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Oresteia 

Aeschylus 
 
CHORUS: 
Ten years gone, ten to the day our great avenger went for Priam -Menelaus and lord 
Agamemnon, two kings with the power of Zeus, the twin throne, twin scepter, Atreus' 
sturdy yoke of sons launched Greece in a thousand ships, armadas cutting loose from the 
land, armies massed for the cause, the rescue – 
 

From within the palace CLYTAEMNESTRA raises a cry of triumph. 
 
the heart within them screamed for all-out war! Like vultures robbed of their young, the 
agony sends them frenzied, soaring high from the nest, round and round they wheel, they 
row their wings, stroke upon churning thrashing stroke, but all the labor, the bed of pain, the 
young are lost forever. Yet someone hears on high - Apollo, Pan or Zeus - the piercing wail 
these guests of heaven raise, and drives at the outlaws, late but true to revenge, a stabbing 
Fury! 
 
But the loyal seer of the armies studied Atreus' sons, two sons with warring hearts - he saw 
two eagle-kings devour the hare and spoke the things to come, 'Years pass, and the long hunt 
nets the city of Priam, the flocks beyond the walls, a kingdom's life and soul - Fate stamps 
them out. Just let no curse of the gods lour on us first, shatter our giant armor forged to 
strangle Troy. I see pure Artemis bristle in pity - 
 
yes, the flying hounds of the Father slaughter for armies ... their own victim... a woman 
trembling young, all born to die - She loathes the eagles' feast!' Cry, cry for death, but good 
win out in glory in the end. 
 
'Artemis, lovely Artemis, so kind to the ravening lion's tender, helpless cubs, the suckling 
young of beasts that stalk the wilds -bring this sign for all its fortune, all its brutal torment 
home to birth! I beg you, Healing Apollo, soothe her before her crosswinds hold us down 
and moor the ships too long, pressing us on to another  
 
victim ... nothing sacred, no 
 no feast to be eaten 
  the architect of vengeance 
 

Turning to the palace 
 
Growing strong in the house with no fear of the husband here she waits the terror raging 
back and back into the future the stealth, the law of the hearth, the mother - 
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Memory womb of Fury child-avenging Fury!' So as the eagles wheeled at the crossroads, 
Calchas clashed out the great good blessings mixed with doom for the halls of kings, and 
singing with our fate we cry, cry for death, but good win out in glory in the end. 
 
 
NB: Through a series of torches lit (as agreed upon before the Greeks set out to Troy), 
the Queen learns of Troy’s defeat and the return of Agamemnon and his men.   
 
AGAMEMNON: 
First, with justice I salute my Argos and my gods, my accomplices who brought me home 
and won my rights from Priam's Troy - the just gods. No need to hear our pleas. Once for all 
they consigned their lots to the urn of blood, they pitched on death for men, annihilation for 
the city. Hope's hand, hovering over the urn of mercy, left it empty. Look for the smoke - it 
is the city's seamark, building even now. 
 
The storms of ruin live! Her last dying breath, rising up from the ashes sends us gales of 
incense rich in gold. 
 
For that we must thank the gods with a sacrifice our sons will long remember. For their mad 
outrage of a queen we raped their city - we were right. The beast of Argos, foals of the wild 
mare, thousands massed in armor rose on the night the Pleiades went down, and crashing 
through their walls our bloody lion lapped its fill, gorging on the blood of kings. 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA greets Agamemnon ordering her servants to pave his way with 
tapestries. 
 

They begin to spread the crimson tapestries between the king and the palace doors. 
 
Quickly. Let the red stream flow and bear him home to the home he never hoped to see -
Justice, lead him in! 
 
Leave all the rest to me. The spirit within me never yields to sleep. We will set things right, 
with the god's help. We will do whatever Fate requires. 
 
AGAMEMNON: 
There is Leda's daughter, the keeper of my house. And the speech to suit my absence, much 
too long. But the praise that does us justice, let it come from others, then we prize it. 
 
This- you treat me like a woman. Groveling, gaping up at me -what am I, some barbarian 
peacocking out of Asia? Never cross my path with robes and draw the lightning. Never - 
only the gods deserve the pomps of honor and the stiff brocades of fame. To walk on 
them... I am human, and it makes my pulses stir with dread. 
 
Give me the tributes of a man and not a god, a little earth to walk on, not this gorgeous 
work. There is no need to sound my reputation. I have a sense of right and wrong, what's 
more -heaven's proudest gift. Call no man blest until he ends his life in peace, fulfilled. If I 
can live by what I say, I have no fear. 
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CLYTAEMNESTRA: One thing more. Be true to your ideals and tell me - 
 
AGAMEMNON: True to my ideals? Once I violate them I am lost. 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: 
Would you have sworn this act to god in a time of terror? 
 
AGAMEMNON: 
Yes, if a prophet called for a last, drastic rite. 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: But Priam - can you see him if he had your success? 
 
AGAMEMNON: 
Striding on the tapestries of god, I see him new. 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: And you fear the reproach of common men? 
 
AGAMEMNON: The voice of the people - aye, they have enormous power. 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: 
Perhaps, but where's the glory without a little gall? 
 
AGAMEMNON: And where's the woman in all this lust for glory? 
 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: But the great victor - it becomes him to give way. 
 
AGAMEMNON: Victory in this — war of ours, it means so much to you? 
 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: 
O give way! The power is yours if you surrender, all of your own free will, tome! 
 
AGAMEMNON: 
Enough. If you are so determined – 

Turning to the women, pointing to boots. 
Let someone help me off with these at least. Old slaves, they've stood me well. 
 
Hurry, and while I tread his splendors dyed red in the sea, may no god watch and strike me 
down with envy from on high. I feel such shame -to tread the life of the house, a 
kingdom's worth of silver in the weaving. 
 

He steps down from the chariot to the tapestries and reveals CASSANDRA, dressed in the sacred regalia, the 
robes, and scepter of Apollo. 

 
Done is done.  Escort this stranger in, be gentle. Conquer with compassion. Then the gods 
shine down upon you, gently. No one chooses the yoke of slavery, not of one's free will -
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and she least of all. The gift of the armies, flower and pride of all the wealth we won, she 
follows me from Troy. 
 
And now, since you have brought me down with your insistence, I just this once I enter my 
father's house, trampling royal crimson as I go. 

He takes his first steps and pauses. 
CLYTAEMNESTRA: 
There is the sea and who will drain it dry? Precious as silver, inexhaustible, ever-new, it 
breeds the more we reap it -tides on tides of crimson dye our robes blood-red. Our lives are 
based on wealth, my king, the gods have seen to that. Destitution, our house has never heard 
the word, would have sworn to tread on legacies of robes, at one command from an oracle, 
deplete the house -suffer the worst to bring that dear life back! 

 
Encouraged, AGAMEMNON strides to the entrance 

 
When the root lives on, the new leaves come back, spreading a dense shroud of shade across 
the house to thwart the Dog Star's fury. So you return to the father's hearth, you bring us 
warmth in winter like the sun - 
 
And you are Zeus when Zeus tramples the bitter virgin grape for new wine and the welcome 
chill steals through the halls, at last the master moves among the shadows of his house, 
fulfilled. 
 

AGAMEMNON goes over the threshold, the women gather up the tapestries while CLYTAEMNESTRA  prays.  They enter the 
palace; the great doors close behind themThere Clytaemnestra kills Agamemnon for killing their child 

Iphigenia. 
 

Eumenides (Third Play of The Oresteia) 

Aeschylus 
 
Time and Scene: The Furies have pursued Orestes to the temple of Apollo at Delphi. It is 
morning. The priestess of the god appears at the great doors and offers up her prayer. 
 
Pythia: 
First of the gods I honor in my prayer is Mother Earth, the first of the gods to prophesy, 
and next I praise Tradition, second to hold her Mother's mantic seat, so legend says, and 
third by the lots of destiny, by Tradition's free will - no force to bear her down -another 
Titan, child of the Earth, took her seat and Phoebe passed it on as a birthday gift to 
Phoebus, Phoebus a name for clear pure light derived from hers. Leaving the marsh and 
razorback of Delos, landing at Pallas' headlands flocked by ships, here he came to make 
his home Parnassus and the heights. And an escort filled with reverence brought him on, 
the highway-builders, sons of the god of fire who tamed the savage country, civilized the 
wilds - on he marched and the people lined his way to cover him with praise, led by 
Delphos, lord, helm of the land, and Zeus inspired his mind with the prophet's skill, with 
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godhead, made him fourth in the dynasty of seers to mount this throne, but it is Zeus that 
Apollo speaks for, Father Zeus. 
 
THE TRIAL OF ORESTES 
 

The judges take up positions between the audience and the actors. Athena separates the 
Furies and Orestes, directing him to the Stone of Outrage and the Leader to the Stone of 

Unmerciful ness, where the Furies form their chorus. Then Athena takes her stand 
between two urns that will receive the ballots. 

 
And while this court of judgment fills, my city, silence will be best. So that you can learn 
my everlasting laws. And you too, [to Orestes and Furies] that our verdict may be well 
observed by all. 
 

Apollo enters suddenly and looms behind Orestes. 
 
Lord Apollo. What part have you in this? Tell us. 
 
Apollo:   
I come as a witness. This man, according to custom, this suppliant sought out my house 
and hearth. I am the one who purged his bloody hands. His champion too, I share 
responsibility for his mother's execution.  Bring on the trial. 
 
Athena: 
The trial begins! [To Furies] Yours is the first word -the prosecution opens. Start to 
finish, set the facts before us, make them clear. 
 
Leader: Numerous as they are, we will be brief. 
 
Athena:  
[To Orestes] Answer count for count, charge for charge. First, tell us, did you kill your 
mother? 
 
Orestes: I killed her. There's no denying that. 
 
Leader: Three falls in the match. One is ours already. 
 
Orestes: You exult before your man is on his back. 
 
Leader:  But how did you kill her? You must tell us that. 
 
Orestes: I will. I drew my sword - more, I cut her throat. 
 
Leader: And who persuaded you? Who led you on? 
 
Orestes: This god and his command  [indicating Apollo]. He bears me witness. 
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Leader: The Seer? He drove you on to matricide? 
 
Orestes: Yes, and to this hour I have no regrets. 
 
Leader:  If the verdict brings you down, you'll change your story quickly. 
 
Orestes: I have my trust; my father will help me from the grave. 
 
Leader: Trust to corpses now! You made your mother one. 
 
Orestes: I did. She had two counts against her, deadly crimes. 
 
Leader: How? Explain that to your judges. 
 
Orestes: She killed her husband - killed my father too. 
 
Leader: But murder set her free, and you live on for trial. 
 
Orestes: She lives on. You never drove her into exile - why?   
 
Leader: The blood of the man she killed was not her own. 
 
Orestes: And I? Does mother's blood run in my veins? 
 
Leader:  How could she breed you in her body, murderer? Disclaim your mother's blood? 
She gave you life. 
 
Orestes: 

Orestes turns to Apollo. 
Bear me witness - show me the way, Apollo!  Did I strike her down with justice?  Strike I 
did, I don't deny it, no.  But how does our bloody work impress you now? -  Just or not?  
Decide.  I must make my case to them.  [Looking to the judges] 
 
Apollo: 
Orestes was just, I say, to you and your high court, Athena. Seer that I am, I never lie. 
Not once from the Prophet's thrones have I declared a word that bears on man, woman or 
city that Zeus did not command, the Olympian Father. This is His justice - omnipotent, I 
warn you. Bend to the will of Zeus. No oath can match the power of the Father. 
 
Leader:  Zeus, you say, gave that command to your oracle? He charged Orestes here to 
avenge his father's death and spurn his mother's rights? 
 
Apollo: 
- Not the same for a noble man to die, covered with praise, his scepter the gift of god - 
murdered, at that, by a woman's hand, no arrows whipping in from a distance as an 
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Amazon would fight. But as you will hear, Athena, and your people poised to cast their 
lots and judge the case. 
 
Home from the long campaign he came, more won than lost on balance, home to her 
loyal, waiting arms, the welcome bath ...  he was just emerging at the edge, and there she 
pitched her tent, her circling shroud -she shackled her man in robes, in her gorgeous 
never-ending web she chopped him down! 
 
Such was the outrage of his death, I tell you, the Lord of the squadrons, that magnificent 
man. Her I draw to the life to lash your people, marshaled to reach a verdict. 
  
Leader:  Zeus, you say, sets more store by a father's death? He shackled his own father, 
Kronos proud with age. Doesn't that contradict you?  [To the judges]. Mark it well. I call 
you all to witness. 
 
Apollo:  You grotesque, loathsome - the gods detest you!  Zeus can break chains, we've 
cures for that, countless ingenious ways to set us free.  But once the dust drinks down a 
man's blood, he is gone, once for all. No rising back, no spell sung over the grave can 
sing him back — not even Father Zeus can. Though all things else he can overturn and 
never strain for breath. 
 
Leader:  [Feeling the threat of Zeus’ thunderbolt.]  So you'd force this man's acquittal? 
Behold, Justice! 

 
Exhibiting Apollo and Orestes 

 
Can a son spill his mother's blood on the ground, then settle into his father's halls in 
Argos? Where are the public altars he can use? - Can the kinsmen's holy water touch his 
hands? 
 
Apollo: 
Here is the truth, I tell you - see how right I am. The woman you call the mother of the 
child is not the parent, just a nurse to the seed, the new-sown seed that grows and swells 
inside her. The man is the source of life - the one who mounts. She, like a stranger for a 
stranger, keeps the shoot alive unless god hurts the roots. 
 
I give you proof that all I say is true.  The father can father forth without a mother. 
Here she stands, our living witness. Look - 

Exhibiting Athena 
 

Child sprung full-blown from Olympian Zeus, never bred in the darkness of the womb 
but such a stock no goddess could conceive!  And I, Pallas, with all my strong techniques 
will rear your host and battlements to glory. So I dispatched this suppliant to your hearth 
that he might be your trusted friend for ever, that you might win a new ally, dear goddess. 
He and his generations arm-in-arm with yours, your bonds stand firm for all posterity - 
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Athena:  Now have we heard enough? May I have the judges cast their honest lots as 
conscience may decide? 
 
Leader:  For us, we have shot our arrows, every one. I wait to hear how this ordeal will 
end. 
 
Athena:  Of course. And what can I do to merit your respect, Apollo? 
 
Apollo: You have heard what you have heard. 
 
Athena: To the judges.  Cast your lots, my friends, strict to the oath that you have sworn. 
 
And now if you would hear my law, you men of Greece, you who will judge the first trial 
of bloodshed.  Now and forever more, for Aegeus' people this will be the court where 
judges reign. This is the Crag of Ares, where the Amazons pitched their tents when they 
came marching down on Theseus, full tilt in their fury, erecting a new city to overarch his 
city, towers thrust against his towers - they sacrificed to Ares, named this rock from that 
day onward Ares' Crag. 
 
Here from the heights, terror and reverence, my people's kindred powers will hold them 
from injustice through the day and through the mild night. Never pollute our law with 
innovations. No, my citizens, foul a clear well and you will suffer thirst. 
 

Neither anarchy nor tyranny, my people. 
Worship the Mean, I urge you, 

shore it up with reverence and never 
banish terror from the gates, not outright. 

 
Where is the righteous man who knows no fear?  The stronger your fear, your reverence 
for the just, the stronger your country's wall and city's safety, stronger by far than all men 
else possess in Scythia's rugged steppes or Pelops' level plain.  Untouched by lust for 
spoil, this court of law majestic, swift to fury, rising above you as you sleep, our night 
watch always wakeful, guardian of our land -I found it here and now. 
 
So I urge you, Athens. I have drawn this out to rouse you to your future. You must rise, 
each man must cast his lot and judge the case, reverent to his oath. Now I have finished. 
The judges come forward, pass between the urns and cast their lots. 
 

Receiving the judges' count, Athena lifts her arm once more. 
 
The man goes free, cleared of the charge of blood. The lots are equal. 
 
 
 
Orestes: 
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O Pallas Athena - you, you save my house!  I was shorn of the fatherland but you 
reclaim it for me. Now any Greek will say, 'He lives again, the man of Argos lives 
on his fathers' great estates. Thanks to Pallas, Apollo and Zeus, the Lord of all 
fulfillment. 
 
Athena [to the Furies]: 
Yield to me.  No more heavy spirits. You were not defeated -the vote was tied, a verdict 
fairly reached with no disgrace to you, no, Zeus brought luminous proof before us. He 
who spoke god's oracle, he bore witness that Orestes did the work but should not suffer 
harm. 
 
And now you'd like to vent your anger, no doubt.  Consider a moment. Calm yourself. 
Never render us barren, raining your potent showers down like spears, consuming every 
seed. By all my rights I promise you your seat in the depths of earth, yours by all rights -
stationed at hearths equipped with glistening thrones, covered with praise! My people 
will revere you. 
 
Furies: 
You, you younger gods! - you have ridden down the ancient laws, wrenched them from 
my grasp -and I, robbed of my birthright, suffering, great with wrath, I loose my poison 
over the soil.  Aieee! -poison to match my grief comes pouring out my heart, 
cursing the land to burn it sterile and now rising up from its roots a cancer blasting leaf 
and child, now for Justice, Justice! - cross the face of the earth the bloody tide comes 
hurling, all mankind destroyed. ... Moaning, only moaning? What will I do?  The 
mockery of it!  Oh unbearable, mortified by Athens, we the daughters of Night, our 
power stripped, cast down. 
 
Athena: 
You have your power, you are goddesses - but not to turn on the world of men and ravage 
it past cure. I put my trust in Zeus and... must I add this? I am the only god who knows 
the keys to the armory where his lightning-bolt is sealed. No need of that, not here. 
Let me persuade you. The lethal spell of your voice, never cast it down on the land and 
blight its harvest home. Lull asleep that salt black wave of anger -awesome, proud with 
reverence, live with me. The land is rich, and more, when its first fruits, offered for heirs 
and the marriage rites, are yours to hold forever, you will praise my words. 
 
Furies: 
But for me to suffer such disgrace... I, the proud heart of the past, driven under the earth, 
condemned, like so much filth, and the fury in me breathing hatred -O good Earth, what 
is this stealing under the breast, what agony racks the spirit?... Night, dear Mother Night! 
All's lost, our ancient powers torn away by their cunning, ruthless hands, the gods so hard 
to wrestle down, obliterate us all. 
 
 
 
Athena: 
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I will bear with your anger. You are older. The years have taught you more, much more 
than I can know. But Zeus, I think, gave me some insight, too, that has its merits. If you 
leave for an alien land and alien people, you will come to love this land, I promise you. 
As time flows on, the honors flow through all my citizens, and you, throned in honor 
before the house of Erechtheus, will harvest more from men and women moving in 
solemn file than you can win throughout the mortal world. 
 
Here in our homeland never cast the stones that whet our bloodlust. Never waste our 
youth, inflaming them with the burning wine of strife. Never pluck the heart of the battle 
cock and plant it in our people - intestine war seething against themselves. Let our wars 
rage on abroad, with all their force, to satisfy our powerful lust for fame. But as for the 
bird that fights at home - my curse on civil war. 
 
This is the life I offer, it is yours to take.  Do great things, feel greatness, greatly honored.  
Share this country cherished by the gods. 
 
Furies: 
But for me to suffer such disgrace... I, the proud heart of the past, driven under the earth, 
condemned, like so much filth, and the fury in me breathing hatred -O good Earth, what 
is this stealing under the breast, what agony racks the spirit? ... Night, dear Mother Night! 
All's lost, our ancient powers torn away by their cunning, ruthless hands, the gods so hard 
to wrestle down, obliterate us all. 
 
Athena: 
No, I will never tire of telling you your gifts. So that you, the older gods, can never say 
that I, a young god and the mortals of my city drove you outcast, outlawed from the land. 
But if you have any reverence for Persuasion, the majesty of Persuasion, the spell of my 
voice that would appease your fury -Oh please stay ... and if you refuse to stay, it would 
be wrong, unjust to afflict this city with wrath, hatred, populations routed. Look, it is all 
yours, a royal share of our land -justly entitled, glorified for ever. 
 
Leader:  Queen Athena, where is the home you say is mine to hold? 
 
Athena:  Where all the pain and anguish end. Accept it. 
 
Leader: And if I do, what honor waits for me? 
 
Athena: No house can thrive without you. 
 
Leader:  You would do that, grant me that much power? 
 
Athena:  Whoever reveres us -we will raise the fortunes of their lives. 
 
Leader:  And you will pledge me that, for all time to come? 
 
Athena:  Yes - I must never promise things I cannot do. 



  Aeschylus, “Agamemnon”   11 

 
Leader:  Your magic is working ... I can feel the hate, the fury slip away. 
 
Athena:  At last! And now take root in the land and win yourself new friends with your 
spell. 
 
Leader:  A spell -what spell to sing? to bind the land forever? Tell us. 
 
Athena:  Nothing that strikes a note of brutal conquest. Only peace-blessings, rising up 
from the earth and the heaving sea, and down the vaulting sky let the wind-gods breathe a 
wash of sunlight streaming through the land, and the yield of soil and grazing cattle flood 
our city's life with power and never flag with time. Make the seed of men live on, the 
more they worship you the more they thrive. I love them as a gardener loves his plants, 
these upright men, this breed fought free of grief. All that is yours to give. 
 
And I, in the trials of war where fighters burn for fame, will never endure the overthrow 
of Athens -all will praise her, victor city, pride of man. 
 

The Furies assemble, dancing around Athena, who becomes their Leader. 
 
Furies: 

I will embrace one home with you, Athena, 
never fail the city-- 

you and Zeus almighty, you and Ares 
hold as the fortress of the gods, the shield 

of the high Greek altars, glory of the powers. 
Spirit of Athens, hear my words; my prayer 

like a prophet's warm and kind, 
that the rare good things of life 

come rising crest on crest, 
sprung from the rich black earth and 

gleaming with the bursting flash of sun. 
 
 

And the brutal strife, 
the civil war devouring men, I pray 
that it never rages through our city, 

that the good Greek soil never drinks the blood of Greeks, 
shed in an orgy of reprisal life for life - 

that Fury like a beast will never 
rampage through the land. 
Give joy in return for joy, 
one common will for love, 

and hate with one strong heart: 
such union heals a thousand ills of man. 
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Athena: 
Do you hear how the Furies sound their blessings forth, how the Furies find the way? 
Shining out of the terror of their faces I can see great gains for you, my people. Hold 
them kindly, kind as they are to you. Exalt them always, you exalt your land, your city 
straight and just -its light goes through the world. 
 

The women embrace the Furies and sing the final chorus. Torches blaze; a procession 
forms, including the actors and the judges and the audience. Athena leads them from the 

theatre and escorts them through the city. 
 
THE WOMEN OF THE CITY: 
On, on, good spirits born for glory, Daughters of Night, her children always young, 
now under loyal escort - Blessings, people of Athens, sing your blessings out. 
 
Deep, deep in the first dark vaults of Earth, sped by the praise and victims we will bring, 
reverence will attend you -Blessings now, all people, sing your blessings out. 
 
You great good Furies, bless the land with kindly hearts, you Awesome Spirits, come - 
exult in the blazing torch, exultant in our fires, journey on. Cry, cry in triumph, carry on 
the dancing on and on! 
 
This peace between Athena's people and their guests must never end. All-seeing Zeus and 
Fate embrace, down they come to urge our union on -Cry, cry, in triumph, carry on the 
dancing on and on! 
 


