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particularly in view of the recent research into the role of 
mourning women in Greek society. Only the text can provide 
an answer. 

The interpretation that views Orestes as decisive axio-
matically makes Electra weak and unimportant. So it was 
understandable that Wilamowitz, following on the ideas of O. 
Müller, considered Electra an important force in the action of 
Choephori because he thought Orestes was indecisive.8 Most 
critical attention to this play revolves around two central points 
of contention, and both of these involve Orestes and his inten-
tions. Orestes does express a desire for revenge, but does that 
demonstrate that his speech shows that he is in fact totally 
determined, and that he understands that this also means 
killing his mother? And related to this, does the kommos simply 
express the lyric reaffirmation of his resolve, or does it lead 
Orestes to action instead of the mere expression of wishful 
thinking? The present critical view generally favours Schade-
waldt: that Orestes has early in the play expressed his resolve 
and determination, and the kommos is a lyric working out of this 
expression of determination.9 The obvious objection to this, as 
Schadewaldt noted, is that the kommos does not move the action 
forward at all, despite the fact that it is the longest and most 
complex lyric that survives in Greek tragedy, and displays the 
most intimate fusion of actors and chorus.10 Orestes was 

 
8 U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Aischylos: Interpretationen (Berlin 1914) 

205–210; K. O. Müller, Kleine deutsche Schriften (Breslau 1870) 473 ff.; K. Sier, 
Die lyrischen Partien der Choephoren des Aischylos (Stuttgart 1988) 70 ff. Sier gives 
the best available history of the interpretations of the opening and kommos of 
Choephori. It is notable that Sier (71 n.5) confidently accuses Wilamowitz of 
an anachronistic Hamlet-inspired view of Orestes (“bedarf kaum eines Be-
weises”), seemingly unaware that Goethe’s romantic-inspired view of Shake-
speare which he quotes as probative is itself anachronistic. Wilamowitz in 
fact never speaks of Hamlet, and though he was born in a century steeped 
in romanticism, was able to understand Orestes as something less than a 
romantic hero. 

9 W. Schadewaldt, “Der Kommos in Aischylos’ Choephoren,” Hellas und 
Hesperien: Gesammelte Schriften I (Zurich 1970) 249–284 (= Hermes 67 [1932] 
312–354).  

10 A. F. Garvie, Aeschylus: Choephori (Oxford 1986) 124. 



270 THE AESCHYLEAN ELECTRA 
 

 

females take over in this narrative section of the kommos, where 
the function of witnessing and recounting the family mythos by 
Electra and the chorus is directed at Orestes. It is particularly 
here that we see the impressive power and decisiveness of the 
chorus. They, wailing their Cissian grief, describe their actions 
as they beat their breasts and heads. Electra follows, apostro-
phizing Clytemnestra, and beginning the narration of her 
mother’s indignities against Agamemnon after his death, that 
he had not been properly buried and lamented (429–433). 
Orestes’ response to Electra’s apostrophizing Clytemnestra is 
generally interpreted (e.g. Garvie 161) as an acceptance of the 
act of matricide (434–438): 

tÚ pçn ét¤mvw ¶lejaw, o‡moi. 
patrÚw dÉ ét¤mvsin îra te¤seiw 
ßkati m¢n daimÒnvn, 
ßkati dÉ émçn xer«n: 
¶peitÉ §g∆ nosf¤saw Ùlo¤man.   
You’ve told me of something completely shameful, alas. 
You will pay for the dishonour of our father 
Through the gods 
And through my own hands; 
When I destroy [her/you], may I die. 

Wilamowitz, who, we have seen, saw the purpose of the kommos 
as entirely directed at Orestes’ decision, wished to rearrange 
the text, placing lines 434–438 after 455, in the hope of making 
the decision arise later, as Orestes became more decided. Op-
posing this, Schadewaldt, who held that Orestes had always 
been decided upon his course of action, suggests that here 
Orestes does not make a decision (Entschluss) but rather he 
shows openly the decisiveness (Entschlossenheit) that was present, 
unexpressed, all along.48 The decision “breaks forth” (“bricht 
sie hervor”) here. He does recognize that Orestes does not 
display the decisiveness that should be there, just as he never 
openly says that he will murder his mother. This passage be-
trays the hesitation and reluctance of the young man, and not a 
decision taken or a decisive stance, though he has said some-
thing that he has been unwilling to say up to this point. 
 

48 Schadewaldt, Hellas 276. 
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Servant women, who order the house’s cares, 
since you are present here to attend me in this rite 
of supplication, give me your advice touching this. 
What should I say while I pour these offerings of sorrow? 
How shall I find gracious words, how pray to my father? 
Shall I say that these are from a beloved to a beloved, 
from a wife to her husband, from my own mother? 
I haven’t the boldness19 for this, and I don’t know what to say 
as I pour this offering on the tomb of my father. 
Or should I say these words, as is normal for mortals, 
that to those who send these funeral honours, 
may he send in return with good—a gift to match their evil? 
Or, in silence and dishonour, just as my father 
died, should I pour them out for the earth to drink,  
and then retrace my steps as one carrying away refuse from a rite, 
hurling the vessel from me with averted eyes? 
Friends, join with me in making the plan. 
For we practice a common hatred in the house. 
Electra’s speech is manipulative, and the precise rhetoric 

does not allow us to feel it as tentative. In this passage, Electra 
proposes three alternative actions that she might adopt: the 
first, that she carry out the ritual while speaking the words her 
mother wishes; the second, that she carry out the ritual while 
speaking words that suggest a different meaning, that the 
offerings be repaid with evil to those sending it; and third, that 
she carry out the ritual in silence. The passage has been called 
inelegant, illogical, and inept, and there have been attempts to 
“repair” it. Garvie (67–68) summarizes some of the debate, as 
does Diggle who argues for a transposition of lines 91–92 to 
follow line 99.20 The debate has focussed on the placement of 
the “What shall I say?” formula throughout the passage. The 
repetition at 91–92, oÈdÉ ¶xv t¤ f« x°ousa tÒnde p°lanon §n tÊm-
bƒ patrÒw, has troubled many commentators, including Diggle, 
who argues for the transposition not only because of the 
flatness of the repetition, but on the grounds of the logic of 
Electra’s argument as well. Garvie (68–69) agrees with Diggle’s 

 
19 yãrsow has the sense of “impudence” or “insolence.” 
20 J. Diggle, “A Transposition in the Choephori,” CR 20 (1970) 267–269. 

His suggestion is followed by Page in the 1972 OCT. 
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determined at the beginning and determined at the end.11 The 
critical literature talks about invoking Agamemnon’s aid,12 
which is obvious enough, but Agamemnon ultimately plays no 
part in the revenge. If the murdered father simply contributes 
to the resolve by virtue of being prayed to, then that resolve 
needed heightening. To understand the role of Electra, we 
must understand the lack of resolve of Orestes. For without 
Orestes, nothing is going to happen, and the revenge will not 
take place, as Electra knows.  

Paul Friedländer writes: “Electra comes on insecure [un-
sicher)] at the beginning and lets herself be driven by the 
maidens. Then, it is true, she begs her father for vengeance, 
helps her brother to his decision, and knows that she has in-
herited a wolf-temper [Wolfsinn] from her mother and cannot 
fawn before the ruler.” But immediately afterwards: “Orestes is 
from the very beginning determined [entschieden].”13 However, a 
young woman who is insecure is not likely to enter shouting for 
vengeance. And if Orestes is determined, why does he need 
help to make up his mind from someone who is unsure of 
herself? 

The section of the play in which we are introduced to Electra 
as she speaks and interacts with the chorus for the first time is 
key to an understanding of her character. Professor Conacher’s 
assessments of Electra are representative of the interpretations 
of Electra’s words and actions as ignorance, innocence, and 
tentativeness in the first scene of the play: 

The ultimate horror of the matricidal intent which underlies this 
“perversion” of Clytemnestra’s perverse offerings and the steely 

 
11 Schadewaldt justifies his argument by appealing to a general rule he 

had formulated about lyrical Auswirkung of earlier dramatic action. But Sier, 
Die lyrischen Partien 73, following Lesky, has cast doubt on this rule, and in-
deed it is little more than a petitio principii. Something does happen in the 
kommos, as Lesky shows in “Der Kommos der Choephoren,” SBWien 221.3 
(1942). But the question is: what? 

12 For example, Garvie 122: “The present kommÒw, whose ostensible pur-
pose is to invoke Agamemnon’s aid against his murderers (456 ff.), forms the 
culmination of all the earlier prayers to Zeus, the chthonic powers, and 
Agamemnon.” 

13 P. Friedländer, Studien zur antiken Literatur und Kunst (Berlin 1969) 125. 
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the act of vengeance.27 However, lines 297 ff. can only with 
great difficulty be seen as a sign of his Entschlossenheit: 

toio›sde xrhsmo›w îra xrØ pepoiy°nai; 
kefi mØ p°poiya, toÎrgon ¶stÉ §rgast°on. 
pollo‹ går efiw ©n sump¤tnousin ·meroi, 
yeoË tÉ §fetma‹ ka‹ patrÚw p°nyow m°ga,  300 
ka‹ prÚw pi°zei xrhmãtvn éxhn¤a, 
tÚ mØ pol¤taw eÈkleestãtouw brot«n, 
Tro¤aw énastat∞raw eÈdÒjƒ fren¤, 
duo›n gunaiko›n œdÉ ÍphkÒouw p°lein. 
yÆleia går frÆn: efi d¢ mÆ, tãxÉ e‡setai.  305 
Are such oracles not to be trusted? 
Even if I do not trust them, the deed must be done. 
For many desires fall toward a single goal: 
The god’s demands and my deep grief for my father, 
My lack of money oppresses me, 
And my desire that the citizens, most glorious of men, 
Of courageous heart as destroyers of Troy, 
Might not be subjects like this to two women. 
For he is womanish; and if not, he will soon know. 

Schadewaldt claims that ·meroi at 299 indicates Orestes’ ex-
pressed determination.28 ·merow, however, does not indicate 
determination, but a longing, or wanting something that is not 
present. Himeros is the personification of erotic desire and an 
attendant of Aphrodite,29 often portrayed in art along with 
Eros and Pothos,30 and what we see in this passage is the kind 
of generalization by which Orestes throughout the play demon-
strates his unwillingness to face the reality that the revenge will 
mean the murder of his mother. To “want” or “long for” 
something does not denote resolution. 

Many commentators have been of the view that before re-
 

27 Schadewaldt, Hellas 249 n.2. 
28 He offers parallels from Prometheus 649 and 865, Agamemnon 1204, and 

Supplices 87 (in the latter, indicating the “will of Zeus,” according to Schade-
waldt, though Zeus’ “wanting” something as king of gods might well be 
called his “will”). 

29 Hesiod makes Himeros present, along with Eros, at the birth of Aphro-
dite, and afterwards a member of her train (Theog. 201–202).  

30 LIMC V.1 425–426, V.2 299–300. 
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in the Aeschylean Electra, we have a rather boring character, 
and one wonders why such a person did not just quietly dis-
appear from drama, which, as we know, is far from what 
happened.  

Helene Foley has emphasized the obligation of a woman in 
Greek culture to lament a family member’s death and es-
pecially to keep alive in public memory any outrage against 
male kin, and she has used this insight as a base from which to 
delineate the powerful character of the Sophoclean Electra.6 
Leaving aside Aristotle’s notion of the “type-dominated aes-
thetic” in ancient tragic characterization,7 we are still faced 
with a dramatic puzzle: how could the Electra of Choephori, who 
was after all under the same social pressures and in the same 
dramatic circumstances as her later manifestations, have as-
sumed such a different, indeed opposite character? Certainly 
playwrights can alter the mythic characters they choose to 
portray, but is it not more reasonable to ask whether Aeschylus 
should not have portrayed an Electra that had fundamentally 
more in common with those of Sophocles and Euripides, and 
perhaps created in his Electra an equally powerful and dom-
inating figure, who laments and promotes revenge? This study 
asserts that Electra forges a conspiracy with the chorus, a stasis 
pankoinos in Aeschylus’ words (at line 458), which will exert the 
necessary moral force on a reluctant Orestes. Not everyone will 
agree that Orestes is reluctant, or that Electra is determined, 
but these are two aspects of the same problem that is the focus 
of this study. Electra is not the boring girl next door, but a 
Greek heroine seeking revenge and justice, and this should be 
seen as a more reasonable hypothesis from which to under-
stand this tragic character. She, after all, functions in the same 
way, bitterly and formidably pushing her brother towards ven-
geance. It certainly seems an interpretation worth exploring, 

 
6 H. P. Foley, Female Acts in Greek Tragedy (Princeton 2001) 145–171. For 

the anthropological background see M. Alexiou, The Ritual Lament in Greek 
Tradition2 (Lanham 2002); G. Holst-Warhaft, Dangerous Voices: Women’s La-
ments and Greek Literature (New York 1992); C. N. Seremetakis, The Last Word: 
Women, Death and Divination in Inner Mani (Chicago 1991). 

7 As expressed by Jones, On Aristotle 40. 


