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GENERAL EDITOR'S FOREWORD 

Euripides' remarkable variety of subject, ideas and 
methods challenges each generation of readers - and audiences 
- to fresh appraisal and closer definition. This Series of his 
plays is in the general style of Aris and Phillips' Classical 
Texts: it offers university students and, we hope, 
sixth-formers, as well as teachers of Classics and Classical 
Civilisation at all levels, new editions which emphasise 
analytical and literary appreciation. In each volume there is an 
editor's Introduction which sets the play in its original 
context, discusses its dramatic and poetic resources, and 
assesses its meaning. The Greek text is faced on the opposite 
page by a new English prose translation which attempts to be both 
accurate and idiomatic. The Commentary, which is keyed 
wherever possible to the translation rather than to the Greek, 
pursues the aims of the Introduction in analysing structure 
and development, in annotating and appreciating poetic style, 
and in explaining the ideas; since the translation itself reveals 
the editor's detailed understanding of the Greek, philological 
comment is confined to special phenomena or problems which 
affect interpretation. Those are the guidelines within which 
individual contributors to the Series have been asked to work, 
but they are free to handle or emphasise whatever they judge 
important in their particular play, and to choose their own 
manner of doing so. It is natural that commentaries and 
commentators on Euripides should reflect his variety as a poet. 

This volume is the second in the Series. The first, 
Tro;an Women by Shirley A. Barlow ( 1986), included a General 
Introduction to the Series written by Dr. Barlow; it is 
reprinted in this volume, pp. 1-25. I have updated the General 
Bibliography (p. 47-52). For Orestes, Professor Martin West 
has prepared a new edition of the Greek text, with a selective 
critical apparatus; I record my own and the publisher's 
gratitude to him and Dr. James Diggle, who has again helped 
the series by giving Professor West access to collations of 
manuscripts made for his forthcoming edition in the Oxford 
Classical Texts. 

University CollegP. of Swansea Christopher Collard 





PREFACE 

This edition has the modest aim of providing a readable 
text (i.e.. one in which the plausible emendation is generally 
preferred to the cautious crux); a not wholly unreadable 
translation, in which, however, absolute naturalness of 
expression has sometimes been sacrificed in the interests of 
accurate reflection of the meaning and the varying stylistic 
levels of the Greek; and a concise commentary, usable both by 
those reading the play in translation and by those reading it 
in Greek, with the main emphasis placed on dramatic and 
poetic technique rather than linguistic or textual matters. 

I have two major debts to acknowledge with great 
gratitude. The first is to Sir Charles Willink, who most 
generously placed drafts of his excellent large-scale 
commentary at my disposal in advance of its publication. This 

• • was an enormous hef p, which I hope I have not abused by 
excessive borrowing. I have been able to pass over many 
problems of detail in the knowledge that those interested will 
have his thorough discussions to turn to. The second debt is 
to Dr. James Diggle for his unfailing helpfulness in commenting 
on ideas and in answering queries, and more especially for 
providing me with a complete fair copy of his extensive 
manuscript collations. This enabled me to put my critical 
apparatus, highly selective as it is, in a crisper and more 
accurate form. Any errors that may be discovered in it should 
in the first instance be assumed to be mine. I must further 
thank Christopher Collard, the editor of this Euripides series, 
for all his assistance, encouragement, and constructive 
criticism. 

Royal Holloway & Bedford New College, London 
August 1986 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE SERIES 

1. The Ancient Theatre 

The contemporary theatre consists of many different types 
of performance, and these are on offer most of the time at 
numerous small theatres in many places, particularly in ce·ntres 
like London and New York where the cultural choice is vast. 
Audiences go to only one play at a time - unless, that is, they 
are attending something special like Wagner's Ring Cycle - and 
they go primarily for entertainment, not to be overtly 
instructed or to discharge a religious obligation. The choice 
includes musicals, ballets, operas, variety shows, classical 
plays, contemporary plays, thrillers, serious prose plays, 
verse dramas, domestic comedies and fringe theatre. Audiences 
range from the highly intellectual, who might be devotees of 
serious opera, or of Becket or Eliot or Stoppard, to the 
self-acknowledged low-brow, who go to the theatre to escape 
from real life and have a night out away from the harassments 
of home and work. In spite, however, of this range in type of 
audience, the English speaking theatre-going public has long 
been, and probably still is, predominantly middle class. It is 
not representative of all strata of the population. 

I mention all these obvious things merely to draw a 
contrast with the ancient theatre. For the classical Greek 
theatre did not have this fragmentation of genre, location or 
audience. The genres were few, all in verse, consisting of 
only four types - tragedy, satyric drama, comedy and 
dithyramb. There were neither scattered small theatres, nor 
performances on offer all the time. Theatres were outdoor, few 
and far between, and performances were concentrated into one 
or two dramatic festivals held at select times of the year. One 
could not go to the theatre all the time in ancient Greece. 
Audiences were vast mass ones (probably 14,000, for instance, 
at the theatre of Dionysus in Athens) and were drawn from a 
wide section of the popu;ation. Moreover their reasons for 
going were as much religious, or to glean instruction, as for 
pure entertainment. They would not have expected their 
tragedies to allow them to escape into a fantasy world which 
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bore little relation to reality - or to escape into another 
private domestic world which had no public relevance. 

Greek Tragedy was in no way portrayed on a small 
canvas, nor was it personal in character. It was grand and 
large, and it dealt with elevated social, political, religious, 
and moral issues in elevated poetic language. It conveyed 
these themes through traditional myth, and was thus communal 
in another sense than just having a mass audience - it had a 
mass audience with a shared heritage about to be presented on 
stage. This heritage had both religious and secular 
associations. 

First, religious .. Tragedy, like the other dramatic genres, 
was an offering to the God Dionysus whose statue stood in the 
theatre throughout dramatic performances. The main festival at 
Athens, the Great Dionysia, happened once a year for a few 
days in the Spring when tragedies, comedies, satyr plays and 
dithyrambs were performed in open competition in Dionysus' 
honour .. The occasion was for the whole community and a kind 
of carnival air reigned .. The law courts were closed. Distraints 
for debt were forbidden. Even prisoners were released, 
according to Demosthenes, and any outrage committed during 
the performance was treated as a sacrilegious act. 

Although such religious ceremonial was essential to the 
presentation of drama at Athens, it was the state which 
managed the production side. A selected official, an archon, in 
charge of the festival, initially chose the poets and plays, and 
was responsible for the hiring and distribution of actors. Thus 
the theatre was also a state function. 

Peisistratus had been the one to institute tragic contests 
recognised by the state, and the first competition was held in 
534 B. C. when Thespis won first prize. At each festival from then 
on, three poets were appointed as competitors, and each 
exhibited four plays ( three tragedies and a satyr play). The 
general name for the group of plays was didaskalia or 
teaching, because the author taught (edidaxe) the plays to the 
actors. 

A herald proclaimed the victorious poet and his choregus 
( trainer of the Chorus), and these were crowned with ivy 
garlands. The poet and choregus who won a prize were listed 
on public monuments, and in later times actors' names were 
also recorded on official lists. The monuments of stone erected 
near the Theatre of Dionysus at Athens, as well as private 
monuments set up by the choregus, or the dedication of 
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masks, marble tablets or sculptural reliefs and the didaskaliai, 
show how high a place the tragic poet held in society. The 
place of the poet in ancient fifth century society is thus 
different from the way poets or dramatists are regarded by 
most people today. His place was in a context of the whole 
community and so was the subject matter of his plays. 

Note 
The most scholarly and detailed discussions and evidence 

for the festivals, staging and performances of the ancient 
Greek theatre may be found in A. W. Pickard-Cambridge, The 
Dramatic Festivals of Athens and The Theatre of Dionysus in 
Athens. Shorter and more easily digestible treatments, also 
suitable for the Greekless reader, may be found in P. D. 
Arnott, Introduction to the Greek Theatre, H.C. Baldry, The 
Greek Tragic Theatre, E. Simon, The Ancient Theatre, and 
T.B.L. Webster, Greek Theatre Production. (See General 
Bibliography, Section VIII). A.E. Haigh's The Attic Theatre 
(Oxford, 19073 ), though very old now, and in many ways 
superceded, has some very useful detaif s on ancient sources. 

11. Greek Tragedy 

Greek Tragedy treats passions and emotions of an extreme 
kind (fear, anger, hate, madness, jealousy, love, affection) in 
extreme circumstances (murder, suicide, incest, rape, 
mutilation). Its potency is felt all the more because such 
circumstances and such emotions occur within the close 
confines of a family .1 Were the protagonists unrelated, such 
intensity would be lacking. Yet offsetting aJI this violence is 
the concentrated and controlled form of the plays which serves 
as a frame for the action. Of all art forms Greek Tragedy is 
one of the most formalised and austere. The combination of 
such formality with the explosive material it expresses, is what 
gives this drama its impact. 

In life, extremes of emotion do not often have shape and 
ordered neatness. They are incoherent and chaotic. The 
newspapers show everyday the havoc wrought by acts like 
murder, incest, rape and suicide - the very stuff of Greek 
Tragedy. Amid such havoc the perpetrators or victims of 
violent deeds seldom have either the temperament or the 
opportunity to express in a shaped form how they feel or felt 
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at the time. Lawyers may later impose an order for them, but 
it cannot be their own response as it was at the actual moment 
of disaster. What Greek Tragedy does is to create an imagined 
action, through myth, where the characters are able to 
articulate the thoughts and emotions which drive them, and 
where the audience is given also the thoughts and emotions of 
those involved with the main actors, i.e., relatives, friends, 
outsiders. It does this moreover in such a way that the lasting 
effect is not one of repugnance, but of acceptance and 
understanding. 

The material of Greek Tragedy is shc.ped and transtormed 
into art in two main ways. One is through the creative 
harnessing of ancient myth and more modern insights. The 
other is through the formal conventions of language and 
structure. 

First the combination of myth with more contemporary 
elements. By this I mean the blending of traditional stories, 
the shared heritage, with the perspectives which come from 
the city state, particularly fifth century Athens. This means 
an explosive mixture of past and present. Consider first the 
mythical element: -

1) Myth means the past to a Greek tragedian, a past 
which he has inherited over centuries, ever since the 
earliest stories were recited to his ancestors. 

2) This past myth is usually concerned with the heroic -
the great heroes as they are presented in epic and 
lyric poetry. 

3) In this telling of the heroic, the individual is 
important. It is the single figure and his greatness 
which stands out, whether Achilles or Agamemnon or 
Odysseus or Ajax or Philoctetes or Heracles. 

4) This single figure is so glorified that he may often 
have become, in epic and particularly in lyric poetry, 
a model, an archetype of heroic qualities. 

Against this let us set the other side - the contemporary 
world of the poet which must confront this mythical material. 

1 J It is the present with present values and attitudes. 
2) It is not a heroic world - it is the city state with its 

keen interest in contemporary politics and social 
issues. 

3) It is interested in collective values much more than in 
the lone outstanding individual. The community 
matters. 
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4) It is interested in asking questions, not in eulogising 
the great heroes - at least not exclusively. As 
Vernant says, when past heroes become incorporated 
into contemporary tragedy, they turn into problems 
and cease to be models. 

In the creation of tragedy, therefore, we have the 
meeting of the mythical past, with its stress on the greatness 
of the hero, with the contemporary present, with its stress on 
collective values and the asking of fundamental questions. 
Vernant puts it very elegantly. "Tragedy is a debate with a 
past that is still alive" and "Tragedy confronts heroic values 
and ancient religious representations with new modes of 
thought that characterise the advent of law within the city 
state" .2 

So too Nestle, "Tragedy is born when myth starts to be 
considered from the point of view of an (ordinary) citizen" .3 

The heritage of myth is well represented by epic poetry 
in the shape of Homer, and lyric poetry in the shape of 
Pindar. 

Tragedy borrows heavily from the stories told by 
Homer. In fact Aeschylus was said to have called his plays 
"rich slices from the banquet of Homer" .4 From the Iliad we 
meet again in tragedy the heroes Agamemnon, Ajax, Menelaus, 
and Odysseus, as well as Hecuba, Andromache, Helen and 
C lytemnestra. Other figures from the other epic cycles such as 
Philoctetes, Heracles, Theseus and Oedipus form the main 
subject of tragedies. 

Agamemnon for instance plays a leading role in Homer's 
Iliad and Aeschylus' Oresteia, yet in the transformation from 
one author to another, setting, concept and climate have 
changed. Agamemnon is no longer seen as prestigious leader 
against the backdrop of a glorious war. The new domestic 
situation in which he is depicted strips him both of prestige 
and of a glorious cause. The righteousness of the Trojan war 
is questioned, Agamemnon's motives are questioned, his 
weaknesses dwelt upon rather than merely lightly indicated. In 
this new setting our concept of the hero is found to undergo a 
change, but it is not only that the setting alone brings about 
that change, it is that the tragic poet explores a complexity of 
motive, both human and divine, which would have been 
inconceivable in Homer's day. It is not simply the greatness of 
the heroic figure which interests Aeschylus, but the weakness 
and complex negative traits which underlie the reputation of 

5 



that heroic greatness. He uses the familiar epic frame in which 
to paint a new picture in a dramatic form. 

In Homer, whatever the heroes' faults, they are 
unquestionably great and glorious. Eulogy is implicit in the 
very epithets used to describe them. Pindar also eulogises 
several of the great hero figures who become later the 
subject of tragedies. Among them are Ajax, Heracles, Jason 
and Philoctetes. 

Homer and Pindar both celebrate Ajax's greatness, 
particularly his physical strength. Homer calls him "great", 
11 huge", "strong", "tower of defence", "rampart of the 
Achaeans 11

, 
11 like a blazing lion". 5 He defended the ships 

against the onslaughts of Hector. He was pre-eminent in the 
battle for the body of Patroclus. He held a special place of 
honour at one end of the Greek encampment. 6 Even in the 
Odyssey, in the Underworld, where he turns his back on 
Odysseus, his silence is majestic and impressive? Pindar 
glorifies Ajax in the fourth Isthmian and pays tribute also to 
Homer's celebration of the hero's greatness. Neither Homer nor 
Pindar, however, ask fundamental questions about the nature 
of the man - they are content merely to celebrate him as a 
hero. But Sophocles begins from where Homer and Pindar left 
off. He too acknowledges this hero 1s greatness, but he asks 
stringent questions at the same time. His play Ajax is the 
vehicle for such questions: How can the world comfortably 
contain such an individual? How can society function properly 
with one such as him in its midst? How can Ajax himself 
survive when he confuses so tragically the roles of 
comrade-in-arms and arch enemy? What does it mean to him 
mentally to take the decision to kill himself? 

In this play we see Ajax not only as a glorious single 
heroic figure, but also as a tragic character who is so because 
he is isolated from others, and is unable to communicate with 
them successfully. He is seen in the perspective of those 
around him - Odysseus, Tecmessa, Teucer, Agamemnon and 
Menelaus. Undoubtedly he has that epic star quality which 
the others do not possess and the continuity with the heroic 
past is import ant and a fundamental part of the whole 
conception - but that is not the whole of it. He is a problem 
both for himself and for others, and because he is a problem 
we see the tragedy unfold. The heroic individual is balanced 
against the collective values of a more modern society, 
represented particularly by Odysseus, and to some extent by 
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Agamemnon and Menelaus - odious though they are. 8 What 
makes the drama of the play is precisely this tension between 
the old heroic individual concerns {the core of the myth), and 
the newer collective values of society which had more relevance 
to Sophocles' own time. Of course this is an over-simplification 
- there are probrems implicit in epic too, as in Achilles' case, 
but they are not articulated as problems, they are just told 
and the audience must draw its own conclusions. 

One of the most eulogised heroes in Pindar is Heracles. 
He is celebrated as the glorious hero par excellence 
monster-slayer and civiliser of the known world. In the first 
Nemean Pindar introduces him, and then goes on to describe 
his miraculous exploits as a baby when Hera sent snakes to 
destroy him in his cradle. 9 In the ninth Pythian are the 
words: 

Stupid is the man, whoever he be, whose lips defend not 
Herakles, 
who remembers not the waters of Dirke that gave him life, 
and I phicles. 
I, who have had some grace of them, shall accomplish my 
vow to bring them glory; let only the shining 
light of the singing Graces fail me not.1° 

In the fourth Isthmian he speaks of Heracles' ascension to 
Olympus after civilising the known world, and in the second 
Olympian he greets Heracles as the founder of the Olympic 
games." 

Euripides takes the spirit of the Pindaric celebration and 
incorporates it early in his play, The Mad Herac/es, in an ode 
somewhat reminiscent of Pindar .'2 In it the chorus eulogises the 
great labours of Heracles, stressing his superhuman strength 
and effortless valour. But this dramatist too is concerned 
ultimately not with mere celebration but with problems. The 
end of the play shows a transformation: not the glorious 
invincible hero, but a vulnerable human being struck down by 
madness. This is a disgraced and humiliated Heracles who is 
broken and dependent. It is society who rescues him in the 
shape of Theseus his friend and Amphitryon his father. As the 
hero is brought down to the level of others, the superhuman 
isolation goes and human social values are seen to count. Once 
again the tension between the lone heroic figure and socially 
co-operative values are worked through in the course of the 
drama. 
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Perhaps nowhere is this blend of archaic myth and more 
recent thought, of the clash between the heroic individual and 
collective co-operation, seen more clearly than in Aeschylus' 
Oresteia. There, an archaic story of the heroic Mycenaean age 
ends up in Athens - not famous in Mycenaean times at all, and 
an Athens, at that, with contemporary resonances. The old 
story of a family's blood feud is played out in the Agamemnon 
and Libation Bearers where the tribal law of vendetta rules, 
and blood is shed for blood in seemingly endless succession. 
In the last play of the trilogy - the Eumenides - a modern 
legal solution is imposed, and by means of a new jury system 
at the court of the Areopagus at Athens, a public not a 
private judgement is made on the crime of murder. The setting 
up of this court in the play reflects a historical event, the 
confirmed attribution to the Areopagus of homicide cases in 462 
B. C. by Ephialtes, and the patronage which Athene, the 
patron goddess of Athens, extended to this institution and to 
Athens as a whole. Thus the present community of the whole 
city is inextricably blended with what is ostensibly an archaic 
drama recounting an ancient myth. 

Thirty two tragedies survive, and of these, nineteen have 
as their setting a city or po/is, a po/is with a ruler, a 
community and political implication which have a bearing on 
contemporary issues. Of these nineteen, the Eumenides is set 
in Athens itself., Sophocles' Oedipus at Co/onus is set at 
Colonus, very near Athens, Euripides' Suppliants is set at 
Eleusis very near Athens, and his Herac/eidae is set in 
Athens itself. The rest are in Greek cities like Corinth, 
Thebes, Mycenae, or Troizen. All these cities have a turonnos 
or sole ruler. The setting and the form of rule are ostensibly 
archaic to fit the traditional myth, but again and again the 
dramatist imports contemporary resonances which will be of 
particular interest to his audience. 

Two of Sophocles' plays - the Antigone and Oedipus the 
King - are set in a po/is, though that of Thebes not Athens, 
and both, particularly the Antigone, are to some extent 
concerned with the question of rule in relation to the ruler 
and hjs citizens. 

Sophocles was not on the whole aiming to make specific 
references to the contemporary political scene 13 although the 
plague at Thebes in Oedipus the King will have awoken familiar 
echoes in the audiences' minds of their own privations from 
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plague at Athens in the opening years of the Peloponnesian 
War •14 But this aside, Sophocles was concerned in these plays 
much more with general questions of what makes a good ruler 
in a city, what stresses affect him and what should be his 
relations with the citizens. Such questions would be of 
perennial interest to the inhabitants of a city like Athens, 
even though the mechanisms of rule were no longer the same 
as they had been under the tyrants, and even though the 
dramatic location was The bes not Athens. 

Such examples show that in Greek tragedy the archaic 
myths are transmitted not only to preserve their traditional 
features - though this transmission of the past is a vital 
ingredient of the dramatic conceptions and indeed forms an 
assumption from which to view the whole dramatic development 15 

- but they are also permeated by a sense of what the present 
and the city state mean. The old hero is put in a new context 
where new judgements are made on him. There is a sense of 
the community, sometimes represented by the comments of the 
chorus as ordinary citizens, e.g. in the Antigone,, Oedipus 
the King,, Medea and Hippo/ytus and sometimes by the 
comments of other characters who represent the common good 
like Odysseus in the Ajax, Theseus in the Heracles, the 
messengers in the Bacchae. The hero may have greatness, as 
he often has in Sophocles, but the greatness does not go 
unchallenged. It is not flawless. In Euripides the greatness 
may disappear altogether, as in the case of Jason, once the 
great hero of the Argonauts, and now a paltry mean-minded 
person caught in a shabby domestic situation, or Menelaus as 
he appears in the Helen or Agamemnon in the / phigenia in 
Au/is. 

This questioning spirit so characteristic of Greek Tragedy 
is also important when one considers it as a religious event. It 
has often been said that tragedy's origins lie in ritual.1 6 This 
may be true. But that implies repetition, dogma and 
unquestioning belief, and classical tragedy was never like this, 
although its performance was sacred to a god, and its content 
sti II reflected to some extent the relations between gods and 
men. For gods as well as heroes were inherited from earlier 
myth and the innovations the dramatists bring to religious 
consciousness are just as important as the developing 
complexity in their grasp of human behaviour. In fact the two 
are inextricably I inked. It is not too much to say that the 
gods dominate the world of tragedy and those gods are no 
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longer the sunny Olympians of Homer. In the interval between 
the eighth century and the fifth, moral consciousness has been 
born and the gods become associated with the implacable 
punishment of men's wrongdoing. Whether Aeschylus' all-seeing 
Zeus who is associated with Justice, or Sophocles' relentless 
oracles which always come true in the fulness of time, or 
Euripides' pitiless Aphrodite or Dionysus, the gods hover 
above the heroes' actions watching men trip themselves up. 
And whether it is the passionate belief of Aeschylus, or the 
inscrutable acceptance of Sophocles, or the protesting criticism 
of Euripides, the gods are always there at the heart of 
tragedy and the new problematic lives of the heroes must be 
seen against this divine background. But tragedies are not 
sacred texts. By classical times the art form was emancipated, 
and the authors free to change traditional treatments, criticise 
even the divine figures and sometimes, as Euripides did, show 
radical scepticism about the gods, their morals and even their 
very existence. This is all the result of a creative meeting 
between two worlds - the archaic, traditional, aristocratic, 
heroic world of myth, and the newer contemporary values of 
the democratic, highly social city state where the ordinary 
citizen's views counted in the general reckoning of human 
conduct and achievement, and where contemporary thinkers 
were questioning moral and theological issues. 

The tragedians had available to them all the resources of 
inherited myth which they incorporated into their own 
experience as beings within the po/is. They also had to work 
through the contrived shapes of language and structure which 
conventionally belonged to the dramatic genre of tragedy. As 
we see them, these contrived shapes are overt and analysable, 
and their variety of style and development is largely 
responsible for the rich and complex experience which comes 
from watching this drama. Through them the dramatic action is 
assimilable: through them the reactions of those watching and 
listening are orchestrated. In other words they filter through 
their disciplined structures the inherent turbulence of the 
basic material, thus controlling by form and pace the 
responses of the audience. 

First the verse form. Greek Tragedy was written in verse 
in an elevated and traditional poetic language. Most 
translations, even the verse ones, are misleading in that they 
do not record the variety of verse forms employed in the 
different sections of the plays. Spoken dialogue was in iambic 
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trimeter. The sung portions, choral odes and solo arias, and 
some exchanges between actor and chorus, were in lyric 
metres of which there was a wide range and variety to express 
different moods. Rhyme was not used. Music would accompany 
the lyric portions, often on the pipe but the music 
accompanying the drama has unfortunately not survived except 
for tiny almost unintelligible fragments. 

The long spoken episodes, rather like acts, stand 
between shorter sung choral odes, or stasima as they are 
sometimes called, of which there are usually three or four in 
the course of the play. A processional song called the parodos 
marks the first entrance of the chorus into the orchestra and 
the name is clearly associated with that of the parodoi or 
side-entrances. 

The choral odes were danced as wefl as sung, and had 
elaborate choreography which again has not survived. Modern 
productions have to use imagination in providing steps and 
music in which to express the lyric parts of tragedy, but they 
can on the whole successfully reproduce the basic metrical 
rhythms and recurring patterns of the words themselves. The 
language in which iambic speech and choral lyric are written, 
differs. The former is in the Attic dialect, the latter includes 
elements from a Doric form of Greek, perhaps reflecting the 
Peloponnesian origins of choral songs. There is the utmost 
contrast in Greek Tragedy between the spoken portion and the 
lyric. The former, though in verse, resembles more nearly 
ordinary conversation and, with occasional colloquialisms, 
particularly in Euripides, its language also owes much to 
rhetoric, particularly in the set debate and the longer 
speeches. Euripides' language here is outstanding for its 
fluency and clarity of diction whether employed in argument, 
appeal, statement of feeling or philosophical reflection. 17 

The lyrics on the contrary are in more elaborate metres 
and highly poetic language containing more ornament, more 
images, more condensed syntactical structures and more 
compressed thought patterns. 18 They are composed in the 
tradition of the great lyric poets, particularly Pindar whose 
somewhat obscure but highly colourful and elaborate style was 
famous in antiquity and would have been familiar to the 
dramatists' audience. 

It is hard to communicate in a few words just what the 
lyric metres achieve in Greek Drama. And indeed we do not 
always know. But one can say that they characterise and 
control pace, mood, and tone. They act as a kind of register 
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of emotion. Certain metres, like the dochmiac, for instance, 
are associated with high points of excitement, others like the 
ionic rhythms have cult associations, others, like the dactylic, 
convey a strong sense of insistent and forward movement, or 
may recall the hexameter beat of epic. Frequently it is the 
subtle blend and changing of rhythms which create special 
effects as for instance when the opening ionics of the Bacchae 
parodos, evoking religious and cult associations, turn 
eventually through choriambs and glyconics to excited dactyls 
as the pace gathers momentum and the women sing of rushing 
off to the mountainsJ 9 or when the primarily iambic first 
stasimon of the Tro;an Women is given an epic flavour at the 
beginning by its opening dactyls 

The lyric metres, more emotional than iambic trimeters, 
are often used in contrast with the trimeter in mixed dialogues 
where one actor sings in lyrics and another replies in spoken 
utterance or where an actor will speak his lines and the 
chorus reply in sung lyrics. In this way the different 
emotional levels are offset as for instance at A le, 244, where 
Alcestis, in a semi-delirious trance, as she has a vision of 
approaching death, is given lyrics, and the uncomprehending 
Admetus speaks in iambics. 

The chorus are always at the heart of the play. Singing 
and dancing to music, they have a function which is both a 
part of, and yet slightly separated from, the main action. 
Placed in the orchestra, the circular dancing space, the 
chorus are physically distanced from the actors and like the 
messenger they are usually, though not always, outsiders who 
look at the happenings from a slightly different point of view 
from the protagonists. They are ordinary citizens, 20 the 
protagonists are not. The chorus' task is to change the gear 
of the action, interrupting its forward flow and examining it in 
new perspectives. Their look at events allows time for 
reflection and judgement, leisure to consider motivation and 
causal explanations. They may as so often in Aeschylus - e.g. 
in the parodos of the Agamemnon ( 40 ff.} - bring to light a 
whole realm of background material which sets into relief the 
immediate events, or they may as in the ode on Man in the 
Antigone ( 332 ff.), cast specific actions in a more universal 
context. Their role is that of an interested commentator who is 
able not only to reflect, but to look around as well as directly 
at an action, providing a sort of philosophical pause in highly 
poeti'c form. But sometimes, as in the Bacchae, for instance, 
they are strongly involved in the action as participants, and 
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here their songs actually enact the religious rituals which are 
at the heart of the play's experience. Here there is no 
detachment, only devotion to the god. The choral function is 
complex and multiple, and varies from context to context, 
particularly in Euripides. The varied lyric metres show a fine 
register of different emotions and indicate tone and mood. 
Frequently they change as an ode proceeds. 

Lyric is however not restricted to the chorus, and the 
solo aria is often a tour de force in the play and associated 
with high emotion expressed through the lyric metres in which 
it is cast. This actor's song in lyric is called a monody. Not 
all plays have one but some, as for instance the Jon, Troian 
Women and Phoenician Women of Euripides, have two or more. 
The monodies of Creek tragedy formed high points of 
sympathetic identification with hero or heroine - more usually 
the latter since only a very few male characters are given one 
to sing in all of extant Greek tragedy. Here the author sought 
to move his audience with stirring music and words that 
excited pity. The monody is often designed to present a 
subjective and partial point of view which reflects the strong 
preoccupations of the singer, but which may be at variance 
with other views presented in the play. Euripides, the most 
renowned composer of monodies, gives his singers just such 
passionate commitment and bias. 21 Examples are Ion's adoration 
of Apollo, Creousa's blasphemy against the same god, Hecuba's 
aching despair, Cassandra's de1irious wedding song, or 
Electra's passionate grief. 22 The monody has a lyric non-logical 
structure with images.( personal apostrophes, laments and 
prayers predominating. 2-' 

Among the spoken parts of the play are certain set 
pieces, easily recognisable in formal terms, such as the 
messenger speech, agon (debate), rhesis ( single set speech) 
and stichomythia (line dialogue). In Euripid~s these are 
much more obviously marked off than in Sophocles and 
Aeschylus so that they sometimes seem almost crystallised and 
isolable in themselves rather than merging into one another or 
growing naturally. Euripides no doubt had his own reasons for 
this and indeed often the sharp contrast between modes 
creates a dramatic excitement of a peculiarly impelling kind. 24 

The messenger speech, much beloved by Euripides, is one 
such spoken deviceo 25 It is a set narrative speech in iambics, 
reporting offstage action to the actors on the stage and to the 
audience. Perhaps here the role of the imagination for the 
audience is at its height. A whole scene is set for the 
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spectator with exact detail sketched in so that visual and 
auditory images etch themselves sharply on the mind. Gone are 
the personal apostrophes, images, laments and prayers of the 
lyric style. Here, instead, is ordered narrative in strict 
chronological sequence, full of verbs of action and graphic 
physical detail. Unlike the monodist, the messenger is an 
outsider, a third person objective witness who records events 
in an unbiassed way and in such a manner that the audience 
can make their own judgements. 

It would be a mistake to think of the messenger's report 
as a poor substitute which fails to make up for what cannot be 
shown on the stage. On the contrary it is superior to 
spectacle. The Greeks delighted in narrative ever since the 
performances of the epic rhapsodes were formally instituted by 
Peisistratus, and long before that no doubt, and such 
extended reports will have given special pleasures in 
themselves. As Aristotle saw, there were disadvantages to 
mere horror spectacles even had it been feasible to stage 
them. 26 For they produce confusion and shock - so that their 
impact would preclude proper assimilation of the events. What 
the messenger does is to control and stage the experience so 
that it is assimilable to the spectator bit by bit in an ordered 
way. 

Euripides' messenger speeches with their quiet pictorial 
beginnings, their slow build-ups, their fragments of recorded 
conversation, and their graphic descriptions of the climactic 
acts of horror in visual terms, are masterpieces of the art of 
narrative. The two in the Bacchae for instance not only tell 
the audience what has happened, but make imaginable through 
pictures the whole Bacchic experience. Here the narrative is 
indispensable, for it is inconceivable that the audience would 
ever be able to view directly the mass attack of the women 
upon the cattle or upon Pentheus. It would be utterly beyond 
stage resources. But if by any chance they were allowed to 
view it, it is unlikely that they would emerge with as clear 
and as objective a picture as the messenger is able to give. 
Narrative enables greater total understanding than mere 
spectacle, and can condense more into a short space of time. 
In that it' is one degree removed from direct sight, and is 
delivered by an impartial witness, it practises a kind of 
distancing which reduces the crude horror of the tragic action 
and requires balanced judgement as well as an emotional 
response. 

Many tragedies contain a set debate or •agon• where one 
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ci,aracter presents a case in formal terms, and another, as 
adversary, responds point for point in a counter speech. 
Euripides, particularly, formalised such debates, so that they 
often resembled law-court speeches, and -r-}1ey are indeed 
sometimes cast in formal rhetorical terms.2 Examples are 
Medea 1s great debate with Jason, or Hecuba's with Helen in the 
Tro;an Women .. In these, logical and orderly exposition is more 
important than naturalism. It is never possible entirely to 
separate feelings from reasoned thought - nor should it be. 
But the modes of tragedy assault both, in differing degrees, 
by different routes.. The solo aria is a direct appeal to the 
feelings through emotive sound and image, through words of 
personal address and reaction. The messenger speech appeals 
to the audience's consciousness through an ordered evocation 
of the senses so that one perceives and hears a chronological 
sequence of events in the mind's eye and ear. The agon, on 
the other hand, captures the audience's hearts and minds by 
persuasion through reasoned argument. Although the result 
may involve the emotions, the method is more intellectual than 
in either the aria or the messenger speech. Thus the agon in 
the Tro;an Women with its sharp development of points of 
debate gives an academic edge to an action which is otherwise 
predominantly lyric in mood. 

The rhesis is a set speech of an actor which works by 
persuasive and ordered logic and which may none the less 
often make strong appeal to the emotions. It is the commonest 
of all dramatic forms and one of the most varied, and overlaps 
with other parts. It may, for example., form part of a debate 
scene, it may convey extended dialogue or it may stand on its 
own in monologue. Its tenor may be' argumentative, reflective, 
pathetic, informative or questioning. Many set speeches take 
the form of a monologue where the speaker examines his or her 
motives and actions in an intense process of self-examination. 28 

Such are Medea's speech to the women of Corinth at Med. 214 
ff. or her monologue at 1021 ff., Phaedra's speech at Hipp. 
373 ff. or 616 ff., Hecuba 1s speech at Hee. 585 ff. 

Often it is hard to separate the emotional .. element from 
the thought element when the poet gets the balance right. For 
instance Medea's speech at Med. 1021 ff., where she debates 
whether she can bring herself to kill her own children, has a 
tight logical structure, but through this makes strong appeal 
also to the emotions. 29 There is a delicate balance between 
direct apostrophe, a simple expression of raw feeling, and 
reasoned alternatives which are worked out logically. But the 
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dramatist brilliantly gives the impression that the logic is 
forced out desperately by a person fighting for control in a 
situation where the emotions threaten to take over. The result 
is a powerful speech which assaults both our emotional and our 
thinking faculties, made no less effective by the violent swings 
of stance which Medea takes as she is torn between the 
immediate sight of her children before her, and the more 
long-term thought of her future life as it must follow from 
present circumstances. 

Stichomythia is a special kind of formal dialogue where 
the characters speak in single line exchanges. It is not the 
only kind of dialogue or even the commonest in tragedy but I 
single it out here because of its regular and easily identifiable 
form. Such a tight and formal framework permits speed, 
concentrated and pointed utterance within its compass. 30 It is 
particularly suited to scenes of interrogation such as we see in 
the Bacchae where it communicates with its economy and rapid 
pace the extreme tension and changing shifts between the god 
Dionysus and Pentheus the King ?1 

All these items, monody, choral ode, messenger speech, 
set debate, rhesis and stichomythia make up the 'formal' 
elements of Greek Tragedy. Now 'formal' sometimes conjures up 
an image of fossilisation and aridity, but this is far from the 
case. On the contrary, the variety of metre, language, dialect 
and mode within the compass of one tragedy, and the 
alternation of song and speech, and of lyric and dialogue, 
made Greek Tragedy a rich experience offering a range seldom 
even dreamt of today. Each mode approaches the same dramatic 
action in a new way, with its own perspective and its own 
style, so that the audience is constantly exposed to shifts of 
perception, and the contrasts such shifts imply. Moreover each 
mode would have had its own associations - lyric arousing 
echoes of the great lyric tradition in Greece, narrative, 
reminiscent of epic, catering for the pleasure in story-telling 
the Greeks always had. And each mode carried with it its own 
responses which contrasted with others. Thus the great 
debates provided intellectual stimulus and were set off against 
the more emotional colouring of choral odes and arias. All were 
combined within the one dramatic action. 

With great range of form went an economy and 
concentration lacking in much modern drama. The action was 
usually confined to twenty-four hours in one place, and was so 
arranged that all the parts cou Id be taken by three actors. 
Scenery was sparse, subtle gestures and expressions were 

16 



precluded by masks, heavy costumes and the sheer size of the 
theatre. But these things in themselves explain why the 
burden must be on the language ( speech and song) and why 
the words were so important. In them were all the things 
which today are done by elaborate costume, make-up, close-up 
photography, lighting, scenery, stage directions, and all the 
rest. To Jhe Greeks the expressed utterance was all - or 
almost alf. 3 

So it was that the very great range of form in Greek 
Tragedy evinced in the different modes of speech and sung 
lyric, was matched by an equal range of expressions of 
complex human emotion, action, and thought made to fit those 
forms and channelled into patterns of plot, setting and action 
of extreme economy. It was this rich content within a 
controlling structure which involved too a creative harmonising 
of past and present attitudes through use of myth, as I 
outlined at the beginning, which gave, and still does give, 
Greek tragedy its forceful, concentrated impact. 

111. Euripides 

Euripides was the youngest of the three great Athenian 
tragedians ( c. 484-406 B. C.) although Sophocles, his slightly 
older contemporary, outlived him by a few months. In his 
lifetime he was not as popular with the Athenian public as the 
others, winning fewer prizes ( four first prizes out of twenty 
two occasions) and ending his life in voluntary exile away from 
Athens at the court of Archelaus of Macedon. 33 More of his 
work has survived than the meagre seven plays each we have 
of Aeschylus and Sophocles. Nineteen plays entire have come 
down to us under his name, including the satyr play Cyclops, 
the A /cestis, a substitute for a satyr play, and the probably 
spurious Rhesus. Perhaps because of the wider sample known 
to us, part of which has been preserved by accident and not 
by deliberate selection, his work seems uneven and diverse in 
range. 34 There are the great tragedies of a very high order 
such as the Medea, Hippolytus, Troian Women and Bacchae. 
But there are also plays where tragic themes mix with lighter 
elements and the ending is happy, such as the Alcestis, Ion, 
I phigenia in T auris, Helen. Attempts to categorise Euripides• 
style and plot by chronological criteria, thematic groupings, or 
structural elements, have largely failed, since there always 
seem to be exceptions which prevent such categories being 
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watertight. 35 Euripides is the most elusive of dramatists and 
the most resistant to fixed labels. 

Not that his contemporaries hesitated to fix labels upon 
him. The comic poet Aristophanes was one such, a sharp critic 
who parodied him for his choice of subject matter, characters, 
plots, opinions and style. 36 Aristophanes saw him as 
ultra-trendy, undermining traditional religious and moral 
beliefs in a dangerous way and introducing outrageous musical 
innovations. He saw Euripides' characters, particularly his 
women characters, as unprincipled and shameless, too clever 
for their own or anybody else's good. He thought that 
Euripides elevated the ordinary to an absurd degree, making 
the trivial seem important, and low characters appear too 
significant. He therefore saw him as destroying the old heroic 
values and introducing instead ambiguous moral standards .37 A 
rebel in fact of a most subversive kind. 

This is quite a catalogue of blemishes. How misleading is 
it? Aristophanes is concerned of course mainly with raising a 
laugh - and for this, gross exaggeration is necessary. None 
the less much of his criticism is apt, if in a superficial way. 

Euripides does introduce women characters who are 
criminal in their actions, like Medea who kills her children and 
two others, or like Phaedra who falsely incriminates her 
stepson thus indirectly causing his death. But Aeschylus had 
portrayed C lytemnestra surely a woman of towering 
criminality. Why the fuss now? Perhaps because Euripides led 
the audience to see the action from these characters' points of 
view, whereas Aesp,ylus hardly encourages us to sympathise 
with C lytemnestra. ~uripides was able to show what it felt I ike 
to have to kill your children or your mother; to be consumed 
by devouring jealousy or a desire for revenge; to fight an 
overmasterJng love and struggle with the consequences of 
madness. 3::,J And in so doing, unlike Sophocles, who on the 
whole portrayed characters who retained their wholeness and 
integrity throughout their tragedies, he explored weakness not 
strength, and exposed those elements in character which 
revealed disintegration and the split persona. Electra, Orestes, 
Pentheus, Phaedra, Admetus and even Medea or the great 
Heracles all reveal in some degree traits which characterise 
such disintegration and a nature divided against itself. 39 

To say that in so presenting his characters Euripides was 
debunking the heroic is only part of the truth. Undeniably in 
a play like the Electra all the old heroic assumptions and 
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settings are undermined or changed. Electra and Orestes are 
no longer the single-minded champions of justice. Clytemnestra 
and Aegisthus are no longer the uncompromising villains they 
were in Aeschylus. The murders are no longer performed in 
such a way that they can be seen as heroic actions. Even the 
setting has changed from grand palace to impoverished hovel. 

And in other plays too such as /phigenia in Au/is, (great 
leaders of the heroic tradition like Agamemnon and Menelaus 
appear in particularly despicable lights, shifting their ground, 
arguing for expediency and promoting personal ambition at the 
expense of principles) 

Yet it would be a mistake to say that Euripides had no 
concept of what it meant to be heroic if we think of this word 
not in its narrow archaic sense of military and physical valour, 
but in more general terms. It is that often he redefines 
traditional heroic qualities or else transfers them to women, 
placed in different situations from male heroes. Medea for 
instance, although a woman, shows many of the great heroic 
qualities of say an Ajax or an Achi lies: bravery, desire to 
preserve her own honour, refusal to be laughed at by her 
enemies, the decisive nature to act in revenge. 40 What makes 
her interesting is the combination of these traditional qualities 
with her role as a woman and mother. 

In the Trojan Women, Hecuba the old queen of Troy is 
heroic in her endurance of the sufferings inflicted on her by 
the Greeks, and in her fight to preserve her family. And 
when Euripides in the first stasimon makes the chorus 11Sing, 
Muse, of Ilium, a lament consisting of new songs" 41 he is 
redefining the old epic notions of glorious war and 
transferring them to a setting where it is the victims who are 
seen as the true heroes - a point Cassandra also makes in her 
speech at Tro. 365 ff. 

Several women characters voluntarily surrender their lives 
for a noble cause - such as lphigeneia in lphigenia in Aulis, 
the parthenos in the Heracleidae, or Evadne in the Suppliants, 
not to mention Alcestis who dies to save her husband. These 
are all examples of heroism, though not in the traditional 
masculine mould. 

In the Heracles where the protagonist is male, Euripides 
contrasts the old traditional and active heroism of Heracles in 
performing the labours, with the more passive qualities of 
endurance he must display in facing up to the terrible 
consequences of his subsequent madness. He rejects the 
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traditional hero's solution to disgrace, namely suicide - the 
way Ajax had taken - and decides to live on in the company of 
his humiliation and misery. A new heroism perhaps for a newer 
age.42 

Aristophanes, through the mouthpieces of Aeschylus and 
Dionysus in the Frogs, regretted the passing of the old 
standards and saw nothing but demeaning and undignified 
negativism in their place. "Oikeia pragmata 11

, "ordinary 
things", to him were not worthy of tragedy. But Euripides' 
celebration of the ordinary, if so it may be called, is often a 
positive and important part of the way he saw events and 
actions. 

It is not only in settings and small actions we see it at 
work~ 3 but also in characters. Again and again relatively 
humble characters play a significant role in a play's events. 
The former husband of Electra is arguably the only sane 
person in the Electra. The old servant in the Hippolytus has 
the wisdom Hippolytus lacks. The two messengers in the 
Bacchae grasp the truth of the Dionysiac phenomenon with an 
instinctive sense denied to all the other characters in the 
play •44 They in fact carry the message of the play - that it is 
dangerous to deny such instinctive wisdom and to mock at 
belief. Aristophanes was therefore right when he said that 
Euripides introduced the ordinary into tragedy. He did. The 
ordinary person is listened to and often proved right. And if 
this is regarded as an overturning of values, it is a positive 
and significant one, and should not be dismissed as mere 
rabble rousing. 

What Aristophanes saw as frivolity and irresponsibility in 
Euripides in fact sprang from a deep care for the world and a 
wish to protest at its wrongs. This is what his characters 
show. It was not to abandon a portrayal of the heroic but to 
redefine it. And all the charges of agnosticism or heresy which 
the comic poet loved to heap upon Euripides' shoulders are 
likewise superficially true, but in a deeper sense misleading. 

Aristophanes was wrong to see Euripides' own views in 
every character who railed against the gods. Indeed his own 
views are difficult to recognise since he is usually much too 
good a dramatist to intrude his own persona. His characters 
display as many different beliefs as their role and the occasion 
demands. It is true however that attack on the gods is a 
persistent and recurring theme from major characters. 
Repeatedly his leading characters Hecuba, lphigeneia, 
Amphitryon, Heracles, Ion, Creousa, Electra, Orestes 
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express their despair at a Universe negligently managed by 
divine beings. 45 But this despair springs not from a reluctance 
to believe at all on their part, but from an outrage that gods, 
as they are commonly understood, can be so amoral and utterly 
uncaring of human well-being. It is the disi II us ion of the 
perfectionist that Euripides so often portrays. As Heracles is 
made to say ,46 

but I do not believe the gods commit 
adultery, or bind each other in chains. 
I never did believe it; I never shall; 
nor that one god is tyrant of the rest. 
If god is truly god, he is perfect, 
lacking nothing. These are poets' wretched lies. 

Such sentiments come not from the frivolity of his characters, 
but from their taking the Universe too seriously. If there is a 
fault it is the latter not the former, that should be laid 
against Euripides' door. And no one who has heard or read 
the Bacchae could possibly accuse its creator of either 
agnosticism or superficiality. There are depths in it sti II being 
explored today. 

The very characteristics in Euripides' work which 
disturbed Aristophanes and his contemporaries - his moral 
ambiguity, his scepticism, his anti-heroic stance and his 
common touch - are what appeal to the modern reader for they 
seem more in keeping with our own age. In the twentieth 
century we have been preoccupied with doubt and 
disintegration, demythologising and rationalising, and this is 
what Euripides epitomises. We can admire the sheer brilliance 
with which he manipulates the myths in a way which both uses 
and exposes their assumptions. While keeping the traditional 
stories as a frame, he yet undercuts them by rationalising 
many of the attitudes which have previously underpinned 
them. Notions of the very gods he uses come under attack: old 
conceptions about pollution and guilt are questioned; 
traditional criteria for judging character are scrutinised and 
found wanting. And in this problematic climate his characters 
like Electra, Orestes, Medea, Phaedra or Pentheus, pick their 
way, on the verge of collapse under the strain, as their 
rational grip loses the battle with the forces of disintegration. 

But the drama he created did not always offer purely 
negative perspectives. Again and again positive human values 
are seen to triumph over divine neglect or apathy - the 
friendship of Amphitryon and Theseus, the supporting love of 
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Hecuba for her family and her courage, the integrity of Ion, 
the compassion of Cadmus and Agave, the selfless sacrifice of 
lphigeneia, Alcestis, the parthenos in the Heracleidae, and the 
cheerful sanity of ordinary people like messengers, or 
servants. 

In the importance he attached to supporting roles and to 
the close interaction between his characters, Euripides prefers 
not to focus upon one dominating protagonist. The whole social 
context is what matters, and environment and social factors 
play a much larger part in determining the main character's 
role and the course of the action than they do in Sophocles 
( with the exception perhaps of the Philoctetes) .47 

In short Euripides was adventurous - adventurous above 
all in his treatment of myth. And adventurousness here meant 
an entirely new perspective on plot, character, moral and 
religious values, and social factors. But he was adventurous 
too in treatment of form and structure. He experimented with 
music and lyrics, with metrical forms and with the breaking up 
of dialogue. He increased the role of the solo aria and 
messenger speech and he sometimes changed the traditional 
function of the chorus. He introduced more colloquialism into 
the dialogue and more elaboration than Sophocles into the late 
lyrics, thus increasing contrasts between the modes. 

What is clear is that he reshaped tragedy in a radical way 
so that it could never be quite the same again. He went as far 
as he could in giving it a new image without abandoning its 
basic conventions. And there is common agreement that his 
work is, at its best, of the first rank. 

Of course there are faults and unevennesses in the plays: 
echoes from the soap-box occasionally, irrelevant rhetorical 
excrescences sometimes, self-indulgence in over-elaborate 
ornamentation of some of the later lyrics, too blatant melodrama 
perhaps in certain plays, loose plot construction in others. 48 

But informing all is an understanding of a very powerful sort, 
a mind which for all its critical sharpness, also knew the 
human heart and dissected it not only with uncanny perception 
but also with compassion. It was Aristotle who called Euripides 
tragikotatos ton poeton, "the most emotionally moving of the 
poets" ,49 a paradox one might think for one who was also the 
most intellectual of dramatists, but a paradox that for him 
somehow makes sense. 

Shirley A. Barlow 
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INTRODUCTION TO ORESTES 

I. Orestes in the Development of Tragedy 

Orestes was produced in 408 B. C. 1 Within the next year 
or so Euripides left Athens for Aegae in Macedon, accepting 
the patronage of Archelaus, the king of that country. By 
spring 406 he was dead. In a matter of months the 
nonagenarian Sophocles followed him to the grave, and the 
great age of Attic tragedy was suddenly over. 

It had evolved considerably in the 66 years since the 
Persians, the earliest play now extant. To mention orily 
externals: painted scenery had been introduced, normally 
representing a house or temple, giving the action a more 
definite location and an additional entry /exit point; the number 
of speaking actors had risen from two to three, giving the 
possibility of more complex interactions among characters; the 
chorus had grown from twelve to fifteen, but its share in the 
whole had been reduced; the music had become more varied 
and elaborate; there had come to be solo arias from actors as 
wel I as choral songs and sung dialogue between actor and 
chorus; the average length of a play had increased by fifty 
per cent. The greater length was mainly due to greater 
complexity of plots, the inclusion of a larger quantity of 
incident. Underlying this is a striving after a greater variety 
of emotional responses within the ambit of a single story. 
Early tragedy portrays, imaginatively and artistically but 
comparatively straightforwardly, the moods of a group of 
people before and after a decisive event. In time it was found 
that certain types of scene were particularly effective in the 
theatre, for example, those that created tension or mixed 
expectations in the audience, and those in which they saw 
characters on the stage acting under a misapprehension. To 
exploit these specifically theatrical effects, the tragedians 
contrived their plots so as to multiply such situations, 
depicting not just apprehension before the crisis and grief 
after it, but such things as mystification by oracles, false 
hopes, false fears, misplaced anger, premature rejoicing, 
belated enlightenment, ignorant encounters leading to joyous 
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recognition, deadly stratagems that might or might not 
succeed. 

This prompted a good deal of invention, since the 
traditional myths as told by the epic and lyric poets and the 
logographers did not of themselves imply many of those 
effects. Euripides in particular, at least in his later years, 
sometimes went so far as to write plays in which, while the 
characters and some elements of the initial situation were 
traditional, the plot was entirely a fiction of his own. 
{Agathon took the extreme step of composing a tragedy in 
which even the characters were invented.) / phigeneia in 
Tauris, Jon, Helen and Orestes are of this type. They are 
often called melodramas, a term which has no ancient 
equivalent but serves to convey the idea of works concerned 
more with emotional ups and downs (tending to find expression 
in song) than with profound tragic issues. In each of them 
there is romance, excitement, danger, suspense - in a word, 
"drama" - and a happy ending with nobody hurt except 
sometimes a number of barbarian underlings .. 

Orestes may claim to be the most brilliant of the set: 
skilfully constructed, rich in novel theatrical effects, building 
up to a spectacular denouement. By objective technical criteria 
it represents the culmination of Euripides' development. He had 
been using resolved and anapaestic feet in his iambic trimeters 
with increasing frequency year after year, at least since the 
mid 420s. The figures reach a peak in this play, and fall back 
in the subsequent Bacchae and /phigeneia in Au/is. One might 
attribute this to the steadying influence of being in Macedon, 
except that Sophocles shows a curiously parallel pattern, 
reaching very pronounced peaks in regard to the same metrical 
features in Philoctetes ( LJ09 B. C. ) and retreating from them in 
Oedipus at Co/onus •2 It is as if an instinctive reaction had set 
in - as if tragedy suddenly seemed to have gone as far as it 
could go in the direction it was going, and drew back from the 
dizzy summit to which its exuberance had carried it. Orestes 
almost goes "over the top", with touches of self-commentary 
and self-parody (cf. nn. on 850, 142&-8, 1503) of a kind that 
would, if unchecked, have turned tragedy into pantomime in a 
few more years. One can imagine that the actors who 
performed this play were bubbling over with it ( cf. 2 79 n. ) .. 
Then the pendulum started to edge back.. /phigeneia in Au/is 
is another melodrama, but a more restrained one, while 
Bacchae is a reversion to an older type. 
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Not many people, if asked to nominate the greatest Greek 
tragedy, would choose Orestes. For true tragic greatness we 
expect horrific indignity faced with terrific dignity; we look to 
the doom-laden atmospherics of Agamemnon, the ruthless 
mechanism of Oedipus Tyrannus, the harrowing psychology of 
Medea or Philoctetes. We do not admit the 11melodramas 11 as 
having a serious claim. But there is a sense in which 
tragoidiii, considered not as a sublime abstraction but as 
theatre for the people, did not realise its full potential until 
Euripides perfected the art of balancing one emotion against 
another, one expectation against another, one sympathy 
against another, and of running his audience through a gamut 
of sensations to a final tonic chord of satiety and satisfaction. 
If there is one play in which this perfection may be said to 
have been achieved, it is Orestes. 

We do not know whether the judges awarded Euripides the 
first prize in 408; we must remember that Orestes was only 
one of three tragedies that he presented. 3 But certainly after 
his death Orestes was his most popular play, indeed the most 
popular of all tragedies. It is parodied and alluded to in Old, 
Middle and New Comedy, and quoted by authors of all periods. 
Fragments of inscriptions 4 attest a production in 340 B. C. 
and another sometime in the following century. There must 
have been many more: an Alexandrian scholar whose 
commentary partly under I ies the schol ia refers several times to 
what 11present-day actors" do in performing the play, and 
Dionysius of Hal icarnassus, making a point about the setting of 
words to music which he could have illustrated from any 
tragedy he had seen, in fact illustrates it from the first sung 
words in Orestes, no doubt having the sound in his head ( see 
on 140-207). In the late second century: A. D. a scene from 
Orestes adorned a house wall in Ephesus. 5 Snobs may dismiss 
this popularity as evidence of debased taste. Let them. 
Orestes is not an Agamemnon or an Oedipus, but it is 
first-rate theatre, a rattling good play that deserves the 
attention of everyone interested in ancient drama. 

11. The Story 

The plot is an unorthodox version of the aftermath of 
Orestes' killing of Clytaemestra. As in earlier accounts 
(Aeschylus' Choephoroe and Eumenides, Euripides' own 
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Electra and Jphigeneia in Tauris), he is persecuted by his 
mother's Erinyes, who imperil his mental and physical health. 
But instead of being driven by them into immediate exile, as 
u sua I, he has remained on a sickbed at Argos, tended by his 
sister. The major novelty is that the city has reacted to the 
matricide with horror. It has excommunicated Orestes and 
Electra, and threatens to sentence them to death. In 
traditional mythology homicide and its punishment are matters 
between individuals or families. The community may applaud or 
lament, but it has no judicial role. In the case of Orestes' 
deed the assumption had always been that Argos rejoiced at its 
liberation from the tyranny of an evil couple ( see especially 
Cho. 9 35- 72, 1 O 414-7) ; 0 restes' immediate departure eliminated 
the problem of the pollution that according to common belief 
would be caused by the presence of a man who had shed 
kindred blood. By the time he came back he was purified. 
Aeschylus did indeed bring him before a court, but an 
Athenian, aristocratic one created by Athena to give service in 
post-mythical times. The idea of the trial comes from her, not 
from the city, which has no pre-existing machinery for it. 
Hellanicus (FGrH 323a F 22) had Orestes prosecuted by 
Clytaemestra's kinsmen, but he knew no other venue for the 
trial than Athens. Euripides is the first to imagine Argos as a 
po/is concerning itself with Orestes' guilt and issuing decrees 
on the subject. He supplies the social dimension that is lacking 
in the traditional version. This is a notable instance of the 
tendency, discussed by Shirley Barlow in the General 
Introduction to this series (above, pp. 4 ff.), for tragedy to 
interpret heroic myths in the light of contemporary, 
community-oriented values. 

Euripides does not, however, represent the Argives' 
condemnation as the inevitable and proper response of a city 
to an act such as Orestes'. Their assembly is not a wise and 
responsible body like Aeschylus' Areopagus, but a volatile 
crowd liable to be swayed this way and that by skilfu I 
oratory, or for that matter by coarse ranting. It is goaded on 
by Orestes' enemies ( 431 ff.), but the death sentence is the 
outcome of a debate in which contrary opinions are heard (884 
ff.). Orestes is condemned, not because Euripides thinks he 
deserved it, but because he wants to create a desperate 
situation for the young hero and his friends to extricate 
themselves from, in other words, to promote dramatic 
excitement. The measures to which they resort - attempting to 
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assassinate Helen,and taking her young daughter hostage - are 
equally devoid of traditional foundation. 

Two other elements in the p1ot do have a basis in 
tradition, though not both in the same tradition. Menelaus' 
belated return from Troy, just after the killing of Aegisthus 
and Clytaemestra, was given by the epic Nostoi (and Od. 
3.311, 1.1.547; Eur. El. 1276-9). Euripides makes use of it in 
order to have both Menelaus and Helen on the scene: Menelaus 
to raise hopes of salvation that are later dashed, and Helen to 
become the object of the assassination attempt. The other 
traditional element is Helen's apotheosis, which goes back to 
Stesichorus. In Helen 1666-9 (four years before Orestes) 
Euripides had put the apotheosis at the end of Helen's natural 
life on earth, but in this play it is neatly combined with the 
new fiction of Orestes' attempt to kill her. In Helen he had 
used Stesichorus' story of a phantom that went to Troy in lieu 
of the real Helen, and he has the phantom fly off to heaven 
after the war when its job is done. In this play the phantom is 
discarded, but the same idea is exploited: Helen was only the 
gods' instrument for bringing the war about ( 1639 f.), and 
now that it is over she herself is carried up to heaven. 

The other "traditional" characters in the play are 
Hermione, Tyndareos, and Pylades. Euripides has a good use 
for each of them, but has to invent reasons for their being at 
Argos at this juncture ( see nn. on 63-4, 471, 763). Hermione 
serves as a hostage to frustrate Menelaus when he tries to 
avenge the ( supposed) murder of Helen, and she ends up 
being named as Orestes' bride (traditional, 1654 n.). On 
Tyndareos' role see the nn. on 348-724 and 622. Pylades 
provides Orestes with moral and material support, as 
traditionally at the killing of Clytaemestra and Aegisthus. His 
future marriage to Electra (al so traditional, 1078 n.) fits 
conveniently with his presence in this adventure. 

To sum up, the entire action of the play is newly 
invented. The elements taken from tradition are either 
incorporated in the starting situation (Orestes' persecution by 
the Erinyes, Menelaus just returned from Troy) or in what 
Apollo in the closing scene announces as due to follow ( Helen's 
reception ·among the gods, Pylades' marriage to Electra, 
Orestes• to Hermione, and also his exile in Arcadia and trial at 
Athens). Apollo's speech reinstates tradition: the new story 
does not replace existing accounts of what became of Orestes, 
it is interpolated into them as an extra episode. 
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111.. Literary Sources and Models 

Although the plot is a new creation, there is much in the 
play for which we can trace I iterary antecedents: ideas and 
motifs used in working out the story, and mythological material 
assumed as background or mentioned incidentally. As regards 
mythology, the following come into question: 

Homer and the poems of the Epic Cycle ( especially Nostoi, 
but also Cypria, Aethiopis, and Little Iliad; on these works 
see OCD 2 s. v. Epic Cycle). 

The pseudo-Hesiodic Catalogue of Women ( sixth century; 
all Hesiodic fragments cited are from this work, on which see 
West [ 1985]). 

Lyric poets, especially Stesichorus' Oresteia and 
Helen-Palinode ( sixth century). 

Prose mythographers, especially Pherecydes of Athens 
(c.450-440) and Hellanicus (still active at the time of Orestes). 

Above all: previous tragedy. For the killing of 
Clytaemestra and Orestes' subsequent tribulations Euripides 
was especially conscious of Aeschylus' Oresteia ( 458 B. C., 
perhaps revived in the 420s), of his own Electra (c. 420), and 
of Sophocles• Electra (later than Euripides'?). The motif of 
Helen's apotheosis and the relation to Euripides' Helen has 
been mentioned in the preceding section. Where Euripides 
refers to earlier episodes in the saga of the Pelopid family, he 
seems to have in view previous tragedies either of his own 
(Oenomaus, Cretan Women) or of Sophocles' (A treus., Thyestes 
in Sicyon); see the nn. on 14, 16, 18, 988, 1002. El-sewhere 
we may observe or suspect that he is remembering Aeschylus' 
Glaucus Pontius ( 363 n.), Sophocles' Hermione ( 1654- 7 nn.), 
his own Andromache (1654-7 nn.) and Trojan trilogy (432-3, 
1364-5 nn.). 

The detailed dramatic invention often draws on motifs 
used in earlier plays. The idea of sending Hermione to 
Clytaemestra's grave-mound with I ibations and hair-offerings 
derives from the similar offerings made to Agamemnon in 
Choephoroe ( 96 n.). The scene where Orestes sleeps while 
Electra and the chorus sing, anxious not to wake him, has a 
close precedent in Heracles (140-207 n.), and also owes 
something to Sophocles' Philoctetes and Electra ( 174, 202- 7 
nn.). The following sickbed scene has further echoes of 
Phi/octetes (218, 226 nn.), besides a motif that we recognize 
from Hippolytus (232 n.). In depicting Orestes' mad fit 
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Euripides draws on Choephoroe and on his own lphigeneia in 
Tauris (238, 255-7, 259, 260 nn.). The idea of road blocks 
preventing escape ( 444) had been used in at least two of 
Euripides' earlier plays. Orestes' desire to hide in shame from 
the approaching Tyndareos ( 1159) seems modelled on a passage 
of Heracles. When he wins from the Argives a stay of 
execution t ii I the end of the day, we recall Medea ( 946 n. ) . 
The scene between Orestes, Electra and Pylades following the 
Argive debate contains more reminiscences of lphigeneia in 
Tauris (1039, 1070-93, 1177). It ends with a set-piece 
antiphonal invocation of Agamemnon ( 1225-45) on the same 
pattern as one that Euripides had written in Electra on the 
model of one in Choephoroe. The following lyric dialogue 
between Electra and the chorus, during which Helen's cries 
are heard, has a number of parallels with the corresponding 
part of Sophocles' Electra (1246-1310, 1296, 1297, 1301, 1302 
nn.). Later, when Menelaus is locked out of the palace and 
Orestes addresses him from the roof, there is another strong 
echo of Medea ( 1567 n.). 

The plays that survive are only a fraction of those that 
existed. If we had the rest, we shou Id no doubt be able to see 
that in writing Orestes Euripides drew even more largely on 
the stock of established motifs and devices than is now 
evident. Some of the parallels noted above might be 
superseded by closer ones. But it is clear that the comparative 
material at our disposal is more than a random selection. It 
includes a number of plays that Euripides quite definitely had 
in mind: Aeschylus' Choephoroe, Sophocles' Electra and 
Ph iloctetes, his own Electra., Heracles., lphigeneia in Tauris, 
and Helen. The influence of Phi/octetes is particularly 
noteworthy. This, the most Euripidean among Sophocles• 
tragedies, was produced the year before Orestes, and it 
evidently made a deep impression on Euripides. We find many 
verbal echoes in addition to the points of contact already 
mentioned. 6 

IV. Characters. Ethics. Contemporary Background 

"The play is one of those that enjoy success on the 
stage, but its ethics are dreadful: apart from Pylades 
everyone is bad. 11 Such is the pithy judgment of an ancient 
critic in one of the Hypotheses prefixed to the text. Aristotle 
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had earlier pointed to the Menelaus of this play as a character 
whom Euripides had gratuitously made bad (Poet. 1 ll5!1a29, 
1461 b21), and both Menelaus and Helen are repeatedly 
criticized in the scholia. But did Euripides intend his 
characters to be judged so adversely? 

Consider first Orestes and Electra. They are there at the 
beginning, and we follow their fortunes throughout. There can 
be no doubt that we are meant to sympathize with them in 
their desperate plight and rejoice at their salvation. For at 
least the first two thirds of the play there is nothing in their 
behaviour with which anyone could find fault. True, Orestes 
has killed his mother, and Electra helped him; but this is a 
fixed datum of the tradition, it is the very definition of 
Orestes and Electra, not something Euripides has used to give 
them a bad character. They did it on Apollo's instructions, 
and Orestes is racked with remorse and doubt at having done 
it ( 285-93, 396-8, 1668-9). On the positive side, the brother 
and sister show a self-effacing mutual devotion and loyalty of 
which the audience must have approved warmly. Their reaction 
must have been similar in the scene between Orestes and 
Pylades ( 729-806), where the two friends exhibit the same 
qualities towards each other. Towards his grandfather, 
Tyndareos, Orestes feels a proper shame and diffidence ( 1159 
ff., 544 ff.). He summons up the strength and courage to go 
to the debate and defend himself. Returning under sentence of 
death, he comports himself as a man should; his sister gives 
way to womanly tears, but for his sake as much as for her 
own. Pylades yields to neither of them in nobility of 
demeanour, determined to share their fate although there is no 
necessity for him to do so. 

In the last third of the play these paragons turn without 
a qualm to murder, hostage-taking, and arson in the hope of 
(a) taking revenge on Menelaus for failing to save them and 
(b) escaping with their lives. They would certainly have used 
bombs if they had had any. Now it is easy for us to say 
"Why, they are behaving like a modern terrorist group: this 
we can only condemn". But the ancient Athenian spectator will 
have applied different categories. Where we see crimes, he saw 
resourcefulness, a brilliant plan being carried out boldly and 
efficiently. It was self-evident to him that one seeks to 
preserve one's life and one's friends' lives and injure one's 
enemy. In Greek eyes the application of cunning and 
ruthlessness to such ends is admirable, whether in a Homeric 
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hero or in a Resistance fighter, to all who sympathize with the 
cause. Our ancient spectator held no brief for Menelaus or 
Helen, and after seeing the affair from Orestes' and Electra's 
point of view all the way through, he was not going to be 
alienated by their use of an unscrupulous stratagem in order 
to come out on top. If Euripides had wanted him to be, his 
chorus would have shown the way. But the chorus remains 
supportive of Orestes and Electra: despite its horror at the 
murder of Clytaemestra, it approves of the murder of Helen. 

I do not claim that either chorus or audience would 
cheerfully have accepted the slaughter of the guiltless 
Hermione. That Orestes threatens to kill her is the greatest 
stumbling-block for the modern critic, the proof of 11how 
thoroughly Orestes• inner universe has been perverted 11 (H. 
Parry). But nothing the conspirators say convicts them of a 
genuine readiness to kill the girl: it is only a threat, to be 
maintained as long and as convincingly as necessary to 
persuade Menelaus ( 1193-1202; the tense of sphaze in 1199 is 
crucial, see 1195 n.). 

I shall come back to Orestes and Electra, but it is time to 
move on to Menelaus ana the others. Menelaus cannot be called 
an impressive figure. From the moment he comes into view the 
audience's feelings about him are ambivalent: he has a 
glamorous appearance, but it is a suspect kind of glamour 
( 1532 n.). His niece and nephew hope that he will take 
command of the situation, rather as Heracles does when he 
returns from Hades in HF 523. But Menelaus is no Heracles. 
He takes his time in appraising the situation. He keeps talking 
about what the "intelligent" or "enl ightened 11 person should do 
or say ( 397 n.), as if he had graduated from the Cogitatorium 
of the Clouds ( 490 n.). He decides that a careful approach to 
the problem is called for ( 698- 9 n.). Of the heroic temper he 
shows not a flicker. Orestes is disgusted by his response (717 
n.). We might think this unjust - Menelaus' assessment of the 
practical possibilities seems level-headed and realistic - were it 
not that when the time comes he fails even to try what he 
thought he could and said he would try. Evidently he has 
taken account in his calculations of Tyndareos' threat to 
exclude him from his Spartan. kingdom if he supports Orestes 
(624-6).lHe is a man of reason adrift in a drama of emotion: 
he lacks nerve, and when those about one expect blind 
unhesi~ating loyalty, lack of nerve is equated with lack of 
virtue.} 
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Tyndareos is also a kind of misfit in the world of 
Orestes-plays. While Menelaus represents prudent pragmatism, 
Tyndareos represents commitment to a civic law-code. He is an 
old man and believes in following old-established procedures, 
not from sheer conservatism but because it is his considered 
judgment that they were wisely conceived. But in the 
traditional Orestes legend these procedures never came into 
play. So Tyndareos' views about what ought to have been done 
with Clytaemestra are academic; his views of what ought to be 
done with Orestes carry the day in the political setting 
postulated in the play, but it is impossible that they should be 
implemented in contradiction of tradition. Tyndareos is not, of 
course, merely a mouthpiece of the law. He is a reasoning, 
principled man, but he has robust passions too. He grieves for 
Clytaemestra his daughter, while recogniz in·g that she deserved 
to die, and when roused to anger he becomes a formidable and 
implacable opponent. (It is anger, not principle, that leads him 
to interfere in the Argives' debate and induce tt\em to 
sentence his grandchildren to death by stoningJ This 
immoderate response must be the reason for his inclusion in 
the ancient critic's wholesale condemnation of the play's 
characters. 

Hermione certainly does not deserve her inclusion in it. 
She is just an innocent young girl, rather naive ( 1323 n.), 
and that is all there is to be said about her. As for her 
mother, Helen, she has of course one great stain on her 
record, and this is considered to mark her for life as 11a bad 
woman". But from Homer onward she is regarded as having 
repented of her lapse long before Tray's overthrow; she does 
not misbehave further, and is perfectly sweet to everybody. 
In this play we see her mainly through the hostile eyes of 
Electra and Orestes. For them she is an irredeemable Fallen 
Woman, responsible for the loss of countless lives and indeed 
for their own plight ( 130 f.), incurably vain ( 128, 1110-4), 
possessive ( 1108), pretending concern but really malicious 
( 1122). In the short scene where she appears on stage, 
however, ( 71-125) she gives us little reason to find fault. We 
must accept Electra' s point ( 128) that she has cut off less of 
her hair in her dead sister 1s honour than she might have. But 
nothing she says does her discredit. While grieving for 
Clytaemestra, she shows every sympathy for Electra and 
Orestes. When Electra is tart ( 99), she answers mildly. It may 
seem thoughtless of her to suggest that Electra of all people 
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should take her offerings to Clytaemestra's grave. But if the 
poet had meant this point to be taken, he would have made 
Electra expostulate about it. He can give Helen some trifling 
feminine weaknesses, but he cannot commit himself to a 
damning picture of one who is in the end to be deified. 

Not a few critics have found in the play significant 
reflections of the political and moral climate of Athens in the 
period following the short-lived oligarchical government of 411. 
With the Assembly restored to power, demagogues and 
hotheads like Cleophon once again came to the fore. There was 
a wave of recriminations against all those compromised by the 
revolution. Hundreds were prosecuted and fined, deprived of 
civic rights, or put to death. As the witch-hunt continued, 
the unscrupulous took the opportunity to enrich themselves by 
blackmail or to settle private scores by malicious denunciation 
(Lysias 20.7, 25.25 f.). Democracy was not seen at its best in 
those years. 

Now it is certainly no coincidence that Orestes, in which 
Euripides transforms the traditional story by showing the 
young aristocrats beleaguered and hounded to death by an 
enraged demos, was written at such a time. His remarks on 
the unmanageabil ity of public fury ( 696-703) and his account 
of the assembly proceedings ( 884-949) must be based on 
Athenian experience, and the two speakers described in 902 
ff. and 917 ff. represent types, if not actual individuals, that 
the audience would have recognized. There are other details 
that may plausibly be related to recent events; see nn. on 
903/904, 923, 943. On the other hand, we should be sceptical 
of the notion that the conduct of Orestes, Pylades and Electra 
in the latter part of the play is meant to reflect the 
contemporary corruption of morality and easy acceptance of 
violence. People like to cite Thucydides' famous chapter ( 3. 82) 
on the perversion of values in times of revolution: 

Foolish daring was regarded as bravery and loyalty 
to comrades, and prudent hesitation as cowardice in 
disguise . • . whoever forestalled another in doing 
something bad was praised, as was whoever proposed 
it to someone who had not thought of it. Even 
kinship became less close than comradeship because 
of the latter's greater readiness for daring without 
justification . . • they confirmed their trust in each 
other not so much by sacred oaths as by 
companionship in crime • . • it was held more 
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important to take revenge on someone than to avoid 
being hurt in the first place, 

and so on. There is much in this that may be applied to 
Orestes and his friends by a critic who, aloof as Thucydides, 
reads the play in his study. But Euripides was not writing for 
such persons. He was writing for a theatre audience whose 
emotions he had enlisted on Orestes' side. What does the 
academic critic think that Orestes and Electra ought to have 
done? Taken their medicine like sportsmen, or like Socrates, 
hymning the supremacy of law, leaving Menelaus and Helen in 
possession of Agamemnon's house and throne? Apollo could still 
have stepped in at the end and put things right, of course. 
But what a lame play that would have made, in comparison 
with the one we have got. 

V. Production 

In reading a Greek tragedy it is important to keep in 
mind the layout of the ancient theatre. The main action of 
Orestes took place on a stage 100 feet wide. In front of it, on 
a slightly lower level, was the orchestra, a large circular area 
in which the chorus danced and remained between dances. At 
the back of the stage was a painted wooden structure 
representing the front of the palatial house that had been 
Agamemnon's. In its centre was a big double door. Behind the 
fa~ade the house was imagined as having many rooms, 
outhouses, stables, etc. The actors could reach the stage 
either through the central door, if they were coming out of 
the house, or by one of the eisodoi if coming from elsewhere. 
The eisodoi ( 11 ways in 11

) were broad ramps leading up to the 
orchestra at each side of the stage from the lower ground 
beyond. An actor who exited via one of the eisodoi could 
reappear ( in a different role, of course) from the house, and 
vice versa. Those approaching by the eisodoi could be seen 
while still a little way off .7 

Four offstage locations are mentioned: the harbour at 
Nauplia; the town of Argos; the tomb of Clytaemestra; and the 
tomb of Agamemnon. Menelaus, arriving from Nauplia, has 
evidently not passed through the town. Tyndareos, coming 
from Clytaemestra's tomb, is making his way in the direction of 
Nauplia in the hope of meeting Menelaus ( 471 ff.); his entry is 
therefore from the opposite side, the same side as the town of 
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Argos. Pylades, arnv1ng from Phocis, has come through the 
town. When Orestes sets out for the town, he intends to visit 
his father's tomb on the way, but to bypass his mother's 
( 796-8). So one of the eisodoi represents the road to Nauplia 
and is used by Menelaus for his first entrance, while the other 
represents the road to the tombs and Argos and is used for all 
later entries and exits apart from those in and out of the 
house. An Athenian producer might naturally think of the 
harbour as being to the right, in the direction of Athens' own 
harbour, the Piraeus .8 

In the final scene there are people on the roof of the 
house, behind a parapet ( 1569) •9 Apollo and Helen appear at a 
still higher level, in the sky. Either they stand on a platform 
of which the support is concealed by a screen painted to 
resemble the sky (the theolcgeion described by Pollux 4. 130) 
or, more likely, they are suspended from the mechane, a kind 
of crane, which was certainly in use by this time for aerial 
appearances. 10 It is not necessary to suppose that Apollo 
delivers his long speech from a chest-harness. He and Helen 
may have occupied a winged chariot .11 

The speaking parts had to be divided among three actors. 
By observing which characters appear on stage together, we 
arrive at the following as the most probable allocation: 

1. Orestes. 
2. Electra, Menelaus, the Phrygian. 
3. Helen, Tyndareos, Pylades, the Old Man, Hermione, 

Apollo. 
Only one actor is required to sing, as Electra and as the 
Phrygian. The nature of these two roles would seem to call for 
a voice with a high register, and this is confirmed both by 
what the scholiast records about the music of 176 ff. (see n. 
on 140-207) and by the Phrygian's reference to a "chariot 
melody" (1384 n.). It has the interesting implication that 
Menelaus too may have been represented as having a rather 
high. not particularly manly voice. 

For what is known in general about tragic masks and 
costumes, DFA 2 180-209 may be consulted. The text of 
Orestes gives a number of particular clues. Orestes has a wild 
and wasted aspect, with unkempt, straggly hair (223-6, 
385-91). Later he and Pylades are described as wearing 
voluminous purple-bordered robes ( 11157 f., cf. 1125), and his 
feet are in arbylai, some kind of boot ( 1470). (They are inside 
the house by then, but the descriptions must be in accord 
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with what they have worn on stage. On the other hand, 
Helen's golden sandals [ 1468) could be indoor wear, not 
corresponding to what she wore in 71-125.) Menelaus has blond 
shoulder-locks ( 1532); the same mask may have been adapted 
for Dionysus in Bacchae three years later ( cf. Ba. 2 35 f. , 
493). Tyndareos probably has grey or white hair ( cf. 550). It 
is cut short in mourning ( 458), and his dress is dark-coloured 
for the same reason ( 457). The Phrygian slave wears shoes of 
an oriental type ( 1370 n.), and no doubt the rest of his 
costume is barbarian. The chorus-women wear arbylai ( 1 !1,0), 
and they have hair that hangs down over their cheeks ( 1267 
n.; cf. 1427-9 of Helen). 

The music that accompanied the sung parts of the play, 
the final anapaests, and perhaps certain other passages ( 348 
n •.. 729-806 n.) was provided by a single instrumentalist who 
led the chorus in and out of the orchestra. He played a pair 
of auloi, pipes with a vibrating-reed mouthpiece, for which the 
best English equivalent is "shawm" (the ancestor of the oboe). 
The common translation "flute" is badly misleading, as flutes 
have no reed. The aulos produced a buzzing, blaring or 
droning tone which Aristophanes represents as miimii ~ mumii 
(Knights 10). The player played in unison with the singers, 
with decorative extra notes here and there. We know a good 
deal about the rhythms of the music, because they are 
reflected in the metres of the verse, but almost nothing about 
its melody. However, Orestes is one play for which, in 
consequenc,

2 
of its popularity, we do have some scraps of 

information. See the nn. on 140-207 and 316-47. 

VI. From Euripides' Text To Ours 

What Euripides wrote down consisted essentially of the 
words to be spoken or sung. He probably did not add musical 
notation but taught the melodies orally to his chorus, his 
singing actor and his aulete, and they were written down 
later, sporadically, by professional performers. He probably 
marked changes of speaker, if at all, only by punctuation: the 
practice of identifying the speakers throughout seems to be no 
older than the fifth century A.O. (N.G. Wilson, CQ 20 (1970] 
305). This means that the editor of a tragedy (or comedy) is 
free to al locate lines to speakers or singers as best fits the 
sense, whatever the manuscripts may indicate. Again, 
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Euripides probably wrote no stage directions - at any rate, 
there are none in the manuscripts. The directions inserted in 
my translation are deduced from indications in the spoken 
text. 

In composing his play, Euripides naturally sometimes had 
second thoughts, and altered or expanded a passage he had 
already written. I believe this is occasionally detectable from 
mild discontinuities or interruptions of logical sequence, and in 
the notes I postulate "afterthoughts" by the poet to account 
for them. 

More often we have to reckon with insertions by later 
actors or producers. Classical tragedies, or those that were 
popular enough to go on being performed, suffered from this 
especially in the fourth century B. C •13 Sometime in the 330s or 
early 320s, Lycurgus got a law passed that an official text of 
Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides should be kept, and actors 
not al lowed to depart from it ( Plutarch, Lives of Orators 
841F). This no doubt had at least some effect in curbing 
interpolation at Athens, though by this time touring actors 
were performing frequently in other places ( see DFA 2 279 ff.). 
An Alexandrian commentator whose note survives in the 
scholium on Or. 57 criticizes the actors of his time for showing 
Helen arriving at the house early in the morning, with the 
spoils of Troy; in other words a gratuitous procession was 
prefixed to the play for the sake of spectacle (cf. Taplin 
(1977] 77). This may have been a dumb show. But the 
Alexandrian text certainly contained many spurious lines, some 
of which, critics noted, were not present in all copies { see 
nn. on 957-9, 1227-30, 1394). By my reckoning the text as we 
have it contains at least 25 interpolations {not counting mere 
intrusive glosses), the great majority being probably of 
pre-Alexandrian date. All but six consist of a single line, or 
less than a whole line, and only two (906-13 and 1227-30) 
exceed three lines. Nearly all can be assigned to one of the 
fol lowing categories: 

1. alterations to suit a new manner of production 
( 349-51, 957-9; 1366 if not genuine); 

2. addition of references to characters or themes of the 
play in places where they seemed to have been passed 
over (33, 51, 537, 663, 1564-6); 

3. expansion for its own sake ( 367?, 593, 602-4 
[probably borrowed from some other play], 906-13, 
933, 1224 with 1227-30, 1394, 1L'30); 
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4. a line added to supplement a tersely expressed 
phrase (361, 677, 856, 916, 1024, 1647); 

5. words added to existing words to make up an iambic 
trimeter ( 141, 478). 

Aristophanes of Byzantium (c.270-190) was the first major 
Alexandrian scholar to concern himself with tragedy. He was 
interested in the authenticity of the text, and he probably had 
access to Lycurgus' official Athenian copy, which Ptolemy 111 
filched for the Alexandrian I ibrary. He produced an edition in 
which the lyric portions were for the first time divided into 
lines on metrical criteria, and also brief Hypotheses containing 
factual details about the plays. (See the second Hypothesis to 
Orestes and the notes to it.) He appears not to have published 
a commentary, but much of his learning was embodied in a 
commentary by his pupil Callistratus. 14 This was excerpted by 
the industrious compiler Didymus (first century B. C.), whose 
work, together with that of one Dionysius (unkown, probably 
late), apparently supplied the meat of the extant scholia. Some 
of the material in these scholia is merely Byzantine paraphrase 
of the text, but some goes right back, via Didymus and 
Callistratus, to Aristophanes. This may well include the 
valuable remarks in a few places about what "present-day" 
actors do when they perform the play ( schol. 5 7, see above; 
nn. on 268 and 644), since a scholium on Hipp. 171 cites 
Aristophanes as using an argument from stage practice, and 
the reference to Stesichorus in the comment on Or. 268 can be 
connected with Aristophanes' citation of that poet at line 1287. 

Papyri and quotations provide some further evidence of 
the state of the text in antiquity. Fragments of fourteen 
ancient manuscripts (thirteen papyrus, one parchment) are so 
far known, ranging in date from about 200 B. C. to the sixth 
or seventh century A.O. Only occasionally (at 141, 206, 1340, 
1394, 11'41) do they have good readings that are not to be 
found in at least some of the medieval manuscripts, and it 
looks as if the better medieval copies are giving us a text not 
greatly inferior to that of the average copy of the later 
Hellenistic or Roman period. The picture from ancient writers' 
quotations of the play is much the same. Despite the large 
number of quotations - lists may be found in the editions of Di 
Benedetto and Biehl - they preserve better readings than the 
manuscripts in only two places ( 141 again, 351). 

By the Roman period the number of Euripidean plays that 
were widely read had been reduced to a fraction of the 
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original total. A set of ten., perhaps the ten most popular., 
survived at Constantinople into the Middle Ages together with 
ancient commentaries. They survived probably in a small 
handful of fifth- or sixth-century copies which, after lying 
unread for many generations., were rediscovered in the ninth 
or early tenth century and made the basis for a new edition in 
minuscule script with marginal variants and scholia. The 
transliteration from uncial to minuscule involved the writing of 
accents and other lectional signs regularly instead of merely 
sporadically, as had been the ancient custom, and it therefore 
demanded a considerable scholarly effort of interpretation. It 
is possible that this effort was made independently by more 
than one person, but the prevalent opinion is that it was made 
only once., and that the product., laden with variant readings 
good and bad cul led from the old manuscripts, became the sole 
archetype of the later medieval tradition. 15 

The ten plays in question - often referred to as the 
11 select" plays, or II the selection 11 

- are Hecuba, Orestes., 
Phoenissae., H ippolytus, Medea., A ndromache, A lcestis., Rhesus, 
T roades, and Bacchae. Bacchae has lost its scholia., but we 
have scholia for the other nine. In addition to the select plays 
there survived by a lucky chance a codex containing nine 
further plays, without scholia. These are known as the 
11alphabetic 11 plays., because their titles all come from the same 
part of the alphabet (E-H-1-K), and they evidently represent 
a portion (or two not quite contiguous portions) of 
Aristophanes' complete edition of Euripides• works, arranged 
alphabetically by initial. This must have been a great rarity 
even in late antiquity. The alphabetic plays - Helen., Electra., 
Heraclidae., Heracles, Suppliants., the two lphigeneias,, Ion, 
Cyclops - remained almost unread until about 1300, and they 
are preserved only in one manuscript of that date and another 
copied from it. 

By contrast, most of the select plays exist in a good 
number of manuscripts., and the first three, Hecuba., Orestes 
and Phoenissae, in over two hundred. The reason is that these 
three plays, the so-called Byzantine triad, were prescribed on 
the regular school syllabus. 16 Of this mass of manuscripts a 
large part has still not been collated, five hundred years after 
the invention of printing; if scholars had devoted as much 
effort to this basic research as they have put into writing 
"interpretations" of tragedy, we should be further forward. 
However, the older manuscripts at least have been 
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investigated, and the likelihood that important variant readings 
remain to be discovered is low (though not zero). 

The manuscripts regularly cited in the critical apparatus 
are: 

H ( Hierosolymitanus taphou 36), the Jerusalem palimpsest, 
10th or 11th century. Only 507 lines of the play (from various 
parts) are preserved, and these partly obscured by a 
commentary on the Old Testament prophets which was written 
across them some three hundred years later. 

M (Marcianus graecus 471). 11th century. 
B (Parisinus graecus 2713). 11th century. 
0 (Laurentianus 31. 10). Latter part of the 12th century. 
V (Vaticanus graecus 909). c. 1250-80. The pages 

containing lines 1205-1504 are lost, and for this section V 1s 
place is taken by a manuscript copied from it, namely Va 
(Palatinus graecus 98, 14th century). 

A (Parisinus graecus 2712). Late 13th century. 
The following are sporadically mentioned: 
gnomol. Vatoped. A gnomology found in a manuscript on 

Mt. Athos (Vatopedianus 36). 12th century. 
gnomol. Scorial. Another in a manuscript in the Escorial 

( Scorial. gr. X. 1. 13). Early 14th century. 
F (Marcianus graecus 468). Late 13th century. 
K ( Laurentianus conventi soppressi 66). Late 13th 

century. 
Pr ( Rheims, Bibi. de la ville 1306). Late 13th century. 
Sa ( Vaticanus graecus 1345). Late 13th century. 
G (Ambrosianus L 39 sup.). Early 14th century. 
L (laurentianus 32.2). Early 14th century. This 1s the 

manuscript that also preserves the alphabetic plays. 
~ Collective symbol for a group of three manuscripts of 

the earlier 14th century ( Bodleianus Auct. F. 3. 25; Bodleianus 
Barocci 120; Laurentianus conventi soppressi 71). 

Other 14th- or t Sth-century manuscripts are cited 
unspecifically as "rec. 11 or 11recc." ( recentior(es)). 

The manuscripts do not, for the most part, group 
themselves in recognizable families. The readings they offer 
have to be judged on their merits, and not according to the 
number or age of the manuscripts in which they occur; 
sometimes the superior variant appears only in one of the later 
ones. The main thing to bear in mind is that after about 1280 
there were scholars who studied Euripides and other poets in a 
critical spirit, and who were much more liable than earlier 
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copyists to correct errors (or what they took to be errors) on 
their own initiative: in particular Maximus Planudes, Manuel 
Moschopulus, Thomas Magister, and Demetrius Triclinius.1 7 In 
the case of L we know that it was produced in the school of 
Planudes, and much corrected by Triclinius. Other corrections 
in Triclinius' hand are found in a manuscript in Rome, 
Angelicus graecus 14. The ~ manuscripts carry the scholia of 
Moschopulus and therefore perhaps some corrections by him. 
Another group of manuscripts carries Thomas' scholia. In 
general, with the manuscripts of this period and later, we 
have to consider carefully whether their more plausible 
readings represent genuine tradition or only scholarly 
emendation. Decision is sometimes difficult, depending as it 
does on one's assessment of what the Byzantine scholars were 
likely to find fault with and what sorts of correction were 
likely to occur to them. Triclinius (c.1280 to after 1332) was 
certainly the most important among them. He made a particular 
contribution by realizing that the lyric strophes and 
antistrophes were supposed to agree with each other 
metrically: he made efforts to analyse the metres, and to 
correct the text where the responsion broke down. It is not 
certain whether he was the first to do anything of the sort, 
but whatever had been achieved in this field before him was 
negligible. 

From the Renaissance to the present day scholars have 
continued striving, according to their lights, to purify the 
text. Progress has been greater since the late 18th century, 
when the dramatists' linguistic and metrical habits began to be 
studied in a more systematic way. Advances are still being 
made. But as often as old problems are solved, new ones are 
identified; and solutions are seldom accepted by everybody. 
There can never be a definitive text of a Greek play, only 
improved ones. By no means every edition is an improvement 
on its predecessors. But the overall trend, these last five 
centuries, has been upward - that is, closer to Euripides. 
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Notes to Introduction to Orestes 

1. The date is given by the scholiast on line 371, in the form 
"when Diodes was archon". Callimachus had published a 
great chronological table of dramatic productions, drawing 
on an earlier work of Aristotle; Aristotle's information came 
from the official Athenian archives. So where we have such 
dates, they seem to be reliable. 

2. For the details see West ( 1982) 82, 85. 
3. The identity of the others is unknown. The satyr-play 

produced on this occasion may have been the Cyclops, cf. 
R. Seaford, JHS 102 ( 1982) 163 ff. 

4. Most conveniently found in TrGF i. 26 and 41. 
5. V .M. Strocka, Gymnasium 80 ( 1973) 366 ff. and pi. 18. 
6. The more striking are mentioned in the notes (on 34-5, 

640, 656, 903, 1598, 1670/1679-80). Cf. also T .M. Falkner, 
CJ 78 (1982/3), 290-3. 

7. The theatre underwent alterations and improvements from 
time to time. The above sketch refers to its probable state 
in the late fifth century. For detailed information see the 
works listed in section VI 11 of the General Bibliography. 

8. The statement of Pollux 4. 126 that "the right-hand parodos 
[later equivalent of eisodos] leads from the country or the 
harbour or the town, while those arriving on foot from 
elsewhere enter by the other" probably reflects only a 
convention of the Hellenistic theatre, and as it puts 
harbour and town on the same side., it is not much use to 
us. 

9. For another use of the roof see 1366-8 n. 
1 o. Cf. Barrett on Hipp. 12 83; Hourmouz iades 30., 146- 69; 

StevensonAndr. 1229; Taplin (1977) 443-7. 
11. Cf. PV 135, 279, Med. 1321, HF 880 f. In several plays 

characters rode on a flying animal (PV, Euripides• 
Stheneboea and Bel/erophon, Aristophanes' Peace}. 

12. The only other one is /phigeneia in A ulis, for which a few 
musical notes are preserved on papyrus; see T. J. 
Mathiesen, Acta Musicologica 53 (1981), 15-32. For an 
introduction to ancient Greek music see R.P. 
Winnington-lngram in OCD 2 705-13 or in The New Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians ( 1980) vii. 659-72. 

13. Cf. D. L. Page, Actors' Interpolations in Greek Tragedy 
(Oxford, 1934), especially pp. 1-19 and (on our play) 
41-55. 
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14. See Page, op. cit. Sf.; Barrett, Hippolytos, 47f., 56f.; 
Zuntz ( 1965) 251 f.; R. Pfeiffer, History of Classical 
Scholarship i ( 1968) 190. 

15. See on this, and on the matter of this whole paragraph, 
Barrett, op. cit. 50-61; Zuntz, op. cit. 254-75. 

16. Among the plays of Aeschylus this status was enjoyed by 
the triad Prometheus, Seven against Thebes, and Persians; 
among those of Sophocles, by the triad Ajax, Electra, and 
Oedipus Tyrannus. 

17. See N.G. Wilson, Scholars of Byzantium (1983) 229-56. 



GENERAL BIBLIOGRAPHY 

(This Bibriography has been compiled by the General Editor, 
and concentrates on works in English; a supplementary 
Bibliography for Orestes follows, compiled by the editor of this 
volume). 

I : complete critical editions 
The standard edition is by J. Diggle in the Oxford 

Classical Texts: Tomus I ( 1984) Cyclops,. A/cestis .. Medea., 
Heraclidae., Hippolytus .. Andromacha,. Hecuba; Tomus II ( 1981) 
Supplices.. Electra, Hercules,. Troades., lphigenia in Tauris, 
Ion; until Tomus 111 is published, its predecessor, by G. 
Murray ( 1913 2 ) , will remain standard for Helena. Phoenissae., 
Orestes .. Bacchae., lphigenia Aulidensis., Rhesus. 

The edition of R. Prinz and N. Wecklein ( Leipzig, 
1878-1902) is still useful for its apparatus and appendices. The 
'Collection Bud~• edition, by L. Meridier and others ( Paris, 
1923 onwards), still lacks Rhesus; it has French translation, 
introductory essays and some notes. The 1Bibliotheca 
Teubneriana• issues plays singly, each with bibliography and 
some with brief critical notes, by different editors ( Leipzig, 
1964 onwards). 

Fragments: when it is published, Volume V of T ragicorum 
Graecorum Fragmenta,. Euripides, ed. R. Kannicht, will at last 
unite in one book the many long-known and frequently 
re-edited fragments with modern finds. For the present, see 
Hypsipyle, ed. G.W. Bond (Oxford, 1963); Phaethon, ed. J. 
Digg le ( Cambridge, 1970); A. Nauck, T ragicorum Graecorum 
Fragmenta ( Leipzig, 1889 2, reprinted Hildesheim, 1964 with 
Supplementum by B. Snell); D. L. Page, Greek Literary Papyri 
('Loeb', London, 1942); C. Austin, Nova Fragmenta Euripidea 
in Papyris Reperta ( Berlin, 1967). 

History of the text: W. S. Barrett, Euripides: Hippo/ytos 
(Oxford, 1964) 45-90; G. Zuntz, An Inquiry into the 
Transmission of the Plays of Euripides ( Cambridge, 1965) esp. 
249-88; J. Diggle, Praefatio to his OCT Tomus I, v-xiv. 

11 : complete commentaries 
F. A. Paley (London, 185 7 1 -1889 2 

) ( commonsensical and 
still useful). 

E. Schwartz, Scho/ia in Euripidem (Serrin, 1887-91) (nine 
plays only; a more widely based edition of the ancient and 
medieval scholia is needed). 
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1 Reference• commentaries on single plays are: W .S. 
Barrett, Hippolytos (Oxford, 196ll}; G.W. Bond, Heracles 
(Oxford, 1981); C. Collard" Supplices (Groningen, 1975); J.D. 
Denniston, Electra (Oxford, 1939); J. Diggle, Studies on the 
Text of Euripides (Oxford" 1981); E.R. Dodds, Bacchae 
(Oxford, 1960); R. Kannicht, Helena (Heidelberg" 1969); R. 
Seaford, C ye/ops (Oxford, 19811); U. van 
Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Herakles ( Berlin, 18952 ; reprinted Bad 
Homburg 1959); C. W. Will ink, Orestes (Oxford" 1986). 

Commentaries on the other tragedians important for 
reference are: E. Fraenkel, Aeschylus: Agamemnon (Oxford, 
1950); R.C. Jebb, Sophocles (7 vols., Cambridge, 
18831

- 19033 ); A. C. Pearson, The Fragments of Sophocles ( 3 
vols., Cambridge, 1917). 

111 : complete En lish translations 
D. Grene, . Lattimore eds. , The Complete Greek Tragedies: 

Euripides ( 2 vols., Chicago, 1958-9) 
P. Vellacott, Euripides (4 vols., Harmondsworth, 1953-72) 

( 'Penguin C lassies•) 

IV : lexicography 
J. T. Allen, G. ltalie, A Concordance to Euripides, Berkeley/ 

London 1954, reprinted Croningen 1970; Supplement by C. 
Collard, Groningen 1971. 

V : bibliographical aids 
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HYPOTHESIS OF ORESTES 

Orestes, seeking retribution for his father's 
murder, killed Aegisthus and Clytaemestra~ but 
having ventured this act of matricide, he straight­
way paid the penalty by going mad. Tyndareos, the 
father of the murdered woman, prosecuted him, and 
the Argives were preparing to have a public vote on 
what should be done to the sinner. As it happened, 
Menelaus then arrived home from his travels: he sent 
Helen in during the night, and came himself by day. 
Being implored by Orestes to help him, he preferred 
to play safe with regard to Tyndareos who argued 
against it; and when the debate took place before 
the mob, the majority was led to vote for putting 
Orestes to death. <Orestes, however, secured a day's 
grace> by promising to dispatch himself out of this 
life. His friend Pylades, who was present, proposed 
to him that they should first take vengeance on 
Menelaus by killing Helen. So they went off with 
this intention, but were cheated of their hopes wher 
the gods snatched Helen away. But Electra delivered 
Hermione (who appeared just then) into their hands. 
They were preparing to murder her, when Menelaus 
appeared, and seeing himself about to lose both his 
wife and his child, he set himself to storm the 
palace; but they forestalled him by threatening to 
set it on fire. Then Apollo appeared and said that 
he was transporting Helen to the gods, and instrµcted 
Orestes to take Hermione for himself and give 
Electra to Pylades as wife, and, after undergoing 
purification for the killing, to rule over Argos. 

ARISTOPHANES THE GRAMMARIAN'S HYPOTHESIS 

Orestes, suffering from the terrors both because 
of his slaughter of his mother and by agency of the 
Erinyes, and condemned to death by the Argives, 
intended to murder Helen and Hermione (in retaliation 
for Menelaus' failing to help him, although he was 
at hand); but he was stopped by Apollo. The story 
does not occur in any author. 
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The scene of the play is set in Argos. The chorus 
consists of women of Argos, companions of Electra, 
and they come to enquire about Orestes' calamity. 
The opening speech is spoken by Electra. The play 
has a denouement more of the comic type. 

The arrangement of the play is as follows. At 
Agamemnon's palace Orestes is represented laid low 
by madness and lying on a couch, while Electra sits 
by him at his feet. It is a problem why she does not 
sit at his head: in that way she would give more of 
an impression of caring for her brother, by sitting 
closer. Well, it seems to be because of the chorus 
that the poet arranged it so. Orestes would have 
been woken up - and he had only recently and with 
difficulty fallen asleep - with the chorus women 
standing any closer to him. This can be inferred 
from what Electra says to the chorus, "Quietly, 
quietly, light set down your shoe-tread 11 (140). So 
it is plausible that this is the grouna for 
arranging it like that. 

The play is one of those that enjoy success on the 
stage, but its ethics are dreadful: apart from 
Pylades everyone is bad. 

DRAMATIS PERSONAE 

Electra 
Helen 
Chorus 
Orestes 
Menelaus 
Tyndareos 

Pylades 
News bringer* 
Hermione 
Phrygian 
Apollo 

*This is how the manuscripts name this character. 
In the translation I have substituted "Old Man". 
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[Orestes lies on a bed, under ~raps and asleep. Electra 
is sitting beside him.] 

ELECTRA. There is no thing so fearful to 
relate or to suffer, nor any contingency god may 
impose, of which humankind is not liable to have 
to take up the burden. That fortunate man (and 
I am not being sarcastic about his fate), Zeus' 
offspring, as they say - Tantalus - hovers in mid 5 
air in dread of a rock that looms above his 
head; he pays this penalty - so they say - because, 
a mortal enjoying equal status with gods at the 
shared table, he caught that most horrid disease, 
an unchecked tongue. 10 

He fathered Pelops, and from him Atreus was 
born, upon whom the goddess, raking out her wool­
coils, spun strife - to make fight with Thyestes 
his own brother. Why need I recount those 
obscenities? Anyway, Atreus feasted him on his 15 
slaughtered children. 

From Atreus - I say nothing of intervening 
events - the glorious Agamemnon sprang, if 
glorious he be, and Menelaus, from a Cretan 
mother, Aerope. And he, (Menelaus, married her 
whom the gods abhor, Helen~ while the lord 20 
Agamemnon took Clytaemestra, a notable marriage 
in Greek eyes. To him three of us girls were 
born from the one mother - Chrysothemis, 
Iphigeneia, and myself, Electra - and a male 
child, Orestes: from a mother most unholy, who 
wrapped her husband in an endless cloth and 25 
killed him. For what reasons, it is not seemly·; 
for an unwed woman to say; I leave this vague, 
for public consideration. 

Then Phoebus - how should Phoebus be accused 
of wrong? But he urged Orestes to kill the 
mother who bore him - not in everyone's eyes a 30 
thing bringing good repute, but still he killed 
her and did not reject the god's bidding. I too 
took part in the murder, such part as a woman 
might. [And so did Pylades, who has done this 
deed with us.] 
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Hence it is that poor Orestes here is sick, 
wasted with a savage sickness, and has taken 35 
to his bed: his mother's blood bowls him along 
in frenzy-fits - I am shy of naming the 
goddesses, the Benign Ones, who are putting him 
through ordeals of terror. This is now the 
sixth day since our mother, after dying in 
carnage, became cleansed in the fire~ and during 40 
these days he has swallowed no food, not given 
his skin a wash. Hidden inside his wraps, when 
his body gets relief from the illness he is sane 
and he cries, but at other times he jumps from 
the bed, running wild like a colt from under 45 
the yoke. 

This city of Argos has decreed that no one 
is to give us hospitality of roof or fire, or 
speak to us, matricides that we are. And this 
is the appointed day when the community of 
Argives will divide its vote on whether the pair 
of us must die by stoning [or sharpen a sword 50 
and strike at our necks]. 

But we do have some hope of avoiding death, 
because Menelaus has arrived in the land from 
Troy. Filling the harbour of Nauplia with his 
oarage he is moored at the headlands, who for 55 
long after Troy went wandering astray. As for 
that source of so much grief, Helen, he took 
care to wait for night-time, in case any of 
those whose sons lie dead below Ilion, seeing 
her walking abroad by day, should take to 
throwing stones, and he sent her ahead to our 60 
house. She is indoors, weeping for her sister 
and the house's calamities. 

But she does have some comfort for her 
sufferings: the da.ighter Menelaus left at home 
when he was sailing for Troy and brought from 
Sparta and gave to my mother to bring up - 65 
Hermione - in her she rejoices, and puts her 
troubles out of mind. 

I am watching every road for when I shall 
see that Menelaus has arrived; we have but 

65 





feeble strength to buoy us up otherwise, if we 
do not find some salvatbn from him. It is a 
helpless thing, a house in ill fortune. 70 
[HeZen comes out of the house without attendants. She 
carries a tray on ~hiah are jugs and a lock of hair.] 

HELEN. Child of Clytaemestra and Agamemnon, 
so long unwed - Electra - how are you, poor 
creature, and your brother, unhappy Orestes, who 
became his mother's murderer? Speaking to you 
does not affect me with pollution, you see, 75 
because it is to Phoebus that I attribute the 
misdeed. Yet I do bewail the fate of my sister 
Clytaemestra, whom I never saw after I sailed 
to !lion as I did from the heaven-sent madness 
that was my lot. I am bereaved, and lament 80 
what has befallen. 

EL. Helen, why would I tell you what you 
see with your own eyes, Agamemnon's children in 
calamity? I sit sleepless attending a miserable 
corpse (for a corpse is what he is, by the 
feebleness of his breath; I am not being 
sarcastic about his troubles); and you the 85 
fortunate one, and your fortunate husband, find 
us in miserable plight. 

HEL. How long has he been sunk on his bed? 
EL. Ever since he did the deed of parental 

carnage. 
HEL. 

way she 
EL. 

down. 

o pitiable - and his mother too, the 
perished. 
That is how it is; and so he has broken 

HEL. Niece, I beg you, would you do something 
for me? 

EL. Well, I am rather occupied in sitting 
by my brother. 

90 

HEL. Do you mind going to my sister I s tomb -
EL. My mother 1 s you want me to go to? What 95 

for? 
HEL. To take an offering of hair and some 

libations from me. 
EL. Is it improper for you to visit a 

family tomb? 
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HEL. Well, you see, I am ashamed to show my 
person to the Argives. 

EL. Belated wisdom: you left the house 
brazenly enough that other time./, 

HEL. You speak truly, though not amiably. 100 
EL. And what inhibition is it you feel 

towards the Mycenaeans? 
HEL. I am afraid of the fathers of those 

lying dead below Ilion. 
EL. A case for fear indeed, and you are 

loud on Argos' lips. 
HEL. So will you do me this kindness, and 

relieve my fear? 
EL. I would not be able to face my mother's 

tomb. 105 
HEL. But it does not look good that servants 

should be the bearers. 
EL. Why do you not send your daughter 

Hermione? 
HEL. Itis not seemly for girls to go out in 

public. 
EL. But then, she would be repaying 

Clytaemestra for bringing her up. 
HEL. That's true; I accept what you say, 110 

niece. Yes, I'll send my daughter. A good 
suggestion. - My child! Hermionel Come out to 
the front - [Hermione appears] and take these 
libations and this hair of mine. Go to the 
edge of Clytaemestra's tomb and pour out the 
milk honey-mix and the sprinkle of wine. Then 115 
stand on top of the mound and say, "Helen your 
sister presents you with these libations, afraid 
to approach your memorial and fearing the Argive 
populace". Ask her to keep a kindly attitude 
toward me, and you, and my husband - and this 120 
unhappy pair whom a god has ruined - and 
promise all the mortuary offerings that it is 
appropriate for me to make for my sister. 
[Hermione takes the t-ray and starts to leave. ] Go, my 
child, be brisk, and when you have given the 
libations to the tomb, mind you come back as 125 
quickly as you can. [Exit Hermione. Helen Peturns 
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indoors.] 
EL. O Nature, what a curse you are to 

mankind - and what a preservative for the lucky 
ones! Did you notice how she had shorn her 
hair along the edge, to save her beauty? She is 
the woman she used to be. May the gods' hate 
fall upon you, for being the ruin of me, of 130 
him here, and of all Greece! [The ChoPU.s, Zed 
by the shawm-player, comes into Vieu) on one of the side 
rumps.] Oh dear, here they are again, my 
friends who sing with me in my laments. They 
will soon shift him from the sleep he rests in, 
and dissolve my eye in tears when I see my 
brother in his frenzy. 135 

Dearest women, come with quiet step, make 
no noise, let there be no clatter. Your 
devotion is kindly, but to me his rousing will 
be a calamity. 

CHORUS [piano] 
Quietly, quietly, light set down 140 
your shoe-tread, do not stamp. 

EL. Keep well clear, that way, please well 
clear of the bed. 

CH. There, I do as you say! 
EL. No, no - like breath of a panpipe's 145 

slight reed, as I love you, make your voice. 
CH. [pianissimo] There, gentle as if indoors 

I bring my song. 
EL. Yes, like that! Draw in, draw in, 

come up gently, gently come: give account 
of whatever business it is you have come for: 
It is a long time since he fell asleep 151 
like this .. 

CH. How is it with him? Share what you can tell, 
as I love you. What shall I say is his 
case? [What his plight?] 

EL. He still breathes, but with shallow groan. 155 
CH. What? o, poor man! 
EL. You'll finish me if you disturb his closed 
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eyes while he enjoys the sweet boon 
of sleep. 

CH. Pitiable for his horrible god-sent acts! 160 
Poor man! 

EL. Oh, these toils: wrongful the god that 
day, wrongful his oracle, oracle, 
when on Themis' tripod Loxias passed 
sentence that mprder be followed by murder 
of my mother! 165 

CH. Do you see - he stirs in r.is wraps. 
EL. Yes, because you with your wretched halloos 

have jolted him awake. 
CH. But no, I think he sleeps. 
EL. Won't you leave us, leave the house, 170 

retrace your steps and let your stamping be? 
CH. He slumbers. EL. That 1 s well then. 

O mistress, mistress Night, 
thou giver of sleep to mortals and all 

their toils, 175 
come forth from the cosmic dark, come, 

come on thy wings 
to the house that was Agamemnon's, 
for by suffering and by calamity 180 
we are lost, are lost - Oh! You made 

a clatter! 
Won't you quietly, quietly, careful to 
avoid clamorous voice, away from the bed, 185 
allow him the peaceful boon of sleep, 

as I love you? 

CH. Cry it aloud, what ending of his ills awaits. 
EL. Death: what else can I say? 

He has not even appetite for food. 
CH. Plain to foresee then is his fate. 190 
EL. Sacrificial victims Phoebus made of us, 

by assigning that piteous sequential 
murder of father's murderer, mother! 

CH. It wg_s just. - EL. But not good. 
You slew and were slain, o 195 

mother who bore me; you put an end to 
father and to us children of your blood. 
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We are destroyed, as good as dead, 200 
destroyed, 

for you are among the dead, and my life 
is gone, the greater part of it, 
in groaning, lamenting, weeping in the night, 
as marri ageless, childless too - unhappy me -
I drag out my years for evermore. 

CHORUS-LEADER. Look, Electra - you are 
there beside him - see your brother hasn 1 t died 
without your noticing. I don 1 t like the look 
of him, he I s too limp. [Anxious pause.) 210 

ORESTES [waking]. O friendly ench.antrrent of sleep, 
help against sickness, how sweet was your 
coming, just when I needed it. 0 mistress 
Oblivion of Ills, how clever you are, and for 
those in misfortune a goddess worth praying to. 

Wherever did I get here from? How did I 215 
get here? I 1 ve no recollection, my former 
mind has deserted me. 

EL. Dearest, how glad you made me by 
falling asleep. Would you like me to deal with 
you and make you comfortable? 

OR. Take hold, take hold, yes, and wipe the 
sticky foam from my suffering mouth and eyes. 220 

EL. There. The menial task is a pleasure; 
I don•t decline to tend brother's body with 
sister's hand. 

OR. Support my side with yours, and take 
this drab hair out of my face. I can't see 
very well. 

EL. o lock of hair, o dirty, suffering 225 
head: how unkempt you are through long lack 
of washing. 

OR. Lay me down again. When the madness 
abates, I am limbless, I have no strength in 
my body. 

EL. There. The sick man loves his couch -
a nuisance of a thing to have, but necessary 230 
nonetheless. 
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OR. Set me up straight again ... swivel me 
round. There's no pleasing the sick in their 
helplessness. 

EL. Do you want me to set your feet down 
on the ground? It's a long time since you 
did. A change is always nice~ 

( OR. Yes, by all means. This has the 235 

1
semblance of health, and it's better to have 
the semblance, even if it falls short of 

Lreality. 
EL. Now, listen, dear brother, while the 

Erinyes are letting you think straight. 
OR. You're going to tell me some news. Well, 

if it's good, I'm pleased, but if it points to 
harm of some sort, I have enough misfortune. 240 

EL. Menelaus is come, your father's brother; 
his galley is moored at Nauplia. 

OR. What's that? He's come, light of 
deliverance for my troubles and yours, our 
kinsman who owes gratitude to our father? 

EL. He's come - this certainty you may take 245 
from what I say - bringing Helen home from the 
walls of Troy. 

OR. If he had survived alone, he would be 
more to be envied. If he comes with wife, he 
comes with a load of trouble.ff* 

EL. It was a notable broo~ of daughters 
that Tyndareos fathered, witP regard to such 
censure, and of ill fame in Greece. 250 

OR. You be different from those bad women, 
then, you have the option; and don't just say 
you wi 11, but mean it. [He suddenly shoi.Js signs 
of distr>ess. ] 

EL. Oh, my dear brother, your eye is 
becoming disturbed; you have soon switched to 
madness, when just now you were sane. 

OR. Mother, I beg you, don't threaten me 255 
with those blood-eyed, snaky maidensl For 
here they come, here they come, bounding up 
to me! [He begins to jer>k up a;zd down convulsively. 
Electra tries to cal~ him.] 
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EL. Stay quietly, poor sufferer, on your 
bed. You're not seeing any of the things you 
think you're sure of. 

OR. O Phoebus! They'll kill me, the bitch- 260 
faced, fierce-eyed priestesses of the nether 
ones, dread goddesses! 

EL. I'll not let go: I'll thread my arm in 
and restrain your unhappy jumping about. 

OR. Let go! You're one of my Erinyes, 
you're getting a grip on my waist for a throw 265 
- into Tartarus ! [He spriings friee.] 

EL. o misery, where am I to get help, when 
we've got the powers that be against us? [She 
aover,s her, head and begins to weep.] 

OR. Give me my horn-drawn bow, Loxias' gift 
with which he said to defend myself against the 
goddesses if they terrified me with raving fits. 270 
There's going to be a deity shot by mortal 
hand if she doesn I t move away out of my sight! 
Aren't you listening? can't you see the 
feathered shafts speeding out from the far­
shooting bow? Ach - why are you waiting, then? 275 
Skim the air with your wings! It's Phoebus 1 

oracles you must hold responsihle! 
But stay ... What am I doing, raving and out 

of breath? Where, oh where have I got to, 
springing out of bed? Out of the surge once 
more I see calm water. My sister, why are you 
crying with your head inside your dress? You 280 
make me ashamed for involving you in my troubles 
and being a bother to an unmarried woman with 
my ailments. Don't pine on account of my ills. 
~ mean, you agreed to this business, but it's 
my doing, mother's murder; and it's Loxias I 285 
blame, who put me up to a most unholy deed an<lt 
encouraged me with words but not with actions.J 
I think my father, if I were questioning him 
face to face about whether I should kill my 
mother, would have reached for my chin with 290 
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many an appeal never to drive my sword into 
the neck of her who bore me, if he was not to 
get his daylight back and my suffering self 
was to endure ills like these. 

And now unveil, dear sister head, and leave 
your tears, even if we are in very sorry 295 
plight. When you see depression on my part, 
you must shrink the grim diseased part of my 
mind and comfort me; and when it is you that 
groans, it is for me to be at hand with 
affectionate advice. These are fitting services 300 
for people who are close. Now go into the 
house, poor sufferer, stretc~ out and yield 
your sleepless lids to sleep, take food, and 
wash yourself. For if you are going to give 
out on me or catch some illness through 
sitting with me, I am lost: you're the only 305 
helper I have, for as you see, I am without 
any othe;-s. 

EL. \]mpossible. I shall opt even to die 
with you, no less than to live. It comes to 
the same; for if you die, what can I do, as a 
woman? How shall I survive by myself, 
brotherless, fatherless, friendless?] 310 

Yet if you think it best, I must obey. But 
lie down on your bed, and be none too receptive 
to that panic that startles you from the couch, 
but stay on the comfortable bed. For even if 
one is not ill but fancies one is, the effect 
is fatigue and despair. 315 

[Electra goer; indoors. Oiles tPs resw!:t:is his r Z.ace 
on the coueh. "-1uslc. ] 

CH. Ah woe. 
Ye wild-running winged 
frenzying goddesses 
who have been assigned an unbacchanal coven 
among tears ana wailings: 320 
dark-hued Benign Ones, who dart the length 

of the sky, 
seeking justice for blood, 
seeking payment for murder: 
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I beseech you, beseech you, 
let Agamemnon's son 325 
free his mind of the fury 
of raving and roving. Oh, what toils 
you reached your hand at, poor man -

- and therefore perish -
when from the tripod Phoebus• oracle, oracle, 
you received in the precinct 330 
where, they say, the central Navel lurks. 

O Zeus. 
What tragedy, what trial 

~ 

is this that comes with carnage, 
spurring you, hapless one, for whom 335 

some demon 
joins tears in stream with tears, 
channelling into the house 
your mother's blood that drives you wild? 
I grieve for you, grieve for you. 
Great prosperity among mortals is not 340 
lasting: 
upsetting it like the sail of a swift sloop 
some higher power swamps it in the rough 

doom-waves 
of fearful toils, as of the sea. 
For what other house yet, but the one 345 
sprung from marriage of holy stock -
from Tantalus - am I sooner to revere? 

[Menelaus and attendants come into vie~, ma~ching up one 
of the side ramps.] 

But see now, here the king approaches, lord 
Menelaus. [And by his elegance he may be 
plainly seen to be of the Tantalids' blood.] 350 
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O thou who launched a thousand-vessel horde 
at Asian soil, joy on you; with Success you 
consort for your own part, having won from the 
gods just what you were praying for. 355 

MENELAUS. o palace: in one way I am 
delighted to behold you, coming from Troy as I 
do, but at the same time I lament, for never 
in my life have I seen a hearth more circled 
about with grievous ills. Agamemnon•s fate I 360 
knew [and by what a death he perished at his 
wife's hand] as I brought my prow to Malea~ 
the soothsayer for sailors had announced it to 
me out of the waves, the prophet of Nereus, 
Glaucus, a god without deceit, who told me, 
stationed there before my eyes: 11 Menelaus, 365 
your brother lies dead; he has met his last 
ablutions from his wife 11

, and so he filled me 
and my sailors with tears in plenty. But after 
I touched Nauplian soil, when my wife was 
already on her way here and I was thinking to 370 
embrace Orestes, Agamemnon's boy, with loving 
arms, and his mother( assuming them to be well, 
I heard from one of the harbour salts of the 
unholy murder of Tyndareos• daughter. 

And now tell me where he is, young ladies, 375 
Agamemnon's son, who steeled himself to this 
horror. He was a babe in Clytaemestra•s arms 
when I left the house to go to Troy, so I 
would not recognize him at sight. 

OR. [ running _roI'Llard f1•om hl s bed and <-rcucl: _: n}1 

befoY'e Menr:laus] Here I am, Menelaus, that 380 
Orestes you are asking after. Of my own accord 
I will lay my plight before you. As a first 
offering I touch your knees in supplication, 
making contact in prayer uttered without 
foliage: save me! You have come, the very man, 
at the moment of crisis. 

MEN. Ye gods, what am I seeing? Which of 385 
the dead do I behold? 
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OR. Well said, for in my plight I am not 
alive, though I see the daylight. 

MEN. How unkempt you are with your drab hair, 
unhappy creature! 

OR. It is not my aspect but my actions that 
disfigure me. 

MEN. And how grimly you gaze with your 
wasted eyes! 

OR. My body is passed away - but my name 390 
has not deserted me. 

MEN. O unexpected apparition of unsightliness! 
OR. Here I am, my wretched mother's 

murderer. 
MEN. So I have heard. Be sparing in 

mentioning evils. 
OR. I am; but Fortune is prodigal of them 

towards me. 
MEN. What's wrong with you? What sickness 395 

is killing you? 
OR. My intellect - I am conscious of having 

done awful things. 
MEN. How do you mean? It's intelligent to 

be clear, not obscure. 
OR. It is anguish in particular that is 

destroying me -
MEN. Yes, she is formidable, that one, but 

still curable. 
OR. And frenzy-fits, retributions for my 400 

mother.• s blood. 
MEN. And when did you start being mad? Which 

day was it? 
OR. The day I was building up my poor 

mother's grave-mound. 
MEN. Was it at home, or as you sat by the 

pyre? 
OR. As I waited in the night for the taking 

up of bones. 
MEN. Was anyone else there, keeping you 405 

upright? 
OR. Pylades, my accomplice in blood and 

matricide. 

87 





MEN. And from what kind of visions are you 
being disordered by? 

OR. I thought I saw three maidens that 
looked like Night. 

MEN. I know the ones you mean. I don't 
care to name them. 

OR. No, they are awesome. Turn to politer 410 
matters. 

MEN. It is these that drive you wild on 
kindred murder. 

OR. Oh, the chases by which I am hounded! 
MEN. It's not monstrous that monstrous things 

be suffered by those who have done them. 
OR. Yet I have a recourse in my calamity -
~EN. Don't say death: that isn't intelligent.415 
OR. In Phoebus who told me to carry out 

my mother•s murder. 
MEN. Which makes him rather backward in 

what is right and proper. 

[ 
OR. We are slaves to the gods - whatever 

the gods 11 are. 
MEN. Then does Loxias provide no relief for 

your troubles? 
OR. He is hiding his time. Divinity is 420 

like that. 
MEN. And how long has your mother•s breath 

been departed? 
OR. This is the sixth day; the funeral 

pyre is still warm. 
MEN. How soon the goddesses have come after 

you on account of her blood. 
OR. God may not be intelligent, but he is 

true to ris own. 
~EN. Does the fact that you have avenged 425 

your father help you at all? 
OR. Not so far; and 11 going to 11 I reckon 

the same as doing nothing. 
MEN. And how do you stand with the town 

since doing this deed? 
OR. I am so abhorred that they do not 

speak to me. 
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MEN. And have you not purged the blood on 
your hands in the prescribed way? 

OR. No, I am excluded from homes wherever 430 
I go. 

MEN. And which of them is it that want to 
run you out? 

OR. There is Oeax, who blames my father 
for the outrage at Troy. 

MEN. I know what you mean: he is punishing 
you for the killing of Palamedes. 

OR. In which I had no part; I am ruined 
by it at two removes. 

MEN. Who else? Some of Aegist1'1us I party, 435 
perhaps? 

OR. Yes, they abuse me; and the town is 
led by them nowadays. 

MEN. But does the people not let you hold 
Agamemnon's sceptre? 

OR. How should they, since they will no 
longer let me live? 

MEN. Why, what are they doing that you can 
tell me definitely? 

OR. A vote will be taken against me today. 440 
MEN. That you should suffer exile? or is 

it life or death? · 
OR. Death at the citizens' hands by stoning. 
MEN. Then aren't you fleeing across the 

border? 
OR. No, I am encircled all round with full 

bronze weaponry. 
MEN. By your enemies on their own, or by 445 

an Argive force? 
OR. By all the citizens-to kill me. It 1 s 

as simple as that. 
MEN. Oh, unhappy man, you have reached the 

ultimate in disaster. 
OR. My hope runs to you for refuge from my 

troubles. You have come full of success: give 
your near ones, who are suffering grievously, 450 
a share of your good fortune, don't take all 
the benefit and keep it to yourself, but accept 
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some toil too in your turn, repaying your debts 
of gratitude to my father in the proper quarter. 
The name but not the reality is what those 
friends have who are not friends in misfortune. 455 

[Tyndareos is seen approaching with attendants from 
the direction of Clytaemestra's tomb.] 

CHORUS-LEADER. See now, on aged legs the 
Spartiate struggles this way, Tyndareos, dark­
robed and shorn in mourning fashion for his 
daughter. 

OR. I am lost, Menelaus! Here is Tyndareos 
approaching us, the man into whose sight I am 460 
most hesitant to come because of what I have 
done. He even took care of me when I was small, 
with constant expressions of affection, carrying 
"Agamemnon I s boy 11 around in his arms, and so did 
Leda. They treasured me no less than the Zeus- 465 
twins. Ando my wretched heart and soul, I have 
not repaid them well. What darkness can I find 
for my face? What sort of cloud can I put in 
front of myself to avoid the old man's eyes? 
[He shrinks back behind Menelaus.] 

TYNDAREOS. Where, oh where can I catch sight 
of my daughter's husband, of Menelaus? I was 471 
at Clytaemestra's tomb pouring libations when 
I heard he had arrived at Nauplia with his wife, 
safe home after all these years. Take me to 
him, I want to stand to his right hand and 
greet him when I see him again at last. 475 

~EN. Joy to you, old sir, whose pillow was 
also 7.eus 1 

• 

TY. Ha, joy yourself, Menelaus, my son-in­
law! 

But stay. [What a plague it is not to know 
what is coming.] Here's the matricide-serpent 
in front of the house, glinting his unhealthy 480 
flashes, my bete noire. Menelaus, are you 
talking to him, the unholy creature? 

MEN. What if I am? He is the son of a 
father who was dear to me. 

TY. You mean to say he is of his stock, 
when he has turned out like this? 
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MEN. He is; and if he is in misfortune, I 
have obligations towards him. 

TY. You have become barbarized, being so 485 
long among barbarians. 

MEN. It is Greek always to honour one 1 s 
kinsman. 

TY. Aye, and also not to aim to be above 
the law. 

MEN. Everything based on compulsion is held 
slavish among the intelligent. 

TY. Well, you can keep that doctrine. I 
won't adopt it. 

MEN. Because your testy old age is not 490 
intelligent. 

TY. What has an intelligence-contest to do 
with this fellow, if seemly and unseemly are 
obvious to everyone? What man has ever behaved 
more stupidly than he has? He paid no regard 
to what was right and did not take recourse to 
the standard Greek procedure. I mean, when 495 
Agamemnon gave out his life-breath, smitten on 
the head by my daughter - a most horrid deed, 
I shall never condone it - he ought to have 
imposed the just penalty for bloodshed, 500 
certainly, while aiming for religious correct­
ness, and thrown his mother out of the house. 
He would have got credit for sanity out of the 
calamity, he would be keeping to the law, and 
he would be a righteous man. As it is, he has 
come to the same plight as his mother; for while 
he was justified in thinking her wicked, he 505 
acted more wickedly himself in killing her. 

I will just ask you this, Menelaus. Suppose 
Orestes were one day to be killed by the wife 
sharing his bed, and suppose his son in turn 
is to kill his mother, and then his son pay 510 
off that murder with another - how far wi 11 it 
go till the end of the troubles? Our fathers 
of old ordered these matters well: they were 
not for allowing a man who had blood on his 
hands to come into anyone•s sight or meet them, 
but for rehabilitating him by banishment, not 515 
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killing him in turn. Otherwise there would 
always be one person guilty of homicide, taking 
over the latest pollution on his hands. [As for 
me, I hate impure women, and in first place my 
daughter, who killed her husband (Helen too, 
your wife, I shall never commend and should 520 
not care to speak to, and I am not impressed 
by you~ going to Troy-land on a bad woman•s 
accountU; but I will defend the law as far as 
I am able, to curb this animal butchery which 
is always the ruin of land and community. 525 

I mean, what were you feeling, you devil, 
when your mother put forth her breast as she 
pleaded with you? As for me, although I did 
not see that awful scene, my poor old eye runs 
away in tears. One thing at any rate supports 530 
my argument: you are hated by the gods, and 
are paying your mother's price by rushing about 
in fits of frenzy and panic. What need have I 
to hear from other witnesses things that are 
here to be seen? So to make it clear to you, 
Menelaus: don•t go against the gods by choosing 535 
to help him, but leave him to be stoned to 
death by the townspeople. [Or else do not set 
foot on Spartan soil.] My daughter in dying 
had her just deserts, but it was not fitting 
that she should be killed by him. [r have been 
a fortunate man otherwise, except as regards 540 
my daughters. In this respect I am ill-starred] 
r CHORUS-LEADER. Lucky is the man who has 

1been successful with his children and not got 
Lones who are notorious disastersl 

OR. Grandfather, I must say I am afraid of 
answering you in a situation where I am bound 545 
to hurt and annoy you. Assume our debate is 
not to be hampered by your age, which deters 
me from speaking, and I will go ahead; but in 
reality I am inhibited by your grey hair. 550 
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My position is that I am outside the law in 546 
having killed my mother, but also within it, 547 
by an alternative title, as the avenger of my 
father. What ought I to have done? I mean, 551 
set two things against two others. My father 
planted me, and your daughter bore me -
ploughland taking over the seed from another: 
without the father there would never be a child. 

rso I reckoned I should rather take the side of 555 
~he author of my birth than of her who undertook -, 
the fostering. i And your daughter - I hesitate to ,, 
say my mother - in private nuptials, not,. the 
sensible kind, was visiting a man's be~J If I 
speak ill of her, I shall be proclaiming it 560 
of myself, but I will speak it all the same. 
Aegisthus was the secret husband in the house: 
I killed him, and thereupon made sacrifice of 
my mother, doing an unholy thing, but avenging 
my father. 

As for the grounds on which you threaten me 
with stoning, .hear how I am the benefactor of 565 
all Greece. [! mean, if women are going to 
have the effrontery to murder their men, taking 
refuge with their children, angling for mercy 
with their breasts, it would cost them nothing 
to do away with their husbands when they have 
a grievance of any kind; but I, by acting 570 
monstrously (as ~.cou claim), have put a stop 
to this practice.) 

It was in justifiable loathing that I killed 
my mother: she betrayed her husband when he was 
away from home under arms, as commander for all 
Greece, and she did not keep the marriage-bed 575 
pure; and when she realized her mistake, she 
did not punish herself, but, to avoid being 
punished by her husba~fi, she penalized my 
father and killed him:J In heaven's name - hardly 
appropriate to mention heaven in judging murder, 
but anyway - supposing I were condoning my 580 
mother's conduct by saying nothing, what would 
the victim have done to me? Would he not hate 
me and be dancing me about with his Erinyes? 
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Or is it that my mother has goddesses at hand 
to fight for her but he, the more greatly 
wr~ged, has none? 

Lit was you, grandfather, who caused my 585 
downfall by fathering a wicked daughter~ 
because of her temerity I lost my father, and 
that made me a matricide. Do you see, Odysseus' 
wife has not been killed by Telemachus; that's 
because she did not go taking one husband after 
another, and the bedchamber remains untainted 590 
in the house"] 

And do you see Apollo, who dwells at the 
central Navel and who gives out to mortals a 
most sure voice: [whom we obey in everything 
he says:] it was in obedience to him that I 
killed my mother. Outlaw him, execute him, his 595 
was the.error, not mine. What should I have 
done? (js the god not credi t-wort:ry for me to 
refer to him to clear my pollution? So where 
else can one run, if he tha~ told me to do it 
will not save me from death~ 

No, do not say that this is not a good deea ~nn 
done, only that for me, the doer, it was ill­
starred. [For men whose marriages are well 
constituted, their lifetime is enviably happy; 
but those whose marriages do not fall out well 
are blighted both indoors and out.] 

) CHORUS-LEADER. Women always complicate men's 
(affairs in the more disagreeable direction. 60f 

TY. Since you are being insolent and do 
not moderate your words1 and give me such 
answer that I feel pained, you will fire me 
the more to go for your death. I s~all reckon 
it a nice extra to the task I came for, to 610 
tend my daughter's tomb: I shall go to the 
Argives 1 convocation and bring the city 
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crashing down on you and your sister whether it 
will or no/ so that you pay the penalty of 
stoning. [she deserves to die more than you 615 
do: she enraged you against your mother by 
constantly sending tales to your ear to foment 
hate, reporting her dreams of Agamemnon and 
this adultery with Aegisthus - may the nether 
gods' hatred fall upon it, for in this life 620 
too it was galling - till she set the house 
alight with a fire not of Hephaestus. 

To you, Menelaus, I say this, and I will 
act on it too: if you hold my hostility in 
any account, and my connexion with you, don't 
protect Orestes' life in opposition to the gods, 
but leave him to be stoned to death by the 625 
townspeople, or else do not set foot on Spartan 
soil. Let that be sufficient warning, and 
don't choose the wicked as your friends, 
pushing the righteous aside. As for me, take 
me away from this house, servants. 

[Exit Tyndareos and attendants. Mene laus paces 
about in thought.] 

OR. Go your way, so that what I have to 630 
say next may reach my uncle without interruptions, 
freed from your elderly presence. - Menelaus, 
where are you going, circling about in thought, 
treading the divided ways of divided concern? 

MEN. Let me be. I am thinking something 
over in my mind, in doubt which course of 635 
fortune to turn along. 

OR. Well, don't come to conclusions from 
first impressions. First hear what I have to 
say, and then consider your options. 

MEN. Say on; you' re right - in some cases 
silence may turn out preferable to speech, but 
in others speech to silence. 

OR. Then I will have my say. Long speeches 640 
put little ones in the shade, and are more 
convincing to listen to. 

You need not offer me anything of yours, 
Menelaus, only repay your debt, what you got 
from my father. I don't mean assets: it is 
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assets if you save my life, the most precious 645 
ones I have. 

I'm a wrongdoer. To balance this evil I 
need to get a wrongdoing from you, just as 
Agamemnon my father wrongfully mustered Greece 
and went up to Ilion not from error of his own 
but to put right the error and wrongdoing of 650 
your wife. 

That 1 s one thing you should give me in return 
for another. And then, as kinsmen should for 
kin, he gave his body sincerely, exerting 
himself at your shield-side so that you could 
get your consort back: so repay me this same 655 
thing that you were given there, by exerting 
yourself just for one day, taking a stand for 
my salvation, not making it ten whole years. As 
for what Aulis took, the slaughter of my sister, 
I'll let you have that, you needn't kill 
Hermione. After all, when I am faring as I am 660 
at present, you're bound to get the better of 
the bargain, and I'm bound to concede it.U3ut 
grant my poor father my life [and my sister's, 
who has long remained unwed]""' for if I die I 
shall leave his house bereft:..) 

You'll say 11 impossible 11
• That's just it: 665 

it's in time of trouble that people must help 
their friends and family. When Fortune is being 
generous, what need is there of human attach­
ments? God is enough by himself when he 
chooses to help. 

You have the reputation in all Greece of 
loving your wife, and I'm not trying to sneak 670 
under your defences by flattery in saying so. 
In her name I beseech you .•. Oh, the plight 
I am in, to have come to this! But what of it? 
I shall have to endure it: after all, I am 
making this entreaty for the sake of my whole 
house. O uncle, same blood as my father, imagine 
the dead man below to be listening to all this, 675 
a soul hovering over you, and to be saying what 
I am saying! [These things for my weeping and 
wailing and woes] I have spoken, I have made my 
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claim, in the pursuit of my survival, a thing 
that all men, not I alone seek. 

CHORUS-LEADER. I too entreat you, woman 680 
though I am, to help these in their need. You 
have the power. 

MEN. Orestes, be assured that I respect you 
and want to share the toil of your troubles: 
for so one should share the burden of one's 
kinsmen's troubles - if God provides the means - 685 
fighting their enemies to the death. But then, 
as to the means, I need to get it from the gods; 
for I have come with spear-force deficient in 
fighting men, a wanderer through countless 
toils with small strength of remaining 690 
supporters. So in battle we would not be able 
to overcome Pelasgian Argos: but whether I 
could do it with soothing words - that' s the 
area of hope I find myself in now. I mean, how 
could one capture a great prize by small 
efforts? It is stupid even to entertain the 695 
ambition. For when the people turns angry and 
is rampant, it is like having a raging fire to 
put out. But if one gently slackens oneself 
and gives way so long as it strains, taking 
care with one's timing, it may well blow itself 
out, and when it abates, you may easily get 700 
all you want from it. There is compassion there, 
there is also passion, a most valuable property 
for him who waits and watches. 

I will go, then, and try to persuade both 
Tyndareos and the city for you to direct their 705 
vehemence wisely. For a ship too, if forcibly 
strung tight by the sheet, dips under, but it 

r:ights itself again if one slackens the sheet. 
LGod, you see, abhors zealots, and so do the 
citizens. So I must try to save you (yes, I 
don't dispute that) by cleverness, not by 710 
force in the face of superior strength. I 
could not save you by valour, in the way you 
perhaps imagine; it's no easy matter with one 
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spear to claim the field from the ills cnat 
beset you. For I never used to attempt to win 
over the land of Argos to mollity; but now it 715 
is unavoidable for the intelligent to take 
orders from fortune:] [Exit. ] 

OR. You good for nothing but to make war 
for a woman, you most worthless when it comes 
to succouring your kin, do you turn your back 
on me and run away, is Agamemnon's cause 720 
finished? So you are friendless after all, 
father, when things go badly. Oh, I am 
betrayed: there are no further prospects of a 
way along which to turn to escape death from 
the Argives. Menelaus was my refuge for survival. 

[Pylades is seen approaching at speed.] 
But stay, here I see my closest friend, 725 

Pylades, coming at a run from Phocis - a welcome 
sight! A trusty man in time of trouble is better 
to behold than calm water for mariners. 

PYLADES. ! came faster than I had to through 
the town, having heard of a gathering of the 
citizens {and seen some of it distinctly 730 
myself) against you and your sister - that they 
mean to kill you directly. What is this? How 
are you, what's your state of affairs, favourite 
of my age-group, of my friends, of my relations, 
for you're all these things to me? 

OR. I am finished, to tell you my plight 
in brief. 

PYL. If that were so, you'd demolish me too. 735 
Friends share everything. 

OR. Menelaus is behaving very badly towards 
me and my sister. 

PYL. Only to be expected - that a bad woman 
should turn out to have a bad husband. 

OR. To me at any rate his coming has brought 
the same benefit as if he had not come. 

PYL. You mean he really has arrived in this 
country? 

OR. At long last - yet in no time he's been 7 40 
shown up as false to his nearest. 

PYL. And has he shipped home his disreputable 
wife? 
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OR. It isn't he that has brought her, but 
she that has brought him. 

PYL. Where is she, that has caused the most 
Achaean deaths for one woman? 

OR. In my house - if one is to call this 
one mine. 

PYL. And what did you say to your uncle? 745 
OR. That he should not stand by and see me 

and my sister killed by the citizens. 
PYL. What in heaven's name did he say to 

that, I should like to know? 
OR. He was cautious, as false friends are. 
PYL. Taking his stand on what? When I hear 

this, I have it all. 
OR. That father of champion daughters came 750 

along. 
PYL. You mean Tyndareos: angry at you about 

his daughter, I daresay. 
OR. You have it. Menelaus preferred his 

connexion with him to that with my father. 
PYL. And could not bring himself to take a 

personal share of your burdens? 
OR. No. He is not a born warrior, only 

valiant among women. 
PYL. Then you're in the direst trouble. Is 755 

it inevitable you must actually die? 
OR. The citizens have to cast their vote 

concerning us on the murder charge. 
PYL. Vote to settle what'? Tell me - I'm 

feeling afraid. 
OR. Either life or death: it doesn't take 

long to say, but the things it refers to are 
long-lasting. 

PYL. Then leave the house and flee with 
your sister. 

OR. Can't you see? There are guard-posts 760 
on the watch for us on every road. 

PYL. I did see the city streets blocked 
with armour. 

OR. Our house is besieged like a town by 
its enemies. 

PYL. Now ask me in my turn what is happening 
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to me; for I too am finished. 
OR. By whose hand might this woe be added 

to those I have? 
PYL. Strophius my father has banished me 765 

from his house in anger. 
OR: Bringing what complaint against you, 

private or in common with his people? 
PYL. That I helped you undertake your 

mother's murder; he declares me an outlaw. 
OR. Oh no! It looks as if my troubles are 

going to irk you too. 
PYL. My ways are not Menelaus•. I must put 

up with it. 
OR. Aren't you afraid Argos may want to 770 

put you to death as well as me? 
PYL. I don't belong to these people to 

punish but to Phocis. 
OR. The mob is a formidable thing when it 

has knavish leaders. 
PYL. But whenever they find good ones, they 

keep good counsel. 
OR. All right. We must plan jointly. 
PYL. What needs to be done? 
OR. Suppose I went and told the assembly ... 775 
PYL. That you acted rightly? 
OR. In avenging my father, yes -
PYL. They may welcome the chance to seize you. 
OR. But am I to die cowering in silence? 
PYL. That would be craven. 
OR. What should I do, then? 
PYL. Have you any chance if you stay here? 
OR. No. 
PYL. But if you go there's a hope of 

deliverance'? 
OR. With luck there could be. 780 
PYL. So that's better than staying. 
OR. Well then, shall I go? 
PYL. At least if you die you'll die more 

nobly so. 
OR. You're right, I avoid cowardice this way. 
PYL. More than by staying. 
OR. Besides, there's justice in my case. 
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PYL. 
OR. 
PYL. 

all. 

Only pray for it to be thought so. 
And people may take pity on me ••• 
Your noble blood counts for a lot, after 

OR. In indignation at my father's death. 
PYL. All this is in prospect. 
OR. I must go. It is unmanly to die 

ingloriously. 
PYL. I approve. 
OR. Shall we tell my sister, then? 
PYL. For heaven's sake no. 
OR. Certainly there would be tears. 
PYL. Then that would be a serious omen. 
OR. Obviously better to say nothing. 
PYL. And you'll save time. 
OR. Only one worry stands in my way 
PYL. What now? 
OR. That the goddesses may catch me with 

their frenzy. 
PYL. But I'll be looking after you. 
OR. It's unpleasant to be in contact with 

a sick man. 
PYL. Not with you, for me. 
OR. Beware of catching my insanity. 
PYL. Oh, let it ride. 
OR. So you won't be reluctant? 

785 

790 

PYL. No. Reluctance is a great vice in friends. 
OR. Be moving, then, helmsman of my steps ... 795 
PYL. I will, with affection for my charge. 
OR. And guide me to the tomb of my father ... 
PYL. With what intention? 
OR. So that I can appeal to him to save me. 
PYL. Justice at least requires it. 
OR. As for my mother's memorial, I don't 

even want to set eyes on it. 
PYL. No, she was your enemy. Now hurry, in 

case the Argives' vote gets you first; let your 
side that's torpid with disease lie across 
mine. I 1 ll bear you through the town with 
little care for the crowd, quite unashamed. In 
what circumstances am I to show I'm your friend 
if I don't help you when you're in dire straits? 
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OR. There you are - get yourselves comrades, 
not just family! An outsider who becomes fused 805 
to you by his character beats ten thousand 
relatives as a friend to possess. 

[Exeunt, Pylades suppoPting Orestes. Mueia.] 

CH. The great prosperity and noble rank 
that was proud throughout Greece and beside 
the channels of Simois 
has ebbed again from success for Atreus• line, 
a legacy from the old old misfortune 811 

of the house 
when the golden lamb dispute 
came upon the Tantalids -

fmost tragic feastings and slaughters 
~ of trueborn children; 815 

since when murder with murder 
exchanging through blood has not run short 
for the double line of Atreus. 

That 11 good 11 is not good, to slice 
parents' flesh with fireborn handiwork 820 
and to display the sword 
dark-laced with killing to the light of 

r:· the sun. 
~Virtuous crime is sin sophistical, 
wrong-headed men's delusion. 
For pierced by fear of death 825 
Tyndareos• poor daughter shrieked 
11My child, you are braving no lawful venture, 
killing your mother! Do not 
in seeking to honour your father's sake 
tie infamy to yourself for evermore!" 830 
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What disorder, what distress, 
what tragedy is there greater in the world 
than taking t~e blood of matricide on 

one's hand'?J 
From doing such a deed 
he has been driven wild with madness fits, 835 
the Benign Ones• quarry, rolling bloodshed 
in his roving eyeballs - Agamemnon's son. 
Unhappy man! when from the gold-weave robes 
he saw his mother's breast rise into sight, 841 
yet made her his slaughter-victim, 
requital for his father's fate.J 

[Electra comes out of the house and looks about for 
Orestes.] 

EL. Ladies, I suppose poor Orestes has gone 
away from the house overcome by his god-sent 845 
madness? 

CHORUS-LEADER. Not at all; he has gone to 
the people of Argos to face the fatal trial 
that is at hand, in which it is fixed that 
you and he live or die. 

EL. Oh no! Why did he do it, who persuaded 
him? 

CH. -L. Pylades . . . [An exaited old man is seen 
approaching from the direction of the t01vn.] But it 850 
looks as if this bringer of news will soon 
give the report from there about your brother. 

OLD MAN. O unhappy one, o unfortunate, the 
war-commander Agamemnon's daughter, lady 
Electra, hear the tale of disaster I have come 
to bring you. 

EL. Oh, we are done for! You are clear 855 
enough in what you say. [For you have come, 
as it seems, with bad news.] 

OLD MAN. By the Pelasgians' vote your 
brother's death and yours, poor lady, was 
decreed this day. 

EL. o woe! It has come, the prospect I 
had long been fearing, dissolving in lament 860 
over what was to come! But how was the trial? 
What speeches among the Argives brought us 
down and confirmed the sentence of death? 
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Tell mel old man: is it by stoning hand or by 
way of iron that I must break off my breath, 
sharing in all that happens to my brother? 865 

OLD MAN. I happened to be coming inside the 
gates from the country, wanting to find out the 
state of affairs about you and Orestes (for I 
always used to be well disposed towards your 
father, and your house fed me, a poor man but 870 
honourable in service to my friends), and I 
saw a crowd coming and taking seats on the 
summit where they say Danaus, submitting himself 
to judgment against Aegyptus, first assembled 
the people to sit together. So seeing the 
assembly I asked one of the townspeople, 11What's 
new with Argos? Has some report from an enemy 875 
set Danaus' descendants in a flutter? 11 He said, 
"Don't you see Orestes approaching over there, 
about to run his death-trial? 11 And I saw an 
unlooked-for apparition, which I wish I never 
had: Pylades and your brother walking together, 880 
the one downcast and drooping with sickness, 
the other, like a brother to him, sharing his 
friend's distress, caring for his sickness as 
if supervising a schoolboy. 

Then when the assembly of Argives was full, 
a herald stood up and said 11Who wishes to 885 
speak on whether Orestes should die or not as 
a matricide? 11 And thereupon Tal thybius stood 
up, who was with your father when he devastated 
the Phrygians. But, being always under those 
in power, he spoke double talk, exalting your 890 
father, but not commending your brother, 
plaiting foul words with fair ones, saying that 
he was establishing bad precedents towards 
parents; and all the time he was giving the 
glad eye to Aegisthus' supporters. The herald 
breed is like that: they always jump to the 895 
side of the successful, and count as their 
friend whoever has influence over the community 
and is one of the authorities. 

Next spoke lord Diomedes. He was not for 
killing either you or your brother, but for the 900 
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moral course of punishing you with exile; and 
they murmured in response, some saying that he 
spoke persuasively, while others disapproved. 

Next there stood up a man with no shutters 
to his mouth, strong on audacity, an Argive but 
no true one - pressurized - reliant on hectoring 905 
and stupid abuse: [plausible enough to pitch 
them on some disaster yet; for when a man 
attractive in speech but wrong-headed is 
persuasive to the majority, it is a calamity 
for the city, whereas those who regularly 
give good and sensible counsel are useful to 910 
the state sooner or later. And one should view 
the leader in this light, for much the same 
applies to the orator and the holder of office.] 
He said to kill Orestes and you by stoning; 
but it was Tyndareos that had provided the 915 
arguments [of this kind for the use of the 
speaker who condemned you]. 

Another stood up and spoke in the opposite 
sense to him, not physically good-looking, but 
a manly man, one who rarely impinges on the 
town or the market circle, a working farmer (it 
is these alone that ensure the land's survival),920 
but intelligent, willing to come to grips with 
the arguments, uncorrupted~self-disciplined 
to a life above reproach. He said to crown 
Orestes the son of Agamemn n, for having had 
the will to avenge his father by killing a 
wicked and impious woman who threatened to 925 
deprive us of all that - no more taking arms or 
soldiering away from home, if those left behind 
are to ruin domestic rnapagements by violating 
the men's bedfellows] ~And q_~cent people, at 
least, found him convincing6, 930 

No one else spoke; and your brother came 
forward and said, "Heirs to the land of Inachus, 
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[anciently Pelasgians, and Danaus• descendants 
later, 1 I was fighting for you just as much as 
for my father when I killed my mother. For if 935 
murder of menfolk is to be permitted to women, 
you won't be able to die too quickly for them, 
or else we must be women 1 s slaves. You will be 
doing the opposite of what you should do: as it 
is, she who was unfaithful to my father 1 s bed 
is dead, but if you are going to put me to 940 
death, established custom is undone, and people 
will be dying as soon as anything, since bold-
ness won't be in short supply." But he was not 
persuading the crowd, good though his speech 
seemed, and victory went to the other scoundrel 
in the number of hands raised, the one who 
advocated killing your brother and you. 945 

Poor Orestes just managed to persuade them 
that he sho11ld not be stoned: he gave an under­
taking to depart from life slain by his own 
hand this day, together with you. Pylades, in 
tears, is bringing him back from the convocation, 
and his supporters are with them, crying, 950 
lamenting. You have a painful spectacle corning, 
and seeing him will be diotressing. 

So be making swords ready, or a noose for 
your neck, as you have to depart from the light. 
Your noble birth has been no help to you, and 955 
neither has Phoebus on his tripod-seat at 
Pytho - _he has _ been YQ:iJ~ ruin~ (Exit.] 

- .. ·--- ..... ,JLC!C!._ . 

[CHORUS-LEADER. Poor unhappy woman, how 
shadowed the face you cast down to the earth, 
speechless, as though you will take quick 
recourse to wailings and laments.] [Music.] 

CH. I start the wailing, o Pelasgia, 
putting the fingernail through my 

white cheeks -
a bleeding detriment -
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and the head-beating that falls to the 
infernal 

mistress of all below, the fair-child 
goddess. 

Let the Cyclopian land cry loud 965 
the house's woes, setting the iron blade 
to its shorn head! 
Compassion, compassion comes forward here 
for these who will die, who were once 
war-leaders of Greece. 970 

For passed away, passed away, gone 
is the whole line 

of Pelops' children, and the felicity 
that was once on his blest house: 
the grudge of God has got it, 
and the murderous vote of hate among the 975 

people. 
Oyoy, tear-laden toilfu~ tribes of mortals 
that live for the day, (behold how destiny 

transgresses expectations!) 
fnifferent woes to different men by turns 
jpass in the fullness of time; imponderable 980 
~he whole of human life. 

EL. I wish I could go to that rock 
strung in suspense between sky and earth 
by golden chains, the whirlwind-borne 
glebe that came from Olympus, 
to cry in lamentation to old father Tantalus 
who sired, who sired my forbears 986 
what wounds to the house I have seen. 
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There was that flying colt-chase 
when Pelops with four-horsed equipage 
rode over on the sea's expanses, hurling 990 
Myrtilus to death in the swell of the waves, 
driving his car 
from the sea surge 
by the white-surf strand of Geraestus. 
Thence came upon my house 995 
a curse fraught with woe, 
when what the son of Maia brought to birth 

in the flocks, 
that gold-fleeced prodigy of a lamb 
appeared, ruinous thing 
of Atreus breeder of horses. 1000 
Hence Conflict turned the sun's winged 

car about 
to the westward sky-course, yoking on 
the snowy steeds of Dawn, 
and turned the running of the 

seven-track Pleiad 1005 
onto another path. 
And for that affair, that death, it has 

yet brought deaths, 
and the feast that bears Thyestes 1 name, 
and the love-bed of Cretan Aerope, 
deceiver in marriage deceitful; and to 1010 

end all 
it has come at me and my father 
by the toil-fraught law of the house. 

[Oiiestes and Pylades aPe seen returning.] 

CH. But see, here comes your brother, 
confirmed in sentence of death, and the truest 
of all friends, Pylades, the equal of a 
brother, guiding his infirm legs with caring 1015 
step, as an outrunner. 
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EL. O woel I moan as I see you before your 
tomb, brother, and before the gates of the 
nether ones. 0 woe again! Seeing you before my 1020 
eyes for the very last time, I go out of my 
mind. 

OR. Won't you be quiet, leave your womanish 
wails and put up with what's been determined? 
It's a sad business, but still. [You've no 
choice but to endure the situation at hand.] 

EL. How can I be quiet? The sight of this 1025 
divine light is something we poor sufferers 
may share in no longer. 

OR. Don't bore me to death: I'm dead enough 
from Argos' hand, damn it. Leave our troubles 
be. 

EL. 0 unhappy in your youth, Orestes, your 
fate, your untimely death! You should be 
living, now when you are no more. 1030 

OR. For heaven's sake don't make me look 
unmanly, bringing me to tears with your 
reminders of our plight. 

EL. We're going to die: it's impossible 
not to cry, everyone finds it poignant, the 
life that is dear to mortals. 

OR. This is our appointed day. We must 1035 
either tie hanging-nooses or sharpen a sword. 

EL. You kill me, then, brother, don't let 
any of the Argives do it and make a mockery 
of Agamemnon's children. 

OR. It's enough that I have my mother's 
blood on my hands. I won't kill you. You must 
die by your own hand, in whatever way you like. 1040 

EL. Very well; I shall not be any slower 
than you with the sword. Now I want to put 
my arms round your neck. 

OR. Enjoy the empty pleasure, if it is 
enjoyable for people who stand close to death 
to embrace. 

EL. [hugging him] 0 my dearest, whose body 1045 
is lovable and most delightful to your sister, 
and whose life is one with hers. 

OR. You'll melt me, you know. Now I want to 
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respond with loving arms. Why go on feeling 
inhibited, darr~ it? O sister's breast, o 
beloved embrace of mine ... these endearments 
take the place of children and the marriage 1050 
bed for both of us poor creatures, as it 
turns out. 

EL. [t.vith a sigh] Oh, if only the same sword 
could kill us both, if that's allowed, and 
one memorial receive us, crafted in cedar . 

. OR. That would be nicest; but you see how 
short we are of friends for sharing a burial. 1055 

EL. But did Menelaus not speak for you 
with concern to save your life, the scoundrel, 
the betrayer of my father? 

OR. He didn't even show his face. Having 
his hopes on the sceptre, he was taking care 
not to preserve his kin. 

Now come on, let's make sure we do some- 1060 
thing noble and fully worthy of Agamemnon 
when we die! I'm going to prove my nobility 
to the city by stabbing to my liver with a 
sword; and you in turn must match my brave 
efforts. Pylades, you must act as supervisor 1065 
of our suicide. When we are dead, array our 
bodies well and bury us together, taking us 
to our father's grave-mound. And farewell -
as you see, I'm on my way to the task. [He 
moves towards the house.] 

PYL. Wait. One thing, to begin with, I hold 
against you, if you thought I would want to 1070 
go on living after your death. 

OR. Why, what is fitting about your dying 
with me? 

PYL. Need you ask? What is fitting about 
life without your companionship? 

OR. You didn't kill a mother, as I did, 
alas. 

PYL. Yes I did, together with you: so I 
must suffer the same fate too. 

OR. Let your father have you back, don't 1075 
die with me. You have a people - as I have no 
longer - and a fat her• s house and a secure base 
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of wealth. As for marriage, you have lost it 
with my ill-fated sister here, whom I promised 
you in regard for our comradeship, but take 
another love-bed and have children; the matri- 1080 
menial link between us is no more. Now, 
beloved face of companionship to me, fare well: 
it isn't possible for us, but it is for you -
we dead are deprived of all welfare. 

PYL. How far you are from catching my 1085 
intentions. May the fruitful soil not accept 
my blood nor the bright air my soul if ever I 
betray you, letting myself go free while 
deserting you. I both killed with you, I shall 
not plead innocent, and resolved with you all 1090 
that you are now paying the penalty for; so I 
must also die with you, and with her - having 
agreed to marry her, I deem her my wife. For 
otherwise what fine words shall I ever have 
to say when I go to the Delphian land, high 
citadel of the Phocians, as one who stood by 1095 
you in friendship before your misfortune, 
but now you are in it am your friend no longer? 
Impossible. This affair concerns me too; and 
as we're going to die, let's confer together 
with a view to making Menelaus suffer at the 
same time. 

OR. Oh Pylades, if only I could see that 1100 
before I die. 

PYL. Do as I say, then, and wait a while 
longer for the sword-cut. 

OR. I will, if I'm to get some revenge 
on my enemy. 

PYL. Hush, now: I don't trust women very far. 
OR. Have no fear of these, they're here 

as our friends. 
PYL. Let us ki 11 Helen - a bitter pain for 1105 

Menelaus. 
OR. How? The readiness is there, if we 

can make a good job of it. 
PYL. Butcher her. She's hidden in your house? 
OR. She certainly is, in fact she's sealing 

everything off. 
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PYL. Well not any morel now she's engaged 
to Hades. 

OR. But how? She has foreign attendants. 1110 
PYL. What are they? I wouldn't be scared 

of any Phrygian. 
OR. Such as superintendents of mirrors 

and perfumes. 
PYL. You mean she's come here with the 

comforts of Troy? 
OR. Yes, she finds Greece restricted as a 

living-space. 
PYL. The slave breed is nothing as against 1115 

the free. 
OR. I must say, if I do this, I don't 

mind dying twice over. 
PYL. Nor I for that matter, when I'm 

avenging you. 
OR. Explain the business and go over it, 

how you mean. 
PYL. We'll go into the house pretending 

we're going to kill ourselves. 
OR. I've got that much, but not the rest. 1120 
PYL. We'll cry and make moan to her of 

our plight. 
OR. Ha, so that she comes out in tears 

though inwardly gleeful. 
PYL. It will be the same for us as for her 

at that point. 
OR. After that how will we conduct our 

endeavour? 
PYL. Concealed in these robes we'll have 1125 

swords. 
OR. But first how will the attendants be 

got rid of? 
PYL. We'll shut them out in different parts 

of the building. 
OR. Right, and whoever doesn't keep quiet 

we must kill. 
PYL. After that the job itself makes clear 

what we must aim for. 
OR. Helen's murder: I can make that 1130 

connexion. 
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PYL. You 1 ve got it. But hear how good my 
plan is. If we were to let loose our swords at 
a more right-thinking woman, it would be an 
infamous killing; but as it is, she'll be 
paying the penalty on account of all Greece, 
those whose fathers she killed, whose children 1135 
she destroyed and made brides bereft of their 
husbands: there'll be a hallelujah, and they 1 ll 
light fires for the gods, praying for many 
blessings to come to you and me for having 
accomplished the slaughter of a bad wpman. 11 The 
matricide" won't be what you're called after 1140 
killing her: you'll leave that behind and 
take a turn for the better, being known as the 
slayer of Helen the mass murderer. It must 
never be, it must not, that Menelaus prospers 
while your father and you and your sister had 
to die, and your mother ... I won't pursue 1145 
that, it's not seemly to speak of; and that 
he has your house, when it's through Agamemnon's 
spear that he has got his wife back. I'll be 
damned indeed if I don 1 t draw my dark sword 
against her! But if after all we don't 
achieve Helen 1 s murder, we'll set fire to 
these buildings before we die. In one or the 1150 
other we won't fail: we shall be famous for 
a glorious death or a glorious deliverance. 

[ 

.. CHORUS-LEADER. Tyndareos' daughter deserves 
the abhorrence of all women: she has disgraced 
her sex. 

OR. [with a sigh] Oh, there I s nothing better 1155 
than an unmistakeable friend - not riches, not 
monarchy. Incalculable in amount is the 
exchange value of a genuine friend. First you 
devised the nastiness for Aegisthus and stood 
by me close to danger, and now again you offer 1160 
me revenge on my enemies and are not about to 
make yourself scarce - I won't go on praising 
you, for there's something burdensome even in 
this, being over-praised. But as I'm breathing 
out my life-soul in any case, I want to do 
something to my enemies before I die, so that 
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I dispose of my betrayers and so that they 1165 
groan who have made me suffer. I am after all 
the son of Agamemnon, who became leader of 
Greece on merit, not by royal succession, and 
yet acquired a certain divine strength. I will 
not disgrace him with a servile death: I will 1170 
discharge my soul like a free man, and make 
Menelaus pay. For if we could just get hold of 
one thing, good fortune would be ours - if some 
unexpected salvation were to drop down from 
somewhere so that we killed without being 
killed. That 1 s my prayer; it's nice even to 1175 
voice my desire in fleeting words and gratify 
my mind at no cost. 

EL. Brother, I think I have that very thing 
- salvation for you and Pylades, and also for me. 

OR. Divine providence, you mean. But ... 
where is this salvation? For I know there's 
intelligence in your make-up. 1180 

EL. Listen, now; and you too, Pylades, pay 
attention. 

OR. Say on. There is a certain pleasure 
in the prospect of good. 

EL. You know Helen's daughter? Of course 
you do. 

OR. Yes, the one my mother brought up, 
Hermione. 

EL. She has gone to Clytaemestra's grave - 1185 
OR. What to do? What hope are you 

suggesting? 
EL. To pour libations at the grave on her 

mother's behalf. 
OR. Well, and what do you tell me this 

has to do with saving us? 
EL. You must seize her as a hostage when 

she comes back. 
OR. What do you prescribe this as the 1190 

remedy for, for us three allies? 
EL. When Helen is dead, if Menelaus tries 

to do anything to you or to any of us - this 
is all one alliance - tell him you' re going to 
kill Hermione. You must draw your sword and 
hold it right at the girl 1 s throat. If he helps 
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to save you because he doesn't want her to die,1195 
after seeing Helen lying in her own blood, 
release the girl into her father's possession. 
But if he can't control his temper and seeks 
your death, you make as if to cut the girl's 
throat, and I think that even if he blusters 1200 
at first, in time he'll soften his spleen, as 
he's not brave or tough by nature. This is the 
defence I have for our salvation. End of speech. 

OR. Oh, you have the mind of a man, yet a 
body outstanding among the female sex: how 1205 
well you deserve to live rather than to die! 
You see, Pylades, such is the woman whom you're 
to lose, alas - or, if you survive, whose bed 
you'll be fortunate to possess. 

PYL. If only that would come true, and she 
come to my Phocian community acclaimed in 1210 
fine wedding-songs. 

OR. But how soon will Hermione arrive home? 
I mean, all you've said is excellent, provided 
we can succeed in catching this cub of an 
unholy father. 

EL. Already I imagine she's nearing the 
house: the length of time agrees in itself. 1215 

OR. Good. You then, Electra, stay in front 
of the house and receive the girl when she 
comes; but keep a lookout in case before the 
killing is finished someone, either our uncle 
or some companion-in-arms, approaches the house 
too soon, and make it known to us inside 1220 
either by knocking on the door-panel or by 
sending word in. As for us, let us go in and 
equip our hands with swords for the final trial, 
[Pylades, since you are sharing the task with 
me]. 

0 father, dwelling in the house of impene- 1225 
trable Night, Orestes thy son calls upon thee 
to come in aid [to these in their need. It is 
on thy account that I am suffering injustice; 
and I have been betrayed by thy brother after 
doing what was right. His wife I want to seize 
and slay: be thou our accomplice in this]. 1230 
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EL. O father, come indeed, if inside the 
earth thou hearest thy children calling, who 
are dying for thy sake. 

PYL. O kinsman of my father, o Agamemnon, 
give ear to my prayers too: deliver thy children. 

OR. I slew my mother - 1235 
EL. I handled the sword -
PYL. And I urged him on and freed him from 

his hesitation. 
OR. - In thy defence, father. 
EL. Nor did I betray thee. 
PYL. Then hearing these reproaches wilt thou 

not save thy children? 
OR. With tears I make thee libation -
EL. And I with laments. 
PYL. Stop now, and let us set out to the 1240 

task, for if prayers do penetrate within the 
earth, he hears us. o Zeus our ancestor and 
Justice's holiness, grant success to Orestes 
and me and Electra here; for this trio of 
allies faces a single trial, a single settle-
ment: one sentence for all of us, either life 1245 
or death! 

[Orestes and PyZades stride into the house. Music.] 

EL. Dear women of Mycenae, 
first-ranking in the Argives 1 Pelasgian 

seat -
CH. What speech would you voice, my lady? This 

title still remains with you in the city 1250 
of Danaus' children. 

EL. Take up positions, some of you on the 
carriage-way here, others here on the 
other path, to watch before the house. 

CH. But why do you cry me this need? 
Say, as I love you. 

EL. I am afraid lest anyone stop 1255 
by the house, at the deed of blood, 
and discover new woes upon old. 

SEMICHORUS 1. Forward, let's make haste. I 1 ll 
guard this road, then, the one towards 
the sun's shafts. 

SEMICHORUS 2. And I this westward one. 1260 





EL. Sideways now turn your sight about, 
from there to here, then back again. 

CH. We're keeping watch obedient to your call.1265 

EL. Be wheeling your eye, now, 
let your pupils take in everything 

through your hanging hair. 
SEM. 1. Here's someone on the path! Attention: 

who is this moving about near your palace, 
this countryman? 1270 

EL. We're lost, then, my dears: he will reveal 
the lurking sworded predators to our foes 
directly! 

SEM. 1. Keep courage, dear mistress, the track 
is empty that you think otherwise. 

EL. What about your side, is it still secure? 1275 
Give a report,of a 000d kind 
if it's all clear there on the approach 

to the courtyard. 
SEM. 2. All's well from this side: just watch 

your sector, as none of Danaus• stock 
is coming towards us. 

SEM. 1. The same result. No people about this 1280 
way either. 

EL. All right~ let me put my ear to the doors. 
You in the house, why so slow, when all's 
quiet, to stain the slaughter-victim red? 1285 

They're not listening. o misery me! 
Have their swords lost their edge in the 

face of that beauty? 
Soon someone from the Argives, speeding 
in arms on a rescue run, will engage the 1290 
palace. Take a better look now: it is not 
a test of sitting inactive. One group 
wheel here, the other there. 

CH. I change tracks 
and keep watch on each road. 1295 

[Cry within] Oye, Pelasgian Argos, I am 
perishing foully! 

EL. Did you hear that? The men have their 
hands at a killing. 

CH. It is Helen 1 s scream, to judge by the 
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sound of it. 
EL. O Zeus'1 Zeus' unfailing power, 

come to support my dear ones whatever 1300 
you do. 

[Cry z.rithin] Menelaus, I'm DYING, and you're not 
here to help me! 

EL. and CH. Slaughter her, slay her, 
smite her, finish her, 

darting the twofold, two-edged swords 
at grappling range -
that deserter of father, deserter of 

husband, who brought 1305 
death to unparalleled numbers of Greeks 
spear-slain beside the river 
where tears upon tears were shed 
by dint of iron missiles round 
the waters of Scamander. 1310 

CHORUS-LEADER. Quiet, quiet- I hear the 
sound of someone who has got onto the path 
near the house. 

[Hermione is seen approaching.] 
EL. Oh my dears, here is Hermione arrived 

in the middle of the killing. We must stop 
our clamour, she is about to walk smack into 1315 
the net. A lovely catch she'll make if 
she's captured! Take up your stations again, 
with faces calm and colour unrevealing about 
what's been done, and I'll keep my eyes cast 
down as though I don't know of these doings. 1320 

Herrnione, have you come from adorning 
Clytaemestra's tomb and pouring libations to 
the nether ones? 

HERMIONE. I have, and I got her benevolence. 
But a certain fear has got into me, as to what 
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crying it was in the house that I heard as I 
was still a long way off. 1325 

EL. Why, things are coming our way that 
justify groans. 

HER. Speak no evil. But what do you mean, 
that's new? 

EL. Death for Orestes and me has been 
decreed by the state. 

HER. God forbid - you are my relations. 
EL. It is fixed; so we have been set to 1330 

the yoke of necessity. 
HER. And is this why there is clamour in 

the house? 
EL. Yes, for fallen as suppliant at Helen's 

knees there cries ... 
HER. Who? I am none the wiser if you don't 

say. 
EL. Poor Orestes, that he should not die, 

and also on my behalf. 
HER. It is for good reason, then, that the 1335 

house wails aloud. 
EL. Yes, what else should anyone rather 

make a noise about? Now, come and join your 
cousins in their supplication, crouching 
before your mother, that so fortunate lady, 
so that she does not let Menelaus stand by and 
see us die. Come, you were nursed in my 1340 
mother's arms, have pity on us and give us 
relief from our woes. Step forward to the 
struggle, this way, I 1 11 escort you - our 
final salvation lies in you alone. 

HER. See, I'm hurrying my feet into the 
house. Salvation be yours, so far as it rests 
with me. 1345 

EL. [just inside the dool'I.Jay] Ahoy , my swarded 
comrades within, won't you seize the prey? 

HER. Ohl Oh! Who are these I see? 
EL. Silence! Your coming means salvation 

for us, not for you. Hold her, hold her; set 
the sword at her throat and take it easy - so 1350 
Menelaus may know he has encountered men, not 
worthless Phrygians, and fared as villains 
ought to fare. [They disappear inside. Music.] 
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CH. Io, io, my dears, 
rouse stamping, dancing and song 
in front of the palace, so that this 

blood-deed 
may not strike dread alarm into the Argives 
to make them run to aid the royal house 1356 
before I truly see the slain Helen 
lying bloodied within1 
or else hear word from one of her attendants; 
for part of the drama I know, part not for sure. 
Justly the gods' disapprobation 1361 
has visited Helen, 
for she filled all Greece with tears 
because of that accursed, accursed Idaean 
Paris, who brought Greece to Ilion. 1365 

CHORUS-LEADER. But the bars of the palace 
doors are clanking. Be quiet, one of the 
Phrygians is coming out, from whom we'll hear 
the state of things inside. [A Phrygian has 
appeared on the Poof and is ecPambling doum.] 

PHRYGIAN. Out of death I have escaped 
the Argive sword in Asian moccasins 1370 
over the boudoir's 
cedared timbers and the Doric triglyphs­
gone, gone, o land! o land! -
in my barbarian flight. 
Woe is me! 1375 
Which way may I escape, ladies: 
by flying up unto the white heaven, 
or to the sea that Ocean the bull-headed 
winds in his arms as he rounds the earth? 

CH.-L. What is it, O footman of Helen, Idaean 
soul? 1380 

PHR. Ilion, Ilion, ah woe, woe! 
Phrygian city and fair-glebed holy mountain 
of Ida, how I moan your fall 
with barbarian cry, a chariot, chariot 

melody: 
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all because of the bird-born 1385 
swan-plume vision of loveliness, Leda's 
lion-cub, Ill-Helen, Ill-Helen, 
the dressed Apolline battlements' 
Vengeance incarnate. 
Ottotoi, the dirges, the dirges! 1390 
Unhappy land of Dardanus: 
the riding of Ganymede, Zeus' concubine. 

CH.-L. Tell us plainly the exact details of 
events indoors. [For what you said before 
I have not been able to interpret with 
certainty.] 

PHR. Ailinon, Ailinon barbarians say 1395 
to inaugurate death, ah woe! 
with Asian voice, when royal blood 
is shed on earth by Hades-swords of iron. 

There came into the house 1400 
(to give you the exact particulars) 
lions of Greece, a matching pair. 
One was called the son of the Commander; 
the other, Strophius' son, a man of 

harsh resource 
like Odysseus, silently cunning 
yet true to his friends, bold in battle, 1405 
skilled in fighting, and a deadly snake: 
damn him for his calm 
purposiveness, the villain. 

They came in to the seat 
of her whom Paris the bowman wed, 
their faces blurred with tears, 1410 
and crouched all humble, one this side, 

one that, 
clutching from different angles, 
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and flung, both flung their suppliant arms 
round Helen's knees. 1415 

Up at a run they leapt, they leapt, 
the Phrygian footmen; 
and one spoke to another, fallen afraid 
lest it should be some trick: 
and some thought not, 1420 
but some thought that the child 
of Tyndareos was being entwined 
in a device of hunting-nets 
by that matricidal snake. 

CH.-L. And where were you at that point? Or 1425 
had you long since fled in panic? 

PHR. I chanced in the Phrygian, Phrygian fashion 
to be speeding a breeze, a breeze 
past the tresses of Helen, of Helen, 

across her cheek 
with a roundel of firm-set plumes 

[in Asian fashion]; 1430 
and she with <golden> distaff 
was twisting yarn in her fingers, 
the spun thread making for the floor, 
for from the Phrygicn spoils 
she wanted to make up finery for the 1435 

grave-mound, 
clothes of purple to offer Clytaemestra. 

Orestes addressed then 
the maid from Laconia: 
"O daughter of Zeus, set down your foot 
on the ground, this way, away from your 1440 

chair, 
to Pelops my forefather's 
ancient hearth-seat 
to learn what I have to say. 11 

And he led her, led her, and she followed 
with no presentiment of what he planned. 1445 
His accomplice was going about other 

business, 
the evil Phocian: 
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11Won 1 t you clear off elsewhere, you 
Phrygian scum?" 

And he shut us up in different parts of 
the buildings, 

some in the stables, some in the verandahs, 
some moved from here to there - in all 1450 

directions 
setting us apart, well clear of our 

mistress. 
CH.-L. What was the next phase of the episode? 
PHR. Idaean Mother, Mother, 

terrible, terrible goddess! Oh, oh, 1455 
the murderous ordeals, the outrageous evils 
that I witnessed, witnessed in the royal 

house! 
With swords in their hands drawn from 

the shadow 
of purple-bordered robes, 
they rolled their eyes from side to side 
to see no one was there. 
Like mountain boars they stood facing 1460 

the wollliin, 
and said L"You are to die, to die: 
your vile husband is your cause of death, 
who has betrayed his brother's 
children to die - in Argos! 11l 1464 
She screamed aloud, screamed"' 11 0 woe, woe! 11

, 

and clapping her pale forearm to her chest 
she beat her head a sorry blow; 
then on her foot in flight bore off, 

bore off 
her golden sandal-sole. Orestes, 
flinging his fingers in her hair, 
getting his Mycenaean boot ahead, 1470 
bending her neck back to his left 

shoulder, 
prepared to strike his dark sword in 

her throat. 
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CH.-L. And where were you to defend her, you 
Phrygian domestics? 

PHR. With a yell, using crowbars, we cracked 
out the door-posts 
and frames of the rooms in which we were 

detained, 
and ran to the rescue from different 1475 

parts of the building, 
one with stones, another with slings, 
another with drawn sword in his hands. 
But against us came Pylades, unflinching 
as Hector the Phrygian, or triple-helmed 1480 

Ajax, 
whom I saw, I saw at Priam's gates. 
So we joined sword-points: then indeed 

the Phrygians 
showed up outstandingly 
how far in martial prowess we were born 
inferior to Greek arms, 1485 
one fled, another dead, another wounded, 
another begging to protect his life. 
So we were seeking refuge in the shadows, 
some falling slain, some soon to fall, 

some fallen, 
when the unhappy Hermione arrived, 1490 
just as the mother who had the 

misfortune to bear her 
was being killed and sinking to the ground. 
Like Bacchants at a mountain cub (lacking 

only the thyrsus) 
they ran and seized her in their grip, 
then reached again toward the slaughtering 
of Zeus' daughter - but she from the 

chambers 
had vanished out through the house, 1495 
O Zeus, O Earth, O Light and Dark! 
either by magic drugs or sorcerers' arts 
or gods' deceits. 
What followed, I know not; I was smuggling 
out of the building my runaway legs; 

161 





but after enduring toilsome, toilsome 1500 
ordeals, Menelaus has got from Troy 
his consort Helen all to no avail. 

[Orestes barges out of the house, sword in hand.] 
CH. Look,here is another novel situation 

succeeding previous ones: I see Orestes, armed 
with his sword, coming out to the house-front 
with excited step. 1505 

OR. Where's this fellow who's escaped out 
of the house from my sword? 

PHR. I make obeisance to you, my lord, 
prostrating myself according to the barbarian 
procedure. 

OR. We are not in Ilion now, but in Argive 
country. 

PHR. Everywhere life is sweeter than death 
to men of sound mind. 

OR. You haven't been shouting for people 1510 
to aid Menelaus, have you now? 

PHR. Not me, no, rather to support you -
you are worthier. 

OR. So it was right that Tyndareos' 
daughter perished? 

PHR. Rightest of all if she had a triple 
set of throats to stab. 

OR. You're using your tongue to please, 
from cowardice, without thinking the same 
inwardly. 

PHR. Without thinking it, when she has 
ravaged Greece, Phrygians and all? 1515 

OR. Swear - or I' 11 kill you - that you I re 
not speaking to please me. 

PHR. I swear on my life, which you can 
expect me to keep an oath by. 

OR. Was it like this at Troy too, was iron 
the terror of every Phrygian? [& holds the 
sword still nearer the PhrzJgian's throat.] 

PHR. Keep your sword off - close up it has 
a dreadful glint of death. 

OR. Are you afraid of turning into a 
stone, as if you'd got sight of the Gorgon? 1520 

PHR. No: of turning into a corpse. The 
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Gorgon's head I've no knowledge of. 
OR. You're a slave, yet you fear Hades who 

will deliver you from misery? 
PHR. Every man, even if he's a slave, enjoys 

seeing the light of day. 
OR. Well said! You're saved by your 

intellect. Go indoors. 
PHR. You're not going to kill me, then? 1525 
OR. You're discharged. 
PHR. I like it. 
OR. Wait, I'm going to reconsider. 
PHR. This, on the other hand, I don't like. 
OR. You're an idiot, if you see me bringing 

myself to bloody your neck: you're neither a 
physical woman, nor to be reckoned among men. 
The reason I came out was to stop you raising 
a hue and cry - when Argos hears the call, it 15 30 
rouses itself sharp. But I'm not afraid to 
get Menelaus back within sword-range. Let him 
come, with his dandy blond shoulder-locks. 
For if he's going to get the Argives and lead 
them against this house in prosecution of 
Helen's killing, and not deliver me from death 
together with my sister and Pylades my accom- 1535 
plice in this business, he is going to see two 
dead bodies - his daughter as well as his wife. 

[The Phrygian scuttles off to find Menelaus; Orestes 
goes back into the palace. Music, the same as at 1353.] 

CH. Io, io, how it falls! 
Into another ordeal, another again, the house 
plunges, a dread one, concerning Atreus' 

line. 
What do we do? Report it to the town? 
or hold silent? Safer so, my dears. 1540 
See, at the palace-front, see, this 

smoke swifting 
high in the air makes its own proclamation: 
they're lighting torches, ready to fire 

the house 
of Tantalus, persevering in their struggle! 
God controls the outcome for men, 1545 
controls it the way he wants; 
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but a mighty power is that of the vengeance­
demon. 

These halls have fallen, fallen amid 
blood-deeds 

because of that fall of Myrtilus from 
the car. 

[Menelaus is seen approaching in haste with armed 
attendants and Argives.] 
Well, now I can also see Menelaus here nearing 
the house at a sharp pace; he must have become 1550 
aware of the latest turn of events. You can't 
bolt the staples too soon now, you Atridae in 
the building! A man enjoying success is a 
formidable force against those who are doing 
badly, as you, Orestes, are now. 

MEN. I have come upon hearing the monstrous, 
drastic deeds of a pair of 1 ions - I do not 1555 
call them men. What I have heard is that my 
consort is - not dead, but vanished away: an 
empty rumour that someone deluded by terror 
told me. No, this is the matricide's trickery, 
quite ridiculous. 1560 

Someone open the house. I bid my attendants 
press through the doors here, so we may at 
least rescue my daughter from murderers• hands 
[and take possession of my poor unhappy wife, 
with whom must perish by my hand those who 1565 
have done away with my consortl 

[He and his henchmen are approaching the doors when 
Orestes and Pylades appear on the roof. Orestes is 
holding Henrtione and has his sword at her throat; 
Pylades is holding smoking torches.] 

OR. You there, don't lay a finger on those 
fastenings - Menelaus I mean, with your towering 
brazenness - or I shal 1 smash your head in with 
this coping-stone, hreaking the ancient 1570 
parapet that masons toiled on. The hasps are 
made fast with bolts, and will check you in 
your urgent rescuing and stop you entering 
the house. 

MEN. How now, what's this? I see a blaze of 
torches, and on the house-top these people 
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beleaguered, and a sword on guard at my 1575 
daughter•s throat. 

OR. Which do you want, to ask the questions 
or to listen to me? 

MEN. Neither; but it looks as if I'm forced 
to listen to you. 

OR. I'm intending to kill your daughter, 
if you're interested. 

MEN. After murdering Helen you're compounding 
that murder with another? 

OR. If only I had achieved that, without 
being robbed by the gods. 1580 

MEN. You deny having killed her, you say 
that to mock me? 

OR. Painful though the denial is. If only 
I had ... 

MEN. Done what? You're inviting me to be 
afraid. 

OR. Struck that polluter of Greece into 
the house of Hades. 

MEN. Weren't you content with your mother's 
blood that is on your hands as it is? 

OR. I don't expect to tire of killing 
bad women. 

MEN. Give me 
I can cover her 

OR. Ask the 
I will kill. 

back my wife's body, so that 
in a grave-mound. 
gods for her. But your child 

MEN. The mother-killer seeks to compound 
one murder with another? 

OR. The father-supporter, whom you betrayed 
to die. 

MEN. Are you too involving yourself in 
this murder, Pylades? 

OR. He says yes in silence. It will he 
sufficient if I do the talking. 

MEN. But you' 11 regret it - that is, unless 
you escape on wings. 

OR. We shan't be escaping. We shall be 
setting fire to the house. 

MEN. You mean to say you'll lay waste this 

1589 

1590 

1585 

1588 

1591 

your father's palace? 1595 
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OR. Yes, to stop you having it; and I'll 
slaughter this girl over the flames. 

MEN. Kill her: once you've done it you 1 ll 
pay me for all this. 

OR . [making to do so] So be it . 
MEN. Oh, oh, don't do it, don 1 t! 
OR. Shut up then, and endure the bad time 

you deserve. 
MEN. You mean you deserve to live? 1600 
OR. And to rule the land. 
MEN. What land? 
OR. This one, Pelasgian Argos. 
MEN. Well, it would be fine to have you 

touching lustral vessels -
OR. Of course, why not? 
MEN. And felling sacrificial victims before 

battle. 
OR. Whereas you 1 d be suitable? 
MEN. Yes, my hands are pure. 
OR. But not your heart. 
MEN. But who would speak to you? 1605 
OR. Anyone who loves his father. 
MEN. What about anyone who respects his mother? 
OR. Lucky man. 
MEN. You're not, then. 
OR. That's because I don't care for bad women. 
MEN. Raise your sword from my daughter. 
OR. You are false. 
MEN. But you'll kill my daughter? 
OR. Now you speak truth! 
MEN. Oh, what am I to do? 
OR. Go to the Argives and argue - 1610 
MEN. What argument? 
OR. Ask the city that we should not die -
MEN. Or else you 1 ll murder my child? 
OR. That's the position. 
MEN. 0 unhappy Helen ... 
OR. And isn't my situation unhappy? 
MEN. I brought you back from Phrygia only to 

be slaughtered -
OR. If only it were so. 
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MEN. After I'd toiled endlessly. 1615 
OR. Except where it concerned me. 
MEN. I have been treated outrageously. 
OR. Because you were no help then. 
MEN. You've got me. 
OR. You caught yourself, by being a swine. 

- Ahoy there, Electra, set fire to the palace 
from below, and you, my surest friend, Pylades, 
burn the parapets of the walls here! 1620 

MEN.Oland of the nanaans, settlers of 
knightly Argos, come on now, won't you run with 
weapons to the rescue? Here is a man forcing 
his way against your whole community to stay 
alive when he has wrought the pollution of his 
mother's blood! 

[The Argives form up and are about to storm the palace, 
when suddenly Apollo and Helen appear on high.] 

APOLLO. Menelaus, take the edge off your 1625 
temper - I am Phoebus, Leto' s son, that hails 
you here close at hand - and you that equipped 
with sword beset this girl, Orestes, likewise, 
to learn the message I bring. 

As for Helen, whom yo11. were eager to destroy 
in your rage against Menelaus, but failed, here 1630 
she is, this figure you see at the gates of 
heaven, safe and well and not killed by you: 
I rescued her and snatched her from beneath 
your sword, at my father Zeus' bidding. For, 
being Zeus' daughter, she is to live immortal, 1635 
and with Castor and Polydeuces in the vales 
of heaven sheQwill sit enthroned as a saviour 
for sailors. Take another wife to your house 
to keep, Mene aus, for this one's supreme 
beauty was the gods' instrument to bring the 
Greeks and Phrygians face to face and cause 1640 
much death, to clear out Earth's oppressive, 
unlimited complement of mortals-:\ 

That is the position with HeTen. As for 
you, Orestes, you must pass beyond this 
country's frontiers and live on Parrhasian 
ground for a year's full circle; and the place 1645 
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will be called after your exile [for Azanes and 
Arcadians to call it Oresteion]. From there you 
must go to the city of the Athenians and stand 
trial for matricidal bloodshed against the 
three Benign Ones; and gods as judges of your 1650 
case on the Hill of Ares will divide their 
vote most righteously; wherein you are to win. 

And her against whom, Orestes, you are 
holding your sword at her neck - Hermione - you 
are destined to marry. The man who thinks he 
is going to marry her, Neoptolemus, never 1655 
will, for it is his fate to die by Delphian 
sword when petitioning me for compensation for 
Achilles his father. Give your sister to 
Pylades, to whom you had agreed to give her: 
the future life that awaits him will be happy. 

As for Argos, leave Orestes to rule it, 1660 
Menelaus; you go and be lord of the Spartiate 
land, enjoying the dowry from your wife, who 
has finished committing you to countless toils 
as always hitherto. Orestes• relations with 
the city I shall set aright, I who made him 
murder his mother. 1665 

OR. O Loxias, prophetic one, in those 
oracles of yours you were no false prophet 
after all, but truthful! Though indeed the 
fear was getting into me that I had imagined 
I was hearing your voice when I was hearing 
some vengeance-demon. But it is turning out 
well at the end. I will do as you say: see, 1670 
I release Hermione from slaughter, and agree 
to the marriage as soon as her father will 
give her. 

MEN. O daughter of Zeus, Helen, hail and 
farewell! I congratulate you on going to 
live in the gods' blessed home. To you, 
Orestes, I betroth my daughter as Phoebus 1675 
ordains. Noble, and marrying from a noble 
house, may you do well out of it, both you 
and I who give her. 
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AP. Proceed, then, each of you, toward the 
destinations I enjoin upon you, and end your 
quarrel. 

MEN. One can only obey. 
OR. I feel so too, and I make my peace 1680 

with this affair, Menelaus, and with your 
oracles, Loxias. 

[OPestes, Hermione, and Pylades descend into the 
house. Menelaus and his retinue begin to march out, 
followed by the chorus. i1usic.] 

AP. Go on your ways, then, honouring 
that fairest of deities, Peace, while I 
take Helen to the halls of Zeus 
across the shining starry vault. 1685 
There, throned next Hera and Heracles' 
wife Hebe, she will be to men 
a goddess, ever honoured in libations 
together with the Tyndarids, Zeus 1 sons, 
queen of the restless sea for mariners. 1690 

CH. o Victory, august goddess, 
may you fill my life, and never cease 
from crowning it with garlands. 
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COMMENTARY 

The Hypotheses. Many plays have a Hypothesis or two 
prefixed to them in the manuscripts. The first of those 
before us is a straightforward narrative summary of the 
play, taken from an ancient book of Euripidean 
Hypotheses attributed to the Peripatetic Dicaearchus. In 
this book each Hypothesis was headed by the title and 
first line of the play. Several fragments are found in 
papyri, including remnants of the Orestes Hypothesis ( P. 
Oxy. 2455, 2nd century A. D.). On this book, and 
reasons for doubting that it really goes back to 
Dicaearchus, see J. Rusten, GRBS 23 (1982), 357-67. 

The second Hypothesis is ascribed in the heading to 
Aristophanes of Byzantium. This ascription is valid, but 
(as Dindorf saw) only as far as "The play has a 
denouement - comic type". The highly concentrated 
synopsis, the reference to other treatments of the story 
( none in this case), and the statements about the scene, 
the chorus and the opening speech are characteristic of 
Aristophanes' Hypotheses; the remark about the 
denouement recurs verbatim in that to Alcestis. Originally 
there would also have been information about the date of 
production and how the prizes were awarded. See Page's 
Medea, Ii ii-Iv; Pfeiffer, History of Classical Scholarship 
i. 192-6. 

What follows is not part of Aristophanes' Hypothesis 
but apparently from a more discursive introduction to the 
play, possibly Didymus'. The anti-Euripidean tone of the 
final sentence would suit him ( cf. Pfeiffer 2 77). It may 
have been through Didymus that Aristophanes' Hypotheses 
were preserved. 

[Orestes lies on a bed.] Greek plays sometimes open with 
characters in positions in which they are supposed to 
have been for some time. The audience must have seen 
them taking up these positions; see Taplin ( 1977) 134-6. 
Possibly there was then some visual or audible signal to 
mark the start of the play. In Euripides these opening 
tableaux 11always depict the helplessness and typically the 
isolation of the character( s) involved" (Halleran 80). 

No explanation is given for Orestes' bed being out of 
doors. Contrast Medea, where the heroine initially lies 
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distraught in her bedroom indoors ( 24, 141, 152), and 
leaves it to come out on stage (214}. In Hipp. 170 ff. 
Phaedra has her bed brought out for a change of air. 
Here Orestes seems to have been camping out for five 
days { 39}, and Euripides expects no questions asked. He 
likes scenes with characters sitting, kneeling or lying, 
cf. Shisler 379--82. 

Orestes will remain inert till 211. This of itself 
creates some suspense: when will he ever say or do 
something? It is akin to the famous prolonged silences of 
some Aeschylean characters, discussed by Taplin, 
HSCP 76 {1972), 57-97. 

1- 70 Euripides' plays regularly open with an expository 
monologue. It is sometimes spoken by a supernatural 
figure who does not appear again, sometimes by a 
character who plays a part in the drama, depending on 
how much Euripides wants the audience to know in 
advance. Often, especially in the later plays, no attempt 
is made to disguise the expository function, and the 
speaker addresses no one but the audience and speaks 
without dramatic motivation. So here. 

The structure is clear and purposeful. Electra 
begins by giving her genealogy (a common feature of 
Euripidean prologues). This enables her to recall some of 
the many misfortunes of the Tantalid house, to which the 
events of this play will be seen as adding a final chapter 
(807-18, 971-1012, 1544}. The series leads directly to 
Orestes' matricide and so to the explanation of his 
present condition ( 34-45). Then we are told of two 
offstage factors that make the situation more dramatic and 
critical - the hostility of Argos ( mortal danger) and the 
return of Menelaus (hope of salvation) - and of two 
further essential facts in preparation for the following 
scenes, that Helen is already in the house, and that 
Hermione is living there. With this the initial exposition is 
complete, and the final lines 67-70 look forward to 
dramatic action. 

1 There is no thing: to begin a discourse by stating a 
universal truth and going on to a particular illustration of 
it is a procedure familiar from Homer on (see my n. on 
Hes. Op. 11-46), though few tragedies start in this way. 
Electra's observation applies not only to Tantalus but to 
the whole family down to Orestes. 
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3 

4 

5 

humankind: lit. a man's physis, i.e. "man, being what he 
i Sil. 

I am not being sarcastic: she is referring to the time 
when he was the gods' favourite ( 8-9), contrasting it 
with his later plight ( 6-7). Oneidizo bears an unusual 
sense here and in 85. Note the parenthetic style of the 
whole passage ( 5, 8, 16, 17). 
Zeus' offspring, as they say: Euripidean characters 
elsewhere express reserve towards stories of gods 
fathering mortals: HF 353-4, He/. 17-21, IA 794-800. 
They might, after all, be invented by unmarried or 
adulterous mothers (cf. Ion 338-41, 1523-7, Ba. 26-31, 
242-5). But Euripides does not mean to suggest that all 
such stories are false. For his dramatic purposes, at 
least, they are usually true, as in this play Helen is 
eventually shown to be truly Zeus' daughter. 

6-7 hovers in mid air in dread of a rock: in Od. 11.582-92 
he is "tantalized" by fruit and water that he cannot 
reach, but 11the stone of Tantalus" is already proverbial 
in Archilochus ( 91. 14) for a looming threat. The idea that 
Tantalus himself hovers aloft is new; cf. 982 ff. and n. 
there. 

8- 9 so they say: another expression of reserve regarding 
something both unverifiable and outside normal 
experience; cf. El. 737 f., / T 386 f. 
a mortal en·o in ual status with 
table: c • Nostoi r. 1 O, in . 0. 
D iod • II. 7 4. 2 • 

shared 
• , 60 • , 

10 an unchecked tongue: perhaps alluding to the story in 
the Nostoi that Zeus granted Tantalus a wish, and he 
rashly asked to have everything the gods have (Zeus 
conceded this but, by suspending the stone over him, 
prevented him from enjoying it); or to the later-attested 
version (Diod. I. c. and others) that Tantalus divulged 
the gods' secrets to men. But the story that he declared 
the sun to be a mass of sol id matter ( schol. Pind. 0. 
1. 91a) appears to derive from an interpretation of 
Euripides (pace Willink, CQ 33 (1983], 32 f.J. There are 
several alternative accounts of Tantalus' error that do not 

11 
involve his tongue. 
Pelops: his story ( 987-94) is passed over here, as the 
emphasis is on sufferings. 

12-13 the goddess spun strife: in Homer Moira ( Fate) or 
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Zeus or the gods collectively spin men's destinies for 
them at their birth. Spinning is an excellent symbol for 
making the indefinite definite. The scholiast's variant 
reading "the goddess Strife . • • spun that he should make 
quarrel 11 is inferior: the spinning should be done by a 
universal deity, and strife is the particular result in 
Atreus• case. 
raking out her wool-coils: carding the loose tufts of wool 
in preparation for spinning. A drastic activity with 
overtones of tribulation; cf. Page on Med. 1030. 

14 Why need I recount: again passing over the details of a 
story of which more wi fl be heard later ( 811 ff. , 995 ff. ) • 
A golden Jamb was found in Atreus' flocks, and he 
claimed the throne on the strength of it. But Thyestes 
got possession of the lamb after seducing Atreus' wife. 
The sun and stars changed direction; Atreus was 
confirmed in power and banished his brother. When he 
returned Atreus invited him to dinner and served him 
meat which turned · out to be that of his children. The 
earliest known sources are the epic Alcmaeonis fr. 6 
Kinkel and Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 133; Aeschylus alludes 
to part of the story in Ag. 1096, 1193, 1583 ff., etc., 
and it may have formed the subject of Sophocles• A treus. 
Other Euripidean references: El. 699-736, IT 812-6, fr. 
861. 

15 Anyway - children: Di Benedetto deletes this line as 
containing the chief of the "obscenities" which Electra has 
just indicated she does not wish to recount. But she says 
11why need I recount those obscenities ? 11 precisely so that 
she can mention the grim climax of the story without the 
detail of what fed up to it. The question would be feeble 
as a way of leaving the subject, and 16 would read 
awkwardly as the next line. 

16 I say nothing of intervening events: these cannot be the 
same as the ones referred to in 14, as Di Benedetto 
supposes. (If they were, it would be better to delete 
12-15 with Klinkenberg.) The reference is most likely to 
the story told in Sophocles' Thyestes in Sicyon of 
Thyestes' incest with his daughter Pelopia, who gave 
birth to Aegisthus. The parenthesis is then equivalent to 
"for I say nothing further of Thyestes". 

17 if glorious he be: his death and funeral were ignom1n1ous 
(Aesch. Cho. 429-50), and so long as he remained 
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unavenged he was, in heroic terms, in a state of 
dishonour. 

1 B Aerope: a central figure in Euripides' Cretan Women ( 438 
B.C.). There (as in [Hes.] fr. 194 + 195.3-7) she was 
given in marriage to Pleisthenes, and bore Agamemnon 
and Menelaus to him. But in He/. 390 f. (and Soph. A;. 
1291-5) she is Atreus' wife, as here, and it was she 
whom Thyestes seduced ( 1009}. She was by all accounts a 
lady of lax morals. 

19 her whom the gods abhor: it turns out in the end that 
this is not so. 

21 a notabre marriage: IT 208 suggests a story that 
Agamemnon won her against much competition. 

23 Chrysothemis, lphigeneia • • . Electra: Homer names 
Agamemnon's daughters as Chrysothemis, Laodice, and 
lphianassa (II. 9. 145; Electra first in Xanthus PMG 700, 
[ Hes.] fr. 23a. 16). Sophocles took C hrysothemis to serve 
as a foil to Electra in his Electra ([ike lsmene in 
Antigone), and this is no doubt why Euripides recognizes 
her existence. But he does not mention her again or 
explain what has become of her. 
myself, Electra: this identifies the speaker to the 
audience. Only in El. does Euripides make them wait 
longer. 

25 in an endless cloth: an al I-enveloping thing which he let 
her put over him after his bath, taking it to be a robe., 
and then found no way out for his head and arms. It is 
described in vague terms in the Oresteia, more clearly in 
other sources, for which see Fraenkel on Ag. 1382. It 
was held up for everyone to see at Cho. 980 ff. In a fine 
vase-painting of c. 470 B. C. ( reproduced in Taplin [ 1978] 
pl. 10; A.J.N.W. Prag, The Oresteia. Iconographic and 
Narrative Tradition ( 1985) pls. 3-4) it is depicted as a 
filmy, stretchy envelope in which the naked Agamemnon 
stands helpless between his murderers. 

26-7 not seemly for an unwed woman to say: cf. El. 945. The 
emphasis is on Clytaemestra's adulterous love for 
Aegisthus to the exclusion of things that were 
Agamemnon's fault ( his sacrifice of lphigeneia and his 
bringing Cassandra into the house; cf. El. 1018 ff.). 
for public consideration: she speaks as if acknowledging 
the presence of the audience. See 128 n. 

28 how should Phoebus be accused of wrong?: she is 
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tempted to do so, but reluctant to believe that a god 
could be unrighteous. This is the first of many 
aspersions in the play on Apollo's role in the killing. 
They must not be read as "Euripides criticizing the 
gods 11

, for in the end it turns out that everything was 
for the best after all. Similarly in Ion, where Creusa at 
the end ( 1609) retracts her previous reproaches of 
Apollo. 

30 not in everyone's eyes: in Homer (Od. 1. 298, etc.) 
Orestes' deed is regarded as wholly admirable, though 
there the emphasis is on his killing Aegisthus, and 
Clytaemestra's death is scarcely mentioned ( 3. 310, not in 
all ancient editions). In this play the situation is the 
complete opposite. The present line mediates between the 
two scenarios. 

32 I too took part: this needs to be stated, because the plot 
requires the Argives' sentence to fall on her as well as 
Orestes. For what she actually did see 284, 616-21, 1235 
( n.). 

33 (And so did Pylades - with us]: clearly interpolated in 
anticipation of Pylades' later role in the play ( cf. 
Introduction VI). The Argives are not concerned with him 
(cf. 50 "the pair of us"), and he should stay out of the 
picture for the moment. The name is padded out to make 
a whole line. 

34-5 poor Orestes here: identifying the other visible figure. 
is sick .•. with a sava e sickness: an echo of Soph. Phil. 
173; c • Intro uct1on 111. 

36 his mother's blood: the shed blood itself is seen as the 
source of madness (338, HF 966, Aesch. Cho. 1055 f.); it 
calls for an avenging Erinys (Cho. 400-2). On the 
connection of murder with madness cf. Parker 129. 
bowls him along: the image (also in El. 1253, IT 82) is 
not, I think, of driving a chariot (despite trochelat~s 
11charioteer 11

) but of whipping a hoop along ( LSJ trochos 
11). So in later verse of Love, Tibull. 1.5.3, Anacreont. 
31. 

38 the Benign Ones: like Menelaus in IJ09 (and the chorus of 
Soph. OC 129), she will not name the Erinyes, but the 
euphemism Eumenides serves to remove any doubt about 
who is meant, as semnai does in 410 (n.). The parallel 
supports the line against those who delete it as a gloss 
incompatible with II I am shy of naming the goddesses". 
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terror: a feature of Orestes' affliction, cf. 255 ff., 270, 
532, Aesch. Cho. 10211, 1052, Eum. 88. 

40 became cleansed: a corpse is unclean until disposed of by 
the proper ritual. See Collard on Supp. 1211-2; Parker 
34 ff. 

41-2 he has swallowed no food, not given his skin a wash: 
classic forms of self-neglect. Cf. N. Hopkinson on Call. 
H. 6.12. 

43-5 when his body gets relief etc.: as in IT, Euripides 
represents Orestes' madness as intermittent, so that for 
most of the play he can speak and act coherently .. 
like a colt from under the yoke: a conventional simile; cf. 
JI. 6.506 ff., and Barrett op .. R. Carden, The Papyrus 
Fragments of Sophocles (1974) 217. 

46 This city of Ar~s: such an indication of place is a 
regular item in prologue speeches: Med. 1 O "this land of 
Corinth", etc. It comes unusually late in this case. 
has decreed: the phrasing suggests the official Attic 
formula "the Council and the People has decreed" (edoxe 
tei boulei kai toi demi5i). The democratic assembly which 
has made this decision, and which will presently pass 
sentence on the matricides, seems to meet only for special 
crises, cf. 874-6. We must remember that there is an 
interregnum: Orestes will eventually assume his father's 
sceptre (1660, cf. 437). See further on 612. 

47 hospitality of • . . fire: that is, give us a light from their 
fires; cf. Hdt. 7. 231, [Dem.) 25. 61, Din. 2. 9, and the 
Roman "interdict upon (sharing) water and fire" (aquae 
et ignis interdictio). For the excommunication as a whole 
see also Aesch. Cho. 29!1, Soph. OT 236 ff., Hdt. 
3. 52. 1; MacDowell 25 f.; Parker 1911. It isolates the 
polluted man and prevents him from harming others by 
contagion. In practice it would force him into exile. 

48 matricides that we are: the present participle expresses 
their continuing status. Cf. 887, 1535. 
this is the appointed day: for the programmatic motif 
"today will be decisive 11 in prologues cf. Aesch. Sept. 
21ff., Eur. Ale. 20, 27, Hipp. 22, Hee. 44; later in the 
play, Soph. Aj. 753 ff., OT 438, Eur. Ale. 105. 

50 by stoning: the traditional form of communal execution of 
an abominated criminal, where everyone and no one takes 
responsibility for the killing. See Fraenkel on Ag. 1616. 

51 [or sharpen - at our necks): interpolated on the basis of 
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953, cf. 864, 1062. Death by the sword is not an 
alternative to be debated by the Argives ( cf. 442) but a 
suicide option which Orestes in the event persuades them 
to concede in lieu of stoning (946 ff.). 

52 But we do have some hope: in other Euripidean prologues 
where a bad situation is set out, hope rests only in the 
gods. Here we have a more elaborate (misleading) 
preparation for what is to come. 

54 Filling the harbour of Nauplia: this may sound like a 
fleet, but Menelaus probably returns with a single ship, 
as in Helen. Cf. 242 (v.1.), 688-90. Nauplia was the port 
of Argos, about seven miles distant. 

56 went wandering astray: as related in Od. 3. 276-312, 
4.81-9, 351-586. 

57-60 Note Euripides' ingenuity in arranging that Helen is 
already at hand for the next scene while Menelaus is still 
awaited and his response to the situation unknown. 

58 below llion: Troy stands on an elevation overlooking the 
plain where the fighting took place. Cf. II. 2.216 etc. 
hypo /lion elthe, "went to (fight) below llion 11

• 

59 throwing stones: cf. above on 50. 
60 She is indoors: in several Euripidean prologues the 

audience is informed that a certain person is indoors, in 
anticipation of a later appearance: Ale. 19, Andr. 41, 
Tro. 32-4, Phoen. 66. 

61 weeping for her sister: this prepares for her sending 
grave-offerings. 

63-4 the dau hter Menelaus left • • . Hermione: this much was 
given by older tradition Od. 4.3-14, II. 3.175, Sapph. 
16.10, [Hes.] fr. 204.94, etc.), but her lodging with 
Clytaemestra seems to be invented for the purposes of 
this play. She should now be seventeen or eighteen. 

66 and puts her troubles out of mind: in re-using a line 
from an earlier play (Hee. 279) Euripides has overlooked 
the c.ontradiction with 61. 

67 I am watching every road: the monologue ends with a 
transition from narrative to live drama; cf. Med. 46, 
Held. 48, IT 61, He!. 63, Ba. 55, etc. Electra explains 
what she is doing now out of doors (but she is also 
looking after her brother, 93). It would have been 
sufficient to watch the road from Nauplia, but "every 
road" gives a greater sense of anticipation. 

In Soph. OT 73 ff. and 287 ff. anxiety about when a 
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character will arrive is the cue for his appearance; cf. 
Aesch. Sept. 36 ff., Eur. El. 759 ff., Ba. 1211 ff., IA 
1098 ff.; Tap I in ( 1977) 1 37 f. This time Euripides uses a 
more sophisticated technique: it is a different character 
who will appear, and not by either of the visible roads. 
Cf. Taplin 94-6on "false preparation"; Halleran 40-2. 

70 It is a helpless thing, a house in ill fortune: a~ often, 
the long speech is concluded with a general reflection. 
The use of chrema is perhaps colloquial ( Stevens 20). 

71-125 Dialogue with Helen. Following an opening soliloquy it 
is common for a second character to appear and conduct 
dialogue with the first. The scene serves to show us 
something of Helen, who, though important to the plot in 
a passive way, will not be seen again until her final 
apotheosis; and it sets Hermione off on her errand, 
preparing long in advance for later developments. In 
moving the story forward before the chorus appears, this 
goes beyond what is usual. 

71 Child of Clytaemestra and Agamemnon: vocative phrases 
opening an address were sometimes expanded by 
interpolation, as M. W. Haslam has shown for Soph. El. 
1-2 and Eur. Phoen. 1-3 (GRBS 16 [1975), 149-74). This 
might be another example, but 72 would be abrupt on its 
own. 

72 so long unwed: bringing out the contrast with Helen's 
own state. Aegisthus prevented Electra from marrying 
because any son she had would be a threat to him (Soph. 
El. 963-6, cf. Eur. El. IJ0-2). The early lyric poet 
Xanthus (PMG 700) connected Elektra with a/ektros 
11bedless 11

, and her spinsterhood is often alluded to in 
tragedy; cf. 26, 206. It will be remedied at the end of 
the play. 

74 became: ephy is used as in Soph. Tr. 36, 489, OC 1444, 
with no reference to phys is. 

75 does not affect me with pollution: if everyone shared the 
Argives 1 horror of speaking to the matricides ( 47), it 
would be hard to write a play. Euripides feels it 
necessary for Helen (but not others later) to justify 
herself. 111 am polluted" and "I feel polluted" are nearly 
synonymous; cf. HF 1233 f. 

76 Phoebus: cf. 28 n. Similarly in El. 1296 Castor allows 
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Electra to speak to him, with the justification "I will 
attribute the bloody deed to Phoebus 11

• 

the misdeed: hamartia implies bad judgment as well as bad 
consequences. It may spring from factual ignorance, 
sensual weakness, or moral blindness. 

78 my sister: confirming the speaker's identity, which the 
audience will already have guessed. 

79 as I did: a formula for veiling distasteful details. We 
might say 11you know how 11

• See Fraenkel on Ag. 1171. 
The story of Helen's transfer to Egypt, used in £/. 
1280-3 and Helen, is here discarded. 
from the heaven-sent madness: for this too she puts the 
blame on the gods - rightly, as we learn in 1639-42. 

82 Agamemnon's children: or gonos may refer to Orestes 
alone, as in 326. There is a hint of "what a come-down 
for a glorious family". 

84 for a cor se is what he is: justifying what might have 
sounded a rude expression cf. Stevens 12). Similarly the 
next line II I am not being sarcastic" (cf. 4 n.). 

86 you the fortunate one: she has come home, if not to 
popular acclaim, at least unharmed and laden with riches, 
and Menelaus has succeeded in his venture. 

90 and his mother too: Helen maintains her concern for 
Clytaemestra; we are coming to her request. Electra 
responds only to 110 pitiable" (Orestes). 

93 Well, I am rather occupied: I it. "Yes, at any rate ( so far 
as I can) as one who is occupied". 

95 My mother's: reminding us of the relationships, and of 
the difference between Electra's attitude to Clytaemestra 
and Helen's. 
you want me to: or "suggest I should 11

• "Order" is often 
too strong a translation of keleuo. 

96 To take: the construction continues from 94. 
an offering of hair: cutting the hair, the easiest form of 
self-mutilation, was in itself an act of mourning, and it 
was natural to lay the cut hair solemnly upon the body or 
grave of the person for whom it had been given, not just 
throw it away. But Euripides may have known the 
practice only from literature (I/. 23. 135-52, and especially 
Aesch. Cho. 7, 168, etc. of Orestes' hair-offering for 
Agamemnon) and certain hero-cults (Hipp. 1425 f.). Cf. 
Burkert (1985) 374 n.29. 
libations: liquid offerings poured on the earth reach the 
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dead directly; see further on 115. Again Choephoroe ( 15, 
23, 84-164) provides Euripides' most obvious source of 
inspiration. 

100 You speak truly: she accepts the reproach; she did 
behave badly, although it was Aphrodite who caused her 
to do so. So in the II iad she blames herself freely ( 3. 1 7 3, 
6. 344, 356) as well as the gods ( 3. 400, 6. 349, 357). 

101 the Mycenaeans: in the original saga Agamemnon ruled 
from Mycene, six miles north of the town of Argos, but 
his territory as a whole is often called "Argos" in Homer 
( //. 2. 108 etc.). Argos as a town had surpassed Mycene 
in importance since the eleventh century, and finally 
destroyed it in about 463. Aeschylus always calls the site 
of Agamemnon's palace Argos. Euripides sometimes speaks 
of Mycene, without distinguishing it from Argos. Usually 
Argos can be taken as the region, but in El. 641 it must 
be the town ( = Mycene in 963), and so in this play, 46, 
872 ff., etc. 

108 It is not seem~y for girls: this consideration had not 
inhibited Helen from suggesting that Electra should go. It 
is a rule more applicable to Athens than to the epic 
world, though acknowledged in Euripidean tragedy in 
Held. 43, 474, Phoen. 89-95, 1275 f., and extended to 
married women in Tro. 648 f., IA 735, 1029-32. Cf. 
Dover 98; P. Walcot, Greek Drama in its Theatrical and 
Social Context ( 1976) 90 f. 

109 re a in Cl taemestra for brin in her u : any service 
per ormed or or expected by a parent or other provider 
of livelihood - especially looking after parents in old age 
- tended to be so interpreted. Cf. e.g. II. 4.478, Hes. 
Op. 188, Aesch. Sept. 477, 548, Ag. 728 f., Eur. Phoen. 
45, Lys. 6.ll9, lsoc. 6.108. 

112 [Hermione appears]: all three speaking actors are already 
on stage, and Hermione must on this appearance be 
played by a non-speaking extra. In 1321 ff. she will be 
played by the actor now playing Helen. 

114 to the edge: amp hi can mean II in or to the area 
surrounding". Clytaemestra's cremated remains are 
imagined as covered by a substantial round barrow, like 
Agamemnon's in Choephoroe (and Darius' in Persians). 
Cf. 402-4. 

115 the milk honey-mix (i.e. milk and honey mixed) and the 
sprinkle of wine: traditional libations to the dead, cf. 
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Od. 10.519, Aesch. Pers. 610 ff., Eur. IT 159 ff.; 
Burkert ( 1985) 71. 

116 stand on top of the mound: as Orestes does to address 
his dead father in Aesch. Cho. 4, and Neoptolemus to 
address his in Eur. Hee. 523 f. 

119-20 to keep a kindly attitude: dead persons, especially 
those who were powerful in life, are often represented in 
tragedy as able to exercise great influence on local affairs 
for good or ill: Agamemnon (Aesch. Cho. 130 ff. etc., 
Soph. El. 453 ff.; Or. 1225 ff.), Orestes (Aesch. Eum. 
767 ff.), Oedipus (Soph. OC 389 ff., 576 ff., etc.), 
Achilles ( Eur. Hee. 538 ff.). They are not called heroes, 
but the ideology is that of the hero cults of the archaic 
age; see E. Rohde, Psyche, chapter 5; Burkert (1985) 
203-8. Clytaemestra is accommodated to the pattern ad 
hoe; there is no further suggestion in the play that she 
is an active force, except as mistress of the Erinyes that 
beset Orestes. 

121 and this unhappy pair: so Hermione's errand becomes 
ostensibly relevant to the main plot. 
whom a fiod has ruined: 28 n. 

1 24 my chi d: this use of the dative moi is a Euripidean 
idiom. 

125 mind you come back as quickly as you can: natural 
motherly concern, and at the same time a signal that we 
can expect to see Hermione returning later. 

The dialogue scene has fulfilled its purposes and is 
not prolonged; Helen goes indoors without further words 
to Electra. 

126 0 Nature: adverse comment on someone's conduct or 
attitude often beg ins from an exclamation of more 
universal import; see Barrett on Hipp. 616 ff. (p. 275), 
Stevens on A ndr. 319. For rhetorical apostrophizing of 
abstractions cf. Soph. OT 380, Eur. Andr. I.e., Ion 
1512 (all beginning speeches), Supp. 1108, and 213 
below. The point here is that time and Troy have not 
altered Helen's vanity, which is clearly congenital - a bad 
trait, yet one that has seen her through many 
difficulties. 

128 Did you notice: tragedy never explicitly recognizes the 
existence of the spectators (as comedy does); cf. D. 
Bain, CQ 25 (1975), 13-25. But occasionally in 
expostulations we find a second person plural (or 
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singular) which cannot be related to anyone present on 
stage. See Soph. Aj. 1028, El. 1384, Eur. Hipp. 943; 
Taplin ( 1977) 1 31, and for a slightly different type 
Stevens on Andr. 622-3. In some cases we may say that 
the address is to 11the world at large 11

, but in the present 
passage it seems pedantic to deny that it is to the 
audience. 

The variant idete ( imperative) is unsuitable now that 
Helen has gone, and eidete is supported by Phoen. 1676. 
along the edge: trichas is to be understood again with 
par' okras. 

132-3 here they are: the chorus always arrives within 200 
I ines of the start of a tragedy. One way of integrating 
this obligatory element into the drama is for a character 
already on stage to descry and describe the approaching 
group: so also in Aesch. Cho., Soph. OC, Eur. Phoen. 
Here they are identified as singers; cf. 850 n. 
again: if this is the right translation, it is a unique 
suggestion of previous songs which the audience has not 
heard, and this may anyway be implied by "my friend! 
who sing with me". Alternatively au may mean 11here 1s 
another interruption". 
my friends who sing with me: or perhaps "to sing with 
me11

• The phrase prepares us for a lyric dialogue. As 
often, the chorus consists of local women, sympathetic to 
the heroine but, as women, devoid of political influence. 

133-5 They will soon shift him - in his frenzy: again 
anticipating what actually happens, though not exactly. 

136-9 Dearest women calamity: these lines have been 
suspected as duplicating 140-1. But those I ines belong to 
the chorus (see below), and must be a response to 
Electra's plea. Her friends lack the wit to keep quiet 
without being told. 
his rousing: lit. "(for anyone) to rouse him". 

140-207 Parodos (choral entry). The chorus is further 
integrated into the main action by making its first 
performance a lyric dialogue shared with the character 
already on stage. This technique appears in many of 
Euripides' and Sophocles' later plays. In some of them 
Euripides gives his chorus-women a suitable everyday-life 
occupation to act out: in Ion they are sightseers at 

190 



Delphi, in Helen they have just been drying their 
washing, in Phaethon they are the palace cleaning women, 
and here they are visitors to a sickbed. Interest is 
focussed for the moment entirely on Orestes' medical 
condition, with no reference to the danger he and Electra 
are in from the Argives. As in the parodoi of a number 
of Sophoclean and Euripidean plays, the chorus expresses 
its sympathy and concern for the plight of the hero or 
heroine, asking questions and making comments. The 
presence of the sleeper who must if possible not be 
awakened gives the dialogue a special character: the 
singing and dancing are exceptionally quiet, and there is 
anxiety from moment to moment. Euripides had written a 
very similar scene in HF 1042 ff., where Heracles is 
sleeping off his madness; cf. also Soph. Tr. 962 ff. and 
Phil. 839 ff. The naturalistic effects in the interplay 
between Electra and the chorus make it a delightful 
entertainment. 

The metre is mainly dochmiac (appropriate to nervous 
tension), with occasional iambo-trochaic and in 181-4 
enoplian cola. We have a few scraps of information about 
the music. Dion. Hal. Comp. 63 f., commenting on 
non-agreement of melody and word accents, refers to 
140-2 (the first bit of song in the best known of 
tragedies), and tells us that the first three words were 
all sung on one note, arbyles and tithete each had their 
third syllables on the same note as the second and their 
first syllables on lower ones, ktypeit' had both syllables 
on the same note, and apopro brlte had bli as its highest 
note. (As he passes over ichnos, we can infer that here 
the melody did agree with the accent, the first syllable 
being the higher.) The same relationships must hold for 
all the corresponding syllables in 153-5. Then a scholiast 
on 176 says "This song is sung on the top notes and is 
very high. It is implausible that Electra should use a high 
voice, especially when upbraiding the chorus [ 182 ff.], 
but she has to, because it is proper to people lamenting. 
And it is all as quiet as possible." 

140-3 Quietly - of the bed: Dionysius and other ancient 
writers attribute all of this to Electra, and presumably 
heard it sung by her in productions of their time. It was 
a natural error for producers to make, but the division of 
parts should match that in the antistrophe, according to 
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the normal rule (for which see Page, CQ 31 [ 1937), 
94-9). 

After "do not stamp" the manuscripts ( but not 
Dionysius or n 16) repeat "let there be no clatter" from 
1 37, and in 154 an extra dochmius has been interpolated 
in an attempt to restore responsion. 
Keep well clear, that way: Electra directs the dance, as 
in 1251 ff. 

144 There: colloquial ( Stevens 35). 
145 panp1pe: the simplest and slightest of Greek wind 

instruments, mainly a herdsman's plaything. See D. 
Paquette, L 'Instrument de musique dons la ceramique de 
la Grece antique ( 1984) 63-71. The theatre aulete will 
have done his best to imitate it at this point. 

147 as if indoors: where one need not raise one's voice so 
much to be heard. Or perhaps "as if I were in there and 
you were hearing me from outside", cf. El. 1166. 

149 Draw in, draw in: probably nautical language. One can 
imagine these imperatives guiding a ship to a gentle 
meeting with the quay. The verbal repetitions in this line 
are matched in the antistrophe ( 162). Resolution of 
dochmiacs here gives a sequence of 35 short syllables, 
which is easily a record ( 27 in He/. 695 f.). 

154 [what his pli9ht]: the deletion of this phrase (cf. 140-3 
n.) leaves a hiatus not justified by period-end, which is 
remarkable but not entirely unparalleled in dochmiacs, cf. 
West ( 1982) 110. 

155 with shallow groan: for the weakness of his breathing cf. 
8LJ. Amphitryon listens to Heracles' breathing in HF 1060, 
and doctors recognized it as a useful indicator in sickness 
(many passages in G. Maloney & W. Frohn, Concordance 
des oeuvres hippocratiques [ 1984) iv. 3638 ff.). 

15 7 You'll finish me: the colloquialism apoleis ( Stevens 11) is 
"poeticized" (Willink) by omitting the prefix. 

160 his horrible god-sent acts: even the friendly chorus has 
no word of praise for Orestes' deed; but it too puts the 
blame on Apollo. 

162 his oracle, oracle: laskl5 ( lit. "scream") often in tragedy 
of prophetic utterance; see Easterling on Soph. Tr. 
82LJ-5. 

163 on Them is' tri~: Themis was said to have been the 
goddess of the Delphic oracle before Apollo ( Aesch. Eum. 
2, Eur. IT 1259, etc.). This implied that every oracle 
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16lf 

166 

169 

171 

174 

176 

177 

178 

given was a right and proper ordinance ( themis), and the 
point of the present reference is that her successor has 
not maintained her standards. 
Loxias: a common name of Apollo in the 5th century, 
usually in connection with oracles. The popular derivation 
from /oxos "slanting" (taken to stand for "ambiguous"} is 
very doubtful. 
that murder be followed by murder: apophonos phonos 
and the similar phrase in 192 are usually understood to 
mean "unnatural murder", on the analogy of expressions 
like potmos apotmos "abnormal fate" ( for which see 
Barrett on Hipp. 1142-4). Hermann took it as 11a murder 
that would not count as murder", i.e. that would be 
exempt from guilt. Both interpretations involve difficulties 
of language, and I prefer "murder to follow murder 11

, as 
if phonos apo phonou. This is a recurrent theme in the 
play (510, 816, 1579, 1587). 
Do you see - he stirs: a false alarm, for extra 

excitement; cf. 1268-74, and in the prior sleep-scene HF 
1069-71. 
I think: edoxa is a "momentary" aorist, reporting the 

new impression just formed. So e.g. El. 6411 xyneka 111 
understand". 
retrace your steps: the phrase is appropriate to dancing 
without actually signifying it. It is a dance from the 
audience's viewpoint, but not from Electra's. 
0 mistress, mistress Ni~ht:· this poetic invocation was 
probably suggested by oph. Phil. 827 ff., where the 
chorus prays to Sleep to come and bring relief to 
Philoctetes. Electra, however, is praying for oblivion for 
herself as much as for Orestes. He is asleep already, she 
must wait for the day to end. Night existed as a goddess 
only in cosmogonic myth, not in cult. 
the cosmic dark: erebos in Hesiod and Homer is the realm 

of darkness, not precisely located but sometimes 
associated with Hades or Tartarus. Erebos and Night are 
named side by side in Hes. Th. 123, Acusilaus DK 9 8 1, 
Ar. Birds 693. 
on thy wings: in Birds 695 "black-winged Night" lays an 
egg in Erebos. 
to the house that was Agamemnon's: in Greek prayers the 

deity called upon for assistance is usually asked to come 
to the spot; cf. 1226 n. The use of an adjective 
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A gamemnonios to represent a genitive is an archaism 
preserved in epic ( //. 10. 326 etc.} and in Lesbian ( cf. 
D. L. Page Sappho and A lcoeus [ 1955] 165). 

181 we are lost, are lost: when a compound verb is repeated, 
the prefix is often omitted. Cf. 149 prosithi . . • ithi, 1101 
f., 1465; J. D iggle, GRBS 1 II ( 1973), 265 and Studies 18. 
Oh!: the division of oichometha into oichometh'. li! is a 
distinct improvement; cf. 145, HF 1052. Electra is 
brought abruptly down to earth. 

184-5 careful to avoid clamorous voice: as in the 
corresponding lines of the anti strophe ( 206), the text is 
suspect; ana is hard to account for. Metrically 185 
consists ( as transmitted) of three resolved cretics. 

191 Sacrificial victims Phoebus made of us: a unique and 
violent metaphor for the normal "destroyed us" (i. e. 
sealed our fate). It suggests physical slaughter of the 
chosen victim, the most savage and immediate form of 
destruction in Greek everyday life. 

1 92 sequential murder: see on 164. 
father's murderer: 11father-killer 11 in Greek does not 
invariably mean "killer of one•s own father", cf. Od. 
1. 299, Aesch. Cho. 909, Soph. Tr. 1125. 

194 It was just - But not good: a startling antithesis, since 
justice is normally taken to be self-evidently good. 
11Every man who is dikaios is agathos" (Thgn. 148). But 
what is good in one way may be bad in another, cf. 819. 
In El. 12114 Castor says that what Clytaemestra suffered 
was just, but not what Orestes did to her. In Ba. 1249 
Cadmus cries that "Dionysus has destroyed us justly, but 
too severely". The division of the line between the chorus 
and Electra ( guaranteed by the strophe) does not imply 
that they take contrasted views of the matter: the two 
phrases are complementary. This is typical of the style of 
antiphonal laments, cf. Aesch. Pers. 1002 ff., Sept. 961 
ff., Eur. T ro. 1302 ff. 

195 You slew and were slain: the apostrophe of Clytaemestra 
balances that of Night in the strophe, with the jingle 
ekanes ethanes (cf. Aesch. Sept. 962) corresponding to 
the repetition potnia potnia in 174. 

200 as good as dead: justifying the preceding statement that 
Clytaemestra has destroyed both Agamemnon (who is 
literally dead) and her children. lsonekys is formed like 
isopais, isopresbys, is-oneiros (Aesch. Ag. 75, 78, PV 
549). 
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201 for you are among the dead: this should refer to Orestes 
(cf. 83 f., 385) to complete the argument. But the 
unsignalled change of addressee is odd, and 11you" should 
perhaps be changed to "he". 

202-7 my life is gone etc.: as to why she herself is "as good 
as dead 11

, we might have expected a mention of the death 
sentence that may be impending. But that remains 
completely out of sight at this stage of the play. Instead 
Euripides draws on motifs that properly belong to the 
time when she was ruJ·ect by Aegisthus and her mother: 
cf. Soph. EI. 86 ff. , 1 64 ff. , and especiaHy 185 ff. 
( "much of my life has now passed away from me without 
hope ... I who waste away without children"); Eur. El. 
54-9, 112 ff. True, her earlier cause for weeping has 
been succeeded by another one, but protracted 
spinsterhood should not now be among her prime worries, 
since (a) she has been promised to Pylades ( 1079), and 
(b) there is some likelihood that she will be stoned to 
death before the day is out. These points a re made not to 
fault Euripides but to make it clear where his mind was 
focussed. 

208-1 0 The music stops, the dancers become still; Orestes 
has slept safely through it. But now the final twist of 
suspense. Is he dead? Just as we are wondering, he 
surprises us by waking up, apparently happy and 
refreshed. 
I don't like the look of him: a colloquial idiom, cf. Ar. 
Thesm. 406, Wealth 353. 
he's too limp: lit. "with his too-relaxed quality". On this 
substantival use of the neuter participle ( an Attic 
development) see Moorhouse 257 f. 

211-315 Dialogue of Orestes and Electra. In Trachiniae, Medea 
and Hippolytus a parodos in which the chorus expresses 
its concern about someone is followed by that person's 
appearance on stage. The present case is analogous. The 
touching scene has two main purposes: to display the 
selfless mutual devotion of brother and sister, and to let 
us see a bout of Orestes' madness, which, once we have 
seen it, will fade out as a theme of the play. The 
portrayal of madness and other kinds of frenzy had long 
been part of the tragedians' stock-in-trade. See 8. 
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Simon, Mind and Madness in Ancient Greece ( 1978) 
108-13; R. Padel in P. Heelas & A. Lock (ed.), 
Indigenous Psychologies ( 1981) 105-31. 

The scene is oomposed in four clearly marked 
sections: 211-36, Orestes wakes and receives nursing; 
237-52, he is given the news of Menelaus• return 
( preparing for his dialogue with Menelaus in the next 
episode); 253-76, he suffers a fit of insanity; 277-315, he 
recovers, and he must now oomfort Electra as she 
comforted him in the first section. Her role as his nurse 
is now finished, and she is sent indoors so that the actor 
can change costume for another part. 

213 O mistress Oblivion: Hesiod had listed Lethe as a goddess 
( Th. 227), but Euripides has no tradition in mind; ad hoe 
deification was a stock device for formu1ating reflections 
on the powers of abstract entities. Cf. 126 n. ; Dodds on 
Ba. 370-2; West (1966) 33 f. 
how clever you are: sophos is a common term of praise in 
Euripides• vocabulary. Cf. 397 n. 

215 Wherever did I come here from?: Heracles is similarly 
puzzled in HF 1094-1105 and Soph. Tr. 9811. 

216 my former mind has deserted me: whatever state of 
consciousness he was in before he fell asleep has gone 
and he cannot recapture it. The expression "former 
phrenes 11 recurs in Ba. 947, 1270; cf. Archil. 172. 2-3. 

217-67 Distichomythia (alternation of two-line utterances) is 
first found in the Oresteia, and is not uncommon in 
Sophocles and Euripides. One can see that some replies 
have been padded out from one line to two ( 230, 234, 
etc.). 

21 8 Would ou I ike me to deal with ou ( I it. touch you, lay 
hands on you : a strong ec o o Soph. Phil. 761, 11would 
you Ii ke me to take hold of you and touch you at all? 11 

Hence also 11take hold 11 in Orestes' answer. 
219 sticky foam: on this motif (of Orestes also at IT 308) see 

Bond on HF 930-1 009. 
221 
223 

224 

226 

The menial task is a ~easure: cf. Soph. El. 1145. 
Support mt side: e is too weak to sit up without 
support. C .. 800. 
I can't see very well: lit. 111 am seeing fragmentedfy 11

, or 
"my seeing is reduced". 
how unkempt you are: 11you 11 may either be the head or 
Orestes himself. The verb looks like another borrowing 
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from Philoctetes ( 226, and egrilJsai in another sense 
1321). 

230 a nuisance of a thin to have: the article before ktema is 
a normal, and op . Phil. 81 may support Kirchhoff's ti. 
But perhaps the construction is influenced by a mental 
anioron esti to kt~ma. 

232 There's no pleasing the sick: more extended use of this 
motif in Hipp. 176 ff. 

233 set your feet down on the ground: he will remain sitting, 
but with his feet down he will be in position for 
springing about in 255 ff. The Ephesian mural mentioned 
in the Introduction (I) shows him sitting on the bed with 
Electra standing behind. 

234 A change is always nice: as a general axiom this may 
echo Aeraclitus, who wrote that 11it (the cosmic fire?) 
finds relief by changing" (fr. 56 Marcovich = DK 22 B 
84). Euripides echoes him also in fr. 638/833 (Helt. 47 M. 
= DK 22 B 62), and perhaps Med. 41 O f. 

235 by all means: a colloquial use of malista, as in modern 
Greek (Stevens 16). 

236 better to have the semblance: another semi-philosophical 
remark. The distinction between appearance and reality 
had been a fruitful topic since Parmenides. For the 
importance of appearances cf. 314 f. and 782. Taken out 
of context, the present line sounds like a shocking 
preference of appearance to truth ( the converse of 
Amphiaraus' famous preference in Aesch. Sept. 592); but 
in fact Orestes is only saying that if he cannot have real 
health, the semblance is better than nothing. 

238 while the Erinyes are letting you think straight: a clear 
hint of the coming fit. Euripides was probably 
remembering Aesch. Cho. 1026, where Orestes, aware 
that his mind is starting to go, makes a declaration about 
his deed "while I am still sane". 

242 his galley: most MSS. give the plural, but after selmata, 
neos was more likely to be changed to the plural than 
vice versa. Cf. 54 n. 

243 light of deliverance: a common poetic metaphor from 
Homer on. 

244 who owes gratitude to: lit. "who has got favours from". 
The whole Trojan war was fought for Menelaus' sake, so 
he owes a large debt to Agamemnon, which Agamemnon's 
heirs wi 11 now claim. Cf. 453, 642 ff. 
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246 bringin51 Helen home: the cue for Orestes to condemn 
her, which helps to prepare the ground for the later plot 
to assassinate her. 

248 If he comes with wife: the line is so phrased as to be 
readily quotable about anyone who marries (agetai, I it. 
"brings home", is often used of marrying a woman). It is 
meant to be heard as a variant of the commonplace that 
wives or women generally are an evil (Hes. Th. 592, 
Sem. 7.96 ff., Susarion 1, etc.; in Euripides, Hipp. 
664-8, Andr. 181 f., 269-72, 353, Or. 605 f., etc.; many 
passages collected in Stob. 4. 22. 136 ff.). 

249-50 a notable brood of daughters: there were three, 
Timandra, Clytaemestra, and Helen, and they all 
abandoned or betrayed their husbands ( [Hes. J fr. 176, 
cf. Stes. PMG 223). Cf. 541. Euripides says nothing of 
the older poets' explanation that Aphrodite caused it aJI 
out of malice - according to Stesichorus, at least, because 
Tyndareos had accidentally left her out of a sacrifice to 
all the gods. 
such censure: the condemnation of women implied in 248. 

251 You be different: Electra's married life is still in the 
future. 

253-79 The mad scene is characterized by heightened poetic 
style. 

253 your eye is becoming disturbed: rolling eyes are 
regularly mentioned as a symptom of mental disturbance, 
see Page on Med. 1174-5. As they cannot actually be 
shown by a masked actor, they always have to be 
reported, whether by the sufferer himself (PV 882, Soph. 
A j. 447) or by a witness. Here the announcement 
mitigates the abruptness of Orestes' outburst. His fit 
perhaps comes at this point simply because it is the next 
item on Euripides' programme. The idea that it is 
precipitated by the thought of Clytaemestra is 
psychologically sound but may be too subtle. If that is 
what the poet intended, he probably directed that 
Orestes' last utterance (251-2) should be delivered with a 
note of hysteria; otherwise no one could have taken the 
point. 

254 you were sane: a present participle may correspond to an 
imperfect indicative. Cf. Moorhouse 21 0. 

255-7 Mother etc.: the breach of regular distichomythia by 
the three-line utterance contributes to the sense that 
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259 

260 

261 

262 

265 

things are going awry. Cf. 1047-51; Dodds on Ba. 927-9. 
As in Aesch. Cho. 10118 ff. and Eur. IT 285 ff., Orestes 
sees the Erinyes, the agents of his mother's wrath, 
coming to get him. In IT 289 one of them threatens to 
hurl Clytaemestra upon him like a great rock; here she is 
behind them. 
threaten me with: episeie probably means " ( hold as if to) 
hurl down upon"; cf. 613, and the image in /T I.e. In 
Homer the verb is used of Zeus shaking his aegis at the 
Trojans with terrifying effect (//. ll.167, cf. 15.230). 
blood-eyed: see Stevens on Andr. 978. The bloodshot 
eyes of the madman himself ( 836, HF 933; Fraenkel on 
Ag. 11428) are transferred to the goddesses of madness. 
snaky: they were imagined with snakes growing from 
their heads in place of hair, like Gorgons (Aesch. Cho. 
1049 f.), or with snaky arms (Eur. El. 1345, vase 
paintings); cf. / T 286 f., Aesch. Eum. 128. 

11Longinus 11 Sub/. 15.2 picks these lines out for 
praise: "Here the poet himself has seen the Erinyes; and 
what he has imagined, he has almost made the audience 
see 11

• 

You're not seeing etc.: so in Aesch. Cho. 1051 ff. the 
chorus tells Orestes that what he sees are mere fancies 
arising from mental disorder. 
0 Phoebus: the god who has promised to see him 
through; cf. 268 ff., 419 f. 
They'll kill me: cf. IT 291. In fact their habit is to 
hound their victims to death over a long period, cf. 
Aesch. Cho. 288-96, Eum. 261J-75, 33!1-ll0. 
bitch-faced: so at El. 1252. They snarl at him like the 
hunting-hounds they metaphorically are ( Cho. 924, 1054, 
cf. Eum. 111-3, 131-2, 246). 
fierce-eyed: another feature of the madman, HF 868. 
priestesses of the nether ones: i. e. they slaughter 
victims in honour of the angry dead. Cf. Aesch. Ag. 735 
and Eur. Ale. 25 with 74-6. 
I'll not let go: various transpositions have been prompted 

by the conviction that this should be the response to 
Orestes' 11Let go". But it is her attempt to grasp him 
more tightly that makes him think an Erinys has got hold 
of him. 
I'll thread mx arm in: round his body I under his arms. 
you're getting a grip on my waist: a well-known 
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wrestling hold from which there was no escape. See R. G. 
Ussher on Ar. Eccl. 260; M. Poliakoff, Studies in the 
Terminology of Greek Combat Sports ( 1982) 110 ff. 
Tartarus: in Homer and Hesiod a place into which 
discredited gods are thrown; later sometimes identified 
with Hades ( [ Hes.] Sc. 255, Anacr. PMG 395. a f.), but 
usually suggesting a specially dark and horrific region; 
cf. Hipp. 1290, Phoen. 1604, Soph. OC 1389. It is where 
the Erinyes themselves belong (Aesch. Eum. 72, cf. HF 
8701. 

268 Give me my horn-drawn bow: Orestes calls to an imagined 
attendant. The high-flown ornamental epithet refers to 
the composite type of bow made from wood, horn 
( keratin) and sinew. Its construction and virtues are 
explained by H. L. Lorimer, Homer and the Monuments 
( 1 95 0) 2 7 6 f. 
Loxias' gift: Apollo's own weapon was the bow, and in 
Aesch. Eum. 179 ff. he himself drives the Erinyes from 
his temple by threatening them with it. The idea that he 
gave Orestes a bow for this purpose comes from 
Stesichorus (PMG 217). But clearly no one actually hands 
Orestes a bow at this point, and we must assume that it 
has no existence outside his imagination. The scholiast 
records that "modern actors II use no bow, but wrongly 
infers from Stesichorus that they should. 

271 a deity: for the menacing use of the indefinite pronoun 
see Bond on HF 747 f. 

273-4 the feathered shafts speeding out: more high-flown 
language, with an echo of Eum. 182. "Far-shooting bow" 
is also Aeschylean. 

276 with your wings: cf. 317, 321 f., IT 289. In Aeschylus 
they fly without wings (Eum. 250, cf. 51). 
Phoebus' oracles : the imagined shooting from Apollo's bow 
and this explicit laying of responsibility at Apollo's door 
combine to banish the Erinyes, which are after all an 
emanation from Orestes' conscience ( 396). 

277 But stay: on this favourite Euripidean interjection eii see 
Page on Med. 1004, Fraenkel iii.580 n.4, Stevens 33. 
Heracles uses it on waking up after his madness in HF 
1089. 
out of breath: cf. HF 1093 with Bond's notes. 

279 the surge: a similar image (klydon) in HF 1091. Cf. 
341-4 n. 
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I see calm water: Hegelochus, the actor playing Orestes 
at the original performance, pronounced galen' with a 
falling instead of a rising intonation on -le-, so turning it 
into "I see a weasel 11 (Ar. Frogs 303 with schol., and 
other comedians cited by schol. Or.). Perhaps a mere slip 
(cf. S.G. Daitz, CQ 33 [1983), 294 f.), but actors have 
been known to do such things from high spirits. 

280 why are lrou crying: she must have been doing this since 
he broke ree from her at 265. 
with your head inside your dress; concealment of tears 
was common, cf. Od. 4.115, 8.84, Aesch. Cho. 81, Eur. 
Hipp. 243-6, Supp. 111, 286, IA 1122 f., Pl. Phd. 117c; 
Shisler 385. 

282 being a bother: colloquial (Stevens 56 f.). The stylistic 
level is no longer so grand. 

284 you agreed: her part in the murder varies somewhat with 
the needs of different contexts ( cf. 32 n.), but it is 
never equal to Orestes'. 

288-93 I think my father etc. : this utilitarian argument runs 
quite contrary to the tradition (which is followed in 
579-84). In Aeschylus Apollo instructs Orestes (and no 
one subsequently doubts) that Agamemnon's wrath would 
persecute him if he failed to avenge him (Cho. 271-96, 
cf. 925, Eum. 466 f.). Throughout it is assumed that 
Agamemnon will be gratified by the killing of Clytaemestra 
and will be likely to lend his support to the enterprise, 
and similarly in the two Electras, especially Euripides' 
(e.g. 677 ff., 976-8). 

290 reached for my chin with many an appeal: lit. "extended 
many appeals from my chin", a reduction of 11made many 
an appeal by extending his hand to make it depend from 
my chin". See 383 n. 

291 into the neck: anatomically sphagai are the hollows above 
the collar-bone, where the subclavian arteries run close 
to the surface (Thuc. 4.48.3, Arist. HA 493b7, 511b35; 
Hippocratica). This is where Clytaemestra was struck (El. 
122 3). 

294 dear sister head: elsewhere ( 237, / T 983) this is an 
elevated equivalent of "dear sister /brother"; cf. Barrett 
on Hipp. 651-2. Here the focus is on the actual head. 

296-300 When you see etc.: just as you have been helping me 
in my low periods, so I must now comfort you. The roles 
are reversed ( Electra's crying CO!"'responds to Orestes' 
described in 44); cf. 303 n. 
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301 

303 

304 

305 

306 

307 

308 

310 

313 

314 

shrink: in medical writers of reducing a swelling, by 
inc1s1on or other means; hence metaphorically PV 380, IA 
694, Ar. Frogs 941. Call. Epigr. q&.3 Pfeiffer = 10ll9 
Gow-Page. It is interesting to see mental illness conceived 
in such physical terms. 
Now go into the house: this necessary exit (211-315 n.) 
is well motivated by Orestes' recognition that his sister is 
exhausted from attending him. 
take food, and wash liourself: Orestes' self-neglect 
(41-2) is now attributed to er. 
through sitting with me: by failing to take care of 
herself, not by catching his malady from him. 
I am lost: brother and sister ( 309) each affirm at the end 

of the scene that they are helpless without the other. 
as you see, I am without any others: he may mean 11it is 
obvious from my circumstances that the gods are doing 
nothing for me". 
Impossible: she insists that there is no question of her 

leaving his bedside, whatever the consequences to her 
own health. The ethics of the scene call for this noble 
attitude to be struck, but dramaturgical necessity calls 
for it to be abandoned three Ii nes later. 
It comes to the same: lit. "they (living and dying) have 

the same within them"; or 11it (dying) has the same within 
it (as living}". 
brotherless, fatherless, friendless: such rhetorical 
accumulations of three negative adjectives are common in 
tragedy. See Fraenkel on Ag. 412, Stevens on Andr. 491. 
With II friendless", Menelaus is excluded from the picture. 
be none too receetive: implying that his illness is at least 
partly related to his mental attitude. Cf. Thuc. 2. 51. ll on 
psychological resistance to the plague. 
stay on the comfortable bed: Orestes is to remain resting 
(perhaps dozing) through the choral song that follows. 
ready for the next episode. 
even if one is not i II, but fancies one is: a perceptive 
comment on the power of auto-suggestion. It recalls 
Protagoras' famous doctrine that truth is subjective, 
except that Electra recognizes 11real" illnesses as well as 
imagined ones. She is hinting that Orestes' illness may be 
all in his mind, though even so, care must be taken of 
it. This interpretation of his condition - very different 
from her references to objective Erinyes in 37 f. and 238 
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- is admirably suited to the stage we have now reached, 
as Orestes, though remaining physically weak for several 
more scenes, is to suffer no more hallucinations. 

315 ·i-atigue: or "indisposition". 

316-47 The chorus' act-dividing song represents, as often, a 
lyrical counterpiece to the preceding dialogue. Reverting 
to the poetic view of the Erinyes as external deities, they 
pray to them for an end to Orestes' madness, thus 
further smoothing over its actual disappearance from the 
play. They go on to comment on Orestes' piteous situation 
and the piteous deed that led to it, not omitting to 
mention the fatal oracle, and they end with reflections on 
the vulnerability of human fortune as exemplified by the 
house of Tantalus. 

The metre is dochmiac, as in the parodos. Some· 
fragments of music to lines 338-44 are preserved in a 
papyrus of about 200 B.C. (TT6). The same music is to 
be assumed for the corresponding words of the strophe 
( 322-8). The vocal melody appears to be based on an 
archaic form of scale, the pre-Platonic Phrygian scale 
described by Aristides Quintilianus 1. 9 (pp. 18 f. 
Winnington-lngram), and there is no reason to doubt that 
it is Euripides• original music. Here is a version in 
modern notation, at an approximation to the original 
pitch. ( The sign) flattens the note by a quarter-tone.) 

Sva bassa katolo]phyromai - materos (haima sas ho s 1 anab]accheuei? 

14.f&ti: t" lvvw J JJl(ti_J - v-1 
Sva bassa Ho megas [olbos ou monimo]s em hrotois: ana [de laiphos hos 

Sva bassa ti]s akatou thoas tina[xas daimon] kateklysen d[einon 
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8va bassa 

1: zt 

J , 
pono]n ho-os pont(ou labrois olethrioi]sin (e-ng kymasin, 

I 
The notes in brackets are played on the shawm only, and 
their duration is uncertain. They are written in the 
papyrus ( in the special instrumental notation) as if they 
preceded the vocal notes, but to avoid a disruption of 
rhythm it is better to assume that they sounded 
simultaneously, the two shawm-pipes diverging at these 
points. There are some irregular rhythmic groupings 
where the equivalent of four quavers is fitted into the 
time of three, or six into the time of five .. The reading of 
some notes is doubtful, and there are considerable gaps .. 
Line 339 of the text wrongly appears before 338 in the 
papyrus, but it may be that the sequence of musical 
notes is correct, i.e. that the notes appearing over 
-ph yromai rnateros • • . b /accheuei really belong to 
b}accheuei katolo[- •.• -}phyromai. For discussion of the 
fragment see J. F. Mount ford in J • U. Powell & E. A. 
Barber (ed.), New Chapters in the History of Greek 
Literature ii (1929) 146-69; D.D. Feaver, AJP 81 (1960), 
1-15. For a photograph see GRBS 18 ( 1977), facing p. 
81, or E.G. Turner, Greek Manuscripts of the Ancient 
World ( 1 971) 71. 

317-8 Ye wild-running winged fren~ing: the invocation 
follows a typical structure ( here doubled), with a cluster 
of epithets developed by a relative clause which states 
the god 1s characteristic activities. Dromades . . . potniades 
is an echo of Phoen. 1124 f., where potniades refers to 
mares frenzied by drinking the water of Potniae in 
Boeotia. The association seems to have led Euripides to 
modify the Erinyes' older epithet potniai and interpret it 
as 11frenzied 11 or "frenzying", and later in Ba. 664 to 
transfer it to bacchants. 

319 who have been assigned: the gods' individual functions 
and privileges are conceived as having been allotted to 
them when Zeus came to power (Hes. Th. 1q, 885), or in 
some cases earlier. The Erinyes claim to have received 
theirs from Moira in Aesch. Eum. 334, cf. 208, 3117 ff., 
385, 392 ff. 
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an unbacchanal coven: thiasos generally stands for a 
Bacchic troupe ( see Dodds on Ba. 56-57). The Erinyes 
have the savage frenzy of bacchants without having 
undergone Bacchic initiation. The phrase is of a common 
type in which a paradoxical, negative adjective serves to 
show that the noun is being used metaphorically; cf. 621, 
1492, and my n. on Hes. Op. 525. 

321 dark-hued: cf. 408, Aesch. Sept. 977, Ag. 462, Eum. 
52, Eur. El. 1345. 

324 I beseech you, beseech you: the repetition intensifies, as 
in "please, please". Cf. Ale. fr. 374 "Accept my visit, 
accept it, I pray you, I pray 11

• 

328 you .•• poor man: this kind of apostrophe is common in 
Euripidean choruses, e. g. Med. 989, 996, Andr. 789. The 
fact that Orestes is visible is not essential. 

330 Phoebus' oracle, oracle: a rather mechanical echo of 162. 
The whole strophe contains a number of verbal 
reminiscences of earlier passages. 
preci net: on the word dapedon see Barrett on Hi pp. 2 30. 

331 where, they say, the central Navel lurks: lit. "where the 
mid-navel out-of-the-way places are said (to be)". The 
"Navel" of the Earth, marking its central point, was 
claimed to be at Delphi. This curious concept seems to be 
of oriental origin, cf. A.J. Wensinck, The Ideas of the 
Western Semites concerning the Navel of the Earth ( 1916); 
M. Eliade, Shamanism ( 1964) 268, 272. "They say" does 
not express scepticism but makes the Navel a romantic, 
faraway place. 

333-8 What tragedy - drives you wild: this complicated 
sentence needs some unravelling. "What is the meaning of 
this lamentable, bloody ordeal of which Orestes is in the 
throes?" The further clauses added to this initial question 
(the rambling construction is typical of Euripidean lyric) 
serve to answer it. Some demon, no doubt established in 
the house by ancient crimes, has caused the shedding of 
Clytaemestra's blood by Orestes, and thus brought him 
tears ( cf. 44) which merge with the tears of those 
previously afflicted; the bloodshed itself is the source of 
his frenzy. For choruses asking "what is behind this 
strange situation? 11 cf. Soph. Ai. 17 2 ff. , 0 T 1 51 ff. , 
1098 ff., Eur. Med. 151 ff., Hipp. 141 ff., etc. 

333 tragedy: e/eos is usually "compassion" (one of the main 
emotions that Tragedy arouses, in Aristotle 1s view); here 
of its object. Similarly in 832. 
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336-7 demon: or "wrathful spirit" (alasti5r). See Fraenkel on 
Ag. 1501; Parker 108 f. In Ag. I.e. it is the avenging 
demon incurred by Atreus, and Clytaemestra says that as 
murderer of Agamemnon she is its incarnation. Euripides 
similarly wants to link Orestes' deed with its antecedents, 
but avoids being specific. 
tears in stream with tears: a variation on the "murder 
upon murder" motif (164 n. ). 
channelling into: odd imagery, generated by the 
preceding "stream of tears". 

339 I grieve for you, grieve for you: the repetition matches 
"seeking justice - seeking payment" at the corresponding 
place in the strophe ( 323), while being formally modelled 
on 324. 

3110 Great prosperity . . . is not lasting: the archaic poets' 
doctrine is that ill-gotten wealth is not lasting; see my n. 
on Hes. Op. 320. The gods always can reverse fortunes 
(e.g. Archil. 130, Sol. 13. 65-70, Thgn. 662-4, Simon. 
PMG 521), but the idea that prosperity never lasts does 
not appear before the 5th century: e.g. Hdt. 1.5.11, 
207.2, Bacchyl. fr. 54, Eur. Held. 610 f., Supp. 269 f., 
331, Tro. 1203-6, HF 103, JA 161 f., frr. 45, 273, 420, 
1073 f.. Trag. adesp. 1 (f), 368a. See also on 974. 

341-11 upsetting it - of the sea: the hazards of seafaring, so 
familiar to Greeks, made it a natural field of metaphor in 
relation to fortune, success, sudden disaster, etc. 
11Waves 11 of trouble e.g. Ale. fr. 6, Aesch. Sept. 758, 
and often. 
some higher power: daimon is the divine agent responsible 
for one's fortunes at any given time; see my n. on Hes. 
Op. 122-3. 

345 For what other house: the general sense is "for if the 
Tantalids cannot be looked up to as dependable, I don't 
know who can, and now they are brought low11

, but the 
last clause is unexpressed. A rhetorical question is fairly 
common at the end of a strophe or song. 

346 marriage of holy stock: Tantalus was the son of Zeus ( 5) 
and a nymph. Pelops' wife Hippodamea was a 
grandda'ughter of Ares. 
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348-72ll Dialogue of Orestes and Menelaus ( with intervention 
of Tyndareos 1156-631), followed in 725-806 by a scene 
between Orestes and Pylades. This abnormally long act 
prepares the ground for the Argive assembly-meeting 
which is then to take place off stage. Menelaus' arrival 
cannot be further delayed, because Orestes and Electra 
are counting on his help in the debate. As the debate 
itself cannot be shown on stage, Euripides wants us to 
hear the issues argued out between persons who will be 
involved in it, and to represent the prosecution case he 
brings in the old Tyndareos. He is chosen above all 
because he is particularly well placed to exert pressure 
on Menelaus. { Euripides may also have been influenced by 
Hellanicus' story of a prosecution of Orestes at Athens by 
11persons from Sparta" [FGrH 323a F 22], who presumably 
included Tyndareos.) At the end of the argument it 
becomes clear that Menelaus' expected support for Orestes 
will not be forthcoming. Finally Orestes must leave to 
attend the debate. But he is too weak to get there 
unaided. Pylades' appearance solves this problem, as well 
as introducing a note of optimism into the situation to 
keep the audience in uncertainty about the outcome. 

348 But see now: the high promise of Menelaus' arrival 
contrasts effectively with the despair the chorus has just 
been expressing. Entrances following strophic songs are 
normally unannounced, but exceptions occur where, as 
here, the entry is notably stately or impressive, and 
anapaests are used in such cases. See Hourmouziades 141, 
Taplin {1977) 73, Halleran 11-11J. On the question whether 
such anapaests were recited to a musical accompaniment 
see DFA 2 162. Menelaus looks dashing ( 1532 n.). 

3!J9-51 [And b his ele ance - Tantalids' blood]: I delete this 
sentence, ecause it 1s silly enelaus elegance, whether 
of gait or apparel, cannot be evidence of his descent) 
and because poly cannot be used to mean "very" in 
classical Greek where there is no sense of measurement. 
( The variant po/lei is metrically impossible.. and no 
emendation fully convincing.) The interpolation was 
probably made for a production in which the pomp of the 
returning conqueror was exaggerated, cf.. Introduction 
VI. Its author manufactured a crude connection with 347, 
perhaps at the expense of some words now lost. 

352 0 thou who launched: choral greetings of this sort are 
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found only with majestic entries (especially by chariot); 
see Taplin (1977) 74, 287. 
a thousand-vessel horde: after Aesch. Ag. 45; similarly 
Andr. 106, / T 141. The figures in Homer's catalogue of 
ships add up to 1186. 

354 with Success you consort for your own part: i. e. I need 
not use the salutation eutychei as well as chaire. 

356 0 palace: ignoring the chorus' greeting, Menelaus 
addresses the house he has not seen for so long. Cf. HF 
523, Aesch. Ag. 518 and Fraenkel on 503; Taplin ( 1977) 
299. This enables him to explain to us, before he notices 
Orestes, how much he already knows of the situation. On 
this technique of making a new arrival express his 
existing feelings before he notices what is to be seen on 
the stage (with exclamation of surprise, leading to 
dialogue) see D. J. Mastronarde, Contact and Discontinuity 
( 1979) 25. 

361 and by what a death etc.: rightly deleted by Dindorf; 
"fate and death" is a feeble coupling, and 372 f. is 
hardly compatible with any previous explicit mention of 
Clytaemestra as the murderess. 

362 Malea: the cape at the SE. tip of the Peloponnese, 
associated with Menelaus' homeward voyage in Od. 3. 287 
and Agamemnon's in 4. 514. If Menelaus is to be thought 
of as coming from Egypt, Malea would be his first sight 
of mainland Greece; but nothing is said in this play of 
where he has been since leaving Troy, and Euripides' 
geography is often negligent. 

363 the soothsayer for sailors: in the Odyssey ( 4. 512-37) 
Menelaus learns of Agamemnon's murder from another 
prophetic sea-god, Proteus, in Egyptian waters. But in 
Helen Euripides had transformed Proteus into a mortal 
king of Egypt, and here he makes use of Glaucus, a 
figure of fishermen's superstition ( see Paus. 9. 22. 7, 
schol. Pl. Rep. 611c) whose story had been dramatized 
by Aeschylus ( Glaue us Pont;us). 

364 the prophet of Nereus: Glaucus' mantic knowledge is here 
derived from the greater sea-god Nereus, for whom see 
my nn. on Hes. Th. 233. Similarly in Rhes. 972 f. 
Lycurgus, who like Glaucus was formerly a mortal, is now 
11the prophet of Bacchus" while himself divine. 

367 his last ablutions: if the verse is genuine, Menelaus must 
have taken this ( despite the strange "met", peripeson) to 
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refer only to the washing of the corpse (the ordinary 
sense of the phrase), whereas in fact it referred at the 
same time to the fat al bath ( cf. EI. 15 7) . But the 
clumsily-worded line may belong with [ 361). 

368 filled me ••• with tears: after Od. 4.538 ff. 
370 already on her way here: he sent her before he knew 

that her sister was not there to receive her. Willink is 
wrong to delete this line. 

373 harbour salts: lit. "sea-beaten ones". For the device of 
the casual off-stage informant cf. 471 n. 

375 tell me where he is, young ladies: new arrivals often ask 
choruses for directions. Most similar is Supp. 1044: Ip his 
asks if the chorus has seen Evadne, and Evadne herself 
answers from the high rock where he has not noticed 
her. Hee. 484 is another case where the person sought is 
present (lying on the ground) but not immediately seen. 

380 Here I am: Orestes must leave his bed here. Even if he 
could reach Menelaus' knees from it, he cannot stay in 
bed throughout the act, and there is no later opportunity 
for him to get up. Whether the bed is removed by 
stagehands at any point, we do not know. 

382 As a first offering: Orestes feels the need for Menelaus' 
help so urgently that he makes an immediate appeal for it 
before explaining the whole situation. The following 
stichomythia is primarily expository, and culminates in a 
renewal of the initial appeal at lJ49-55. 
I touch your knees: on supplication see Shisler 379 f.; J. 
Gould, JHS 93 (1973), 71J-103; Collard on Supp. 8-11; on 
knee-touching in particular, W. Burkert, Structure and 
Histo,-y in Greek Mythology and Ritual ( 1979) 44-7. 

383 makin contact in ra er uttered without folia e: lit. 
"fastening to them your knees) pleas from a leafless 
mouth". It is actually himself that he fastens to Menelaus' 
knees ( cf. / A 121 6 f.) , but the act of fastening creates 
his plea; hence "pleas II can appear as the object of the 
verb. Cf. 290. A properly prepared suppliant would 
carry a leafy olive-bough with some wool round it; see 
Collard I. c., Friis Johansen & Whittle on Aesch. Supp. 
22, and for an explanation Burkert, op. cit. 44. In 
Aesch. Supp. 354 the boughs are described as "shading" 
the suppliants, and hence ibid. 656 their mouths are 
11 shaded 11

• 

384 the very man: a somewhat doubtful use of autos, and 
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au ton is a tempting correction. 
388 disfigure me: or 11make me unseemly". 
389 wasted: lit. "dried out". 
390 my name has not deserted me: I am the Orestes you were 

looking for, even if no longer a viable human being. 
393 Be sparing in mentioning evils: the corollary of the 

proverb 11good things stand repeating two or three 
times", for which see Dodds on PI. Gorg. 498e11. 

395-411 Menelaus interrogates Orestes in the manner of a 
doctor, the sort described in Pl. Laws 720d, who asks 
how the ailment began and developed and who learns from 
the patient as well as advising him as best he can. 

396 My intellect etc.: a famous line. It has already been 
hinted that Orestes' madness comes from within ( 31 II n.). 
Now he himself gives a sophisticated interpretation of it 
as arising from his sense of guilt. He uses a striking 
formulation in identifying his xynesis ( normally an 
admirable thing) as his sickness. The definite article 
particularizes; its use with abstracts in general 
propositions is not relevant here. 

Greek did not yet have a word for "conscience" 
( syneidesis is Hellenistic), but the concept was 
beginning to be familiar. See Dodds 36 f.; V.A. Rodgers, 
GRBS 1 0 ( 1969), 241-54; Dover 220-3; Parker 252-4. For 
the debilitating anguish caused by a bad conscience see 
especially Andr. 802 ff., Antiphon 5. 93. Note, however, 
that Menelaus finds Orestes' answer obscure. 

397 It's intelligent: Menelaus repeatedly judges things in 
terms of sophiii (415, 417, 1188, 490, 695, 716, cf. 710). 
Cf. Introduction IV. 

399 she is formidable, that one: lit. "the goddess is 
formidable 11• As a power affecting human life, anguish can 
readily be treated as a deity ( cf. 213 n.), but how little 
this means is shown by the continuation 11but still 
curable". 

402 The day I was building up: the "doctor" will need to 
know how many days ago that was, but this essential 
supplementary question does not appear till 421. 
Euripides' first draft may have had these lines together, 
and the introduction of another line of enquiry ( 403-10) 
caused the thread to be broken. 

4011 in the night: appropriate for an experience of the 
supernatural, see my n. on Hes. Th. 10. The Greeks 
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405 

407 

408 

409 

410 

413 

415 

417 

counted the night as belonging to the following day, so 
this was part of the day on which, after recovering the 
bones from the dying pyre, he was to raise the barrow 
over them. Euripides may have been thinking of II. 
23. 217 ff., where Patroclus' pyre burns through the 
night till dawn, and Achilles remains grieving beside it; 
the collecting of bones and the raising of the mound 
follow. 
keeping ~ou upright: i.e. are you sure you weren't 
asleep? T e main point of the question is to allow Py Jades 
to be mentioned, as he had to be somewhere in 
preparation for his later appearance. ( The mention in 33 
is interpolated.) 
from what kind ••• are ou bein disordered b : the bad 
grammar 1s Euripides'. Cf. Soph. Tr. 1160 an Moorhouse 
97, 130. 
three: so also 1650, Tro. 457, and Orphic theogonies. 
Collectivities of gods are often crystallized into trinities 
(Moirai, Charites, etc.); cf. West (1966) 36 n.2. 
that looked like Night: being black ( 321 n.) and winged 
(177 n., 276 n.). In Aesch. Eum. 321 etc. Night is their 
mother. Apollo looks like Night when he comes on his 
deadly mission in II. 1. 47. 
I don't care to name them: cf. 38 n. We have reverted to 
recognition of the Erinyes as objective realities. 
they are awesome: a regular epithet of the Erinyes 
(Aesch. Eum. 1041, Soph. Ai. 837, El. 112), and the 
"Awesome Goddesses" of Athenian cult (Ar. Knights 1312, 
Thuc. 1. 126. 11, etc.; L. R. Farnell, Cults of the Greek 
States v [ 1909] 440-2, 471-3) were identified with them at 
least from the time of Aeschylus. 
Turn to politer matters: most editors read apetrepou 
(Hermann), "you showed good breeding in avoiding 
naming them", but that would require an aorist. 
be suffered b those who have done them: a 
commonplace. See Pearson on oph. r. 229, an my n. 
on Hes. Op. 265-6. 
death: many tragic characters overcome by despair or 
shame contemplate or comm it suicide. 
that isn't intelligent: similarly fr. 1070. In HF 1248-54 
Theseus rejects Heracles' talk of suicide as unheroic and 
foolish; cf. Bond's n. 
rather backward: this same oracle is called foolish by 
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420 

423 
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425 

1129 

Orestes in El. 971 and even by Castor in 1246, 1302; cf. 
also (of Apollo) Andr. 1165, Ion 916 (dub.), and of 
other gods HF 347, Ion 1313, fr. 645. 
We are slaves to the gods: god's relationship to man is 
analogous to that of master to slave, cf. Hipp. 88; he 
controls his destiny as he pleases. 
whatever "the gods" are: a Euripidean cliche (after 
Aesch. Ag. 160), cf. HF 1263, Tro. 885, He/. 1137, Ba. 
894, fr. 480. We are governed by powers we do not 
understand. 
Divinity is like that: it was a commonplace that divine 
punishment of sinners, though certain, was sometimes 
long delayed (Dodds on Ba. 882-7, adding Thgn. 201 ff., 
731 ff.). Here the idea takes a more ironic form. 
How soon: by contrast with the dilatory Apollo. 
God may not be intelligent: answering Menelaus' other 
criticism of Apollo ( 417). I suspect that the line was 
originally written to follow 417, and that 418-23 is an 
expansion by Euripides. This assumes the validity of my 
emendation ephy theos for the nonsensical ephys kakos of 
the MSS.; a reference to Apollo seems indispensable. See 
my discussion in B /CS 28 ( 1981), 69. Many editors read 
eph yn ph i/os ( Brun ck, comparing Soph. Ant. 99) : "I 
may not be clever ( like you), but I am true to my own 
( my father)". 
he is true to his own: i. e. he will help me eventually. 
hell you at all: this could mean (a) do you find it a 
com ort, or (b) does Agamemnon's spirit show any sign of 
helping, or ( c) are you benefiting from public approval? 
Against ( c), Orestes' standing with the city is raised as 
a fresh question in 427. In favour of (b) is the 
suggestion of 11failure to act 11 in 426 aproxiiii, and the 
parallelism between 426 and 420. 
the blood on your hands: lit. "your blood-of-hands". We 
should expect "your" to agree with "hands", but cf. Jebb 
on Soph. Ant. 794, Barrett on Hipp. 333-5, Bond on HF 
468. 
in the prescribed way: he would have had to sit as a 
suppliant at someone else's hearth, and his host would 
have to sacrifice a sucking pig and let its blood run down 
on the murderer's hands. See Parker 370-4. According to 
Aesch. Eum. 282 f., 449-52, Orestes received this 
purification at Delphi. 
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431 which of them • • • want to run you out: the refusal of 
purification locally will force him to leave; cf. 47 n. 
Menelaus correctly assumes that certain influential 
individuals are behind the city's attitude. 

432- 3 Oeax • . • the killing of Palamedes: alluding to a 
favourite story of the tragedians, which Euripides had 
referred to in his Philoctetes of Q.31 and dramatized in his 
Palamedes of 415. Palamedes, son of Nauplius, was put to 
death on a false charge of treason, having been framed 
by Odysseus. Oeax was his brother. According to one 
version (Dictys 6.2, Hyg. Fob. 117) it was Oeax who 
prompted Clytaemestra to murder Agamemnon, and Paus .. 
1. 22. 6 describes a Sth-century painting on the Acropolis 
which showed Pylades killing 11the sons of Nauplius" as 
they came to Aegisthus' aid. 

434 at two removes: lit. "across three" ( inclusive reckoning) .. 
Similarly in musical terminology the interval A to C is dia 
trion. 

435 Aegisthus' party: the apo signifies "from Aegisthus' 
direction", "on his side"; pros with genitive would be 
more usual. Aegisthus' friends are mentioned in the 
report of the debate ( 894); Oeax, surprisingly, is not. 

436 abuse: hybrizlJ = "behave outrageously towards" by 
unwarranted speech or action. 

440 a9a inst me: Orestes has been using the first person 
plural intermittently ( 394, 414, 42 8, 438), clearly in the 
sense of the si nguJar, and I continue to treat it so here, 
although the vote is to be about Electra too. She is left 
out of the picture throughout the conversation. In saying 
"against", Orestes anticipates the verdict. 

44ll I am encircled: a new detai I, not altogether rational. 
There should be no objection to Orestes• leaving. But the 
drama requires this option to be closed, and Euripides 
re-uses a motif already seen in HF 82 f. and Hypsipyle 
p. 36 Bond. 

448 My hope runs to you: now that Menelaus knows 
everything, Orestes resumes the appeal begun in 382. 

450 your near ones: not 11me and my sister 11 but "me because 
I am in the category of your near ones 11. Cf. 453, Soph .. 
OC 813; Barrett on Hipp. 49; Moorhouse 7. 

453 debts of gratitude: 244 n. 
454-5 The name etc.: 11a friend in need is a friend indeecll'. 

The unreliability of friends in misfortune is a 
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commonplace, cf. Thgn. 79-82, 299, 697 f., 857-60, 929 
f., Democr. DK 68 B 101, 106; in Euripides, Med. 561, 
El. 605-7, 1131, HF 57-9, etc. 

The sententious close ( 70 n.) rounds off the section. 
The appeal to Menelaus is complete. Just as we are 
awaiting his response - he has given no indication of his 
attitude so far - there is an unexpected interruption as 
Tyndareos arrives on the scene. We had not even heard 
that he was at Argos. There wi II now be three 
generations of the family on stage together. As usual in 
three-character scenes, the dialogue does not circulate 
freely among all three. It is at first between Tyndareos 
and Menelaus, afterwards between Tyndareos and 
Orestes. 

456-8 See now etc.: the entrance announcement is, as often, 
given to the chorus-leader. This is especially suitable 
when the preceding dialogue contains no pointers towards 
the new arrival. 
on aged legs the Spartiate struggles: Euripides likes to 
stress the difficulties old men have with the uphill slope 
of the eisodos and /or the steps up onto the stage, cf. 
El. 489 ff., HF 119 ff., Jon 738 f., and also Ar. Lys. 
286 ff. 
dark-robed and shorn: entrance announcements often 
contain descriptive elements. As he wrote his play the 
poet had nowhere to note such specifications but in the 
text. He also tells us why Tyndareos is dressed as he 
is, and so warns us that he is unlikely to be sympathetic 
towards Orestes. Dark robes for mourning: Aesch. Cho. 
11, Eur. A le. 427, He/. 1088. 

459 I am lost etc. : for other cases of speech or dialogue 
after an approaching character has been sighted but 
before he can hear it see Hourmouziades 145, Taplin 
( 1977) 73. The most similar is HF 1155 ff., where 
Heracles is ashamed to be seen by Theseus and wonders 
how he can hide - clearly the model for this passage. 

462 He even took care of me when I was small: this seems to 
be not tradition but invention to make the situation more 
poignant. Sentimental reminiscences of childhood care are 
quite common, cf. JI. 9.485 ff., Od. 15.363 ff., 16.442 
ff., Aesch. Cho. 749 ff., 896 ff., Eur. Tro. 1180 ff., 
Ar. Clouds 861 ff. , 1380 ff. 

465 the Zeus-twins: their own sons, Castor and Polydeuces, 

214 



whose real father was Zeus. 
466 o my wretched heart and soul: people address their own 

heart from Homer on (Od. 20.18 krodie#· thyme is 
commoner), but their psyche not before the 5th century 
(Adesp. eleg. 28.3 = Simonides, Pind. P. 3.61; in 
Euripides, IT 839, 882, Ion 859, frr. 308.1, 924.1). 
Orestes is no longer talking to Menelaus but thinking 
aloud. 

467 What darkness can I find: Heracles finds darkness by 
veiling his head, HF 1159. Orestes would like to become 
invisible, and thinks of concealing himself in cloud like a 
Homeric god. 

470 Where, oh where: the old servant in El. 487 makes a 
similar excited entry, "where, oh where is my young 
mistress?" ( Primitive reduplication: similarly Sanskrit, k va 
kva ?) Tyndareos' arrival is well motivated; he has come 
specially to see Menelaus. 

471 I was at Clytaemestra's tomb: explaining ( to the 
audience, not to anyone on stage) why he is in Argos at 
alJ. The motif of pouring libations at Clytaemestra's tomb 
was readily suggested by Hermione's errand. In real I ife 
he could not have avoided meeting her, but she is 
ignored here. When he says II I heard" we understand that 
his informant was some passer-by; cf. 373, 730, 874, Ba. 
1222, 1230. 

474 Take me to him: it is only from such occasional orders 
( cf. 629) that the presence of attendants is confirmed, 
but it is probable that they normally accompanied 
important personages such as kings and seers. 

476 whose pillow was also Zeus': Castor, Polydeuces and 
Helen were born to Leda from Zeus; her children by 
Tyndareos were Clytaemestra and Timandra (249-50 n.), 
and according to [Hes.] fr. 23(a). 10 Phylonoe. Tyndareos 
is ennobled by Zeus' use of his wife. Similarly 
Amphitryon in HF 1, 149, 339. 

478 [What a plague - what is coming]: the exclamation ea, 
standing outside the metre, has been filled out into a 
complete trimeter by someone who understood it as a cry 
of distress ( as in JA 1132, which is probably not by 
Euripides) rather than simply surprise (as elsewhere). 
The banal remark adds nothing of value. See Fraenkel 
iii . 5 80 n • 4 • 

479 the matricide-serpent: Clytaemestra herself dreamed of 
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mothering a snake ( Aesch. Cho. 527 ff., cf. 928). 
Conversely she is a "snake" to him, ibid. 994 (cf. 249, 
1047). The same metaphor Aesch. Supp. 895, Soph. Ant. 
531, Eur. Ion 1262 f. 

480 glinting: from his eyes. If his mask had allowed, we 
might imagine Orestes looking guilty as well as sick. 
mx bete noire: 11my shudder-object 11

• Stygem' emon is 
coined under the influence of kedeum' emon in 477, just 
as the karli phrase in 481 is influenced by that in 1176. 

481 the unholy creature: Willink takes this as vocative, but 
Tyndareos' disgust is focussed on Orestes. 

485 You have become barbarized: or "adopted foreign 
values 11• For Tyndareos the basis of Greek culture is a 
community-oriented system of law; cf. 495, 512 ff., and 
Med. 536-8. Menelaus rightly points out that kinship 
obligations are no less important to a Greek. We recall the 
conflict of issues in Antigone. 

487 to be above the law: cf. Ba. 890-2 with Dodds' n. 
488 Everything based on compulsion: as hinted by "among the 

intelligent", this echoes contemporary sophists' 
arguments. Cf. Dernocr. DK 68 8 181 (conviction a better 
guarantor of morality than law /compulsion; cf. Critias 
TrGF 43 F 11, 19.5 ff.); Pl. Gorg. 483b ff. (law an 
artificial curb on nature); Rep. 338e ff., Xen. Mem. 
1. 2. 40-6 ( law = compulsion by the stronger). 

490 your testy old age: Menelaus regards enlightened 
thinking as the prerogative of younger men, implying its 
equation with modern thinking. Cf. Ar. Clouds 129 f. 

492 if seemly - everyone: most editors attach this conditional 
clause to the next sentence, but the sense is "we have no 
need of any special sophia in this case, because the 
issues are as plain as daylight; anyway, Orestes himself 
has not shown any". 

There follows a typical agon, a scene in which the 
two sides of an argument are set out in lengthy speeches 
separated by brief and non-committal comments from the 
chorus-leader, and which ends with the original 
disagreement exacerbated. On this form in Euripides cf. 
Collard ( 1975) ii. 132-5. 

493 behaved: gignomai often means not 11become 11 but "turn 
out to be" (when put to the test), "show oneself to be". 

494 what was right: he runs the idea of dike together with 
that of law. But from another point of view the killing of 
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Clytaemestra was dikaion ( 194, 572, 775, Aesch. Cho. 
988, 1027, etc.). 

495 the standard Greek procedure: each city had its own 
laws, but it. was possible to generalize about certain 
widely established usages which were regarded as no less 
binding and indeed acquired a higher status from their 
universality. Cf. E ur. T elephus fr. 1 48. 8 Austin, A ndr. 
693, Supp. 311, 526, 538, 671, He/. 1241, 1561, fr. 
853. 3, Thuc. 3. 59. 1, 4. 97. 2. Tyndareos thinks that 
Clytaemestra should have been treated as an ordinary 
murderer, and that exile ( 515) would have been the 
correct measure. This is in accord with both Homeric and 
Attic practice (see Barrett on Hipp. 34-7, Parker 114, 
116-8), and it is the chorus's first thought at Aesch. Ag. 
141 o. 

497 smitten on the head: so Stes. PMG 219, Soph. £/. 99. In 
this version the weapon is an axe ( so also Eur. Hee. 
1279, El. 160, 279, 1160, Tro. 361), whereas in Homer 
and Aeschylus it was a sword. See T .G. Tucker, The 
Choephori of Aeschylus ( 1901) 263-6; Fraenkel iii. 806-9. 

501 while aimin~ for religious correctness: others take hos ion 
as adj. wit diken and dii5konta as 11in prosecuting the 
case", but the participle is then redundant and the 
emphasis not that suggested by the word order in SOO. 
Hosiii = a state of affairs that will satisfy the gods, see 
Parker 330. 
thrown his mother out of the house: to avoid sharing it 
with her. See Parker 122 f. But the tragedians all 
represent Clytaemestra as having too firm a grip on the 
house to be turned out. Electra (except in Eur. El.) does 
live with her, very much under her thumb. 

502 out of the calamity: ablatival genitive, cf. Med. 534. The 
variant anti, "instead of calamity", is less well attested 
and necessitates the emendation e/ab' an (a type of elision 
found mainly in emendations). 

503 righteous: from "showing proper deference, respectful" 
( towards the gods), eusebes comes to mean generally 
"moral" with no particular religious overtone. 

5011 plight: on the non-personal use of daimon see Fraenkel 
on Ag. 1341 f., Stevens on Andr. 98. 

508-11 Suppose Orestes - end of the troubles: at the close of 
Choephoroe the chorus, reviewing the chain of killings in 
the house, ask "where will it end ? 11 The answer in 
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0 restes' case is in fact purification abroad followed by a 
judicial absolution at Athens.. But in principle Tyndareos 
has a good point, given the assumption that a 
vendetta-killing is never free from guilt or acceptable to 
everyone. 

511 pay off: as if absolving a debt .. 
how far will it go etc.: lit. "how far wiJI the end of the 
troubles go on?", a mixture of "how far will the troubles 
go?" and "where wi II they reach an end?" (Hipp. 936-7) . 

512 ordered these matters wel I: when they established our 
traditions. 

515 rehabilitating him by banishment: hosioun "conveys the 
idea of restoring religious normality" ( Parker 121), and 
Attic authors "commonly treat exile itself as a form of 
purification" (ibid. 114). Infinitive as if ouk ekeleuon had 
been written in 513; similarly in 900, Phoen. 1218, etc. _ 

517 pollution on his hands: lit. ( reading cheros) 
11hand-pollution 11

; and cheroin if preferred will be genitive 
rather than dative. Cf. 42 9 .. 

518-25 As for me etc.: he stresses that he condemns Orestes' 
actions not out of any sympathy for his daughter but 
strictly as a matter of principle. 

519 my daughter: here he has only the one daughter in 
mind; the parenthesis about Helen in 520-2 looks like an 
afterthought on Euripides 1 part. 

523 defend the law: this expression also Thuc. 3. 67. 6. Cf. 
Heraclitus 103 Marcovich = DK 22 B 44 "the people should 
fight on behalf of the law no less than for a city wall", 
and Soph. Ant. 677. 

524 this animal butchery: Hes. Op. 276-80 contrasts the 
savagery of the animal world with the justice which is 
proper to the human. Fifth-century sophists ( perhaps 
first Protagoras) developed a theoretical account of man's 
gradual rise from a primitive "animal-like" state; 
Archelaus ( DK 60 A 1, 2, 4. 6) laid emphasis on law as a 
human invention. Cf. Eur. Supp. 201 f. ( therii5des), 
Critias T rGF 43 F 19. 1-8, and in general W. K. C. 
Guthrie, History of Greek Philosophy iii.60-84; E.R. 
Dodds, The Ancient Concept of Progress and Other 
Essays (1973) 1-25. 

526 ff. The last part of Tyndareos' speech is bitty. For eight 
lines he addresses Orestes directly. We should not say 
that "he has forgotten" the embargo on doing so, but 
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that Euripides waives it in the interests of the drama. 
Cf. 75 n. Similarly at Hipp. 946: Theseus has been 
avoiding speaking at Hippolytus, but in the end we must 
see him attacking him directly. He excuses himself by 
saying "since I am in the presence of pollution anyway". 

526 I mean: taking up the theme of the inhumanity of 
Orestes' deed. 

527 put forth her breast: an established feature of the story 
{Aesch. Cho. 896-8, Eur. El. 1206 f.), perhaps going 
back to epic accounts. Hecuba does the same in pleading 
with Hector at /I. 22. 80 ff. , and Stesichorus SL G S 1 3 
may be another early parallel. In Phoen. 1568 Euripides 
extends the motif to Jocasta. According to the earlier 
tragic passages, Orestes was deeply disturbed by his 
mother's gesture. 

530 supports: homorrhotheo was perhaps originally "murmur 
in agreement", of an assembly ( see my n. on Hes. Op. 
220). 

531 you are hated by the gods: Orestes' madness is evidence 
that the gods are against him, and this confirms 
Tyndareos' arguments that he is in the wrong. 

532-3 What need have I - to be seen: forestalling the 
question who has told Tyndareos about Orestes' madness. 
He alluded to his unhealthy appearance in 480, and the 
bed is probably still there as evidence at least of some 
sort of disorder. Alternatively 11witnesses 11 may stand for 
"proofs" of Orestes' guilt: the visible signs of divine 
wrath are all Tyndareos needs. 

536-7 but leave him - Spartan soil: these two lines recur at 
625 f., and it is very unlikely that they are both genuine 
in both places. The scholiast comments on the second line 
only at 626, and the threat is more effective if it comes 
only as Tyndareos' parting shot. Brunck deleted 536-7; 
but 536 is guaranteed by 564, and one expects a positive 
injunction to complement the negative in 535. Following 
536, 537 was a natural interpolation from the parallel 
passage. 

Tyndareos earlier spoke of exile as the correct 
sentence for murderers. But in 538 he allows that 
Clytaemestra deserved her death, and he can hardly take 
a more lenient view in Orestes' case. 

538-9 My daughter killed by him: a brief final 
recapitulation of the main argument. No defence can be 
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made for Clytaemestra, but Orestes was not entitled to do 
what he did. If she was to be put to death, it should 
presumably have been by communal stoning (cf. Aesch. 
Ag. 1118). 

540-1 I have been a fortunate etc.: as in 519, the thought of 
the one bad daughter leads to the other. These lines too 
may have been an afterthought. But it is good that we 
should be reminded of Helen from time to time. 

542-3 Lucky is the man etc._: the convention of making the 
chorus-leader say a brief nothing ( normally of two lines) 
between opposing speeches perhaps allowed the second 
speaker to step forward and take up a more prominent 
position, while the first stepped back. 

544-50 Orestes begins, as forensic orators (especially in 
defence cases) often do, with a deprecatory preface 
explaining what a handicap he is under (cf. Stevens on 
A ndr. 184 ff. ) . At the same time he shows that he has a 
proper sense of deference towards a much older man. 
Sll6-7 do not belong in this preface but constitute the 
starting proposition of the main argument, re-stated at 
the end of the first section ( 563). Hartung's transposition 
of the two lines to follow 550 is necessary. They 
presuppose that Tyndareos' age, the obstacle to Orestes' 
speaking, has indeed been discounted as proposed in 
548-50. 

546 My position is: a typical use of ego de following the 
prefatory remarks, cf. Med. 526, Phoen. 473, 503, 
Denniston 170 f. Hermann's articulation as egoid' is 
mistaken. 
outside the law: that is, the moral law underwritten by 
the gods. 

547 but also within it: this paradox is in the spirit of the 
Dissoi Logoi (DK 90), a work of c.400 B.C. which 
elaborates on the Heraclitean and Protagorean idea that 
opposite qualities can be predicated of a thing when it is 
considered from different viewpoints. 

551 What ought I to have done?: he has been told in 500; but 
the question is a standard rhetorical one, cf. Dern. 18. 28, 
62 I 1 90 I 301 • 
set two things against two others: the first thing is the 
father's claim on his son's loyalty; it is set against the 
mother's, and found to be superior. The second point is 
Clytaemestra's adultery, which lessened her claims 
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further, and this is set against the unholiness of 
matricide. 

553 ploughland: an ancient metaphor (Aesch. Sept. 753, 
Soph. OT 1211, 1257, etc.), reflected in the Attic 
betrothal formula II I give you my daughter for the sowing 
(ep' arotoi) of legitimate children" (see Gomme - Sandbach 
on Men. Pk. 101 O). The point here is that the child 
grows from the father's seed alone. Euripides' immediate 
source is Aesch. Eum. 658 ff. (Apollo 1s defence of 
Orestes), but the belief was common: Hippon DK 38 A 13, 
Anaxagoras DK 59 A 107, Diog. Apoll. DK 64 A 27, PI. 
Tim. 91d. Cf. G. E. R. Lloyd, Science,, Folklore and 
Ideology ( 1983) 86 ff. 

555-6 I reckoned I should rather take: an unusual 
construction; the result of my reckoning was the idea of 
taking my father's side. 
the fostering: of the seed. 

558 private nuptials: i. e. not arranged in the proper way by 
her family. 11 Nuptials II is metaphorica I, as there was 
clearly not even an unofficial ceremony. 

560 I shall be proclaiming it of myself: it does no one credit 
to be the son of an adulteress. 

562 I killed him: Attic law allowed the killing of an adulterer 
caught with one's wife, mother, sister, daughter, or 
concubine (Lys. 1.30, Dem. 23.53). In Aesch. Cho. 989 
f. the killing of Aegisthus is regarded in this light and 
as in no need of justification, and Orestes is never 
criticized for it. 
and thereu~n made sacrifice: as if to solemnize the first 
killing. T e verb suggests both that the killing of 
Clytaemestra was of secondary importance and that it was 
almost a ritual duty. She speaks of her murder of 
Agamemnon as a sacrifice in Aesch. Ag. 1433, 1504 (cf. 
1118). See further Denniston on Eur. El. 1222; Burkert, 
GRBS 7 ( 1966), 116-21. 

563 doing an unholy thing etc.: returning to the 
starting-point of the paragraph. 

565 hear how I am the benefactor: the Rhetorica ad 
A lexandrum ( pseudo-Aristotle, perhaps the earliest 
surviving treatise of rhetoric) teaches that the defendant 
who cannot deny his action should try to argue that it 
was lawful, right, and for the public good ( 1427a25). 

566 to have tf:le effrontery: a phrase constantly used by the 
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orators of their opponents' behaviour. 
569 it would cost them nothing: if I had not changed the 

odds. The argument is far-fetched. Clytaemestra's 
grievances were not trivial; and no one has suggested 
that she should have gone unpunished. 

5 7 4 as commander for all Greece: in Aesch. Eum. 625 f. /637 
Agamemnon's royal eminence is represented as making his 
murder all the more culpable. 

576 realized her mistake: her conscience was inert, by all 
accounts, so this presumably means II realized that she was 
in an unsustainable position" or 11that the game was up". 

579 hardly appropriate to mention heaven: it is a mannerism 
of Euripides to insert a reflective comment upon an 
ordinary idiom that would normally pass without remark. 
Cf. 1083, Hipp. 88, He/. 560. The point is that murder is 
polluting and abhorrent to the gods. 

580 in judging murder: he has passed from defending himself 
to trying Clytaemestra. 

582 be dancing me about with his Erinyes: see on 288-93. 
Erinyes can be considered indifferently either as 
self-sufficient goddesses who have been operating almost 
since the beginning of the world ( 319 n.) or as the 
personal dgents of individuals (Od. 11.280, 17.475, 
Aesch. Cho. 924, Eur. Med. 1389, etc.). It is not clear 
why Agamemnon's would have persecuted Orestes rather 
than Clytaemestra. A nechoreue suggests the "coven" 
(319) or wild band of revellers (Aesch. Ag. 1189 ki5mos) 
that seizes the reluctant victim and forces him to dance 
with them against his will. 

585 It was you: from blaming Clytaemestra he progresses to 
blaming her father for begetting her. The scholiast 
compares II. 5. 875, where Ares blames Zeus for having 
fathered such a goddess as Athena. For Greek orators 
attack was an essential part of defence. 

5 88 Do you see: Penelope is known to be waiting faithfully 
for Odysseus. Her conduct and Clytaemestra's are already 
contrasted in Od. 11. 405-61, 24.192-202, and it may 
have been this association that led genealogists to make 
them cousins ( West [ 1985] 157). The contrast is rather 
oddly dragged in here - that Clytaemestra was killed 
because she was bad is not controversial - and some 
editors delete the sentence. However, it seems 
presupposed by 591 (assuming that paragraph to be 
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genuine, see below), because horais is less naturally used 
there and would hardly have been used at all if it were 
not following on from 588-90. For horiiis? pointing to facts 
not immediately present to the senses cf. Soph. Ant. 712, 
Eur. Ba. 319, 337, fr. 794; pointing to things that are, 
Hipp. 313etc. (Stevens 36f.). 

589 taking one husband after another: normally the man 
gamei, the woman gameitai. The active here underlines 
the extent to which Clytaemestra took the initiative ( 558 
n.). Cf. T rag. adesp. 19ll ( Helen seducing Paris), and 
the jest in Anacr. fr. iamb. 7 = PMG 424. 

590 the bedchamber: the word may signify Penelope herself 
(cf. Andr. 41J6, bouleuteria = the Spartans), in which 
case translate "she abides at home, an unflawed 
bedfellow 11

• 

591-9 And do you see Apollo - save me from death: these 
lines were condemned by J. Oeri, but it is hardly 
credible that Orestes should fail to use the Apollo 
argument. However, it does have the appearance of an 
afterthought. Cf. 605-6 n. 

593 [whom we obey): this second relative clause is redundant 
and clumsily phrased. The sequence 592, 594 looks 
authentic: he speaks with a most certain voice, and I 
obeyed him. 

595 Outlaw him, execute him: the imperatives are plural, 11all 
of you". 

596 What should I have done?: i. e. in response to Apollo's 
instruction. Not a mere repetition of 551. 

599 if he that told me etc. : there is no real parallel in drama 
for the synechphonesis me-.!]_o, though kai__!]o (cho) is 
common, and cf. Pind. /. 7. 8-9 ~_]]pt' (dub.), Bacchyl .. 
3. 22 aglai'zeto ho. Porson deleted the article, but it is -essential; Herwerden deleted the line, but an amplification 
of "where else" is desirable. 
save me from death: by arranging for the blame to be laid 
at his own door. 

600-1 No, do not say ill-starred: Orestes ends by 
reasserting that what he did was good. The couplet 
parallels Tyndareos' closing couplet ( 540-1); both 
complain of having been denied fortune's favour. For a 
similar cl3usular echo cf. El. 1050/1096. 

602-4 For men whose marriages etc.: these reflections are 
irrelevant here and ruin the perfect ending of the speech 
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605 

608 
609 

612 

613 

at 601. They no doubt originated in some other play and 
were added here by someone who was reminded of them 
by the reference above to Penelope. On this and some 
similar interpolations see E. Fraenkel, Kleine Beitroge 
( 1 96 4) i. 41 6- 22 • 
Women alwatt complicate men's affairs: lit. "get in the 
way of the t ings that happen to men". Adverse comments 
on womankind are common in Euripides (248 n.), although 
many of his female characters are as good as or better 
than the males. This one may strike us as oddly 
unrelated to the last part of Orestes' speech ( leaving the 
spurious 602-4 out of account). But this would not have 
been so in the first draft if, as suggested above, 591-9 
was an afterthought. The choral comment would then have 
arisen from 585-90, and would have been separated from 
it only by 600-1. 
that I feel pained: as Orestes anticipated in 545. 
you wi II fire me: the future tense is illogical but looks 
forward to the debate. The variant anaxeis is better 
attested, but could not bear the required sense. Another 
possibility is anazeis, "you set me boiling". 
convocation: ekkl~tos ochlos is a poetic paraphrase of 
ekklesiii. Euripides is not imagining an exact counterpart 
to the Athenian ekklesia. The term originally denoted an 
assembly that met not routinely but as and when 
summoned; that is what it remained in some monarchical 
and oligarchic states, and what is assumed in this play 
( cf. 46 n.) • Euripides does not specify who besides the 
king ( 872-3) might have had power to call a meeting in 
normal times, but in the present interregnum Oeax and 
Aegisthus' friends ( 432-6) have evidently taken the 
initiative. In real life Tyndareos, as a non-citizen, could 
only have attended by invitation. As it is, he does not 
personally speak in the debate but gets an Argive to 
present his point of view ( 915). 
bring the cit~ crashin9 down: or perhaps "lash it on at 
you" as if wit reins. Cf. 255. 
whether it will or no: this emended reading agrees with 
the scholiast 1s paraphrase. The MSS have "it being 
willing I not unwilling", an expression that normally 
emphasizes cases of unexpected willingness and that does 
not seem very fitting here. Tyndareos should not 
prejudge the Argives' inclination to pass the death 
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sentence; he is claiming that his own intervention will 
overcome all opposition. Hekousan ouk hekousan is like 
hekousin te kai akousin ( Pl. Phil. 1 llc, Laws 632b), with 
forceful asyndeton, as in ani5 kati5; cf. Aesch. Supp. 862 
theleos athe/eos, Latin uelit no/ it, and our "willy nilly" .. 

615 She deserves to die etc. : the plot requires Electra to be 
in the same mortal danger as Orestes, though the 
grounds for sentencing her to death were clearly much 
slighter. These lines offer some justification. 

617 sending tales: before his return to Argos. Soph. El. 170, 
319, 1155 speaks of messages sent by him to her. 

618 her dreams of Agamemnon: presumably he had appeared 
to her and called for vengeance. In Aeschylus and 
Sophocles it is only Clytaemestra who has a dream ( as 
earlier in Stesichorus, PMC 219), but in / T 151 
Euripides had used the motif with lphigeneia. 

619-20 ma the nether ods' hatred fall u on it: a normal 
curse invokes t e lympian) gods' hate, which may be 
expected to bring some kind of punishment. But the 
adulterers are dead, so only "the nether gods" ( Hades 
and Persephone, if they have to be specified) can reach 
them. 11 For in this life too it was galling" implies that the 
affair is likely to be similarly judged in the other world. 

621 a fire not of Hephaestus: i. e. a metaphorical fire, not a 
physical one. See 319 n. 

622 To you, Menelaus, I say this: the mechanical function of 
the Tyndareos scene is to determine Menelaus' response to 
Orestes' supplication. This is one of the two ways in 
which Tyndareos materially affects the course of events, 
perhaps more decisive than his briefing a speaker in the 
debate. His threat to Menelaus therefore appears as the 
culmination of his final speech, and as soon as he has 
delivered it he departs, leaving Menelaus to ponder his 
options. 

623 mfi connexion with you: as father-in-law. Kedos and 
ot er words from chis root are often used of connexion by 
marriage. 

625-6 but leave him - Stiartan soil: cf. 536-7 n. The threat 
to exclude Menelaus rom Sparta is what was meant in 622 
by II I wil I act on it too". 

627-8 don't choose the wicked - aside: taking one side or 
another in a legal dispute tended to be interpreted as 
committing oneself to friendship or enmity; see Dover 181. 
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It had long been a commonplace that one should prefer 
good men to bad as friends, e.g. Hes. Op. 716, Thgn. 
1 01 ff. , 113 f. , Eur. Held. 177 f. 

630-1 Go your way etc.: the old man's exit will take a few 
moments, and this couplet addressed to his departing 
back fits in well. It allows Orestes to show that he is 
unabashed, and Menelaus to start his pacing about. Lines 
addressed to departing characters are necessarily of a 
sort that do not call for an answer, and most often they 
are insults, taunts, etc.; see Taplin { 1977) 221 f. 

632 circling about: the parallel of El. 561, where the same 
phrase kyklein poda is used of the old man prowling 
round Orestes to take a good look at him, shows that the 
scholiast is mistaken in thinking that Menelaus stands still 
and doodles with one foot. Cf. also Ar. Birds 1379. 

633 the divided ways: a dilemma was sometimes portrayed as 
a choice between two roads (Hes. Op. 287-92, Thgn. 910 
ff. , Prodicus DK 84 B 2). Orestes sees in Menelaus' 
movements the reflection of his mind, and exp la ins them 
for the audience. 

634 I am thinking something over: Medea gives a similar 
answer at Med. 925 when Jason suddenly notices she is 
upset and asks why. 

635 which course of fortune: his response to Orestes' 
supplication will have consequences for his own future. 

636 don't come to conclusions from first impressions: lit. 
0 don't go through with your impression", 11don 1t take it to 
a conclusion"; peraini5 as in Med.341, Andr. 1062, 
Phoen. 1703. 

640 Then I will have my say: a polite opening formula 
(Fraenkel on Ag. 838, Barrett on Hipp. 336). The new 
agon ( 492 n.) begins with an unusually explicit 
announcement that a long speech is coming. The 
exaltation of long speeches reads almost like a riposte to 
Soph. Phil. 12 "this is no time for a long speech 11

, which 
in its turn is surely a dig at Euripides' lengthy opening 
monologues. Cf. Jebb on Soph. El. 1289 ff. and OC 1116. 

641 put little ones in the shade: or "eclipse", "upstage" 
them, lit. "are in f rant ofI• them. 

644 I don't mean assets: the scholiast criticizes actors who 
made Orestes raise a hand as he said this, to forestall a 
protest by Menelaus that Agamemnon had not lent him any 
money. "But it is silly for Menelaus to suspect Orestes of 
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meaning that. If he did not know the speaker's identity 
or what he wanted, the gesture might have some 
plausibility, but as he does know, what they do is 
uncalled for and not viable." 
it ; s assets if ou save m life: Hes. Op. 686 had said 
"assets are on a par with) life for mortals", i. e. their 
concern for assets is such that they risk their lives for 
them. Euripides inverts the striking equation: "life is the 
most important form of assets". Psyche is the regular 
word for "life at risk", cf. e.g. 847, 1034, 1517. 

646 I'm a wrongdoer: the present tense of adikeo is often 
used of someone who has committed a wrong and not so 
far been punished. With Menelaus Orestes does not argue 
about the justice of his act; the issue is Menelaus' duty 
to help regardless of the rights and wrongs of the case. 

647 a wrongdoing from you: the argument is sophistical and 
formulated in a more provocative way than it need have 
been. It may be paraphrased: "your wife did wron~ when 
she left you. To put that right, Agamemnon was prepared 
to commit another wrong by making war on Troy, and you 
are indebted to him for that. Now I have done wrong, 
and you should be prepared to commit a wrong for me, 
by intervening in the processes of justice and saving me 
from the due punishment. 11 

652-3 he gave his body sincerely: the second aspect of the 
debt is that Agamemnon put him self to personal risk and 
exertion on Menelaus' behalf. 
at your shield-side: Euripides thinks in terms of classical 
hoplite warfare in which each man depended partly on the 
protection of his neighbour's shield and thus on his 
holding firm in his place in the line. 

656 exertin ourself ·ust for one da : Orestes probably 
hopes or a show of arms cf. 691, 711), but his 
language is not explicit. In any case it will only be a 
one-day affair, not a ten-year war such as Agamemnon 
fought. In Soph. Phil. 83 f. Odysseus urges Neoptolemus 
to suspend his moral principles (cf. 647 above) "just for 
a short part of a day"; cf. Med. 1248. 

658 what Aulis took: this way of referring to the sacrifice of 
lphigeneia minimizes Agamemnon's responsibility for it. It 
might well be considered his largest contribution to 
Menelaus' cause, and it must remain without a counterpart 
in the present calculation. { The idea of threatening to kill 
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Hermione emerges only later, and then for quite different 
reasons and without reference to lphigeneia.) 

662 my life: he sacrificed a daughter, don't let his son be 
taken away from him too. 

663 [ and my sister's - unwed]: 0 restes has spoken throughout 
of his own salvation, without mentioning Electra. ( If he 
escapes, of course she will too.) 664 shows that here too 
he is speaking only of himself. The important thing for 
Agamemnon is that his (male} line should not die out. 
Someone with a broader view of things interpolated 663, 
possibly for consistency with 746 (a consistency which 
should not be forced on Euripides). To fill out his line he 
made a banal and irrelevant reference to Electra's 
spinsterhood, drawing on 72. 

665 You'll say "impossible": anticipating likely objections was 
regular oratorical technique. Cf. Collard on Supp. 184-5. 
Orestes expects that Menelaus will find the prospect of 
standing up to Argos too daunting. A Thucydidean 
general would have argued that the prospects of success 
were better than they appeared; Orestes continues the 
theme of Menelaus' obligations. 
That's just it: a colloquial idiom (Stevens 27). It is 
precisely because it is a 11hopeless 11 and not an easy 
situation that Menelaus has a duty to help. 

667 When Fortune - attachments?: Aristotle criticizes this idea 
in EN 9. 9, pointing out that it is based on a limited 
concept of phi/oi as those who are of use to one. Eu in 
the phrase eu didonai is still recognizable as the neuter 
of the old adjective eiis. Cf. the Homeric theoi di5teres 
eiion, and Fraenkel on Ag. 121. 

669-76 You have the reputation etc.: the more rational 
arguments have been presented, and the speech 
culminates in an emotional appeal to what Menelaus is 
known to hold dear. In principle a standard gambit, but 
really Helen is brought in for the sake of the aside in 
which Orestes laments at finding himself reduced to 
invoking her name. 

673 my whole house: i.e. the survival of Agamemnon's line. 
This leads naturally to the next sentence. 

675 imagine: 0 restes is not claiming that his father's soul is 
actually present. It is in Hades. But he wants Menelaus 
to consider his appeal as if Agamemnon himself were 
making it and were going to hear his answer. 

228 



676 

677 

678 

680 

681 

685 

688 

691 
692 

over you: in II. 23. 68 Patroclus' soul stands over the 
sleeping AchHles to address him; but so would any 
Homeric dream-figure. More relevant perhaps is Eur. Hee. 
30, where Polydorus' ghost says it is flitting about over 
Hecuba, wh; le she dreams of him { 70 ff.). 
[These things - and woes]: no satisfactory sense can be 

got out of this line, whether it is taken with 676 or with 
678. It seems to have been interpolated to provide an 
object for the following verbs. 678-9 make a typical 
two-line quiet close, cf. 454 f., 540 f., 600 f., 627 f. 
I have sraken: this absolute use of eireka, "I have said 

my say" dixi), is paralleled in Men. Ep. 352, cf. 292 f. 
More usual in tragedy is eiretai logos ( 1203, etc.). 
I have made my claim: lit. "demanded back ( what I am 
owed) 11

, the verb being used absolutely by analogy with 
eireka; ten soteriiin has to be taken as the object of 
theron. 
I too entreat you: the chorus' spokesman is unusually 

decisive in support of the matricides. The audience is 
clearly not expected to feel dubious about the merits of 
Orestes' appeal. 
woman though I am: Menelaus cannot be expected to pay 
so much attention to a woman. 
You have the J?C?Wer: similarly in prayers to gods, /I. 
16.515, Pind. N. 7.96, etc.; cf. my n. on Hes. Th. 420. 
if God provides the means: this harmless-sounding, pious 
caveat is Menelaus• let-out. 
spear-force: less likely "ship 11

• Now that Menelaus is 
here, his ship (or ships, 54 n.) is no longer a focus of 
interest. 
we: or "I". 
Pelasgian Argos: the Pelasgians were a pre-Hellenic 
people of whom remnants survived in classical times in 
Chalcidice and south of the Propontis { Hdt. 1. 57, Thuc. 
4. 109). They crop up variously in Greek antiquarian 
tradition and construction. In Homer they are associated 
especially with central Thessaly {I/. 2. 840-3, if the 
Thessalian Larisa is meant; others in Crete, Od. 
19. 177), and to Pelasgikon Argos is part of Achilles' 
kingdom (//. 2.681, cf. 16.233), probably what was later 
called Pelasgiotis. In the Hesiodic Catalogue Pelasgus 
headed an Arcadian genealogy. Aeschylus makes him the 
king of Argos before the arrival of Danaus (Supp. 251, 
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cf. fr. 46 Radt), and Euripides follows his account 
(Archelaus fr. 1.7 f. Austin). Inopportune recollection of 
Homer's Pelasgikon Argos doubtless reinforced the notion 
that Argos had a special connection with the Pelasgians. 
In the present passage the epithet is used to suggest 
"Argos with its proud and ancient traditions". 

694-5 by small efforts: i.e. those a small force would be 
capable of making. 
stupid: cf. 397 n. 

696-703 Menelaus assumes the face of the skilful politician 
who knows how to ride the waves of popular feeling. 
"This passage doubtless gives the results of Euripides' 
own observation of the Athenian democracy" (Wedd). 

697 a raging fire to put out: Alcaeus (fr. 74) compared a 
threat of tyranny to an incipient fire that should be out 
out before it took hold, and Heraclitus ( 102 M. = DK 22 B 
43) wrote "hybris is more to be extinguished than a 
conflagration". 

698-9 slackens oneself and gives way: the image is now of 
slackening sail before a storm. 
takin care with one's timin : Menelaus' "being careful" 

eulabeia is later reported with contempt ( 748, 1059). 
Orestes wants unhesitating, decisive action, not 
circumspect waiting for the right moment. On eulabeia and 
its ambivalence see Bond on HF 166. 

700 it may well blow itself out: Wilamowitz 1s ekneuseien would 
mean "he may welt come safely through". But in this 
context ekne~ ( lit. "swim out") would convey an 
unfortunate suggestion of shipwreck. 

703 a most valuable property: probably the passion, a force 
that the politician can exploit so long as he waits to see 
which way it is directing itself. It is harder to refer the 
phrase to the further noun (even though compassion is 
the more relevant of the two tc Orestes• needs) or to 
both together. 

7011-5 try to persuade . . . to direct their vehemence wisely: 
Hermann's peisiis is attractive, "try to persuade them 
and to turn their vehemence to advantage". This accords 
better both with the preceding lines and with what 
follows. See next n. 

706 For a ship too: the nautical imagery implicit in 698 f. 
now receives explicit statement. From both 698 f. and 708 
f. it appears that it is Menelaus who must avoid 
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708 
709 

710 
714 

716 

717 

718 

720 
721 

722 
725 

726 

11stringing the ship too tight", that is, confronting the 
city with emphatic demands. The ship does not 
correspond to the city itself, as in the conventional "ship 
of state" metaphor, but to Menelaus' enterprise ( cf. Ale. 
fr. 6): that is what is in danger of capsizing. 
God ... abhors zealots: i. e. they do not succeed. 
yes, I don't dispute that: reassuring much as in Hee. 
302. 
by cleverness: cf. 397 n. 
I never used to attemitit - to mollity: it is no use 

fighting, because thergi ves are tough; in the old, 
pre-war days I never tried to soften them by rhetoric, 
but now it must be attempted. 
to take orders from fortune: "everything based on 
compulsion is held slavish among the intelligent", 
Menelaus had said in 488. 
You good for nothing: although Menelaus has promised 
help of a kina - perhaps the only kind that it was 
realistic to offer - he has done so in a cautious" doubting 
spirit. His parting words underline his lack of enthusiasm 
for the task .. Orestes at once diagnoses his commitment as 
worthless ( cf. 748-54), and this turns out to be a correct 
assessment: Menelaus will say nothing at the assembly. 
For the technique of addressing a departing character in 
words which he is treated as not hearing, see on 630-1. 
succouring: not "avenging" (Agamemnon), the more usual 
sense of tTmoreo. See LSJ s.v. 11.1. 
Agamemnon's cause: cf. 662-4, 673. 
So you are friendless: Greek idiom says "so you were 
friendless", the imperfect referring to the time before the 
realization. The particle ara is regular in this idiom. See 
Stevens 62 f. 
betrayed: or 11forsaken", "left in the lurch". 
But stay, here I see: a stereotyped formula in Euripides 
for introducing a new character" see Bond on HF 138. 
Pylades' unexpected arrival marks a turning-point. The 
hope that Orestes and Electra have clung to from the 
beginning of the play has just faded, and all seems lost. 
With Pylades a true friend and ally appears, one with real 
spirit, and although no solution is yet in sight, the mood 
is transformed. 
at a run: the speed of his approach adds to the dramatic 
effect, generating excitement even before he speaks. Cf. 
Taplin (1977) 147. 
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from Phocis: lit. from the Phocians. The name of a people 
occasiona!IY serves as a geographical term, e.g. De/phoi, 
Lokroi, Eastseaxe ( East Saxons = Essex). After assisting 
in the killing of Clytaemestra and Aegisthus, Pylades had 
gone home. The reason why he has now come back is 
explained at 763 ff. 

728 calm water: cf. 279, 341-4 n.; Andr. 891 f., Aesch. Ag. 
899. Theognis 77 says that "a trusty man in time of 
discord is worth his weight in gold and silver". 

729-806 For this final scene in the present act the metre 
changes to trochaic tetrameters. In all his late tragedies 
(from Troades on) Euripides has at least one scene in 
this metre, which up to then had been little used since 
Aeschylus' time. Such scenes - never as long as 100 lines 

were perhaps delivered in recitative, with musical 
accompaniment; see DFA 2 158-60. At any rate the metre 
was associated with heightened excitement. It was 
especially suitable for a running entry (cf. also 1506, 
1549, Ion 1250, Soph. OC 887), as the rhythm itself 
suggested running and was called trochai"kos for that 
reason. So the change of metre, besides affording 
variety, reinforces the dramatic change of mood. 

729 faster than I had to: usually taken as "faster than I 
should have", "at unseemly speed". But although 
Chrysothemis in Soph. El. 872 apologizes for her running 
as unladylike, it is not clear that a man in a hurry would 
have felt any such selfconsciousness. Theseus in Soph. 
OC 890 only says that he has come "faster than my legs 
enjoyed". And echr~n would hardly have been used for a 
mere matter of decorum. 

730 some of it: ton de is used as if ton men had preceded; 
cf. Hee. 1162, Soph. Tr. 117, OT 1229, El. 1291; 
Denniston 166. 

731 that the~ mean to kill you: the verdict is again 
anticipate ( 440 n.). 

732 What is this? etc.: a lively 11tricolon 11 (three phrases of 
increasing length) formed by colloquial questions (see 
Stevens 31, 41, 57). "How are you" refers to Orestes' 
whole situation, not to his health in particular. 

7 33 of my relations: see 765 n. 
735 If that were so: I have inserted this for clarity. As in 
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764, the potential optative is used to avoid admitting the 
unwelcome idea into the realm of actual fact. 
demolish: a forceful metaphor; kataskapto is normally to 
destroy a wall, a city, etc., by digging it up. 
Friends share everything: this was or became proverbial, 
cf. Andr. 376 f., Pl. Lys. 207c, Rep. 42!ia, Phdr. 279c, 
Arist. EN 1159b31, Men. fr. 10, etc. 

736 Menelaus is behaving very badlX: Orestes speaks first of 
what has happened most recently, and works back from 
there to the essence of the danger facing him, so that 
this comes as a climax in 758. 

737-4!1 These lines are particularly rich in pointed effects. 
The long tetrameter verse allows the poet a little more 
scope in stichomythia than the iambic trimeter. 

737 turn out to have: cf. 493 n. 
742 It isn't he that has brought hen: the idea is that he 

allows himself to be led by her instead of showing a 
proper manly independence. Cf. 589 n. Euripides perhaps 
remembers (as in A ndr. 627-31) the story in the Little 
Iliad and lbycus that when Menelaus caught up with Helen 
at Troy he was going to kill her but changed his mind 
when she gave him a sight of her breast. Cf. 12 87 n. 

743 Where is she: Helen's presence in the house is included 
in Pylades• briefing because crucial to the plot. 

747 in heaven's name . . • I should like to know: padding out 
the question to fill a whole line. Cf. 749. 

7 48 He was cautious: see 6 98- 9 n. 
749 Takina his stand on what?: skepsis is what one 

figuratively leans on for support, an excuse or 
justification. It is never used of a physical support, but 
here the phrasing suggests a feature of the terrain that 
Menelaus had to go and occupy, as we say "taking up a 
position". 

750-2 As quite often in stichomythia, the answer is too 
complex to be contained in one line, so it has to be 
spread over three, with the questioner helping it along in 
the second of them. Cf. 432-6, 440-2, 756-8, 1332-4. 
That father of champion daughters: Orestes held 
Tyndareos to blame for Clytaemestra in 585. Cf. also 249 
f., 540 f. 
Menelaus preferred his connexion with him: so Orestes 
interprets, his uncle's reserved response, and indeed it 
was clear in 632-5 that he was affected by Tyndareos' 
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warnings. Nothing emerges later to alter this assessment. 
to that with my father: kedos ( 62 3 n.) is strictly 
applicable only to the in-law relationship. Here we must 
understand II kinship". 

754 not a born warrior: again the assumption is that Menelaus 
ought to intervene with force. His valour is generally 
suspect in tragedy; see Fraenkel on Ag. 115 (end), 
Stevens on A ndr. 456-7. 
valiant among women: there is probably no further 
allusion than to his attachment to Helen. If so, it is an 
ill-focussed jibe, a blurred version of 717. 

755 Is it inevitable: this second half of the line is best taken 
as a question, to maintain the forward movement of the 
dialogue. The kai is connective, asking for additional 
information (cf. 741, 753), and at the same time 
emphasizes 11die 11

• 

757 I'm feeling afraid: lit. "I am passing through fear". 
Pylades has a fair idea of the answer ( cf. 731), but 
wants to know definitely. His apprehension heightens the 
effect of the next line; cf. Soph. 0 T 1169 f. 

75 9 leave the house and flee: Pylades makes the same 
suggestion as Menelaus did in 41.J3. · 

760 Can't you see?: see the n. on horois at 588. The 
road-blocks are not imagined as being visible from the 
house. 

762 Our house: the MSS reading 11body 11 may be just possible, 
but it seems strange, and doma for soma is a very easy 
emendation. 

763 Now ask me in my turn: the exposition of Orestes• 
situation is complete, and before the two go on to discuss 
what is to be done, we are given the explanation (an ad 
hoe invention) of why Pylades has returned to Argos. He 
too has become an outlaw as a result of the killing of 
Clytaemestra. This binds him all the closer to Orestes. 

764 might this woe be added: see on 735. 
765 Strop hi us: often mentioned as Pylades' father ( Pind. P. 

11.35, Aesch. Ag. 881, etc., and no doubt already in the 
Nostoi) • 0 restes was sent to him at the time of 
Agamemnon's murder - or according to Aeschylus even 
before - and there his friendship with Pylades developed. 
In Pindar, Aeschylus and Sophocles Strophius is just a 
family friend of Agamemnon, but Euripides in / T 918 has 
him married to a daughter of Atreus ( later sources 
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identify her as Anaxibia, Cydragora, or Astyochea), 
which makes Orestes and Pylader cousins. Cf. 733, 1233 
n. 

768 Oh no!: i5 ta/as probably refers to Pylades, but it could 
refer to Orestes himself, afraid that even Pylades will 
now turn against him. 

771 I don't belon to these eo le to unish: an unreliable 
t eory as Orestes points out). If the Argives take a 
more lenient view of Pylades than of Orestes it is not 
because he is an alien but because it was not his mother, 
and he was only an accessory ( 12 36) . But what matters is 
not legal nicety but dramatic convenience. We want 
Pylades to stay and help. It will not actually affect the 
plot if the Argives do decide to include him in their 
sentence; on the other hand it would be an unnecessary 
complication to alter the terms of their debate at this 
stage. 

772 when it has knavish leaders: such as Oeax and the 
friends of Aegisthus ( 432-6). The proposition was no 
doubt meant to be perceived as relevant to Athenian 
politics, at least in a general way. The scholiast's 
suggestion that there is a specific reference to Cleophon, 
who had been responsible for the rejection of a Spartan 
peace offer two years before, is unverifiable. But one has 
to admire the ancient scholar responsible: scenting a 
topical allusion, he checked the exact date of the play 
and investigated the history of the immediately preceding 
years in search of the answer. The scholia to 
Aristophanes reflect much learning of this sort. See also 
903 n. 

773 But whenever - good counsel: the effect of this answer 
is to settle the argument. Pylades will stay and not be 
afraid of the Argives. His logic leaves something to be 
desired. He can hardly think it is an open question 
whether the Argive demagogues are good or bad, so that 
his chances are even. Willink proposes the excision of 
772-3. But 772 at least seems well in place, and it is hard 
to see what Euripides could have done after it but to 
counter the one generalization with another, giving a 
gnomic ending to this section of the dialogue. 

774-98 For the deliberative section the tempo is increased by 
dividing each line between speakers. Such division, in 
trimeters or tetrameters, is found in PV ( 980 only) and in 
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nearly all plays of Sophocles and Euripides, more freely 
in the later ones. It is often called antilabe, though 
strictly speaking it is the half-lines themselves that were 
called antilabai ( Hesychius s. v.). The present example is 
exceptionally long. 

774 All right: the use of eihen is fully illustrated by Stevens 
34. Here it marks the turning of attention to a new 
object. 

775-6 The division of a single proposition between the 
speakers ( 750-2 n.) now gives the effect of both minds 
running along in close harmony. 
They may welcome: me with subjunctive in an independent 
clause is often used to express something the speaker is 
afraid of, or a possibility the hearer ought to bear in 
mind, just as if a main verb such as phoboumai or hora 
were present. 

783 cowardice: he probably means both being and being 
thought cowardly. 

782 pray for it to be thought so: the reality is useless here 
without the appearance; cf. 2 36 n. The variant toi 
dokein, "pray to Appearance", is probably only a 
Byzantine conjecture for the unmetrical transmitted 
reading to dokein. An abstract idea expressed as an 
infinitive can have divinity predicated of it (Aesch. Cho. 
59 f., Eur. He/. 560), but does not thereby become a 
deity that can be prayed to. I have preferred Paley's 
tode dokein to Lenting's tou dokein echou ( "hold ·fast to 
seeming so"). 

784 your noble blood: not just in itself, but the fact that he 
is the son of Agamemnon; cf. the next line. 

785 All this: summing up the three arguments in 783 ff. This 
is against Weil's placing of 782 after 785. 

787 Shall we tell my sister: a reminder that Electra is in the 
house; she will reappear in the next scene. Orestes' 
question may be seen as the reflection of one that 
Euripides asked himself. It would have served no useful 
dramatic purpose to bring Electra on here and further 
prolong this outsize act. 

788 a serious omen: the expression megas oionos recurs in 
Xen. Anab. 6.1.23; cf. //. 2.308 mega sema, 324 teras 
mega. 

789 you'll save time: the debate is impending, there is some 
urgency; cf. 799. 
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791 That the goddesses may catch me: the reminder of 
Orestes' affliction provides the opportunity for Py(ades to 
demonstrate the strength of his friendship. 

792 Not with you, for me: cf. 221, and Theseus• attitude to 
Heracles in HF 1220, 12311, 1400. There is no more 
touching depiction of affection in Greek art than the cup 
by the Brygos Painter which shows a girr tenderly 
holding a young man's head while he vomits over her feet 
(P.E. Arias - M. Hirmer - B.B. Shefton, A History of 
Greek Vase Painting [ 19621, pl. XXX 111). 

793 of catching my insanity: association with a polluted man 
may be dangerous, but this is the only place where it is 
suggested that madness caused by blood-guilt may be 
contagious. Cf. Parker 129, 309. 
let it ride: Pylades shows the same magnificent disregard 
of risk to himself as those who persisted in visiting their 
sick friends during the plague, Thuc. 2.51.5. 

795 helmsman: an unexpectedly high-flown metaphor. Oiiix 
( lit. "steering-oar") may either be vocative or a 
nominative predicate. 

797 So that I can appeal to him: Choephoroe began with 
Orestes arriving at his father's grave-mound and praying 
to him, and prayers to Agamemnon there or from other 
locations are a recurring motif in Orestes-plays: Cho. 
130-63, 315-71, 479-509, Soph. El. 1l53-8, Eur. El. 
677-84, and below, 1225-39. 
Justice • • . requires it: that Agamemnon should save 
Orestes. 

798 As for my mother's memorial: the father•s tomb recalls 
the mother's, of which we have heard earlier. Orestes 
built it (1102), but now he will keep well away from it; his 
path and Hermione 1s are not to cross yet. The "memorial" 
(mnema) is properly the stone stele at the top of the 
mound, cf. El. 328, //. 11.371, 16.457, 17.434, Od. 
12.14; Burkert (1985) 193 f. 

800 let your side . . • lie across mine: lit. "put it round 11
• It 

is his arm rather than his side that will go round Pylades 
as he drapes himself over him. Cf. 223. 

802 unashamed: at being seen on such close terms with the 
abhorred matricide. 

804 There you a re: a colloquial exclamation to the effect that 
something previously indicated, or familiar in principle, is 
here confirmed. See Stevens 31 f. 
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get yourselves comrades: advice to the world in general; 
see Stevens on Andr. 622-3, and cf. 128 n. 

805 An outsider: Pylades• family relationship to Orestes { 733, 
765 n.) is here forgotten. 
who becomes fused to you: the metaphor harmonizes with 
the spectacle of the linked bodies. 

806 beats ten thousand relatives: cf. IA 1394, Soph. OC 498. 
Aeraclitus is the first to reckon things on this scale, fr. 
98 M. = DK 22 B 49 "one man is worth ten thousand to me 
provided he is of the highest quality". In Early Greek 
Philosophy and the Orient ( 1971) 194 f. I quoted examples 
from eastern texts. 

The gnomic ending sums up the contrasted outcomes 
of the scene with Pylades and the preceding one with 
Menelaus. Cf. also Thuc. 3. 82, quoted in Introduction 
IV. 

807-43 This short choral interlude covers a much longer 
period of dramatic time, embracing Orestes' visit to his 
father's tomb, his arrival at the assembly, and the entire 
debate. This is normal tragic convention. 

The chorus is untouched by Orestes' new optimism. 
It starts from where it left off in its last song, with the 
theme of the instability of fortune as illustrated by the 
Tantalids. This time some of the earlier troubles of the 
house are mentioned, with the implication that they are all 
connected. In the anti strophe and epode the focus is on 
Orestes' killing of Clytaemestra, the crime for which he is 
even now being judged. The chorus• attitude is initially 
condemnatory, but in the epode this is toned down to a 
kind of horrified pity more like what they have shown 
before. They make no reference to Apollo's part in the 
business. The metre is aeolic. 

807 noble rank: areta here keeps its old sense of "being 
(acknowledged as) a person of quality", "social standing" 
resulting from established wealth. Cf. Andr. 766-76. It 
therefore has an intimate connection with olbos; cf. 
h.Hom. 15.9, 20.8, Hes. Op. 313 with my n., and West 
( 1985) 8; Denniston on El. 253. When a family's material 
prosperity collapses, its prestige wanes. Orestes' good 
birth may still attract sympathy ( 784), but he is 
practically dispossessed of his father's estate ( 437 f. , 
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744), and his stock has sunk low. 
808 that was proud: present participle representing an 

imperfect (254 n.). 
809 beside the channels of Simois: at Troy. 
81 0 has ebbed again: lit. "gone back up again". From 

thinking of the Trojan river Euripides found himself 
imagining the prosperity itself as a stream coming down 
from a source, to which it is now retreating. Cf. 336-7 
n. (end). 

811 a legacy from: the Greek has simply "from", as vague an 
expression of relationship as it cou Id be. (In 995 ff. 
Euripides speaks more explicitly of a curse.) 807-10 form 
a shapely, potentially self-sufficient sentence; it is now 
extended by a series of additional clauses loosely tagged 
on - the rambJing style noted in 333-8 n. 
the old old misfortune: reduplication is the most primitive 
means of intensification. We say "long long ago", and 
Greek could say palai palai de (Ar. Birds 921, where it 
sounds paratragic; cf. Knights 1155, which sounds 
colloquial). For tragedy cf. / T 1406 "more and more", 
Soph. Phil. 1197 "never never", OC 210 11don't, don 1t 11

• 

In palaipalaiiis we must recognize an adjectival formation 
corresponding to palai palai. The palai cannot be taken 
separately with anelthe, because that is a comment on 
what has happened in the last few days. 

812 the golden lamb dispute: see 14 n. 
813 came upon: the sense is satisfactory, but the verb may 

be corrupt, as the metre disagrees with (and is less 
plausible than) that of the antistrophe ( 825). Conjectures 
are• legion; Hermann's eporeuse "brought upon" (after 
337) has the attraction of eliminating the surprising 
apposition "- most tragic feastings" etc.), though it leaves 
the assumed corruption unaccounted for. 

818 the double line of Atreus: dissoi A treidai usually means 
Agamemnon and Menelaus. The killings here in question 
are all on Agamemnon's side ( lphigeneia, Agamemnon, 
Clytaemestra). Euripides is using A treidai to mean Atreus' 
descendants, as in 810, and he appends the conventional 
dissoi although Menelaus and his family do not come into 
account. 

819 That "::::~::::::" is not ood: the paradox "it was just - but 
not good 11 1911 n.) is re-stated in a still more pointed 
form, closely followed in Ba. 395, "that 1wise' is not 
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wisdom" (see Dodds' n.). Our modern quotation-marks 
help us to see through the riddle: other people may call 
it good (Homer, for instance: 30 n.), but we don't. This 
inverted-commas use of to kalon is also seen in He/. 952, 
IA 21. Euripides is fond of "X = not-X" formulations, cf. 
904 n. 

820 fireborn handiwork: forged iron; cf. Aesch. Sept. 207, 
Eur. Hipp. 1223. 

821-2 display the sword . . • to the light of the sun: the 
feeling that disgraceful and polluting things should be 
kept out of sight tended to be projected onto the sun 
itself. Cf. Hes. Op. 727 with my n., Soph. OT 1426 f., 
Eur. HF 12 31, / T 1207, and van der Horst on 
pseudo-Phocylides 100 f. Euripides doubtless has in mind 
the scene at Aesch. Cho. 983 ff. where Orestes appeared 
standing over his victims; he displayed to the public the 
old robe with which they had killed Agamemnon, and he 
called on the sun to take note of it as evidence that he 
was justified in killing his mother. Cf. also Eur. El. 1175 
ff. 
dark-laced: the original meaning of this Homeric epithet 
of a sword is obscure. Euripides had used it before 
(Phoen. 1091, fr. 373.2), but this time he gives it the 
novel sense of "streaked with drying blood". Meliis does 
not mean specifically "black", but covers all dark colours. 

823 Virtuous crime: another oxymoron. Bothe's excellent eu 
for au is supported by the scholiast's paraphrase, 11to do 
wrong with a plausible rationale", and by / T 559, where 
lphigeneia says of the matricide "how well he did to 
accomplish a just evil" (hos eu kakon ... ) • 
sophistical: justifiable only with elaborate, clever 
arguments against straightforward moral perceptions. Cf. 
Med. 298-301, Phoen. 469 f., Soph. OC 762. 

824 wrong-headed men's delusion: cf. Ba. 399-401, 887, 
997-1000. The association of morality with sanity ( implying 
that immorality does not pay) can be traced from Homer 
onward, e.g. Od. 2.231, 3.266, 16.278, 17.233, 24.1157. 

825 For: the two-stage depiction of the scene (825-30 + 
840-3), l,ly its very pathos, is taken as support for the 
chorus' moral assessment. They have said it was not 
kalon, strictly "good to contemplate, attractive"; many 
Greek value terms (kalos., aischros., prepon, etc.} have 
an aesthetic basis. 
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827 My child etc. : Euripides likes to finish a strophe with a 
piece of reported speech. 
no lawfu I venture: the chorus put their own judgment 
into Clytaemestra's mouth. 

830 infamy: cf. 30. 
831-2 What disorder, what distress, what tragedy: again 

Euripides draws inspiration from the previous stasirnon: 
333 "what tragedy, what trial 11 

( see n. there on eleos), 
335 Orestes' tears, 338 his frenzy; and 834-9 are closely 
related to 316-28. 

833 takinr - on one's hand: for haima thesthai, "take 
blood :...guilt) upon oneself", see Dodds on Ba. 837. Cheiri 
is strictly instrumental, not locative, and emphasizes the 
idea of deliberate action. 

835 he has been driven wild: they speak as if he were still 
suffering from his madness as much as ever. 

836-7 rollin bloodshed in his rovin e eballs: cf. 253 n., 
255-7 n. T e oo wit w ic 1s eyes are suffused is 
seen as a manifestation of the blood he has shed. Dromasi 
is borrowed from the address to the Eumenides in 317. 

839 Unhappy man! when etc.: a similar exclamation over 
Agamemnon at El. 1160. These lines complement 825-30; 
Clytaemestra's exposure of her breast ( 527 n.) and her 
verbal entreaty were simultaneous. Like Tyndareos in 
526, the chorus is thinking of the effect of her gesture 
upon Orestes. See El. 1206-20. 

840 the gold-weave robes: the royal gold is a picturesque 
new detail. Such touches of colour and splendour are 
typical of Euripides' later lyric style. 

8113 requital: the so-called "accusative in apposition to the 
sentence" - accusative because a product of the action 
just described. Cf. 11 OS; Moorhouse 45 f. 

844-956 Report of the Argive debate and its outcome. 
Important offstage developments are normally narrated by 
a nameless subordinate character whom it is conventional 
to call a "messenger", though no one has sent him with a 
message. Euripides regularly makes these scenes into 
self-contained acts, framed by song. If the events related 
concern a major character in the play, he or she usually 
appears or reappears on stage later ( if not dead, and 
sometimes even then): Orestes and Pylades will duly 
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return in the following act. On Euripidean messenger 
speeches in general see Collard on Supp. 6321-777. 

It is Electra who must receive the news. She comes 
out of the house to look for Orestes, and the newsbri nge r 
arrives almost at once. He is a loyal old retainer of the 
house, a common type of minor figure in tragedy. 

Sllll For the unannounced entrance cf. 348 n. Often a 
character appears with a question to the chorus, 
especially to ask where someone else is. Cf. 375 n. 

848 to face: this is clearly the general sense, but dlisl;n is 
very difficult. It might just be explained by the analogy 
of diken didonai "submit to judgment"; cf. also Ba. 715. 
But the text may be corrupt. 

849 who persuaded him?: these preliminaries to the arrival of 
the newsbringer are very perfunctory, but Euripides does 
make sure, by putting this question in Electra's mouth, 
that she gets to hear of Pylades' appearance, if only from 
a one-word answer. 

850 this bringer of news: Euripides cuts a corner by allowing 
the chorus-leader to presume without enquiry where the 
new arrival has come from and what his dramatic function 
will be. It is as if she knows she is in a tragedy; we 
remember how Electra in 132 more or less says "here 
comes the chorus", having four lines earlier addressed 
the audience as spectators. Cf. Halleran ll6 on El. 759 f. 
soon: ou makran ("not far off") has this sense also at 
Tro. ll60. 

852ff O unhappy one etc. : the news is delivered in three 
stages: first the general announcement II I bring terrible 
news", then ( 857-8) the short statement giving the 
essential point of what has happened, and finally the 
detailed account. This is a typical scheme, cf. Hipp. 1157 
ff., A ndr. 1070 ff., HF 910 ff., etc. In some plays the 
first stage is omitted or combined with the second, but 
the second is nearly always found. 

Paley deleted 852, and if it were an interpolation it 
would be very like that at Soph. El. 1 (71 n.); 853-4 
may be compared with /T 238-9. But here the elaborate 
address is perhaps in place as an expression of the old 
man's emotion: cf. Ba. 102ll-6, Aesch. Pers. 249 f. The 
title given to Agamemnon at once suggests the old man's 
devotion to the house. 

855 Oh, we are done for: the nature of the bad news is 



anticipated; cf. A ndr. 1072, Phoen. 1336. These one-line 
interjections support the deletion of the flatly otiose 856. 
Phoen. 1075 seems a comparable interpolation. 

858 was decreed: 46 n. Apart from "poor lady", this whole 
distich has the tone of an official proclamation. 

860 dissolving in lament: the phrase is given an accusative 
object by analogy with verbs meaning "lament (over) 11

• 

Such constructions are quite common in tragedy. See Page 
on Med. 206, Dodds on Ba. 1288; Moorhouse 37 f. 

861 But how was the trial?: it is common for a newsbringer 
to be led on by questions. 

863-5 Tell me - my brother: the further question, in 
high-flown language, prepares for the final part of the 
old man's report, about the practical details of the 
execution. Up to now only stoning has been in question 
(50 [without 51), 442, 536, 564, 625). Logically Electra 
has no reason to anticipate an alternative, but like Homer 
(/I. 23. 857), Euripides goes beyond logical expectations in 
working his way towards what is actually going to 
happen. "By way of iron 11 could apply equally to suicide 
(a possibility not yet in view) or to execution. 
break off my breath: an Aeschylean phrase (Pers. 507). 
It does not imply cutting through the windpipe but simply 
means "die". 

866 from the country: he was no doubt recognizable as a 
peasant by his dress. By making him a countryman 
Euripides puts him in a class to be viewed with approval 
( cf. 920), dissociates him from the hostile townspeople, 
and enables him to describe the whole assembly as an 
outsider who was present only by accident. 

870 a poor man but honourable: a favourite Euripidean motif. 
Cf. El. 253 with Denniston, frr. 232 N. = 6 Austin, 
362. 27 = 53 Au., 527, 739. 

871-3 the summit where they say Danaus etc.: according to 
schol. , Aegyptus prosecuted Danaus following the mass 
murder of his sons by their brides, Danaus' daughters, 
and the trial took place on the large hill-top known as 
the Haliaia (Halia), "Assembly(-place)". Some have 
conjectured that this was represented in Aeschylus' 
Dana ids ( see A. F. Garvie, Aeschylus' Supplices [ 1969] 
208 ff.). Phrynichus' Egyptians or Danaids is also a 
possible source, as he is known to have brought 
Aegyptus to Argos (cf. Eur. fr. 846). In any case we 
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can assume Euripides to be following a literary and 
probably a tragic source. 
first assembled the people: in the tradition as reported 
by schol., it was lnachus who first assembled the people 
on the hill, but that was not for a trial. Euripides is 
thinking in terms of trials and so looks back only as far 
as Danaus. 

875-6 Has some report etc.: similar guesses at the reason for 
public meetings being called in Od. 2. 30, Bacchyl. 18.5. 

879 apparition: Orestes' spectra I appearance ( 385) and his 
dependence upon Pylades made them a disconcerting 
sight. 

882 like a brother: cf. 1015, IT 497 f. A man's brother is in 
theory his closest comrade; cf. II. 24.46 f., Od. 8.5116 
f., 585 f., Hes. Op. 181', 707, Thgn. 97-9. Hence stories 
of brothers who quarrelled, like Atreus and Thyestes or 
Polynices and Eteocles, made a deep impression. 

883 supervising a schoolboy: the same metaphor in Held. 729, 
Ba. 193. The paidagogos, first heard of in Sth-century 
Athens, was a slave who superintended his master's sons 
to and from school. See F.A.G. Beck, Greek Education 
450-350 B. C. ( 1964) 105-9. 

884-945 The debate is constructed according to a rather 
obvious scheme. There are four speakers, alternately 
opponents and supporters of Orestes, and finally Orestes 
speaks for himself. The first pair of speakers are persons 
well known from epic tradition but not otherwise 
mentioned in the play. The second pair are not named 
and represent character-types. ft is surprising that 
nothing is said by any of those we have been led to 
expect will take an active part. Menelaus' silence is 
understood, and Tyndareos is presumably not entitled to 
speak; but Oeax ( 432) is ignored, and Aegisthus' friends 
merely look on ( 894). The arguments and viewpoints 
reported have all been heard already in the scene with 
Tyndareos. 

885 Who wishes to seeak: a variant of the formula used in 
the Athenian Assembly, tis agoreuein bouletai? See 
Sommerstein on Ar .. A eh. 45, Collard on Supp. 438-111. 

888 Talthybius: he appears several times in the Iliad as 
Agamemnon's herald, doing whatever is required of him 
with unobtrusive efficiency. In Hecuba and T roades 
Euripides had portrayed him favourably. Vase painters 



show him assisting at the killing of Aegisthus. So his 
failure to support Orestes is quite unexpected, though 
the cynical explanation given is in line with other 
Euripidean passages where heralds are criticized with 
some asperity (Held. 292 f., T ro. 424-6, fr. 1012). 
the Phrygians: in tragedy the Trojans are freely called 
Phrygians (probably so already in Ale. fr. 42. 15). In 
Homer the Trojans have Phrygian allies, but these come 
from the Sangarius valley, over a hundred miles to the 
east of Troy, and speak a different language from the 
Trojans (h.Aphr. 111-6). The historical Phrygians, an 
lndo-European people speaking a tongue with some 
similarities to Greek, seem to have moved into Asia Minor 
from Europe only in the tenth or ninth century. They 
established a powerful state in Anatolia for a time, but by 
the classical period it had lost its independence, and 
Phrygians were regarded by Greeks with a contempt that 
extends to the Trojan "Phrygians" of tragedy. 

889 under those in power: Aegisthus' supporters are now the 
most influential party ( 436). 

892 Jilaiting: helisson suggests something not straightforward, 
ifficult to unravel. Cf. Andr. 448, Supp. 141. 

establishing bad precedents: cf. 571 for the danger of an 
individual occurrence becoming a nomos if condoned. 

897 has influence over: genitive as after kroteo or archi5. 
898 lord Diomedes: in Homer this brave and splendid hero is 

king of Argos. Euripides' confusion of Argos and Mycene 
( 101 n.) leaves him without a throne, though still titled 
anax. To bring him into the Orestes story even as a 
marginal figure was quite original, so far as our 
knowledge goes. 

900 the moral course: similarly it would have been eusebes 
for Orestes to banish his mother ( 503). For exile as a 
penalty for murder, and for the construction of the 
infinitive here, cf. 515 n. 

903-5 For the technique of describing a character by means 
of a series of phrases in asyndeton cf. 918-22, and 
Headlam-Thomson on Aesch. Ag. 737-49. 

903 a man with no shutters to his mouth: the image goes 
back to Theognis 421, while the compound adjective has 
its closest parallel in Soph. Phil. 188 athyrostomos. This 
ranter recalls Homer's Thersites with his voluble but 
ill-considered speechifying (//. 2.212 ff., 246). Euripides 
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had criticized mob orators before (Hee. 2511 ff., Supp. 
243, 411-25, cf. fr. 1029.3). Speculation that he here 
intended a contemporary reference has a long history. 
Our Alexandrian commentator ( 772 n.) refutes a 
suggestion that Cleon was meant, pointing out that Cleon 
had died years before, and again proposes that there is 
an allusion to Cleophon. 

904 an Argive but no true one: lit. "an Argive not Argive", 
a typically Euripidean oxymoron. The man is "not Argive" 
in that he is not true to Argive traditions and standards, 
and "pressurized" by others ( Tyndareos). The ancient 
commentator finds support here for his Cleophon theory, 
quoting Frogs 679-82 as evidence that Cleophon had 
Thracian blood and was thus "an Athenian not Athenian". 
(He apparently had a Thracian mother: Plato Com. fr. 60 
Kock; cf. also Aeschin. 2. 76 for his allegedly irregular 
citizenship registration.) 

906-13 [plausible enough - holder of office]: this political 
disquisition cuts off the relative pronoun in 914 from its 
antecedent, and 907-13 at least are evidently interpolated. 
906 is more debatable. The danger that this man may 
some day lead Argos into disaster is unreal and irrelevant 
to the play; if the verse is genuine, it can only be read 
as a warning against Cleophon or others of his sort. 

906 pitch them on: like a ship on a reef ( Thuc. 7. 25. 7); not 
"surround them with". 

909 give good . . . counsel: the line-end is borrowed from 
773. 

915 but it was Tyndareos: this speaker is the only one of the 
five who actually advocates stoning. So Tyndareos was 
really the person responsible for the city's decision to 
pass the death sentence - fulfilling his threat in 612-4. 

916 [of this kind condemned you]: this thoroughly 
redundant line is no doubt an interpolation of the common 
type intended to supplement an ellipticaf construction (cf. 
Introduction VI). Its author wanted at least "for him" 
after "provided (the) arguments". 

918-22 not physically good-looking etc. : this is the antithesis 
of the previous speaker, a sterling yeoman, not a regular 
performer in the assembly, intelligent, not suborned by 
anyone else. Obviously he will talk good sense. 

919 the market circle: Euripides is thinking in Athenian 
terms. See Jebb on Soph. OT 161. 

246 



923 to crown Orestes: for a city to award a crown or wreath 
(often of gold) was the ancient equivalent of conferring a 
medal for some outstanding service. In the summer of 409 
Athens had awarded a gold crown to the murderer of 
Phrynichus ( ringleader in the 411 revolution) as a public 
benefactor. Orestes himself, in arguing that he had done 
the city a service by deterring future Clytaemestras 
(564-71), did not go as far as to claim that he should be 
rewarded: this is the rustic philosopher's contribution, 
breaking away from the question of whether Orestes 
should be punished by death or only by exile to reach a 
provocative new valuation. Nine years later Socrates, on 
trial for his life, argued (according to Plato, A po/. 36d) 
that he deserved to be honoured with free dinners in the 
prytaneum. 
the son of A~memnon: this is how he would be designated 
in the propos honorary decree. 

925 impious: already in Aesch. Cho. 46 and 525 she is 
branded as dystheos. 

926-9 no more taking arms etc.: Euripides has divided the 
public-benefit argument between the farmer and Orestes 
( 934-IJ2). The farmer only gets the part relating to 
Clytaemestra's adultery, leaving the more substantial 
issue, the murder of Agamemnon, for Orestes to take up. 

932 I nachus: the eponym of the Argive river. He headed the 
mythical genealogy of Argive kings; cf. West ( 1985) 76 f. 

933 [anciently Pelasgians - later]: an interpolator saw fit to 
pad out the mention of I nachus with a feeble further 
piece of antiquarianism, for which cf. 692 n. Orestes 
addresses his audience as what they a re; the eras of 
their past history are irrelevant. 

936 you won't be able to die too quickly: a colloquial idiom, 
not in Aeschylus or Sophocles; illustrated by Stevens 24 
f. Again in 1551. 

938 You wi II be doing: "if you condemn me" is understood 
from the preceding "if murder of menfolk is to be 
permitted for women". 

943 ~d though his speech seemed: understand 11to some of 
us , cf. 901, 930. The audience might have been 
reminded of Antiphon's brilliant but unsuccessful speech 
in defence of his life in 411 (Thuc. 8.68.2, Arist. EE 
1232b8). We ourselves might have judged Orestes' speech a 
better one if it had included some of the other arguments 
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that he used earlier (551-6, 572-811, 591-5). But Euripides 
is concerned to get on with the story, and we may 
forgive him for being somewhat perfunctory here. 

94q in the number of hands raised: we need a reference to 
the voting, and Wecklein's cheron restores it 
convincingly. The MSS legon gives no clear sense and is 
evidently affected by legein at the end of 943. For 
voting by show of hands (cheirotonein) cf. Aesch. Supp. 
607 f., Ar. Eccl. 264-7 with Ussher's nn. 

946 just managed to persuade them: further speeches and 
another vote are implied, but the outcome is all we need 
to hear. The option of suicide before the end of the day, 
as an alternative to immediate stoning, is an unexpected 
twist. It will give time in which to form the plan of 
killing Helen. The dramaturgical device has a precedent 
in Med. 336 ff., where Medea, sentenced to exile, secures 
a stay of execution ti II the end of the day. But she 
already has plans for killing her enemies; Orestes and 
Electra have none as yet. 

949-50 Pylades . . • is bringing him back: advance notice of 
their reappearance in the next act. Cf. El. 855-7, etc.; 
Halleran 22. 
convocation: 612 n. 
and his supporters are with them: a naturalistic detail 
here, but the supporters clearly do not appear at 1012, 
where they would be a useless encumbrance. 

952 a painful spectacle . • • seeing him: prosopsis is an 
emotional seeing someone, a more personal word than 
theiima. 

953 swords .•• or a noose: two traditional means of suicide, 
both familiar in tragedy. Characters thinking of suicide 
often mention this pair of alternatives, or attempt them 
(see Stevens on Andr. 811, adding Ale. 228-30, Ion 10611 
f., Erechtheus fr. 53.26 Austin); for other methods cf. 
Bond on HF 1 lliS-52. 

956 he has been your ruin: now that their fate is sealed (as 
it seems), it is an appropriate moment to recall Apollo's 
responsibility for the affair, last mentioned in 599. The 
motif will now lie dormant until the god's epiphany in the 
fi na I scene. 

Having delivered this judgment the old man departs 
( like most tragic newsbringers) without further ado. He 
had to change himself back to Pylades (or less probably 
Orestes). 
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95 7- 9 [ Poor unhappy woman - laments] : the scholiast records 
that these Ii nes were absent from some ancient copies. 
Such cases might arise from accidental omission, but 
mostly they arise from interpolation; see M. D. Reeve, 
GRBS 13 ( 1972), 253-6. The present lines were clearly 
intended to introduce a solo lament by Electra. It is 
ridiculous for the chorus to utter them and then start 
singing a lament itself. Now the MSS attribute the whole 
of 960-1012 to Electra. But as Weil saw, this is a mistake: 
she sings only the astrophic lyrics beginning at 982. ( See 
below.) 957-9 must have been composed for a production 
in which the chorus' lyrics were either given to Electra 
or (more likely, perhaps) omitted. 
how shadowed: probably not by a veil (cf. 280 n.) but 
simply by brow and hair, from being cast down; or 
metaphorically 11clouded 11• On heads bowed in sorrow in 
tragedy cf. Shisler 381. 

960-81 Following a Euripidean newsbringer's speech it is 
normal for the chorus to be the first to utter, in 
trimeters or ( less often) in anapaests or lyrics; cf. 
Reeve, I.e. 2511 n.25. Here they launch into a lament of 
traditional formal type with ritual elements 
(cheek-scratching, head-beating, and see below on 960), 
a kommos in the strict sense ( cf. M. Alexiou, The Ritual 
Lament in Greek Trad it ion [ 1974] 103; Collard [ 1975] ii. 391 
f.). This was already a conventional feature of 
Aeschylean tragedy. Sophoclean laments are less formal 
and ritualistic, but Euripides shows a liking for the old 
type (e.g. Andr. 1197 ff., Supp. 798 ff., 1123 ff., Tro. 
1216 ff., 1287 ff.). The iambic rhythms used here are 
typical. 

That it is the chorus singing, not Electra, is clear 
at least in 968 f. (cf. Phoen. 1286), and the moralizing in 
976-81 is typically choral. Willink suggests giving Electra 
the first part of each strophe, 960-11 and 971-5. Certainly 
many laments are antiphonal, but this is usually clearly 
marked. Here nothing in the text indicates an alternation 
of voices, and the connectives at 965 and 971 point the 
other way. Electra's contribution is her long solo at 982 
ff. 

960 I start the wailing: katarchesthai is especially used of 
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making the formal beginning of a ritual; of laments, Hee. 
685, cf. Andr. 1199, HF 889. 
o Pelasgia: addressing the whole country, inviting it to 
mourn; cf. 965. 

961-3 the fingernail .•• the head-beating: for these practices 
see Denniston on El. 146-9. Ktypon may be governed 
either by katarchomai or by titheisa. 
that falls to the infernal etc.: Persephone "had it allotted 
to her" (cf. 319 n.), i.e. it is the proper thing to do 
when someone is on the way to her realm. In Aesch. 
Sept. 856-60 it is conceived as a rhythmic "rowing" which 
conducts the ship of the dead across Acheron. 

964 the fair-chi Id goddess: this may mean either "who is the 
fair chi Id (of Demeter)" ( for this sense of ka/lipais cf. 
Dodds on Ba. 519-20, Bond on HF 689) or "who has a 
fair chi ld 11

, alluding to lacchus. If the latter, the 
adjacence of iacheiti5 will not be coincidental. 

965 the Cyclopian land: the massive walls of Mycene and 
Tiryns were said to have been built by Cyclopes. 
Euripides extends the epithet to the place as a whole, cf. 
HF 15, / T 845, IA 265; on the Mycene-Argos confusion 
cf. 101 n. For the idea of the land itself mourning and 
cutting its hair cf. Aesch. Pers. 548, 683, [Simon. J 
Epigr. l45. 7 Page, Eur. He/. 370-4. 

970 who were once war-leaders of Greece: Agamemnon and his 
children are mentally run together as "the Atridae". Cf. 
810, 818 n., El. 876; perhaps Tro. 1217. 

971 gone is the whole line: Menelaus is ignored. 
97 l& the grudge of God: at its height, human felicity seems to 

match that of the gods. But the gods will not tolerate 
rivalry. It is in the 5th century that phthonos is first 
explicitly ascribed to them (Pind. P. 10.20, /. 7.39, 
Aesch. Pers. 362, Ag. 135, Hdt. 1.32.1, 3.40.2, 7.46.4, 
Eur. A le. 11 35, Supp. 348, etc.) , though some earlier 
myths and narratives imply it, especially in cases where a 
mortal spoke or acted as if a god's equal. Cf. Dodds 30 
f.; H. Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus ( 1971) 3 f., 69 
f.; P. Walcot, Envy and the Greeks (1978) 22 ff. Cf. 3110 
n. 

975 and the murderous vote: in Greek poetry an event may 
be attributed to divine and to human agency 
simultaneously, cf. //. 16. 849 f.; Dodds 7, 16, 30 f. 

976-8 tear-laden toilful tribes: the tone is lofty, as if from a 
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superhuman level of perception; cf. h. Dem. 256 ff. with 
Richardson's n. In tragedy only a chorus or a god could 
speak like this. Cf. especially Soph. OT 1186 ff. 
that live for the day: not "only for a day" but "from day 
to day" without being able to see ahead. See H. Frankel, 
TAPA 17 (1946) 131-45; M.W. Dickie, Illinois Class. 
Studies 1 ( 1976), 7-14. For the use of the word in 
apostrophizing mankind cf. Ar. Clouds 223 with Dover, 
Birds 687, Pl. Rep. 617d. 
behold how: similar choral invitations to draw a moral 
from the events of the play in Ion 1090 ff., Soph. OT 
1524-30, El. 1384 f. 
destin ectations: the fallibility of hope 
is a commonp ace. ee o ar on Supp. 479-80, my n. on 
Hes. Op. 96, and the tailpieces at the end of Alcestis, 
Medea, etc. The idea is naturally emphasized by a 
dramatist who deals in surprises, and we should bear in 
mind that the chorus' and the audience's present 
expectations are sti 11 to be upset. 

979 Different woes to different men by turns pass: cf. 
Archil. 13.7-9, Ale. 893 f., Hipp. 1108, Ba. 905 f. The 
sound of the verse echoes its counterpart in the strophe 
( 968). 

980 in the fullness of time: "anything can happen in the 
fullness of time" (Hdt. s. 9. 3L especially reversals (e.g. 
Soph. Ai. 646ff., OC 607ff.). 

982-1012 Electra's monody. In Aeschylus actors sing only in 
dialogue with the chorus. The extended solo aria is found 
in Prometheus and Sophocles and is especially developed 
by Euripides. More often than not it is sung by a female 
character, and in the later plays it is always astrophic, 
which meant that the music could be shaped throughout to 
express all the emotional nuances of the words. The 
singer must have had to be something of a virtuoso. See 
A .. S. Owen in Greek Poetry and Life ( Essays presented to 
Gilbert Murray, 1936) 1 JJB-54; Collard ( 1981) 2 4 f. and on 
Supp. 990-1033. 

Electra develops the chorus' lament on the fall of the 
Pelopids, and its previous reference to their history 
(807-18), into a cursory review of the whole family saga, 
told in a loosely additive, allusive style: no one who did 
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not know the stories already would understand them from 
this account. The metre is still mainly iambic, but more 
freely flowing than in the chorus' solemn kommos, and 
with a dactylic section near the end. 

982 I wish I could go to that rock: in several Euripidean 
plays a singing female character or chorus expresses the 
wish to take wing and fly away to some distant place, 
usually to escape from a distressing situation ( Hipp. 732 
ff. with Barrett; cf. IT 1138 ff., Ba. 402 ff.). Here the 
motif is ingeniously used to create the fantasy of the last 
member of the family finding her way to the first and 
reciting to him the tale of his descendants. 

983-4 strun in sus ense . . . b olden chains: for- the 
legen o t e rock c . 6-7 n., 10 n. Euripi es invents a 
part-poetic, part-scientific explanation of what keeps it 
aloft. The golden chain is derived from //. 8. 19 ff. (a 
passage much allegorized later; cf. my Orphic Poems 
[ 1983] 237-9), and we should imagine the other end of it 
fastened to the peak of Olympus as in //. 8. 25. 

985 the whirlwind-borne glebe: bolos is a detachable lump of 
earth. The gods must have broken a piece off Olympus. 
Dine, representing a natural rotatory motion in the 
cosmos, was a favourite word of Sth-century cosmologists; 
cf. PV 1052, Ale. 2115, Dover on Clouds 380. The idea is 
probably not just that the rock is blown about by winds 
but that it flies round in a circular orbit with Olympus at 
the centre, like a celestial body. Tantalus is also airborne 
( 6 f.), somewhere close to the rock, presumably attached 
to another chain. Anaxagoras (DK 59 A 42, 71) had 
taught that the heavenly bodies were stones torn off from 
the earth and held up against the firmament by 
centrifugal force. Euripides by using this principle has 
succeeded in explaining how a rock could hover 
perpetually over Tantalus' head. Possibly Anaxagoras 
himself had rationalized the myth in these terms; he did 
believe in certain invisible bodies revolving between the 
earth and the moon. In Phaethon Euripides had called the 
sun a golden bolos (fr. 783 N. = inc. sed. 5 Diggle), and 
ancient commentators recognized Anaxagorean influence 
there. They were wrong, however, to identify that bolos 
with this one and to interpret Tantalus' rock as the sun. 

986 who sired, who sired: the repeated verb is here merely a 
stylistic mannerism, lacking the effect that it has for 
instance in 971. 
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987 I have seen: or perhaps "they (my forbears) have seen", 
or, emending to domous, "the house, what wounds it has 
seen". But Electra might claim to "see" events of before 
her time, as Pindar says "I have seen from afar 
Archilochus mostly in difficulties" (P. 2.55). 

988 that flyinJ, colt-chase: Euripides follows a tradition 
probably erived from Pherecydes (FGrH 3 F 37-8) 
according to which Tantalus lived in Lydia and Oenomaus, 
the king whose daughter Pelops wanted, in Lesbos (cf. 
West [ 1985] 158). Oenomaus' habit was to pursue his 
daughter's suitors in a chariot and kill them if he caught 
them. His chariot-man Myrtilus was induced to sabotage 
his chariot, and he was killed, Pelops escaping with the 
girl and Myrtilus. He crossed the Aegean - he had 
winged horses - and threw Myrtilus out near Geraestus in 
southern Euboea; he then arrived and settled in the 
Peloponnese, which came to be named after him. The 
commoner version locates Oenomaus in the region of 
Olympia (so IT 824). Euripides wrote an Oenomaus, 
perhaps about the time of Orestes. 

990 hurling Myrti lus to death: "Myrtilus I death" is in the 
accusative as being effected by the throwing action. 

996 a curse fraught with woe: Myrtilus cursed Pelops and his 
descendants. Soph. El. 504-15 also traces the woes of the 
house to this, whereas Aeschylus had only traced them 
back to the curse of Thyestes (Ag. 1584-1602, Cho. 
1068). For Aeschylus, however, the curse is a real 
abiding force through which the past bleeds into the 
present: for Euripides it is mel"'ely a convenient 
justification for filling up songs with mythical retrospects. 
Cf. on 336- 7 and 811. 

997 the son of Maia: Hermes was Myrtilus' father. The 
multiplication of livestock was one of his functions ( Hes. 
Th. 444). For the lamb story see 14 n. 

1000 ruinous thing of Atreus: the genitive apparently depends 
on teras oloon. One would prefer to attach it to "the 
flocks", but this would probably require the transposition 
of poimnioisi to follow hopote. 
breeder of horses: the epithet marks him as a noble 
landowner. Argos was traditionally II horse-rearing" ( //. 
2.287 etc., Eur. Supp. 365, Tro. 1087). 

1001 Conflict: the conflict of Atreus and Thyestes ( 812) brings 
this goddess into action, a'ld she remains the subject 
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down to the end of the song. She already appears as a 
divine entity in Hesiod (Th. 225 f., cf. Op. 11 ff.) and 
Homer (//. II. 1140-5). 

1 002 turned the sun's winged car about: it may have been 
Sophocles' A treus that made this myth well known. There 
were different versions and interpretations, but in the 
present passage and in El. 727-112 (cf. also IT 193, 816; 
PI. Polit. 269a) the story appears to be that the sun and 
stars had their courses permanently changed: previously 
they had not risen in the east, culminated in the south, 
or set in the west. (Presumably they had done the 
opposite, but this is not spelt out - Oenopides DK 111 A 
10 had a theory that the Milky Way marks the sun's 
earlier course.) El. 7112 110n account of a mortal 
rights-dispute" implies the version that Zeus effected the 
miracle in support of Atreus' claim to the throne, after 
Thyestes, having stolen the lamb, said he would cede it 
only if the sun changed direction (cf. Plato I.e., Apollod. 
Epit. 2. 12). Others say that the sun turned back in 
horror at the Thyestean feast; but in Euripides the feast 
comes afterwards (1008). See further A.C. Pearson, The 
Fragments of Sophocles ( 1917) i. 92 f. and iii. 5 f. 

1003 to the westward sky-course: this accusative expresses the 
result of the change; cf. IA 343, 363. 

1004 yoking on: to the sun's car. 
the snowy steeds of Dawn: lit. "snow-colted Dawn". The 
MSS give 11 (yoking the car) t(\ single-colted Dawn 11

, with 
problematic metre and a dull epithet out of accord with 
poetic and artistic tradition. My emendation is an 
improvement on both scores. The idea is that "Dawn" is a 
goddess of the east not previously associated with the 
sun rise. 

1005 the seven-track Pleiad: i. e. the Pleiades which go along 
as a group of seven. They stand for the stars in 
general, cf. El. 1168, He/. 1489, Phaethon 66, Rhes. 530. 
The words "Zeus changes" which the MSS give at the end 
of this sentence seem to have been added (from El. 728 
v. 1.-?) by someone who had lost the thread. The historic 
present is extremely rare in lyric narrative (ameibei in 
1007 is not an example; it refers to what is sti II 
happening). 

1007 for that affair, that death: the demonstrative ton is 
initially unspecific, then given definition by "deaths for 
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death". Thanati5n though plural, refers to the single 
death of Myrti lus. 

1008 that bears Thyestes' name: being notorious as "the feast 
of Thyestes" (Ag. 1242 and later writers). 

1009 Ai!rope: 18 n. Her adultery is brought in, out of 
historical sequence, as another scandal associated with 
Thyestes. 

1011 me and my father: one certainly expects "my brother", 
and Willink's syngenetiin t' is attractive. On the other 
hand it would be surprising if Agamemnon's death were 
not mentioned. Cf. 1144 for the coupling of his death 
with his children's. 

1013-1245 This scene - the only one in which Orestes, 
Electra, and Pylades are all on stage together - begins 
where an Aeschylean tragedy might have ended, with the 
return of the hero on whom disaster has fallen and a 
general mood of sorrow and resignation. But from the 
start Orestes appears in a more heroic light than before, 
tight-lipped, disgusted by Electra 1s abandoned grief, and 
determined to show unflinching courage in his suicide. 
Then successive brainwaves of Pylades and Electra 
transform the position, first to one in which death is to 
be preceded by a satisfying act of vengeance, and finally 
to one in which there is a hope of escaping death, and 
even winning glory, by carrying out a dangerous coup. 
The play is turned onto a new track. 

The three-actor scene is, as usual, largely 
compounded from duologues. In 1018-64 we have an 
emotional interchange between brother and sister, 
differentiated from that in 211-~15 by Orestes' new 
strength and self-reliance, but otherwise comparable. In 
1065-1176 Pylades becomes Orestes' interlocutor, making 
clear his fidelity and his determination to share his 
friend's fate, and then propounding his plan for the 
murder of Helen. In 1177-1224 Electra chips in with her 
further idea and the dialogue is again between her and 
Orestes, apart from a single remark by Pylades in 
response to an aside addressed to him ( 1209 f.). Finally 
in 1225-45 all three take part in a set-piece invocation of 
Agamemnon. 

1013-17 But see, here comes etc. : for the anapaestic 
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announcement cf. 348 n. It focusses attention on the 
"painful spectacle" of which Electra was forewarned at 
952. So with other entries of persons condemned to death 
at Andr. 494, HF 442, / T 456. Cf. Taplin ( 1977) 73; 
Halleran 13 f. 

101 S the equal of a brother: cf. 882 n., and for the formation 
isadelphos, 200 n. 

1016 his infirm legs: this is the last reference to Orestes' 
illness. 

1017 as an outrunner: i.e. like a trace-horse who helps the 
yoked horses to go faster by taking some of the weight of 
the cha riot off them. See Jebb on Soph. EI. 721 f. For 
various figurative uses cf. Alcm. 1. 92, Aesch. Ag. 842, 
Soph. Ant. 140, Eur. HF 4116. 

1 019 the gates of the nether ones: cf. Aesch. Ag. 12 91, Eur. 
Hipp. 1447. The MSS absurdly have "your nether pyre" 
or "the pyre of the nether ones". 

1020 0 woe again: the double cry of pain, the second 
accompanied by 11again", is something of a tragic formula, 
at least since Aesch. Ag. 1343-5 (where it corresponds to 
two separate blows). 

1021 I go out of my mind: momentary aorist, cf. 169 n. 
1022-59 Distichomythia (217-67 n.), interrupted at 1047-51. 
1022 Won't you be quiet: the brusqueness is quite unexpected. 

The contrast in this passage between the tight-lipped man 
and the distraught woman recalls that between Eteocles 
and the Theban women in Aesch. Sept. 182 ff. 

1024 [ You've no choice - at hand]: the scholiast did not have 
this line, it spoils the distichomythia, and it is clearly an 
interpolation of the type described on 916. For other 
cases where a line has been added to 11complete" a 
sentence that ended with the idiomatic "but still" cf. 
Bond on HF 1366. 

1025 this divine light: lit. "god's lightu, the god being the 
sun. Cf. Page on Med. 352, Diggle on Phaethon 6. Any 
god can be called "the god" when the context makes his 
or her identity clear. 

1027 bore me to death: a colloquial use of apokteino, see 
Stevens 11 f. 

1031 unmanly: Heracles in Soph. Tr. 1071-5 feels that his 
inability to endure without crying out loud makes a woman 
of him; cf. Dover 101. 

1035-6 hanging-nooses . . . a sword: 953 n. In what follows 
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(101J1, 1052, 1063) the sword is assumed (the nobler 
instrument according to He/. [ 2 99- 301] } • 

1 039 It's enough etc. : similarly in / T 1007 f. , where lphigeneia 
has suggested sacrificing her own life so that Orestes can 
escape, he says II I won't cause your death as well as my 
mother's; her blood is enough". 

1041 Very well: Electra now shows that she too has the heroic 
resolve appropriate to a child of Agamemnon. 
any slower than you with the sword: sou x iphous is 
probably not "your sword" but a double genitive. 11 I shall 
not be left behind by you, fall short of you, in connexion 
with the sword. 11 

1 0ll2-51 For the motif of the last embrace before death or 
separation cf. Med. 1069 ff., El. 1321 ff., Tro. 761 ff., 
Sop h. OT 1466 ff., etc.; Shisler 384. 

1046 to your sister: the MSS text of this line is unintelligible. 
This dative ( instead of the transmitted genitive) goes wel I 
with "most delightful" and restores sense to 11whose life is 
one" (dative with heis as in Phoen. 156, Thgn. 300). I 
also accept Willink's soma for onoma. 
whose life: or 11soul 11

• Cf. 307 f., 865, 1052 f. The 
embrace is the physical and visible expression of their 
unity. 

1047-51 The temporary breakdown of the distichomythia 
corresponds to the breakdown of Orestes' tough male 
stance. Cf. 255-7 n. 

10118 being inhibited: about being "unmanly". 
1049 beloved embrace of mine: prosptygm' emon, "my 

embrace-object". "the person I embrace". is like stygem' 
emon in ll80. 

1 050 children and the marriage bed: in Greek eyes no life was 
complete without these, and a young man who died before 
marriage was the object of especial sorrow. The 
continuation of Agamemnon's line was certainly not a 
matter to go by default. In fact both Orestes and Electra 
will have marriages fixed up by the end of the play. 

1053 one memorial receive us: nmemorial 11 
( 798 n.) here stands 

for the tomb as a whole; but what is "crafted in cedar 11 is 
the coffin. Achilles promises Patroclus that their bones 
will be united in one urn (II. 23. 82 ff.), and Admetus in 
Ale. 365-7 intends to have himself interred in the same 
coffin as Alcestis. 

10511-5 how short we are of friends: there is Pylades, but 
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Orestes is thinking more of sympathetic relatives; the 
Argives may have other ideas about the disposal of the 
bodies. The sentence is designed to lead on to Electra's 
question about Menelaus. 

1056-7 did Menelaus not speak: Euripides could have made 
the old man who reported the debate comment on 
Menelaus' failure to contribute to it. Instead he brings it 
up here to prepare the air for Pylades' anti-Menelaus 
scheme. 

1058 the sceptre: Menelaus, it is anticipated, will be taking 
over Agamemnon's house ( 1108 n., 1146, 1596), and if he 
avoids alienating the Argives now, he can reasonably 
expect to be acknowledged as king. In the end Apollo 
directs otherwise ( 1660 f.). 

1059 he was taking care: cf. 698-9 n. 
1063 stabbing to my liver: in tragedy ( not earlier) the liver 

sometimes appears as the centre of life and emotion; see 
R.B. Onians, The Origins of European Thought (1951) 
81.J-9. For stabbing it in suicide cf. Soph. Ant. 1315, 
Eur. HF 1149, He/. 983; in murder, Med. 379, HF 979. 

1068 And farewell: such farewells are common in Euripides. See 
Bond on Hypsip yle fr. 61.J. 67 ( p. 126). 
I'm on my way: Pylades' intervention comes at the last 
possible moment. 

1069 One thing • . • I hold against you: momphen echo takes a 
further accusative as if it were memphomai. Cf. 860 n. 

1070 if you thought - after your death: Pylades had made a 
similar declaration in / T 67 4 ff. Euripides adapts several 
motifs from that scene in the dialogue that follows here. 

1074 Yes I did - the same fate too: IT 675 "I sailed together 
with you, and I must die together with you too". 

1075-7 Let your father - a father's house: IT 699 "No, go 
and stay alive and dwell in your father's house". It is 
perhaps the influence of this earlier passage that leads 
Euripides to forget or ignore Pylades' banishment ( 765); 
but in any case that would not be permanent. 
a secure base: I it. "a big harbour". The phrase derives 
from Aesch. Pers. 250. Generally /imen as a metaphor 
signifies a place of refuge or reception (Aesch. Supp. 
471, Soph. Ai. 683, OT 1208, Ant. 1000, 1284, Eur. Med. 
769). 

1078 As for marriage: cf. 1050 n. In IT 695 f. (cf. 915) 
Pylades is already married to Electra, and Orestes urges 

258 



him to have children by her; here this has to be 
modified. The marriage is first mentioned in El. 1249, but 
may go back to the Nostoi. According to Hellanicus (FGrH 
4 F 155) the couple had sons named Medon and Strophius. 

1 081 the matrimonial I ink between us is no more: Orestes 
releases Pylades from all obligation in this respect. At the 
end of the play the link will be restored. 

1 083-4 it isn't possible - welfare: Euripides several times 
follows the salutation ehaire ( I it. "be glad") with a 
remark about the difficulty of doing so, cf. Ale. 510, 
Hee. 426, El. 1357, Phoen. 618, Ba. 1380. It is a 
particular instance of the habit noted at 579. 

1086-8 May the fruitful soil etc: this affirmation of sincerity 
by means of a grave curse which is to take effect on the 
speaker if he is insincere resembles Hipp. 1028-31; cf. 
also Thgn. 869-72, 1089 (both of loyalty to friends), and 
my nn. on Hes. Th. 231, Op. 281, 284. 
not accept my blood: the idea of rejection by the cosmic 
elements is paralleled in Empedocles DK 31 B 115 (of gods 
who shed blood or commit perjury), Soph. OT 1427 f. 
(Oedipus' pollution), Eur. HF 1295-8 (Heracles'). In 
saying 11blood 11 rather than "body" Pylades alludes to the 
idea that the blood of the dead enriches the soil and so 
contributes to new life (Arch ii. 292, Aesch. Sept. 587; 
Nisbet & Hubbard on Hor. Odes 2. 1. 29). 
nor the bright air my soul: ••my soul" is not in the 
Creek, but must be what is meant. The idea that at 
death, while the body returns to earth, the soul or 
breath (psyche or pneumo) goes to its kindred air had 
been fashionable at Athens at least since 432 ( civic 
epitaph for those fallen at Potidaea, CEG 1 o. 6). In his 
Erechtheus of c. 422 (fr. 65. 71 ff. Austin) Euripides 
treats this as the special fate of Erechtheus' heroic 
daughters, but elsewhere he applies it to men in general. 
See Collard (1975) ii.251 f. 

1092 I deem her my wife: explaining why it is fitting that he 
should join her in death (on her own account, not just 
accidentally on Orestes'); and at the same time declaring 
that he sticks by his agreement to marry her and does 
not wish to be released from it. 

1093 For otherwise: for this elliptical type of gar et. Denniston 
62 f. 
what fine words: simi far rhetorical questions are noted by 

259 



Bond on HF 578. The present passage adapts / T 676-9. It 
reflects the heroic "shame culture", which was by no 
means superseded in the classical period: Pylades' nobility 
is inseparable from his concern for his public esteem. 

10911 the Delphian land: Pylades' home is generally given just 
as Phocis; for the more precise location cf. Pind. P. 
11. 36 and Eur. A ndr. 1000. 11 Land" = city. 
high citadel: an unofficial ad hoe designation to connect 
11 Delphian 11 and 11Phocian 11

• 

1096 but now you are in (misfortune) am your friend no 
longer: for this commonplace cf. 454-5 n. 

1 098 let's confer together: the sentence does not suggest that 
Pylades has already thought of a plan, but very soon it 
is assumed that he has. For the use of stichomythia i:, 
working out a plan of action cf. IT 1020 ff., Ion 970 ff., 
He/. 813 ff. 

1100 if only - before I die: Thgn. 339 f.. 11 I would think myself 
( fortunate as) a god if I get revenge before I die 11

; 

Aesch. Cho. 438, Soph. Ai. 391, Eur. El. 281, 663, 
Call. fr. 591. But in these passages the speaker is not 
actually facing death, only saying that revenge is his 
single ambition in life. On the Greek principle of harming 
one's enemies wherever possible see Dover 180-3; Bond on 
HF 585 f. (Earlier references: Od .. 6.184, Archil. 23.15, 
126, Th!:1n. 872, 1090, SapphoS.7, Sol. 13.S f., Pind. P. 
2.84, /. 3/4.66, Aesch. Cho. 123, PV 1041 f.) 

1103 I don't trust women: during dialogue scenes with more 
than one actor on stage, the presence of the chorus is 
generally ignored. But when something is said that must 
be kept confidential, the chorus must be sworn to secrecy 
or at feast, as here, given security vetting. See Barrett 
on Hipp. 710-2. It is perfunctorily done: Pylades 
continues in 11 OS without so much as a particle to 
acknowledge the digression. On the untrustworthiness of 
women cf. Hes. Op. 375, Eur. Med. 421 f., IT 1298, fr. 
440, Trag. adesp. 543, Antiphanes fr. 251, Men. frr. 
584-5, 591. 

1105 a bitter pain for Menelaus: for the syntax cf. 843 n. 
Medea kills her children to pain Jason. 

1107 She's hidden in your house?: he asks for confirmation of 
what he was told in 744; the discussion has to be 
focussed on the scene of the planned action. Helen is 
"hidden", from Pylades' view_point, as the quarry not yet 
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sighted, and indeed she is deliberately avoiding public 
appearances ( 57 ff., 98). 

1108 she's sealing everything off: setting her own seal (or 
Menelaus') on storeroom doors, chest lids, etc., as if she 
were sole mistress of the house. On the use of seals for 
internal security see Diggle on Phaethon 223. 

1109 engaged to Hades: she will soon be moving to other 
premises. As marriage is a woman's usual reason for 
moving house, a woman on her way to the house of Hades 
is sometimes poetically represented as going to marry him, 
cf. Soph. Ant. 654, 816, Eur. Med. 985, HF 484, Tro. 
445, IA 461. 

111 O foreign attendants: these are mentioned in preparation for 
the scene with the Phrygian at 1369 ff. 

1111 / wouldn't be scared of any Phrygian: cf. 888 n. 
1112 mirrors: for Helen 1s collection of expensive mirrors cf. 

T ro. 1107. 
111 3 the comforts of Troy: Homer does not characterize Troy 

by any special Asiatic luxury. This may first be seen ir 
Sappho 44, perhaps, though there it is an elegance like that 
of Sardis, in no way deprecated. In Aesch. Ag. 935 f., 
however, Trojan pomp is imagined in terms of Persian -
u n-G reek, excessive, immodest. In T ro. 991- 7 Helen's 
head is represented as having been turned by the wealth 
and luxury of Troy, so much greater than what she had 
in Argos. 

1115 The slave breed: genos can mean "class" with no genetic 
implication. But here there is a suggestion that 
barbarians are naturally slaves and Greeks naturally free, 
for which cf. Te/ephus fr. 127 Austin, Andr. 665 f., 
He/. 276, IA 1402. The reason is that barbarians live 
under monarchs {He/. I. c.). But slave characteri sties can 
be inherited, according to Thgn. 535-8. Elsewhere in 
Euripides (e.g. Ion 854-6, frr. 511, 831) more 
enlightened ideas about slaves are expressed. 

1116 I don't mind: lit. "I'm not in awe about 0
• The point is not 

quite the same as in 1100, but that death - even a second 
death besides the one Orestes is anticipating anyway - is 
a small price to pay for this satisfaction. Cf. h.Aphr. 
149-54. 

1118 Explain the business: returning to the main question 
(1106, 1110) after the digression. 

1122 inwardly gleeful: it is not clear that they are justified in 

261 



assuming Helen's hostility. Cf. Introduction IV. But if 
the statement in 1108 is true, she is at least losing no 
time in adjusting to the expected deaths of Orestes and 
his sister. 

1128 whoever doesn't - kill: preparation for 1506-36. "Doesn't 
keep quiet 11 means "tries to raise the alarm". 

1129 the job itself makes clear: an adaptation of a familiar 
saying, 11the event itself will show"; see Dodds on Ba. 
973-6. 
aim: lit. 11stretch 11 (as if a bow). 

1130 I can make that connexion: lit. 11 I understand the 
matching-piece 11, the meaning that Pylades' oblique 
expression fits. Symbola in the concrete sense are 
tokens that fit together with each other alone, and so 
serve as credentials. For this and the various derived 
senses see LSJ; sections 111. 2 and 5 are the most relevant 
here. 

1131 hear how good my plan is: the initial phase of planning 
being complete, the stichomythia ends, and Pylades now 
argues that besides hurting Menelaus, the killing of Helen 
will (a) be just in itself and (b) earn the conspirators 
gratitude and glory. He does not go so far as to suggest 
that the sentence of death wil I be rescinded; Euripides 
holds that idea in reserve, because it is to be the great 
virtue of Electra's later proposal. ( Cf. however 1152 n.) 

1133 it would be: an en ( instead of an eie) suggests that the 
killing has already become a definite fact, not just a 
possibility. 

1137 a hallelujah: ololygmos is ritual ululation by women, 
especially at the climax of a sacrifice (Od. 3. 450, Aesch. 
Ag. 494 f., 1118, etc.; Burkert (1983) 5, (1985) 56, 74), 
but also to set the seal on a prayer (//. 6. 301, Od. 
4.767, Aesch. Sept. 268, Eum. 1043, 1047), and in 
general when the presence of divinity is manifested 
(h.Ap. 445, Eur. Med. 1173, Ba. 24). Less clearly 
religious ololygmoi are uttered on occasions of emotional 
release such as successful childbirth (h.Ap. 119, Paus. 
9. 11. 3 with Frazer) or triumph over enemies (Od. 22. 408, 
Aesch. Sept. 825, Ag. 28, etc.; Fraenkel on Ag. 1236), 
but here too there would be at least a contingent 
association with acts of worship and thanksgiving to the 
gods. So in the present case. 
they'll light fires: cf. Aesch. Ag. 88-96, Cho. 863, Eur. 
El. 714 f. 
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1145 and your mother: added for completeness, though her 
death was not so regrettable. "Agamemnon and his whole 
household. 11 

114 7 I 'II be damned: lit. 11may I not go on I iving"; colloquial 
expression, see Stevens 17. The particle oun, 11 indeed", 
"in reality", acknowledges the fact that Pylades is 
expecting to die anyway. 

1148 dark sword: cf. 821-2 n. 
1149 if • . . we don't achieve Helen's murder: he has no real 

reason to anticipate failure, but Euripides knows they will 
fail. Burning the house down ( threatened at 1 SlJl ff. but 
not carried through) will prevent Menelaus from having 
it. 

1152 a glorious death or a glorious deliverance: standard 
alternatives embraced by desperate heroes, cf. Soph. A;. 
lJ79 f., El. 1320 f., Eur. Cyc/. 201 f. (Glorious death 
preferred to inglorious life: B/CS 31 (19841, 171.} But 
the cliche is not perfectly suited to this context. The 
glorious death must correspond to the house-burning 
alternative ( 1150 "before we die"; only it is not obvious 
what is so glorious about it). The glorious deliverance 
therefore corresponds to success in killing Helen; but 
Pylades has not predicted that this will save their lives 
( 1131 n.}, nor does Orestes in what follows anticipate 
survival unless some further means of escape, outside 
present calculation, should offer itself. 

1153-4 Tyndareos' daughter etc.: the typical distich between 
a pair of long speeches ( 542-3 n.). While not commenting 
on the morality of the proposed action, the chorus makes 
it clear that it is not going to stick up for Helen. 
she has disgraced her sex: the context gives genos this 
meaning. For the idea cf. Od. 11. 432-4 (of Clytaemestra). 

1155-76 Orestes' speech has, as it happens, the same number 
of lines as Pylades', but usually equivalence is only 
approximate (e.g. 491 ff. Tyndareos 49 lines, Orestes 57; 
6ll0 ff. Orestes 39, Menelaus 35). 

1155-6 there's nothing better - monarchy: cf. HF 11125 with 
Bond's n., Soph. Phil. 672 f., Men. Dysc. 811 f. Denial 
of wealth and monarchy as the highest goods goes back to 
Archil. 19, cf. Sol. 2ll, 33, Eur. Med. 599 f., Hipp. 1013 
ff., Ion 621-32, Phoen. 5q9 ff., etc. 

1158 you devised the nastiness for Aegisthus: we have no 
earlier version in which th:s was Pylades' idea { contrast 
Eur. El. 618 ff.). 
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1161 about to make: or 11making 11
, if ei is from einai arid not 

ienai. 
1162 something burdensome even in • . . being over-praised: cf. 

Held. 202-4, IA 979 f. 
1168 on merit, not by royal succession: Agamemnon had an 

important kingdom in the Argolid, but no sovereignty 
beyond his own borders. Traditionally he led the 
expedition against Troy because it was his brother who 
had been wronged, and he had the greater power of the 
two; the other Greeks joined in to do him honour ( //. 
1. 158 f., 174 f.) or because they were bound by oath to 
punish any abductor of Helen ( [ Hes.] fr. 204. 78 ff., 
Stes. PMC 190, Eur. I A 5 7 ff.). The idea that they chose 
Agamemnon to lead them al ready appears at El. 1082; cf. 
He/. 395 f., IA 84 f., 337 ff. 

1169 acquired a certain divine strength: his stature as 
war-leader was such that he seemed something more than 
a local king, as if he were indeed sovereign of all Greece 
by divine authority. 

1172 For if: another reason why this is a good course of 
action. It only needs one further element - some way in 
which we might avoid death ourselves - to convert it from 
a glorious ending to a state of good fortune. But that 
missing factor is only a dream. 

1175 to \, oice: the construction is compressed. Euripides puts 
dia stoma as if an infinitive such as "send out" were to 
follow, or a participle as subject of terpsai, but he then 
proceeds as if this phrase by itself sufficiently expressed 
the idec! of "voicing". 

1176 fleeting words: lit. 
"winged words" with 
What exists only in 
enjoyed. 

"flying", a variation on Homer's 
the new pointed sense of "fugitive". 
spoken form does not stay to be 

1177 I think I have: lphigeneia useSt the same modest phrase to 
introduce her stratagem at / T 102 9. 

1179 Divine providence: almost "a deus ex machina, which we 
are not allowed to expect in advance". Then he realizes 
that she must mean something more concrete, because she 
is not stupid. 

1181 Listen, now: similarly in introducing a plan at He/. 1049 
and especially Ion 987 in a sequence like this one, "Ah, 
now I have an effective trick" . • . "Listen, now. You 
know the battle of the sons of Earth?" "Yes, the one ••• 11 

264 



1182 there is a certain pleasure in the prospect: less likely 
"what pleasure is there in the delaying" (Willink). Cf. 
239 f. 

1183 You know Helen's daughter?: this kind of question is a 
convenient device for breaking things down into smaller 
elements for stichomythia. See Dodds on Ba. 462-3. 

1184 Yes, the one: the addition of ge is an improvement 
because Orestes is adding a reason why he certainly 
should know; cf. IT 518, Soph. Tr. 1192. 
my mother brought u~: 63-4 n. 

1190 us three allies: hit erto Orestes and Electra have been 
considered as a pair (as the condemned ones), or Orestes 
and Pylades (as the ones who will make the attempt on 
Helen). Electra's plan for saving all three ( 1178) binds 
them into a trio acting in concert; cf. 1192, 1244 f. 

1195 helps to save you: by using his influence with the 
Argives, cf. 1610 f. "Saves you" would need an aorist; 
the present expresses "act in a way tending towards 
saving". Cf. driii in 1191, kteinei and sphaze in 1199, 
none of which can refer to definitive action. 

1200 blusters: for this use of polys see LSJ s. v., I. 2c. 
1201 in time: as the threat to Hermione is maintained. 

he's not brave: cf. 754 n. 
1203 End of speech: perhaps a slightly naughty translation of 

what was an established formula (Aesch. Eum. 710, Eur. 
Phoen. 1012; similar phrases in Aesch. Ag. 582, Soph. 
Ai. 480, etc.) meaning in effect "I have come to the end 
of what I had to say". 

1204 the mind of a man: i.e. tough, disposed to bold action, 
cf. Aesch. Ag. 11, Soph. fr. 943, Lys. 2. 4; somewhat 
differently in Xen. Dec. 10. 1. See further Dover 99-1 02. 

121 O wedding-songs: sung by friends as the bridegroom 
brought the bride to his house and after he had taken 
her into the bridal chamber; see Jebb on Soph. Ant. 813 
ff. Praise of the couple and their pedigree qualities was a 
conventional element, cf. Ale. 920 f., Theoc. 18.53; 
travestied perhaps in Thgn. 193-6. 

1211 how soon: genitive of time within which, as e.g. Soph. 
El. 478; Moorhouse 58 f. 

1213 cub: various words denoting the young of animals are 
used metaphorically of young persons, moschos, polos, 
poris, portis, damalis, neossos. Skymnos is apt here (a) 
because she is to be hunted ( cf. 1315 f.) and (b) 
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because her father is a formidable and fierce-tempered 
hero (cf. Held. 1006, Andr. 1107). Having used the word 
once, Euripides re-uses it less appositely at 1387; cf. 
also 1492. 

1215 the length of time ... agrees: the length of time that has 
elapsed agrees with the supposition that she is nearly 
back. For s yntrechei cf. Ion 547 and Hdt. 1. 116. 1; fQr 
the dramatic technique, Soph. OT 73 ff., where Creon's 
return from a mission is expected imminently because of 
the length of time he has been away. But Sophocles 
rather crudely makes him appear the next instant. Cf. 67 
n. The length of Hermione's absence is of course 
determined by the needs of the plot; it appears excessive 
if measured by what Orestes has been through since she 
left. 

1218-20 keep a lookout in case etc.: no one but Hermione will 
in fact come, but this precaution creates the entertaining 
song and dance scene 1246-96. 
some companion-in-arms: one of those who have returned 
from Troy with Menelaus. Orestes is not afraid of casual 
visitors from the town {who would anyway be likely to 
support the killing of Helen) but of those able-bodied men 
who owe especial allegiance to Menelaus. 

1220-1 make it known: until 1221 is added, gegi5ne is 
naturally taken as "call out loud enough for your voice to 
carry into the house" ( see LSJ). The verb does not suit 
either of the methods of communication suggested in 1221. 
Possibly we should understand "call out, or ( let us know) 
by banging on the door or by sending one of these 
women in 11

• G. A. Longman, CR 8 ( 1958), 122, deletes 
1221, but no motive for interpolation is apparent. 

1224 [Pylades, since - with me]: this poor appendage has the 
hallmarks of interpolation one word providing 
superfluous clarification of what precedes, the rest of the 
line mere padding. The change of addressee at 1222 does 
not demand the vocative (cf. 1181), and it comes 
unnaturally late in the sentence. See also 1227-30 n. 

1225-45 The formal invocation of Agamemnon, Zeus, and Dike 
as a prelude to the assassination attempt is modelled on 
those in Aesch. Cho. 479-509 and Eur. El. 671-84. 
There, however, Agamemnon is asked to assist an act of 
revenge for his own murder, and in Choephoroe the 
prayer is logically made at his tomb (cf. Or. 797), by his 
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two children alone. In Electra Euripides had made a 
third person participate in a supporting role, much as 
here; cf .. already Cho. qsG-65. Another passage of Electra 
is echoed at 1235-6, see below. 

This section was probably added as an afterthought. 
The arrangements for the end of the scene are made in 
1216-23, and after 1222 f. we expect to see Orestes and 
Py la des going indoors at once. 

1225 the house of impenetrable Night: Hesiod locates the house 
of Hades close to that of Night (Th. 7!16-73), but 
Euripides is simply thinking of the darkness of death and 
of the underworld. Cf. Ale. 269, 437, HF 46, 353, He/. 
177, etc. 

1226 to come in aid: prayers for assistance usually ask the god 
or hero to come in person, as if he could not act from a 
distance. See my n. on Hes. Op. 2. So with Agamemnon 
at Cho. 456-60. 

1227-30 (to these in their need - accomplice in this]: the 
first two lines of the prayer were solemn and weighty; in 
these four Orestes just chatters on. They destroy the 
symmetry which otherwise prevails between the different 
speakers' utterances (as in Cho. LJ79-502, El. 671-83). 
Electra's 11come indeed 11 in 1231 echoes the appeal in 1226, 
passing over the one in 1230. C iven these suspicious 
features, the scholiast's remark on 1229 that four lines in 
this vicinity were absent from part of the tradition is 
damning evidence ( see 957-9 n.). Finally, 1230 and the 
already condemned 122!1 show a common dependence on / T 
95 which indicates that both I ines were composed 
together. I suspect that the interpolator first took IT 95 
to stand unaltered after 1223; then, adding 1227 ff. (he 
felt, perhaps, that Orestes ought to explain the situation 
to Agamemnon), he decided to transfer the high-flown 
toude sylleptor to the prayer, and to substitute an 
alternative ( inferior} phrase in 1224. In 122 7, i•to these 
in their need 11 is taken from 681; it fits more awkwardly 
here. 

1231 if inside the earth thou hearest: for the difficulty of 
reaching the ears of the dead cf. Aesch. Pers. 633-9, 
Cho. 315-22. 

1233 kinsman of my father: if 
genealogy as in / T ( see 765 
with Agamemnon only by 

Euripides assumes the same 
n.), Strophius was connected 
marriage. According to an 
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alternative mentioned by schol., it was Strophius' father 
Crisus who married the daughter of Atreus. Perhaps the 
truth is that Euripides, having referred to Orestes• 
syngeneia with Pylades at 733, now unreflectingly projects 
the relationship back onto their fathers. 

1235-6 I slew - his hesitation: adapted from EI. 1221-6 
(where Electra speaks both of urging Orestes on and of 
handling the sword). The MSS (apart from M2 ) make 
Pylades the second speaker, but he should clearly be the 
third, as throughout. It is not significant that Electra's 
role is represented as hortatory in 616-21 (cf. 32, 284). 
In Pylades' mouth 1236 is fully justified by Cho. 899-902. 
I urged him on: this reading is favoured both by the 
following phrase and by the Electra parallel. The variant 
"I plotted" is probably a reminiscence of 1090. 

1238 these reproaches: adapted from Cho. 495, where Orestes 
and Electra have been reminding their father of the 
disgraceful manner of his death to arouse him to action. 
Here the reproach is more an implied one: we have done a 
terrible deed on your behalf, we are even dying on your 
behalf ( 1232), and you have not yet demonstrated your 
gratitude. 

1239 I make thee libation: as if they were at his tomb. This is 
not just a metaphor for 111 weep". Libations would be 
appropriate with the prayers ( 115 ff., Cho. 87 ff., etc.), 
but in this case tears take their place. 

1240 Stop now: as in Cho. 51 0 and El. 684, the third party 
calls an end to the prayer and says it is time· for action. 
Pylades uses his last line in the symmetrical pattern for 
this purpose. In assuring the others that their prayers 
are heard he fol lows the old man in Electra. 

1241 penetrate: I it. "lance". The verb is sometimes used of 
"discharging" words spiritedly, but here the idea of 
reaching a distant target is uppermost. 

1242 Zeus our ancestor: the influence of the Electra passage is 
still discernible ( 671 110 Zeus paternal"). Zeus was 
Orestes' ancestor ( 5) and al so Pylades' ( not only through 
his mother, Atreus' daughter, but also in the male line, 
Zeus - Aeacus - Phocus - Crisus - Strophius). The fact 
is mentioned as strengthening their claim on him. 
Justice: treated as an active goddess, closely associated 
with Zeus, in Hes. Op. 220-4, 256-62, and later 
especially in tragedy; addressed in Aesch. Eum. 511, 
785, Eur. Med. 764, El. 771. 
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1244 settlement: the affair is imagined as a kind of lawsuit in 
which Zeus and Justice will adjudicate between the 
opposing claims. Cf. Fraenkel on Ag. 41. 

1245 one sentence: lit. 11debt 11
• The judge decides what the 

claimant owes or is owed. Cf. LSJ opheilo I. 3. 

1246-1310 Preparation has been made for a murder. The 
conventional sequence, now that the murderers have gone 
into the house, would be a choral song followed by 
death-cries from inside and then the appearance of some 
servant or other to relate what has happened. Here there 
is the added complication of Hermione's return and 
capture to be fitted in, and apart from this, Euripides 
produces interesting and entertaining variations on the 
expected pattern. The first is that instead of a moody 
stasimon we get a lively lyric dialogue between Electra 
and the chorus, accompanying a performative dance. This 
is well set up: killing is men's work, and Electra may 
suitably stay to receive Hermione. ( Contrast Soph. El. 
1384 ff., where Electra goes in with the murderers and 
then after a short stasimon comes out again to watch for 
Aegisthus while the murder of Clytaemestra takes place.) 
If rece1v1ng Hermione were her only task, it would 
provide little material for song, but the extension of her 
brief to keeping a lookout for all comers ( 1218) creates 
the conditions for a nice exercise in music and movement. 

The characterization of the chorus in the parodos 
has not been sustained since then - this is a phenomenon 
common to many tragedies - but now it is thrown into 
relief again. The interlude shares a number of features 
with the parodos: the easy and familiar relationship 
between Electra and her friends, among whom, however, 
she is the dominant figure; dance movements which she 
directs; an atmosphere of anxiety and suspense, with a 
false alarm in the middle; nervous emotional reactions 
from Electra; a feminine grace pervading the whole. The 
rhythms are mainly dochmiac (as in the parodos), but 
with some enoplian cola, and some admixture of spoken 
iambic trimeters ( a feature of Euripides• later lyric 
d~alogues). 

1247 first-ranking: we have not been told before that Electra's 
friends come from the leading families of the city, though 
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it was a natural assumption. For the neuter ta prota cf. 
Aesch. Eum. 487, Soph. Phil. 434, Eur. Med. 917, etc. ; 
a I so in H dt • ( 6 • 1 0 0 • 3, 9 • 78 • 1 ) • 

1251-2 Take up positions etc.: the chorus is to divide into 
two groups and watch the two roads that lead out on 
opposite sides of the orchestra. Compare Soph. A j. 803 
ff., where the chorus is sent right out of the theatre in 
each direction to search for Ajax; the two semichoruses 
return at 866 singing of their failure. There (805) as 
here ( 1239 f.), the two directions are identified as east 
and west. As the chorus numbered fifteen, the division 
must have been slightly unequal. On other cases of 
divided choruses cf. Dale on Ale. 77-135, Collard on 
Supp. 271-85; Taplin (1977) 190. 

1257 new woes upon old: cf. 336-7 n. 
1258-60 These trimeters were probably spoken by individual 

leaders of the two semichoruses. 
the one towards the sun's shafts: "the sun 11 stands for 
the rising sun, cf. //. 12.239, Od. 9.26, 13.2qo, and 
antelios. The east was to the audience's left. 

1263 from there to here: they do not just gaze fixedly down 
the eisodoi; there is evidently a good deal of dramatic 
prowling and peering about. 

12611 We're ke~ing watch: the division of 1261-5 between 
Electra and the chorus is not matched in the antistrophe 
(1281-5}, against the normal rule. Cf. Page, CQ 31 
( 1937) I 95. Wilamowitz's attempt to evade the anomaly by 
giving the chorus 1263-5 ( 11From there to here - your 
call"} and 1283-5 ( 11You in the house - red") seems to me 
to produce unnaturalness in both places. It should be 
Electra who specifies from where to where the chorus' 
eyes sweep, and who is so anxious about what those in 
the house are doing, calling to them from the door. 

1267 throu 1h your hanging hair: i.e. even at the edges of 
your ield of vision. 

1268-70 Here's someone etc.: Willink assigns these lines and 
1273-4 to the whole chorus, who are all wheeling their 
eyes in all directions. But this makes their disposition 
between the two roads pointless, and entails a less 
natural interpretation of 1275 (n.). 

1270 this countryman: presu,nably seen or imagined on the side 
away from the town. The audience would not expect a 
countryman to turn out a real danger, cf. 866 n. 
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1272 predators: lit. "wild animals", cf. 11101, 11159. But there 
is some attraction in Weil's kekrymmenlis (Mac) theriis, 
"the secret hunting"; cf. 1213 n., 1315 f., 1346. 

1273 Keep courage: aphobos eche is a poetic variant of the 
idiomatic ech' hesychos, for which see Stevens 34 f. 

1275 What about your side: if 1268-70 and 1273-11 belong to the 
whole chorus, this line has to mean "How now? Can I still 
count on you ?11 (after this muddle). But it is naturally 
read as a turning from the one semichorus to the other; 
and tade in 1277 indicates a particular direction to be 
checked. 

1277 on the approach to tl)e courtyard: the orchestra is 
apparently equated with the courtyard area. 

1278 your sector: addressed to the leader of the other 
sem ichorus. 

1280 The same result: lit. "you arrive at the same conclusion" 
(by asking me), or perhaps (as I do). Cf. Hipp. 273 
(with Barrett), Hee. 748, IA 1002. 

1 281-2 let me 1,ut my ear to the doors: so Phaedra does in 
Hipp. 567 f • ; but she hears things. 

1283-5 You in the house: on the attribution of these lines see 
1264 n. 
stain the slaughter-victim red: the variant "sacrificial 
knife 11 is inferior. Verbs meaning "to bloody" regularly 
have the victim's flesh as their object: (kat )haimasso., 
(kat )haimatoo, phoinTsso. In daily life a slaughter was 
normally a sacrifice, and in tragedy murder is sometimes 
portrayed in terms of sacrifice ( 562 n.), but sphazi5., 
sphage etc. do not in themselves have sacrificial 
implications. See e.g. 947, 1107, 1199, 11194, 1671. 

1286 They're not listening: she will not have called very 
loudly. 

1287 Have their swords - beauty: like Menelaus' at Troy ( 742 
n.). The variant with plural verb arose because "have 
they become deaf" looked plausible after 1286. But a man 
cannot be "kophos as to his sword": xiphe must be the 
subject. 

1292 sitting inactive: they are not really sitting down, but 
"sit" is often used to express or emphasize inactivity, cf. 
my n. on Hes. Th. 622. 

1293 One group wheel here etc. : the chorus cannot be left 
divided and stranded at the sides of the orchestra at the 
end of the song. It looks as if Electra directs the 
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semichoruses to change places, and while they are 
crossing over in the middle the manoeuvre is interrupted 
by Helen's cries, leaving the chorus reunited. 

1296 Oye, Pelasgian Argos: the audience will take this line and 
1301 as the typical pair of last cries uttered by a 
character being killed behind the scenes ( like Aesch. Ag. 
1343/45, Soph. El. 1415/16, Eur. HF 749/54). In fact 
they are cries for help, of a type which may indeed serve 
as death-cries ( HF 7S4) but may also precede them 
(Soph. El. 1404 f., 1409). We learn later that the killing 
was never accomplished. Similarly in Antiope (also a late 
play) Lycus utters cries for help and complains of being 
killed, but shortly afterwards is saved by the 
intervention of Hermes (fr. 48. 50 ff. Kambitsis). 

In real-life emergencies one shouted for neighbours 
and fellow-demesmen (Ar. Clouds 1 321 ff. etc.; M. 
Davies, Z PE l48 [ 1 982], 7 4); in tragedy for the whole 
city, cf. Held. 69, Hee. 1089, HF 754, Antiope I.e., 
etc. 

1297 Did you hear that?: a typical reaction to the first cry, 
cf. Med. 1273, Hee. 1036, El. 747, 1166, etc. The rest of 
the line is similar to A ntiope fr. 48. 52 K. The MSS give 
this line and the next to Electra, 1299 f. to a semichorus. 
Electra should certainly sing 12 99 f., and probably speak 
1297 ( cf. Soph. EI. 1406), with the chorus-leader 
answering in 1298. Alternatively the chorus-leader might 
have both trimeters. 

1299 Zeus' unfailing power: equivalent to "Zeus unfailingly 
powerful" (as e.g. 1242 Dikes sebas = semne Dike), and 
so followed by masc. epikouros. 

1 301 Menelaus - help me: Clytaemestra shouts similarly for 
Aegisthus ("where are you?") at Soph. El. 1409. 

1 302-1 0 MSS ascribe to Electra or a semichorus. Probably all 
sing together, .cf. 1311 and 1 314. 

1302 Slaughter her, slay her: bloodthirsty encouragement of 
the action inside, cf. Soph. EI. 1415 f. ; but the style, 
with the series of imperatives, is more like that of comic 
choruses on the warpath, Ar. Aeh. 281-3, Knights 247 
ff., Birds 365. ( In tragedy also at Rhes. 675 f.) Cf. 
Dover on Clouds 1508. 

1303 twofold: i. e. two. They dwell gleefully on the number of 
cutting edges. 

1 304 at grappling range: see LSJ eheir 11. 6e. 
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1 305 deserter of father: Sappho 16. 1 0 "and she did not think 
at all of her daughter or her dear parents". Cf. II. 3. 140. 
deserter of husband: my /ipogameton for MSS /ipogamon 
( "deserter of marriage 11

) improves the metre and gives a 
better match with lipopatora. Stesichorus PMC 223. 5 called 
Tyndareos' daughters 11bigamous, trigamous, deserters of 
their men 11

• 

1308 tears upon tears: 336-7 n. 
1309 iron missiles: spears and arrows. Only the heads were of 

metal. 

1311-52 Hermione's return. Scenes in which a character for 
whom a trap has been prepared in the house arrives and 
is guided into it are sometimes quite short: Aesch. Cho. 
838-54, HF 701-62, Ant iope fr. 48 K. Longer examples 
are Hee. 953-1022, El. 998-1146. 

1311 Quiet: the song is ended by a call for silence, as in 
Hipp. 565, Cyc/. 82, 624, Soph. Phil. 865. 

1313 in the middle of the killing: reinforcing the audience's 
misconception. 

1314 our clamour: i.e. singing; the plot is about to advance, 
and we must use spoken dialogue. 

1 315 to walk smack into: a special sense of eispaio, cf. Rhes. 
560 and the analogous emplesso ( Pfeiffer on Call. fr. 
75.37). 

1 317-9 faces calm • • . colour unrevealin . . . e es cast down: 
as t ey all had masks on, changes o expression could be 
registered only by deportment. 

1322 adorning: for stepho of offerings to the dead see Tucker 
or Garvie on Aesch. Cho. 94. 

1323 her benevolence: for which she was told to pray, 119 f. 
Hermione naively assumes that a prayer properly made is 
automatically granted. Almost every line that she speaks 
conveys her simplicity. 

1326 things are coming our way: deliberately ambiguous. 
1 327 Speak no evil: see Bond on HF 1185 ( p. 36.8). 
1330 the yoke of necessity: a familiar metaphor, see Fraenkel 

on Ag. 218, Barrett on Hipp. 1389-90. Again Electra 
expresses herself ambiguously. She says nothing that is 
not true, or almost true. 

1 332 as su liant at Helen's knees: Orestes has indeed been 
doing this ( 1414 , though Electra knows that things have 
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already gone further. The suggestion is that it was his 
cries that Hermione heard. 

1333 Who? I am none the wiser if you don't say: doubtless the 
model for Housman 1s parody in his Fragment of a Creek 
Tragedy, "A shepherd's questioned mouth informed me 
that -" 11What? For I know not yet what you will say." 
"Nor will you ever, if you interrupt. 11 Cf. 750-2 n. 

1335 wails aloud: aneupheme6 (Soph. Tr. 783, Pl. Phd. 60a) is 
wrongly explained in LSJ. It means to break out in 
inauspicious or uncontrolled cries, to be on-euphemos; it 
is not an ana- compound I ike anaboai5 etc. 

1342-3 to the struggle •.• salvation lies in you: more double 
meanings. 
I'll escort you: Electra has to leave the stage at the end 
of this scene on order to change into the Phrygian. She 
will not be seen again. 

1344 I'm hurrying my feet: an Aeschylean phrase. 
1347-8 Oh! Oh! - not for you: Willink deletes these lines; he 

thinks that Hermione disappears inside at 1345, Electra 
staying outside to deliver the remaining lines unheard by 
the victim or her captors (he compares El. 1139-46, HF 
726-33). But in 1342 Electra said she would go in with 
Hermione, and she should not lag behind at 131,1.5. If 
Hermione had completed her exit, she ought to have 
completed her exit fine: the change of speaker in mid-line 
strongly suggests the actual sudden coup (cf. Soph. 
Phil. 974). The scene ends much more dramatically with 
13'17-8 retained. The MSS ascribe "Silence! - not for you" 
to Orestes, but it is implausible that he should either pop 
into view for a moment or be heard shouting this sentence 
from within. It is also unlikely that the audience was 
meant to see anything of the capture through the 
doorway. 

1351 not worthless Phrygians: as at Troy. 

1 353-65 A short choral intermezzo before the events indoors 
are explained in full. Satisfaction at the justice of Helen's 
presumed death is an expected theme; cf. Aesch. Cho. 
935 ff., .Eur. El. 11 q.7 ff., HF 735 ff. But the chorus is 
more aware than usual that it does not yet know the facts 
for certain. Until it is proved that Helen is dead, it feels 
there is still danger from Argos, and its lively dancing is 
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not motivated by joy {as in Cho. and HF II.cc., El. 859 
ff.) but by the desire to avert public suspicion that 
anything untoward is going on - an idea borrowed from 
Od. 23. 133 ff., though scarcely appropriate at a house 
whose owners are supposed to be committing suicide. And 
any passer-by who listened to the words of their song 
would know the very thing they wish to conceal. Metre: 
mainly dochmiac, alternating with iambic trimeters. 

1353 stamping: ktypos generally signifies percussive noise. At 
Hee. 1113 it may be used of purely vocal clamour, but 
here it is likely to refer to vigorous dancing. Cf. 137, 
141, 182, IA 438, Tim. Pers. 200, and perhaps Soph. OC 
1500. 

1354 this blood-deed: the model of Od. 23. 137 may account for 
Euripides• use of this illogical phrase implying that the 
murder definitely has taken place. The notion intended is 
presumably that Argives might be alerted by cries from 
Helen in time to save her. 

1357-9 truly see the slain Helen • • • or else hear word: i. e. 
either see the body displayed on the ekkyklema or hear a 
"messenger's speech". The second alternative foreshadows 
what is about to happen, without giving any hint that it 
w i 11 happen in a wholly unexpected way. 

1361-2 the ~ods' disapprobation: the common English use of 
"nemesis does not correspond to the early Greek sense 
of the word, which is "disapproval", "indignation", 
"resentment", whether by men or by gods, at some form 
of behaviour. The gods' indignation issues in punishment, 
and in that sense it has "visited Helen", but this does 
not make nemesis mean "punishment". 

1364-5 because of • . • Paris: Euripides liked tracing the woes 
of Troy back to their origin; see T.C.W. Stinton, 
Euripides and the Judgement of Paris ( 1965). Here it 
tends to detract from Helen's responsibility by reminding 
us that Aphrodite brought about her seduction for her 
own reasons. 
ldaean: Paris was exposed on Ida as a baby and brought 
up there ( Eur. A lexandros; IA 1284-90), and it was there 
that he judged the three goddesses (He/. 2 4 ff. , etc. ) • 

1 366-8 But the bars - things inside: there is an apparent 
contradiction between these lines and 1371 f., where the 
Phrygian seems to be saying that he has escaped by way 
of the roof, not the front door. The ancient commentator 
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shrewdly conjectured that later actors, afraid of hurting 
themselves by jumping off the roof, substituted entrance 
through the door and interpolated 1366-8. Other ancient 
scholars argued that 1371 f. were to be interpreted 
differently, for example, of roofs inside the palace which 
the audience could not see. Modern commentators are at 
variance. My view is that 1371 f. should indeed describe 
an unconventional way of arriving on stage: triglyphs 
( carved beam-ends) belong on the face of a building and 
should be visible to the audience ( cf. / T 113, Ba. 1214). 
If the man was merely describing an internal route that 
brought him to the door, we might have expected these 
details, if anywhere, at 1499. The height of the stage 
building in the fifth century is not known, though it was 
too high to scale from below without a ladder (/7 96-8), 
and Phoen. 90 seems to refer to an upper room (cf. Ar. 
Wasps 379 ff.). There is no need to suppose that the 
Phrygian was expected to jump down; he may have let 
himself down by his arms and dropped the last few feet, 
or the fa~ade may have offered some hand- and toe-holds 
by which he could clamber down. It is even conceivable 
that he used a rope. And it may be that he does not 
start on top of the roof but wriggles out through one of 
the spaces between the triglyphs; cf. IT 113 with 
commentators. 

Yet we cannot simply excise 1366-8. Something is 
needed to mark off the Phrygian's song from the chorus', 
and to introduce him. Perhaps only 1366 is interpolated. 
11 Is coming out" in 1367 is a surprisingly neutral way of 
adverting to a man appearing from the roof; but such 
announcements became very stylized, cf. Hourmouziades 
142. 
the bars . • • are clankin : for this audible warning of an 
impen 1ng entry c . Ion 515, He/. 859. It becomes 
commonplace in New Comedy. Cf. Taplin ( 1977) 71 n. 3. 
Be quiet: 1311 n. 

1369-1502 The Phrygian's aria. Our astonishment at the 
manner of his arrival is compounded when he bursts into 
song instead of following the conventional procedures of a 
tragic newsbringer ( cf. on 844- 956, 852 ff.). But 
Euripides has carefully prepared for this in 1110-2, 
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1126-8: Helen's attendants were not to be mere 
bystanders at the assassination, they were to be 
terrorized and routed, so it is no wonder that this fellow 
uses such an emotional medium of discourse. He does not 
come out with the aim of telling people the news; the 
chorus has to guide him into this role. This has the 
advantage that he need not, like a normal newsbringer, 
announce at the outset what has actually happened, viz. 
that Helen is not dead but vanished. This surprise is 
saved up for the end. On Euripides' liking for monodies 
see on 982-1012. The longer ones (and this is much the 
longest, if we disregard the chorus' interposed questions) 
mostly occur in his last plays, and show considerable 
metrical diversity, which implies elaborate multiformity of 
music. See West (1982) 135-7. This is the kind of thing 
Aristophanes was parodying in Frogs 1331-63. 

Normally monodies are sung by important characters 
(especially women), not by anonymous slaves. But the 
Phrygian is a novel type of character altogether. Seven 
years earlier Euripides had given his chorus of Trojan 
women no special national characteristics. More recently 
he had developed a taste for exoticism ( harking back to 
Phrynichus and Aeschylus); it is seen in his chorus of 
Phoenician women ( gratuitously introduced in a play set 
in Thebes), and later in Bacchae. ( Cf. H. H. Bacon, 
Barbarians in Greek Tragedy ( 1961) 115 ff.) Like the 
Phoenician chorus, the Phrygian sings and behaves in an 
explicitly oriental way (1370, 1374, 1385, 1396, 1426, 1507 
n.). Unlike them, he is a semi-comic character, ludicrous 
in his unmanly fear and his native lack of dignity. In 
comedy he would have been made to talk pidgin Greek, 
and Timotheus ventures this in his Persians (PMG 
791. 150-61); but it is not the way of tragedy. The 
language of the song is articulate, high-flown, typical of 
late Euripidean lyric. Its incongruity in the mouth of 
such a character is part of the humour of this delectable 
scene. 

1370 moccasins: eumar1s is a foreign loan-word denoting an 
Asiatic, unisex type of shoe made of deerskin. Darius' 
ghost wears yellow ones ( Aesch. Pers. 660). 

1373 gone, gone: either agreeing with "timbers" or a vague 
nominative neuter plural meaning "everything's finished". 
The invasion of the house seems to be run together in his 
mind with the sack of Troy ( 1381 ff.). 
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1377-8 t>y flying - or to the sea: he feels that nowhere on 
earth is safe. The extravagant cosmic alternatives are a 
Euripidean cliche, see Barrett on Hipp. 1290-3. (Cf. also 
above on 982. ) 
the white heaven: for the sense of polios see my n. on 
Hes. Op. 477. 

1379 the bull-headed: Ocean is the great river surrounding the 
earth in the traditional poetic cosmology, and river-gods 
were represented with bull's horns in art. Cf. Jon 1261 
with Owen's n. 
winds in his arms: infinite air "embraces the earth in its 
pliant arms" in fr. 941. 

1380 footman of Helen, ldaean sour: the high tragic phrases 
have an effect of parody. Aristophanes could have written 
the line. 

1384 with barbarian cry: like the Phoenician chorus, Phoen. 
1301. 
chariot melody: harmateios nomos was the technical name 
of a traditional melodic form used by Stesichorus and said 
to have been invented by Olympus. It was in the 
Phrygian mode and a high register, exciting in character, 
and associated (but not exclusively) with aulos-playing. 
See CQ 21 ( 1971) 309-11 (adding now a reference to Phot. 
Lex. [ed. Theodoridis 1982] a 2835). For Euripides the 
Phrygian association is the dominant one. 

1385 all because of the bird-born: cf. IA 793 "all because of 
you, the child of the long-necked swan" etc. 

1 386 swan-plume: oddly transferred to Helen from the 
swan-mating of Zeus and Leda that produced her. A 
deliberate absurdity? 

1387 I ion-cub: 121 3 n. 
Ill-Helen: modelled on "Ill-Paris" (I/. 3.39 = 13. 769, Alcm. 
PMG 77). Again in IA 1316. 

1389 Apolline: Apollo and Poseidon built the walls of Troy; see 
Stevens on Andr. 1009 ff. In the Iliad Apollo is the chief 
pro-Trojan god. 
Vengeance incarnate: after Aesch. Ag. 71"9. Medea is 
called an Erinys in Med. 1260, as is Cassandra in Tro. 
457. 

1390 the dirges: those heard at the fall of Troy. Some take the 
genitive not as exclamatory with ottotoi but as defining 
tllimon, "unhappy in your dirges". 

1392 the riding: this can hardly be in apposition to Dardania 
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or mean "the place where he rode". If the text is sound, 
it is presumably a separate exclamation, like Soph. El. 
504 110 ancient toil-laden riding of Pelops". But no story 
of riding by Ganymede is known. His grandfather owned 
vast herds of fine horses (//. 20.219-29), and Tros his 
father received a new breed from Zeus in compensation 
for Ganymede's abduction ( 5. 265 f.). Heracles sacked 
Troy on account of Laomedon's horses ( 5. 640-2, [Hes.] 
fr. 43a. 614). In epic formula Trojans are hippodomoi., 
I lios and Dardania are eupolos. 

1393 Tell us plainly: the increasingly incoherent and 
inconsequential threnody has to be diverted to a more 
informative path. The Phrygian adjusts gradually. 

1394 [ For what you said - certainty]: this line is omitted in 
n 19 and was absent from many ancient copies; cf. 957-9 
n. The chorus' other interpellations are all of a single 
line. 

1395 Ailinon: see Bond on HF 3118. In explaining why he has 
begun with a lengthy lament, the Phrygian maintains the 
impression that Helen is dead. 

1396 to inaugurate death: an obscure expression, but Andr. 
1197-9 may lend it some sur:;:>ort. Kirchhoff's emendation 
"at the death of rulers" is attractive. 

1399 Hades-swords: the genitive Haida is used as if an 
adjective. See Fraenkel on Ag. 1235. 

1400-1 There came - a matching pair: modelled on Aesch. 
Cho. 937 f. 

1402 the son of the Commander: the Phrygian of course knows 
all about Agamemnon, but Orestes is new to him. His 
wartime experiences provide his standards of comparison 
( 1 I& 0 4, 1 4 7 9- 81 ) . 

1404 like Odysseus: Odysseus' cleverness is as a rule 
portrayed unfavourably in Euripides. For Pylades' 
inventiveness cf. 1158-60. 

1409 the bowman: in the Iliad he wounds several Greek heroes 
with his arrows, and in the Aethiopis he killed Achilles. 

1416 Up at a run they leapt: it may or may not be relevant 
that Phrygians are accustomed to prostration before 
royals ( 1507), not knee-clasping. 

1 424 matricidal snake: after 479. The mixture of metaphors is 
probably not intentional grotesquerie. 

1 '126-8 Phrygian, Phrygian • . • a breeze, a breeze . . . of 
Helen, of Helen: the concentration of anadiploses is 
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accurately parodied in Frogs 1352-3. But it is really 
self-parody to start with. 

1429 a roundel of firm-set plumes: an exotic touch. Egyptian, 
Assyrian and Persian kings had themselves fanned by 
slaves. The plumes (peacock or ostrich) were attached to 
a round or semicircular centrepiece at the end of a 
handle. On a 4th-century vase in the Hermitage a female 
slave holding just such a fan stands beside Helen, who is 
seated on a throne with a footstool (Or. 1440), with Paris 
on her other side in his Phrygian costume ( Compte-rendu 
de la Commission archeol. de St. -Petersbourg, Atlas 1861 
pl. v 2.1). On a 5th-century vase in the British Museum 
( London E 447, AR V2 1035) the Phrygian Midas is 
similarly enthroned with a female slave fanning him. F. 
Chapouthier, REA Ll6 ( 19ll4) 209-16, adduces some 
comparable scenes in oriental art ( ladies being fanned 
while spinning). 

1 Ll31 <golden> distaff: the noun is too bare without an 
adjective, and the metre is unsatisfactory; my insertion 
gives an anapaestic dimeter. For Helen's golden distaff 
see Od. 4. 131. That passage is Euripides' model for this 
spinning scene, and the word klismos in 1440 comes from 
there. 

1 433 making for the floor: as it grew in length, both twisted 
together and pulled down by the whirling spindle 
dangling from its lower end. The distaff in Helen's left 
hand had the unspun yarn wound round it. 

1434 finery for the grave-mound: Euripides combines the 
Homeric picture of Helen spinning with the motif from 
earlier in the play of offerings for Clytaemestra. (For 
offerings of clothing at tombs cf. Thuc. 3. 58. 4.) The 
purple cloth adds to the splendour of the scene evoked 
( cf. 840 n.) and to our impression of Helen's luxury. 

1 439 set down your foot: from the footstool on which her feet 
rest (Od. 4.136, cf. 1429 n.; a common article in vase 
paintings). 

1441-2 ancient hearth-seat: i.e. anciently established hearth. 
The central hearth is the holiest place in the house, the 
best place for a suppliant to sit (Od. 7. 153, Thuc. 
t. 136. 3), but also a place of sacrifice ( Aesch. Ag. 1056 
f.) . They had to separate Helen from her servants. 

1 444 led her, led her: here the anadiplosis is expressive, as in 
Ba. 1 065 kategen egen egen. Note the vivid present tense 
(1005 n.); again in 1'461, 1475 (?). 
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1447 Won't you clear off: the absence of a verb of speaking is 
extraordinary. Possibly something has fallen out, but 
there is no unclarity. 
elsewhere: al/iii ( cf.. Ion 162) is far superior to all' aei. 
Neither "but Phrygians are always cowards" nor "are 
Phrygians always cowards?" makes sense here. 

1 449 stables: as an improvised pr.ison again in Ba. 509 f. , 61 8. 
On the importance of the stable being a secure place cf. 
Xen. Eq. 4.1-2. 
verandahs: lit. 11 sitting-out places"; cf. LSJ. We cannot 
tell just what Euripides had in mind, but they must be 
outlying rooms of some sort. One scholiast takes them as 
latrines. 

1452 the next phase: the imperfect egigneto anticipates that 
the reply will not include the final climax. 

145 3 ldaean Mother: a Mother goddess, associated especially 
with mountains, was widely worshipped in Anatolia under 
various local names. (One form of the cult took root in 
Greece in the 5th century, cf. Dodds on Ba. 78- 79.) The 
Phrygian cult round Mt. Ida was well known ( Strabo 
1 o. 3. 12 etc.). 11 Jdaean Mother 11 was doubtless an 
established title among Greek-speakers in the area, 
though not found again till early Hellenistic times. This 
was the obvious deity for the Phrygian to cry out to. Cf. 
Tim. Pers. (PMG 791) 124 ff. 

1457 purple-bordered: amphiporphyros is a poetic variation on 
the usual term periporphyros. 

1465 She screamed aloud: this corresponds to the (more 
articulate) cries heard at 1296/1301. 

1468 her golden sandal-sole: another touch of rich colour. The 
sole was what she presented to the view in her flight. 

11169 flinging his fingers in her hair: for this unheroic but 
practical way of controlling a woman cf. Aesch. Sept. 
328, Eur. Andr. 710, Hee. 1166, T ro. 882, Hef. 116, IA 
790 f., 1366; extended to Persian captives by Tim. Pers. 
144. The clash between trochaic and iambic rhythm in 
1469 f. suggests that "Orestes" may be a gloss that has 
replaced a descriptive word or phrase, e.g. ho tou 
stratelatii 11the Commander's son". 

1473 And where were you: the question sidetracks the 
Phrygian so that the main story is held at the peak of 
suspense. For este as the correct Attic form of 11you 
were 11

, see Fraenkel on Ag. 542. 
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1476 slings: the meaning of ankylai here is a guess. In Aesch. 
fr. 281a. 35 Radt it may signify a cleaving weapon, but 
the line is incomplete and the word may be an adjective 
qualifying a lost noun. In both of the other tragic 
occurrences (Soph. OT 204, Eur. IT 1408) it is a 
twisted cord (bow-string) or cable. Javelins with a sling 
attachment are mesankyla, "with ankylai at the middle", 
and the slinging action of throwing the kottabos is 
expressed by ankylei (Anacr. PMC 415) or ap' ankyles. 

1480 triple-helm~d: what this means is obscure; cf. Dodds on 
Ba. 123. Hector's helmet has three layers of material in 
//. 11.353. 

1481 at Priam's gates: this simply means those of Troy. 
Possibly the poet is thinking of the battle for Achilles• 
body at the Scaean Gates, in which Ajax distinguished 
himself (Aethiopis). 

1483 showed up outstandingly: it sounds as if the Phrygians 
fought heroically, until the word "inferior" pricks the 
bubble with comic effect. 

1491 just as the mother - to the ground: lit. "upon the 
ground-falling murder of the mother", a phrase cunningly 
contrived to convince us that Helen is dead. 

1492 lacking only the thyrsus: cf. 319 n. The simile implies 
that they look as if they are about to tear her limb from 
limb. She was already a 11cub 11 in 1213. 

1496 0 Zeus, 0 Earth, 0 Light and Dark: a call to the 
all-seeing and omnipresent cosl'Y'ic powers to bear witness 
to the truth of his statement. Cf. Med. 148 "did you 
hear, 0 Zeus and Earth and Light"; Barrett on Hipp. 
601; //. 19.258 f. (Zeus, Earth, Sun, Erinyes). The 
formula reflects Zeus' original nature as the sky; see my 
n. on Hes. Op. 267 (with the addendum p. 383). 

1497 either by magic drugs etc. : emphasizing that the 
disappearance is miraculous; Helen did not simply slip 
away while her attackers were distracted. In Od. 4. 220 
ff. Helen has marvellous drugs which she was given in 
Egypt on the way home from Troy, but Euripides does 
not seem to be thinking of this. 
sorcerers': magos and derivatives had come to have this 
general sense; cf. Supp. 1110, IT 1338, Soph. OT 387, 
Hp. Morb. Sacr. 1.10, 26, 31, 18.6 Grensemann, Gorg. 
He/. 10. 
gods' deceits: or "theft". The true explanation is 
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mentioned as one possibility, but we must wait till 1633 
for confirmation. 

1 fl.98 What followed, I know not: note the common idiomatic use 
of ouketi, not II I no longer know" but "my knowledge 
does not extend to 11

• There is nothing more for us to be 
told ( it only remains for the Phrygian to get himself out), 
but we are left aware that the drama is still continuing 
indoors. 

1502 all to no avail: similarly in He/. 603 this is the 
newsbringer's immediate reaction to the disappearance of 
(the phantom) Helen - the whole war has been for 
nothing. The Phrygian has no real reason for supposing 
that she is gone for ever, but Euripides has confided in 
him. 

1503-36 Dialogue of Orestes and the Phrygian. The Phrygian 
has to serve as informant not only to the chorus but also 
to Menelaus; and in any case he must be sent away soon 
so that the serious action can proceed. Euripides might 
simply have made him say at the end of his song "Well, I 
can't stay any longer, I'm off". But he has not shown 
any thought of seeking Menelaus, only of escaping as far 
away as possible. The problem is solved far more skilfully 
in the little scene that follows. It is both functional and 
hilarious. In dialogue the Phrygian emerges as a witty 
fool, akin to the typical slave in comedy, and with a 
similar talent for philosophical observations ( 1509, 1523). 
There is no funnier scene in Greek tragedy. For the 
trochaic metre cf. 729-806 n. 

1503 another novel situation: cf. T ro. 1118. The words 
emphasize the eventfulness of the drama. For the rest, 
this entrance-announcement is hardly more than a 
versified stage-direction, and might have been omitted 
without disadvantage. 

1506 from my sword: actually it was Py fades who was dealing 
with the Phrygians. 

1507 the barbarian procedure: similarly the chorus in Phoen. 
2 93 f. prostrate themselves (or, more strictly, bow to the 
ground· from a kneeling position) and explain that they 
are following their native custom. Aeschylus' Persians do 
it less self-consciously ( 152, cf. 588; Hdt. 1. 13fl.. 1, 
7.136.1). 
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1510 for eo le to aid Menelaus: the reply proves that this is 
the meaning not 'shouting to Menelaus to give aid"). 
Though not present, Menelaus is the person really being 
attacked. 

1512 So it was right - perished: here and in 1534 and 1536 
Orestes apparently speaks as if he had killed Helen. But 
he knows he has not ( 1580 ff., 1614), and there is no 
reason for him to pretend to the Phrygian that he has. If 
one wrote diollyto or diollytai here ( 11 so it is right that 
she was /is being killed"), it would be possible to suppose 
that Orestes thinks Helen is hiding somewhere in the 
house and will soon be caught. Otherwise it seems 
necessary to convict Euripides of carelessness. 

1513 to stab: the MSS 11to die with" is fess convincing. The 
general idea is "if you could have killed her three times 
over I would approve even more 11

• 

1515 Phrygians and all: for this idiom with the dative of autos 
( especially in contexts of destruction) cf. Stevens 52 f. 
There is a deliberate absurdity in treating the Phrygians 
as an appendage of Greece. 

1517 I swear: the aorist answers Orestes' omoson, marking the 
oath as something conclusive. Cf. Cyc/. 266, Soph. Phil. 
12 89; below, 1 6 72. 
wh)~h you can expect me to: he is phi/opsychos, so 
concerned with saving his life that he runs away from 
danger. For the assurance that the thing sworn by is 
held in especial esteem by the swearer cf. II. 15. 40, Pl. 
A I c. I 1 0 9d , Th eoc. 6 . 2 2 . 

1520 Are you afraid - Gorgon: i. e. are you frightened of just 
looking at it? 

1524 You're saved by your intellect: the Phrygian's remark 
suddenly makes a I ink between the two of them. 

1526 I'm going to reconsider: the Phrygian thinks he may be 
going to kill him after all, but Orestes is changing his 
mind about letting Menelaus hear what has happened. It 
is dramatically necessary that he should. 

152 8 you're neither - among men: cf. Aesch. Sept. 197 "man, 
woman, and whatever is in between". One would expect 
Helen's chamber-attendants to be eunuchs, but Euripides 
makes no allusion to this: the present line is a comment 
on the man's cowardice. He lacks manly qualities without 
having the excuse of being a woman. 

15 30 when Argos - sharp: cf. Held. 339. 
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1532 with his dandy blond shoulder-locks: Menelaus is xanthos 
in Homer. Euripides has portrayed him on the model of 
the elegant type of general deprecated by Archilochus 114 
(tall, striding, with dandy locks and trimmed beard). 

1 533 lead them against this house: this is the basis for my 
stage-direction before 1549. Cf. 1621 n. 

1535 together with - t'iis business: Paley's deletion of this line 
is unjustified. All three need to be saved, and Euripides 
does well to keep the issue before us in these terms. 

1536 as well as his wife: see 1512 n. 

1537-48 A notional interval is necessary before Menelaus can 
arrive. The brief song responds metrically with 1353-65. 
This device of delayed antistrophe occurs in Hipp . ., 
Phoen • ., Rhes. (twice), and often in comedy; see West 
( 1982) 80. There are other parallel features between the 
two strophes: both begin lo io, and have anaphora in the 
next line, and both end with a return to an original sin 
( 

11because of that accursed Paris" - "because of the fall 
of Myrtilus"}. 

1539 What do we do?: at moments of crisis choruses sometimes 
consider active intervention, but stop short of making it: 
Aesch. Ag. 1347 ff. (where raising the alarm in Argos is 
the first suggestion), Eur. Med. 1275, Hipp. 782, HF 
747. Here the device is rather incongruous ( arousing the 
city's attention is the opposite of the chorus' policy in 
1354-6; in any case Menelaus is already being told, and is 
expected to bring an Argive posse with him), and it 
seems to be used merely to emphasize that the play's 
climax is imminent. 

1540 Safer so: choruses generally play safe; cf. Hipp. 785, 
Aesch. Ag. 1347. 

1541 this smoke: for unexpected phenomena during a choral 
performance cf. HF 904 ff. (house shaking), Ba. 585 ff. 
(earthquake, fire at Semele's tomb), Soph. OC 1456 ff. 
(thunder and lightning). It is not essential to suppose 
that the smoke is visible to the audience, any more than 
at Hee. 823. 

1543 ready to fire the house: at 1149 this was planned as a 
second best if the attempt on Helen failed. Since 1203 the 
aim has been to pressurize Menelaus, and the threat to 
burn the house serves to increase his discomfiture. In 

285 



theatrical terms it adds to the spectacle and excitement; 
cf. the (revised) ending of Clouds, and Tro. 1256 ff., 
Ba. 595. 

1545- 8 God controls the outcome etc: divine intervention may 
yet produce a surprise ending, but at the moment the 
story of the Pelopid house looks like one long vendetta 
which is about to destroy it finally. For daimon (here 
translated "God") cf. 341-4 n. That the gods or Zeus 
control the outcome ( te/os) is a commonplace, see my n. 
on Hes. Op. 669; only the sharpest in the audience will 
have picked up the hint of a deus ex machina 
conclusion. 

1 546 that of the vengeance-demon: the MSS di' alastoron 
satisfies neither sense nor metre ( 1363), and is evidently 
affected by di' haimaton below. The scholiast apparently 
read alastor, which is acceptable with a short syllable 
supplied in place of di'. On the word cf. 336-7 n. 

15117 These halls have fallen: for this idea cf. Aesch. Ag. 
1532, Cho. 263, Eum. 516, Eur. Hipp. 812. 

1 548 Myrtilus: 988 n. 

1549-1693 Final confrontation and resolution. Menelaus 
arrives, having heard the Phrygian's report. He 
discounts the miraculous disappearance of Helen and 
assumes that she has been killed. He finds himself locked 
out of the palace and forced to deal with an Orestes who 
holds all the cards. The tone of the dialogue is very 
different from that of their previous encounter. Menelaus 
is pompous and indignant, and has shed his 
intellectualism. Orestes, who was at Menelaus' knees and 
is now above his head, is insolently self-confident. 

Just as everything seems about to go over the 
precipice, with Menelaus admitting defeat and the palace 
on the point of being fired, Apollo appears in the sky 
with Helen beside him. A 41-line speech from the god 
suffices to compose the quarrel, explain about Helen, 
solve the problem of Orestes' guilt, assign him 
Agamemnon's throne, and settle two marriages - in short, 
to put everything right so that the play can stop. All 
that remains is for Orestes and Menelaus gratefully to 
accept Apollo's solutions and for everyone to withdraw. 

Euripides likes deus ex machina endings, especially 
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in the melodramas where everything turns out well ( Jon, 
IT, Helen, Hypsipyle, Antiope, and IA in the version of 
fr. 857). They do not occur in Aeschylus, and in 
Sophocles only in Phi/octetes. Their structure is generally 
as in Orestes, a substantial address by the god followed 
by brief, admiring acceptances and an anapaestic exodus, 
with the chorus having the final word. The god's 
functions in these scenes are principally (a) to tell people 
things that they cannot otherwise know about what has 
been happening - especially about divine actions and 
motives; (b) to issue such instructions and predictions as 
will tie the plot of the play up with other traditions about 
what happened to these persons, subsequent reigns, 
marriages, descendants, cults, etc.; (c) to deal with 
loose ends in the drama as it stands. Occasionally, as in 
Philoctetes and Orestes, the poet has spellbound the 
audience by threatening an outcome incompatible with 
firmly established tradition, and here, under the ( b) 
heading, the god has to put a stop to the irregular 
proceedings and prescribe what everyone knows really 
happened. The god chosen is always one relevant to the 
play. Here none is more appropriate than Apollo, Orestes' 
patron, who has been the object of so much criticism 
earlier. Th is criticism, I ike the impossible plot, has to be 
cancelled before we go home. 

1549-53 Well, now I can also see: an abnormal entrance 
announcement ( cf. 348 n.), perhaps for the sake of 
explicit reference to the barring of the doors. Euripides 
did not want to write another scene in trochaic 
tetrameters 1 but by putting the announcement in this 
metre he sets the tone. Cf. again 729-806 n. 

1551-2 You can't - you Atridae: this is not necessarily 
shouted so that they can hear. But the doors do get 
bolted. 
bolt the staples: fit. "penetrate them together" ( join them 
by penetrating) with bolts. 
A man enjoying success: a late reprise of the motif in 86, 
354, LJll9. 

1557 is - not dead, but vanished: he has come believing that 
she is dead; this is not what he has been told, but what 
he infers from what he has been told. He thinks that 
0 restes has somehow concealed the murder from the 
foolish Phrygian, but he himself is not to be taken in. 
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1561 Someone open the house: this is perhaps addressed to 
servants inside, cf. Med. 1314, IT 1304, Phoen. 1067 f. 
If so, there is then a pause during which nothing 
happens, and Menelaus finally orders his followers to 
force the doors. But one might expect the text to be 
more explicit about the first order having no effect. 

1 562 press through: this shows that house doors in drama 
opened inwards. Cf. A.M. Dale, JHS 77 ( 1957), 205 = 
Collected Papers ( 1969) 104; Hourmouziades 16 f. 

1564-6 [and take possession - my consort]: these inept lines 
are particularly unsuitable after al/a in 1562, which 
implies II it is too late to do anything for Helen, but let us 
at least try to save Hermione". The interpolator may have 
been influenced by 1585. He took the second half of 1566 
from 1556. Willink oddly deletes 1563-4 ( "so we may at 
least recover my daughter, with whom .•. 11). This makes 
Menelaus assume groundlessly that Hermione is dead, and 
the language remains clumsy. 

1567 You there: a startlingly rude way for a young man to 
accost a senior relative. The situation resembles Med. 
1314 ff., where Jason, having heard that Medea has killed 
their children, is trying to get into the house when she 
suddenly addresses him from above, telling him to leave 
the doors aJone. On the tragedians' use of the roof see 
Hourmouziades 29-33, Taplin ( 1977) 440 f. It was rare 
enough to be a distinct surprise for the audience. 

1574 beleaguered: as if defending a city wall. Cf. 762. 
1580 robbed by the gods: cf. 1497. Orestes does not intend 

the phrase in the literal sense which presently turns out 
to be appropriate. 

1583 Done what? - to be afraid: cf. 757. But why does 
Menelaus feel a new fear of what Orestes will say he 
wishes he had done? Perhaps, convinced that he has 
killed Helen, he thinks he is about to admit to some yet 
more frightful design ( such as Achilles' in / /. 22. 347, for 
instance). 

1589-90 These lines must precede the transition from Helen to 
Hermione in 1586; they refer to the killing of Helen, not 
that of Hermione, who does not belong in the class of 
"bad women". 

1587 The mother-killer - another: a variation on 1579 (again as 
a response to "I will kill your child") for the sake of a 
different riposte. 1589 has now brought the matricide to 
mind. 
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1592 He says yes in silence: Pylades and Hermione are played 
by non-speaking extras in this scene. The actor who 
played both parts earlier is now needed to be Apollo. 

1595 your father's: or "our ancestral". 
1598 Oh, oh, don't do it: the closest parallel for this urgent 

protest is Soph. Phil. 1300 ( just after all' ou ti ehairon = 
Or. 1593). 

1602 touching lustral vessels: before making sacrifices on 
behalf of the city. The ehernips is for ritual 
hand-washing at the start of the ceremony, but will itself 
be polluted by a polluted person, cf. Aesch. Eum. 656, 
Soph. 0 T 240, Dem. 20. 158. 

1603 before battle: as e.g. //. 2. 400 ff., Aesch. Sept. 43, 
379, Eur. Held. 399, 673, 821, Phoen. 174, 1255, Rhes. 
30; W.K. Pritchett, The Greek State at War iii (1979) 
83-90; Burkert ( 1985) 60. 

1604 my hands are pure. But not your heart: this 
untraditional antithesis also in Hipp. 317. The concept of 
purity of mind was of recent development, see Parker 
323. 

1606 Lucky man: fortunate in having a mother worthy of 
respect. Cf. 541. 

1608 You are false: a somewhat unnatural answer, preparing 
for the inversion in the next line (cf. 1525-6). ,:-he 
insertion of d' ("But - 11

) would ease it. 
1613 0 unhappy Helen: Menelaus takes stock of his whole 

situation for a few moments before admitting 11you've got 
me". 

1611.1-5 only to be slaughtered ••. after I'd toiled endlessly: 
cf. 1500-2. 

1616 I have been treated outrageously: a standard phrase of 
formal protest (Ale. 816, Ba. 642, IA 847, Soph. OC 595, 
892, Ar. Wealth 967) . 

1617 You've got me: a wrestling metaphor, cf. Ar. Aeh. 571 
and above on 265. 
You caught yourself, by being a swine: cf. the Clouds' 
reproach to Strepsiades, Clouds 1454 f. ( just before the 
house-burning finale), but also Aesch. Cho. 923. 

1 618 Ahoy there, Electra: he shouts down into the bu i Id ing; 
the unseen Electra is not to be left out of the action. 
Menelaus' admission of defeat ought to mean that he goes 
to address the Argives, not that the house-burning goes 
ahead. This development, though illogical, is dramatically 
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justified in that it brings the crisis to the highest 
possible pitch before Apollo's intervention, rather as in 
the Iliad the danger that the ships will go up in flames is 
all but realized before Achilles takes action. 

1621 0 land of the Danaans: the cry for help need not imply 
the presence of a body of Argives ( cf. 12 96 n. ) , but 
Menelaus had probably brought some with him ( 1533 n.), 
and excitement is maximized if there is now a rush at the 
palace. Without this, these four lines merely hold up the 
action. Cf. the first Hypothesis to the play ("set himself 
to storm the palace"), and / T 1422 ff. 
knightly: lit. horsy. Cf. 1000 n. 

1625 Menelaus, take the edge off your temper: as in IT 1435, 
He/. 1642, Antiope fr. 48.67 K., the god calls a halt to 
action that is proceeding at a fast pace; there is no time 
for the entrance-announcement that introduces some other 
divine epiphanies. See Halleran 24 f. There can be no 
doubt that Apollo and Helen appear at a higher level than 
the people on the roof: she is in the sky ( 1631), and he 
is conducting her ( 1684). On the staging see Introduction 
V. 

There is now a spectacular tableau on four levels, 
unique in ancient drama: the chorus in the orchestra; 
Menelaus and his followers in battle array before the 
house; the conspirators with their swords and torches on 
the roof, probably symmetrically stationed on either side 
of their captive; and the two beautiful deities above them 
all. Perhaps about forty persons in total. 

1626 I am Phoebus: gods regularly introduce themselves, cf. 
Hipp. 1285, Andr. 1232, Supp. 1183, etc. 

162 9 As for Helen: the other visible figure has to be explained 
before anything else. 

1631 at the oates of heaven: i.e. about to enter it; cf. the 
gates of Hades, 1019 n. Those of heaven are mentioned in 
II. 5. 749 = 8. 393. Apart from this excellent marginal 
variant pylais in M, the MSS have ptychois by 
anticipation of 1636. 

1633 I rescued her; such rescues were familiar from Homer. 
Apollo had no special concern for Helen; it is merely for 
dramatic economy that the poet has her rescued by him 
rather than by, for instance, the Dioscuri. 

1634 at my father Zeus' bidding: Zeus himself never appears 
ex machina he only deals with mortals through 
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intermediaries - but it is often mentioned that what is 
being communicated is his will (A ndr. 1269, El. 1248, 
etc.). 

1635 Zeus' daughter: the form Zenos is used for the sake of 
the 11etymologizing 11 connection with zen "to live". This 
sense was already heard in Zeus' name in Aesch. Supp. 
584 f. ( see Friis Johansen & Whittle on 585), Eur. Tro. 
770 f. As a historical etymology it is false; but the poets 
in such cases had no idea of inquiring into the evolution 
of their language, only of identifying an essential aspect 
of a god's or a person's nature which had somehow 
embodied itself in his or her name. 

1636 the vales of heaven: also He/. 44, 605, Phaethon 174, 
Phoen. 84, a Euripidean development from Homer's "vales 
o~ Olympus" (//. 11.77, 20.22). Aither in tragedy is 
"air", 11 sky", "heaven", in all their functions. 

1637 a saviour for sailors: a traditional function of her 
brothers the Dioscuri from Inda-European times (as of the 
Asvins, the twin equestrian sons of Dyaus in the 
Rigveda); cf. h.Hom. 33.6 ff., Ale. 34.5 ff., Eur. El. 
992, 1241, 1347 ff., He/. 11195 ff., 1664 f. Helen as a 
goddess was associated with them ( Pind. 0. 3. 1, Eur. 
He/. 1666-9, below on 1688), but not in this role, and it 
may be an ad hoe innovation by Euripides; otherwise it is 
hard to explain why he did not mention it in He/. I.e. 
However, there was a sailors' superstition, possibly 
ancient, that a double corposant = the Dioscuri (good 
sign), a single one = Helen (bad sign) ( P1in. H N 2. 101, 
Stat. Theb. 7.792 with schol., Silv. 3.2.8-12; cf. 
Sosibius FGrH 595 F 20), and a goddess who is 
destructive to sailors must also have the power to save 
them. 

1638 Take another wife: there is no tradition that he did so, 
and if Euripides had known one he would have named the 
lady. In other accounts Helen lives out her natural life on 
earth with Menelaus. 
Menelaus: the vocative is strangely absent in the Greek. 
Will ink suggests that 1638-42 belong after 1663, where no 
vocative is required. I suspect that Euripides originally 
wrote the lines in that context but moved them here when 
he expanded the speech; see 1643-52 n. 

1639 the gods' instrument: her purpose on earth being 
fulfilled, she is to stay no longer. Cf. Introduction II. 
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1641-2 Earth's o ressive . . . corn lement of mortals: as in 
He/. 36 ff. cf. El. 1282), Euripides follows the story in 
the Cypria (fr. 1) that Zeus conceived the war to give 
the Earth-goddess relief from overpopulation. 

1643-52 These details of Orestes' rehabilitation look like ar, 
expansion, as the rest of the speech implies a simpler 
conception of his destiny: he is to marry, with no 
mention of any delay; he is to rule in Argos forthwith 
( 1660), and Apollo will put things right between him and 
the city. The vocative in 1653 points to a change of 
addressee in the original draft, which may have run 
1625-37, 1660-3, 1638-42, 1664-5, 1653-9. 

1645 live on Parrhasian ground: in southern Arcadia. There 
was a town Orestheion or Oresthasion, a few miles east of 
the later Megalopolis. The similarity of its name to 
Orestes• gave rise to the legend that he had fled to that 
region (cf. Pherecydes FGrH 3 F 135, Eur. El. 1273-5, 
and the location of his grave at Tegea in Hdt. 1. 67-8). 
for a year's full circle: in El. I.e. Orestes goes to 
Arcadia after his triar at Athens, and apparently remains 
there, being forbidden to dwell in Argos ( 1250). Here 
Arcadia and Athens are combined with assumption of the 
Argive throne, so the exile is limited to a year - a 
typical period in myth (Parker 376, 378, 386, 391; 
Nicolaus of Damascus FGrH 90 F 13), as perhaps in Attic 
law for involuntary homicide (apeniautismos; but see 
MacDowell 122). 

1647 [for Azanes - Oresteion]: against the authenticity of this 
line are the inept repetition of "call", the inapposite 
mention of the Azanes, who belong to north Arcadia ( Hdt. 
6. 127. 3, Polyb. 4. 70. 3, etc.), and the parallel of El. 
1275, where the town to be called after Orestes is 
referred to in similar terms without its name being spelt 
out. A sciolist 's interpolation, like 933. 

1650 the three Benign Ones: 408 n. This trial on the 
Areopagus was a familiar story at least since Aeschylus; 
cf. El. 1254-72, IT 943-67. 
gods as judges: the Twelve Gods (Dern. 2 3. 66). This 
detail is transferred from the myth of their trying Ares 
for the killing of Halirrothius (El. 1258, etc.). In 
Aeschylus Orestes is tried by Athenian nobles (Eum. 
487). 

1651 most righteously: the justness of the Areopagite vote is 
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also stressed in El. 1262, after Eum. 483, 489, 704 f., 
748 f. 

1654 Hermione you are destined to marry: in Od. 11.5-9 she is 
married to Neoptolemus. Fifth-century authors 
(Pherecydes FCrH 3 F 63-4, Soph. Hermione, Eur. 
Andr. 966 ff., Philocles TrGF 24 F 2, Theognis TrCF 28 
F 2) variously combine this with a previous or subsequent 
marriage to Orestes. Here Euripides only wants the 
marriage to Orestes, and the Neoptolemus tradition is 
explicitly negated. In the Orestes tradition, he and 
Hermione are the parents of Tisamenus, who united the 
kingdoms of Argos and Sparta before falling to the 
Heraclidae. 

1656to die by Delphian sword: Pind. Pae. 6.110-20, N. 
7.40-3, Pherecydes and Soph. II.cc., Eur. Andr.; the 
circumstances vary. 

1657 compensation for Achilles: whom Apollo helped Paris to 
kill. Sophocles gave this as the reason for Neoptolemus' 
visit to Delphi; cf. Andr. 53. But there he was 
represented as already married to Hermione. 

1658 Give your sister to Pylades: 1078 n. 
1659 awaits him: nin could mean "them", but for this Euripides 

prefers sphe when metre allows. For ignoring the wife cf. 
1677. 

1662 enjoying the dowry: the Spartan throne itself is 
principally meant. 

1665 I who made him: as in Aesch. Eum. 83 f., Apollo accepts 
the responsibility for seeing Orestes out of the difficulties 
that his instructions placed him in. His succinct promise 
to "set things right" disposes of a major unresolved 
problem. 

1667 truthful: in telling him that everything would be all right 
if he killed his mother. 

1668-9 the fear - some vengeance-demon: this doubt already 
in El. 979. The chorus has interpreted events as the 
workings of an alastor ( 337 n., 1546), and that is not 
exactly wrong. But what matters to Orestes is that he 
had genuine divine sanction for his deed. For the aorist 
optative referring to something past at the time of fearing 
cf. / T 1341; similarly the subjunctive in present 
sequence, //. 1. SSS and elsewhere. 

1 670 I will do as you say: similarly Supp. 1227, Soph. Phil. 
1447. 
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1671 I release Hermione: he has been motionless all this time. 
1672 and agree: the aorist as in 1517. 
1673 0 daughter of Zeus: Orestes' salute to Apollo is balanced 

by Menelaus• to Helen. He must address his ex-wife in 
new terms. 

1675 I betroth m~ daughter: a common element in the happy 
endings of ew Comedy, where, however, the Attic ritual 
formula ( 553 n.) is regularly used. 

1676 from a noble house: lit. from a noble father, cf. Thgn. 
189 f., 1112, Eur. Held. 299, Andr. 975, fr. 59. 

1678 Proceed, then: setting the exodus in motion. Cf. 
Ion 1616, Ba. 1371. 

1679-80 end your quarrel: a recurring motif in ex mochina 
endings, cf. Hipp. 1442, He/. 1681, Antiope fr. 48.116 K. 
One can only obey. - I feel so too: cf. Soph. Phil. 14117 
f. 

1682 Go on your ways, then: Sophocles• and Euripides' plays 
nearly all end with a short passage of choral anapaests, 
and sometimes, as here, the anapaestic section begins 
earlier and is inaugurated by one of the characters. It 
would have been recited with musical accompaniment; see 
DFA 2 160-2. 

1683 fairest of deities, Peace: the ancient commentator sees 
this as a comment on the prolongation of the war (cf. 772 
n.). However, Euripides had praised Peace in the same 
terms before 422 B. C. ( Cresphontes fr. 71 Austin}; cf. 
also Supp. ll88 ff. On Peace as a goddess cf. Dodds on 
Bo. 419-20 and my n. on Hes. Th. 902. 

1686 Hera and . • • Hebe: as Zeus• daughter she is to be seated 
with other goddesses of his immediate family, his wife and 
his daughter by his wife. There is a trivial inconsistency 
with 1636 f. 
Heracles' wife: Od. 11.603, Hes. Th. 950, [Hes. J fr. 
25.28, 229.8. 

1688 honoured in I ibations together with the Tyndarids: cf. 
He/. 1667-9. It is hard to believe that anyone at Athens 
poured libations to Helen; at Sparta perhaps. The 
Dioscuri were honoured at Athens in a minor festival, the 
Anak ia; at which three animals were sacrificed, and one 
of these was ( later) said to be for Helen ( Paus. Gr. a 
111 Erbse). 

1689-90 queen of the restless sea: 1637 n. The marginal 
variant in M, hygras ("fluid", not just 11wet 11

), is correct 



as against hyiois, a form not used in Attic until c. 350 
(the dative in use being hy(i)esi). 

1691-3 0 Victory etc. : the same tailpiece is found at the end 
of IT, Phoen., and in one manuscript Hipp. In those 
places it is probably an addition by actors or scribes; on 
such additions see Barrett on Hipp. 1462-6. In Orestes 
the case is less clear. We expect the chorus to have the 
last word, but not something so wholly unconnected with 
what has gone before. The prayer for victory ( for the 
poet) is conventional in Menander (Dyscolus, Misumenus, 
Sicyonius), and may have been so in 4th-century 
tragedy. The idea goes back to Bacchylides (Epigr. 1 
Snell = 2 Page) . 
crowning it with garlands: the victorious poet was 
crowned with ivy in the theatre, see DFA 2 98. 
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