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Introduction

In tragedy women are often put in a conflict against men on an oikos as opposed to
polis basis.'This clearly indicates the collision of two worlds; the male of duty that
resides in the polis sphere and the female of feelings and family that resides in the
oikos sphere. Surprisingly, women in Greek tragedy often become active and

powerful and exit their oikos when called to defend family values and bonds.

This paper discusses motherhood, in specific, as one of the determining forces in
women’s behaviour in tragedy and, often, as the motivating power behind their actions.
Motherhood is time and again related to the women of tragedy who turn into criminals
and to some extent it renders their unconventional behaviour acceptable. Thus, it often

gives women the licence to exceed the limitations applying to their sex. There are
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occasions when a mother commits murder to revenge the death of her child, as, for
example, Klytaimnestra and Hekabe do.> Alternatively, a mother can use her
motherhood to take vengeance against her husband, as in the case of Medeia. There are
cases when a mother has failed in her role: Agave kills her own son unknowingly and
lokaste becomes her son’s wife. In extreme cases the mother kills herself after her
motherhood has ended or failed (Eurydike® and lokaste).* Notably, several of the
women mentioned above first acquire a voice, even when they do not speak a word as
in the case of Eurydike, only when their motherhood is threatened in one way or

another.

We believe that the figure of Klytaimnestra is worth closer examination at this point:
this paper will focus on the example of the mother of Iphigeneia and the wife and
murderer of Agamemnon to make its point concerning motherhood as a driving force
for women’s actions, as a murder motive and as an excuse. In doing so, we must first
explain the innovation and the dynamics that Aischylos brought to this character in his
play Agamemnon: Klytaimnestra, a figure reshaped by Aischylos for the needs of his
Oresteia, was previously a woman who had only a secondary role in the killing of her
husband, and was driven to this act by her passion for her lover.® In tradition she was
the weak accomplice of Aigisthos, and the treacherous wife of Agamemnon, but in
Aischylos she became the strong and determined principal avenger of her daughter’s
death, with Aigisthos now featuring only as a weak and feminised® accomplice by her
side. Notably, Klytaimnestra becomes the colossal figure of the Oresteia exactly
because her motherhood enters the story and drives her horrible actions. Aischylos’
treatment of the Oresteia myth had a huge impact on subsequent literature and art in

general up until today.



The case of Klytaimnestra

In the sources predating Aischylos the story was already rich, with a wealth of
characters and details. Usually the two accomplices, Aigisthos and Klytaimenstra, are
joint partners in the murder of Agamemnon and more often than not the death of
Aligisthos is the climax of Orestes’ revenge.’In tradition the motive of Klytaimnestra
is usually her adultery and her thirst for power — until we come across a poem of
Pindar. It is his version which links the murder to the sacrifice of Iphigeneia for the
first time, as far as we know (P. 11.22-6). The brevity of the reference to
Klytaimnestra, however, might imply the familiarity of the audience with this specific

version.®

Apparently, when Aischylos decides to write a trilogy on the story in 458 B.C. the story
already exists; he gives it, however, a decisive turn: not only is Klytaimnestra placed in
the foreground of the killing but she is even transformed into a colossal figure, contrary
to any other attested version in the history of this myth. She becomes the main
murderer, presented with male characteristics, and Aigisthos is simply her weak and
feminised accomplice. Her motive is plainly related to the death of Iphigeneia, whose
salvation is silenced in the parodos of the Agamemnon (cf. A. 248). There, the story of
the girl’s sacrifice is presented as a past event, with additional references being made
throughout the play. Iphigeneia is not saved in the Oresteia of Aischylos, and her death
is clearly used by the poet as part of her mother’s motivation to kill her husband.
Klytaimnestra is retrospectively harsh with her husband and very critical of his choices

(1. 1414-20); what is more, she is clear about the reason of her revenge in two passages.
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Furthermore, it is Klytaimnestra’s death which becomes the peak of the action in the
Choephoroi and the matricide is central to the trilogy as a whole. Apparently
Aischylos has chosen between versions and selected one which places emphasis
firmly on Klytaimnestra. Apart from allowing him one of his greatest character
creations, his choice is also used as the basis for an explicit -and extensive- major
theme running through the trilogy and culminating in the trial scene in the Eumenides:

gender inversion. So the change is of strategic importance. Aischylos’ use of



Klytaimnestra was, in short, one of the main innovations that re-invented a story well-

known at the time.

Part of the success of the Oresteia has to do with the creation or clearer presentation
of the deeper emotions that lead to the characters’ actions. For example,
Klytaimnestra’s maternal feelings are of crucial importance in the plot of the trilogy
because she takes action driven by them. Agamemnon’s paternal feelings are also
vital to the trilogy, exactly because he fails in them. Orestes’ different feelings for
each of his parents drive his actions throughout the trilogy. Thus the opposition
between polis and oikos that we have already discussed would also be applicable in
the case of Iphigeneia’s sacrifice. The general Agamemnon, seen through the prism
of fifth-century Athens, would have to serve the polis. Klytaimnestra, on the other
hand, according to the expected female orientation, would have to serve her oikos, its

values and the well-being of her family.

Reception of the Oresteia

The reception of the Oresteia by Sophokles and Euripides has already been discussed
extensively by modern researchers.™ This section is only meant to bring up, in brief,
elements found in these discussions. The general outline of the plot of Sophokles’
Elektra'? is not that different from the Aischylean Choephoroi. Unlike what happens
in Aischylos, in Sophokles the motive of Klytaimnestra is never related to
Iphigeneia’s death, she and Aigisthos are joint partners in the crime, Klytaimnestra is
killed first — so that the matricide is not the climax of the revenge - and Sophocles
does not replicate Aischylos’ intense concern for the moral issues raised by the

matricide.*®



Euripides’ Elektra'® is a play similar in certain aspects to the Choephoroi of
Aischylos: there is the recognition of Elektra and Orestes that leads to the preparation
of their revenge, the murder of Klytaimnestra is the climax of the play, and the Furies
pursue Orestes raising the moral question of matricide. However, it is Elektra who
has the dominant role in the play. It is important to note that Klytaimnestra is
sympathetic to some extent because she is allowed maternal feelings both for Orestes
and for Elektra.”™ In other cases her feelings for her murdered child override her

feelings for her other children.

In Iphigeneia at Aulis, a posthumously produced play of Euripides, put on stage by his
son in 405 B.C., Klytaimnestra comes to Aulis accompanying her daughter and offers
another viewpoint of what is about to happen. Hers is a more sentimental approach in
accordance with family values and maternal feelings. This is the only securely attested
case that we have for a reaction of Klytaimnestra at the actual time of the sacrifice,
pointing to a collision between the two parents,® even though it is the salvation version
that is followed.*’Klytaimnestra is presented as a strong woman, albeit incapable of
saving her daughter, and she defends her child with a speech on family values. Her
female defence is put on in Il. 1146-1208."® Lines 1171-83 are prophetic of the
criminal act of Klytaimnestra that is to follow, and foretell what, to her, would be its

justification.™

Concluding on the ancient perceptions of the heroine
The innovation of Aischylos in the treatment of the Oresteia myth was both extensive
and critically important for future representations. The tragedian magnified the

conflict between Klytaimnestra and Agamemnon by making her stronger, and



therefore a more than apt opponent of the king. He pushed Aigisthos aside and
brought forth a neglected motivation of Klytaimnestra that added to the tension of the
story: the death of her daughter. This made her the victim of Agamemnon, it
explained her anger and passion for revenge more adequately than adultery or the
thirst for power ever could and, as a result, complicated things
considerably.?’Aischylos’ version, both more intense than ever attested before as well
as contemporary, won him the first victory of the 458 B.C. dramatic contest
(Agamemnon argumentumMGFV /TrGF iii testimonium Gh65a.2-3).”* The trilogy
had a huge impact on the reception of the story thereafter and the perception of the

main characters. It still has a huge impact today and it remains a widely spread story.

Klytaimnestra in modern days: Some examples

The question arising when examining cases of reception of the story of Klytaimnestra
has been one of identifying the motive for her actions and the extent of her guilt in
modern societies and modern times. Is she the main murderer? Do modern versions
follow the innovation of Aischylos that renders her actions justifiable or not? Actually
one comes across both readings of her action. Sometimes the death of Iphigeneia is
subtly but not clearly related to the murder of Agamemnon. Let’s start with two

paintings: (PICTURE 1) 1. Guérin, Pierre-Narcisse (1774-1833)

Klytaemnestra hesitates before killing the sleeping Agamemnon.

(PICTURE 2) 2. John Maler Collier (1850-1934), Klytemnestra after the murder, 1882

In both cases she is the murderess. Whether hesitant or decisive, proud and cruel after

the deed, it is always her.
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An important Greek poet, Odysseus Elytis, the winner of the Nobel prize for Literature
in 1979, wrote a poem entitled Agamemnon, which became well known when it was
turned into a song by a famous Greek singer, Eleftheria Arvanitaki.
The poem reads:

Ayopépvov

I'pryopa mov orotevidlel, pOvondpilaoce,
Agv avtéym tovg avBpdmovg dALO, xdpla EGE.
[Tov piAdg kot 1 voyta KAaigl ooy To GKOAO GOV

[Tpodopévog amopéverl mo1og; o iAo Gov.

Ayopéuvov AYoUEUVOV GLOIPE TOL GOV
7OV GOV "‘HEAAE vaL TO BpELg am” T yvvaiko cov.

Kot 10 éva cov Ayopépvmv kot 1o d€ka Gov

Ba peTpdel ota dAYTLAG TNG M YVVATKO GOV.

Ao’ tov Gvepo va Aéel GG TOV va LG
Kémolog Ba “vor o Ayapéuvov Kamoia 1 gOvicoo.
Kamrote k1 €60 Oa pTdoglg oo 0 ViknTig;

AL BOGIALAG LG XDPOG OKATOTKNTNG

Ayopéuvov AYoUEUVOV GUOIPE TOL GOV
IOV GOV UEAAE VO TO Bpelg am” T yvvaika Gov.
Kot 1o éva cov Ayopépvev kot to d€Ka Gov

00 peTpéet oTa SéyTuAA TG 1 Yovaika cov. %

There is talk of betrayal but not clearly related to Iphigeneia, whilst Klytaimnestra is

called a murderess (poviooa), a rather harsh choice of word.

(PICTURE 3) In the 1962 film Electra of Michalis Kakogiannis, based on the play of

Euripides, the opening scene presents Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos killing Agamemnon,



as joint accomplices. They are shown as cruel but there is no reference to Iphigeneia
whatsoever: no excuses allowed. Such a scene of course is never included in the

original play of Euripides.

What happens though when the motive of the murder is related to the sacrifice of
Iphigeneia? A completely different story emerges... The 2012 production of a play
titled Klytaimnestra by the playwright Gwyneth Lewis was presented only few months
ago in Cardiff. (PICTURE 4) In a Guardian interview (16.4.2012)% the playwright
notes: “Imagine that your husband is away at war, and imagine hearing that he has
allowed your daughter to be killed in order to further his strategic interests. Far from
being the manic man-woman of the Oresteia, | wanted to show a Clytemnestra who was
grieving and unable to cope.” A complete ‘non guilty’ verdict is offered by Lewis, as
Klytaimnestra speaks lines such as “No man should come between a mother and her

daughter” and “Who'll speak for the dead girls if | don't?”

Our next example comes from a famous choreographer and dancer of the sixties. When
Martha Graham's Clytemnestra premiered in 1958 it became an instant hit, so it's no
surprise that a 2008 revival followed. (PICTURE 5) In 2008, another famous dancer,
Fang-Yi Sheu acts as Klytaimnestra. In her solo, Klytaimnestra anticipates murdering
her husband in what is known as the knife-dance. What is interesting about Graham’s
Klytaimnestra apart from its success is the implication of the act as the result of the pain
for Iphigeneia.  This is made more evident in a cinematic adaptation inspired by
Martha Graham's "Clytemnestra”, which delves into the motives and pre-meditation of
a woman on the verge of committing a heinous crime. It features contemporary dancer,

Myra Beltran, in a Manila closer to Graham's time. It is known as the ‘Manila 1958



Clytemnestra’. The empty swing explains the pain that informs the action. (PICTURE

6)

We now turn to Rhian Samuel’s ‘Clytemnestra’ (Mvt 6: Defiance). Rhian Samuel was
born to a Welsh-speaking family in Aberdare, Wales, in 1944. She has written a great
deal of vocal music, including Klytaimnestra (after Aeschylus), for soprano and full
orchestra, commissioned by the BBC in 1994 (PICTURE 7). In this work for soprano
and full orchestra, Aeschylus's words are taken as the basis for the portrayal of a mother
whose daughter has been murdered by her husband, Agamemnon. And for that
Klytaimnestra takes revenge. In Movement 6, she has just killed him, and asks to be

treated justly.

Conclusion

This paper has discussed motherhood, in specific, as one of the determining forces in
women’s behaviour in tragedy and, often, as the motivating power behind their actions,
and it has argued that motherhood is time and again related to the women of tragedy
who turn into criminals and to some extent renders their unconventional behaviour
acceptable. Klytaimnestra has been our main example: A figure who had been reshaped
by Aischylos for the needs of his Oresteia, was previously a woman with only a
secondary role in the killing of her husband, and was driven to this act by her passion
for her lover. It is in Aischylos that she first became the strong and determined
principal avenger of her daughter’s death. Notably, Klytaimnestra becomes the colossal
figure of the Oresteia exactly because her motherhood enters the story and drives her
horrible actions. Aischylos’ treatment of the Oresteia myth had a huge impact on

subsequent literature and art in general up until today. Through the ages her more



recent receptions are still influenced by the extenuation of doubt that Aischylos first
offered her. As one of the modern adaptations of the play has put it: “No man should

come between a mother and her daughter”.
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sometimes to murder or suicide because of the death of her child.
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549; 608 fr.l1 (a) + 2). There is no secure evidence, though.
%I deem not that the death he died

Had overmuch of shame:

For this was he who did provide

Foul wrong unto his house and name:

His daughter, blossom of my womb,



He gave unto a deadly doom,
Iphigenia, child of tears!

And as he wrought, even so he fares.
Nor be his vaunt too loud in hell;
For by the sword his sin he wrought,
And by the sword himself is brought

Among the dead to dwell.

%peace! for such task is none of thine
By me he fell, by me he died,

And now his burial rites be mine!

Yet from these halls no mourners' train
Shall celebrate his obsequies;

Only by Acheron's rolling tide

His child shall spring unto his side,
And in a daughter's loving wise

Shall clasp and kiss him once again!
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Choephoroi, 9-26 (intro.).
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413-10; Kamerbeek, The Plays, 6, dates the play between 425-409, closer to the latter.
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of Klytaimnestra to create the expectation that he would follow the death and not the
salvation version.

18 See Synodinou, K., “Clytaemnestra in the Iphigeneia at Aulis of Euripides: from
submission to revolt”, Dodone 14 (1985) 64, for the view that Klytaimnestra, who
comes to Aulis with the conventional virtues of a wife, turns into a person in revolt;
Alsina, J.,“Observaciones sobre la figura de Clitemestra”, Emerita 27 (1959), 318.

% The chorus of women from Chalkis, who in general have a moderate reaction in the
play, add their voice to hers against the male perspective of Agamemnon in lines 1209-
10, in their attempt to persuade the king that he would not be reproached if he was to

save his child: mOd" tOydpToItéKva cuea®lEY KOOV, / AyAueUVOV OVOELS TPOCTAS’



avtepel Ppotdv. Moreover, in lines 917-8 it is clear that the female chorus sides with
Klytaimnestra and with the female-maternal perspective of things: dewvovtotiktew kol

eépeLpilTpovuéya, / TAGIVIEKOIVOVEGD VITEPKAUVEIVTEKV®V.

“Moreover, Aischylos presented the question of the matricide as unsolvable by
traditional epic or human means and eventually employed an Athenian institution (the
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?!Radt, S TragicorumGraecorumFragmentaVolume 3 [TrGF], (Géttingen, 1985).

2|t is already getting darker. It’s autumn time

I don’t stand people any longer. You also

While you are talking, night laments like your dog
Betrayed stands alone — who? your friend
Agamemnon Agamemnon, person with no fate —

It was meant to be done to you by your wife

Let the wind blow, let it blow wild

There will always be an Agamemnon and a murderess
One day you too will victoriously arrive-a winner,

but only as king of an inhabited land

Both your beginning and end, oh Agamemnon,

Will depend on your wife’s will.

23 http://www.guardian.co.uk/stage/2012/apr/16/clytemnestra-makeover-gwyneth-

lewis



