg concerns the CIty?

Messenger
The CIty IS saved, but the twm prmces-

Chorus
Who? What do you mean? Through fear of your words I am
rrannc.

Messenger
Get your WIts and hear OedIpus' two sons-

Chorus
Alas, alas, the tils I prophesIed

Messenger
In very truth, crushed to the ground

8ro

Chorus
They he there? BItter though It be, yet speak

Messenger
The men have fallen, one another's killers

Chorus
DId brother's hands achIeve a mutual murder?

Messenger
The ground has drunk the blood shed each by each

Chorus
So all too equal was theIr gmdmg spmt

Messenger
Surely he destroys thIS most unlucky race.
Here is store of sorrow and JOY at once.
The City has good fortune, but ItS lords,
the two generals, have dIVIded the possesslOns
WIth hammered steel of ScythIa They shall have
what land suffices for a grave, swept thIther
down the wind of theIr father's Ill-bodmg curses
" 29 1
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Chorus

o great Zeus and Spmts that guard
the Clty, you Protectors
that guard our walls
shall I reJOlce, shall I cry aloud
for our Clty'S safety"
or for those wretched ones, luckless and chIldless,
our generals, shall I lament"
They have earned thelr name too well
and "men of stnfe" they have penshed
through lmplOUS mtent
o black curse consummated
on the race, the curse of Oedlpus!
An eVll chlll assads my heart
I ralse the dlrge at the tomb
hke a Bacchanal, heanng
of thetr blood-dnppmg corpses,
of thetr tll-fated death
Ill-omened mdeed
tS thls melody of the Spear.
It has worked to an end, not faded,
the curses called on them by thetr father of old.
The declSlons of LalUs, wantmg m fatth,
have had effect ull now
My heart tS troubled for the ctty,
dIVme warmngs are not blunted
o full of sorrows, thlS you have done
a deed beyond behe£
Woes worthy of groamng
have come m very truth.

(The bodies of the princes are carried in, ~Jcorted
by their two sisters, Ismene and AntIgone.)
Here IS vlslble eVldence of the messenger's tale.
Twofold our grlefs and double
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the Ills these two men wrought,
double the fated sorrow
now brought to fulfilment
What shall I say but that
here sorrows, sorrows' children,
abide at the hearth of the house?
But, my friends, down the wmd of groans
With hands that beat the head
ply the speedmg stroke
which sends through Death's waters
the dark-saIled ship of mISSIon
to the shore, untrodden by Apollo, and sunless,
the shore unseen, that welcomes all at last
Here they come to their bItter task,
Ismene and Antigone,
to make the dirge for their brothers.
With true smcenty, I thmk,
from their deep bosoms,
they shall utter a song of gnef that fits the cause
Us It concerns to smg,
before their song,
the lll-so'indmg Funes' dIrge,
and the hateful Hades paean.

8so
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o most luckless of all women
that fasten ¢e girdle about their robes,
I cry, I groan: there IS no gUIle
m my heart to check my true dirge

Antigone (speaking over the bodIes)
o you misguided ones,
faIthless to friends, unweaned In eVIl,
you who plundered your father's house
to your mIsery, With the spear.
Chorus
Wretched mdeed those who wretched death
have found to the rum of their house.
«

293 "

880

«AESCHYLUS»

Ismene
o you that tore the roof
from our house, you that glImpsed
the bitter sovereignty, at last
you are reconcIled-by the sword
Chorus
Too truly has that dread spmt,
the Fury of OedIpus,
brought all thIS to fulfilment.
Antigone
Stncken through the left sIdes
stncken mdeed,
through sides born of a common mother
Alas, strange ones,
alas for the curse
of death that answered death!
Chorus
A straight thrust to house and body
delIvered by unspeakable wrath,
by the doom mvoked by a father's curse,
which they shared Without discord
Ismene
Through the City the cry of weepmg,
the walls groan aloud;
the plam that loved them groans aloud.
There abIde for therr descendants
the possessIOns for whIch
theIr bitter fate was paId,
for which their strife arose,
for which they found the end of death.
Chorus
In bitterness of heart they shared
their possessIOns m equalIty.
no blame from friends
has their arbttrator,
Ares, impartIal to both sides.
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AntIgone
By the stroke of the sword they are as they are
By the stroke of the sword there awalts them-what?
The share m the1r ancestral tomb, says someone
Chorus
A shnll cry escorts them from the1r house,
a cry heartrendmg,
a cry for ltS own gnefs, ltS own woes,
m angulsh of mmd w1th no thought ofJOy,
weepmg tears from a heart that breaks,
for these our two prmces
Ismene
One may say over the bodles
of th1s unhappy pa1r.
much they have done to therr fellow cltlzens,
and much to all the ranks of fore1gners
who d1ed m th1s destruct1ve war
Chorus
Unlucky she that bore them
above all womankind
that are called by a mother's name
She took "as husband her own chlld
and bore these who have d1ed
thelr brotherly hands workmg each other's murder.

920
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Antzgone
Brotherly mdeed mutter destruction
in unkmdly severance,
m frantlC str1fe,
m the endmg of their quarrel.
Chorus
The1r enmity 1S ended, m the earth
blood-drenched the1r hfe 1S mmgled
Very brothers are they now.
Bltter the reconcuer of the1r feud,
stranger from over the sea,
«
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sped hither by the fire,
whetted steel
A bitter and eVil divider of possesslOus,
Ares, who made their father's curse
a thmg of utter truth

Ismene
They have theIr share, unhappy ones
of Zeus given sorrows
beneath their bodIes, earth
m fathomless wealth shall he.
Chorus (speaking over the bodies)
You who have made your race
blossom With many woes
over you at last have cried
the Curses their shrullament,
and the race IS turned to confuslOn and rout
The trophy ofDestructlOn stands
at the gates where they were smitten
and conqueror of the hVo
the Spmt at last has come to rest
(The dirge proper The sIsters stand each at the head
of one of the corp51's)
Antigone
You smote and were smitten.
lsmene
You blled and were slam
Antigone
By the spear you hlled
lsmene
By the spear you died
Antigone
Wretched m actmg.
Ismene
Wretched m suffenng
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Antigone
Let the groans go forth
Ismene
Let the tears fall
AntIgone
You he m deathIsmene
havmg blledAntIgone and Ismetle
Woe, woe
Antigone
My mmd 1S d1straught wIth groans
Ismene
W1th groans my heart 1S full
Antigone
Alas, alas, creature of tears.
Ismene
Alas, agam, all-mIserable
Antigone
By a lovmg hand you d1ed
Ismene
And blled one that loved you
AntIgone
A double sQ{row to relate.
Ismene
A double sorrow to see
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AntIgone
Two sorrows hard by one another
Ismene
Brother's sorrow close to brother's
Chorus
o wretched Fate, g1ver ofheavmess,
awful shade of Oed1pus,
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black Fury,
venly a spmt mlghty m strength f

Ismene and Antigone
Woe, woe.
Antigone
EVlls unfit to look uponIsmene
have you shown after bamshment.
Antigone
He came not back when he had slam
Ismene
Thls one saved, lost hls own life
Antigone
Thls one dledIsmene
and killed the other
Antigone
Race unhappy.
Ismene
Deed unhappy.
Antigone
Gnevous sorrows of kmdred.
Ismene
Gnevous, thnce gnevous sorrow
Chorus
o 'Wretched Fate, glver ofheavmess,
awful shade of Oedlpus,
black Fury,
venly a spmt mlghty in strength
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Antigone
You have learned the lesson by expenence
Ismene
And you have learned It, no whlt later.
«
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Antigone
When you returned to the CltyIsmene
yes, to face hlm wlth your spear.
AntIgone
Deadly to tell
Ismene
Deadly to see
AntIgone
PamIsmene

IllAntigone
To house and landIsmene
and most of all to me.
Antigone
o unhappy king of sorrow!
Ismene
o of all most nch m pam!
Antigone
Where shall we lay them m the earth?
Ismene
Where the~ honor 1S greatest.
Antigone
o brothers possessed by evtl spints, m doomIsmene
that Wlll sleep by the slde of therr father to his hurt.

Herald
It is my duty to declare to you,
counselors of the people, the resolves
already taken and the present pleasure
of this Cadmaean city....
«

299 ,.

1000

"AESCHYLUS»

Our Lord Eteocles for h1S loyalty
1t 1S determllled to bury III the earth
that he so loved F1ghtlllg 1tS enem1es
he found h1s death here In the slght
of h1S ancestral shnnes he 1S pure and blameless
and d1ed where young men d1e nght honorably
These are my lllstructlOns to commumcate
w1th respect to h1m. H1s brother Polyne1ces,
or rather h1s dead body, you must cast out
unbuned, for the dogs to drag and tear
as fits one who would have destroyed our country
had not some God proved obstacle to h1s spear
Even III death he shall retalll th1s gUllt
agalllst h1S Gods ancestral whom he d1shonored
when he brought h1s fore1gn host here for lllvaSlOn
and would have sacked the C1ty. So 1t 1S resolved
that he shall have, as h1S penalty, a bunal
granted d1shonorably by the b1rds of the a1r
and that no ra1s111g of a mound by hand
attend h1m nor observance of keenlllg d1rge
Unhonored shall his funeral be by fr1ends.
This 1S the pleasure of the Cadmaean state.
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Ant~one

So I to the Cadmaean Inag1strates
declare: 1£ no one else w1ll dare to Join me
III buryll1g hun, yet will I bury h1m
and take the danger on my head alone
when that is done. He is my brother. I
am not ashamed of th1S anarch1c act
of d1sobed1ence to the c1ty. Strange,
a strange thlllg 1S the common blood we spring froma mother wretched. a father doomed to evil.
W1ll111gly then with one that would not wlll1t,
hve spmt with dead man in slsterhood
" 300 »

1030

«SEVEN

AGAINST THEBES"

I shall bear my share H1S flesh
the hollow-bell1ed wolves shall never taste o£
Let that be no one's "pleasure or decree."
H1S tomb and burymg place I w1ll contnve
though but a woman In the bosom folds
of my lmen robe I shall carry earth to him
And I shall cover hlffi let no one determme
the contrary Be of good cheer (to her sister), I shall
find means to brmg my w1ll to pass.
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Herald
I forb1d
th1s act, def1ance of the C1ty'S pleasure

Antigone
I forb1d you your superfluous proclamanons

Herald
Harsh 1S the people now that danger's past.

Antigone
Harsh truly. But he shall not go unbuned

Herald
Thm the state hates, Wlll you grace w1th a tomb-

Antigone
Long smce the Gods determmed of h1s honor.

Herald
Not ttll he cast m penl th1s land of ours.

Antigone
He suffered 111 and gave back what he suffered

Herald
Th1s deed of his was a1med at all, not one

Antigone
Last of the Gods ContentlOn ends her tale.
But I shall bury hlffi' spare me long speech.

Herald
Have your own way. but I forbId the act.
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Chorus
Alas, alas.
o hlgh-vauntmg, rum to the race
fatal Funes, who have destroyed
the race of Oedipus so utterlyWhat will happen me' What shall I do'
What shall I plan?
How shall I be so heartless,
not to mourn for you,
not to give escort to your funeral?
But I fear the dreadful authOrity
of the people· I am turned from my purpose.

(To the body of Eteocles)
Many mourners you shall wm·

(To the body ofPolyneices)
But th1S poor wretch unwept
save for hiS s1ster's smgle dirge
shall go hiS road Who would Yield
so much obed1ence as thiS?

(The Chorus divides in two)
First Half-Chorus
Let the state do or not
what It Will to the mourners ofPolynelces
We w1ll go and bury hIm;
we WIll go as h1s escort.
ThIs gnef IS common to the race
but now one way and now another
the City approves the path ofJustice

Second Half-Chorus
But we will go With the other, as the City
and Justice Jomtly approve.
For after the Blessed Ones and the strength of Zeus
he 1S the one who saved the C1ty
from utter destructiOn, from bemg overwhelmed
by the wave of foreign invaders
.. 302 »
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PROMETHEUS
BOUND
Translated and with an Introduction by
DAVID GRENE

INTRODUCTION TO
PROMETHEUS BOUND

IN

THE eIghteenth century the cntlcs knew what they thought
about the Prometheus of Aeschylus and knew why they thought It.
It was a bad play because the structure was eplsodlC, the characters
extravagant and improbable, the dlCtlOn uncouth and wIld. TheIr
handbook of cntIclsm was the PoetIcs of ArIStotle, eIther dIrectly or
mdlrectly drawn upon. And it IS plam that the Aeschylean play does
not measure up to Anstotelian standards Smce the elghteenthcentury cntIcs beheved there was only one canon for drama, rooted
m the prmclples of Anstotle, they qUlte reasonably Judged the
Prometheus a bad play. Durmg the nmeteenth century, wIth the
Romantic revIval and the breakdown of the so-called "classIcal"
rules of the drama, the Prometheus was acclalffied by the cntlcs as a
great work of art But they so acclaImed It entIrely m terms of ItS
theme or its poetry and in the same breath spoke of the greatness of
Sophocles' OedIpus, Shakespeare's Hamlet, and Goethe's Faust.
There was no effort to dIscover what m the nature of Aefchylus'
dramancmethod set him so apart trom Sophocles that the elghteenthcentury critIcs had refused to recogntze his ment Nor dId they SIft
the smkmg dIfferences whIch eXlst between the Prometheus and any
of the Shakespearean tragedIes or Faust. They contented Cnemselves
WIth vague and not entIrely satisfied references to the Prometheus as
a study-drama rather than a play for the theater.
Of the three dramansts, Aeschylus perhaps appears for a modern
reader the most provocanve and the most entgmanc. There IS so
much in the Oresteia, for mstance, and parncularly m the Agamemnon, which appeals drrectly to our sense of the theater and dramanc
poetry. And yet the concluslOn with ItS stress on an obscure theological point and its very local emphaSls on the court of the Areopagus baffles our awakened interest. But m no play of Aeschylus IS a
«
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reader today so aware at the same tIme of the dIrectness and UOlversahty of the theme and also of the purely Greek, and mdeed
purely fifth-century, 1lllphcations of It as 10 the Prometheus. The remarks that follow constItute only one more attempt among many to
assIst readers who are not classIcal scholars to a more complete
understandmg of a very great and very puzzhng play.
For Aeschylus the myth IS the l1lustratlOD of a great permanent
truth that he finds at the heart of man's aCtiVIty. IUs dramatic
ImagmatlOn seIzes on such truths as are most frequently a compromIse between two OpposItes, and consequently the myths he uses
most are those whIch tell of confhct on a cosmIC scale and conflIct
ultImately laId by some conceSSlOns on the part of both combatants.
To make myth umversally sIgmficant, both characters and plot must
correspond symbohcally wIth characters and plot on one or more
levels m additlon to the myth m whlch they are unbedded.
In the Prometheus, the probabtlity IS not m the actlOn or the condltlOns the dramatIst has stated for us before the play commences. It
consIsts m settmg forth a very sunple story, one whIch comes from
a common stock of mythologlcal stones known to almost all, and
fusmg thIS wlth a number of other patterns known to almost all.
Everybody 10 Greece knew the legend of the TItan who stole fire
from h~aven to glve It to man. But everybody m Greece also knew
the story of PelSlstratus, the tyrant of Athens, or LygdamIs, the
tyrant ofNaxos, or Polycrates, the tyrant of Samos. They knew the
kmd of outrage CItizens had suffered at their hands, the InnovatIons
m estabhohed custom and ntual and m the conventIonal governmental attitudes of mercy, the "unwrItten laws." Thus when the
Prometheus-Zeus conilict lS represented also as the rebel versus tyrant
conflict, It has been mvested WIth a new probability. And men
everywhere have felt, some obscurely and some dearly, an 0PPOSItlOn between the animal and the spmt 10 man, between vlOlence and
persuasion. between mlght and mtellect. So when the Zeus-LygdamlS versus Prometheus-rebel struggle IS represented as another facet
of the conflict between the two most powerful factors in human life
-brute force and mind-the story has been mvested with a new
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probablhty drawn from the commUnIty of man's expenence And
men everyv.rhere have known the torture of subjugatIon to a stronger
force than themselves, have known the helplessness of persuasIon
agamst force, and yet have beheved In the ultImate tnumph of
persuaSIOn And so, when the suffermg Prometheus cnes out m hIS
helplessness and hIS knowledge, and doubts yet feels certaIn of the
outcome, the story has been Invested wIth a new probabIlIty drawn
from the community of man's expenence. The ongmal story of
Zeus and Prometheus IS Wee a stone thrown mto .a qUIet pool,
where the npples spread m Wider and wIder CIrcles.
Methods lIke the Aeschylean, developed to varY10g degrees of
complexIty, are famlhar 10 other fonns ofhterature. The degree of
complexIty IS determ10ed by the number of levels of mean10g
mvolved. For 1Ostance, 10 the Pilgrim's Progress, there IS only one
meanIng 10 the tale apart from the hIghly dramatIc story of Chnstlan's Journey, and #tat IS the progress of the Chnstlan soul toward
the Eternal CIty {But, 10 the Prometheus, Aeschylus has made hIS
story signIficant on a number of dIfferent levels, though each level
1Ovolves the confllct of two oppos1Og pnnClples. For Prometheus IS,
pOhtically, the symbol of the rebel agamst the tyrant who has overthrown the tradltlonal rule ofJUStIce and Law. He IS the symbol of
Knowledge agamst Force. He IS symbohcally the champIon ~f man,
ralsmg hIm through the gIft of 1Otelligence, agamst the would-be
destroyer of man. Fmally, there IS a le,;"el at whIch Prometheus IS
symbohcally Man as opposed to God. /
We are never told 10 thIS play why Zeus WIshed to des:roy man.
There IS no IndicatlOn '\Vhat sort of animal he WIShed to put In hIS
place; but, msofar as Prometheus 10 dIsobedIence to Zeus enlIghtened man by the gIft of mtelligence, It may be assumed that Zeus's
creatIon would have had no such dangerous potentIahties of development ThIS first attempt to destroy mank10d IS almost certainly
the flood of Deucahon, of which we hear elsewhere, and there IS a
traditlon to the effect that Prometheus counseled Deucahon to the
bUIldmg of the ark whIch preserved hIm and hIS £amtly. The second
«
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actlOn m Prometheus' rescue of man from the enm1ty of the world
m wh1ch he found hunself 1S even more s1gmficant "I stopped
mortals from foreseemg doom," says Prometheus.
Chorus What cure did you proVlde them Wlth agamst that sickness'
Prometheus I placed ill them bhnd hopes
Chorus' That was a great gIft you gave to men.

As the rest of h1s g1fts to man are all concerned W1th enhghtenment, and, mdeed, as fire 1tselfbecomes a symbol of that enhghtenment, th1s g1ft of "bhnd hopes" seems at first strange Yet 1t 1S qUIte
cons1stent There 1S a passage m the Gorgias wh1ch 1S 1llummating
here We are told that m the days of Kronos and when Zeus was
newly king, men were mformed as to the day of their death and
were judged ahve, w1th all the1r clothes on and the1r possess10ns
about them, by hve judges Th1s was a pract1ce wh1ch brought much
mjUst1ce, says Plato, and Zeus ulttmately ordered 1t otherw1se.
Plato 1S usmg the myth for the 1llustratlOn oflus own theme, and we
must not be surpnsed that h1s p1cture of the development of man
when th1s was the state of thmgs does not accord W1th that of
Aeschylus But the datmg m the case of plato shows e1ther that he
and Aeschylus were drawmg on the same myth or else that plato 1S
borrowmg from Aeschylus "In the days ofKronos and when Zeus
was newly kmg" What, then, 1S the meanmg of the bhnd hopes
wh1ch were the compensatlOn for man's loss of knowledge of h1s
death and yet left h1m able to use h1s reason to build houses and yoke
horses and mvent cures for s1ckness?
~
Prometheus 1S wise m the w1sdom of h1s mother Them1s, or
Earth, and consequently W1se m the knowledge of destmy. Th1S 1S
not reason. It 1S absolute knowledge. The knowledge of the day of
a man's death partakes of that quahty, for 1t 1S m the provmce of
destmy. Thus man at the begmmng had an mfimtely small parttcle
of the same kind of knowledge wh1ch Prometheus enjoyed m large
measure. Just as ammals today seem to have a cunous mtmt10n of the
commg of the1r death and crawl away mto lndmg to face 1t, so
pnm1t1ve man had th1s knowledge And Prometheus caused them
«
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to cease to foreknow the day of the1r death;.For the gltt of reason,
the supreme ally m the1r struggle agamst nature, made them fight
on agamst death m "bhnd hope," even when the day of their death
had come It 1S worth notlcmg here that, of the two accounts of
man's ongms m the world-the one that of a golden age of matenal
and moral perfection and the other of m1serable 19norance and
helplessness-Aeschylus has preferred the sClentific tradltlon But
he has chosen to mcorporate m h1s account a gram of the truth of
the former. The very small partlCle of absolute knowledge wh1ch
man possessed was a spark of the d1Vlne. The fire 1tSelf, Prometheus'
greatest and most celebrated glfi: to man, 1S a symbol of practlcal,
not speculative, reason And nowhere does Aeschylus assert that
such speculative reason m 1ts full w111 ever be 1ll man's possesslOn
There 1S a sense m wh1ch Prometheus m th1S play appeals d1rectly
to the human sympath1es of h1s aud1ence because though a T1tan
and a God h1s helplessness before Zeus places hlffi on the same
level w1th mortals It 1S the story of the man-god who must suffer for
h1s kmdness to man by having h1s state equated w1th them In the
case of Prometheus the good ach1eved for man 1S ach1eved before
the suffermg-whlCh comes m the nature of a pumshment. The cry
of PrometheusI knew when I transgressed nor Will deny It
In helpmg man I brought my troubles on me;
but yet I did not thmk that With such tortures
I should be wasted on these alI')' chffS-

1S the cry of one who 1S man enough to be weak under pam. Prometheus, though possessed of a knowledge of destiny and therefore
of v1ctory m the end, 1S for the present at the mercy of a brutal and
19norant opponent So, too, 1S the mortal 10. So are all the mortals
over whom Death holds power agamst which they fight W1th "blInd
hopes." Fmally, Prometheus' delIverance by Heracles, who 1S part
god and part man, once agall1 binds h1s fate to the creature whom he
has helped to surv1ve m the teeth of the Oppos1t10n of the supreme
god.
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CHARACTERS

Might
Violence (muta persona)
Hephaestus
Prometheus
Oceanos

Io
Hermes
Chorus

of daughters of Oceanos

PROMETHEUS BOUND
SCENE: A bare and desolate crag in the Caucasus Enter Might and

Violence, demons, servants of Zeus, and Hephaestus, the smith.
Might
TIns 1S the world's htmt that we have come to; th1s is the Scyth1an
country, an untrodden desolaoon Hephaestus, 1t is you that must
heed the commands the Father laid upon you to nau th1S malefactor to the h1gh craggy rocks m fetters unbreakable of adamantme
cham For 1t was your flower, the bnghtness of fire that dev1ses
all, that he stole and gave to mortal men; th1S IS the sm for whIch
he must pay the Gods the penalty-that he may learn to endure
and lIke the sovere1gnty of Zeus and qUlt Ins man-loving dlSposl0on.

10

Hephaestus
MIght and V10lence, m you the command of Zeus has Its perfect
fulfilment: m you there 1S nothmg to stand m Its way. But, for
myself, I have not the heart to bmd vlOlently a God who is my kID
here on th~s wintry ch£( Yet there IS constramt upon me to have
the heart for Just that, for it IS a dangerous tlung to treat the
Father's words hghtly.
Hlgh-contrl.Jing Son ofThemis of Straight Counsel' this is not of
your wt11 nor of mme; yet I shall nail you in bonds of mdlssoluble
bronze on thIS crag far trom men. Here you shall hear no V01ce
of mortal; here you shall see no form of mortal. You shall be
gnlled by the sun's bright fire and change the faIr bloom of your
skin. You shall be glad when Night comes With her mantle of
stars and hIdes the sun's hght; but the sun shall scatter the hoarfrost agam at dawn. Always the grievous burden of your torture
will be there to wear you down; for he that shall cause it to cease
has yet to be born.
«
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Such IS the reward you reap of your man-Iovmg dISpOSitIOn For
you, a God, feared not the anger of the Gods, but gave honors to
mortals beyond what was Just Wherefore you shall mount guard
on thIS unlovely rock, upnght, sleepless, not bendmg the knee.
Many a groan and many a lamentation you shall utter, but they
shall not serve you For the mmd of Zeus IS hard to soften wIth
prayer, and every ruler IS harsh whose rule IS new.

MIght
Come, why are you holdmg back? Why are you pItymg m vam?
Why is It that you do not hate a God whom the Gods hate most
of all? Why do you not hate hIm, smce It was your honor that he
betrayed to men?
Hephaestus
Our kmshlp has strange power; that, and our lIfe together.
MIght
Yes. But to turn a deaf ear to the Father's words-how can that
be? Do you not fear that more?
Hephaestus
You are always pItIless, always full of ruthlessness.
Might
There IS no good smging dIrges over him Do not labor uselessly
at what helps not at all.
Hephaestus
o handICraft of mme-that I deeply hate!
Might
Why do you hate It? To speak simply, your craft is m no way the
author of rus present troubles.
Hephaestus
Yet would another had had this craft allotted to hIm.
MIght
There is nothmg WIthout discomfort except the overlordship of
the Gods For only Zeus is free.
Hephaestus
I know. I have no answer to this.
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MIght
Hurry now. Throw the cham around hun that the Father may not
look upon your tarrymg.

Hephaestus
There are the fetters, there: you can see them.

Might
Put them on hIs hands' strong, now Wlth the hammer. strike
NaIl hIm to the rock

Hephaestus
It IS belOg done now. I am not ldhng at my work

Might
Hammer It more; put m the wedge; leave It loose nowhere. He's a
cuoomg fellow at findmg a way even out of hopeless dIfficultIes

Hephaestus
Look now, hIS arm IS fixed lIDmovably!

60

Might
Nail the other safe, that he may learn, for all hIS cleverness, that
he IS duller WItted than Zeus.

Hephaestus
Noone, save Prometheus, can Justly blame me.

Might
Dnve the obstmate Jaw of the adamantine wedge nght through
his breast: dnve It hard.

Hephaestus
Alas. Prometheus, I groan for your suffermgs.

Might
Are you pItying again? Are you groanmg for the enemIes of
Zeus? Have a care, lest some day you may be pltymg yoursel£

Hephaestus
You see a sight that hurts the eye.

Might
I see dllS rascal gettmg his deserts. Throw the girth around his
SIdes.
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Hephaestus
I am forced to do dns; do not keep urg10g me.
Might
Yes, I Wlll urge you, and hound you on as well. Get below now,
and hoop hIs legs 10 strongly.
Hephaestus
There now, the task IS done. It has not taken long.
Might
Hammer the plerc10g fetters Wlth all your power, for the Overseer of our work IS severe
Hephaestus
Your looks and the retram of your tongue are ahke.
Might
You can be softhearted. But do not blame my stubbornness and
harshness of temper.

80

Hephaestus
Let us go He has the harness on hIs hmbs
Might (to Prometheus)
Now, play the msolent; now, plunder the Gods' pnvlleges and
give them to creatures of a day What drop of your suffer10gs can
mortals spare you? The Gods named you wrongly when -they
called you Forethought; you yourself need Forethought to extrIcate yourself trom thIS contrIvance.
(Prometheus is left alone on th rock)
Prometheus
Bright hght, sWIft-winged winds, sprmgs of the nvers, numberless
laughter of the sea's waves, earth, mother of all, and the all-seemg
cIrcle of the sun: I call upon you to see what I, a God, suffer
at the hands of Godssee with what kmd of torture
worn down I shall wrestle ten thousand
years of timec
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such 1S the desp1teful bond that the Pnnce
has dev1sed agamst me, the new Pnnce
of the Blessed Ones Oh woe 1S me I
I groan for the present sorrow,
I groan for the sorrow to come, I groan
questlonmg when there shall come a tune
when He shall ordam a l1U11t to my suffermgs
What am I saymg? I have known all before,
all that shall be, and clearly known; to me,
nothmg that hurts shall come w1th a new face
So must I bear, as hghtly as I can,
the destmy that fate has glven me,
for I know well agamst necess1ty,
agamst 1tS strength, no one can fight and wm
I cannot speak about my fortune, cannot
hold my tongue e1ther. It was mortal man
to whom I gave great pnv1leges and
for that was yoked m th1s unY1eldmg harness
I hunted out the secret sprmg of fire,
that filled the narthex stem, which when revealed
became the teacher of each craft to men,
a great res~urce. Th1s IS the sm commltted
for wh1ch I stand accountant, and I pay
na1led m my chams under the open sky
Ah!Ah!
What sound, what slghtless smell approaches me,
God sent, or mortal, or mmgled?
Has It come to earth's end
to look on my suffermgs,
or what does 1t wish?
You see me a wretched God m chams,
the enemy of Zeus, hated of all
the Gods that enter Zeus's palace hall,
because of my exceSS1ve love for Man.
«
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What IS that? The rustle
of birds' wmgs near? The air whispers
with the gentle strokes of wmgs.
Everythmg that comes toward me 15 occaSlOn for fear

(The Choms, composed ojtlze daughters oj OcemlOs, ellte/s,
the members wearing some jormaltzed represC1ltatlOlI oj
wing:" so that their general appearance IS blldltke )
Chorus
Fear not· this 15 a company of friends
that comes to your mountam with sWift
nvalry of wmgs
Hardly have we persuaded our Father's
mmd, and the qUlck-beanng wmds
speeded us hither The sound
of stroke of bronze rang through our cavern
m ItS depths and It shook from us
shamefaced modesty, unsandaled
we have hastened on our charlot of W1l1gs

Prometheus
Alas, children of teemmg Tethys and of hml
who encircles all the world With stream unsleepmg,
Father Ocean,
look, see With what chams
I am nailed on the craggy heights
of thiS gully to keep a watch
that none would envy me.

Chorus
I see, Prometheus and a mist of fear and tears
besets my eyes as I see your form
wastmg away on these clIffs
m adamant1l1e bonds of hItter shame.
For new are the steersmen that rule Olympus'
and new are the customs by which Zeus rules,
customs that have no law to them,
but what was great before he brmgs to nothmgness.
«
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Prometheus
Would that he had hurled me
underneath the earth and underneath
the House of Hades, host to the deadyes, down to hmitless Tartarus,
yes, though he bound me cruelly
10 chams unbreakable,
so neIther God nor any other bemg
mlght have found JOY 10 gloatmg over me.
Now as I hang, the playthmg of the wmds,
my enemIes can laugh at what I suffer
Chorus
Who of the Gods lS so hard of heart
that he finds JOY 10 thls?
Who IS that that does not feel
sorrow answerIng your pamsave only Zeus' For he mahgnantly,
always chenshmg a mmd
that bends not, has subdued the breed
ofUranos, nor shall he cease
unnl he satlsfies rus heart,
or someon~ take the rule from hlm-that hard-to-capture ruleby some devlce of subtlety.
Prometheus
Yes, there sl:ij.ll come a day for me
when he shall need me, me that now am tortured
10 bonds and fetters-he shall need me then,
thls presldent of the Blessedto show the new plot whereby he may be spOIled
of hls throne and hls power.
Then not wlth honeyed tongues
of persuaSIon shall he enchant me;
he shall not cow me Wlth hls threats
to tell hIm what I know,
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untd he free me from my cruel chams
and pay me recompense for what I suffer

Chorus
You are stout of heart, unYleldmg
to the bitterness of pam
You are free of tongue, too free
It IS my mmd that plercmg fear has fluttered,
your misfortunes frighten me
Where and when IS It fated
to see you reach the term, to see you reach
the harbor free of trouble at the last?
A dlsposltlon none can wm, a heart
that no persuaSlOns soften-these are his,
the Son of Kronos
Proll1e theus
I know that he IS savage and his Justice
a thmg he keeps by 1115 own standard stdl
that Will of his shall melt to softness yet
when he IS broken m the way I know,
and though his temper now IS oaken hard
It shall be softened: hastily he'll come
to meet my haste, to jom m amity
and umon With me-one day he shall come.
Chorus
Reveal It all to us. tell us the story of what the charge :;vas on
which Zeus caught you and pumshed you so cruelly With such dishonor. Tell us, If the tellIng Will not mjure you m any way
Prometheus
To speak of thiS IS bitterness To keep silent
bitter no less, and every way IS misery
When first the Gods began their angry quarrel,
and God matched God m rISmg factlOn, some
eager to drIve old Kronos from his throne
that Zeus might rule-the fools !-others agam
«
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earnest that Zeus mIght never be theIr kmgI then wIth the best counsel tned to wm
the TItans, sons ofUranos and Earth,
but faIled. They would have none of crafty schemes
and ill theIr savage arrogance of spmt
thought they would lord It easIly by force
But she that was my mother, Themls, Earthshe IS but one although her names are manyhad prophesIed to me how It should be,
even how the fates decreed It: and she saId
that "not by strength nor overmastermg force
the fates allowed the conquerors to conquer
but by gUlle only" ThIs IS what I told them,
but they would not vouchsafe a glance at me
Then WIth those thmgs before me It seemed best
to take my mother andJom Zeus's SIde
he was as wIllmg as we were.
thanks to my plans the dark receptacle
ofTartarus conceals the anCIent Kronos,
hIm and hIS alhes These were the serVlCes
I rendered to thIS tyrant and these pams
the payme~t he has gIven me m reqUltal
ThIS IS a SIckness rooted and mherent
m the nature of a tyranny:
that he that holds It does not trust hIS frIends
But you have asked on what partIcular
charge he now tortures me. thIS I WIll tell you.
As soon as he ascended to the throne
that was hIS father's, straIghtway he aSSIgned
to the several Gods theIr several prIvIleges
and portlOned out the power, but to the unhappy
breed of mankmd he gave no heed, mtendmg
to blot the race out and create a new.
Agamst these plans none stood save I· I dared.
«
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I rescued men from shattermg destructIon
that would have earned them to Hades' house,
and therefore I am tortured on thIs rock,
a bItterness to suffer, and a pam
to pltlful eyes. I gave to mortal man
a precedence over myself m pIty I
can wm no pIty pltlless IS he
that thus chastIses me, a spectacle
brmgmg dIshonor on the name of Zeus.
Chorus
He would be lron-mmded and made of stone, mdeed, Prometheus, who dId not sympathIze wIth your sufferIngs I would not
have chosen to see them, and now that I see, my heart IS pamed.
Prometheus
Yes, to my frIends I am plUable to see.
Chorus
DId you perhaps go further than you have told us?
Prometheus
I caused mortals to cease foreseemg doom.
Chorus
What cure dId you proVlde them wIth agamst that sIckness?
Prometheus
I placed m them blmd hopes.
Chorus
That was a great gIft you gave to men.
Prometheus
Besides thIs, I gave them fire.
Chorus
And do creatures of a day now possess brIght-faced fire?
Prometheus
Yes, and from it they shall learn many crafts.
Chorus
Then these are the charges on whlchPrometheus
Zeus tortures me and gives me no respite.
'" 320 »
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Chorus
Is there no lImIt set for your pam?

Prometheus
None save when It shall seem good to Zeus

260

Chorus
How wIll It ever seem good to hIm? What hope IS there? Do you
not see how you have erred? It IS not pleasure for me to say that
you have erred, and for you It IS a pam to hear But let us speak no
more of all thIs and do you seek some means of dehverance from
your trIals

Prometheus
It IS an easy thmg for one whose foot
IS on the outsIde of calamIty
to gIve advIce and to rebuke the sufferer.
G
I have known all that you have satd I knew,
I knew when I transgressed nor wIll deny It
In helpmg man I brought my troubles on me;
but yet I dId not thmk that With such tortures
I should be wasted on these aIry chffs,
thIS lonely mountam top, WIth no one near.
But do not Jorrow for my present suffenng;
alIght on earth and hear what IS to come
that you may know the whole complete. I beg you
alIght and Jom your sorrow With mme' mIsfortune
wandenng the same track lIghts now upon one
arId now upon another,

270

Chorus
W illmg our ears,
that hear you cry to them, Prometheus,
now WIth lIght foot I leave the rushmg car
and sky, the holy path of bIrds, and lIght
upon thIS Juttmg rock' I long
Co hear your story to the end.

(Enter Oceanos, riding on a hippocamp, or sea-monster.)
«
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Oceanos
I come
on a long Journey, speedmg past the boundanes.
to VISIt you, Prometheus. WIth the mmd
alone, no bndle needed, I dIrect
my sWlft-wmged bIrd, my heart IS sore
for your mIsfortunes, you know that. I thmk
that It IS kmsh1p makes me feel them so
BesIdes, apart frOtIl kmsh1p, there IS no one
I hold m hIgher estImatIon: that
you soon shall know and know besIde that m me
there IS no mere word-bndness tell me
how I can help you, and you WIll never say
that you have any fnend more loyal to you
than Oceanos

Prometheus
What do I see? Have you, too, come to gape
m wonder at thIS great dIsplay, my torture?
How dId you have the courage to come here
to thIS land, Iron-Mother, leavmg the stream
called after you and the rock-roofed, self-estabhshed
caverns? Was it to feast your eyes upon
the spectacle of my suffenng and Jom
m pIty for my pam? Now look and see
the SIght, thIS frIend of Zeus, that helped set up
hIs tyranny and see what agomes
twISt me, by hIS mstructlOns f
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Ocean os
Yes, I see,
Prometheus, and I want, mdeed I do,
to adVIse you for the best, for all your cleve'rness.
Know yourself and reform your ways to new ways,
for new IS he that rules among the Gods.
But If you throw about such angry words,
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words that are whetted swords, soon Zeus will hear you,
even though his seat m glory IS far removed,
and then your present multitude of pams
will seem hke child's play My poor friend, give up
thiS angry mood of yours and look for means
of gettmg yourself free of trouble Maybe
what I say seems to you both old and commonplace,
but thiS IS what you pay, Prometheus, for
that tongue of yours which talked so high and haughty
you are not yet humble, still you do not Yield
to your misfortunes, and you WIsh, mdeed,
to add some more to them; now, If you follow
me as a schoohnaster you Will not ktck
agamst the pncks, seemg that he, the Kmg,
that rules alone, IS harsh and sends accounts
to no one's audit for the deeds he does
N ow I Will go and try If! can free you
do you be qUIet, do not talk so much
Smce your mmd IS so subtle, don't you know
that a vam tongue IS subject to correctIOn?
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Prometheus
I envy you~ that you stand clear of blame,
yet shared and dared m everythmg With me I
N ow let me be, and have no care for me
Do what you Will, HIID you Will not persuade,
He IS not easn.y won over. look,
take care lest commg here to me should hurt you
Oceanos
You are by nature better at advlsmg
others than yourself. I take my cue
from deeds, not words Do not Withhold me now
when I am eager to go to Zeus I'm sure,
I'm sure that he Will grant thiS favor to me,
to free you from your chams
0:
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Prometheus
I thank you and wlll never cease, for loyalty
lS not what you are wantmg m Don't trouble,
for you wlll trouble to no purpose, and no help
to me-If It so be you want to trouble.
No, rest yourself, keep away from thIS thmg,
because I am unlucky I would not,
for that, have everyone unlucky too
No, for my heart IS sore already when
I thmk about my brothers' fortunes-Atlas,
who stands to westward of the world, supportmg
the pIllar of earth and heaven on hIS shoulders,
a load that SUltS no shoulders, and the earth born
dweller m caves Clhclan, whom I saw
and pItied, hundred-headed, dreadfUl monster,
fierce Typho, conquered and brought low by force
Once agamst all the Gods he stood, opposmg,
hlssmg out terror from hIS gnm Jaws, hIS eyes
flashed gorgon glarmg hghtnmg as he thought
to sack the sovereIgn tyranny of Zeus;
but upon hIm came the unsleepmg bolt
of Zeus, the hghtnmg-breathmg flame, down rmhmg,
whIch cast hlm from hls hIgh aspmng boast
Struck to the heart, hiS strength was blasted dead
and burnt to ashes; now a sprawlmg mass
useless he lIes, hard by the narrow seaway
pressed down beneath the roots of Aetna hIgh
above hIm on the mountam peak the smIth
Hephaestus works at the anVIl. Yet one day
there shall burst out rIvers of fire, deVOUrIng
wlth savage Jaws the fertIle, level plams
of SlClly of the fur frtlltS; such bOllmg wrath
WIth weapons of flre-breathmg surf, a fiery
unapproachable torrent, shall Typho vomIt,
though Zeus's hghtning left hlill but a cmder
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But all of th1s you know you do not need me
to be your schoohnaster reassure yourself
as you know how th1s cup I shall dram myself
nll the h1gh mmd of Zeus shall cease from anger

Oceal1os
Do you not know, Prometheus, that words are healers of the
slck temper?

380

Prometheus
Yes, 1f m season due one soothes the heart w1th them, not tr1es
vlOlently to reduce the swellmg anger
OceatlOs
Tell me, what danger do you see for me m loyalty to you, and
courage therem?
Prometheus
I see only useless effort and a sllly good nature
Oceanos
Suffer me then to be slCk of th1s slCkness, for 1t 1S a profitable
thmg, 1f one 1S W1se, to seem foolIsh
Prometheus
Th1s shall seem to be my fault

...

Oceanos
Clearly your words send me home agam
Prometheus
Yes, lest

Y0l!r

domgs for me brmg you enm1ty.

Oceanos
HIS enmIty, who newly SItS on the all-powerful throne?
Prometheus
HIS 15 a heart you should beware of vexmg.
Oceanos
Your own mIsfortune wIll be my teacher, Prometheus.
Prometheus
Off wlth you, then I Begone I Keep your present mmd.
«
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Ocean os
These words &11 on very responsIve ears Already my four-legged
bIrd IS pawmg the level track ofI-Ieaven WIth hIs wmgs, and he
wIll be glad to bend the knee m hIs own stable
Chorus
STROPHE

I cry aloud, Prometheus, and lament your bll;'er ['lte,
my tender eyes are tncklmg tears·
theIr fountams wet my cheek
ThIS IS a tyrant's deed; thIS IS unlovely,
a thmg done by a tyrant\ pnvate laws,
and WIth thIs thmg Zeus shows hIs haughtme~s
of temper toward the Gods that were of old

400

ANTISTROPHE

Now all the earth has cned aloud, lamentmg
now all that was magmficent of old
laments your fall, laments your brethren' ~ fall
as many as m holy ASIa hold
theIr stabhshed habltatlOn, all lament
m sympathy for your most gnevous woes

4IO

STROPHE

Dwellers m the land of Colchls,
maIdens, fearless m the fight,
and the host of ScythIa, hvmg
round the lake Maeotls, hvmg
on the edges of the world
ANTISTROPHE

And ArabIa's flower of warnors
and the craggy fortress keepers
near CaucaSIan mountam~, fighters
ternble, crymg for battle,
brandlshmg sharp pomted spears
«

32 6 "

420

«PROMETHEUS BOUND»
STROPHE

One God and one God only I have seen
before th1s day, m torture and m bonds
unbreakable: he was a TItan,
Alas, whose strength and m1ght
ever exceeded, now he bends his back
and groans beneath the load of earth and heaven

•
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The wave cr1es out as 1t breaks mto surf,
the depth cr1es out, lamentmg you, the dark
Hades, the hollow underneath the world,
sullenl y groans below, the spnngs
of sacred flowmg rivers all lament
the pam and puy of your suffermg

Prpmetheus
no not thmk that out of pnde or stubbornnes~ I hold my peace,
my heart 1S eaten away when I am aware of myself, when I see
myself msulted as I am Who was 1t but I who m truth d1spensed
the1r honors to these new gods? I w111 say nothmg of th1s, you
know 1t all; but hear what troubles there were among men, how
I found them w1tless and gave them the use of the1r W1tS and made
them masters of the1r mmds I wlll tell you th1S, not because I
would blame men, but to explam the goodw111 of my glft. For
men at first had eyes but saw to no purpose; they had ears but d1d
not hear. L1le the shapes of dreams they dragged through the1r
long lIves and handled all thmgs m bew1lderment and confus10n
They did not know ofbmldmg houses w1th bncks to face the sun,
they d1d not know how to work m wood They lIved lIke swarmmg ants m holes m the ground, m the sunless caves of the earth.
For'them there was no secure token by which to tell wmter nor
the flowenng spring nor the summer w1th 1tS crops, all the1r domgs were mdeed w1thout mtellIgent calculatlOn unw I showed
them the rismg of the stars, and the settmgs, hard to observe And
further I d1scovered to them numbenng, pre-emment among
«
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subtle devlCes, and the combmmg of letters as a meam of remembermg all thmgs, the Muses' mother, skilled III crJ.ft It v"as
I who first yoked beasts for them III the yokes and made of those
beasts the slaves of trace cham and pack saddle that they mlght be
man's substitute m the hardest tasks, and I harnessed to the carnage, so that they loved the rem, horses, the crownlllg pnde of the
nch man's luxury It was I and none other who dl~covered shlPs,
the sall-dnven wagons that the sea buffets Such were the contnvances that I dlscovered for men-aiJ.s for me I For I myself am
wlthout contnvance to nd myself of my present affllCtiOn

460

470

Chorus
What you have suffered lS mdeed ternble You arc all astray and
bewlldered m your mmd, and lIke a bad doctor that has fallen ~lck
hlmself, you are cast down and cannot find what sort of drugs
would cure your ailment
Prometheus
Hear the rest, and you Wlll marvel even more at the craft~ and
resources I contnved Greatest was this m the former tmlC~ If a
man fell sick he had no defense agalllst the slCkness, nelther healmg food nor dnnk, nor unguent, but through the lack of drugs
men wasted away, until I showed them the blendmg of ~mlld
slmples wherewlth they dnve out all manner of dlseases. It was
I who arranged all the ways of seercraft, and I first adjudged
what thmgs come venly true from dreams, and to men I gave
meaning to the ommous cnes, hard to interpret. It was I who set
in order the omens of the hlghway and thl:' fhght of crookcdtaloned blrds, which of them were propitious or lucky by nature, and what manner of lIfe each led, and what were thelr
mutual hates, loves, and compamonshlps, also I taught of the
smoothness of the vltals and what color they should have to
pleasure the Gods and the dappled beauty of the gall and the lobe.
It was I who burned thlghs wrapped m fat and the long shank
bone and set mortals on the road to thls murky craft. It was I who
made vlSlble to men's eyes the flammg slgns of the sky that were
«
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before dIm So much for these. Beneath the earth, man's hIdden
blessmg, copper, Iron, sIlver, and gold-wIll anyone claIm to
have dIscovered these before I dId- No one, I am very sure, who
wants to speak truly and to the purpose One brIef word wIll tell
the whole story. all arts that mortals have come from Prometheus

Choms
Therefore do not help m~rtals beyond all expedIency whIle neglectmg yourself m your troubles For I am of good hope that once
freed of these bonds you wIll be no less m power than Zeus

SOO

SIO

Prometheus
Not yet has fate that brmgs to fulfilment determmed these thmgs
to be thus I must be twIsted by ten thousand pangs and agomes,
as I now am, to escape my chams at last Craft IS far weaker than
necessIty
Chorus
Who then IS the steersman of necessItyPrometheus
The tnple-formed Fates and the remembermg Funes
Chorus
Is Zeus weaker than thesePrometheus
Yes, for he, too, cannot escape what IS fated
Chorus
What IS fatc!d for Zeus besIdes eternal sovereIgntyPrometheus
InqUIre of this no further, do not entreat me.
Chorus
ThIs is some solemn secret, I suppose, that you are hIdmg
Prometheus
Thmk of some other story. thls one It IS not yet the season to gIve
tongue to, but It must be hIdden wIth all care, for It IS only by
keepmg It that I WIll escape my despIteful bondage and my agony,
«
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Chorus
STROPHE

May Zeus never, Zeus that all
the umverse controls, oppose
his power agamst my mmd
may I never dallymg
be slow to g1ve my worsh1p at
the sacnfic1al feasts
when the bulls are killed bes1de
quenchless Father Ocean'
may I never sm 10 word
may these precepts st1ll ab1de
m my mmd nor melt away

)30

ANTISTROPHE

It 1S a sweet thmg to draw out
a long, long hfe m cheerful hopes,
and feed the spmt m the bnght
bemgmty ofhappmess,
but I sh1ver when I see you
wasted w1th ten thousand palOS,
all because you d1d not tremble
at the name of Zeus your mmd
was yours, not hIS, and at ItS b1ddmg
you regarded mortal men
too hIgh, Prometheus

540

STROPHE

Kmdness that cannot be reqUIted, tell me,
where 1S the help m that, my fr1end? What succor
m creatures of a day? You dId not see
the feebleness that draws Its breath In gasps,
a dreamlIke feebleness by which the race
of man IS held m bondage, a blInd pnsoner,
So the plans of men shall never
pass the ordered law of Zeus
«
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ThIS I have learned wble I looked on your pams,
deadly pains, Prometheus.
A dIrge for you came to my hps, so dIfferent
from the other song I sang to crown your marrIage
m honor of your couchmg and your bath,
upon the day you won her wIth your gIfts
to share your bed--of your own race she was,
HeslOne-and so you brought her home.

560

(Enter lo, a girl wearing horns like an ox )
lo
What land IS this- what race of men- Who IS It
I see here tortured m thIs rocky bondage?
What IS the sm he's paymg for- Oh tell me
to what part of the world my wandermgs have brought me

0,0,0,
there It IS agam, there agam-It stmgs me,
the gadfly, the ghost of earth-born Argos
keep It away. keep It away. earth'
1'm frIghtened when I see the shape of Argos,
Argos the herdsman wIth ten thousand eyes.
He stalh'me wIth hIs crafty eyes' he dIed,
but the earth dIdn't hIde hIm; snll he comes
even from the depths of the Underworld to hunt me:
he drIves me starving by the sands of the sea.

570

~

The reed-woven pIpe drones on m a hum
and drones and drones Its sleep-gIvmg stram

0,0,0,
Where are you brIngmg me, my far-wandermg wandenngsSon of Kronos, what fault, what fault
dld you find 111 me that you should yoke me
to a harness of mIsery hke this,
that you should torture me so to madness
drIven in fear of the gadfly«
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Burn me Wlth fire h1de me m earth· cast me away
to monsters of the deep for food but do not
grudge me the grantmg of th1S prayer, Kmg.
Enough have my much wandermg wandenngs
exerc1sed me I cannot find
a way to escape my troubles.
Do you hear the VOlce of the cow-horned ma1d?

Prometheus
Surely I hear the VOlce, the VOlce of the malden, gadfly-haunted,
the daughter ofInachus? She set Zeus's heart on fire Wlth love
and now she 1S vlOlently exerc1sed runnmg on courses overlong,
dnven by Hera's hate

590

Io
How 1S 1t you speak my tather's name?
Tell me, who are you? Who are you? Oh
who are you that so exactly accosts me by name?
You have spoken of the d1sease that the Gods have sent to me
whlCh wastes me away, pnckmg w1th goads,
so that I am movmg always
tortured and hungry, w1ld boundmg,
qUlck sped I come,
a VlctIm of Jealous plots.
Some have been wretched
before me, but who of these
suffered as I do?
But declare to me clearly
what I have still to suffer: what would ava11
agamst my slCkness, what drug would cure 1t:
Tell me, 1f you know:
tell me, declare 1t to the unlucky, wandering ma1d.

Prometheus
I shall tell you clearly all that you would know, weaving you no
nddles, but m plam words, as 1t 1S Just to open the hps to fr1ends.
You see before you hlm that gave fire to men, even Prometheus.
«
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Io

o spmt that has appeared as a common blessmg to all men, unhappy Prometheus, why are you bemg pumshed?
Prometheus
I have Just thIs moment ceased from the lamentable tale of my
sorrows.

Io
Will you then grant me thIS favor?

Prometheus
Say what you are askmg for: I will tell you all.

Io
Tell who It was that naIled you to the chff.

Prometheus
The plan was the plan of Zeus, and the hand the hand of Hephaestus.

Io
And what was the offense of whIch thIs IS the punIshment?

Prometheus
It IS enough that I have told you a clear story so far.

Io
In addItion, then, mdlcate to me what date shall be the hunt of
my wandermgs.

Prometheus
Better for y~u not to know thIS than know It.

Io
I beg you, do not hIde from me what I must endure.

Prometheus
It IS not that I grudge you this favor.

Io
Why then delay to tell me all?

Prometheus
It IS no grudgmg, but I heSItate to break your spmt.
" 333
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Io
Do not have more thought for me than pleases me myself

Prometheus
Smce you are so eager, I must speak; and do you glve ear
Chorus
Not yet. glVe me, too, a share of pleasure FirSt let us questiOn her
concernmg her slckness, and let her tell us of her desperate fortunes And then let you be our mformant for the sorrows that
saIl awalt her
Prometheus
It lS your task, 10, to gratify these spmts, for besldes other conslderatiOns they are your father's slsters To make wall and lament
for one's 111 fortune, when one Wlll wm a tear from the audlence,
lS well worthwhlle

Io
I know not how I should dlstrust you. clearly
you shall hear all you want to know from me
Yet even as I speak I groan m bltterness
for that storm sent by God on me, that rmn
of my beauty; I must sorrow when I thmk
who sent all thls upon me. There were always
rught V1SiOns that kept hauntmg me and commg
mto my malden chamber and exhortmg
Wlth Wlnnmg words, "0 malden greatly blessed,
why are you saIl a malden, you who mlght
make marnage Wlth the greatest- Zeus lS strlcken
wlth lust for you, he lS afire to try
the bed of love wlth you do not dlsdam hlm
Go, chlld, to Lerna's meadow, deep 111 grass,
to where your father's flocks and cattle stand
that Zeus's eye may cease from longmg for you"
With such dreams I was cruelly beset
mght after mght unal I took the courage
to tell my father of my mghtly terror.
«
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He sent to Pytho many an embassy
and to Dodona seeklllg to d1scover
what deed or word ofh1s m1ght please the God,
but those he sent came back Wlth nddhng oracles
dark and beyond the power of understandlllg.
At last the word came clear to Inachus
chargmg h1m plalllly that he cast me out
of home and country, d1'l!ve me out footloose
to wander to the lumts of the world;
1fhe should not obey, the oracle sald,
the fire-faced thunderbolt would come from Zeus
and blot out his whole race. These were the oracles
of Loxlas, and Inachus obeyed them.
He drove me out and shut h1s doors agamst me
Wlth tears on both our parts, but Zeus's b1t
compelled hlm to do thls agalllst h1S will.
Irnmed1ate1y my form and mind were changed
and all d1storted; homed, as you see,
pncked on by the sharp b1tmg gadfly, leaplllg
m frenz1ed Jumps I ran bes1de the nver
Kerchne1a, good to drmk, and Lerna's spnng.
The earth;bom herdsman Argos followed me
whose anger knew no Ilm1ts, and he sp1ed
after my tracks w1th all h1s hundred eyes
Then an unlooked-for doom, descendmg suddenly,
took hlm fiom hfe. I, dnven by the gadfly,
that god-sent scourge, was driven always onward
from one land to another: that 1S my story.
If you can tell me what remalllS for me,
tell me, and do not out of p1ty cozen
Wlth kmdly hes: there lS no slckness worse
for me than words that to be kmd must he.

Chorus
Hold! Keep away! Alas!
never d1d I thmk that such strange
«
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words would come to my ears'
never dId I thmk such Intolerable
suffenngs, an offense to the eye,
shamefUl and fnghtenmg, so
would chIll my soul WIth a double-edged POInt.
Alas, Alas, for your fate f
I shudder when I look on Io's fortune.

Prometheus
You groan too soon. you are fUll of fear too soon: walt ttll you
hear besIdes what IS to be.
Chorus
Speak, tell us to the end For sufferers It IS sweet to know beforehand clearly the pam that still remaInS for them.
Prometheus
The first request you made of me you gamed
lIghtly. from her you WIshed to hear the story
of what she suffered Now hear what remams,
what suffenngs thIS maId must yet endure
from Hera Do you lIsten, chIld of lnachus,
hear and lay up my words wlthm your heart
that you may know the lImIts of your Journey.
FIrst turn to the sun's rismg and walk on
over the fields no plough has broken. then
you wIll come to the wandermg Scythlans
who lIve m WIcker houses bUllt above
theIr well-wheeled wagons; they are an armed people.
armed WIth the bow that stnkes from far away:
do not draw near them; rather let your feet
touch the surf hne of the sea where the waves moan,
and cross theIr country- on your left there lIve
the Chalybes who work WIth Iron. these
you must beware of, for they are not gentle,
nor people whom a stranger dare approach.
Then you will come to Insolence, a nver
that well deserves Its name. but cross It not'" 336 "
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1t 1S no stream that you can eas1ly forduntu you come to Caucasus 1tSelf,
the hlghest mountams, where the nver's strength
gushes from 1ts very temples Cross these peaks,
the ne1ghbors of the stars, and take the road
southward unal you reach the Amazons,
the race of women who hate men, who one day
shall hve around Thermodon m Them1scyra
where Sahnydessos, rocky Jaw of the sea,
stands sauor-hatlng, stepmother of sh1ps.
The Amazons Wlll set you on your way
and gladly you Wlll reach ClIDmena,
the 1sthmus, at the narrow gates of the lake.
Leave thlS Wlth a good heart and cross the channel,
the channel of Maeotls and hereafter
for all arne men shall talk about your crossmg,
and they shall call the place for you Cow' s-ford. *
Leave Europe's mamland then, and go to ASla.

(To the Chorus)
Do you now thmk th1s tyrant of the Gods
1S hard m ~ll thmgs Wlthout d1fference?
He was a God and sought to he m love
w1th thls glrl who was mortal, and on her
he brought th1s curse of wandermg bltter mdeed
you found ~our marr1age w1th th1S sUltor, ma1d.
Yet you must thmk of all that I have told you
as st1ll only m prelude
[0

0,0
Prometheus
Agam, you are crymg and lamenang what wul you do when you
hear of the eVlls to come?

* Cow's-ford·

Bosporus.
«
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Chorus
Is there still somethmg else to her suffermgs of whIch you W111
speak?
Prometheus
A wmtry sea of agony and rum.
Io
What good IS hfe to me then? Why do I not throw myself at
once from some rough crag, to stnke the ground and wm a
qUlttance of all my troubles? It would be better to dIe once for all
than suffer all one's days

Prometheus
You would III bear my trIals, then, for whom Fate reserves no
death. Death would be a qUlttance of trouble' but for me there IS
no hmlt of suffenng set tIll Zeus fall from power.
Io
Can Zeus ever fall from power?

Prometheus
You would be glad to see that catastrophe, I thmk.
Io
Surely, smce Zeus IS my persecutor
Prometheus
Then know that thIs shall be.

Io
Who W1ll despOlI rum of hIS sovereIgn scepter?

Prometheus
HIS own WItleSS plans
Io
How? Tell me, 1f there 1S no harm to telhng.
Prometheus
He shall make a marriage that shall hurt hIm.
Io
WIth god or mortal? Tell me, If you may say It.
Prometheus
Why ask what marriage? That IS not to be spoken
.. 338
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10
Is 1t h1s w1fe shall cast hl111 from rus throne?

Prometheus
She shall bear hl111 a son m1ght1er than rus father.
10
Has he no poss1b1hty of escapmg th1s downfall?
Prometheus
None, save through my release from these chams.
10
But who w1ll free you, agamst Zeus's will?

770

Prometheus
Fate has determmed that 1t be one of your descendants
10
What, shall a ch1ld of mme bnng you free?
Prometheus
Yes, m the th1rteenth generatlOn.
10
Your prophecy has now passed the hm1tS of understandmg.
Prometheus
Then also ~o not seek to learn your tnals
10
Do not offer me a boon and then Wlthhold 1t.
Prometheus
I offer you ~en one of two stones
10
Wruch? Tell me and glve me the cholCe.
Prometheus
I will. choose that I tell you clearly e1ther what remams for you
or the one that shall dehver me
Chorus
Grant her one and grant me the other and do not deny us the tale.
Tell her what remams of her wandermgs: tell us of the one that
shall dehver you. That 1S what I des1re.
«
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Prometheus
Smce you have so much eagerness, I will not
refuse to tell you all that you have asked me
FIrst to you, 10, I shall tell the tale
of your sad wandermgs, nch m groans-mscnbe
the story m the tablets of your mmd.
When you shall cross the channel that divides
Europe from ASia, turn to the rlsmg sun,
to the burnt plams, sun-scorched, cross by the edge
of the foammg sea 011 you come to Gorgona
to the flat stretches of Klsthene's country.
There hve the anClent maids, cruldren of Phorcys
these swan-formed hags, With but one common eye,
smgle-toothed monsters, such as nowhere else
the sun's rays look on nor the moon by mght
Near are their wmged Sisters, the three Gorgons,
With snakes to bmd their hair up, mortal-hatmg:
nor mortal that but looks on them shall lIve
these are the sentry guards I tell you of.
Hear, too, of yet another gruesome Sight,
the sharp-toothed hounds of Zeus, that have no bark,
the vultures-them take heed of-and the host
of one-eyed Anmasplans, horse-ndmg,
that hve around the sprmg which flows With gold,
the sprmg of Pluto's nver go not near them.
A land far off, a natIOn of black men,
these you shall come to, men who lIve hard by
the fountam of the sun where is the nver
Aetruops-travel by hiS banks along
to a waterfall where from the Blbhne hills
Nile pours hiS holy waters, pure to drmk
Thts nver shall be your gmde to the triangular
land of the Nile and there, by Fate's decree,
there, 10, you shall fmd your distant home,
a colony for you and your descendants.
'" 340 »
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If anythmg of thIs IS StIll obscure
or dIfficult ask me agam and learn
clearly I have more leIsure than I Wlsh
Chorus
If there IS stIll somethmg left for you to tell her of her rumous
wandermgs, tell It, but If you have saId everythmg, grant us the
favor we asked and tell us the story too

Prometheus
The lImIt of her wandermgs complete
she now has heard but so that she may know
that she has not been lIstenmg to no purpose
I shall recount what she endured before
she came to us here· thIs I gIve as pledge,
a wItness to the good faIth of my words
The great part of the story I omIt
and come to the very boundary of your travels
When you had come to the Molosslan plams
around the sheer back of Dodona where
IS the oracular seat of Zeus ThesprotIan,
the talkmg oaks, a wonder past belIef,
by them full clearly, m no rIddlIng terms,
you were halled glorIOUS wIfe of Zeus that shall be.
does anythmg of trus wake pleasant memOrIes?
Then, goaded by the gadfly, on you hastened
to the great gulf of Rhea by the track
at the SIde of the sea: but m returnmg course
you were storm-drIven back: m tlme to come
that mlet of the sea shall bear your name
and shall be called loman, a memorIal
to all men of your Journeymg: these are proofs
for you, of how far my mmd sees sometrung farther
than what IS vlSlble: for what IS lett,
to you and you thIS I shall say ill common,
takmg up agam the track of myoId tale.
There IS a CIty, furthest m the world,
«
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Canobos, near the mouth and Issumg pomt
of the NIle there Zeus shall make you sound of mmd
touchmg you Wlth a hand that bnngs no fear,
and through that touch alone shall come your healIng.
You shall bear Epaphos, dark of skm, hIS name
recallmg Zeus's touch and hIS begettmg
ThIS Epaphos shall reap the frUlt of all
the land that IS watered by the broad flowllig NIle
From hun five generatIOns, and agam
to Argos they shall come, agamst theIr wIll,
m number fifty, women, flymg from
a marnage Wlth theIr kmsfolk but these kmsfolk
theIr hearts WIth lust aflutter lIke the hawks
barely outdIstanced by the doves wlll come
huntmg a marnage that the law forbids.
the God shall grudge the men these women's bodIes,
and the Pelasgian earth shall welcome them
in death for death shall claIm them m a fight
where women strlke m the dark, a murderous vIgll.
Each wIfe shall rob her husband of hIS hfe
dIppmg m blood her two-edged sword even so
may Love come, too, upon my enemIes
But one among these gIrls shall love begUlle
from hllmg her bedfellow, bluntmg her purpose.
and she shall make her cholCe-to bear the name
of coward and not murder. thIS gIrl,
she shall in Argos bear a race of hngs
To tell thIS clearly needs a longer story,
but from her seed shall spnng a man renowned
for archery, and he shall set me free
Such was the prophecy whIch anClent Themis
my TItan mother opened up to me,
but how and by what means It shall come true
would take too long to tell, and If you heard
the knowledge would not profit you.
0:
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Eleleu, eleleu
It creeps on me agaln, the tw1tdung spasm,
the mmd-destroymg madness, burnmg me up
and the gadfly's stmg goads me onsteel pomt by no fire temperedand my heart m 1tS fear knocks on my breast
There's a dazmg Wh1rl mOmy eyes as I run
out of my course by the madness dnven,
the crazy frenzy, my tongue ungoverned
babbles, the words m a muddy flow str1ke
on the waves of the m1sch1ef I hate, str1ke w1ld
w1thout a1m or sense

880

Chorus
STROPHE

A Wlse man mdeed he was
that first m Judgment we1ghed th1S word
and gave 1t tongue the best by far
1t 1S to marry m one's rank and statlOn
let no one workmg w1th her hands asp1re
to marriage Wlth those lifted high m pnde
because of wealth, or of ancestral glory
ANTISTROPHE

Never, never may you see me,
Fates maJest¥;, drawmg rugh
the bed of Zeus, to share 1t with the bngs
nor ever may I know a heavenly wooer:
I dread such thmgs beholdmg
Io's sad v1rgmity
ravaged, rumed; b1tter wandenng
hers because of Hera's wrath.
EpODE

When a match has equal partners
then I fear not· may the eye
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mescapable of the mIghty
Gods not look on me
That IS a fight that none can fight a lTUltful
source of lTUltlessness. I would not
know what I could do' I cannot
see the hope when Zeus IS angry
of escapmg hIm

Prometheus
Yet shall thIS Zeus, for all hIS pnde of heart
be humble yet such IS the match he plans,
a marnage that shall dnve hun from hIs power
and from hIs throne, out of the sIght of all
So shall at last the final consummatlOn
be brought about of Father Kronos' curse
whIch he, dnven lTom hIs anCIent throne, mvoked
agamst the son deposmg hun no one
of all the Gods save I alone can tell
a way to escape thIs mIschIef I alone
know It and how So let hIm confidently
SIt on his throne and trust hIS heavenly thunder
and brandIsh m hIS hand hIS fiery bolt
Nothmg shall all of thIs avaIl agamst
a fall mtolerable, a dIshonored end
So strong a wrestler Zeus is now eqUlppmg
agamst hunself, a monster hard to fight
ThIS enemy shall find a plan to best
the thunderbolt, a thunderclap to best
the thunderclap of Zeus and he shall shiver
PoseIdon's tndent, curse of sea and land
So, m hIS crashmg tall shall Zeus dIscover
how dIfferent are rule and slavery
Chorus
You VOIce your Wishes for the God's destructlOn
Prometheus
They are my wIshes, yet shall come to pass.
0:
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Chorus
Must we expect someone to conquer

Zeus~

93 0

Prometheus
Yes, he shall suffer worse than I do now.
Chorus
Have you no fear of uttenng such words;>
Prometheus
Why should I fear, smce death 1S not my fate;>
Chorus
But he m1ght glve you pam st111 worse than th1S.
Prometheus
Then let hlm do so, all th1S I expect
Chorus
W1se are the worsh1pers of Adraste1a
Prometheus
Worsh1p hlm, pray, flatter whatever kmg
1S kmg today, but I care less than nothmg
for Zeus Let hlm do what he hkes,
let h1m be hng for h1s short t1me. he shall not
be kmg for~long
Look, here 1S Zeus's footman,
th1s fetch-and-carry messenger ofh1m,
the New K\i-g Certamly he has come here
Wlth news for us

940

Hermes
You, subtle-spmt, you
b1tterly overb1tter, you that smned
agamst the 1mmortals, glVmg honor to
the creatures of a day, you th1ef of fire:
the Father has commanded you to say
what mamage ofh1s 1S th1S you brag about
that shall dnve h1m from power-and declare 1t
«

345

»

950

«AESCHYLUS»

m clear terms and no nddles You, Prometheus,
do not cause me a double Journey; these

(Pointing to the chains)
wIll

prove to you that Zeus

IS

not softhearted

Prometheus
Your speech IS pompous soundmg, full of pnde,
as fits the lackey of the Gods You are young
and young your rule and you thmk that the tower
m whIch you lIve IS free from sorrow from It
have I not seen two tyrants thrown? the thIrd,
who now IS lang, I shall yet lIve to see hIm
fall, of all three most suddenly, most dIshonored.
Do you thInk I WIll crouch before your Gods,
-so new-and tremble? I am far from that.
Hasten away, back on the road you came
You shall learn nothmg that you ask of me

Hermes
Just such the obstinacy that brought you here,
to thIS self-wIlled calamItous anchorage.

Prometheus
Be sure of thIS' when I set my mIsfortune
agamst your slavery, I would not change.

Hermes
It IS better, I suppose, to be a slave
to this rock, than Zeus's trusted messenger.

Prometheus
Thus must the msolent show theIr msolence I

Hermes
I thInk you find your present lot too soft.

Prometheus
Too soft? I would my enemIes had It then,
and you are one of those I count as such

Hermes
Oh, you would blame me too for your calamIty?
«
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Prometheus
In a smgle word, I am the enemy
of all the Gods that gave me ul for good.

Hermes
Your words declare you mad, and mad mdeed

Prometheus
Yes, If It'S madness to detest my foes.

Hermes
Noone could bear you m success.

Prometheus
Alas'

Hermes
Alas' Zeus does not know that word

Prometheus
Tlme m Its agmg course teaches all thmgs

Hermes
But you have not yet learned a WIse dIscretIOn

Prometheus
True: or I would not speak so to a servant

Hermes
It seems you wIll not grant the Father's WIsh

Prometheus
I should be glad, mdeed, to reqUIte hIS kmdness f

Hermes
You mock me hke a chud!

Prometheus
And are you not
a chIld, and sillIer than a child, to thmk
that I should tell you anythmg? There IS not
a torture or an engme wherewIthal
Zeus can mduce me to declare these thmgs,
tul he has loosed me trom these cruel shackles.
So let him hurl his smoky lightnmg flame,
«
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and throw m turmoIl all thmgs m the world
WIth white-wmged snowflakes and deep bellowmg
thunder beneath the earth me he shall not
bend by all thIs to tell hIm who IS fated
to dnve rum from hIS tyranny.

Hermes
Thmk, here and now, If thIs seems to your mterest.
Prometheus
I have already thought-and laId my plans
Hermes
Brmg your proud heart to know a true dlscretlOno foohsh sp~nt-m the face of rum

IOOO

Prometheus
You vex me by these senseless adJuratIons,
senseless as If you were to adVlse the waves
Let It not cross your mmd that I wIll turn
womanlsh-mmded from my fixed deC1S10n
or that I shall entreat the one I hate
so greatly, wIth a woman's upturned hands,
to loose me from my chams' I am far from that
Hermes
I have saId too much already-so I thmkand saId It to no purpose' you are not softened
your purpose IS not dented by my prayers
You are a colt new broken, WIth the bIt
clenched m ItS teeth, fightmg agamst the rems,
and bolt1Og You are far too strong and confident
m your weak cleverness For obstmacy
stand10g alone is the weakest of all th10gs
10 one whose m10d is not possessed by WIsdom
Thmk what a storm, a tnple wave of rum
wIll nse agamst you, If you wIll not hear me,
and no escape for you. Ftrst thIS rough crag
WIth thunder and the hghtnmg bolt the Father
«
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shall cleave asunder, and shall hlde your body
wrapped m a rocky clasp WltWn LtS depth;
a tedl0us length of tune you must fulfil
before you see the hght agam, returnmg
Then Zeus's wmged hound, the eagle red,
shall tear great shreds of flesh from you, a feaster
commg unbldden, every day. your hver
bloodled to blackness wt11 be hlS repast
And of this pam do not expect an end
until some God shall show htmself successor
to take your tortures for htmself and Wllhng
go down to hghtless Hades and the shadows
ofTartarus' depths Bear thlS ill mmd
and so determme Thts lS no felgned boast
but spoken wlth too much truth. The mouth of Zeus
does not know how to he, but every word
brmgs to fulfilment Look, you, and reflect
and never thmk that obstmacy lS better
than prudent counsel.
Chorus
Hermes seems to us
to speak n~t altogether out of season.
He blds you leave your obsttnacy and seek
a Wlse good counsel Hearken to htm Shame
lt were for one so Wlse to fall m error.
Prometheus
Before he told lt me I knew thls message'
but there lS no dlsgrace m suffermg
at an enemy's hand, when you hate mutually.
So let the curlmg tendru of the fire
from the hghtnmg bolt be sent agamst me: let
the alr be stlrred wlth thunderclaps, the wmds
m savage blasts convulsmg all the world.
Let earth to her foundatl0ns shake, yes to her root,
before the qUlvermg storm: let lt confuse
ox
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the paths of heavenly stars and the sea's waves
m a w1ld surgmg torrent th1s my body
let HlID ra1se up on h1gh and dash 1t down
mto black Tartarus W1th ngorous
compuls1ve edd1es death he cannot g1ve me

Hermes
These are a madman's words, a madman's p~an
1S there a m1ssmg note m th1s mad harmony'
1S there a slack chord m h1s madness' You,
you, who are so sympathet1c w1th h1s troubles,
away w1th you from here, qUIckly away'
lest you should find your W1tS stunned by the thunder
and 1tS hard defendmg roar.

I060

Chorus
Say somethmg else
d1fferent from this g1ve me some other counsel
that I w1ll hsten to th1s word of yours
for all ItS mstancy 1S not for us.
How dare you b1d us pract1ce baseness' We
will bear along W1th hlID what we must bear
I have learned to hate all traItors there 1S no
d1sease I Sp1t on more than treachery

Hermes
Remember then my warnmg before the act:
when you are trapped by rum don't blame fortune.
don't say that Zeus has brought you to calamIty
that you could not foresee: do not do th1s:
but blame yourselves: now you know what you're domg:
and W1th th1s knowledge ne1ther suddenly
nor secretly your own want of good sense
has tangled you in the net of rum, past
all hope of rescue.
«
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Prometheus
Now it IS words no longer: now ill very truth
the earth IS staggered m Its depths the thunder
bellows resoundmgly, the fiery tendnls
of the hghtnmg flash lIght up, and whlrlmg clouds
carry the dust along: all the wmds' blasts
dance m a fury one agamst the other
ill Vlolent confuslOn: eart~ and sea
are one, confused together. such IS the storm
that comes agamst me mamfest'ly from Zeus
to work ItS terrors 0 Holy mother mme,
o Sky that crrclmg brmgs the light to all,
you see me, how I suffer, how unjustly.
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