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"Greek tragedy is about people, and what they do to each other... In 

Greek Tragedy, people love and hate as we do; they protect or destroy as we 

do; like us, they deceive each other, abuse language or beliefs to suit their 

own ends. They are no less concerned than we - or our descendants, 

hopefully - with personal integrity, justice, and political health" writes Brian 

Vickers in 1973. There has been a long debate, however, on the nature of 

the resemblance of the world of tragedy to our own experience and, 

accordingly, on the extent to which characters on stage are given serious and 

adequate psychological motivation for their deeds. Older critics were in the 

habit of making endless assumptions about the probable motives of a tragic 

hero's act or utterance, which often led them to diametrically opposite 

conclusions. A representative example are the contradictory views of 

Fraenkel and Denniston-Page on Agamemnon's final yielding to 

Clytaemnestra and his walking on the tapestries at the end of the famous 

Carpet Scene (Ag . 906-74); Fraenkel takes this act as indicative of 

Agamemnon's quality as a "great gentleman" who cannot refuse to a lady, 

whereas Denniston-Page maintain that the king secretly longs to offer 

* This paper is a revised version of my Μ.Α. dissertation, submitted to University of 

London in 1997; I would like to thank my supervisor, Mr. Bernard Gredley, for his help 

and support throughout the composition of this work. The books and articles 

consulted are listed in the bibliography. Articles appearing in the same volume of an 

author's collected papers are quoted by title. 

1. Vickers 3. 

2. See Fraenkel and Denniston-Page ad loa; for Thomson, again, Agamemnon cannot 

resist the Queen's charm, and for Dodds, the King, ever since Aulis, "has given away 

his power of judgement" (see Dodds 28). 
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himself such an (impious) luxury and that his final consent shows "his own 
vanity and arrogance". The same spirit of determination to see the 
characters of tragedy as endowed with fixed features which constitute a 
coherent and consistent portrait, is the annoyance caused by certain 
utterances of heroes which do not fit the "image" the dramatist is supposed 
to have created for them up to that point of the play; for instance, 
Antigone's notorious declaration that she would not have performed her 
deed for the sake of either a husband or a child, offering the entirely 
unsatisfactory -at least for the modern reader or spectator- explanation that, 
when both one's parents are dead, a brother is one's only irreplaceable 
relative made Goethe find it "ganz schlecht", and Jebb regard it as spurious 
and enclose it in brackets. Recent criticism, however, has stopped trying to 
investigate a character's psychology as if he (she) were a real person, "as 
though he existed, as though he had a future, an unconscious, a soul"; it is 
now widely accepted that a character does not exist outside the world of the 
play, a world which obeys its own logic and rules; for dramatic characters, 
therefore, to speak is to exist and their language does not explain their 
personality but is their personality and their being. Barthes draws the 
distinction between figure and person , and sees the character as a figure, 
"an impersonal network of symbols, combined under their proper name", 
and not a person, "a moral freedom endowed with motives and an over 
determination of meanings". Contemporary criticism accepts that ancient 
dramatists, unlike modern ones, were not interested in creating portraits, 
psychological studies of their heroes, where every detail of a dramatic 
persona 's speech has a significant weight for his (her) character drawing; 
character and action are, for the ancient tragedian, inseparably interrelated. 

3. Barthes 94. 
4. Gould 44. 
5. Barthes 94. For the importance of the proper name for the fictive character, cf. 

Docherty 49. 
6. Cf. Easterling (1977) 121; on Aeschylus, Winnington-Ingram 96, Easterling (1973) 3f., 

Lloyd-Jones (1964) 374. As critics remind us, Greek theatre is a theatre of public 
events, where there is no place for privacy and inwardness of the characters; this public 
character of Greek stage is emphasised by the low degree of naturalism, due to 
conventions like mask (which does not allow the spectator to penetrate the role's 
"personality" and inner world) and the highly stylised costume; see Jones 45, Gould 
46-50, Goldhill (1986a) 174. 
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This realisation of the importance of the action in a Greek tragedy, 

however, has often led scholars to the opposite extreme: following the line 

of Tycho von Wilamowitz, who first maintained in 1917 that everything 

that happens in the theatre of Sophocles aims exclusively at the dramatic 

effectiveness of each scene, certain critics have drawn the conclusion that 

the character is completely subordinate to the dramatic needs and that the 

inconsistencies which the personae often display are due to the 

playwrights' readiness to sacrifice consistency of character for the sake of 

the desirable dramatic effect. According to this "opportunist" view of the 

problem, the heroes' "psychology" may be incoherent, if this serves the 
8 · 

playwright's dramatic purposes of each scene. Although this view is 

exaggerated, one cannot deny the importance of the action for ancient 

drama, an importance already stressed by Aristotle but overlooked by 

critics influenced by the post-romantic and modern concept of 

individuality. Aristotle tells us that "tragedy is an imitation not of human 

beings, but of action and life" and that "the stage figures do not act in 

order to represent their characters; they include their characters for the 

7. Easterling's term for the application of Tychoismus (Easterling 1973, 5); Garton 

calls these characters the "chameleons" (see Garton 1957, 248-9, 19Ί2passim). In 

1927 Forster had divided the characters of literature into two categories: the 

round (the convincing character, who is endowed with all the psychological 

complexities of a living human being) and the flat (the one-sided, caricature-like 

character whose whole "personality" could be summed up in a single sentence; see 

Forster 65ff). Garton adds the "symbolist" theory, according to which a character 

is the personification of an abstract sense; Phaedra is the amoral love, 

Agamemnon (in his name-play) embodies ύ β ρ ι ς etc. (see Garton 1957, 248). 

8. Cf. Dawe 51 (on Agamemnon ). The other direction of the inquiry for a non-

psychological explanation for the characters' abnormal behaviour (in Aeschylus) 

results to the "super-naturalist" (according to Easterling's term again) theory, which 

wants the dramatic personae to behave oddly and unpredictably because they are 

puppets in the hands of the daemon; this theory, however, does not really explain the 

reason for their presentation as such, but only offers a circular pseudo-explanation to 

the problem of character construction in Aeshylus (see Easterling 1973, 5-6). For 

criticism of the "psychological" theory and of "Tychoismus", and for further discussion 

of the problem of characterisation, see Garton 1957, 1962, Dale "The Creation of 

Dramatic Characters", Gellie, Lloyd-Jones 1972, Easterling 1973, 1977, 1990, Gould, 

Goldhill 1990. 

9. Poetics 1450al6-22. 
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sake of their actions" and goes on to suggest that we can have a tragedy 

without ήθος but never a tragedy without action. It would be an 

exaggeration, however, to dismiss every concept of "character" and 

suggest that it would not make any difference if any persona spoke any line 

of the play, which would render, of course, impossible the logical 

continuation and the coherence of the action itself; Barthes draws again 

the distinction between "character" and "discourse", but also concludes 

that "the character and the discourse are each other's accomplices", and 

that it is exactly the character's relative independence from the discourse 

which creates the playful interrelation between the two parties. And 

since a character's "personality" is his/her language (see above, p. 1), it is 

evident that the three factors, character, language, action, are blended in 
12 

an inextricable unity and balance. 

So far so good. There are, however, characters whose detailed and vivid 

presentation by the playwright or the rich literary "exploitation" by more 

than one dramatist, together with their mythological past, tempts us to see 

them as escapees from the pages (or the scenes) of the drama and deal 

with them as if they had a concrete and complete personality. One of the 

most striking cases of such a character is Clytaemnestra, whose repeated 

presence in Greek tragedy reveals the playwrights' recurrent interest in 

her figure and its dramatic possibilities. Beyond any doubt, the tragedian 

to whom Clytaemnestra owes her establishment as a particularly powerful 

character, is Aeschylus. The Aeschylean Clytaemnestra is so elaborately 

"painted", that makes the anti-psychologists admit that she does constitute 

an exception to the rule.13 

10. Poetics 1450a 23-5. Aristotle observes, however, that the deficiency of h\qo" is 

characteristic of the young poets' tragedies {Poetics 1450a 24-5), which of course 

suggests that for Aristotle, too, the perfect combination is a careful balance between 

ήθος and μΰθος. 

11. See Barthes 178. For discussion and defence of Barthes' theses, see Goldhill (1986a) 

173-4, (1986b) 164ff, (1990) 111-2. 

12. Cf. Garton (1957) 251. 

13. Easterling (1973) 10. For a discussion of the pre-Aeschylean treatment of the myth 

(books III, IV and XI of the Odyssey, the eleventh Pythian Ode of Pindar, the cyclic 

epic Νόστοι, the Catalogue of Women ascribed to Hesiod, Stesichorus' Oresteia), see 

Sommerstein (1994) 190ff, March 81-99. 
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AESCHYLUS 

Being the heavily dominant character of the first play of Oresteia, 

Clytaemnestra seals with her presence the entire trilogy. In Agamemnon 

the Queen, as is typically emphasised by critics, is, above all, the woman 

with an άνδρόβουλον κέαρ (11), who displays masculine features of 

thought (successful manipulation of language, ability to interpret signs and 

to manipulate them for her own purposes, ability to conceive and execute 

plans) and action (free choice of sexual partner, violent usurpation of 

power). The wider moral and social significance of the trilogy, in regard to 

the conflict between the sexes, and Aeschylus' position towards it has been 

repeatedly and thoroughly investigated; by general consent, 

Clytaemnestra is the female threat to the male social order, due to her 

adultery, her power of persuasion, her free and powerful will, and she 

embodies the dangerous and thus latent and oppressed female forces, 

related with irrationalism and darkness in a patriarchal world. As a 

highly exceptional character, therefore, she obliges her creator to devote 

special attention to her "drawing", although, as we have seen, generally 

Aeschylus is not interested in the psychological colouring of his heroes. 

The two opposite extremes, the "psychological" and the "Tychoist" theory, 

have been applied to the Aeschylean Clytaemnestra, too: Winnington-

Ingram, on one hand, investigates the Queen's personality and reaches the 

conclusion that the ultimate reason of her hatred is jealousy for 

Agamemnon's state as a man; the Tychoist Dawe, on the other, traces 

14. Cf. the contrast between the daughters of Night, Erinyes, (Eum. 321-2, 745), deities 

of the primitive law of vengeance, and the luminous Olympic gods that stand for logic 

and civilised order. The idea of the mysterious female dangerousness and the need to 

be eliminated for the construction of a sound society appears in the mythology of 

various eras and places; cf. the conflict between the evil, obscure power of the Queen 

of Night and Sarastro's world of light and reason in Mozart's Zauberflöte. On 
Clytaemnestra see, e.g., Zeitlin, Rabinowitz, MacEwen passim, Gagarin 93ff, 
Lefkovitz 119ff. 

15. See above, p. 2 and n. 6. 

16. Anderson (1929, 1932), for instance, had taken a psychological approach to the 
Aeschylean Clytaemnestra and analysed every utterance of the Queen in regard to its 
possible signification for her mood, her secret fears, her deeper motives. In his article 
about Clytaemnestra, Winnington-Ingram does take a psychological (and socio
political at the same time) approach to her figure, accepting that she is the test-case 
for the problem of Aeschylean characterisation. 
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certain inconsistencies in her presentation which he attributes to her 

complete subordination to the plot, and, accordingly, sees even her, 

"Aeschylus' most memorable character", as a mere tool for the 

playwright's dramatic technique. 

The first reference to the Queen is made by the Watchman in the 

opening speech of the play; she is referred to as a woman "with a heart of 

manly counsel" who is in power (10-11), so κρατειν and άνδρόβουλον 

κέαρ are the key-words which create the first impression the audience gets 

of Agamemnon's wife. The word κράτος recurs at 258, when the Queen is 

addressed by the chorus at the beginning of the beacon-speeches scene, 

and it emphasises her dominant role both in the city of Argos and in the 

play itself. Clytaemnestra's two speeches (281-316, 320-350) display her 

intellectual power as well as her persuasive ability, and thus constitute a 

prelude to the Carpet Scene, the most striking demonstration of her 

superior intelligence. Clytaemnestra's second speech, however, where she 

gives an account of the fall of Troy, raises the question of consistency of 

character, as the Queen cannot have possibly known the details of scenes 
18 

that she has not witnessed. According to Dawe, even her first beacon-

speech, with the description of the transport of the light from place to 

place, is discordant with the "character" of the Queen; the critic maintains 

that both her speeches are in fact messenger speeches, which the dramatist 

gives to her in order to avoid "two messengers scuttling on and off before 

the King's herald arrives" and that only at the end of the second speech 

does she become again the Clytaemnestra we know from her later scenes 

in the play. However, without denying the dramatic convenience of 

Clytaemnestra's delivering the speeches, one could argue that both of 

them are not irrelevant to the quality of her dramatic persona: the 

accurate knowledge of geographical details and of the precise route of the 

light in its way to Argos, is not only likely for such a woman, but it also 

emphasises her high intellectual capacity, which will be further 

demonstrated in the course of the play. As for the Queen's second speech, 

her imaginative reconstruction of events that she has not witnessed has 

dramatic implications, related to both her "character" and the wider issues 

17. Dawe 50. 

18. See Fraenkel ad loc. 

19. Dawe 50-1. 
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of the tragedy. First it shows Clytaemnestra's familiarity with men's affairs 

and with the field of battle (cf. the irony of 940: ούτοι γυναικός εστίν 

ίμείρειν μάχης); furthermore, it gives us the impression of a superior, 
20 

almost super-human intelligence to which everything is open and clear. 

The same effect is achieved by her reference to accusations of her woman

like believing in beacon-lights (590ff), as if she had heard the chorus' 

remarks on women's gullibility and rumours which quickly fade away 

(482ff). In this way we constantly feel that nothing can be hidden from 
21 

her. Her dominance is also demonstrated in terms of theatrical 

symbolism, since the chorus is so enchanted by her first beacon speech, 

that they ask her to continue speaking (317-9): responding to their 

request, Clytaemnestra starts depicting scenes from the capture of Troy, as 

she imagines them (321, οΐμαι). As a result of all the above, the 

dominant Queen can be seen as endowed with divinity, a quality further 

implied by her sisterhood with Helen, a relation to which the chorus 
23 

constantly refers. 

In her speech after the messenger's detailed account of the fall of Troy 

(587-612), Clytaemnestra plays the role of the devoted wife who has 

remained faithful during her husband's long absence and has become the 

watch-dog of the house that is hostile to every enemy and always loyal to 

the King (606ff). The hypocrisy will continue in her long and elaborate 

speech of greeting Agamemnon (855-913), which contains, however, 

ambiguities and is accessible to reading behind the words. The Queen 

speaks of a woman's loneliness and sorrow sitting in the house, separated 

from her husband; this is a double lie, as neither was she άρσενος δίχα 

(861) all these years, nor has it been an εκπαγλον κακόν (862) for her to 

sit on Agamemnon's throne. However, the reference to a child that should 

be present but is not (877ff), although literally applicable to Orestes, 

20. Cf. Scott 262-3. 

21. See Winnington-Ingram, "Clytemnestra and the vote of Athena", 104-5 with nn. 18, 

20, 28. Cf. Gould 60, who, although he disagrees with Winnington-Ingram on the 

issue of Clytaemnestra's "personality" and motives, and puts into question the 

Tightness of talking about a character's "psychology", accepts that this paradox does 

demonstrate the Queen's power and insight which reaches omniscience. 

22. The Queen takes over, as it were, from a chorus amazed before the power and the 

charm of her language, the chorus' own privilege, that is to imagine. 

23. 686ff, 800ff, 1455ff, 1468ff. 
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implies Iphigeneia as well; Clytaemnestra's anxiety for the King's return, 

again, can be read as an impatience to kill him. And the tears that have 

been now dried (887-8) can be regarded as the tears for Iphigeneia. The 

audience evaluates all these implications on the Queen's true feelings, but 

everything is ambiguous and remains on the level of suspicion until she 

finally reveals her motives to the Elders after the murder, when she 

audaciously declares that she will not be embarrassed to say the opposite 

from what she has previously claimed (1372-3). 

The Carpet Scene further demonstrates Clytaemnestra's intelligence 

and power of persuasion, as we have already seen it in her beacon 

speeches. Bombarded and confused by the Queen's successive questions, 

Agamemnon finally agrees to step on the tapestries and Clytaemnestra, 

rhetorically dismissing every objection the King raises, wins her first 

victory over him, a prelude and assertion of the second one. The only 

character in the play who can neither be imposed upon, nor deceived by 

the Queen, is Cassandra who alone both sees the truth and goes 

consciously and freely to her death. 

After the murder, the Queen reveals her true "self: in her long 

exchange with the chorus (1372-1576), she speaks openly for the first time 

in the play, boldly defending her act before the Elders and showing her 

hatred with an astonishing harshness. In her first speech she describes 

her pleasure when splattered with the King's blood, comparing it with the 

rejoicing of earth at the refreshing rain (1389-92). The inverted sensuality 

of Clytaemnestra is analogous to her perverted nature, as a woman with an 

άνδρόβουλον κέαρ, a performer of an unnatural deed, an overturner of 

24. Winnington-Ingram, "Clytemnestra and the vote of Athena", 105. The ambiguity is 
further stressed by the delay of the utterance of the name of Orestes which is in fact 
the last word of the sentence. 

25. See Betensky 15, Winnington-Ingram, "Clytemnestra and the vote of Athena", 
105f. 

26. Cf. the chorus' amazement at her bold language (1399-1400) which they do not expect 
from a woman who has just slaughtered a man; but Clytaemnestra, being an 
extraordinary woman, can both perform and defend with the same strength an odious 
deed. Cf. 1401 (πειρασθέ μου γυναικός ώς άφράσμονος), which recalls her similar 
answer to the chorus at 277 (παιδος νέας ώς κάρτ' έμωμήσω φρένας); in both 
cases she angrily reacts to a chorus which insists either on underestimating her 
capacities or trying to fit her into the norm of expected female behaviour. 
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the social order. In this and her following speeches, therefore, one can 

suggest that her "personality" is fully painted with a particular intensity 

and immediacy which constitute an exception to the Aeschylean 

presentation of character. The Queen's excessive sensuality, however, is 

not a purely personal feature: as Gould shows, perversion and sensuality 

are, in fact, a part of the whole metaphor of the world of Agamemnon , as 

they are linked to the imagery of death, revenge, inverted fertility, blood 
27 

and disorder which dominate the play. While for every theatrical 

character, both ancient and modern, language means existence, for the 

character of ancient tragedy which displays this particular balance between 

"pure" poetry, through choral lyricism, and action, through the episodes, 

it acquires a further significance and importance: by being part of the 

whole poetic universe of the drama, a character's language actually 

integrates the character him/herself into this universe, so that he/she 

cannot be seen outside the play's whole thematic coherence and 

development. This will be further demonstrated in the Queen's exchange 

with the chorus after the King's murder, and especially at 1497ff. 

After having described her deed with wild joy, Clytaemnestra goes on 

to explain the reasons for her profound hatred: her previous allusive 

language (877f) is now replaced by an open declaration of her pain for her 

φιλτάτην ώδΐν ' (1416-7) whom Agamemnon did not hesitate to sacrifice. 

She then refers to the King's infidelities, Chryseis and Cassandra, that 

partly constitute the secondary reasons of her hatred, but mainly provide 

a justification for her adultery (1435ff). Scholars discern a gradual 

development in Clytaemnestra's "psychology" throughout the scene: the 

reference to Aegisthus (1435f) has been taken to imply "a whisper of fear 

in her heart" and to be an indication that "the descent from the summit 
28 

has begun". Her claim that the deed was not hers, but the Daemon's 

(1497ff), is also regarded as showing that she realises little by little the 

dreadfulness of her action and she recognises the superior force which 

played its role in it, although she cannot fully deny responsibility (1505ff); 

hence her bargain with the family curse (1567ff), which further signifies a 

27. See Gould 59f; cf. Betensky 20, Rabinowitz 172-4 and passim. Gould accepts that the 

vividness of Clytaemnestra's speech does not allow us to dismiss the concept of 

personality, although he disagrees with Winnington-Ingram who tries to explore "the 

hidden depths of her psychology" (Gould's words, see Gould 60). 

28. Fraenkel ad. loc. 
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weakening of her vigour and defiance. According to Dawe, we cannot 
and should not try to give to the enfeeblement of Clytaemnestra any 
psychological explanation; for him, the Queen's "weakness" at the end of 
Agamemnon is simply due to the fact that Aegisthus emerges, boastful and 
arrogant, for the logic of the play is such that "when she is strong, 
Aigisthos is weak: when she loses her enthusiasm for evil, he, as her foil, 

30 

has to become strong". A highly impressive figure, like the Aeschylean 
Clytaemnestra, however, cannot be so easily deprived of any theatrical 
importance per se and be regarded as subordinate to every kind of 
"opportunist" dramatic effect. Besides, although Dawe maintains that it is 

31 

Aegisthus who "takes the stronger line at the end of the play", it is 
actually Clytaemnestra who decisively gives an end to Aegisthus' and the 
chorus' quarrel and closes the play with a confirmation of their dominance 
in the palace putting, in fact, her self before Aegisthus. Furthermore, her 
exchange with the chorus need not necessarily be read as a bending of her 
iron nerve; as O'Daly shows, the dramatic character should be dealt with 
through a broader perspective in regard to the structure of the whole play. 
We can thus speak for "a development of theme, in which both actor and 
chorus participate"; thus, the motif of the family doom indicates the 
gradually increasing complexity of the dramatic situation, built up little by 
little in the course of the play, which carries away everyone on stage by its 
force". 

In Choephori the Queen, though not dominant any more, and certainly 
less violent than her previous "self, still retains the basic features she 
displayed in Agamemnon ; the language of allusion and ambiguity the 

29. Cf. Winnington-Ingram, "Clytemnestra and the vote of Athena", 112, Taplin 143f. 
Contra: Denniston-Page who does not see any weakening in the Queen's temper (see 
e.g. ad 1435); cf. also Lebeck 57. 

30. Dawe 51. 
31. See id ibid. 
32. See O'Daly 6-7. Cf. Gould's similar approach, according to which a character's 

language cannot be seen outside the whole metaphor of the play. Michelini also 
remarks that the Queen's change of mood indicates a change in the dramatic rhythm, 
see Michelini (1979) 160. Her general view, however, could be described as a 
variation of Tychoismus, as she attributes the change in Clytaemnestra's mood to the 
social role the Queen plays in the different scenes; Michelini replaces, as it were, 
Dawe's dramatic effect with the social environment of the personae to which their 
"characters" must be correspondingly adjusted. 
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Queen has used (cf. Ag. 587-612, 877ff) continues in her first short speech 
of Choephori (668-73) where she invites Orestes and Pylades to enjoy the 
hospitality the palace offers. The reference to the θερμά λουτρά and the 
θελκτήρια στρωμνή recalls the place where the King was murdered and 
the Queen's adultery; the irony and defiance of Agamemnon's 
Clytaemnestra is thus implied in her very first speech in the second play. 
Her statement that "the graver counsel is the concern of men" (672-3) and 
her reference to Aegisthus as τοις κρατοΰσι δωμάτων (717-8) is a 
reminder of the hypocrisy of her speeches in Agamemnon, rather than an 
indication of an "effeminacy" and weakening of the woman with the άν-
δρόβουλον κέαρ; although the Queen's paramour, through his short 
appearance (837-54), cannot be seen as a caricature, as he is in the last 
scene of Agamemnon, one cannot suggest that Clytaemnestra has lost her 
control of the situation and has given her power up to Aegisthus; on the 
contrary, it is she who comes out from the palace, when we expect a man 
to appear (664ff). Furthermore, her readiness to take action and defend 
herself by every means at the crucial moment (887ff), and her cry δοίη τις 
ανδροκμήτα πέλεκυν ως τάχος (879) reveal again the pugnacious and 
masculine Clytaemnestra oí Agamemnon. In her confrontation with her 
son, the Queen does not give up, but she sets into action her usual 
rhetoric, only now her persuasive power has disappeared. Orestes' 
dismissal of his mother's arguments is analogous to the Queen's own 
dismissal of Agamemnon's objections to walking on the tapestries. The 
discourse of Choephori places Clytaemnestra at the opposite side of where 
she was in the first play and this explains her tempered violence and her 
traces of weakness; the Clytaemnestra of Choephori, however, still 
possesses nerve and energy. Like Agamemnon in his name play, it is 
Clytaemnestra who is now the deceived, the defeated in the dramatic 
άγων, the final victim; in contrast to Agamemnon, however, Clytae
mnestra persistently refuses to give up, does not go blindly to her death, 
and, moreover, is dynamically present in the next play, at first as a vigorous 
quasi-divine power, and then through her terrible goddesses of revenge. 
Her individual power can be seen in regard to Orestes, too, who is 
generally subordinate to the discourse; in Choephori, consistently with his 
role as the persecutor, Orestes is strong and active, while in the 
Eumenides, as persecuted, he is indeed passive and weak. 

33. Cf. the dream that frightened her (523ff) and her appeals to her son's mercy. 
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Clytaemnestra's reaction to Orestes' deceptive speech raises again the 
question of consistency of character; her grief and lament for her son's 
death (691-99) is followed, shortly after, by the Nurse's statement that 
the Queen is secretly happy with the news (737-41). The grief 

35 

Clytaemnestra shows is usually attributed to simple hypocrisy; critics, 
however, have discerned a psychological subtlety in the "portrait" of the 
Queen through these lines. For Dawe, Clytaemnestra's speech is 
indicative of a complete subordination of the character to the plot: "the 
dramatic situation calls for an outburst of grief, and the poet forces his 

37 

character to obey this requirement". Dawe argues that on one hand 
Cilissa tells us that the Queen is secretly glad (and this is consistent with 
the superhuman hardness of her character), and that, on the other, 
nothing in the Queen's speech suggested insincerity, as there are no 
similarities between this speech and her speeches in Agamemnon where 
she is known to be insincere. For arguing on the sincerity or hypocrisy of 
the speech, it would be thus useful to examine the features in regard to 
which the speech is different from her hypocritical speeches in 
Agamemnon. 

a) Ambiguity and allusiveness. If these are regarded as an indication of 
hypocrisy, the degree to which their existence is indispensable to a 
hypocritical dramatic speech is arguable. When one comes, for instance, to 
the ambiguities of the Queen's speech atAg. 587-612, one could wonder 
whether they are intended to whisper something to the audience's ear, or 
they must be simply seen in the wider frame of the multi-dimensionality 
which every poetic language displays, to a greater or lesser extent. Besides, 
from this point of view, Clytaemnestra's speech in Choephoroi is again not 
entirely deprived of every shade of ambiguity: her reference to "friends" 
(695) could imply Iphigeneia, as well. On this ground, therefore, we 
cannot judge the sincerity of the speech. 

34. For the attribution of the lines to Clytaemnestra, and not to Electra, see Garvie ad 
691-9. 

35. E.g. Verrall ad loc. 
36. "As the mother, she cannot but feel, at least for the moment, some natural pang", 

Tucker ad loc. Cf. also Lloyd-Jones ad loc, Machin 423. 
37. Dawe 53. 
38. Cf. Garvie ad 695. 
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b) Exaggeration and pompous style. These do constitute characteristics 
39 

of the Queen's hypocritical speeches in Agamemnon. It would be 
difficult, however, to pursue the exact degree of their existence in her 
speech in Choephori and, accordingly, to reach safe conclusions on their 
significance in regard to sincerity, since poetic, and, specifically, theatrical 
speech, is de facto elevated and distant from everyday language. 

c) The kind of the speeches. In contrast to her speeches in Agamemnon, 
this one seems to be a genuine soliloquy, granted that it does not provoke 
any reaction from the persons on stage, while her monologues in 
Agamemnon are clearly intended to the ears of the chorus, the Herald, 
Agamemnon, and are commented on by them. Here the impression is that 
Clytaemnestra speaks to herself, and this does constitute an important 
indication that she is sincere. 

d) Clytaemnestra's place in the discourse. As her role in Choephori has 
shifted from deceiver to deceived and from doer to victim, Clytaemnestra, 
not being in control any more, can be regarded as "deprived" of her 
previous ability to lie and manipulate, through her hypocrisy, the dramatic 
situation. Thus, according to the theatrical logic, her reaction must be now 
sincere, as she is now on the side of the "weak" ones, does not intend to 
deceive anyone but, on the contrary, is deceived, and she believes the now 
strong deceiver's lies. Yet, the notion of the complexity of Clytaemnestra's 
character prevents us from excluding the possibility of hypocrisy. As we 
have seen , the Queen's old defiance, irony, hypocrisy, and, above all, 
nerve, have not entirely disappeared in Choephori (see above, p. 8). 
Therefore, the complexity of the interrelation between characters and 
action within the wider frame of the trilogy not only indicates the difficulty 
to decide about the "true feelings" behind the speech, but, furthermore, 
alerts the reader/spectator not to feel strictly obliged to chose between 
hypocrisy or sincerity. As Goldhill shows, one cannot say which of the two 
women, Clytaemnestra or Cilissa is telling the truth; what is important is 
the tension between the two possibilities. The language of Clytaemnestra's 

39. Cf. Dale, "The Chorus" 220: "Instead of greeting Agamemnon 'Dear husband, how I 
have longed for your return', she makes a public proclamation of her love and 
suffering". 

40. Goldhill (1984) 72,167-8, (1986b) 164f. One must not forget that Cilissa's report, too, 
is not necessarily true: as Michelini (1979,157) remarks, Clytaemnestra's secret joy is 
only an assumption of the Nurse, as the Queen is said to show the servants the same 
sad face she showed the strangers. 
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speech should also be evaluated in regard to the thematic development of 

the trilogy and her own role in it; her very invocation to the family curse 

(692: ώ δυσπάλαιστε τώνδε δωμάτων 'Αρά, cf. her claim at 910) recalls 

the theme of the family doom, developed in her final exchange with the 

chorus of Agamemnon, and further underlines the trilogy's thematic 

coherence, one of the major agents and links of which cannot be but the 

Queen. 

In Eumenides, the implied super-human nature of Agamemnon's 

Queen has come to total realisation: Clytaemnestra is now the force that 

animates the Erinyes, an Erinys herself. As a ghost, the Queen not only 

retains her personal quality, but her power is demonstrated to a supreme 

degree through her authoritative reproaches to Erinyes and her final 

prevalence on them. Agamemnon, on the contrary, never gains such a 

predominance on the action; as in his "weakness" (Agamemnon) he is 

weaker than Clytaemnestra in her "weakness" (Choephori ; see above, p. 

8), likewise in Choephori, where his role, in moral terms, is analogous to 

that of Clytaemnestra in Eumenides, he does not share her power; his 

ghost remains simply the object of prayers and evocations, while the 

persecution of the culpables is never shown as deriving from his personal 

force. Finally, as far as the trilogy's thematical coherence is concerned, we 

watch Clytaemnestra's developing relation to the theme of the αλάστωρ 

within the wider frame of the Oresteia : the character who was brought to 

be seen in the light of the family curse, at the end of the first play, and 

whose mouth served as a reminder of it in the second, has become herself 

its embodiment in the third. While one should not try to penetrate the 

depths of her soul and be annoyed when met by irregularities and 

contradictions in her "character-drawing", one cannot but feel the aura of 

this exceptional figure who retains and develops the characteristics with 

which the dramatist has endowed her in a course organically interwoven 

with and inseparable from the course of the whole trilogy. 

SOPHOCLES 

Compared with Aeschylus, Sophocles is more concerned with the 

"character-drawing" of his personae, always in regard to the requirements 

of the action, as ancient sources admiringly attest: οΐδε δέ καιρόν συμ-

μετρήσαι και πράγματα, ώστ' εκ μικρού ήμιστιχίου η λέξεως μιας 
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όλον ήθοποιε ίν πρόσωπον, εστί δέ τοΰτο μέγιστον εν xfí ποιητικ?), 

δηλοϋν ήθος η πάθος. The presentation of Clytaemnestra in Sophocles' 

Electra is related to the much discussed "problem" of the meaning and 

purpose of the play; critics have expressed contradictory opinions on the 

"morality" of the tragedy in regard to Sophocles' position on the 

matricide. For Bowra, the reversal of the order of the killings, which 

undervalues the importance of Clytaemnestra's murder, the omission of 

the Furies at the end of the play, together with the absolute villainy of the 

Queen, reveal Sophocles' intention to show the god-commanded 

vengeance as totally justified, so that we can speak for a "happy" 

matricide. At the opposite extreme we find Sheppard, followed by Kells, 

who regards certain details of the play, among which is Clytaemnestra's 

reaction to the news of Orestes' death (766ff), which the critic takes to 

create a sympathetic image of the Queen, as indicative of Sophocles' 

doubts about the Tightness of the vengeance and his condemnation Of 

Orestes' act. A third view is that the playwright did not intend to deal 

with the moral problem of the matricide at all; as Whitman argues, the 

Oresteia offered an unsurpassable handling of Orestes' tragedy: the 

Choephori could hardly be improved. Sophocles, therefore, chose to write 

a play about Electra. The plausibility of this approach remains whichever 

relative dating of the two Electras we accept: if the play was written after 

the Euripidean Electra, as most critics accept, Sophocles' returning to the 

moral issue of the matricide, to offer either a (re)justification or a 

41. Vita, 21. Cf. Plutarch's attestation that Sophocles himself describes his mature style 

as the most expressive of ήθος and the best {De prof, in virt. 7). 

42. The other points are Orestes' question to the oracle how, and not if he must take 

revenge, (32-4), Orestes' answer to his sister's question, after the matricide, how 

things are, τάν δόμοισι μεν / καλώς, 'Απόλλων ει κ α λ ώ ς έθέσπισεν, (1424-5), 

Orestes' failure to give to Aegisthus' question why he needs darkness to kill him, if 

the deed is καλόν, any other reply than that he wants him to die in the same place 

where Agamemnon was murdered, and finally Aegisthus' hint of the present and 

future sorrows of the house of Pelopids (1498); see Sheppard's three articles on the 

Sophoclean Electra and Kells, Introduction 4-5. 

43. See Whitman 154. 

44. Usually Euripides' Electra is dated about 418, and Sophocles' Electra about 413; for 

dating and priority of the Euripidean play, see Kells, Introduction 1-2, Dale, 

"Electra", 227-8, Rönnet (1970) passim. For arguments about the opposite order of 
the plays, see e.g. Michelini (1987) 199ff, Denniston (intr.), xxxivff. 
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(re)condemnation, would be superfluous. If the Sophoclean play came 

first, again, there would be no reason for the playwright to demonstrate for 

a second time the Tightness of the Aeschylean solution; as for its supposed 

Euripidean-like criticism, granted that the degree of importance of the 

details which Sheppard and Kells emphasise is debatable, it is difficult to 

bear a safe judgement on the play's moral orientation, and it would be 

plausible to suggest that Sophocles' dramatic purposes are different from 

those of both Aeschylus and Euripides. In his Electra Sophocles seems to 

take the vengeance for granted and not to be interested in discussing the 

moral problem of the matricide; he writes a play of full exploitation of the 

dramatic situation and his central character's ultimate isolation and 

despair. From Choephori he retains the deceptive story about Orestes' 

death, as well as the libations the Queen offers (albeit through different 

agents) due to her frightening dream (to which Sophocles has also given a 

different content). 

A tragedy for Electra, therefore. The heroine's sufferings, endurance 

and passionate hatred cannot be explained but through her conflict with 

an adverse and hostile environment, as is the case for every Sophoclean 

hero. Electra's heroic quality is measured against Chrysothemis' cynical 

opportunism; and her sufferings and hatred are explained by her 

treatment at the hands of a μήτηρ άμήτωρ. Sophocles' Clytaemnestra is a 

cruel tyrant who maltreats her daughter and is relieved by her son's death. 

In her first speech, she defends her deed with the vehemence of the 

Aeschylean Queen before the Elders, without showing any sign of 

remorse; but through her quarrel with Electra, Clytaemnestra's villainy 

and lack of any Aeschylean-like grandeur is apparent. Electra's 

accusation that the motive of Agamemnon's murder was not justice for 

Iphigeneia's sacrifice, as her mother had claimed in her speech,46 but love 

45. Cf. Ronnet (1969) 226. 

46. Agamemnon's infidelities and especially Cassandra, about whom one could expect to 

hear something, are absent from Clytaemnestra's self defence. This can be attributed 

to Sophocles' intention to deprive the Queen from rich argumentation and show 

more emphatically her villainy (Machin 221f), or to his unwillingness to deal with a 

subject so skilfully exploited by Aeschylus (Segal 495). Segal moreover observes that, 

in this way, the emphasis shifts from the fight between male-female lust 

(Agamemnon-Clytaemnestra) to the contrast between Clytaemnestra's sexual license 

and Electra's privation (Segal, ibid. ). 
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for Aegisthus (585-94), is justified by Clytaemnestra's frequent references 

to him as the only authority that can stop Electra; this Clytaemnestra, 

shown to live under a constant fear, alarmed by her dream (cf. 427, 635-6), 

is dependent on Aegisthus, by contrast to the powerful Aeschylean Queen 

to whom Aegisthus serves as a foil. Apart from "colouring" Clytaemne

stra's character, however, the quarrel between mother and daughter (516-

633) and the language of the Queen's prayer to Apollo (634-650), are 

vehicles of major themes of the tragedy, and moreover serve the masterful 

handling of the action. The λόγος-εργον dialectical pair, a recurrent 

leitmotif of the play, is exploited in the two women's interchange, where, 

through Electra's incapacity to gain anything with her words, the futility 

and vanity of lovgoi is demonstrated, as well as in Clytaemnestra's 
48 

prayer; in addition, the contrast between light and darkness, an other 

leitmotif of the play, also occurs in the prayer, together with the fertility-
49 

death theme. As far as the theatrical quality of the scene is concerned, 

critics have often noted the superb dramatic effectiveness of the 

Paedagogus' entrance immediately after Clytaemnestra's prayer, as an 

answer to it and as a demonstration of the divine will. 

For her "character-drawing", perhaps the most interesting lines that 

the Queen speaks in the whole play, is her reaction to the news of her son's 

death (766-8, 770-1). Her hesitation to express joy at the news, and her 

statement that even if ill-treated by them, one cannot hate one's children, 

have been regarded by Kells as "constituting an enormous reversal in the 

stage action", where Clytaemnestra appears to have a change of feelings, 

which makes the matricide even more repulsive. Although this view is 

exaggerated, one could not deny that this brief dramatic moment does add 

a fine touch of characterisation to the Queen's "portrait", exactly as the 

remark in the poet's Vita attests. In contrast to the contradictory readings 

of her reaction in Choephori, here the sincerity of Clytaemnestra's sorrow 

is accepted by general consent, and is explained by Jebb in terms of 

naturalism: "the poet is true to nature in blending some touch of maternal 

47. 517ff, 626-7; cf. Chrysothemis' bringing the news that when Aegisthus comes, Electra 

will be buried alive, 379ff; also the Queen's death cry at 1409. 

48. Cf. Woodard 185. For a detailed discussion of the λόγος-εργον contrast but also 

interrelation in the whole scene, see Minadeo 122-4, Woodard 183-6. 

49. See Segal 478, 493. 

50. See Kitto 131, Adams 71, Minadeo 124; cf. Segal 478. 
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grief with her sense of gain", a statement with which even the son Wilamowitz 

agrees. As Jones remarks, this sensitiveness in Clytaemnestra's 

presentation, among the other differences between the Oresteia, and, 

especially, Choephori, and Sophocles' Electra, reveals the growth of human 
52 

interest in the dramatist. We can therefore observe that the playful 

interaction between character and discourse of Choephori, where we are 

left in doubt about which woman, Clytaemnestra or Cilissa, tells the truth, 

is here transformed to a less striking but far more convincing and 

psychologically satisfactory twist, the ambiguity of situation becoming a 
53 

straightforwardly presented complexity of character. 

EURIPIDES 

To assert the pre-eminent importance of human character in 

Euripidean drama is a commonplace in the criticism of Greek tragedy. 

Euripides is far more interested in exploring human personality than his 

predecessors, and traces the essence of the tragic in human qualities 

rather than the huge impersonal powers that dominate the world. 

Euripides' Electra has been regarded as a most representative case of 

psychological drama, as it depicts the unbalanced situation of a woman 

consumed by a blind, obsessive hatred that leads her to matricide. 

Tychoismus, however, has been applied to this tragedy, too; for Howald, 

51. See Jebb ad loc, Wilamowitz 188, n. 1. Cf. also Easterling (1977) 126, Adams 72. 

52. See Jones (156-7) points out that Sophocles' Electra is a self-contained tragedy, in 

contrast to the complex conception of the Oresteia the universe of which cannot 

unfold in a single play, and, moreover, that in Electra Sophocles deals with his 

personae in emphatically personal terms (see Jones 142, 146). 

53.Electra's words έγγελώσα φρούδος (807) refer to Clytaemnestra's predicament while 

she leaves the stage, and, although they recall Cilissa's εντός ομμάτων γέλων κεύ-

θουσ ' (Choeph. 737-8), they are clearly distinct from them in that they do not 

constitute an assumption, even if we accept a possible degree of exaggeration, due to 

Electra's passion against her mother (cf. 1153-4); Electra, after all, states that her 

mother is laughing, not that she is hiding her laughter, which is Cilissa's arbitrary 

"reading" of the Queen's sorrow. 

54. Cf. for instance Gellie 250. 

55. See Murray 77, Grube, 301, 307, Kitto 334. Generally Euripidean Electra is regarded 

as a perverted creature, cf. Sheppard (1918a) 139. For a more moderate view, see 

Michelini (1987) 188. 
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it is impossible to speak of the "character" of the heroine, as the violent 
and resolved murderess who convinces her brother to kill their mother has 
nothing in common with the desperate, collapsed and remorseful woman 
who appears on stage after the murder: the poet simply adjusts his 
characters to the needs of the scene. However, it is not difficult to 
perceive the potential weakness of this approach, as it is arguably exactly 
the shift in the heroine's feelings that both reveals most eloquently the 
dramatist's interest in the natural developments in human psychology 
and, at the same time, demonstrates the evilness of the matricide through 
its main agent's own self-condemnation (cf. 1182-4, 1304-5). The 
subordination of the Euripidean character to the dramatic situation is also 
supported by Zürcher, who moderates Howald's view by insisting on the 
unity of the characters' h\qo"; in the case of Electra, Zürcher accepts that, 
although her reactions are due to her necessary accordance with the 
various dramatic situations, she does display a consistent ήθος, which 

57 

often appears as a natural result of the situation. Since Euripides, 
however, actually deals, inter alia, with the real emotional complexity of 
the human soul, far from regarding the action of his plays as less 
important than that of the plays of the two other tragedians, it would be 
plausible to suggest that here the action does derive from the h\qo" of the 

CO 

personae and not the opposite, as Aristotle claims. 
In the Euripidean play, the concept is strikingly different from 

Choephori and Sophocles' Electra, as here the palace is replaced by a 
cottage in the country and the heroine has a peasant husband, changes 

56. See Howald 73, 164ff. Cf. Michelini (1987) 114. 

57. See Zürcher 131. 
58. Poetics 1050al9-21. It is not without significance that every example of πονηρόν, μη 

άρμόττον and άνώμαλον ήθος in tragedy, according to Aristotle, is taken from 

Euripides' plays {Poetics 1454a 26ff); Euripides is close enough to real life to depict 

the actual psychological complexity of human beings, which does not fit into the strict 

Aristotelian theatrical standards, cf. the famous Sophoclean statement: αυτός μεν 

ο ίους δει πιοεΐν, Ε υ ρ ι π ί δ η ς δε οίοι εισίν (Poetics 1460b 33-4). This cannot be 

taken to mean, again, that the character is totally dominant on the action, since, as 

Conacher observes (1981, 17), the mythological past that provides the ur - plot of the 

plays is precedent of any concept of character; however, this does not prevent the 

dramatist - whose preference for original and unexpected versions of the myths is 

notorious- from inventing dramatic situations that aim exactly at illustrating and 

elaborating the characters; cf. id. ibid., Kubo 25. 
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illustrating the dramatist's habit of presenting unexpected settings, of 

landing the heroic past in everyday life. Electra's role is even more 

prominent than that of the Sophoclean heroine; while sharing the latter's 

misery and verbal power, the Euripidean Electra does not share her 

passivity in the conception and realisation of the έργον, since she both 

organises and participates in the execution of her mother's murder, and, 

moreover, her hatred is emphatically presented as unjustified. Apart from 

the open disapproval of Apollo's command by the Dioscuri, and the 

matricides' despair at the end of the play, Euripides' criticism on the 

Aeschylean view is further expressed through Orestes' constant hesitation, 

the demonstration of Electra's blind hatred for her mother, and, as will be 

argued, the sympathetic light in which the queen is presented. Whereas 

the Sophoclean Electra's sufferings do derive from the cruelty of a villain 

mother, this Electra is self-tortured59 and the Tightness of her accusations 

is doubtful. 

Electra accuses her mother of having expelled her from the palace, 

yielding to Aegisthus (61, 1086ff), of caring for her husband more than 

her children (265), of loving luxury (314ff), of being narcissistic and 

obsessed with her beauty (1071). Reality, however, does not seem to be 

identical with Electra's one-sided judgements; unlike the Sophoclean 

queen, who is presented as deserving of her daughter's hatred, this 

Clytaemnestra is shown, through the remark of the Farmer and through 

her own behaviour on stage, as quite different from the Clytaemnestra of 

Electra's complaints. Euripides makes use, therefore, of the 

"counterpoint" characterisation, where a character is seen under a double 

focus: through another character's eyes (in our case, through Electra's 

strongly subjective view) and through the report of a third party and/or 

the lines of the character him/herself (Electra's husband and 

Clytaemnestra's own appearance). The contradiction of the two views 

aims at underlining the complexity of reality, as one would plausibly 

expect from the sceptical playwright who enjoys revealing the multi-

59. Cf. her persistence to perform the humiliating for her royal status task of bringing 

water from the well despite her husband's objections (64-6), only in order to 

display her sorrows to the gods, as she herself admits (56-9), her poor clothes due 

to which she claims that she is excluded from dances, although the chorus is 

prompt to lend her dresses and jewellery (175ff, 190ff), her own cutting of her hair 

(241). 
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dimensionality of things against the generally monolithic, heroically 
oriented mythological past. 

Electra's husband informs us in the prologue that Clytaemnestra, albeit 
oJmovfrwn, saved her daughter's life from the hands of Aegisthus, when 
the latter intended to kill her (25ff); but, above all, the appearance of the 
queen herself reveals another dimension of reality which Electra fails to 
see. Electra's claims for her mother's selfish coquetry and absence of love 
for her children are in contrast with Clytaemnestra's actual worry about 
her daughter's self-neglect (1107-8). Although Clytaemnestra's royal 
entrance renders the contrast between the daughter's reduced 
predicament and the mother's luxury and wealth quite poignant and 
offers Electra a further stimulation for bitter comments (1004ff, 1008ff), 
the conversation that follows shows a tired, forgiving woman, refusing to 
be stung by her daughter's aggressiveness who is far from proud and 
content with her past. Her first speech gives the impression of an apology, 
as it does not answer any direct attack of Electra, and its tone is totally 
different from both the Aeschylean Queen's defiant self-defence before 
the Elders and the Sophoclean Clytaemnestra's audacious acceptance of 
her act. Although Clytaemnestra's first excuse is the traditional one, 
Iphigeneia's sacrifice (1018ff), we hear that this alone would not have 

60. For a further discussion and examples of this technique of characterisation, see Will 
and Arnott passim. 

61. If 1107-8 is placed after 1131 (see Diggle's text), where Electra comments on the 
poverty of her house, and not after 1106, where the queen expresses her dislike for 
her past deeds, the logic of the scene becomes more satisfactory, as Clytaemnestra 
does not interrupt her speech of remorse by a sudden expression of pity for Electra, 
to return again to the remorse for her husband's murder (1109-10); thus her remorse 
move gradually from Agamemnon to Orestes and to Electra, and, moreover, the 
subject of birth is not abruptly introduced by Clytaemnestra (see Cropp ad 1107-8). 
If we leave 1107-8 after 1106, however, the emphasis on the queen's motherly feelings 
is further reinforced by this breach in the logical coherence of her speech, which 
creates an impressive dramatic effect and is also close to human psychology (see 
Denniston ad 1107-8, Mastronarde 91-2). 

62. The entrance of the queen is another reminiscence of Aeschylus, as it strongly recalls 
Agamemnon's entrance in his name play; this reminiscence could suggest the 
implacability of the impending murder (cf. Ronnet 1970, 321), but also, by putting his 
queen in the place of the Aeschylean victim, Euripides emphasises the difference 
between the two Clytaemnestras, one dominant and powerful and the other weak and 
helpless. 
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constituted a motive for her act, had Agamemnon not pushed her to the 

extremes by bringing his concubine in the house (1030ff). This unexpected 

tolerance constitutes a strongly redeeming feature for this Clytaemnestra, 

and her condescension in the following exchange (1105: συγγνώσομαί 

σοι) for all her daughter's persistent attacks (1121: ορςχς; α ν ' αΰ συ 

ζωπυρείς νείκη νέα) belies Electra's obsessions on the queen's 

insensitivity and cruelty towards her. The Euripidean presentation of 

Clytaemnestra, however, is also not without ambiguity. The Farmer 

attributes the saving of Electra to the queen's fear of the public opinion 

(27-30), interpretation which, albeit subjective and arbitrary, is actually 

echoed in Clytaemnestra's avowal that she is worried about what people 

think of her (1114-5); in addition, it is true that the queen does boast over 

her possessions (998-1003) and that, at first, she does show a hostile 

attitude to her daughter (1007), which is, however, overshadowed by her 

later expression of motherly concern. Electra's accusation, again, that her 

mother drove her out of the house for the sake of Aegisthus, is actually 

accepted by Clytaemnestra, but with strong regret (1109f). 

Interested in human psychology though he might be, Euripides is no 

less concerned with the rhetorical power of his character's speeches, which 

occasionally results in logical contradictions for the sake of the 

argument. Clytaemnestra's self-defensive speech (1011-1050) displays a 

63. Some critics have expressed exaggerated views on Clytaemnestra's passivity and 

consciousness of guilt, cf. Ronnet (1970) 322, Vellacott 237. 

64. The rhetoric of the dramatic personae is associated with their diavnoia, as, 

according to Aristotle's division, diavnoia is their intellectual capacity {Poetics 

1450a6f, 1450b4f, 1450bl0f), while ήθος describes the distinctive qualities of their 

"character" (see Poetics 1450a5f, 1450b6f), and both are "responsible" for the 

actions of the personae (Poetics 1450a 2-3). However, the relation between a 

character's h\qo" and the rhetoric he/she uses, in regard to the plot and its 

exigencies, displays complexities and irregularities, and Aristotle's view on the 

problem has been the subject of long debate (for a further discussion see e.g. 

Dale, ibid, passim). Concentrating on the investigation of the relation between 

the character's subtlety of arguments, his/her "character" and the plot, however, 

one should not forget that, at the same time, the rhetoric of the speeches is, 

actually, a vehicle for the dramatist's philosophical views, or even a challenging 

intellectual exercise that can result in a certain neglect of the character's 

persuasiveness (cf. Aristotle's comment on the improbability of the Wise 

Melanippe's striking intelligence and eloquence, as an example of μή άρμόττον 

ήθος, Poetics 1454a30-l). 
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skilful subtlety of argumentation and also contains the typical Euripidean 
attacks on traditional values, as well as the dramatist's characteristic 
rationalisations and philosophical generalisations. Thus, the queen 
generalises speaking about a woman's bitter tongue that derives from 
misjudgement (1013f), and women's imitation of men's adulteries 
(1035ff), as she does in her following speech, when she calmly observes 
that some children are more attached to their father and others to their 
mother (1102ff). In her first speech the queen, as the mouthpiece of 
Euripidean social criticism, stigmatises the double standards on which the 
two sexes are judged on the question of adultery (1036ff) and proceeds to 
an impressive reductio ad absurdum which boldly equates husbands and 
wives with regard to morality: Agamemnon was rightly punished, as it 
would have been right for Clytaemnestra to die if she had killed Orestes to 
bring back her sister's stolen husband (1041ff). The striking reversal of 
roles in this unexpected hypothetical situation expresses the playwright's 
tendency to avoid commonplaces and simple, predictable reasoning like 
the question why Menelaus did not sacrifice his own daughter, which 
Sophocles uses. Clytaemnestra's next statement that the need for 
revenge made her ally with her husband's enemies (1046ff), contradicts 
her previous declaration that she decided the murder after Agamemnon 
had brought Cassandra in the palace (1030ff) and that her adultery was the 
answer to her husband's unfaithfulness (1036ff), since she now shows that 
Aegisthus was her lover long before Agamemnon's return. This 
contradiction should not lead us necessarily to the conclusion that 

65. El. 534-45. This could be an indication for the priority of the Sophoclean play, but, 
again, even without a precedent which he would try to avoid, Euripides is likely to 
have preferred an unusual line of argumentation. For Michelini (1987, 220), the 
absurdity of this situation destroys the persuasive power of Clytaemnestra's 
previous rationalisations on the position of the two sexes in marriage and adultery 
(1036ff); we could observe, however, that the argument, daring and provocative 
though it may be, reinforces rather than weakens the manifestation of the need for 
equal and unpredisposed judgement on the same grounds for both male and 
female. Cf. also the absence of Artemis' demand, as an excuse for the sacrifice, 
from Electra's counter-speech (contr. with Soph. El. 563ff) which excludes the 
divine factor from human affairs, and, at the same time, deprives the male side 
from its principal argument; besides, Electra's persistence in personally attacking 
her mother and her poor efforts in justifying her father, emphasise the obsessive 
nature of her hatred. 
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Euripides undermines the validity of the queen's statements, presenting 

her as confused by her own lies; the impetus of her speech is such as to 

justify the reference to Aegisthus here as her helper in the punishment of 

Agamemnon, after she has elaborately demonstrated the latter's villainy 

both as a father and as a husband. 

Finally, Euripides' realism, as he brings, not without irony, the heroic 

mythological world down to earth, is also evident in the image of his 

Clytaemnestra. This queen could be described as a "bourgeois", as it were, 

mother, who expresses her concern about her children with the simplicity 

and spontaneousness of any common mortal woman, who is worried about 

"what people will say", who comes to see her daughter and her new-born 

grandchild, either from sincere sympathy or from respect to the public 

opinion, like every mother. She is thus in sharp contrast with both the 

semi-divine Aeschylean Queen and the Sophoclean villain and 

antipathetic, but always seen in light of the heroic tradition and background 

that attaches to her name, Clytaemnestra. This "demythologisation", apart 

from expressing the playwright's tendency to present things oija eijsivn 

(Poetics 1460b 33f, see above, n.58) further emphasises the horror and 

repulsiveness of the matricide, as the later loses its mythological 

remoteness, and becomes a tangible and shocking reality. 

The study of the presentation of a character in the three tragedians 

demonstrates the progress in human interest during the fifth century B.C., 

a progress parallel to the gradual change of every form of art in ancient 

civilisation's movement from an externally focused concept of the world to 

an intense self-consciousness and individuality. The course from 

Aeschylus' inflexible, god-like figures, through the characters of 

66. Cf. Conacher' (1967) 208. For a detailed discussion of the structure of the ajgwvn 
between mother and daughter and of the rhetorical techniques of their speeches, 
see Lloyd 59-70. 

67. See Denniston at 656. 
68. Cf. the emphasis on the blood bond between Clytemnestra and her children, not 

only through the persistent recurrence of the idea of birth and motherhood in 
Orestes' hesitations (964, 967, 969, 973, 975, 977), but also through Electra's 
addresses to Clytemnestra as μητερ or τεκοΰσα (1006, 1055, 1058, 1061) and 
Clytemnestra's addresses to Electra as τέκνον, ài (1057, 1102, 1106, 1123), in 
contrast to the exchange in Sophocles, where neither the mother nor the daughter 
ever uses these terms (cf. Soph. El. 597-8: καί σ' εγωγε δεσπότιν ή μητέρ' ουκ 
έλασσον εις ήμας νέμω). 
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Sophocles, heroic and straightforward but not lacking in psychological 
touches, to Euripides' humanly individualised men and women is 
comparable to the passage from the stiff grandeur of the archaic statues to 
the idealised but not impersonal perfection of the sculptures of Acropolis 
and, later, to the variety of naturalistically presented human types of 
Hellenistic art. Every form of art, however, creates an individual artistic 
universe governed by its own logic and rules. Thus, the importance of 
speech and plot for ancient drama results in an inseparable trinity of 
character, language and action, where one party gains or loses ground in 
regard to the others according to the trends of the era as well as the 
playwrights' targets and priorities in each work. In the Oresteia, 
Clytaemnestra acquires an unusual individuality for an Aeschylean 
character, which derives from her strong "otherness" from the moral order 
of the world, without this meaning that we can speak of a serious 
psychological treatment at this stage. At the same time, it would be both 
pointless and impossible to separate her language from the imagery and 
thematic coherence of the trilogy, of which she actually constitutes a major 
link. In the Sophoclean play the presentation of Clytaemnestra reveals the 
dramatist's increasing concern with the verisimilitude of his characters, 
and, finally, in Euripides, the realism has advanced to a considerably high 
degree, but the playwright is still not so concentrated on the character's 
importance as to proceed to an absolute adjustment of the rhetoric he/she 
uses to his/her intended image. Finally, the different features the three 
Clytaemnestras display, together with the intertextual referentiality 
between the trilogy and the two Electras , constitute part of the dialogue 
between the dramatists on a moral, aesthetic and programmatic basis, and 
demonstrate the inexhaustible potential of myth and its ability to give form 
and expression to every anxiety of the human spirit. 
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