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BIOGRAPHY  

Aeschylus (c. 525 B.C.-456 B.C.) was born outside Athens in the city of Eleusis, site of 
the Eleusinian Mysteries. He is often referred to as the Father of Greek Tragedy and 
Athens’ greatest dramatist. He fought at the Battle of Marathon against the invading 
Persians, a memory he cherished more than his later fame as a successful dramatist, as 
evidenced by his epitaph. He would fight the Persians again at the battles of Salamis 
and Plataea. As a playwright, he participated in the Great Dionysia (the Festival of 
Dionysus) and won first prize thirteen times. He wrote approximately ninety plays, 
seven of which survive: The Persians, The Seven Against Thebes, The Suppliants, Prometheus 
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Bound, and the three plays of the Oresteia—Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers (Choephoroi), 
and The Eumenides. He is credited with introducing the second actor and reducing the 
choral parts so that authentic dialogue between characters became more prominent. He 
died in Gela, Sicily, and apparently wrote his own epitaph, which reads as follows:  

Under this monument lies Aeschylus the Athenian   
       Euphorion’s son, who died in the wheatlands of Gelan. The grove   

of Marathon with its glories can speak of his valor in battle.   
      The long-haired Persian remembers and can speak of it too.   

INTRODUCTION    

The Agamemnon is the first part of a larger trilogy called the Oresteia, and it ultimately 
should be read in company with The Libation Bearers (Choephoroi) and The Eumenides. For 
the present, this guide will address only the Agamemnon since it is longer and more 
difficult to comprehend than the second and third parts. It also has a certain dramatic 
staying power apart from the other plays and could be read in isolation for the 
important issues it raises.  

As a complete work, the Oresteia is a celebration of the evolution of a judicial system 
that transfers the execution of justice from the hands of the interested individual to the 
state, which in turn moves the pursuit of justice away from the quest for mere 
vengeance for past transgressions to an ordered justice determined by a dispassionate 
jury. In this sense, Aeschylus is celebrating the unique judicial system of Athens. In the 
final play, The Eumenides, Athena intervenes and casts the deciding vote that exonerates 
Agamemnon’s son, Orestes, for the murder of his mother, Clytaemestra. In doing so, she 
saves the house from obliteration and the kingdom from a continuing cycle of frenzied 
violence. Henceforth, all such cases will be deliberated upon and decided by a tribunal 
(The Eumenides, lines 681-710):  

If it please you, men of Attica, hear my decree 
now, on this first case of bloodletting I have judged. 
For Aegeus’ population, this forevermore 
shall be the ground where justices deliberate. 
Here is the Hill of Ares…Here the reverence 
of citizens, their fear and kindred do -no-wrong 
shall hold by day and in the blessing of night alike 
all while the people do not muddy their own laws 
with foul infusions... Such 
be just your terrors, and you may deserve and have 
salvation for your citadel, your land’s defence, 
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such as is nowhere else found among men, neither  
among the Scythians, nor the land that Pelops held. 
I establish this tribunal. It shall be untouched 
by money-making, grave but quick to wrath, watchful 
to protect those who sleep, a sentry on the land. 
These words I have unreeled are for my citizens, 
advice into the future. All must stand upright 
now, take each man his ballot in his hand, think on 
his oath, and make his judgment. For my word is said.  

The Agamemnon itself is a story of vengeance masquerading as justice. Concentric circles 
of revenge orbit around the central story that lies at the heart of much of the action: 
Greece’s siege and complete destruction of Troy as retribution for Paris’ elopement with 
Menelaus’ wife, Helen, a siege seemingly sanctioned by Zeus himself. This dark story of 
disproportionate retribution percolates in the background as the reader encounters layer 
upon layer of past transgressions crying out for atonement: Agamemnon’s sacrifice of 
Iphigeneia at Aulis to satisfy Artemis; Clytaemestra’s pursuit of vengeance on behalf of 
Iphigeneia; Aegisthus’ pursuit of justice on behalf of an ancient curse laid on the house 
of Atreus by his deceased father, Thyestes; the butchered children of Thyestes crying out 
for retribution from the stones of the house of Atreus itself. It seems the entire cosmos is 
engaged in brutal, savage attempts to lay the bloodthirsty Furies to rest, and those 
ensnared in this cycle of brutality are almost always the innocent: Iphigeneia, 
Cassandra, Thyestes’ children, and the women and children of Troy. Does Paris’ action 
justify ten years of war and the many urns returning from Troy, filled with the ashes of 
Argos’ young warriors? Should the loss of Helen earn the complete destruction of Troy 
and its inhabitants? The chorus seems at first secure in their assessment of the demands 
of justice, but they come to doubt their earlier pronouncements, especially when they 
witness their queen, Clytaemestra, vaunting over the slaughtered body of their newly 
returned king, Agamemnon, a king whose return was supposed to restore order and 
prosperity to his people.   

In many ways Agamemnon seems destined for punishment: After a ten year absence, he 
returns the victorious conqueror of Troy. Unaware of the fate that has patiently awaited 
his arrival, he confidently boasts of the patronage of the gods who “have worked with 
me to bring / me home; they helped me in the vengeance I have wrought / on Priam’s 
city” (812-814). It does not occur to Agamemnon that he may have been brought home 
safely by the gods for another, darker purpose. Rather, he returns confident that he can 
resume his role as king of the realm without concern for possible conspiracies hatched 
in his absence. He calls for an immediate conclave to determine who has been faithful 
and faithless, unaware that the conspirators are standing before him, welcoming him 
home. Within moments of his arrival, his queen, Clytaemestra, manipulates him into 
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committing an act of hubris and sacrilege even as she lures him to his death; he seems 
oblivious to the memory of his ritual sacrifice of Iphigeneia and its consequences; he is 
certainly unaware of the curse laid on his house by Thyestes; and in his hubris he 
defiled the altars of the gods at Troy even though Troy shares the same gods in common 
with the Greeks. As if all of this were not enough, he seems ignorant of the pain and 
suffering the war has inflicted on his own people with the deaths of a generation of 
young men. The fact that he brought his beautiful war prize, Cassandra, captive from 
Troy seems almost an afterthought on the long list of grievances to be laid against him. 
A harsh justice awaits him.  

But how can justice be restored with the imposition of another act of injustice, in this 
case the murder of a legitimate king by prospective and tyrannical usurpers of the 
throne? This is the hopeless and intractable contradiction that lies at the heart of the 
play. And, what are we to make of the implacable, hereditary guilt that ruins 
generations of men as the sins of the father are visited upon the son? How can the sins 
of the father ever be expiated without incurring further guilt? Some answers lie in the 
latter part of the trilogy, but the Agamemnon brings these questions into sharp focus for 
the reader.  

While the students should be led to discover these problems for themselves, the teacher 
can use the questions below to direct them toward confronting them. These are not 
problems unique to Argos or ancient Greece; the longing for justice is a powerful 
motivating factor in human behavior and human society. The students need to discuss 
that fundamental desire and its consequences as they read and study this text. The 
teacher should not attempt to color the students’ interpretation by giving a lecture that 
essentially tells the students what this play is about or resolves the issues at stake. 
Rather, careful, textually driven discussion should lead them forward to face these 
problems internal to this compelling story. Special attention should be afforded the 
language of entanglement and enslavement that permeates the play: bit, gag, yoke, snare, 
net, spider web. What is being worked out and by whom? How do these symbols 
represent the relationship between the characters and between them and their gods? Is 
there some sort of trap, some sort of enslavement at work? Who controls their fates? 
Having the students keep close track of this language in their notebooks is a good way 
to prepare for larger discussions. 

The students will need to closely monitor the chorus’ reaction to events. They often 
speak in words that parallel events beyond those they are consciously addressing, and 
frequently their words betray a sense of impending disaster they do not comprehend. In 
other words, the audience will often feel more informed than the chorus, and this 
heightens the anxiety the audience experiences. This should be discussed as the 
students study the play. One especially effective means for getting a handle on the 
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chorus’ position is to have the students collect in their notebooks the pieces of ancient 
wisdom the chorus utters throughout the play.  

Finally, although the play takes place almost entirely in front of Agamemnon’s palace at 
Argos, the players transport the audience far from the kingdom through space and time 
to long ago events and geographic spaces: the wedding party of Helen and Menelaus; 
the sacrifice at Aulis; further back in time to the festive table where Iphigeneia once 
danced and sang for her father; the burning plains of Troy; the table of Thyestes and 
Atreus; and the many geographic spaces that stand between Troy and Argos that signal 
Agamemnon’s return. The invocation of powerful memories of past events and other 
regions gives the play momentum and interest even though the set remains static. 
Furthermore, it reminds the audience of the ubiquitous nature of the problems that 
beset Argos.  

This guide is written for teachers who are training readers new to the play. It is not a 
scholarly treatment of the text; rather it is focused on methodically leading teachers and 
their students into meaningful discussions about the issues raised in the text. The first 
business of this exercise is a careful and sensitive reading of the text without 
overemphasis on the technical complexities of literary criticism. Those latter concerns 
can always come later for students interested in further study.   

This guide includes the following: 

● A plan for studying this text 

● A sample crib sheet to help the students keep track of the characters  

● Lecture notes on the origins of Greek drama, the ancient Athenian theater and 
the structure of the play, including an outline of the divisions of this specific play 

● A glossary of terms associated with Greek theater  

● Discussion questions for each division of the play 

● A list of broader questions for closing discussions and essay assignments 

● Multiple illustrations, including a diagram of the theater  
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THE PLAN 

● A short lecture, approximately thirty minutes long, detailing the origins of Greek 
drama and the structure of the play will help the students enter this strange and 
new landscape with confidence and energy. This lecture could be based on the 
material below, and it should include photographs of ancient theaters, costumes, 
masks and devices. The key is to introduce just enough material to open up the 
world they are about to enter. Too much lecturing will stunt their confidence and 
their ability to engage the text on its own terms. The teacher should consult the 
material below on the origins of ancient Greek drama, the structure of the theater 
and the play, and the glossary when preparing this lecture. It is critical that the 
teacher not introduce background myths prior to reading the text with the 
students. The necessary mythological background is largely provided internal to 
the text. Giving it in lecture form will interrupt the pleasure of discovery the 
students should experience when reading the story. If expansion on the myth 
becomes necessary, the teacher can always fill in the gap. It is important to 
remember that while much of these myths are in the air, it is what the individual 
craftsman does with the story that makes the play Aeschylus’ extraordinary, 
artistic achievement. 

● We recommend that the teacher and the students give the text a full reading 
aloud in class before discussion begins. Particularly difficult parts should be 
assigned to the more agile readers. This reading could be periodically 
interrupted for summaries of the action if the students seem lost, but these 
summaries should avoid all discussion of deeper interpretive issues, and they 
must not reveal more than what the text says at any given moment. The fact is 
that many of the shocking revelations that occur internal to the story are 
anticipated by earlier allusions, but the play loses its interest if the teacher gives 
away the content of these revelations before they occur in the text. Noticing but 
not preemptively resolving the apprehension the reader senses in this story is 
important. This reading exercise will take approximately 1½ to 2 hours. The 
students would greatly benefit from rereading the text on their own before the 
discussions begin in earnest.   

● Once this full reading has been concluded, the teacher should use the questions 
detailed below to lead the students into a deeper consideration of the play. These 
questions are not comprehension questions, and they should not be used as such, 
nor should they be handed out to the students. They are written solely for the 
teacher’s use. We also encourage teachers to reflect on the broader questions at the 
close of this guide before beginning the daily discussions. These questions will 
orient the teacher to larger issues at stake in the play.  
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SAMPLE CRIB SHEET, in alphabetical order, (Lattimore spellings) 

Achaeans, sometimes called Argives, Danaans or Greeks 

Aegisthus, illicit consort of Queen Clytaemestra, his true identity is only made known at 
the end of the play 

Agamemnon, king of Argos, returning after ten years away fighting at Troy, husband of 
Clytaemestra, brother of Menelaus, son of Atreus 

Apollo, son of Zeus, chief protector of the Trojans, sometimes called Loxias 

Artemis, patron goddess of Troy, sister of Apollo 

Atreidae, refers to the brothers Agamemnon and Menelaus, both sons of Atreus  

Atreus, father of Agamemnon and Menelaus, brother of Thyestes 

Calchas, seer for the Greeks (Achaeans, Argives or Danaans) 

Cassandra, Trojan princess taken captive by Agamemnon, priestess of Apollo 

Clytaemestra, queen of Argos, wife of Agamemnon, sister of Helen of Troy, daughter of 
Leda and Tyndareos 

Furies (sometimes called the Erinyes), goddesses of vengeance, punishers of violators of 
filial and kinship duty 

Helen, sister of Clytaemestra, first wife of Menelaus, eloped with Paris of Troy, 
precipitating the war between the Greeks and the Trojans, daughter of Leda and Zeus 

Iphigeneia, daughter of Agamemnon and Clytaemestra 

Menelaus, king of Lakedaimon, first husband of Helen, brother of Agamemnon, son of 
Atreus 

Paris (sometimes called Alexander), Trojan son of Priam, second husband of Helen 

Troy, sometimes called Ilium, city of the Trojans 

Zeus, most powerful of all the gods, son of Kronos 
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ANCIENT ATHENIAN THEATER AND THE STRUCTURE OF THE PLAY 

The students will benefit from a brief, thirty minute lecture on the origins of ancient 
Greek drama, the structure of the theater and the structure of the play.  

Greek drama finds its primary origin in the religious festival honoring the god 
Dionysus, god of fertility, wine, agriculture, and religious ecstasy; he was also the 
patron of ancient Greek theater. Because of his association with fertility, the festival took 
place in the spring. The ritual involved worshippers dancing around a sacred goat, 
singing a dithyramb, a narrative hymn in honor of the life of Dionysus, and the sacrifice 
of a male goat, or tragos (hence, the etymological root of tragedy). Some scholars believe 
that the leader of the dithyramb donned the skin of the goat and assumed the character 
of the animal; they also believe this is the source of the adoption of costumes and masks 
in ancient drama. At first, the choral dances were free form, but the dithyrambs were 
eventually choreographed, and an actor was introduced to perform the content of the 
narrative hymn. A second source of Greek drama was the rhapsode competition during 
which the epic poetry of the Iliad and the Odyssey were recited, as well as the wisdom 
and legends of Hesiod and other poets. This expanded the mythological content 
available to the playwright beyond the life of Dionysus.   
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Thespis of Icaria is widely credited with the development of what became known as 
tragedy. He adopted the form of the dithyramb but expanded its subject matter by 
drawing on the Homeric legends. He added an actor, a prologue and spoken dialogue 
between the leader of the chorus and the actor. He is credited with painting the actors’ 
faces with white paint and adding linen masks that displayed the proper characteristics 
and emotions of the players. He also established a successful touring company.   

Peisistratus (Pisistratus), the Athenian tyrant, established the Great Dionysia in 534 B.C. 
in honor of Dionysus. This was a week long festival in Athens that exhibited the work 
of competing playwrights who each contributed a trilogy of tragedies plus a satyr play. 
Aeschylus’ Oresteia is the only surviving trilogy, and it premiered in 458 B.C. and took 
first prize in the competition. (The accompanying satyr play was lost.)  

The most reliable information scholars have about the structure of ancient Greek 
theaters derives from excavations of their ruins, especially the Theater of Dionysus in 
Athens. Built outdoors and into the hillside, the seats were possibly wooden bleachers 
initially, but they were eventually fashioned in stone. The theater structure was divided 
into three parts: The theatron, called the “seeing place,” was the semi-circular space 
where the audience sat. The orchestra means “dancing place,” and it was where the 
chorus sang and danced. It was a level, circular space in the center of the theater 
positioned between the skene and the audience. The orchestra in Athens was 
approximately sixty feet in diameter, and a permanent altar in honor of Dionysus, a 
thymele, was situated at its center. The chorus processed to the orchestra by two side 
ramps on either side, called the parodoi, and the ode they sang while processing was 
called the parodos. The skene was at first nothing more than a tent for housing costumes 
and a dressing room, but it eventually evolved into a permanent wooden building 
painted with scenery and equipped with doors from which the actors could emerge 
onto the proskenion, a ledge running the length of the skene where the actors could 
perform as if on a stage. Paraskenia were eventually built as wings on either side of the 
skene to further expand the possibilities for scenery and setting. Scholars estimate that 
the Theater of Dionysus accommodated between 14,000-17,000 audience members; this 
required extraordinary advancements in acoustical engineering to ensure that the 
spectators in the last row of the theatron could hear even a stage whisper.  

The Greeks inserted special effects by employing a wheeled platform that could be 
brought out through the doors of the skene to reveal in tableau some action from within. 
(This may be how Agamemnon’s body was displayed to the audience.) They also 
employed complicated cranes with pulleys and ropes, or mechane, to lower actors who 
were playing gods above the stage. Sometimes a god would appear at the conclusion of 
a tragedy to decisively resolve the action of the play, and from this derives the 
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expression deus ex machina (“god from the machine”), the sudden and unexpected 
solution to an intractable problem. 

The actors wore a raised boot, called a buskin, to increase their height for proper viewing 
and to elevate their stature. The actors were all male, and each wore a large mask called 
a prosopon to establish the identity of the character. The masks also made it possible for 
the actors to play more than one role. They wore long, highly ornamented and brightly 
colored tunics that extended to the wrist and reached to the ground.  

The tragedies often began with a prologue, followed by the parodos, or entrance ode of 
the chorus. Once the chorus entered the circular orchestra, it remained there until the 
close of the play. The dramas consisted of alternating episodes and stasimons: Episodes 
were performed by the individual actors, often in conversation with the chorus, later in 
conversation with each other as well. The chorus sometimes danced in choreographed 
gestures while they sang; sometimes they sang standing still and this was called a 
stasimon. The exodos was the final recessional song of the chorus. This guide follows the 
divisions of the play in the following order:  

The Prologue, lines 1-39 

The Parodos, lines 40-257 

First Episode, lines 258-354 

First Stasimon, lines 355- 502 

Second Episode, lines 503-680 

Second Stasimon, lines 681-810 

Third Episode, lines 811-974 

Third Stasimon, lines 975-1033 

Fourth Episode, lines 1035-1345 

Fourth Stasimon, lines 1346-1371 

Exodos, lines 1372-1673 

  
It is useful to have the students write these divisions into their texts so that they can 
imaginatively situate the characters on stage.   
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS ASSOCIATED WITH THE GREEK THEATER 

Buskin: a thick soled boot worn by the actors to increase their height and stature 

Deuteragonist: the second leading actor 

Dionysus: god of wine, fertility, agriculture, religious ecstasy, and patron of Greek 
theater 

Dithyramb: an ancient Greek hymn sung and danced in honor of the life of Dionysus, 
one origin of Greek drama 

Ekkyklema: a wheeled platform that could be brought out through the doors of the skene 
to reveal something from inside in tableau, also used to bring props into view, this may 
be how Agamemnon’s body was displayed to the audience 

Episode: the characters and the chorus speak 

Exodos: the recessional song of the chorus as it processes off stage 

Great Dionysia: festival held in March in honor of the god Dionysus 

Mechane: a theatrical machine or crane made of pulleys and ropes used to lift actors into 
the air or to bring gods down into the action of the play 
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Orchestra: means “dancing place,” a level, circular space in the center of the theater in 
front of the skene, where the chorus sang and danced, Athens’ orchestra was about 60 
feet in diameter 

Paraskenia: projecting off the sides of the skene, added for change of scenes  

Parodoi: passages, the side wings between the orchestra and the skene used for the 
chorus’ entrance and exit, the first ode the chorus sings while making its entrance from 
the side wings is called the parodos  

Peisistratus: tyrant of Athens who established the Great Dionysia in 534 B.C.  

Proskenion: a ledge built in front of the skene where actors could stand and speak, a 
stage 

Prosopon: Greek term for the mask adopted by the actors on stage, permitted actors to 
play multiple characters, often made of linen, wood, leather, and hair 

Protagonist: the first leading actor 

Rhapsode: a classical Greek performer of the epic poems, e.g., Homer 
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Skene: a building directly behind the orchestra where the actors could change costumes, 
often raised, scenes could be painted on its surface and actors could enter and exit 
through its doors, the watchman from the Agamemnon was probably situated on the roof 
of the skene, and the skene itself was probably painted as the palace of Agamemnon 

Stasimon: usually after an episode, the chorus sings and interprets what was just said in 
the episode or offers important background 

Strophe/Antistrophe: the chorus turns one way, then turns the opposite way, sometimes 
indicates the parts of the chorus responding to each other 

Theatron: means “seeing space,” where the audience sat, built into a hillside to maximize 
views, wraps around the orchestra, seats were made of wood then later stone 

Thespis: early dramatist, first person to appear on stage as an actor in dialogue with the 
chorus, important to the early development of tragedy 

Thymele: an altar in honor of Dionysus, placed in the center of the orchestra 

Tragoidia: from tragos, which means goat, tragoidia was a goat song, sung in honor of the 
life of Dionysus, root of the word tragedy 
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS  

THE PROLOGUE (1-39):  

The teacher should read the Prologue aloud and discuss it with the students:  

1. The watchman sets the stage for the action of the play. Unlike other messengers from 
other plays, this watchman displays a unique personality and character. What 
dramatic backdrop to the action of the play does he provide? Why is the watchman 
positioned on the rooftop of the palace? What is he waiting for? How long has he 
been at his post? Characterize his disposition toward the queen, Clytaemestra. 
Characterize his disposition toward the king, Agamemnon. Offer evidence from the 
text.  

2. The watchman says: “Now as this bed stricken with night and drenched with dew / 
I keep, nor ever with kind dreams for company / since fear in sleep’s place stands 
forever at my head / against strong closure of my eyes, or any rest / I mince such 
medicine against sleep failed: I sing / only to weep again the pity of this house / no 
longer, as once, administered in the grand way / Now let there be again redemption 
from distress / the flare burning from the blackness in good augury” (12-20). What 
is he talking about? What adjectives would you use to describe the watchman’s 
words? Characterize his feelings about being assigned to this post. 

3. Have the students draw a picture of how they would stage this scene. Have them 
recreate the beacons and how they work. How exactly does the watchman receive 
news of the ending of the Trojan War? Clytaemestra offers her own description of the 
progress of the beacons at lines 281-314. Tracing those cities across an ancient map is 
a splendid way to engage the geography of the time and gives the students an even 
larger canvas on which to view the action of this play. This story, in other words, 
intersects with other spaces and times.  

4. The watchman says: “May it only happen. May my king 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, would it take voice, might speak / aloud and 
plain. I speak to those who understand / but if they fail, I have forgotten 
everything” (32-39). These are poignant words from a beleaguered watchman, and 
they hint at some unspoken, impending menace. What is he saying? What is the ox 
that stands upon his tongue? What is he worried about? Watch for the language of 
the “house itself” taking voice and speaking of pain. The house will do exactly this 
in Cassandra’s prophetic voice later in the play. Notice all of the language that 
evokes apprehension about the future and narrative suspense.   
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THE PARODOS (40-257): 

The chorus enters from the wings of the stage. They have seen the fires and have 
gathered to discuss the news. These men are elder members of the assembly, and they 
will never leave the stage for the remainder of the play. Notice that Clytaemestra enters 
at line 82 but does not speak. The chorus gives the audience the story behind these 
events: It has been ten years since the Atreidae (the name given to the brothers, 
Menelaus and Agamemnon) departed from Argos with their thousand ships loaded 
with their troops. The army was assembled and deployed to seek retribution for the 
Trojans because a Trojan prince, Alexander (another name for Paris), absconded with 
Menelaus’ wife, Helen. The story of Helen and Menelaus and the Trojan War sits behind 
much of the action of this story. Bear in mind that Helen and Clytaemestra are sisters 
and Menelaus and Agamemnon are brothers.  
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1. How does the chorus characterize the actions of Menelaus and Agamemnon? How 
do they characterize Helen? How do they characterize the war? What do they say of 
the gods’ involvement in this enterprise?   

2. How do these elders describe themselves? Characterize their behavior by attending 
to their words. How should they be physically depicted?  

3. The chorus says: “It goes as it goes / now. The end will be destiny / You cannot 
burn flesh or pour unguents / not innocent cool tears / that will soften the gods’ 
stiff anger” (68-71). What are they saying? What is the sacrifice they are referring to 
here? (We discover at line 87 that Clytaemestra has ordered a sacrifice.) Is the chorus 
referring to the Trojans? Is there a double meaning here for Clytaemestra? The 
chorus is speaking of Helen and Menelaus. Who are you thinking of? Who drives 
the “Fury” and upon whom is that Fury driven? Why?   

4. The chorus begins to tell a long, dark and troubling story that dates to the onset of 
the Trojan War. Go back in time with the chorus. What is the story they begin telling 
at line 104? What happened? What angered Artemis? What does the “grave 
seer” (Calchas) interpret the signs to mean? Calchas says: “Only let no doom of the 
gods darken / upon this huge iron forged to curb Troy / from inward. Artemis the 
undefiled / is angered with pity / at the flying hounds of her father / eating the 
unborn young in the hare and the shivering mother / She is sick at the eagles’ 
feasting / Sing sorrow, sorrow: but good win out in the end” (131-139). Who are the 
hounds of Artemis’ father? (Artemis’ father is Zeus.) Who are the eagles? Who does 
Artemis support in the Trojan conflict? Who does Zeus support in the Trojan 
conflict? What is the double meaning of the slaughter of Artemis’ hares?  

5. Closely examine the language of the “iron forged to curb Troy” and begin collecting 
a list of references to related vocabulary:  bit, gag, yoke, snare, net, spider web. It will 
take some time for the students to gather all of these references and even more time 
to dwell on the meaning and implications of this language. Every time one of these 
words or related words is referenced, have the students explain how the word is 
being employed in the concrete circumstances. The foundation for a larger 
conversation about these elements as symbols for entanglement and force must be 
patiently built in these initial discussions.  

6. Calchas prays, “Healer Apollo, I pray you / let her not with cross winds / bind the 
ships of the Danaans / to time-long anchorage / forcing a second sacrifice unholy, 
untasted / working 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” (146-155). What is Calchas’ concern? Who is the child that must be 
avenged? Can you think of more than one? Begin keeping a list of all the innocent 
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children in this story who must be avenged. The list is long and even predates the 
action of the play. 

7. At line 160, the chorus prays to Zeus. Take a close look at the prayer. Do they know 
Zeus? Do they know his will? They say that Zeus has decreed that “wisdom comes 
alone through suffering” (177-178). What does this mean? How is it significant that 
they say this just before they tell the grotesque story of Agamemnon and Iphigeneia 
at Aulis? 

8. The chorus finally tells the most important story in lines 183-247. They take us back 
to a bitter moment ten years prior. Agamemnon has gathered his forces at the port of 
Aulis in preparation for the invasion of Troy, but they lose the winds. Why? What 
happens to his troops as a result?  

9. Calchas, the seer, is called in to read the situation. What must Agamemnon do to 
assuage the anger of the god? What god and why? Why do the kings dash “their 
staves to the ground”? What does this look like?  

10. Read Agamemnon’s words aloud and discuss: “My fate is angry if I disobey these / 
but angry if I slaughter / this child, the beauty of my house / with maiden blood-
shed staining / these father’s hands beside the altar / What of these things goes 
now without disaster? / How shall I fail 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. May all be well yet” (206-216). What is Agamemnon saying? What is the 
dilemma here for Agamemnon? Is there a way Agamemnon can avoid sin? Why 
must he do this? Why does he end with the words, “May all be well yet”? Is he 
deluding himself? Is he praying? Is he just muttering a vain hope? (Iphigeneia is 
Agamemnon’s daughter’s name.) 

11. Read aloud and carefully discuss: “But when necessity’s yoke was put upon him / 
he changed, and from the heart the breath came bitter / and sacrilegious, utterly 
infidel / to warp a will now to be stopped at nothing / The sickening in men’s 
minds, tough / reckless in fresh cruelty brings daring. He endured then / to sacrifice 
his daughter / to stay the strength of war waged for a woman / first offering for the 
ships’ sake” (217-226). What is “necessity’s yoke”? What changes in Agamemnon? 
What happens to his will? What does the word “warp” mean? What happens in his 
heart? Why? What do the words “tough, reckless in fresh cruelty brings daring” 
mean? Does Agamemnon want to do this thing? If not, why does he do it? What do 
the words “first offering” refer to? First offering for what? What is all of this for? 
Who is the “woman?” 
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12. Read aloud and lead the students to use their imaginations: “Her supplications and 
her cries of father / were nothing, nor the child’s lamentation / to kings passioned 
for battle / The father prayed, called to his men to lift her / with strength of hand 
swept in her robes aloft / and prone above the altar, as you might lift / a goat for 
sacrifice, with guards / against the lips sweet edge, to check / the curse cried on the 
house of Atreus / by force of bit and speech drowned in strength / Pouring then to 
the ground her saffron mantle / she struck the sacrificers with / the eyes’ arrows of 
pity / 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 in the clear voice of a stainless 
maiden / with love had graced the song / of worship when the third cup was 
poured” (227-247). This is the horrifying moment the chorus can barely bring 
themselves to recollect. What word does Iphigeneia cry out? How old do you think 
she is? Help the students imagine this moment: her voice, the pathos at work, the 
men gathered around her, her saffron mantle fluttering to the ground. What does she 
look like? Why do her lamentations have no impact on the men, despite her “eyes’ 
arrows of pity”? Why do they put a bit on her? What is the bit supposed to 
accomplish? The chorus takes us even deeper into the past to recall a tender memory 
from the festive table, which also included a sacrifice. What memory do they recall? 
How does this affect you?  

13. The chorus cuts short their story and refuses to describe what happened next. 
Rather, they simply say that the plan worked and that “[j]ustice so moves that those 
only learn / who suffer; and the future / you shall know when it has come; before 
then, forget it. It is a grief too soon given” (248-253). What are they saying? Do you 
believe them? 

14.  Throughout this long passage, the chorus sings this refrain: “Sing sorrow, sorrow: 
but good win out in the end” (121, 139, 159). What does this refrain mean? Is the 
chorus speaking from conviction or doubt? Do you find these words convincing, 
given who says it and given the circumstances? Why or why not? 

15. Examine all of the language of force that permeates this sorrowful story the chorus 
has just related. Who is engaged in force and for what purpose? Are the gods 
involved in this? Are the gods forcing a man to commit a sin for which they will 
later punish him? Keep the list going.  
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FIRST EPISODE (258-354): 

1. The leader of the chorus turns to Clytaemestra and makes some remarks about a 
throne that is void of its king. What is he saying about her authority? What is 
Clytaemestra’s news for the assembly of elders? What does the exchange betray 
about the relationship between the chorus and Clytaemestra? Characterize the 
exchange. Why does she say, “Am I some young girl, that you find my thoughts so 
silly?” (277). How does the assembly of elders view her? Evidence? Start tracing 
references to the proper disposition of women in this story and how Clytaemestra 
surpasses those boundaries. Keep a running list in your notebooks.  

2. Trace the route of the beacons across the vast geographic spaces between Troy and 
Argos that Clytaemestra describes (281-316). Use an ancient map if possible. 

3. The chorus seems unconvinced still by Clytaemestra’s recitation of the progress of 
the beacons, so she gives them a detailed, even brutal, depiction of the fall of Troy. 
The Trojans are gathering their dead husbands and brothers; the children are 
weeping for the loss of their beloved; and women and children are being enslaved 
by their ravenous conquerors, the Achaeans. Then Clytaemestra utters what seems 
to be a prayer that the conquerors not despoil the altars and temples of the Trojan 
gods, the same gods the Achaeans revere, for they still have a long and dangerous 
journey home (338-347). Is Clytaemestra’s prayer authentic? Does she have some 
intelligence that Agamemnon and the Greeks have despoiled the Trojan altars? If so, 
why would this be problematic? (The herald will later reveal that the altars and 
temples were destroyed by the Achaeans at line 527, and Cassandra will confirm this 
at line 1277.)  

4. The students may be puzzled by the strange time problem here: If the war just 
ended, how did Agamemnon get home so swiftly? This should be treated as a 
dramatic device to move the narrative forward.  

FIRST STASIMON (355- 502):  

The chorus sings in praise of Zeus and the accomplishment of his will. They do not 
seem as confused as they were when they spoke of the slaughter of Iphigeneia, nor do 
they seem doubtful in their assignment of guilt when it comes to the events 
surrounding the Trojan War. Discuss these lines in detail:  

1. What is Zeus’ will, according to the chorus? What grave sins did the Trojans 
commit? How does the chorus account for the complete destruction of Troy? Did 
Troy deserve to be destroyed in the manner we’ve just seen Clytaemestra describe 
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and the chorus confirm? What is the moral universe the chorus is describing? How 
do they construe Helen’s part in these events? Take a close look at the language they 
employ throughout: the binding net, gigantic toils of enslavement and final disaster, great 
daring, atonement, blossoming of pride, Persuasion, Ruin, Helen’s dowry is death. 

2. The chorus is speaking about Helen, Paris and Troy, but who are you thinking of and 
why? Is there a double edge to this sword of justice? If so, what is it?  

3. The chorus says: “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 things / Those they sent forth they knew / now, in 
place of the young men / urns and ashes are carried home / to the houses of the 
fighters… and from the corpse-fires at Ilium / sent to their dearest the dust / heavy 
and bitter with 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 in 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 Ilium / the 
young men in their beauty keep / graves deep in the alien soil / they hated and they 
conquered” (429-455). What is the chorus saying about Argos in these words? What 
are the urns and what do they carry? Who is “some strange woman”? Was the war a 
worthy cause for Argos and the Greeks, according to the chorus? How do the people 
of Argos feel about this war? Consult the text.  

4. Why does the chorus say, “Let me attain no envied wealth / let me not plunder cities 
/ neither be taken in turn and face / life in the power of another” (471-474)? What 
are they thinking about?  

5. How does the chorus characterize women? Given what you have witnessed in 
Clytaemestra thus far, is the chorus correct in their assessment?  

SECOND EPISODE (503-680): 

1. From where has the herald journeyed? What news does he bring? Characterize him. 
Note the herald’s vivid account of the events at Troy. How does he describe 
Agamemnon’s behavior at Troy? Has Clytaemestra’s “prayer” (338-347) been 
answered? What does the herald confirm about Agamemnon?  

2. How is the word yoke employed here and what does it describe? How is Paris’ crime 
described? Does that seem an accurate description of his behavior? Does the “sheer 
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destruction [of] all the house / of his fathers” seem an appropriate and 
proportionate punishment for Paris’ crime? 

3. Is the herald correct when he says that “they who hear such things shall call this city 
blest”? What things shall be heard and called blest? How does the herald view the 
Trojan conquest? Is there a disjunction between the herald’s account of events and 
what the audience knows is actually going on? 

4. Clytaemestra rebukes the chorus. What words does she use? 

5. Clytaemestra says the following words to the herald: “[W]hat 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 king / Come, and 
with speed, back to the city that longs for him / and may he find a wife within his 
house as true / as on the day he left her, watchdog of the house / gentle to him 
alone, fierce to his enemies / and such a woman in all her ways as this, who has / 
not broken the seal upon her in 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” (601-612). What is she saying and is she telling the truth? How are her 
words received by the herald and the chorus? 

6. Before the herald exits the stage, he says he must mix good news with bad. What 
happened at sea to the Achaean fleet? What happened to Menelaus? How does he 
account for Agamemnon’s survival? How does this news affect the reader?   

SECOND STASIMON (681-810): 

1. The chorus sings an extended song. Of whom do they sing? How do they 
characterize this individual? How do they interpret her behavior and her name? 
Take notice of the words they use as they describe her history: destiny, bride of spears 
and blood, death of ships, death of men and cities, wrath drove marriage with death, and fatal 
marriage. Take note, too, of the parable they tell of the lion cub. They say that “Zeus 
hospitable sent her, a vengeance to make brides weep.” What do they mean by this? 
Who are the brides that weep?  

2. Read aloud lines 750-781. What is the chorus’ understanding of the moral universe 
they occupy? Take note of the language they adopt: pride, daring, disaster, 
righteousness. What is the connection between those? Who will be punished? Who 
will be rewarded? What do they mean when they say, “[O]nly the act of evil / 
breeds others to follow / young sins in its own likeness”? Does this remind of you 
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anyone? Keep a running list of allusions the chorus makes to other events about 
which they seem oblivious. These can be gathered for later discussion.  

Finally, the much awaited King Agamemnon arrives in his chariot. He brings with him 
Cassandra, his captive Trojan princess and prophetess of Apollo. Have the students 
imagine how they would stage this entrance so that it befits a king’s long anticipated 
return to his realm. Aeschylus has made the audience wait in suspense until almost 
halfway through the play before bringing Agamemnon on stage. What dramatic 
satisfaction does this bring the audience? The chorus is first to greet and address 
Agamemnon, having long awaited his return to the kingdom.  
  
3. Characterize the chorus’ greeting of Agamemnon. Do they love Agamemnon? What 

do they criticize him for? They say: “Ask all men: you will learn in time / which of 
your citizens have been just / in the city’s sway, which were reckless”(808-810). 
What do these words mean? Dwell on the words they were just speaking before 
Agamemnon arrived on stage. What do you see and hear? 

THIRD EPISODE (811-974): 

1. How does Agamemnon characterize the war and the gods’ involvement in it? How 
does he characterize his own actions? (NB for the teacher: Agamemnon references 
Odysseus in line 843, “Dead though he be or living…” Odysseus is still missing at 
sea. He won’t return to his home at Ithaka for another ten years. This seems a 
significant point of contrast. Agamemnon returns boldly, without stealth, believing 
that after ten years of war, he can pick up where he left off, unmindful of his 
enemies. When Odysseus returns to Ithaka’s shores, he wisely returns in stealth, 
disguised as a beggar until he can safely assert his kingly power. In Homer’s 
Odyssey, Book XI, Odysseus meets Agamemnon in Hades, and Agamemnon warns 
Odysseus to be cautious when he returns home.) 

2. Characterize Agamemnon’s disposition by examining these words: “Now in the 
business of the city and the gods / we must ordain full conclave of all citizens / 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 medicine / or burn, or 
amputate, with kind intention, take / all means at hand that might beat down 
corruption’s pain / So to the King’s house and the home about the hearth / I take 
my way, with greeting to the gods within / who sent me forth, and who have 
brought me home once more / My prize was conquest; may it never fail 
again” (844-855). What is Agamemnon calling for? Take note of the language he 
employs: virtue, healed, medicine, burn, amputation, corruption’s pain. What is he 
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saying? How would you characterize his attitude? He says that the gods have 
brought him home, but you know more than he does about the gods’ intentions. 
What has he been brought home for? Once again, there appears to be a double 
meaning in the words a character utters.  

Clytaemestra steps forward and addresses her husband. Bear in mind this king has been 
absent ten years and these are his queen’s first words. This is a long confrontation, full 
of subterfuge, flattery and cunning manipulation, and it culminates in Agamemnon 
stepping on the royal robes. Since this is the heart of the story, the class should take this 
scene slowly and deliberately, carefully unraveling the motivations involved. 

3. Read aloud lines 855-913. How does Clytaemestra characterize her feelings for 
Agamemnon? How does she characterize her long wait for his return? Notice her 
description of the reports that came home to her about his condition: “Had 
Agamemnon taken all / the wounds the tale whereof was carried home to me / he 
had been cut full of gashes like a fishing net” (866-868). Notice the language of the 
net. What does she say these reports led her to do? Does this seem like a truthful 
account? Could her account be truthful but in ways not so obvious to the listener?  
Evidence?  

4. By her account what has happened to their son, Orestes? Does this seem like a 
truthful account? 

5. She says she often had dreams about Agamemnon. What did she dream? What do 
you think these dreams point to in Clytaemestra? 

6. Characterize her words at lines 895-904. What is she saying? Do you believe her? 
Why or why not? 

7. What does she mean when she says, “Let none bear malice; for the harm that went 
before / I took, and it was great”? (904). What is she referring to? 

8. Closely examine lines 905-913. What exactly does Clytaemestra want Agamemnon to 
do? What reason(s) does she give? The students should note the use of the language 
“Justice leads him in, a crimson path /...In all things else, my heart’s unsleeping care 
shall act / with the gods’ aid to set aright what fate ordained.” What is she saying? 
Do you think he knows what she is saying? Evidence? 

9. Describe the robes the handmaidens spread on the ground. How would you stage 
this pivotal scene? What is the importance of the royal robes? What do they 
represent? Why is stepping on them an act of hubris and sacrilege? 
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10. How does Agamemnon respond to Clytaemestra’s words? Does he know what she 
is doing? What does he mean when he says, “Do not try in woman’s ways to make / 
me delicate, nor, as if I were some Asiatic / bow down to earth with wide mouth cry 
out to me / nor cross my path with jealousy” (918-920)? Does he know he should not 
step on the royal robes strewn on the ground by Clytaemestra’s handmaidens? How 
can you tell? Why does he mention her “woman’s ways”? 

11. Clytaemestra says, “If Priam had won as you have, what would he have done?” 
What is she saying? What does Agamemnon mean when he says, “The people 
murmur, and their voice is great in strength”? What is Clytaemestra’s response to 
this concern on Agamemnon’s part? 

12. In this escalating confrontation between Clytaemestra and Agamemnon (and in 
earlier exchanges between Clytaemestra and the chorus) her womanhood is an 
important factor. How so? Give textual examples. The students should watch how 
this factor reemerges in Cassandra’s prophecy at lines 1231-1241. 

13. Why is Clytaemestra so insistent that Agamemnon step on these royal robes? Why is 
this so important to her? Notice the public nature of this contest; the elders are 
present. Does this make a difference? What is she attempting to do? Does 
Agamemnon know what she is doing? Evidence? Please see footnote below.  1

14. Closely examine Agamemnon’s words at lines 944-957. Why does he consent? Does 
he think he should be consenting? How does a seasoned warrior home from 
successful but savage combat yield to a woman? Examine Clytaemestra’s words at 
lines 958-962? What is she saying? 

15. What about Cassandra? What does Agamemnon say about her? Notice the language 
he uses when speaking of Cassandra. Who is she and how does he view her? 

16. Clytaemestra says, “when all my study was to bring home your life.” Why was 
Clytaemestra concerned about Agamemnon defiling the altars of the gods back at 
line 347? (Cassandra will later reveal the disingenuous nature of Clytaemestra’s 
“feigned gladness” at Agamemnon’s safe return at lines 1236-1238.) What is 
Clytaemestra’s prayer to Zeus? What does she think is Zeus’ will? 

 This is one of those occasions when a small but well-placed piece of scholarship will aid the students in 1

their reading of the text: https://chs.harvard.edu/CHS/article/display/5959.part-iii-hour-16-heroic-
aberration-in-the-agamemnon-of-aeschylus. Gregory Nagy estimates that it would take approximately 
12,000 murex shells to produce enough purple dye to stain just the trim of a piece of cloth this size, thus 
requiring an extraordinary amount of time and labor. The students will still need to work out the 
significance of this exchange in light of that fact.  
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THIRD STASIMON (975-1033):  

Agamemnon and Clytaemestra enter the house but leave Cassandra behind still in the 
carriage.  

1. A great anxiety engulfs the chorus. Why are they worried? They say that an “unlyric 
threnody of the Fury” overwhelms them. Why? What is the “unlyric threnody”? 

 

FOURTH EPISODE (1035-1345): 

1. Clytaemestra re-emerges from the house to call Cassandra inside. Cassandra 
remains in the carriage as both the chorus and Clytaemestra chide her to come down 
and into the house. Direct the students to note the language the chorus and 
Clytaemestra employ when speaking of the girl: fatal nets, captive animal, untrained to 
take the curb, compulsion, and yoke. Cassandra, a once proud and noble Trojan 
princess, has been reduced to a mere slave girl.  

2. Given what Clytaemestra says in this scene, do you think she cares that Agamemnon 
has brought this girl home with him as his war prize? Evidence? How does bringing 
Cassandra home with him parallel his sacrilege with the robes?  
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3. Cassandra steps down from the chariot and begins her long lamentation, crying 
aloud to Apollo. What does Cassandra see in her vision of the house? Who are these 
small children who wail for their deaths and for the “flesh roasted that their father 
fed upon”? (It may be that the students cannot answer this yet. Cassandra reveals 
more in lines 1180-1197 and 1217-1225.) 

4. What does Cassandra prophesy about Clytaemestra and Agamemnon? Notice 
Cassandra’s language: net of death, trap of a woman, caught in the folded web, 
entanglement, pinions, the sheer edge of the tearing iron. What is she prophesying for her 
own future?  

5. She recalls her home of Troy, but her account is different from the chorus’. How does 
she remember Troy? What happened to the flocks of pastured sheep? 

The teacher should read aloud Cassandra’s words, lines 1183-1197 and lines 1217-1225, 
as the basis for a rich discussion. This is the revelation of past sins wed to the prophecy 
of future sins and the exposure of present guilt. It is important for the students to use 
their imaginations to recreate this scene. Cassandra is transported by bloody, violent 
visions that interrupt her dialogue with the chorus. The students should brainstorm 
how they would direct an actress in this role. They should begin with a discussion of 
these passages: “Now I will tell you plainly and from no cryptic speech / bear me then 
witness, running at my heels upon / the scent of these old brutal things done long ago / 
There is a choir that sings as one, that shall not again / leave this house ever; the song 
thereof breaks harsh with menace / And drugged to double fury on the wine of men’s / 
blood shed, there lurks forever here  a drunken rout / of ingrown vengeful spirits never 
to be cast forth / Hanging above the hall they chant their song of hate / and the old sin; 
and taking up the strain in turn / spit curses on that man who spoiled his brother’s 
bed / Did I go wide, or hit, like a real archer? Am I / some swindling seer who hawks 
his lies from door to door? / Upon your oath, bear witness that I know by heart / the 
legend of ancient wickedness within this house” (1183-1197). “Look there, see what is 
hovering above the house / so small and young, imaged as in the shadow of dreams / 
like children almost, killed by those most dear to them / and their hands filled with 
their own flesh, as food to eat / I see them holding out the inward parts, the vitals / oh 
pitiful, that meat their father tasted of / I tell you: There is one that plots vengeance for 
this, the strengthless lion rolling in his master’s bed / who keeps, ah me, the house 
against his lord’s return” (1217-1225). 

6. What is Cassandra telling the chorus? Who are these bloodied children? What are 
these evil demons and spirits she sees? Why do they occupy this house? What is the 
story of the curse laid on the house of Atreus? (NB: This would be the right time to 
give the students a brief version of the story of Thyestes and Atreus and how 
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Agamemnon is related to this affair. Aegisthus gives a much fuller account at lines 
1577-1611, but it is best to let him give the more complete account when the 
revelation of his identity and his role in these events is made.) Who is the 
“strengthless lion rolling in his master’s bed”? According to Cassandra, can these 
spirits ever be exorcised?   

7. How does Cassandra characterize Clytaemestra? What is she saying of her? Examine 
her language: daring when the female shall strike[s] down the male, beast of loathing, viper 
double-fanged, Scylla witch, smoldering mother of death, woman-lioness. Clytaemestra’s 
manly character has been referenced before. Name the other occasions and explore 
the meaning of this. How is Clytaemestra not like a woman? What is Cassandra’s 
full prophecy for Clytaemestra, Agamemnon, the house of Atreus, and herself? Who 
is going to avenge her death and the murder of Agamemnon? 

8. What is the nature of Cassandra’s past relationship with the god, Apollo? What 
happened? How did Apollo punish her? Does the chorus believe her story of the 
curse on this house? How do you account for that in light of Apollo’s punishment? 
Why does Cassandra cast aside the prophet’s staff and rip the robes and garlands 
from her throat? 

9. As Cassandra approaches the house, the chorus says she is driven to the altar like an 
ox of God, like a sacrifice. She says, “There is no escape...I can not win by flight.” 
How does Cassandra understand what is happening to her? Do any other characters 
speak in this way about their fates? Have other characters been similarly described? 
If so, who? 

10. To whom does Cassandra address her final prayer? What does she request? She says, 
“Alas poor men, their destiny. When all goes well / a shadow will overthrow it. If it 
be unkind / one stroke of a wet sponge wipes all the picture out / and that is far the 
most unhappy thing of all” (1327-1330). What is Cassandra’s insight on the 
condition of men? 

11. After Cassandra has gone inside the house, the chorus says the following: “Now to 
this man the blessed ones have given / Priam’s city to be captured / and return in 
the gods’ honor / Must he give blood for generations gone / die for those slain and 
in death pile up / more death to come for the blood shed / what mortal else who 
hears shall claim / he was born clear of the dark angel?” (1335-1342). What is the 
chorus asking? What emotions would you attribute to them? Do they seem 
confident? 
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FOURTH STASIMON (1346-1371):  

1. The text directs the chorus to move about distractedly, each one speaking in turn. 
What are they worried about now that Agamemnon has been killed? Characterize 
their behavior. Why don’t they rush into the house?  

2. The bodies of Agamemnon and Cassandra are exposed as the doors of the palace 
open. Clytaemestra stands over the bodies, covered in the bloody gore of her 
murder. A stage production might employ the ekkyklema for this scene. Have the 
students imaginatively recreate this scene. How should this scene be staged? 

EXODOS (1372-1673):  

1. Clytaemestra emerges from the scene of the crime and offers a graphic description of 
the murder and a vigorous defense of her actions. The chorus and she engage in a 
prolonged argument. How did she kill Agamemnon and Cassandra? How does she 
defend her actions? She says of Agamemnon, “He filled our cup with evil things 
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unspeakable / and now himself come home has drunk it to the dregs.” She calls her 
action a “sacrament / by my child’s Justice driven to fulfilment, by her Wrath and 
Fury to whom I sacrifice this man” (1431-1433). She says, “I swept from these halls / 
the murder, the sin and the fury” (1575-1576). What is Clytaemestra’s full case for 
killing Agamemnon? Be precise. What justification does she have for killing 
Cassandra? 

2. Notice the words she uses: fence high the nets of ruin, ancient bitterness, he might not 
escape, nor beat aside his death, as a fishermen cast their huge circling nets, I spread deadly 
abundance of rich robes and caught him fast. These words should remind you of earlier 
references to entanglement that you have been keeping track of since the opening 
scenes of the play.  

3. Clytaemestra admits that she has been disguising her true intent from the elders in 
order to accomplish her ultimate goals. She says, “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 right hand / that struck in 
strength of righteousness. And that is that” (1401-1406). Characterize her disposition 
towards the chorus. How does she regard them? For what does she impugn them? 
With what does she threaten them? What does any of this have to do with being a 
woman? 

4. How does the chorus respond to Clytaemestra’s defense? Whom do they ultimately 
blame for what has happened? How does Clytaemestra rebuke them?  

5. The chorus says, “Alas, the bitter glory of a doom that shall never be done with / 
and all through Zeus, Zeus / first cause, prime mover / For what thing without 
Zeus is done among mortals? / What here is without God’s blessing?” (1483-1488). 
Then they say, “Here is anger for anger. Between them / who shall judge lightly? / 
The spoiler is robbed; he killed, he 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 ruin” (1560-1565). What is the 
chorus arguing? How does this compare to their many earlier pronouncements on 
the moral universe, specifically those related to the Trojan War? Notice they use the 
language of the spider’s web and iron when referring to Agamemnon’s fate. What is 
the chorus’ central concern(s)? 

6. Who is Aegisthus and what is his role in these events? Notice the language he 
employs in telling his story: nets of fury, curse, caught in the cords of his just punishment. 
How does he understand his life’s purpose? Be detailed.  
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7. How does the chorus relate to Aegisthus? What are their chief complaints against 
Aegisthus? How does Aegisthus regard the chorus? With what does he threaten 
them? Notice the language he employs: chains, dragged, broken, feel the yoke drag at his 
neck, dungeon shall see him broken to the hand. 

8. When the chorus finally asserts their authority in a warlike stance against Aegisthus, 
Clytaemestra intervenes and says the following: “No, my dearest, dearest of all men, 
we have done enough. No / more / violence. Here is a monstrous harvest and a 
bitter reaping time / There is pain 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 did. If this is the end of 
suffering, we can be content / broken as we are by the brute heel of angry destiny / 
Thus a woman speaks among you. Shall men deign to understand?” (1654-1661). 
Clytaemestra’s words are the final words of the play: “These are howls of impotent 
rage; forget them, dearest; you / and I / have the power; we shall bring good order 
to our house / at least” (1672-1673). What is she saying? Do you trust her? Is there 
any reason to believe that she is right?  
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BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR LARGER DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS 

Some of these questions overlap, but they come from different angles; the teacher 
should feel free to explore the ones that seem most adaptable to the students and their 
abilities. 

1. This is a play about justice. In the context of this story, what constitutes justice? 
Where is justice in this play? Sort through all of the different layers of this problem. 
Why is this a problem? Does anyone offer a solution internal to the play? With 
whom do you sympathize and why? 

2. Prepare and lay out Clytaemestra’s case against Agamemnon. Be precise. What do 
you think of Clytaemestra’s claim that she has “swept from these halls / the murder, 
the sin and the fury” (1575-1576)?  

3. Why is Clytaemestra so insistent that Agamemnon step on the royal robes? What is 
the significance of stepping on the robes? How does she persuade him to do it? Why 
does Agamemnon concede on this point? After all, this is a seasoned soldier, freshly 
returned from ten years of brutal, savage warfare. How does his wife manipulate 
him into doing something he knows he should not do? Pay special attention to 
references to men and women that occur throughout the play. 

4. Closely examine the story the chorus relates of Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his 
daughter, Iphigeneia. How and why does Agamemnon finally give himself over to 
this horrific act? Is this forced upon him? Does he do it willingly? Are the gods at 
work? Is there any reason to believe that he could have resisted?  

5. Characterize the chorus. Who are they and what role do they play in this story? 
Closely examine how others address them as you attempt to answer this question. 
Gather together their aphorisms on one sheet of paper and examine them carefully. 
How do they interpret the events preceding this story and contemporaneous events? 
Does their position change or not over the course of the story? If yes, how so? If not, 
why not? 

6. What role do the gods play in all of this action? Do they shoulder any blame for the 
circumstances surrounding these events? If so, how so? Be specific. What can we 
determine of the will of the gods in this story? (If the students have already read 
Homer, ask them this question: How do the gods of this story compare or contrast 
with Homer’s gods in the Iliad and the Odyssey?) 

7. Gather together all of the references to bit, gag, yoke, cord, snare, net, spider web, and all 
related language of entanglement and force. What is going on here? Trace the 
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development of these symbols of restraint and entanglement. How do these symbols 
and references represent the relationship between the individuals involved? How 
are they representative of the relationship between these characters and their gods? 
Is there some kind of trap at work? Are the characters in any way enslaved? How? 
By whom? By what? Can these characters control their fates? Or, are they controlled 
by fate? 

8. The chorus says, “Must he give blood for generations gone / die for those slain and 
in death pile up / more death to come for the blood shed / what mortal else who 
hears shall claim / he was born clear of the dark angel?” (1338-1342). What are they 
saying and how do they reach this conclusion? What is the root(s) of this disorder? 

9. At lines 681-749, the chorus sings of Helen as death. How is the female figure 
consistently linked to death in this story? Trace the image of the cub that grows to be 
a lion; the image of oil and vinegar; and the image of death linked to marriage that 
occurs throughout the play. How are women dangerously at the center of this story 
and its precedent conflict at Troy? 

10. How do we understand the evil at the heart of this story? Does this universe have 
any moral sense? Is the evil the result of free action or the yoke of necessity or both?  

11. Throughout the play, the notion of surpassing the limit—hybris or impiety—is 
referred to frequently. Explain this notion by citing and commenting on the various 
references to this hubris. Who among the characters suffers from this flaw? What 
happens? 

12. The characters of the Agamemnon live and breathe in a supremely anxious 
atmosphere of concern for generationally inherited guilt or pollution (miasma). What 
is this pollution? What causes it? How is it transferred from one individual to 
another? Internal to the text, what must be done when this pollution is identified? 
How does this problem drive the story? Is it true that the sins of the father are 
visited on the son? Does this sound familiar? (These latter two questions may only 
be suitable for discussions.)   
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