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ORESTEIA, the Agamemnon, translated by Richmond Lattimore 
Aeschylus 
Grade level: 11-12 
55 pages 
ISBN: 0-226-30778-6 
Recommended hours: 14 hours  

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.  
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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, 
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 
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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 
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.  

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                      3



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 
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 
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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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SAMPLE 

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 
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in Cassandra’s prophetic voice later in the play. Notice all of the language that 
evokes apprehension about the future and narrative suspense.   

 

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 
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much of the action of this story. Bear in mind that Helen and Clytaemestra are sisters 
and Menelaus and Agamemnon are brothers.  

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?  

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Aeschylus’ Agamemnon is available in our 
online shop for $15. Click here to visit the product page. 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                      8

https://www.canaacademy.org/shop/leading-a-seminar-on-aeschylus-agamemnon


IMAGES USED IN THIS GUIDE 

Bust of Aeschylus, photographed and uploaded to English Wikimedia Commons by 
user Alexisrael on March 12, 2014. Used under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-sa/3.0/deed.en.  

Jean Tassell, The Sacrifice of Iphigenia, 1650-1660. PD-Art. 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                      9


