Notes on ch. 18 “The Mycenaean Saga”

Characters to know:

Tantalus

TAN tuh lus

Pelops

PEE lops

Atreus

AY tree us

Myrtilus

MUR til us

Thyestes

TIE es teez

Agamemnon

AG uh MEM non

Clytemnestra
CLY tem NES truh

Aegisthus

uh JIS thus

Orestes

or RES teez

Electra

uh LEK truh

Iphigenia

if i jen EYE uh

Cassandra

kuh SAN druh

Questions to consider:

1. What is the curse of Myrtilus that ends up playing out in the lives of Pelops’ descendants?  Consider as well – what makes an effective curse?

2. What evidence is there in the stories of this chapter that there may have been human sacrifice at one time? 

3. Compare and contrast the characters of Orestes, Electra and Clytemnestra as they appear in the Libation Bearers, and the two plays called Electra.

4. Trace the line of blood crimes in this dynasty from Tantalus through Orestes.

Pelops and Tantalus

404) “balanced above him a mighty rock…” These is not the usual punishment of Tantalus, who, in Homer, and elsewhere, is described as standing neck deep in a pool of water, and above him hang the branches of a fruit tree.  Whenever he goes for a drink, the pool recedes, and whenever he grabs for some fruit, the branches turn away.  This is seen as a just punishment for someone who tried to trick the gods by serving them his son.  (Note that Pindar does not accept this story.  It does seem strange that a man who has the good fortune to have the gods over to dinner would serve up his son, that is, unless human sacrifice was employed at some time in the distant past – in that case, it would make sense that the king would sacrifice his son to the gods for the good of his people.  As told, it makes little sense, because the customs have changed.)

405) the Pelopion:  Pelops was venerated as a hero at Olympia, though that doesn’t necessarily mean he was a nice guy.  The start of the chariot race to win the hand of Hippodamia graces one of the pediments on the great temple of Zeus at Olympia, and that event is sometimes suggested as the inspiration for the start of the Olympic games.

“sons eager in virtue:” these seem quite different from Atreus and Thyestes, the two brothers we know about in other legends.  Pindar, writing epinician odes (odes commissioned to honor Olympic victors), may not want to darken his poems with less savory stories about Pelops and his sons.

Atreus and Thyestes

407) Seneca’s Thyestes:  Seneca was a Roman philosopher who was the Emperor Nero’s tutor, and later, something like his Secretary of State.  It is thought that he wrote Latin version of the Greek plays as entertainments for the young emperor.  They are quite a bit more graphic and disturbing than the Greek originals.  In his version of the story of Atreus and Thyestes, the only one surviving, Thyestes describes how he feels his sons’ ground up bodies reforming in his intestines.

In the story of Atreus and Thyestes, we have a doublet of the story of Tantalus and Pelops, but here with brother serving up nephews to brother instead of father serving up son to gods. In the versions that have survived, this is one messed up family.

Agamemnon, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus

408) Aegisthus: the son of Thyestes by his own daughter (again we have a pretty messed-up family arrangement) who will avenge the murder of his half brothers. It is interesting that Apollo seems to call on Thyestes to have a child by his daughter, which seems wrong in itself, but also makes Apollo’s later attempts to avenge Agamemnon’s death, by urging Orestes to take revenge, seem rather hollow.

409) Iphigenia: the event in Agamemnon’s own life that reawakens the spirits that avenge blood crimes – he sacrifices his daughter so the Greek fleet can get proper winds to go to Troy.  The sacrifice of Iphigenia probably points to the practice of human sacrifice at one time (it makes sense for the chief king to kill his daughter – only the best for the gods), but in mythology as it gets handed down, this aspect is forgotten, and Agamemnon’s action is viewed with horror.  

Cassandra:  this is the prophetess who rejected Apollo and was made to prophesy, but no one would believe her.  In Aeschylus’ play, Agamemnon, this is used to great effect.  She displays her prophetic powers by telling the chorus all about the curses on the House of Atreus.  They declare that they believe her power, but when she begins to talk of the imminent murder of herself and Agamemnon, the chorus immediately changes tune and suggest that such a thing could not happen in this house.  It’s a great scene.

Orestes and Electra

412) “Sophocles … is the most neutral:” I’m not sure exactly what M & L mean by this.  In both Aeschylus and Euripides’ versions, Orestes, who must kill his mother, is driven mad by the Furies (spirits that avenge blood crimes, especially those within a family).  Sophocles does not have that feature, but I wouldn’t say he is neutral (which would argue that he’s open to the possibility of the Furies, but his play ends before that point).  It is clear that Sophocles judges Orestes’ vengeance justified, and there is no hint that the Furies will ever appear.  The end of Sophocles’ Electra has a triumphant tone – the children of Agamemnon avenged his bloody death.

“Athena gives her casting vote in favor of Orestes:” Aeschylus’ trilogy is all about how the cycle of blood vengeance (such as one might see in the Hatfield-McCoy feud) is finally broken when, on the Areopagus in Athens, jury trials take the place of blood vengeance.  That trial in which the Furies are the prosecution, Apollo the defense counsel and Athena the star witness for the defense is the subject of the Eumenides, the final play in the Oresteia trilogy.  Athena’s argument is that, since she was born from dad, not mom, that dad is the essential ingredient, and more important than mom.  Thus, the killing of Agamemnon was a worse crime than killing Clytemnestra, and Orestes had an obligation to avenge his father’s death.

414) Three versions:  The second play of Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the Choephori (Libation Bearers) deals with Orestes’ return from exile and plotting with Electra to avenge their father’s death.  This same story is dealt with in Euripides’ Electra, in which Electra is much more damaged by her years of servitude under Aegisthus, and much more desperate in her anger to kill Clytemnestra.  It is she who badgers Orestes into taking his mother’s life.  And finally, Sophocles also treated  the story with a much more heroic Electra, a much more poignant recognition scene (half of the play has passed before Electra realizes her brother has returned), and a “happy” ending.  There are substantial segments of all three plays on pp. 416-435 and well worth the read.  This would also make for a good reading if you wished to read those three plays for your book report.

415) Other plays:  The story of the House of Atreus (either Agamemnon’s story, or Menelaus) in a third of surviving Greek tragedies: 11/33

1. Aeschylus:

a. Agamemnon
b. Libation Bearers
c. Eumenides
2. Sophocles:

a. Electra

3. Euripides:

a. Electra
b. Orestes
c. Trojan Women
d. Helen
e. Andromache
f. Iphigenia at Aulis
g. Iphigenia at Tauris
