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      The present dissertation deals with the function of memory and forgetfulness within 

the story of Electra and Orestes, as presented by Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides.  

      The introductory chapter represents a brief account of the philological and theoretical 

tools of our research. Chapter One proves that words of active memory as well as 

expressions of forgetfulness are recurrent in the texts.  

       Chapters Two and Three show how different public roles influence the apparatus of 

memory for various agents. Memory and forgetfulness operate at three levels: private 

recollection, public function, and divine agent. We analyze the relationship between the 

heroic ethos and the collective memory in times of crisis. The three authors treat 

differently the Electra’s memory and her relationship with the logos of her city, 

especially because of her liminal tendencies. In Euripideas, we further emphasize a 

particular aspect of memory: a genos-related aspect of Mnēmosynē that affects both the 
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male and the female functions. Chapter Four further analyzes the feminine liminal 

potential and the ability to access a transcendental form of memory, ability which at 

times proves morbid and dangerous. The solution to this burden is either divine 

intervention, or return to private memory through acts of initiatory forgetfulness. 

        Chapter Five deals with the presence of divine memory and the fissures between the 

Olympians and the chthonian divinities at the level of mnemonic discourse. The three 

authors have different ways in recording it. However, there is a general tendency to move 

from grudging memory to healing amnesty. This effort is sustained by the Olympian 

divinities in the detriment of the Furies and their pre-cultural form of memory in 

Aeschylus. The picture is further complicated in Euripides by Helen and her physical 

presence as a memorial of the war, as well as her ultimate disappearance into thin air. In 

Sophocles, we witness a similar movement from the logocentric memory to the visual 

and symbolic aspect of social Mnēmosynē. Electra depicts the ambiguities and the failure 

of monumental memory and the ritualistic return to private memory.  

       Chapter Six analyzes the mnemonic filter in theatrical experience. The dramatic 

performance is a way to share the social burden of memory: with each show, Orestes' 

murder is re-tried and collectively re-solved. Beside the memory of the author, the 

theatrical experience involves the perspective of the public and its function as a “social 

framework” for the memory of the myths. 
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                                                  INTRODUCTION   

     The legend of Orestes and Electra is one of the most researched areas of Greek 

mythology and, as such, it creates both a blessing and a curse. Most scholars are intensely 

preoccupied with its opposition between life and death, between ethics and immorality, 

and with its reversal of values. The subjects are limitless:  family alienation, vendetta, 

primitive justice versus orderly trials, and priority of paternity over maternal liaisons. 

When it comes to the problems of the royal oikos of Mycenae, modern scholars notice the 

alteration of natural philia bonds during periods of violence in favor of political 

alliances.1 The conflicting visions of the Areopagus in Aeschylus and Euripides occupy 

another battlefield on which scholars argue about the history of institutions. The 

philological debate in comparative studies covers numerous areas of research. Scholars 

analyze the meaning of dike, the civic versus private/family authority, as well as the 

social ineptia (or the inability of the Furies to integrate themselves into a social system) 

in contrast with the old-boy network of “brilliant dynasts.”2 Modern studies on 

democracy, constitution, and anarchy are brought to light, especially in the delicate case 

of Orestes’ trial. In Euripides, the problem of the right to exact vengeance is also 

complicated by the unique psychological development of the characters and the strange 

political calculations through which blood ties and social connections are sometimes 

                                                        
1 Blundell (1990). The issues she analyzes in her work are the perversions of philia and the natural bonds 
between the protagonists, and the inability of the main characters to live up to the ancient slogan, “help 
your friends and harm your enemies.” Once the meaning of the term philia is twisted into its opposite, all 
the other concepts and elements of the network start malfunctioning as well. 
2 Griffith (1995), 236. According to his theory, the Furies are unaware that Athena has previous battlefield 
relationships with Agamemnon and, due to this aristocratic network, his son will be absolved not based on 
his innocence but because of these high relations. The Furies do no stand a chance as outsiders of this 
system of xenia. 



2 
 

surprisingly loose or even reversed.3 Finally, the character of Electra raises philological 

disputes, since scholars find it hard to determine whether she is a demon, a sociopath, a 

martyr, or simply a sphinx of unknown inner beauty and sensitivity. Whitman finds 

Sophocles’ Electra an extraordinary being whose final victory is “an achievement of the 

divine within her own life.”4 At the other extreme, Kells perceives Electra’s revelations 

in the scene of the anagnōrisis as forms of lunacy and psychosis.5 

     The concern of my dissertation is the realm of memory and its relationship with death, 

life and forgetfulness. The more I contemplate its purpose in the plays, the more I find it 

lurking around. Memory is both an anomalous presence and a cure for the inversions and 

alterations that are at work in Mycenae. The works I will focus on are Aeschylus’ 

Libation Bearers and Eumenides, Sophocles’ Electra and Euripides’ Electra and Orestes. 

These plays constitute a special point of interest for me:   not only do they belong to the 

Mycenaean world of vendetta and pollution, but they involve a particular kind of 

traumatic memory and vulnerability due to the deadly interaction between two different 

generations. In Agamemnon, we do not see this particular revelation of trauma, since the 

                                                        
3 In this case, the thesis of S.E. Rail, Ethics and Eugenics: the Politics of Birth in Euripides' Electra and 
Ion bears interesting points which will later be brought up in our research. This is a thesis sustained at the 
University of Texas at Austin, 2001. We will interact with its ideas on foreignness and alienation in the 
world of Mycenae in Euripides’ Electra, in particular when it comes to the recognition scene between 
Electra and Orestes. 
4 Whitman (1951), 171:  “The divinity she had just discovered in herself is at work in all its superior calm, 
while her impassioned will continue its outcries. Once more, allegory and symbolism must be carefully 
distinguished. Sophocles imposes no arbitrary meaning on the myth; Electra and Orestes play their own 
familiar roles. Sophocles means only that the moral deed was Electra’s, and her moral faith and suffering 
were tantamount to its accomplishment, while Orestes arrived only as a dispassionate and divinely sent 
adjutant.” He compares Sophocles’ and Euripides’ plays on Electra, finding that in Sophocles, the dei ex 
machinae comes from within rather than from above.  
5 Kells (1973), 213: “Orestes and the Pedagogue, in haste to murder Clytemnestra, have reckoned without 
Electra, who now insists on inflicting upon them a period of delay during which she develops her illusion 
that the Paedagogus is in fact her father walking! The interlude is a curious one, but it is even more curious 
that critics and editors have made not the slightest attempt to explain it. Its significance appears when it is 
realised that Electra is showing signs of mounting madness.” 
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queen and her accomplice are still convinced of their political strength.6 It takes time and 

the slow development of their paranoia in subsequent plays to undermine their self-

confidence. Ultimately, the threat of powerlessness, fear and solitude will bring a deeper 

sting into their heart and a particular defensive use of memory. This position of weakness 

will be repeated by Orestes (and Electra) once they commit the matricide. 

     The scholarship about memory and its application to literature as well as the 

theoretical approaches to the mechanisms of the mind are rich and valuable. A general 

field of support already exists in the theoretical approach to memory in literature.7 A 

consistent development exists in the fields of history, archeology and Greco-Roman 

religion.8 

        The concept of memory as an individual faculty is indeed very old, and Greek 

literature witnessed it even in the Homeric epic. Memory appears there as the privilege of 

the living and as the particular function of bards in ensuring heroic glory. This ability is 

lost, once humans turn to shades in the realm of Hades. With very few exceptions 

(Tiresias, Od. XI vv. 90-95), the dead do not preserve this faculty and lose their general 
                                                        
6 Although there is a harsh exchange of accusations and some narratives of defense at the end of 
Agamemnon, the play ends with Clytemnestra and Aegisthus in control and ready to rule the Mycenaean 
city (vv. 1670-1672). 
7 On the side of psychology and psychoanalysis applied to Greek tragedy and memory, I could quote the 
approach of S.F. Walker in his work about teenage rites of passage and mentorship, “Like Father like Son:  
Oedipus, Tartuffe and the Patriarchal Paradox.” S.F. Walker (2001), 121ff, asserts that the mentor actually 
acts as a catalyst of forgetfulness between a young man aspiring to adulthood and his demanding/abusive 
father. This temporary patronage between the youth and a foster father figure is supposed to help the 
adolescent leave behind and never repeat the abusive pattern of his parent. The author uses psychoanalysis 
and gender studies to apply this scheme to Oedipus Tyrannus, wherein memory is one of the concepts at 
stake.   
8 I could quote in this case the works of Jaeger (Livy's Written Rome), Edwards (Writing Rome), Alcock 
(Archaeologies of the Greek Past), and Dougherty (The Poetics of Colonization). In spite of this research, 
memory rarely is a subject once we pass the barrier of diegesis. For Carol Dougherty (1993), it involves the 
transition from political realties to narrative and text, and then to staging and, therefore, a return to the 
space of the city. Susan Alcock (2002) argues that memories are supported by a pre-existent framework. 
The terminology reminds us of architectural structures, the “matrices” of which precede their forms. 
Catharine Edwards (1996) starts with the assumption that Rome is a city of memories (27), but also of 
erased realities, a “palimpsestic” city. As for Mary Jaeger, (1997), 15-30, among other themes, her book 
investigates also the concept of the monumentalization of history. 
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abilities to communicate.9 Only the use of libations can bring back their mnemonic 

faculties (Od. XI 25-50). Sometimes forgetfulness is the result of ingestion of food with 

magical properties, as Odysseus discovers in the land of the Lotophagi (Od. IX vv.82-

115) or in the palace of Circe (Od. X vv. 208-245). In any case, the Homeric view 

associates forgetfulness with adulteration of one’s human condition by death or 

metamorphosis.  

     In Hesiodic poetry, Memory is a beautiful deity and her contact with humans comes 

through her daughters, the Muses who appears only to a chosen few in order to reveal 

their gifts of arts (Theog. vv.1-50). However, these Muses also know how to bestow a 

charming forgetfulness (vv. 51-55), since their artistic function is ambivalent. According 

to Detienne, Alēthēia, truthfulness is the very opposite of Lēthe at an etymological level:   

truth therefore, in the poetic-prophetic tradition, does not oppose confabulation and lies, 

but the darkness of forgetfulness. The poet is the master of the truth and he can grant or 

hold memory and kleos.10 The expectations of the Mycenaean society of warriors are, 

however, contradicted by further investigation of the poet’s function in Hesiodic poetry. 

As Detienne has established, the poetic composition is a mixture of memory and 

                                                        
9 According to Marina Warner (1985), 329, “Circe, the goddess, with powers to change all men’s shape and 
see all things, knew that Tiresias was a great prophet. She told Odysseus, whom she loved, to seek him out 
of all the shades in the Underworld, because Tiresias alone, in all that crowd of the dead, still has ‘his mind 
to reason with.’” Tiresias recognizes Odysseus by name even before drinking from the potions he prepared. 
However, he needed the help of potions in order to gain further prophetic powers. It is a different scenario, 
if we remember that his mother could not tell her son apart from a stranger until she drinks the blood of the 
sacrificial victim. Only then, she recognizes her son (Od. XI, 150). One should also bear in mind the re-
incarnation cycles acknowledged in the Orphic rites, where the shades of the dead were drinking from the 
waters of river Lethe, before re-surfacing in new bodies. In opposition to what we see here, this act of 
drinking was leading to their forgetfulness of their previous lives. 
10 Detienne (1996), 50-52:  “In the archaic period, even after this liturgical function disappeared along with 
the function of sovereignty, the poet remained an all-powerful figure for the warring and aristocratic 
nobility. He alone could confer or withhold memory. It was in his speech that men could recognize 
themselves.[…]His ‘truth’ was a performative truth, never challenged or demonstrated, and fundamentally 
different from our own traditional concept of truth. Early Alētheia meant neither agreement between a 
proposition and its object nor agreement between judgments. It was not the opposite of ‘lies’ or 
‘falsehood’. The only meaningful opposition involved Alētheia and Lēthē.”  
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forgetfulness, since the poet’s role is to glorify and remind, as well as to soothe, entertain 

and provide forgetfulness of sorrows:  

This relation can be stated even more strongly: there can be no Alētheia without a 
measure of Lēthē. When the Muses tell the truth, they simultaneously bring ‘a 
forgetting of ills and a rest from sorrow’ (lēsmosunēn te kakōn ampauma te 
mermēraōn).11 
 

      If Homer makes memory an attribute of the living, Plato considers souls oblivious of 

the truths they contemplated before birth when they were in the company of gods 

(Phaedrus, 245c-249d). Only by the unique experience of love would someone be able to 

re-access the traces of those wonders (249d-257b). A mystical aspect of memory was 

present also in the Orphic rites, in particular, the instruction of the Golden Tablets.12 

These leaves were supposed to offer a precious form of memory to the initiates in their 

journey after death, so they would not drink from the waters of lēthē and repeat their 

mistakes and the cycle of lives on earth.13 

                                                        
11 Detienne (1996), 81. Vernant (1983), 81-82, 95 attributes a similar power to the poet-prophet of epic and 
archaic times. He considers that eschatological rituals transposed memory from recovering the mythical 
past to assuring a spiritual progress in future existence. Later on, in Aristotle, memory becomes a simple 
function of time.  
12 For an interpretation of these texts of memory, see Richard Janko (1984), 89–100 and Franco Ferrari 
(2011), 207-208. Also, Radcliffe Edmonds (2009), 73-95. On page 99 Janko reconstructs a Greek text, 
calling this version “the long archetype Ω.” According to his text, the initiate starts by writing down the 
sacred text. There are a few lacunae in this script and Janko makes out only a few words regarding the 
darkness of death that captures the initiate. However, soon, the text reemerges again. The initiate appears to 
be close to a spring from which carless souls drink (the waters of lēthē). He/she is advised to avoid that. 
Later on, when close to the pool of memory, he/she needs to identify himself/herself to a guard as the 
“child of Earth and starry Heaven” with actual birth from Heaven, and ask for water. This water was not 
supposed to diminish his/her mental capabilities post mortem, but rather make him/her rule among the 
heroes. On page 98, Janko notices the promise of a heroic condition, while in other versions, the initiate is 
promised a higher status—that of a god.  
13 We see this interpretation given by Richard Janko. In reference to the main groups of tablets (1A and II), 
Franco Ferrari summarizes:  “One group of leaves (the first section of the first group in Pugliese 
Carratelli’s edition:  I A) points out to the initiate first a spring near a white cypress, which is to be avoided, 
and then a second stream running from the lake of Mnēmosynē, where the dead person can refresh 
himself/herself after answering the question ‘What are you seeking in the darkness of murky Hades?’, 
which is put to him/her by the guardians of the stream. In another group (II Pugliese Carratelli) we find no 
mention of either spring or lake, but the dead person is given instructions about what he/she ought to say in 
front of Persephone and other gods of the underworld in order to enter the goddess’ meadows and groves.” 
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      Aristotle gives memory a more physiological interpretation (in his Parva Naturalia) 

by separating memory from recollection (453a5-15) and treating it in correspondence 

with the senses and with the idea of time (452b7-19). Regarding his view Vernant notes: 

 Accordingly, in Aristotle we remember and perceive time through one and the same 
faculty. It is therefore only ‘by accident’ that memory is connected to the faculty of 
thinking; it is really attached to the faculty of perception, and this explains how it is 
that most of other animals apart from men possess mnēmē.14  
 

      Aristotle discusses the role of memory (453a9ff.) as part of his studies on physis and 

acknowledges also a physio-pathological relationship between somatic defects and the 

deficiency of memory. 

      If these towering works of antiquity were preoccupied with the philosophical aspects 

of memory, I see also an interest in the more mundane and pedagogical aspect of memory 

in the works of rhetoricians and orators.15 In reference to the mnemotechnical artifices 

initially used by Simonides and later developed by Cicero and Quintilian, Aleida 

Assmann writes:   “It combined loci and imagines (places and images) and used them as 

the elements of a system of mental writing with which important information could be 

coded and engraved on the memory.”16 At this point, memory stopped being a divine gift 

                                                        
14 Vernant (1983), 95.  
15 This includes the introspection of Augustine of Hippo into his childhood and adolescent memories, and 
his construction of the “vault of memory” in Confessiones, 10.8.12. Frances Yates (1966), 46-49, discusses 
the ability of Romans to use architectural terminology to describe memory and its function as storage.   
16 A. Assmann (2011), 17. Regarding Simonides, the story appears in Quintilian, Institutio Oratorica, XI, 2, 
11-21. Simonides of Ceos supposedly paid homage to Castor and Pollux within an epinician ode dedicated 
to an athlete. Due to this digression, the commissioner of the poem refused to pay him half of his dues, 
requiring the gods to do so, since they received extensive praises in his poem. The Dioskouroi apparently 
paid their debt: during the banquet, Simonides was asked outside by two young men on horses. When he 
arrived, there was none there, but the banquet hall fell onto the guests, crushing their skulls and limbs. This 
way, the two gods saved Simonides. The story is not about divine memory, although this might very well 
have a part in the narrative, but it reveals an unusual mnemonic ability of the poet Simonides. Since the 
surviving relatives wanted to take their dead and bury them, Simonides was able to tell them where each 
body lay, as he remembered their position in the banquet hall. He is thus considered the inventor of a very 
useful technic of memory based on spatial location. As an amusing note, Quintilian confesses none 
remember who the citizen was for whom Simonides performed his art that day: Scopas, Leocrates, 
Agatharcus or Glaucus of Carystus. 
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reserved for poets or initiates, and already entered the social field of the human politics. It 

is no longer inspiration, but a faculty that can be trained, developed and used for practical 

purposes. 

         Regarding the social aspect of memory, Nietzsche started the discussion in his 

Genealogy of Morals by pointing out the way that society inscribes memory on 

individuals by various forms of coercion, while their natural instinct (inherited from our 

animal ancestry) is to be oblivious, to embrace forgetfulness as a form of survival or 

healing.17  

           In modern times we have experienced what theorists called a “boom” of studies on 

the collective aspect of memory. The interest in a societal form of memory surged after 

the publication in 1925 of the work La Mémoire Collective of Maurice Halbwachs.18 The 

volume was published posthumously by the scholar’s daughter and contains his 

reflections on the influence of groups over the construction of individual memory. The 

work of Halbwachs was bolstered by the interest of Bergson in the individual experience 

of time and the social studies of Durkheim.19 According to Halbwachs, the individual 

recollection is stimulated by the so-called “social frameworks,” which not only support, 

but also fashion the individual memory. The theory of Halbwachs received harsh 

                                                        
17 Nietzsche (1997), 47-50. The essay itself does not regard only memory, but also the origins of juridical 
responsibility in the human society. 
18 The work we use in this dissertation is the English version, Halbwachs (1992). In addition to Halbwachs, 
a very useful concept is that of “man of action” developed by his predecessor, Bergson. The concept refers 
to the ability of an individual to make selective use of his memories in accordance with his needs during 
action. This term will better serve us when we reach the chapter on Orestes and his apparatus of memory, 
constructed and supported by the city, but accepted and internalized by the main hero.  
19 See also Olick (2011), 17: “Unlike Bergson, however, Durkheim located the variability of perceptual 
categories not in the vagaries of subjective experience, but in differences among forms of social 
organization. Where Bergson rejected objectivist and materialist accounts of time in favor of the variability 
of individual experience, Durkheim rejected such accounts.” 
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criticism from Noa Gedi and Yigal Elam (1996, 30).20 The main criticism was that it 

borrowed terminology from the psychology of the individual and applied it to groups. 

Many feared also that “collective memory” becomes a bogus concept exterior to 

individual psyche. However, unlike Jung’s theory on the “collective unconscious,” 

Halbwachs’ collective memory does not initiate in the unconscious, but develops through 

communication, cohabitation and relationships within groups and communities. 

However, the social memory sometimes surreptitiously replaces an individual’s genuine 

memories.  

      In spite of criticism, Halbwachs’ terminology proved stimulating, and an entire wave 

of theoretical approaches started investigating the function of memory within groups or 

the development of individual memory with the support of groups. According to Astrid 

Erll, as long as the theorists understand that terminologies such as “social,” “cultural” or 

“collective memory” are umbrella terms, they should have no worries about using them 

to analyze the ways humans deal with the past and the past of their ancestors.21 On 

several occasions “social memory” seems less oppressive than “collective memory” 

because it emphasizes how much individuals remember within a group; yet remembrance 

is a private process, and memory is not an exterior entity. Several scholars also prefer the 

term “cultural memory,” since it accentuates the spiritual and artistic side of group 

recollection. They usually define it as “the interplay of present and past in socio-cultural 

contexts.”22 

                                                        
20 As noted in the introductory chapters of Olick’s reader (2011), 28. 
21 Erll (2011), 2: “What these criticisms overlook, of course, is that it is exactly the umbrella quality of 
these relatively new usages of ‘memory’ which helps us see the (sometimes functional, sometimes 
analogical, sometimes metaphorical) relationships between such phenomena as ancient myths and the 
personal recollection of recent experience, and which enables disciplines as varied as psychology, history, 
sociology and literary studies to engage in a stimulating dialogue.”    
22 Erll, (2011), 2. 
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     In what concerns both literary and theoretical approaches, a useful collection of essays 

is Memory-Remembering-Forgetting. Memory is evaluated from both its innovative and 

conservative side. For example, L. Drong’s essay “Self-Inscription and Self-Oblivion” 

treats memory as an involuntary presence, triggered by unexpected stimuli, but also a 

teleological process, in the writers' constructs, where imagination also has an important 

role.23 In his essay, Prower dismisses the concept "of a pre-given self.”24 Memory 

becomes “a dialogue” on a constantly changing battlefield.25 In opposition to this, M. 

Kubisz’ “Permutations of the Absolute:  Archetypal Memories of Mass Culture” discerns 

a ground of constancy, since the social and individual mnemonic mechanism embraces 

also the archetypal memory.26 According to Kalaga, her paper “enables the rediscovery 

of fundamental invariables” that lurk within the consciousness of humankind.27 Beside 

these, I can add Kalaga’s concept of an ever-awakened memory working as “a continuous 

present which guarantees (our) self-consciousness of existence.”28 In addition to all these 

theoretical approaches, there is also a quite extensive scholarship on memory applied to 

precise literary genres and to diverse imageries or mythological structures. In the same 

volume, in the essay “Reality or Nothing? Virtuality, Memory and Death,” Margaret 

Llewellyn-Jones analyses the transcendental potential of memory in Irish drama and the 

modern novel Cold Lazarus, using the work Symbolic Exchanges by Jean Baudrillard. 

                                                        
23 Drong (1999), 118. 
24 As Kalaga and Rachwaƚ (1999), 9 characterizes his work in their Introduction. 
25 Prower (1999), 27: "For Peirce, however, the continuity of our selves is rooted in a dialogic principle 
which enriches his concept of meaning as translation. Just as interpreting mind, the dramatic 'I' of the 
passing moment translates or interprets current perceptions, it is also involved in 'communication for an 
uttering mind to a n interpreting mind.'" 
26 Kubisz (1999), 59: "Symbolical and mythological memory refers to the infinite reservoirs of collective 
memory of society which stores the elements that, successively deposited within us, are constantly renewed 
and adapted to a changing historical, soial and cultural context. They return to emerge at the surfae of the 
collective or individual experience: the form changes; the core remains intact." 
27 Kalaga  and Rachwaƚ (1999), 8. 
28 Kalaga (1999), 30. 
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Moreover, using a fairytale scheme elaborated by Stith, A. Wicher points out a 

miraculous potential of memory in his commentary on magical forgetfulness and magical 

remembrance in two Shakespearian plays: characters in touch with supernatural beings 

are in danger of forgetting their  human condition as they begin to integrate themselves 

completely into the universe of their magical others. The line between memory and 

forgetfulness is thin and elusive.29 For example, Suzanne Nalbantian analyzes the impact 

of memory in literature from the cognitive, sensorial, emotional, and neurological 

perspectives.30 Evelyne Ender, in The Architexts of Memory, develops further the idea of 

an underlying form of reminiscence intertwined in the text itself. The psychoanalytical 

and the cognitive approaches used by this author show a memory that is in construction 

and much influenced by one’s imagination.31 All these perspectives show the range of the 

modern debate over memory as an archive versus memory in construction. 

     Theoretical work is so extensive today that Astrid Erll and Jeffrey Olick have 

published memory readers/handbooks in order to better organize the heterogeneous 

materials on the topic, giving the reader a chance to rummage through materials 

belonging to various generations of scholars. Maurice Halbwachs holds a place of honor, 

together with Pierre Nora and his “lieux de mémoire,” loci of memory (landmark 

                                                        
29 Drong (1999), 136-160. 
30 Nalbantian (2004), 158. Her conclusions establish art as the ultimate form of preservation of memory:  
“Dalí with his unidentifiable ‘dream object’ laying on the sand, Dominguez with his typewriter, and 
Magritte with his sculptured head feature the supremely human factor of art as a distinctive elucidator of 
the memory process. For the artist and the literary writer alike, the powers of image-making and language, 
with which the human brain is endowed, are the ultimate means for capturing and sustaining memory.”  
31 Ender (2005), 241: “What if most of our remembering were a displaced response to reality, and, in the 
strongest sense, a construction of our minds? Could it be that we are all, collectively and individually, 
dreaming, fantasizing, or even hallucinating different histories? Eliot and Proust both tease us with the 
thought that remembering is all too close to dreaming for us not to be lured at times into a world of 
fantasized memories. Literary minds and psychoanalysts are not alone in deconstructing our easy, confident 
certainties about what makes up the real world.” 
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concepts and places in French culture).32 Fear of the abuse of memory forms part of 

current scholarship, as we can witness in the introduction of Ricoeur and in the work of 

Todorov.33 However, Olick is optimistic about the outcome of this fruitful development 

of memory studies.34   

      Political acknowledgment of trauma becomes essential in the study of 

social/collective memory, especially in the post-Holocaust period or in any era of post-

autocratic societies. In this sense we should cite the work of Olick on responsibility and 

memory, as well as “figurations of memory,” images and traditions which take shape in 

the context of change.35  

And it means recognizing that mnemonic practices are not special activities apart 
from their context but are parts of our efforts at making meaning and organizing life 
generally. Remembering is not an activity that can be bracketed out as either an 

                                                        
32 Pierre Nora (1996-1998), vol. II, IX:  “Tradition is memory that has become historically aware of itself. 
In order to understand national tradition in a country the size of France, one has to combine the insider’s 
view, the understanding of a heritage that one assumes, with the outsider’s, which objectifies that heritage 
and establishes it as a ‘tradition.’ This entire volume is built on this conjunction:  it brings the models that 
underpin social structures and shape collective representations together with the singularities, or distinctive 
characteristics associated with the image of France, in which the outsider’s judgment (absent from this 
book as such but present in this guise) confronts spontaneous feelings that take the insider’s view for 
granted.” However, he faces criticism for the fact that his “places of memory” are so vaguely defined that 
almost every concept could constitute a locus of this kind.  
33 Paul Ricoeur (2010), 58-61. Tzvetan Todorov (2003) uses the concept of memory in his own work 
regarding the victims and the atrocities of totalitarian regimes (159-205). However in his essay, Les abus de 
la mémoire, Todorov shows more concern for the way societies use this faculty in order to deal with trauma 
and the past. Memory is important as long as it brings acknowledgment of a past and solutions to those who 
were victimized. As Nathan Bracher (1996) notes in his review (343):”Dans les phrases les plus hardies de 
son petit traité, Todorov va jusqu’à affirmer que les actes commémoratifs n’ont de légitimité que dans la 
mesure où ils permettent de lutter contre les injustices et les crimes du present. Bien plus, il considère que 
toute la discipline de l’histoire doit se laisser orienter <par la recherché, non de la vérité, mais du bien [.]>” 
One of the critiques of Bracher was that Todorov might confound memory itself with the dogmas, myths, 
and traditions at work in a society, while he does not differentiate between collective and individual 
memory, as well as between different historical contexts. In Bracher’s opinion “la recherche du bien,” too, 
is a vague and dangerous concept, since many totalitarian regimes started with “les meilleures des 
intentions politiques”.  
34 Olick (2007), 29. Also at page 41, he concludes:  “Nevertheless, ‘collective memory’ clearly still has its 
residual value as an emblem. And our goal is to contribute to the consolidation of ‘collective memory,’ or 
‘social memory studies,’ into a more coherent field than it has heretofore been by providing it with a more 
common set of references than it has so far acknowledged.” 
35 Olick (2007), 85-118. 
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independent or a dependent variable: it is both the medium and the outcome of social 
figurations generally.36        
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

     We see a combination of anthropological and literary approaches in Jan Assmann’s 

Cultural Memory. He gives a detailed account of the mnemonic landmarks in earlier 

societies, discussing the relationships between memory, forgetfulness, and power, the 

particularities of “hot” and “cold” societies (earlier discussed by Levi-Strauss) and their 

affinity for change, or for conservative memory.37 An important aspect is the arrival and 

development of writing and its impact in the cultural memory of ancient civilizations. He 

dedicates detailed chapters to the function of writing as self-reference in the Greek and 

the Egyptian worlds.38  

In Greece, this problem led to a critical intertextuality that took the form of the 
examination of existing texts—an approach that established its own framework of 
cultural memory as scholarship or science. There was nothing similar in Egypt, 
Mesopotamia, or Israel; China and India, however, came up with a similar discipline. 
 

     His work (as well as Aleida Assmann's) will help me in my confrontations with the 

function of writing in the Eumenides and with the recognition scenes between Orestes 

and Electra. 

                                                        
36 Olick (2007), 118. At page 43, Olick adds:  “By contrast, Hobsbawm (1997:  24-25) has argued that 
historians ‘compile and constitute the collective memory of the past,’ while Richard Hofstadter (1968:3) 
has claimed that ‘memory is the thread of personal identity, history of public identity.’ In one of the most 
synthetic and critical works early in the consolidation of memory studies, Hutton (1993) thus referred to 
history as ‘an art of memory.’ Others, for instance Yosef Yerushalmi (1996 [1982]: 1010, have sought a 
compromise formula that preserves the distinction yet allows a relation:  ‘historiography that does not 
aspire to be memorable is in peril of becoming a rampart growth.’” Indeed, memory is important when it 
comes to teaching a nation its history, as part of fashioning a nation’s identity. 
37 J. Assmann (2011), 50-53; his theory picks up the concept from Levi-Strauss. For the relationship 
memory-power and forgetfulness-power, see also 54-55. 
38 J. Assmann (2011), 70ff, especially  273-274:  Writing is not regarded as a second degree signifier, but as 
a clever form of self-reference, brightly adjusted to preserve memory in Greek culture. “With the example 
of Greece, my aim was to show two specific developments of written culture that continue even today to 
define the connective structure of our own western cultural memory. I subsumed these under the headings 
of classics and hypolepsis.[…] Here, too, we should replace the monocausal model of explanation with a 
circular structure, or ‘reflexive loop.’ The script came together with a number of other factors in a process 
of reciprocal conditioning and reinforcing.” 
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     In terms of cultural memory, Aleida Assmann's book describes in details the various 

media of memory, from the conventional signifiers to the more unusual forms of 

inscriptions. Her work will be extremely useful throughout this dissertation as it discusses 

at large the use of bodies and images in triggering mnemonic responses as well as the 

traumatic inscription of memory.39  

     Classical analyses of the tragic texts rarely deal with memory as a force or engine 

throughout the economy of the plays I am about to discuss. Even the idea of alienation 

and inversion of values within the human realm of Mycenae is analyzed from another 

point of view than recollection. The work of John Gould titled Myth, Ritual Memory and 

Exchange undertakes the difficult task of following the metamorphosis of Greek myths 

and stories, and their reminiscences through their incarnations on the stage, at the agora, 

and in various media.40 Nevertheless, the memory in discussion is that of the social 

environment and less a driving force that pushes characters toward their tragic destiny. It 

is the memory of society and it “focuses on the role of collective experience and social 

memory in providing context and anchorage to heroic action and on the relationship 

between ritual and myth in the definition of religious ideology.”41 I do not deny that, 

sometimes, analyses of other themes hint at the vocabulary of recollection, especially 

when the problem is time and its circularity, the “thickness” of a heroic spirit, or the 

                                                        
39 A.Assmann (2011). Her work will be vary helpful as she works with visual signifiers of memory, 
including places, ruins , monuments, bodies, scars, inscriptions and iconic images. Also helpful will be the 
paper of  Marta Zajaç (1999), 29-41, on feminine memory and inscription. 
40 Gould (2001), 147ff. One of the most important parts of the work is the tradition concerning the feminine 
condition and position within the household, as well as the role of the females in handling clothes and gifts. 
Also, another matter is the tensions between the genders that will be an important part of our approach to 
memory in this work. 
41 Gould (2001), 2. 
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perpetuity of desolation, alienation, and anagnōrisis.42 Major works of scholarship 

around the adventures of Orestes bring up several aspects of recollection. Charles Segal 

finds a relationship between time and the “fixity of grief” in Electra’s heroic memory.43 

Later on, when speaking about the kairos-oriented Orestes of Sophocles (as opposed to 

his sister, who lives in an apparent time-loop), the same scholar notes the weakness of the 

collective memory of great heroic deeds.44 Reinhardt too talks of a society that is “part 

forgetful, part criminal,”45 as he analyzes Electra’s obstinacy and lamentation in 

Sophocles. In spite of these insights, the matter of memory is always discussed in an 

ancillary position, and the concept itself is rarely investigated for its own sake. Most 

importantly, these works were published before the very recent theories on collective 

memory were available in publication.  

    Ruth Scodel’s work on the Oresteia furthers the discussion of the social aspect of 

memory; more precisely, it posits a clash between alternative accounts, such as the royal 

account of Clytemnestra and the narrative preserved by the elders of the city. The latter is 

concealed (due to censorship), but still persistent and as coherent as the official 

account.46 A step forward in the general study of memory in Greek literature is the work 

                                                        
42 The essay “What the Mnemones know?” by Edwin Carawan (2008), 163-184, is of particular interest. 
The idea of the essay is that the mnēmones were officials in charge of recognition of individuals and could 
testify for their identity. They were not in charge of memorization of the texts inscribed on stelae, since 
those texts could be available for reading. They were already fixed on durable materials. 
43 C. Segal (1981), 253. 
44 C. Segal, (1981), 250. 
45 K. Reinhardt (1979), 138. 
46 Scodel (2008), 126, 135. Scodel analyzes the trilogy, Oresteia, and reveals among other things how 
Clytemnestra struggles and fails to control the alternative accounts as she attempts to modify 
Agamemnon’s story and condemn him to ignominy, even before murdering him in Agamemnon. Ruth 
Scodel also makes an important distinction in her work between the social and the collective memory. She 
prefers the term “social,” since, in this way, she can make clear that only individuals remember and that 
groups are rather the support for their memories. Also, Olick (2011), 40-41:  “Unlike ‘collective memory 
studies,’ ‘social memory studies’ does not raise confusions about its object of reference, recalling that for 
Halbwachs collective memory sometimes seems to include socially framed individual memory, and 
sometimes seems to refer only to the common memory of groups. And unlike other candidates, including 

http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/search;jsessionid=1k21c91qpu1gg.x-brill-live-01?value1=&option1=all&value2=Edwin+Carawan&option2=author
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of Michèle Simondon, who analyzes the function of memory and forgetfulness in Greek 

literature of the Vth century. Indeed, her valuable work points to the differences between 

various genres and works in the same genre with respect to the treatment of memory. She 

dedicates special chapters to tragedy, wherein she analyzes the point of view of humans 

and gods. However, Simondon does not differentiate between the mnemonic faculties of 

different divinities in the tragic works, such as the mnemonic clash between Apollo and 

the Furies, or the disjunctions between Zeus and the other gods in terms of memory. 

Although she rightfully notices the interiorized, resentful form of memory in Euripides 

and the decrease of divine inspiration in the choral odes—the etiological excursus of 

which is more or less decorative (except in Aeschylus)—she does not pursue the 

consequences of this misbalance between individual, gendered and social memory in the 

tragedies at hand. 47 Her conclusions regard the ability of tragic memory to provide dike 

and glory, while she regards forgetfulness only as a flaw, a hybristic human frailty.48   

         Nicole Loraux in her Divided City analyzes the political implications of memory 

and amnesty, both from the point of view of myth (e.g. the Eumenides, Sophocles' 

                                                                                                                                                                     
‘social studies of memory’—which sounds as if the social component is not in memory itself but only in 
the study of memory—‘social memory studies’ remains presuppositionally [sic] open to a variety of 
phenomena while pointing out that all remembering is in some sense social, whether it occurs in dreams or 
in pageants, in reminiscences or in textbooks.” 
47 Simondon (1982), 227:  “La mémoire n’est plus donc liée à la justice, même si certaines formules 
d’Euripide font echo aux sentences d’Eschyle. Les dieux d’Euripide ne connaissent que le ressentiment. 
Les Érinyes pleines de mémoire appartiennent à un univers régi par la justice, par un ordre divin.” 
Simondon (1982), 212 and 238:  “La dissociation entre le mémoire et le sens est achevée dans le théâtre 
d’Euripide. Les allusions au passé, à la faute ancienne, ne subsistent que comme des concessions à la 
tradition mythique et littéraire ou comme des imitations volontaires d’un prédécesseur auquel on veut 
opposer une interpretation nouvelle du conflit tragique.” 
48 Simondon (1982), 255-256:  “La tragédie grecque offre deux poles également positifs de la mémoire:  
d’un côté la mémoire divine toute puissante, la mémoire-justice, qui ne laisse aucun acte sombrer dans 
l’oubli; de l’autre, la mémoire-gloire, qui est une compensation de l’épreuve et une revanche sure la 
souffrance. Un théologie et un humanism. Si cette théologie appartient surtout à Eschyle et cet humanism à 
Euripide, on peut dire que Sophocle a sa part de l’une et de l’autre, car le destin, pour lui, est forgé par les 
lois immortelles que <l’oubli ne laissera jamais dormer>, et il a, par ailleur, exalté l’exploit humain; mais 
cet exploit trouve sa justification plutôt dans l’instant de l’accomplissement que dans le renommée qui le 
suit.” For Simondon, forgetfulness is the engine that drives disaster in the world of the tragedy. 
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Electra, or Hesiod's poems) and form the point of view of history and historiography, in 

order to expose the mechanisms of organized memory and forgetfulness at the basis of 

the Athenian polis in the classical period.49 

      In conclusion, in spite of tantalizing, or sporadic use of the concept “memory,” there 

is no complete work that analyzes the relationship between the social inconsistencies in 

the construction of memory and the individual (human or divine) mnemonic input in all 

these tragedies. According to Nietzsche, forgetfulness is the natural state that secures 

survival and regeneration, but receives opposition from societies that privilege memory in 

the form of responsibility.50 Memory is the liaison between the social body and the 

individual. However, the periodic re-arrangement in the fabric of memory (which is a 

constructive product) proves that, in spite of efforts at stabilization, society still 

undergoes a periodic process of forgetfulness (both as natural oblivion and organized 

erasure). The ratio of Mnēmosynē to Lēthē differs from author to author in the texts I 

analyze. Although I cannot claim to be exhaustive, I will tackle the topic of memory from 

the point of view of gender and social differentiation as part of the tragic crisis, and I will 

attempt to reveal the mechanisms of divine arrangement of memory.  

     Speech and articulated memory are at the core of social memories in these plays. My 

analysis therefore will start with the construction of logos, a social product very central 

                                                        
49 Besides memory, Loraux (2002) investigates also the mehanisms of stasis and cohesion within the 
Athenian democracy. Her work will be quoted in my dissertation, in particular in the chapter dedicated to 
divine memory. 
50 Nietzsche (1997), 47-50. See also the article published in the Collective Memory Reader (2011), 72-79, 
where he speaks of forgetfulness as a form of living “unhistorically.” On page 77, he concludes “the 
historical and the unhistorical are necessary in equal measure for the health of an individual, of a people 
and of a culture.” Nietzsche points to three distinctive types of history: monumental, antiquarian and 
critical. Each of them constitutes a form of social memory. The monumental history tends to beautify the 
past, which then becomes subject to “poetic distortions”; the antiquarian history represents extreme 
conservatism towards a tradition, not allowing any innovation to take place. The third form, as the name 
says, criticizes and demolishes the past in its thirst for innovation. 
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and ritualized in Aeschylus’ work, wherein groups make attempts at narrative cohesion. 

On the other hand, it will soon become obvious that this articulate form of memory has 

its limitations and inconsistencies, and it is often broken down by alternative individual 

or group-determined logoi. Also, individual isolation as well as fragmentation of ethnic 

integrity will further endanger the mnemonic coherence between main characters and 

groups. This becomes more obvious in Euripides when groups struggle to recover a lost 

coherence of their mnemonic narratives and individuals fight with their own mnemonic 

baggage.  

       Disjunction between the individual and his or her group further adulterates the 

coherence of memory. The position of the male hero, Orestes, will provide a particularly 

tantalizing subject. Before the matricide, the civic logos appears to bolster him as it 

constructs a narrative around his persona, only to change it after the deed is done:   once 

he commits the murder, the social narrative abandons him to the Furies. Part of his crisis 

comes from his convictions regarding the stability of paternal logos, which ultimately 

proves fickle.51 

       The gender of the agents in these tragedies will also play an important role. 52 Female 

characters will attempt to use not only different forms of speech, but also other forms of 

mnemonic signals, e.g., the use of textiles, monuments and even body language to further 

memory.53 The liminality of the main feminine characters also translates into frequent 

                                                        
51 Detienne (1996), 50ff, considers this the epic-heroic perspective on speech.  
52 Their position in the tragedies represents a particular challenge for the stereotypical view of the women 
as silent or reclusive beings, as tragic females quite frequently occupy the political stage of the play. It also 
complicates the picture as some females (Clytemnestra) challenge not only the validity of group memories, 
but also the mnemonic prerogatives of the male-centered logos. 
53 Works on graphic signifiers and logos, such as those of Aleida and Jan Assmann (2011), Vernant (1983) 
and Detienne (1996), as well as Derrida (1981) and Silvia Montiglio (2000) will be part of this discussion 
on mnemonic speech and its alternatives as bearers of memory. Scodel (2008) and Olick (2011) will help 
emphasize the mnemonic duels and inconsistencies within the social logos. We shall use in particular 
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transgression of the boundaries between genders and between the human and the 

divine/beastly. This ambivalent position will translate into further fluctuations of logos 

and the use of different mnemonic signifiers. Following Aleida Assmann, I will dedicate 

a chapter to bodies as bearers of a memory of trauma, as I slowly move away from the 

overwhelming domination of logos.54 Female characters, in particular, will prove 

particularly effective in these mnemonic manipulations by means of their ability to raise 

awareness through their bodily presence in a particular space (e.g., Helen and Electra in 

Euripides or Electra in Sophocles, Clytemnestra in Aeschylus). We shall see the 

importance of Electra’s vocal and physical presence as well as her mnemonic solitude in 

Sophocles. Her impact is even more spectacular as she makes repeated attempts at 

achieving a divine and incessant form of memory.  

     Moreover, the gods also attempt to rig memory both at the divine and the human level. 

They make their own attempts to rig and fix the volatile and divided narrative(s) of the 

city. Their interference will differ from author to author, being almost invisible in 

Sophocles and prone to mnemonic negotiations in Aeschylus.55 In contrast, Euripides’ 

gods practice the imposition of amnesty and forced settlement of records without further 

dialogue. A particular chapter will be dedicated to the intrusion of the Apollonian 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Marina Warner (1985) DeForest (1993), and Aleida Assmann for the function of memory that involves the 
body as a situs of Mnēmosynē. Gould’s position (2001) regarding feminine liminality will support my view 
of the main characters. 
54 Treating the cultural aspect of memory A. Assmann (2011) addresses the archival function of memory in 
art and artistic production from the Renaissance onward. See, in particular, the chapters “War Trauma in 
Literature” (267-280) and “The Memory of Places” (281-284). In addition, regarding the spirituality behind 
memory and mnemonic exercise we should mention the work Self, Soul, and Body in Religious Experience, 
edited by Jan Assmann and Guy G. Stroumsa. It is a collection of essays regarding various religious 
experiences that involve awareness of one’s body (e.g., practices from early Daoism and African religions 
to modern rabbinic and Islamic perspectives). There is an article by C. Grotannelli (1995), 404-417 on 
Oriental eunuchs, which will be mentioned in relation to Euripides’ Helen later on. 
55 Baumann (2002), 196 believes in the social aspect of such negotiations: "The dialectic is played about by 
the people in their daily lives who negotiate between the culture as a reified entity and culture performed as 
a process of negotiation within, across, and indeed about, putatively collective idenitities." 
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memory into the old-fashioned system of the Furies. The tensions between his civilizing 

role, his revisionist forms of logos, and the Furies’ pre-cultural, logos-deprived memory 

will surface and clash in the trial of Orestes. My final chapter will analyze the position of 

the theatrical performance of these particular plays in the promotion and manipulation of 

memory at the extra-diegetic, social level. 
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              CHAPTER ONE: THE WORDS OF MEMORY AND THEIR CONTEXTS 

                        Sunt Lacrimae Rerum….A Plethora of Levels for Memory 

      This chapter presents the vocabulary of memory in the works of Aeschylus, Euripides 

and Sophocles. It will focus on the words of memory/forgetfulness expressed within the 

works of the three tragedians and the general verbal and semantic entourage of these 

words in order to isolate a few characteristics or peculiarities of use for each author. This 

chapter proves that words of active “memory” as well as expressions of “forgetfulness” 

are indeed recurrent (Sophocles, Electra, vv.144-145, 341-342, 481-483, 1251-1252, 

Aeschylus, The Libation Bearers, 115-116, 491-494, Euripides, Orestes, vv. 38, 211-213, 

Electra, vv. 350-352, 327-328). Memory presents herself at three different levels in these 

works: as a private, affectionate recollection; as a public display of rituals (collective or 

cultural); and as a burdening and persistent agent of turbulence outside the human 

range.56 Elusive as it is, memory always finds a way of expression, from nostalgic silent 

tears to bursts of fury, from muffled grunts and coded rituals to crimson blood and thrusts 

of swords. It exists in the middle of the action, in the flashes of sympathetic eyes, in the 

                                                        
56 As we noted in the introduction, the terms “collective” and “cultural” are interchangeable and they refer 
to memory that is shared at a social level, embraced by a group and communicated among its members. 
Halbwachs coined the term “collective memory” and suffered criticism for it, but the truth is, we cannot 
avoid this concept. See Astrid Erll (2008), 5: “The first level of cultural memory is concerned with 
biological memory. It draws attention to the fact that no memory is ever purely individual, but always 
inherently shaped by collective contexts.” Also, as Eviatar Zerubavel (1996), 298 asserts: “In fact, much of 
what we remember, we did not experience personally. We do so as members of particular families, 
organizations, nations, and other mnemonic communities.” “Collective memory” partially collides with the 
concept “cultural memory,” which refers to specific activities of groups and their outcomes, such as 
ritualized behavior and material forms of expression of mnemonic awareness, e.g., art and the production of 
memorabilia. A good integration of the concepts of cultural and collective memory appears in the work of 
Jan Assmann (1995), 125: “According to Nietzsche, while in the world of animals’ genetic programs 
guarantee the survival of the species, humans must find a means by which to maintain their nature 
consistently throughout generations. The solution to this problem is offered by cultural memory, a 
collective concept for all knowledge that directs behavior and experience in the interactive framework of a 
society and one that obtains through generations in repeated societal practice and initiation.” According to 
Assmann, cultural memory involves a lasting tradition, rather than simple “everyday memory,” which he 
calls “communicative” memory, memory that takes a far less organized form of transmission of mnemonic 
information between individuals within a certain group. 
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phrēn of the characters. In these tragedies, there are servants of memory, teachers of 

recollection, warriors of recordatio, and fearsome minions of divine grudge…. 

                     From Silent Tomb to Logos—Anamnēsis in the Libation Bearers 

    This subchapter will show that, in Aeschylus’ Libations Bearers, individuals and their 

respective social groups make obvious attempts at mnemonic cohesion. A discussion of 

this tragedy’s vocabulary will support this observation. The chorus and the young 

princess relate through burial lamentation and, together, work out the anamnēsis of the 

murder of Agamemnon. This apparent group cohesion through memory will later contrast 

with the schism between the chorus and Orestes, once he commits the matricide and 

suffers the attacks of the Furies.57 (This attempt to manage and articulate traumatic 

memories inside of a group is in further contrast with the solitude of Electra’s cries in 

Sophocles, and the mnemonic disorientation of individuals inside the groups in the plays 

of Euripides.) The next subchapters will examine the constructive aspect of memory in 

Aeschylus as it passes from domestic to public, and from passivity and allusions to open 

speech. This logocentric aspect of memory is an important characteristic of the first part 

of the Libation Bearers.58 The stable appearance of this collective mnemonic engine 

based on lament/speech will later be contradicted in the Eumenides.59 

                                                        
57 We are talking of “collective memory” in the sense that it is shared by a group and it influences, if not 
fashions, individual memories within that group in a form established by Halbwachs (1992), 60. According 
to Jan Assmann (1995), cultural memory involves a lasting tradition, rather than simple “everyday 
memory” which he calls “communicative” memory, a memory that is a far less organized form of 
transmission of mnemonic information between individuals within a certain group. One cannot call the 
memory of Agamemnon’s murder “cultural,” since the deed is a rather recent fact that the community has 
yet to process, rather than an ancient fact that is already integrated in the cultural memory. In Aeschylus, 
one witnesses a process whereby a recent fact is entrusted to narrative in order to become cultural memory 
for later generations. Electra and Orestes are at the very core of the process. See the previous note for a few 
distinctions. 
58 The term “logocentrism” belongs to Aleida Assmann (2011). She compares the Platonic view on text 
opposed to “living” word with Bacon’s later appreciation of books and inscribed words (184): “‘Philology’ 
means ‘love of words’; in Bacon’s time it was less a matter of logocentrism than of graphocentrism and 
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      A striking characteristic catches the reader’s eye from the first 100 verses. Aeschylus’ 

use of mnemonic vocabulary in The Libation Bearers involves words of reminding rather 

than a vocabulary that evinces an existing mnemonic engine within individuals. The 

world of Mycenae, due to the recent rise of a new elite (Clytemnestra and Aegisthus), is 

in the process of recovering its past rather than being aware of it: memory is in 

reconstruction. There is no continuous and ritualized mnemonic function in service, and 

the palpable monumentum of the past (the tomb) is only now invested with its function; 

for this reason we do not encounter the nouns mnēmosynē or mnēmē in the text.60 

Whoever tries to remember must work his/her way up through the ruins of the past and 

literally raise the dead to anamnēsis. 

    In the place of these nouns of memory are verbs of recollecting and recovering. The 

verbal register is present while the nominal expression of memory is almost absent, 

except for a plural substantive referring to the dormant forces underground, in need of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
bibliolatry. In the arrival of the print age, Bacon saw an end to the danger of a second Middles Ages, with 
‘alarms about the loss of mankind’s memory.’” 
59 Astrid Erll (2008), 5: “From the people we live with and from the media we use, we acquire schemata 
which help us recall the past and encode new experience. Our memories are often triggered as well as 
shaped by external factors, ranging from conversation among friends to books and to places.” According to 
him, there is a certain predisposition towards logos, whenever one speaks of collective memory. Ancient 
societies in particular, as they were relying heavily on oral versified culture, made use of the logos as the 
form of memory, as speech was part of artistic expression, whether doubled or not by gesture. However, 
one should never imagine that logos fixes the mnemonic narrative which is always fluid and permanently in 
construction. Moreover, there are other forms of memory, which combine this logos with visual signifiers 
(graphemes) or simply rely on “silent” visual signifiers. As Aleida Assmann (2011), 11 explains: “Every 
medium opens up its own access to cultural memory. Writing, which follows and records speech, stores 
different things– and stores them differently– from images, which register impressions and experiences that 
are independent of language. Ever since Roman mnemotechnics, a special power has been attributed to the 
so-called imagines agentes –a power also discovered in symbols and archetypes that reach deep into the 
individual dreamworld and the cultural unconscious.” 
60 According to the text, this looks like the first attempt to bring libations to Agamemnon’s tomb. Electra is 
not yet sure how to pay due homage to her father, and the chorus improvises a prayer ad hoc. According to 
J.C. Hogan (1984), 109: “Aeschylus’ Electra is young, uncertain, innocent, not yet the petulant outcast of 
Euripides or the hateful cancer of Sophocles. Since she has no part in the second half of the paly, it is clear 
that the poet wanted to limit her scope to the recognition and lament at the tomb. Drink offerings for the 
dead, tendency of the grave, and lament were customary for the Greeks. Such care maintains the ties of the 
family with its past and, particularly, with the dynamic spiritual powers of the dead, who, as so much of 
this play presupposes, take an active interest in the living.” 
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retaliation. Most verbs of memory present in the text are positive, and the dominant form 

is imperative. There are also a few verbs of forgetfulness in the indicative mood, the 

context of which will be analyzed in the paragraphs below. 

     One of the most interesting proofs of a memory still in construction is in the early part 

of the play.61 It is a positive imperative verb calling Electra to remember her brother and 

include him in her prayers, as if present:  

       Ch. μέμνησ᾽ Ὀρέστου, κεἰ θυραῖός ἐσθ᾽ ὅμως. 
       El. εὖ τοῦτο, κἀφρένωσας οὐχ ἥκιστά με.  
       Ch. τοῖς αἰτίοις νῦν τοῦ φόνου μεμνημένη— 
       El. τί φῶ; δίδασκ᾽ ἄπειρον ἐξηγουμένη. 
       Ch. ἐλθεῖν τιν᾽ αὐτοῖς δαίμον᾽ ἢ βροτῶν τινα— 
       El.πότερα δικαστὴν ἢ δικηφόρον λέγεις;  
       Ch. ἅπλῶς τι φράζουσ᾽, ὅστις ἀνταποκτενεῖ. 
      El. καὶ ταῦτά μοὐστὶν εὐσεβῆ θεῶν πάρα;  
 

Ch. “Remember Orestes, though he is still away from home.” El. “Well said! You 
have indeed admonished me thoughtfully.” Ch. “Mindful of the guilty murderers 
now…—” El. “What should I say? Instruct my inexperience, prescribe the form.” Ch. 
“Pray that some divinity or some mortal may come to them—” El. “As judge or as 
avenger, do you mean?” Ch. “Say in plain speech, ‘One who will take life for life.’” 
El. “And is it right for me to ask this of the gods?” (Aesch. Choe. vv. 115-122). 62  

 
     Memory is mentioned, both in a didactic and a contractual context during a ritual of 

invocation and appeasement of the dead.63 It is interesting that memory holds here a 

                                                        
61 Any memory, social or private is subject to periodical metamorphosis, construction and reconstruction. 
See Walter Benjamin, (1969), 83-98. Also, Carl Becker (1993), 221-236. 
62 The Greek reference passages in my dissertation are quoted from Perseus Digital Library. The English 
translation of the passages was adjusted to fit our style and sometimes modified to accentuate certain points 
but it comes from the same source. The translations belong to Herbert Weir Smyth for Aeschylus, Sir 
Richard Jebb for Sophocles, and E. P. Coleridge for Euripides. 
63 A further chapter will point out the consistent role of an “external” memory in more details. We call 
external any forms of reminders (inscriptions, monuments, festivities, rituals) outside of the individual 
mental faculties. However, we should not forget that at the social level, there is not pure external existence 
of memory. See Astrid Erll (2008), 5: “Just as socio-cultural contexts shape individual memories, a 
“memory” which is represented by media and institutions must be actualized by individuals, by members of 
a community of remembrance, who may be conceived of as points de vue (Maurice Halbwachs) on shared 
notions of the past. Without such actualizations, monuments, rituals, and books are nothing but dead 
material, failing to have any impact in societies.” On the other hand, in the Libation Bearers we live in a 
world which is magic, where concepts and objects are possessed by forces outside of human social control. 
As J.C. Hogan shows at page 110, the plays deal with “some spiritual power” that is beyond the human. 
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corrective value, since it pushes the young, insecure Electra away from performing the 

ritual in a manner helpful for Clytemnestra. Moreover it functions in a context in which 

memory is the substitute for physical presence, since by simply remembering him, the 

young princess protects Orestes and makes up for his absence. Thus, it has both a social 

and a magical property.64 Memory in this context has a positive role: to nurture, to 

rehabilitate, to re-integrate the exile and the fugitive. It is a faculty that comes through a 

parental surrogate (the chorus), rather than through a personal imprint.  

      Violence and anger are postponed at this point. Nevertheless, the same verb appears 

in a participial form, regarding the murderers of Agamemnon. Electra is advised to 

remember her brother while remaining mindful of the recent murder of their father. In the 

context of an emphatic memory verb regarding Orestes, being mindful about the murder 

appears in a secondary, circumstantial position. This verbal “aura” is milder, perhaps to 

protect the sensitivity of the princess, who is not yet fully comfortable with the 

expression of anger. Simply, while educating her in civic propriety and adjusting her to 

the post-murder reality, the chorus starts in a subtle manner to raise her dormant anger 

against the killing couple. Memnēmēnē does not come in an imperative form, as if this 

grudging mindfulness were some peripheral function, good to take into consideration 

while performing something else of greater importance. Also, nobody mentions the name 

                                                        
64 Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), 3-5. Also, at page 142, she recognizes the pedagogical function of lament in 
addition to the magical potential: “Tragedy, like lament, is a controlled artistic response, but as a part of a 
public festival, it is a state-sanctioned outlet for violent emotions. What we see on the stage is what 
happens, or what Aeschylus would have the audience believe happens, without public control. It is a 
mimesis of the mimetic art of lament, one which has a self-conscious didactic function.” Regarding the 
magic-necromantic function, this assumption is more obvious in her chapter “Stirring-up the Dead” (144-
149). 
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of the murderers. It is rather the murder, phonos, as if an immaterial presence which 

lingers about.65  

    The next use of memory within the negative context of nurturing vengeful feelings 

comes with the use of mēnimata (v. 278): “feelings of legitimate and enduring anger, 

usually related with the divine.”66 Although not directly related to memory, they preserve 

an etymological relationship with the root mēn-, indicating any mental or psychological 

process: in this territory, the mental functions slip easily from remembering to grudging 

when lack of closure turns memory into a cankerous sore.67 Later on, these warring 

forces will be called Erinyes (vv. 400, 575, 651, and 1074), losing completely the 

etymological relationship with the root of memory and gaining a special connection with 

the idea of conflict, with Eris and its subordinate concepts. Memory gains this way a 

visual, iconic, and highly emotional representation, although the dominant expression is 

still speech-oriented.  

       This change of name marks also the transit from a passive resistance of the 

characters to a more active and aggressive opposition. Memory itself becomes agency 

rather than a vegetative state of mind.68 We also get in touch with its prospective aspect: 

                                                        
65J.H. Hogans (1984), 108-109: “The Greek is vague, offering something like ‘the vain fortune of my 
masters,’ and it is not clear whether they lament Agamemnon’s death or, as Latimore’s version suggests, 
the adultery that led to the murder.”  
66 Chantraine (1984), 703. 
67 Chantraine (1984), 703. Strangely enough, memory and mēnimata developed a parallel later sense of 
rancor in the appearance of the Furies. 
68 Erik Meyer (2008), 173. The importance of group agency is stressed at the level of transitional modern 
societies, but the concept is similar. Particularly in societies that suffered from oppressive regimes, scholars 
witness a strong necessity for their members to act in response to their mnemonic burden. Memory involves 
taking an attitude towards the past: “At the international level, the subject is discussed under the term 
‘transitional justice’ and explored in historical comparative perspective.[…] Various measures concerning 
specific groups of persons—be they penal sanction, disqualification, or rehabilitation as well as material 
compensation—are tied to the temporal proximity to the fallen regime: They only make sense if they take 
place during the lifetime of victims and perpetrators.[…] All in all, this point of view underlines the 
necessity of confronting the past as a precondition for functioning political systems and their ability to act 
in international relations.” Due to this, we understand the pressure to act fast. 



26 
 

the account of the past becomes now a secondary task, while the successful epiphany of 

these forces turns into a priority. Future outcome is at this point more important than the 

recovery of the past. The epiphany here is under a human shape: the Erinyes start 

manifesting themselves through human agents ready to carry out the task.69    

      Once matured and fully shared within a group (after the arrival of Orestes), the 

speech about memory becomes bolder and more consistent.70 At this point, Electra is not 

anymore the target of this anamnesic effort, as she has fully adhered to the group. The 

memory is no longer part of a domestic ritual of education, but turns into a necromantic 

force exhuming the dead.71 Aesch. Choe. vv. 494-496:Or. ἆρ᾽ ἐξεγείρῃ τοῖσδ᾽ ὀνείδεσιν, 

πάτερ; El. ἆρ᾽ ὀρθὸν αἴρεις φίλτατον τὸ σὸν κάρα;  Or. “Father, are you not roused by 

taunts such as these?” El. “Are you not raising that dearest head of yours?” The image is 

emblematic, since memory literally descends under the ground. While filled with latent 

threats and energies, this excursus does not yet have the turbulence of a direct speech. As 

an adaptation to censorship, and as a sign of piety, the mnemonic energies of declassed 

individuals are “exported” to the dead, but not in a pacifying way. Sit tibi terra levis is 

not an option. “Subterranean” memory is usually regarded as inactive or harmless, 

inefficient, as if belonging to groups of outcasts, outsiders, and weaklings.72 It is not the 

                                                        
69 Simondon (1982), 200ff points out how tragedy uses memory for its function in securing justice and 
glorification. She also notices this necromantic character of memory: “Cependant, la mémoire des vivants 
ne suffit pas, et leur vengeance doit tirer sa force de la volonté proper de la victim. Aussi la longue prière 
d’Electra à Agamemnon comporte, avec un insistance particulière, un appele à la mémoire; la repetition 
alternée dans la bouche d’Oreste et d’Electra de mémnēso produit un effet de litanie.” They simply need the 
dead as well as the Furies to materialize the spirit of vengeance. 
70 See Pierce (2012), 28, regarding the construction of heroic memory within groups that share a certain 
myth and a particular identity. He understands that there were advantages in using the heroic past or a 
certain narrative in order to claim some privileges. According to him, memory has a clear socio-political 
function: rituals, places, and objects, all contribute to fashion it. 
71 The following chapter on Orestes and in particular the chapter on divine Mnēmosynē will further develop 
and analyze the above-mentioned verses and their function in the Aeschylean play. 
72 Scodel (2008), 226: “These different accounts of the past allow us no certainty about what exactly it is 
that the whole city cries out. There does not seem to be an authoritative narrative of these events, which is 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%3Dr%27&la=greek&prior=*%29ore/sths
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%3Dr%27&la=greek&prior=*%29ore/sths
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%3Dr%27&la=greek&prior=*%29ore/sths
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29cegei%2Frh|&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29cegei%2Frh|&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29cegei%2Frh|&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=toi%3Dsd%27&la=greek&prior=e%29cegei/rh|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=toi%3Dsd%27&la=greek&prior=e%29cegei/rh|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=toi%3Dsd%27&la=greek&prior=e%29cegei/rh|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=toi%3Dsd%27&la=greek&prior=e%29cegei/rh|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29nei%2Fdesin&la=greek&prior=toi=sd%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29nei%2Fdesin&la=greek&prior=toi=sd%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pa%2Fter&la=greek&prior=o%29nei/desin
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%3Dr%27&la=greek&prior=*%29hle/ktra
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%3Dr%27&la=greek&prior=*%29hle/ktra
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%3Dr%27&la=greek&prior=*%29hle/ktra
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29rqo%5Cn&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29rqo%5Cn&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29rqo%5Cn&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29rqo%5Cn&la=greek&prior=a%29=r%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29%2Freis&la=greek&prior=o%29rqo%5Cn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29%2Freis&la=greek&prior=o%29rqo%5Cn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29%2Freis&la=greek&prior=o%29rqo%5Cn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=fi%2Fltaton&la=greek&prior=ai%29/reis
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=to%5C&la=greek&prior=fi/ltaton
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=to%5C&la=greek&prior=fi/ltaton
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=so%5Cn&la=greek&prior=to%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=so%5Cn&la=greek&prior=to%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=so%5Cn&la=greek&prior=to%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ka%2Fra&la=greek&prior=so%5Cn


27 
 

case here. The central verb is once again affirmative and imperative. This proves that the 

king is treated as a living entity with full mental potential, or at least as capable as other 

humans of recollection and emotionality. In this particular context of disorder, the 

deceased are taunted to perform a function normally reserved for the living, a fact 

contradictory to the normal funeral exchanges. As we see in Simondon’s work, the 

defunct is not just revitalized, but he is expected to re-energize in turn.73 However, the 

agency still lies with the humans who have now beside their own motivation also the 

“blessing” of the dead. 

     Once this litany is performed, the chorus uses another verb of memory to point out its 

group awareness of the past. It is not a personal recollection, since it does not come from 

personal experience of any of the chorus members. It rather goes back ages and 

generations to retrieve some of the “original sins” of the family.74 Nevertheless, 

epemnāsamen, in this grammatical form, points out either awareness for each individual, 

or a fusion of the choral voices into a single narrative instance, as the past concerns them 

all. Memorial excursus shows a discomfort in the past history of Mycenae (only the 

dreadful acts are detailed, and every time the chorus speaks, its details are richer, and a 

bit repetitive, as if it is obsessed, vv. 631-658). The chorus focuses more and more on the 

                                                                                                                                                                     
not surprising if they have been excluded from the public realm, where they could have been debated. Yet 
at the end of the play, social memory has changed. The banquet can no longer be ignored.” Also, at 127:” 
The Thyestean banquet thus passes from hidden speech to public discourse. Yet this is not the only theme 
in the play where a distinction develops between open or official speech and the secret voice of other 
memories.”   
73 Simondon (1982), 200-212. 
74 Simondon (1982),  202. For  Simondon this is one of the precise functions of memory: to provide reasons 
for the present misery of the characters. In particular, in Aeschylus she considers that the aetiologies show 
how memory help characters understand the past pollution and come to terms with their need to expiate. In 
addition, Scodel (2008), 133, considers that aetiology is there for the reason of explaining or fixing the past 
as well as the future. Talking about Agamemnon: “Aetiology almost inverts the practices whereby people 
try to control how their own time will be remembered. The inscriptions implicit in the herald’s speech seek 
to project a contemporary view into the future, both establishing a memory trace (the dedication) and 
providing a fixed definition for it (the inscription).” 
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details of the murderous past, especially on the last part of the dramatic history of 

Mycenae, the murder of Agamemnon. Moreover, the lengthy narrative proves this 

mnemonic discourse already existed in a latent form, waiting for an opportunity for 

performance: nothing this long was ever produced on the spot. It is a reminiscence of a 

similar situation that Ruth Scodel noticed in Agamemnon: two forms of codes are coming 

to light, one official and open, and the other private and hidden, but actually just as old.75 

Whatever seemed to be constructed through anamnēsis appears now as intact mnēmē. 

     Verse 967, after the matricide, brings up a surprise. Up to this point, the verbs used 

were all about remembering. But this verse brings a form of lēthē (an aorist of punctual 

action), in an affirmative context. In a strange ode to “accomplishing time” the chorus 

expresses hope that the passage of time will conceal the events and cleanse the disturbing 

past. In a context in which memory is so precious that it is transferred even to the dead in 

order to encourage revenge, this whole celebration of healing and concealment is 

puzzling.76 

       Etymologically speaking, forgetfulness is only a form of “hiding/concealing,” rather 

than “erasure” of recorded information, as assumed in modern usage.77 It is actually one 

                                                        
75 See Scodel (2008), 125: “The banquet took place indoors and is not part of their ‘official’ record, yet 
everyone knows about it. Within the deeper logic of the family curse, the evil of the past is alive whether 
anybody mentions it or not. At the public level of social memory, however, it can be possible to suppress 
the past until it is forgotten-but this past has not been successfully suppressed. This is not ‘the return of the 
repressed’ in any Freudian sense, since the repression is completely conscious.” 
76 Widzisz (2005), 210-214, commented on the aspect of time in the verses of the chorus. He connects 
the words of the chorus with the relief of the initiates at the Eleusinian mysteries. He also notices that 
this association in the context of a matricide constitutes a perversion of rituals. In what concerns the 
sense of time and temporality, at pages 222-223, he asserts: "The 'time' or temporality of vengeance, 
however, has been consistently mapped onto the poles of ritual structure in the Oresteia (the 'murder' of 
Clytemnestra, as we have seen, prompts a veritable crescendo of such implications here in the third 
stasimon). In this conception the temporality before the act of vengeance, that time period between act and 
counter-act so subject to manipulation in Bourdieu’s view, carries with it overtones of liminal time as 
experienced in the sacralization phase of ritual activity."  
77 Regarding the ability to apply memory sanctions in ancient Greek states, a certain form of forgetfulness 
through erasure was the demolition of the house of convicted individuals. According Flower the same 
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of the primary senses of the verb, according to Chantraine’s etymologies: aorist active 

and passive actually means “being hidden, escape,” while lelāthesthai finally makes the 

transition to “forget” with all the psychological connotations usually involved by a 

middle voice. In this context, the verb elāthe comes as the opposite of the previous 

arousal of the past and of the Furies, as a form of settlement. If the original memory was 

encouraged to come out from the contaminated soil and from the infuriated divinities, 

now is the time for it to be “re-buried,” restored for more peaceful uses, once Orestes has 

performed his revenge.  The chorus’ interest in recollection is a bias function that 

depends on the side one takes in the battlefield: forgetfulness and memory are 

interchangeable cards that the chorus hopes to manipulate according to its need for peace 

or action. It is also a temporary commotion, since the chorus, and implicitly the entire 

community, does not associate memory with permanent “accomplishment” or restored 

civic life. It is necessary only in crisis times and dispensable later. 78 

       Ch. τάχα δὲ παντελὴς χρόνος ἀμείψεται 
              πρόθυρα δωμάτων, ὅταν ἀφ᾽ ἑστίας 
              πᾶν ἐλαθῇ μύσος 
              καθαρμοῖσιν ἀτᾶν ἐλατηρίοις.  
 

But soon time that accomplishes all will pass the portals of our house, and then all 
pollution will be expelled from the hearth by cleansing rites that drive out calamity. 
(Choe. vv. 965-968)  

                                                                                                                                                                     
method was used by the gods in tragedies when they wipe out entire royal houses. Harriet Flower (2006), 
19-20: “Although the razing of a house was not primarily designed as a memory sanction, it could and 
often did carry this secondary effect. Surely the immediate impact on the surviving family members was 
initially much more important than the eventual effect on how they were remembered. Moreover, this 
penalty was not limited to political elites and to a desire to curb their ambitions for power. In the archaic 
period any murderer could be subject to this punishment, even one whose house was modest and whose 
memory would have been insignificant. The origins of this sanction seem more probably to lie in the 
community’s desire to rid itself of the pollution associated with crimes such as murder.” Also, Charles 
Hedrick (2000), 92: “Historically, all societies, including modern Western liberal democracies, have 
necessarily been selective about what they remember and what they forget.” Although these works refer to 
much later traditions, in the Roman context even, the mechanism is somewhat similar. 
78 In a different manner, Scodel (2008), 132, argues over the instability of the public memory, showing that 
at least for the play Agamemnon, the private memory has more worth, especially in a context in which 
writing is a private form of remembrance rather than a public act. 
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    The force in action here is time. Memory comes initially from external principles and 

is settled by them, in a perfect ring-like composition. It requires a human side, since it 

can only be satisfied by human action, while blissful forgetfulness can only come from 

divine agency, once the human actor has finished his task.79 

                                     De Profundis—Infernal Bureaucratic Memory 

      Once Orestes accomplishes his revenge, the way Aeschylus decides to challenge the 

pretense of uniformity of civic mnemonic logos is noteworthy. The concepts of guilt, 

justice and responsibility in the matricide account have to be tried in order to be settled. 

In addition, pollution develops a visual component in the embodiment of mnemonic 

monsters. Memory moves away from the civic body to specialized agents. The cleansing 

Erinyes responsible for adultery, which never showed up in the previous play (although 

intense invocations were raising them), made room for more ferocious divinities. They 

passed from being a hallucinatory episode in Orestes’s fervid mind (Choe.vv.1061-1062: 

Or.  ὑμεῖς μὲν οὐχ ὁρᾶτε τάσδ᾽, ἐγὼ δ᾽ ὁρῶ:/ἐλαύνομαι δὲ κοὐκέτ᾽ ἂν μείναιμ᾽ ἐγὼ. Or.: 

“You do not see them, but I see them. I am pursued. I can stay no longer.”) to being more 

palpable beings  (Eum. vv. 46-47: Pythia: πρόσθεν δὲ τἀνδρὸς τοῦδε θαυμαστὸς 

λόχος/εὕδει γυναικῶν ἐν θρόνοισιν ἥμενος. “Before this man, an extraordinary band of 

women slept, seated on thrones.”), and from being mere mutants to being respectable 

officers: Eum. vv. 47-49:οὔτοι γυναῖκας, ἀλλὰ Γοργόνας λέγω,/οὐδ᾽ αὖτε Γοργείοισιν 

                                                        
79 A. Assmann (2011), 333-334 also discusses the conflict between the idea of recycling and memory in her 
work on cultural recollection. According to her, cultural recollection aspires to perpetuity, while recycling 
is more associated with whatever is poisonous or unnecessary. “Cultural creations, however, with 
aspirations to originality strive to make themselves permanent. What in one field (e.g., that of toxic 
materials) is a cause of utmost concern is regarded in the field of culture as the ultimate aim, and art’s 
longing for eternity finds its deadly fulfillment in nuclear waste. Poisonous materials of industry and the 
aesthetic materials of art are linked in a paradoxical structural homonology.”  Also, see Daniele Hervieu-
Leger (2000), 382-388. 
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εἰκάσω τύποις. “No! Not women, but rather Gorgons I call them; and yet I cannot 

compare them to forms of Gorgons either.” Athena kindly acknowledges their privileges: 

       αὗται δ᾽ ἔχουσι μοῖραν οὐκ εὐπέμπελον, 
       καὶ μὴ τυχοῦσαι πράγματος νικηφόρου, 
       χώρᾳ μεταῦθις ἰὸς ἐκ φρονημάτων 
       πέδοι πεσὼν ἄφερτος αἰανὴς νόσος. 
 

Yet these women have an office that does not permit them to be dismissed lightly; 
and if they fail to win their cause, the venom from their resentment will fall upon the 
ground, an intolerable, perpetual plague afterwards in the land. (vv. 476-479) 

 
     They are no longer anonymous forces or states of mind, but rather physical presences, 

endowed with a portrait and all the paraphernalia necessary for inducing terror, fear, 

chaos, and conflict. Their acknowledged epithet mnēmones (vv. 381-388) is in 

etymological rapport with mnēma, the funereal and societal aspect of memory, 

circumscribing their field of expertise to remembrance of the dead.80 

     The text of Eumenides presents, from the point of view of memory, a twist.  There is 

no longer a concern with affirmative memory, since the past events are now notorious to 

all. There is also no more fear of censorship or any other form of distortion, since Orestes 

displayed his acts willingly to the whole city.81 The trouble here is not to let the recently 

collected memory slip away again. According to the vocabulary, the dominant present 

                                                        
80 Edwin Carawan’s opinion (2008), 69 acknowledges a recognition function to the magistrates called 
mnēmones. Also, Detienne (1996), 173 (at note 46) sees a definite relationship between the function of the 
mnēmones and the juridical level in the Aeschylean tragedies. He recognizes the relationship between this 
function, the “memory of vengeance” and the existence of an alastōr. It has therefore a punitive value, 
which also appears, according to the author, in Plutarchus, Quaestiones Graecae, 297A. The works 
analyzed by Detienne from this point of view are Aeschylus, Prometheus 516, Eumenides 383, and 
Sophocles, Ajax, v. 1390.  
81 At the end of the Libation Bearers, Orestes comes out with the shroud/snare that Clytemnestra used for 
Agamemnon, in order to explain his deeds to the citizens (vv. 973-1006). Regarding the settlement of 
memory, Scodel (2008), 138 discusses the problem in a different manner: “While the trilogy has shown 
characters trying to manipulate future memory and disagreeing about events of the previous generation, 
Eumenides creates a very remote past in order to provide a narrative through which recent events are to be 
interpreted.” 
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words are negative-prohibitive forms of lanthānein. If latent memory and anamnēsic 

efforts dominated the previous play, here burial of memory is the key principle. 

       Lēthē in this context is, on many occasions, associated again with voluntary 

concealment (dissolution of bonds, vv. 620, 640-650) rather than with the simple, 

imperfect and oblivious human mind. The only means by which lēthē can interfere is 

through amnesty (organized forgetfulness, not slippage of mind).82 The social malady the 

Furies try to prevent is forgiveness rather than genuine forgetfulness: a voluntary erasing 

“by sponge,” a cleansing of guilt in Mycenae in which the Furies want no part. Telos, “the 

accomplishment, the closure,” much desired in the previous play and prematurely 

celebrated by the chorus, is now something to be avoided, because the mission of the 

Furies is also “never to end,” “never to cease.” The interdiction of forgetfulness is the 

favorite part of their job. Sleep, lethargy, mental estrangement from the pursuit of their 

task seems an unnatural state of mind. 

      Er. ὅρα ὅρα μάλ᾽ αὖ, 
      λεύσσετε πάντα, μὴ 
      λάθῃ φύγδα βὰς 
      [ὁ] ματροφόνος ἀτίτας.  
 

Er. Look! Look again! Look everywhere, so that the matricide will not escape by 
secret flight, with his debt unpaid! (vv.  254-257). 
 

      The syntagma that defines them is “fear of closure.” Lanthānein is therefore used in 

its primary sense of “escape,” “coverage,” and maybe with a secondary connotation of 

“unlawfulness”: to escape a trial, to slip away, “unpunished” (atitās) and “unfinished” 

                                                        
82 Athenians were no strangers to this concept. Amnesty was exercised in 403 through a decree, which 
further proves that Greeks did not ignore the power of organized lethe and its benefits in terms of healing 
and closure. Moreover, Nicole Loraux (2002), 16 notes in her introduction: “The year 403 B.C. weighs 
heavily in the history of the model city, for this is when it ‘invents’ amnesty. Yet it does so with the 
conceptual tools of a long tradition, one in which politics and religion are inseparable. The city—the one 
that interests historians—makes decisions, but the polis—a figure dear to anthropologists of ancient 
Greece—is also confronted with its own division, in the time of men and in the time of gods.” 
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(ateleios- a vocabulary choice containing also a denial of participation in the city's sacred 

life).83 It is emblematic that this function comes in a context in which the guilty is 

accused together with his mentor, of kryptein, of hiding himself, a verb that is partially 

synonymous with lanthānein, but involves cheating and thievery (kleptein, v. 153); in this 

new universe, memory is a treasure threatened by thieves rather than tyrants.  

      A dissolution of the dominance of logos over memory is obvious in the manner in 

which the Erinyes handle remembrance. These agents are preoccupied with only one 

form of memory: that which involves something akin to a Pavlovian response to blood 

drops, a quite remarkably conditioned-reflex which defines them and allows them to 

function both as cerebral “detectives” and instinctual executioners. Their commands are 

strictly negative since their function is well defined and they do not need a positive 

structure of their duties; all they need is to maintain unmodified their initial parameters of 

action.84  

     The memory preferred by the Furies appears to be the taxonomic, archival type.85 

They know that down deep in the underground someone in charge with “files” is taking 

                                                        
83 A.J. Podlecki (1992), 151, “lit. <without paying his debt> (at Ag. 72 the same term occurs, but in an 
apparently different sense, <unhonoured>.” About the failed ritual of re-integration of Orestes, the de-
sacralizaiton of temporalities in the Eumenides, and the defendant role of Apollo, see Widzisz (2005), 248-
259. 
84 Silvia Montiglio (2000), 42: “Thus the ritual prescriptions that Oedipus receives from the old men at 
Colonus are in keeping with the Erinyes’ resistance to articulate and reciprocal speech: no exchange can 
take place with these beings that reject all exchange. The verb parameibomai, which describes the 
movement of passing ‘by the side’ of the Erinyes, points to a failed exchange, as opposed to ameibomai 
that indicates the passage of speech from one orator to the next, and more specifically the tragic dialogue 
the rules of which the Erinyes are accused of ignoring.” 
85 A. Assmann (2008), 97-106 from “Canon and Archive.” The German terminology for this concept is 
Speichargedächtnis. Assmann refers to social symbols that are emblematic to a certain  period groups and 
are equivalent to the canonical museum artifacts, while others are simply kept in back “storage rooms,” or 
better said, “archives of memory.” However, in certain circumstances, archives might resurface as canons. 
Although, according to Prof. Galinksy’s view, human memory rarely has the accuracy to preserve canons, 
the way a computer memory would, social memory might indeed have such qualities. The Furies, however, 
do not have this function of recycling old and new memories, with no adjustability to the civic or historical 
context. They simply remember and hold forever their mnemonic imprints. 
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notes about the behavior of the mortals. We must admire the Furies for their clarity of 

view: the memory of Hades is based on deltographos phrēn, a strictly recording mind 

that sets things in “boxes” and tables. In the view of the Furies, the divine (superior) mind 

is a field of records where there are no revolutions or restructuring, and generally none of 

the “memory wars” that are witnessed in human stories:86 

     Er. μέγας γὰρ ιδης ἐστὶν εὔθυνος βροτῶν 
            ἔνερθε χθονός, 
            δελτογράφῳ δὲ πάντ᾽ ἐπωπᾷ φρενί.  
 

Er. For Hades is mighty in holding mortals to account under the earth, and he 
observes all things and within his mind inscribes them. (vv. 273-275) 87 

 
      Deltos, according to etymologists, has at its core the simple writing tablet: we can call 

it “external memory.”88 It is almost paradoxical that they are called mnēmones, since 

memory itself appears at first sight as something entrusted to them by outsiders, rather 

than as an innate function. The master-archive of memory resides outside their minds. A 

form of constitutional separations of powers presents itself here, one in which the “lower 

class” Gorgon-executioners do not need to use their phrenic abilities at all: they simply 

do not have to perform their appointed task. 

                                                        
86 The term belongs to Scodel (2008), 100. 
87 See the monograph on Aeschylean metaphors by David Sansone (1975), about the metaphor of “tablets 
of the mind.” Also, for the erasibilty of the written Derrida (1981), 76ff. (“Plato’s Pharmacy”, in particular 
“The father of Logos”) and Detienne (1988), 15ff. Also, Assmann (2011), 333-334. In addition, Jocelyn P. 
Small (1997), 19-22, in particular, in the chapter “Cognitive Aspects of Reading Texts”.  
88 Chantraine (1984), 260. Also, in J.C. Hogan (1984), 159: “for judgment by Zeus (or Hades) after death 
see Suppl. 229 ff. In a fragment from an unknown play by Aeschylus (Frag. 282, Lloyd-Jones) Dike speaks 
of rewards and punishments and of writing ‘their offences on the tablet of Zeus,’ a phrase with verbal 
affinities to his recording mind (cf. PB. 789-790).” The idea of writing and the implications it had on 
memory are discussed in the work of Jocelyn Penny Small (1997), 4. She acknowledges that cognitive 
psychology does not recognize any improvement of memory in the use of writing. Writing, though, 
changes the task of remembering: “As Ulric Neisser puts it, ‘By itself, the absence of something has no 
causal effects. Illiteracy cannot improve memory and more than my lack of wings improves my speed 
afoot.’ Donald Norman addresses the issue more directly: ‘Writing something down doesn’t really change 
our memory; rather it changes that task from one of remembering to one of writing then, later, reading back 
the information. In general, artifacts don’t change our cognitive abilities; they change the task we do.’ In 
other words, the real distinction between the Mycenaeans and us lies not in basic brain power, but in the 
fact that what we choose to remember differs greatly. “   
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        Ch. μένει γάρ. εὐμήχανοί 
              τε καὶ τέλειοι, κακῶν 
              τε μνήμονες σεμναὶ 
              καὶ δυσπαρήγοροι βροτοῖς, 
              ἄτιμ᾽ ἀτίετα διόμεναι 
 

Ch. For it remains. We are skilled in plotting, powerful in execution, and we 
remember evil deeds; we are revered and hard for mortals to appease, pursuing our 
allotted office which is without rights, without honor. (vv. 381-385) 

 
      The Furies are called mnēmones, as well as semnai (v. 383), which points to the 

ancestral glory of memory as a venerable process of mind. The term, which in the 

Odyssey simply signified “the ones who remember, who have good memory,” in this 

context has also a juridical function. This function is apparent in its etymology: 

mnēmones is usually associated with magistrates and clerks in Aristotle.89 Semnai is still 

a reminiscence of respect and shows the reciprocity of the community (veneration) as a 

response to their ancestral cleansing actions. Mnēmones, though, speaks only about their 

unilateral perspective over things, shared right now by none: it is a noun full of dire 

promises, but without any real perspective. In this play of Apollonian re-arrangement of 

the past, a stable, limpid mnēmosynē is condemned to isolation. In the present 

restructuring of records, memory is an inconvenience. It is not heroic, but declassed, left 

for the unfit and the inhuman, for the Gorgons and the socially handicapped of the divine 

and civic realm: only “the dog-faced” (vv. 132-133) have this dubious blessing, which 

does not even depend on them. It is an imprint, an instinct, a lingering script on the 

infernal graphic repertoires, something between an embarrassment and an atavism: an 

accident that owes to be fixed by the cerebral couple Athena-Apollo. There is no wonder 

the revolution of agora and Areopagus does not fit their models: it is a territory where 

                                                        
89 See also Chantraine (1984), 703, for a complete collection of meanings. Also, the essay “What the 
Mnemones know?” by Edwin Carawan (2008), 163-184 points out the official function of the mnēmones in 
the juridical context of recognitions. 
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reconstructive memory is mostly at work, to the detriment of good functionaries and tidy 

constables. 

     It is remarkable that the Furies do not call themselves “reminders,” unless pushed to 

define their function—a situation which is novelty to them.90 They usually do not use this 

noun to recommend themselves, since their primordial function is not to be agents of 

intellect or speech. It is also because they do not care on a regular basis about the 

mnemonic impact they make in the lives of the others: their job is strictly punishment. It 

is no dialogue, but pursuit, no civil communication of a purpose, but brute force.91 

Nevertheless, for the outsiders, for those who would like to let it go and comfortably 

forget, this is the essence of their job: remembering and reminding.  

      As it appears, memory in this juridical realm is more a procedural or bureaucratic 

loop than an authentic mental process.92 Apollo tries to cover the culprit: he is in this 

sense just a common perjurer and an accessory to murder. Nevertheless, one could argue 

that his actions operate also at a more subtle, psychological level, as he tries to save 

Orestes from his own conscience (in the light of the notion of the double causality of the 

mythical material). 

                                                        
90 See S. Montiglio (2000), 41-43. The ideas are concentrated in the chapter “To be Silent around the 
Erinyes”. 
91 Again, about their inadaptability to logos and exchange of any sort, see S. Montiglio (2000), 43-44: “In 
order to invoke these enemies of contact and exchange, one will ‘send out incomprehensible sounds 
without raising one’s voice, then depart without turning back.’ Given that, in Greece, silence cannot be a 
mode of prayer, even the invocations to the Erinyes must be vocal. Yet, they are no more than subdued 
murmurs and inarticulate utterances which do not cross the threshold of speech.”. 
92 Beside the previous two notes, the work of Robin Wagner-Pacifi (1996) is relevant here. On page 302, he 
asks a valuable question on the fixation of collective memory in official forms: “Who owns collective 
memories? If they are stored in official forms, does that grant title to the originating source of the form? 
Can they be simultaneously and rightly owned by both individuals, the collectivity, and the official 
representatives of the state? Here as well, the focus on forms can be helpful as analysts attempt to locate 
those form/content combinations that best (or worst) provide for simultaneous individual, collective and 
state ownership.” 
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      When technicalities prove insufficient, Apollo turns to intellectual restructuring, 

inventio and re-definition: when systemic amnesty fails, he modifies the entries in the 

master-archives. His attempt claims to re-structure the function of the civic logos through 

a democratic debate. At least this is how he perceives it.  

     Apollo is ultimately successful because memory is fluid and no longer an imperative. 

The very assertive “remember” in the Libation Bearers has been replaced by the oblique 

“do not forget” in the vocabulary preferences. All of a sudden, in the general melt of 

concepts following a messy trial, notions recently raised ek gēs, are immediately 

reburied, culminating with the reconstructions of Furies as benevolent and their 

integration within the foundations of the city. Facts do not lose their names, but they lose 

their ontological value. Individual forces and characters slowly fall into the penumbra of 

principles that come into daylight, and people and names are slowly and surely 

“forgotten,” “cleansed” both physically and spiritually (including Clytemnestra).93 

Shadowy entities are not entities at all. Everything is in contrast with the reality of the 

previous play, in which the latent ghostly world of the past dictated the actual reality of 

the living. The reality here is only the one that can be recorded: it is a social 

acknowledgment. The strictly archival world of the Furies has no nuances, and new 

entries completely annul the previous ones. In this context, the ontological level is 

conditioned by social perception.  

                                                        
93 An interpretation of this disappearance will be discussed in the chapter dedicated to Orestes’ heroic crisis 
and in the chapter about divine memory. We can quote also Reinhardt Koselleck (2011), 361-368. 
Although he refers to the memorial of the deaths caused by wars throughout history one of his ideas strikes 
us as valid in the context of the play. Perennial memory for the dead depends highly on the attitude of the 
survivors. The dead could simply “disappear” into thin air if the survivors of the conflict neglect their 
memory. “The political cult of the dead, to the extent that it depends on the building of war memorials, 
remains under the victor’s control—as long as they are in a position to exercise their power.” If we 
understand by memorial anything that is a sign, including the apparitions of the dead perceived by the 
living, we can understand why ghosts disappear once they are no longer acknowledged by the collectivity. 
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      For this we should look at the figure that solves the conflict: the forgetful, maternally-

confused Athena. She swears she never had a mother, while it completely escapes her 

knowledge that Zeus swallowed Metis (another principle of mind function), before she 

was even born. She is the product of a burial of knowledge and a correction of record 

entry in the history of the prophetic universe. The “superfluous mind” (Metis) was 

suppressed for the system of Zeus to survive and thrive. Athena as a protagonist of this 

trial could not but “repeat phylogeny”: she buries Metis a second time, in a gesture of 

mnemonic matricide, together with the problematic file of Orestes and his troubled 

consciousness (vv. 735-740). As Apollo cleverly puts it: “Zeus can undo the bonds…” (v. 

645), starting with the primordial mnemonic core Athena-Metis.94 Slowly and surely, 

once the teleiōmata of the trial approach, the “rememberers/reminders” become more and 

more forgetful of their function and, at the end, they are no longer either vengeful or 

venerable (in spite of Athena’s assurances): only benevolent, de-clawed and de-venomed, 

reminiscences (the irony of this word choice is intentional), relics of the old times in 

which memory could be harsh and destructive. The term “benevolent” tells nothing of the 

reciprocity of the city, in contrast to the emphatic semnai, which once signified humans’ 

sacred fear.    

           Picking up Shards—Dysfunctions and Reconstructions in Euripides’ Electra 

                                                        
94 Marina Warner (1985), 226, discusses her birth in terms of male artistic craft, which goes with the idea of 
creation of statues and statuary art. His agency is therefore converted from stealing Athena from Metis, and 
later erasing her origin, to creating her from scratch in an original artistic act. Athena is his art product, a 
being associated with skill and tricky intelligence, like Pandora: “The Classical Greeks admired enargeia, 
pictorial vividness, above all; the wonder-working powers of Hephaestus, blurring the distinction between 
creature and artifact, between life and art, mirror the concentration on lifelikeness in the Greek aesthetic. 
The ideas of divine generation and artistic craft were intimately connected. Pindar, for instance, in the 
seventh Olympian ode, combines in a single poem, the birth of Athena from the head of Zeus with the 
making of figurative statues.” Contrary to this interpretation, Ann Bergren (2008), 245 sees in the birth of 
Athena an artistic theft of Zeus, in what concerns the art of molding and sculpting, which was initially a 
skill of Metis.  
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     In Euripides, the key completely changes. For Aeschylus, the civic logocentric 

memory is followed by disarticulation and reassembling in the form of settlement. In 

opposition, in Euripides’ Electra, the first occurrence of memory is visual and, only 

afterwards, verbal. The context is important. Electra, dressed as a peasant to show to the 

world her déclassé status and her distress, is asked by the chorus to participate in a lovely 

festival, and wear apparel more appropriate to her real social class. She replies that she 

cannot attend—most likely because this would be unbecoming of a princess, a daughter 

of a father “whom Troy remembers”:  

       El. σκέψαι  μου πιναρὰν κόμαν 
            καὶ τρύχη τάδ᾽ ἐμῶν πέπλων, 
            εἰ πρέποντ᾽ Ἀγαμέμνονος 
            κούρᾳ 'σται βασιλείᾳ 
            τᾷ Τροίᾳ θ᾽, ἃ 'μοῦ πατέρος 
            μέμναταί ποθ᾽ ἁλοῦσα.  
 

 El. See if my filthy hair, and the rags of my dress, will be fit for a princess, a  
daughter of Agamemnon, or for Troy, once taken, which remembers my father. (Eur. 
El. vv. 183-189) 

 
       In this context, memory is no longer a mechanism that has to be raised in individuals 

by the mournful community, nor is it a private concern. It is (arguably) already shared.95 

There is a way to display it, and even a dress code that needs to be followed. More 

precisely, it belongs to a socio-political sector in which appearance and visual display of 

                                                        
95 As was specified in the first note of this chapter, collective memory belongs to a group that shares a 
special code for memory. That code can imply all sorts of signs: clothes, monuments, words, musical 
pieces, gestures and graphic signs. In this case, Electra chooses to keep her simple clothing as a memorial 
of her pain, rather than resorting to more lavish forms of expression. Regarding what she calls “the body in 
allegory,” Marina Warner (1985), 283 establishes that mourning for women supposes a certain form of wild 
display of their bodies as well as their ritual mutilation: “In ancient funeral rites it is the women who 
mourn, by unfastening their dress and baring their breasts and scoring their cheeks and chest with their 
nails […] His [Hector’s] state arouses in the women who follow behind his corpse a wild lament; with their 
hair and their clothes loosed, and their arms flung wide, holding on to one another and imprecating against 
the heavens, they express vividly to the beholder the unrestrained nature of their grief.”   
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signs of remembrance are just as important as remembrance itself.96 Another issue is the 

presence of this memory in a sphere larger than that of Mycenae, in the world of the 

defunct Troy, if memory can be again applied to the inanimate or deceased. 97 In her 

speech, Troy “remembers.” Just as Aeschylus does, Euripides projects human functions 

of psyche onto non-human entities. 

      In addition to public display of grief, there are other external signs of memory. On 

several occasions, both in Electra and in Orestes, the grave is referred to as mnēma, 

pointing again to its social mnemonic function: to display, to mark for posterity the place 

where the deceased lies. It is interesting to note that, in most cases, the tomb is called 

tymbos (the mount on the top of the grave, to mark the burial of royalty). It is even called 

taphos (the simply dug grave, with no special connotations), which is a much more 

neutral term.98 Whenever the situation implies more emotionality or any action that 

involves a political gesture, or any form of discourse that bears implications on the 

memory, the grave becomes mnēma. Anything that affects the image of the deceased can 

be taken into calculation. The first occurrence of the noun appears in the context of 

Aegisthus mocking and stoning the grave of Agamemnon. 

       μέθῃ δὲ βρεχθεὶς τῆς ἐμῆς μητρὸς πόσις 
       ὁ κλεινός, ὡς λέγουσιν, ἐνθρῴσκει τάφῳ 
       πέτροις τε λεύει μνῆμα λάινον πατρός.  
 

                                                        
96 There is a contrast between what is expected of the young princess Electra (when it comes to Hera’s 
festival) and what she actually wears. H.J. Cropp, (1988), 109, notices that her sordid hair is “implicitly 
contrasted with the beauty conventionally attributed to the leader of a girl’s chorus (Calame 90-2).” 
97 H.J. Cropp (1988), 102: “cf. A. Eum. 280, Ag. 346 (but see Fraenkel here). Aeschylus also embodies the 
sleeping and rousing of unavenged wrongs in Cl.’s rousing of the Erinyes, Eum. 94-142. For other 
‘sleeping’ metaphors see Denniston ad. loc., Collard on Supp. 1147-9.” Cf. Segal (1981), 269 on the 
memory of inanimate objects, such as the axe in Sophocles’ Electra. 
98 Chantraine (1981), 221, “À la différence de taphos, qui designe ce qui est creusé, tymbos est le nom du 
monticule placé sur la tombe avant de signifier <tombe> en génèral. A coté de tymbos, on a avec le même 
sens corcyr, tymos (Ve s. av.) l’y long étant garanti par la métrique.” 
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That famous one, my mother's husband, leaps on the grave, they say, when soaked in 
drink, and pelts my father's marble monument with stones, and dares to say this to us. 
(Eur. Electra vv. 326-329) 

 
      Aegisthus’ acts represent a political message: it is a failed attempt to deform the 

rituals dedicated to the late king and corrupt his memory. It is particularly significant that 

the first occurrence of the grave as mnēma appears in a context of negative political 

action taken against the spirit and the memory of Agamemnon. This is because such 

actions elicit a bigger emotional charge from Agamemnon’s partisans than any response 

they would have to positive actions taken by one of his friends. In an entourage of neutral 

connotations, the tomb remains taphos. The vocabulary favors this use. The speech about 

graves returns memory from the visual and monumental to the narrative and logocentric 

level. 

       A demi-private use of memory appears in the speech of the Old Man, in a less 

dramatic, but still delicate context.99 After a long silence, the long lost progeny of 

Agamemnon sends what looks like a message of hope from far away. The old Trophos 

who saved Orestes from the claws of his enemies is both relieved and slightly 

disappointed that the message of good health comes through intermediaries. In his 

disappointment, a gentle ironic remark escapes him: “Does Orestes remember?” (Eur. El. 

vv.351-352: Αὐτουργός. ἦ καί τι πατρὸς σῶν τε μέμνηται κακῶν;Ἠλέκτρα. ἐν ἐλπίσιν 

ταῦτ᾽: ἀσθενὴς φεύγων ἀνήρ. Peasant: “Surely then he remembers something of your 

                                                        
99 I consider this as part of the “affective” memory, which I understand as private and highly emotional 
memory, something very personal and very natural to an individual. It also implies a certain spontaneity, a 
lack of individual control over it and perhaps even a form of compulsion on certain occasions. In this 
context, Aleida Assmann (2011), 240 asserts that “both ancient mnemotechnics and modern psychological 
experiments show the degree to which human memory can be manipulated. In both cases, memory and 
emotion are not linked spontaneously, but are consciously and even arbitrarily connected. This changes, of 
course, if we move to autobiographical memories. In this context, memory and affect merge into an 
inseparable complex: the emotional content of particular memories is completely beyond our conscious 
control. It was precisely this element of uncontrollability that made the affect such a vital memory stabilizer 
for Rousseau.” 
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father's wrongs and your own?” Electra: “These are things to hope for; a man in exile is 

powerless”). The verb of remembrance comes in the form mimnēskein. It is not the 

constant awareness that Aristotle understood in mnēmē/Mnēmosynē. It is a verb 

signifying recollection after a period of oblivion or indifference.100 This is the source of 

the irony. In this environment of constant oppression from political authorities, people 

should not need reminding of any sort: the constant discomfort of imposed silence is their 

mnemonic stimulus. To be in need of reminding means to be a xenos. As a potential 

alienated individual, maybe as a foreigner already, Orestes can be considered forgetful.101 

His forgetfulness is not judged in terms of mental functionality, but with respect to his 

deeds, or better said, his lack of action. 

       However, anamnēsis can be a private form of reminding, not associated with 

anything crucial on the political plane, but instead with mere individual memory, as in the 

case of Electra asking the old man if all those troubles reminded him of her. As if in a 

game, this time youth and age change places, and the tone now has candor and tenderness 

instead of concealed reproach. Electra uses the very same root of mimnēskein, only 

without any irony or any form of inquisition: El. τί δ᾽, ὦ γεραιέ, διάβροχον τόδ᾽ ὄμμ᾽ 

ἔχεις;/μῶν τἀμὰ διὰ χρόνου σ᾽ ἀνέμνησεν κακά; El. “Why are your eyes wet, old man? 

                                                        
100 Simondon (1982), 219-222, after comparing Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers with Euripides’ Electra and 
after analyzing Hecuba, Hermione and Medea’s words on memory, concludes that “C’est là reconnaître que 
le ressentiment n’a aucune justification. Cet aspect passionnel de la vengeance la place en dehors de toute 
éthique. La forme de mémoire qui nourrit le ressentiment et qui reste purement affective est bien différente 
de la mémoire considérée comme un devoir par les héros d’Eschyle et de Sophocle. Pour les personnages 
d’Euripide, sauf peut-être les Héraclides, la vengeance n’est plus que l’assouvissement d’un désir de 
revanche excerbé. Dans le drame de la vengeance, seuls Eschyle et Sophocle ont donné à la mémoire sa 
veritable dimension tragique: la mémoire des hommes sert à l’exécution de la justice et a pour alliée la 
mémoire des dieux.” Regarding this last statement, I shall debate this full compliance and alliance of the 
gods in a separate chapter dedicated to divine memory—in particular in Aeschylus—where the gods 
conduct a trial. In addition, I do recognize the emotional side of individual memory in Euripides, but I 
cannot claim that this is the only form of memory at stake there. 
101 This is further explained in a future chapter on Orestes. Sophocles too presents his main characters as 
concerned about Orestes’ memory, which in Electra’s terms, translates into his arrival for vengeance. 
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Have my troubles stirred your memory, after an interval of time?” (Eur. El. vv. 503-504). 

Euripides is more innovative here, as he replaces socially oriented memory with some 

genuine private mnēmē. Private matters or issues from childhood represent the only 

sector in which people are allowed to be oblivious and in which a reminder is like a 

gentle touch on the shoulder. Whenever communally shared, memory is always meant to 

be alert: any reminding, any call to alertness is given with a slight irritability. The reason 

for this is the conviction of the characters that the mnemonic narratives are definitive and 

not constructed or biased. In this case, individuals who debate the “collective record” are 

suspected of malevolence and lack of legitimacy.  

      A proof of this fact is the use of the dialogue between Clytemnestra and Electra. Once 

the mother comes to her daughter’s place, they both have occasional “fights” about why 

and how things happened. Clytemnestra does not use any words that validate memory or 

call for remembrance. As in Agamemnon, “Klytaimnestra seeks not only to kill her 

husband, but to control his story so that he cannot be remembered simply either as the 

splendid conqueror of Troy or as an innocent victim.”102 It is obviously not in her best 

interests to enable this particular function in her interlocutor, especially since she plans to 

be partial in her account. In exchange, Electra calls on memory twice: first, through a 

participle that should point to Clytemnestra’s lack of awareness regarding the principles 

of the human and divine law, and secondly, through a positive imperative that hides a 

more or less direct threat. 

                                                        
102 Scodel (2008) also notices, besides Clytemnestra’s partiality of memory, her attempts to control the 
logos of the others and even suppress funeral orations in Agamemnon. She notes (130-131): “In insisting on 
the justice of her actions, she extends her own concern over the control of speech and so public memory of 
the Underworld. […] The characters debate not only speech but ceremonial acts that simultaneously 
commemorate a past (and so define it for social memory) and constitute memorable events for the future to 
remember.” 
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      In the first occurrence, the participle presents a contradictory situation in which 

Clytemnestra fails to share not only Electra’s pious memory of Agamemnon, but also any 

form of pious memory of Mycenae’s past:  

       φοβεροὶ δὲ βροτοῖσι μῦθοι κέρδος πρὸς θεῶν θεραπεί- 
       αν. ὧν οὐ μνασθεῖσα πόσιν 
       κτείνεις, κλεινῶν συγγενέτειρ᾽ ἀδελφῶν.  
 

But tales that frighten men are profitable for service to the gods; of whom you had no 
thought, when you killed your husband, you who are the relative of famous brothers. 
(Eur. El. vv. 740-746) 

 
       Besides being an unlawful and despicable act, her murder is (in Electra’s eyes) a 

strange slippage of mind, the result of a moral handicap. She cannot think or understand 

the past (rich as it is in examples and in its pedagogical value) that the chorus easily 

contemplates every time it opens the narrative of Mycenaean misfortunes103. The context 

is sententious and strangely pedagogical for a daughter addressing her mother. But, as has 

been evident, Euripides’ mnemonic excursus has a constant didactic role, which in this 

particular case is not meant to be redemptive: the group does not open to reintegrate the 

oblivious/inexperienced individual (the way it did for Electra in Aeschylus’s Libation 

Bearers), but to hold the queen responsible. 

       The second verb is more direct. “Remember you let me talk,” contains both a waiver 

of liability for all the potential offense that might result during Electra's speech, and a 

                                                        
103 Simondon (1982), 209. Also Scodel (2008), 133, comments on the importance of Eumenides, as “a 
massive exercise in the recreation of the Athenian past.” According to her, the trilogy is aware of the 
problems of social memory in handling the aetiologies. Therefore, “these aetiologies seek consensus even 
without complete agreement.” At verse 745 H. J. Cropp (1988), 152 mentions that “it would be perverse to 
criticize Cl. for forgetting a story which is probably untrue. But they [the chorus] are recommending 
attention to ‘fearful, piety-inducing tales’ in general.” He considers these stories to have a value of 
confirming social norms and getting the violators back in line, rather than bringing out some hidden truths 
(p. 152): “Lit., ‘But fearful tales are a gain for men towards service of the gods’; i.e., they benefit men by 
encouraging them to worship the gods properly. The common interpretation of this (e.g., Denniston on 737-
46) as an expression of rationalistic skepticism, or as a cynical comment (‘fearful tales are good for priests’ 
business’), is rightly rejected by Stinton 9737-46 n.). It is not unusual for pious people to value stories that 
are rationally questionable but conducive of piety.” 
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potential threat: El. μέμνησο, μῆτερ, οὓς ἔλεξας ὑστάτους/λόγους, διδοῦσα πρὸς σέ μοι 

παρρησίαν. El. “Remember, mother, those last words of yours, giving me frankness 

towards you.” (Eur. El. 1055-1056). It recalls both the immediate past, in which the 

queen allowed her to talk, and the old tales of hybris and retaliation. Slippage of memory 

or any ignorance of it is a fault in this play. Individuals are summarily called to order, 

every time they fail to share the collective memory.104 The imperative has not only an 

anaphoric value. By calling up the memory in a dysfunctional individual with a 

murderous past (the result of her crooked perspective on life and the universe), Electra is 

practically bringing Clytemnestra into the mnemonic mechanism shared by the rest of the 

community. This way, she can no longer deny her participation in the shared code and 

system, nor can she be pardoned by her ignorance of these laws. Her mother can no 

longer twist the history of the events. In this way, she is being prepared for her summary 

execution.  

                          Infected with Memory—the Morbid Aftermath in Orestes 

            Before the murder, there are unofficial attempts to fix memory into a coherent 

external record. In this respect, much as in Aeschylus, Euripides’ characters fail. In 

Orestes, memory is no longer a communal logos but an individual state of mind. Nobody 

needs a call to remembrance, since this state of mind has infected everything and 

poisoned the people to the point of disabling the guilty and turning them into the walking 

dead. Individuals (Electra, Orestes, and even Helen) are disconnected from the public 
                                                        
104 Scodel (2008), 126-127 about the beginning of “memory wars.” Moreover, the reader should refer back 
to the first note of this chapter to recall that collective memory is a shared phenomenon, and that it is 
constantly reshaped. Rather than being a fixed archive, it is in construction and constant redefinition: see 
Olick (1998), 105-40. Also, I have to disagree with Simondon on the pure decorative function of the 
aetiological passages in Euripides. On page 231, she says: “On voit qu’Euripide remonte plus haut 
qu’Eschyle et Sophocle dans le passé des Atrides puisqu’il donne Tantale comme premier ancêtre et 
premier auteur des crimes de la race. Mais la monodie d’Électra dans l’Oreste ne fait allusion au mythe que 
pour exposer des theories astronomiques sur le rocher de Tantale qui représenterait le soleil.” 
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apparatus and, in addition to public hostility, some have to face the inner torments of 

their private memory. The fragmentation of memory that began in Electra is now 

overwhelming and turns toward the morbid. Electra is terrified by the implications of this 

huge burden. She feels compelled at the beginning of the play, as if by an external force, 

to keep narrating the bloody history of her family:  

….οὗτος φυτεύει Πέλοπα, τοῦ δ᾽ Ἀτρεὺς ἔφυ, 
ᾧ στέμματα ξήνασ᾽ ἐπέκλωσεν θεὰ 
ἔριν, Θυέστῃ πόλεμον ὄντι συγγόνῳ 
θέσθαι. τί τἄρρητ᾽ ἀναμετρήσασθαί με δεῖ;  
 
He begot Pelops, the father of Atreus, for whom the goddess, when she had carded 
her wool, spun a web of strife—to make war with his own brother Thyestes. But why 
need I retrace that hideous tale? (Eur. El.11-14)  

 
      She stops in the middle of this laborious and tormenting excursus, to complain about 

it: “why do I have to measure all these?” She avoids naming it “memory.” It is 

measurement, labor, account, etc.: something that has far-spread limits. Although her 

effort is self-induced and spontaneous, it is compatible with the duty of the great 

punished souls in Tartarus. She carries no water in a sieve, no rock up the hill, but she 

bears all this narration from low to high (ana-) and she stops in the middle to ask herself 

why. She names it “measurement” also because it implies length and order. It is 

exhausting, undesirable, yet precise, and mathematical.105 She is a victim of this memory 

and she has been burdened with knowledge.106 So is her dear Orestes. He is laying sick, 

                                                        
105 C.W. Willink (1986), 83 thinks that Euripides uses a mathematical metaphor here. Also, he sees 
Euripides as skipping the killing of Mirtylus on purpose, since it seemed unnecessary to him at the time. 
“We may take it that El. is reflecting bitterly on the ignominious sequel of Agamemnon’s glorious 
achievements; but sceptical questioning of traditional standards of glory is characteristics of late E. (e.g. 
Hel. 1151ff.).” 
106 A. Assmann (2011), 330ff dedicated a part of her work on cultural memory to trauma and memory. 
According to her (95), “anamnēsis is not actively attainable: its ‘eternal moments’ are as uncontrollable as 
they are unexpected, and they tear holes in the deliberately woven web of memories that make up identity. 
The intrusion of such experiences breaks the continuity of poetic self-construction.” Such suspension is 
common to poetic experience, but also to Electra’s “unwilling” poetic excursus. 
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half-aware, half-asleep, half-conscious, half-insane, prey to his tormenting knowledge of 

the past, a victim of his synesis.107 As Simondon points out, memory is a deeply 

internalized morbid state (although he still calls it a Fury): Men. τί χρῆμα πάσχεις; τίς σ᾽ 

ἀπόλλυσιν νόσος; Or. ἡ σύνεσις, ὅτι σύνοιδα δείν᾽ εἰργασμένος. Men. “What ails you? 

What is your deadly sickness?” Or. “My conscience; I know that I am guilty of a 

dreadful crime” (vv. 395-396). 

     Some would think that in a world such as this, infused with mnemonic presence, there 

would be no need for more remembrance.108 This is all arguable, and it will be discussed 

in later chapters. Indeed, affirmative memory verbs are quite rare, and when they are 

present, on many occasions they do not have the civic load of meanings that might be 

expected. Sometimes they appear in a context in which the meaning is rather frivolous, or 

colloquial, as when Helen asks her daughter to mind her way back from Clytemnestra’s 

tomb, in other words “to hurry up”: ἴθ᾽, ὦ τέκνον μοι, σπεῦδε καὶ χοὰς τάφῳ/δοῦσ᾽ ὡς 

τάχιστα τῆς πάλιν μέμνησ᾽ ὁδοῦ. “Now go, my child, and hurry; and soon as you have 

made the libations at the tomb, think of your return.” (vv. 124-125).109 The emotionality 

is minimal (the tomb is neutral taphos). It is an everyday life context, maybe with an eye 

to the social propriety associated with a maiden, but it still bears few civic implications. 

A minor form of social concern might also be involved, since Helen’s position and that of 
                                                        
107 This goes with the general assertion of Simondon (1982), 219 that human memory in Euripides no 
longer has the same divine flux. Regarding the verse reading, see Willink (1986), 120: “Or.’s amnesia is 
defined as ‘being sundered from his former phrenes (states of mind),’ cf. An. 164, Hec. 622-3, Ba. 947, 
1270.” He views the divinization of Oblivion by Orestes as corresponding with some Greek realities 
regarding Lethe’s “sporadic cult.” He also points out that the verse might have a different reading, if the 
punctuation changes: Lethe becomes in this case, “skilled in treating the evils.” 
108 Remembrance involves the active act of anamnēsis, which implies not only effort, but also the 
possibility that the mnemonic imprint might have faded and needs restoration. The German scholarship 
(e.g. Aleida Assmann) uses the term “Erinnerung” for this active form of memory, as Prof. Galinsky 
pointed out ot me. 
109 Willink (1986), 101: “A ‘maternal’ parting exhortation following the hand-over of the offerings, 112ff., 
and Helen returns within.” He further asserts that this verb of memory appears in an “elegant idiom, but 
also with a ‘homely’ flavor (cf. Ar. Eq. 495-7).” Also, Simondon (1982), 226. 
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her family are quite precarious in Mycenae. Moreover, as the future developments will 

show, she had good reasons to fear. Nevertheless, the semantic context is quite blunt. 

      Another derivative of the mnemonic vocabulary is once more mnēma, or “grave.” It is 

what Chantraine calls “souvenir objectif et materiel,” as opposed to the abstract memory, 

usually represented by mnēmē.110 It appears in two different contexts. Helen mentions the 

first one. She does not want to go to Clytemnestra's tomb. If one were to ask her enemy, 

Electra, this hesitation is due to indifference and lack of piety, but she actually refuses to 

do it, because she is afraid for her life.111 The people of Argos are sensitive to the sight of 

her due to her relationship to the Trojan War, a conflict that decimated so many. So she 

sends her daughter to the tomb and she prescribes a certain ritual to appease the dead. 

       Ἑλένη σ᾽ ἀδελφὴ ταῖσδε δωρεῖται χοαῖς, 
       φόβῳ προσελθεῖν μνῆμα σόν, ταρβοῦσά τε 
       Ἀργεῖον ὄχλον  
 

Helen, your sister, sends you these libations as her gift, fearing herself to approach 
your tomb from terror of the Argive mob. (vv. 116-118) 

 
      In this context of remembering and reminding, the grave itself ceases to be a taphos 

and becomes mnēma: a context which is emotional, affirmative (as Helen would like to 

see her sister's resting place), and negative, since she ultimately refuses to go and retreats 

                                                        
110 Chantraine (1984), 703, “mnēmē, dor. mnāma <souvenir> qui a une realité psychologique, distinct de 
mnēma souvenir objectif et matérielle, cf. Benveniste, BSL 59, 1964, 37, mais aussi <mémoire> en tant que 
faculté (dor., ion-att.).” Also, Lidell and Scott (1939), 1139 discusses the monumental and palpable side of 
memory for the dead coming in the form of mounds or buildings in honor of the deceased.  The original 
sense is that of “memorial, remembrance, record of a person of thing.” Only secondarily we have the 
development of the tomb as part of that initial palpable form of remembrance dedicated to the dead. The 
context of Helen's words of memory is blunt an refers mostly to "mindfulness" and caution: see Simondon 
(1982), 217ff. 
111 Electra blames Helen’s negligence on her nature (vv. 126-127). Willink, (1986), 102: “The apostrophe 
has a semi-personifying effect (cf. 213-14), while delivering a direct thrust against the enthroning of Nature 
by the physikoi (cf. 3). 127 then undercuts the sentential: the great evil among men is at the same time a 
potentially sōterion ‘possession’.” Regarding the unusual apostrophe of the tragic heroine he continues: 
“‘(For) behold how (superficially) she has shorn her hair... .’ Characters in tragedy appeal to the world at 
large (and/or imagined supernatural observers) to witness a situation and/or truth of a proposition; they do 
not, unlike comic actors, directly accost the spectators in the theater.”  
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indoors after socializing with the murderess of the queen. It appears that Helen cannot 

keep herself away from the superficial side of life. It is tempting to smile along with 

Electra at her mimesis of mnēmē, which in reality is as shallow as the tips of hair she 

prepared for the grave.  

      Later on, Orestes uses mnēma for the very same tomb: Ὀρέστης μητέρος δὲ μηδ᾽ 

ἴδοιμι μνῆμα. Orestes. “May I not see my mother's grave!” (Eur. Or. 798).  He cannot go 

there and remember; he is under the power of a tormenting disease and the last thing he 

needs is to stir it up. He cannot face that grave; neither can he face his past, which, once 

more, is an emotional, personal, negative issue. His mother’s grave raises an unpleasant 

memory, but a memory nonetheless. The damnatio memoriae he pronounces is still a 

form of mnēmosynē.112   

      In a similar manner to that of the Eumenides, the Euripidean world begs for 

forgetfulness (both at the psychological and the civic level).113 In the early part of the 

play, the chorus is less concerned with the human realm of grudge and retaliation than 

with the invisible punishers who infect his mind: they beg the forces that haunt him to let 

                                                        
112 This is a term of convenience used by modern scholarship. We shall use it as such, while understanding 
that there was no such practice in the Roman world, as one can see from the work of Harriet Flower (2006), 
180, and (2001), 58-69; also K Galinsky (2008), 1-27. In his work, K. Galinsky explains that every time a 
Roman statesman was replaced by another in the statuary art by a form of odd “recycling” of the previous 
statue, this replacement was made in such a way as to make the audience notice the contrast between the 
previous  emperor and the new one, in order to draw a comparison between the present ruler and the past 
one. This condemnation of the previous one was meant to be an act of memory. The audience sees, 
remembers and compares the two figures. 
113 Nietzsche (1997), 57-124. He discusses the vital importance of forgetfulness, of living in the 
unhistorical at least on a periodical basis. Similar ideas appear in Aleida Assmann (2011), 97, and Flower 
(2006); also Ricoeur (2010), 412: “In a sense, it is the problematic of forgetting that is the more expansive, 
since the appeasement of memory in which forgiveness consists seems to constitute the final stage in the 
progress of forgetting, culminating in that ars oblivionis that Harald Weinrich would like to see constructed 
alongside the ars memoriae, examined and celebrated by Frances Yates. Taking notice of this sense, I have 
chosen to place forgetting in the title of the present work alongside memory and history. Forgetting indeed 
remains the disturbing threat that lurks in the background of the phenomenology of memory and of the 
epistemology of history. Forgetting is, in this respect, the emblematic term for the historical condition taken 
as the theme of our third part, the emblem of the vulnerability of this condition.” In spite of obvious 
concerns, he admits its necessity. 
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him forget for good (vv. 316-320). In Orestes, memory and forgetfulness have a divine 

and elusive nature, which never materializes into anything iconic (in opposition to the 

form they take in Aeschylus). They also come as chaotic forces of unconsciousness, 

failing to articulate the organized logos we might expect. Guilty memory translates into 

moans, delirium, and seizures (vv. 255-280), or forgetfulness in quiet states of deep sleep. 

Orestes wakes up from his soothing unconsciousness to face his daily torment and 

moans: “oh mistress, forgetfulness of evils”. 

    Or. ὦ φίλον ὕπνου θέλγητρον, ἐπίκουρον νόσου, 
           ὡς ἡδύ μοι προσῆλθες — ἐν δέοντί γε. 
            ὦ πότνια Λήθη τῶν κακῶν, ὡς εἶ σοφὴ 
            καὶ τοῖσι δυστυχοῦσιν εὐκταία θεός.  
 

Or. Sweet charm of sleep, savior in sickness, how sweetly you came to me, how 
needed! Revered forgetfulness of troubles, how wise a goddess you are, invoked by 
every suffering soul. (Eur. Or. 211-217)  

 
     Potnia is a ritual invocation, of a good overwhelming divinity who can save one. As 

divine as she appears, she is not the kind of forgetfulness that gives permanent benefits: 

they only come through a state of narcosis, temporary, much desired, yet ultimately 

inefficient (vv.116-117: πόθεν ποτ᾽ ἦλθον δεῦρο; πῶς δ᾽ ἀφικόμην;/ἀμνημονῶ γάρ, τῶν 

πρὶν ἀπολειφθεὶς φρενῶν. “Where have I come from? How am I here? For I have lost all 

previous recollection and remember nothing”). A reversed verb of memory, amnēmonō 

points to a moment of amnesia. It is probably the only genuine form of forgetfulness in 

these plays. Unfortunately for our hero, sleep and unconsciousness is not amnesty, but 

reversible oblivion.114  The spiritual, inner mnemonic court is mute in front of the 

                                                        
114 This is the less desired form of forgetfulness. Amnesia has some traits that bring up the idea of 
pathology. Also, it is not even a complete and irretraceable erasure of memory. It brings only temporary 
relief. Memory comes back in a painful and aggressive form. There is indeed a difference between normal 
forgetting and its pathological counterpart, amnesia. Ricoeur (2010), 412: “But is forgetting a dysfunction, 
a distortion? In certain respects, yes. In the matter of definitive forgetting, indicating an effacement of 
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overwhelming reality of the city that is set to convict him. This will be explored in a later 

chapter. 

      At this point, Euripides’s view clashes with that of Aeschylus, insofar as lēthē comes 

only in its organized and civic form, as amnesty. Nevertheless, this Euripidean  amnesia, 

as profound as it seems (taking away even pieces of his harmless memories, like the fact 

that Orestes does not remember the place at which he fell asleep) is powerless in the face 

of coercion from a higher level of consciousness (both divine and social).115  

       Orestes’ forgetfulness is not only temporary. It is a solitary act. In this society he 

may fall asleep and forget for a little while, but the others would still remember and 

judge. It is emblematic that, while he sleeps or is not aware, the citizens are already 

plotting his punishment (vv. 40-50). In this world where gods are mostly silent until the 

end, human justice does not end in amnesty, and beneficial “amnesia” through sleep and 

occasional trance is insufficient for survival.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
traces, it is experienced as a threat: it is against this forgetting that we conduct the work of memory (oeuvre 
de mémoire) in order to slow its course, even to hold it at bay. The extraordinary exploits of the ars 
memoriae were designed to ward off the misfortune of forgetting by a kind of exaggerated memorization 
brought to the assistance of remembering. But artificial memory is the great loser in this unequal battle. In 
brief, forgetting is lamented in the same way as aging and death: it is one of the figures of the inevitable, 
the irremediable. And yet forgetting is bound up with memory . . . its strategies and, under certain 
conditions, its cultivation worthy of a genuine ars oblivionis result in the fact that we cannot simply 
classify forgetting through the effacement of traces among the dysfunctions of memory alongside amnesia, 
nor among the distortions of memory affecting its reliability.” 
115 Ricoeur (2010), 447 differentiates between two forms of forgetfulness (active and passive): “Too little 
memory, which we discussed elsewhere, can be classified as a passive forgetting, in as much as it can 
appear as a deficit in the work of memory. But, as a strategy of avoidance, of evasion, of flight, it is an 
ambiguous form of forgetting, active as much as passive. As active, this forgetting entails the same sort of 
responsibility as that imputed to acts of negligence, omission, imprudence, lack of foresight, in all of the 
situations of inaction, in which it appears after-the-fact to an enlightened and honest consciousness that one 
should have and could have known, or at least have tried to know, that one should have and could have 
intervened. In this way, as social agents remaster their capacity to give an account, one encounters once 
again along this path all of the obstacles related to the collapse of the forms of assistance that the memory 
of each person can find in the memory of others as they are capable of authorizing, of helping to give, an 
account in the most intelligible, acceptable, and responsible manner. But the responsibility of blindness 
falls on each one.” 
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                                          “The Winter of Their Discontent” 

                           —A Sophoclean Battle for the Control over Memory 

        Sophocles’ approach brings us back to a “post-Agamemnon” Mycenae where the 

murderous couple tries to prevent the survivors from serving the murdered king’s tomb 

and perpetuating the story of his assassination. Memory here has a verbal and narrative 

aspect that is dominant, in spite of the visual metaphors used in the language of 

lament.116 Also, another dominant aspect is the mnemonic burden that presses hard on the 

shoulders of a single individual: Electra. Memory exists in the group that sympathizes 

with her, but a communal speech about memory or a coherent narrative is lacking, due to 

severe censorship. It is up to Electra to reconstruct that story, and she does it most often 

by shaming her interlocutors into remembering and most importantly, by talking about 

memory. The vocabulary of memory shows her to be in the position of a solitary 

mnēmon. Moreover, because she is lonely in her task, her whole memory stretches to 

super-human dimensions. It is a rarity that only Sophocles embraces: a human with a 

divine mnemonic agenda.117 However, later, she has her own brush with forgetfulness, 

with oblivion and confusion, and it is up to Orestes to substitute her mnemonic function 

with a different function—one based more on agency.  

         The first and the most numerous words of memory appear in the speech of Electra. 

Sophocles puts her in a peculiar situation that Aeschylus and Euripides do not. She is the 

only tomb-servant for Agamemnon. The way Sophocles portrays the situation, the 

mechanism of terror spread by Clytemnestra is so intense, that almost everyone except 

                                                        
116 Seale (1987), 79. 
117 As mnēmē or as anamnēsis, Mnēmosynē keeps her vigil and infects not only the human mind, but also 
the divine (e.g. vv.110-Hades, 112, 491-Erinys, 355-356, 482-483-the dead) and even certain objects, as if 
in a strange state of animation (vv. 484-485-the axe). 
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for the heroic maiden is simply too frightened to speak. It is a society that is sick with 

fear, to the point that its speech is profoundly altered. Due to this general, fearful 

muteness, it is no wonder that the first reference to memory is a sententious reproach 

about forgetfulness, meant to inculpate whoever forgets or fails to preserve the correct 

mnemonic discourse. “It is childish to forget,” says Electra placing any “oblivious” 

offspring of a worthy father under this reproach. 

     El. νήπιος ὃς τῶν οἰκτρῶς 
          οἰχομένων γονέων ἐπιλάθεται. 
          ἀλλ᾽ ἐμέ γ᾽ ἁ στονόεσσ᾽ ἄραρεν φρένας, 
          ἃ Ἴτυν, αἰὲν Ἴτυν ὀλοφύρεται, 
           ὄρνις ἀτυζομένα, Διὸς ἄγγελος. 
           ἰὼ παντλάμων Νιόβα, σὲ δ᾽ ἔγωγε νέμω θεόν, 
           ἅτ᾽ ἐν τάφῳ πετραίῳ 
           αἰεὶ δακρύεις. 
 

Foolish is the child who forgets a parent's piteous death. No, closer to my heart is the 
mourner who eternally wails, “Itys, Itys,” that bird mad with grief, the messenger of 
Zeus. Ah, all-suffering Niobe, you I count divine, since you weep forever in your 
rocky tomb! (Soph. El. vv. 143-152) 

 
     The word selected to qualify forgetfulness is nēpios. It is associated either with early 

human childhood, deprived of intellect, or (more rarely) with animals and their 

incapability of reason.118 Therefore, the text refers to a form of clumsiness associated 

with immaturity and with the inability to structure one’s identity and that of one’s 

ancestry. Memory has a politically-oriented function which opposes childhood 

carelessness.119 This way forgetfulness is identified as a lack of societal awareness or 

civic involvement of any sort. This is a form of scolding, yet a mild one: whoever forgets 
                                                        
118 Chantraine (1986), 751. Susan T. Edmunds (1990), 91, establishes that in epic tradition of Homer' Iliad, 
the word refers to ephemerality: “Men are not nēpioi because their reason fails to follow the proper course 
of their logic is faulty, but because they think on ephemeral things. In the case of adult men, this seems to 
be a reproach. In the case of children, it is expected. It seems also to be the usual position of women (cf. 
XX 252 ff, where those who indulge in quarrelling are ‘like nēpioi’).” 
119 A similar view is that of Simondon (1982), 200, but in relationship with Sophocles’ Electra. She 
suggests that Electra does not cry and lament for no purpose. She wants action and she associates therefore 
her memory with a purpose. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=nh%2Fpios&la=greek&prior=*%29hle/ktra
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%28%5Cs&la=greek&prior=nh/pios
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tw%3Dn&la=greek&prior=o%28%5Cs
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=oi%29ktrw%3Ds&la=greek&prior=tw=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=oi%29xome%2Fnwn&la=greek&prior=oi%29ktrw=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=gone%2Fwn&la=greek&prior=oi%29xome/nwn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29pila%2Fqetai&la=greek&prior=gone/wn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29ll%27&la=greek&prior=e%29pila/qetai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29me%2F&la=greek&prior=a%29ll%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=g%27&la=greek&prior=e%29me/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28&la=greek&prior=g%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=stono%2Fess%27&la=greek&prior=a%28
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fraren&la=greek&prior=stono/ess%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=fre%2Fnas&la=greek&prior=a%29/raren
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28%5C&la=greek&prior=fre/nas
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29%2Fitun&la=greek&prior=a%28%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29e%5Cn&la=greek&prior=*%29/itun
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29%2Fitun&la=greek&prior=ai%29e%5Cn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29lofu%2Fretai&la=greek&prior=*%29/itun
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%29%2Frnis&la=greek&prior=o%29lofu/retai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29tuzome%2Fna&la=greek&prior=o%29/rnis
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*dio%5Cs&la=greek&prior=a%29tuzome/na
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fggelos&la=greek&prior=*dio%5Cs
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=i%29w%5C&la=greek&prior=a%29/ggelos
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pantla%2Fmwn&la=greek&prior=i%29w%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*nio%2Fba&la=greek&prior=pantla/mwn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=se%5C&la=greek&prior=*nio/ba
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&prior=se%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29%2Fgwge&la=greek&prior=d%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ne%2Fmw&la=greek&prior=e%29/gwge
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=qeo%2Fn&la=greek&prior=ne/mw
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28%2Ft%27&la=greek&prior=qeo/n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29n&la=greek&prior=a%28/t%27
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ta%2Ffw%7C&la=greek&prior=e%29n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=petrai%2Fw%7C&la=greek&prior=ta/fw%7C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29ei%5C&la=greek&prior=petrai/w%7C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dakru%2Feis&la=greek&prior=ai%29ei%5C


54 
 

in this context is silly, not criminal. Ironically it is the very opposite of the usual 

situation: in this context it is not time or old age that steals memories, through 

forgetfulness, but immaturity, or unripe time that threatens the most precious relationship 

with the departed. Nonetheless, memory preserves its Aristotelian ontology as a function 

of temporal coordinates.120 Electra is only subtly hinting at the child-like Orestes, whom 

she secretly accuses of delay and forgetfulness; she is more obviously shaming any 

citizen without civic maturity, without a deeper sense of duty.121  

     In order to exemplify the correct form of awareness, she chooses an extra-human 

example, the animated statue of Niobe. It is rather awkward that a speech intending to 

teach civic responsibility chooses mythological figures, demi-gods, anomalies and 

metamorphoses to exemplify a human norm. Electra is obviously at the point when she 

feels herself transcending the human and political stage, and this quality is unique to 

Sophocles. It is also the point at which her memory ceases to be a healthy mental 

function and picks up this titanic-demonic role.122 

                                                        
120 De Memoria. De Sensu, Cambridge University Press, 1905 (last paragraphs). See J. P. Vernant,  (1983), 
75-101, “Mythical Aspects of Memory.” “The distance between these archaic forms of memory and 
memory today is very great. To arrive at the latter it was not enough merely that ancient techniques of 
memorization should disappear. Mental tools had to be forged that allowed a precise knowledge of the past 
to be gained and with it an accurate chronology and a rigorous ordering of time. Because Greek civilization 
never forged these new tools, as soon as it had stripped memory of its mythical powers, it judged it to be 
only of subordinate importance. As the relationship between memory on the one hand and time and the past 
on the other became defined, the first was to lose the prestige with which it had originally been surrounded. 
In Aristotle for example, the distinction is drawn between memory, µνήµη, and recollection, ἀνάµνησις, 
the former being simply the ability to perceive the past, and the later its deliberate and effective recall. But 
both are necessarily linked with the past. Both are conditional on a lapse of time.” The relationship between 
memory and time is obvious in tragedy. 
121 As Dr. Hubbard pointed to me, Orestes was indeed only a child when she last saw him. 
122 As scholars have rightfully noticed: Worman (2012), 355, sees her divine and Furial potential in 
Electra's association with the nightingale: "In fact, when she marks her lament as 'what the nightingale 
sings,' she thereby identifies her act with the birdsong that, in tragedy, functions as the central metonym for 
grieving communication between the human and the divine [...]. " J.C. Hogan (1984), 294, referring to 
verses 785-786: “[the verb] draining likens Electra to a Fury drinking the blood of its victim.” Also, (277-
278) referring to the verses 150-151: “For the suffering of Niobe see on Ant 824-31. She is called ‘God’s 
child and god she was’ by chorus at Ant 832 (with reference to her descent from Tantalus). Here, too, 
Kaibel offers a deeper meaning: Niobe’s eternal lament is, for Electra, a kind of happiness that is divine. 
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     The second occurrence of a verb of forgetting also comes from Electra's speech. 
 
       El. ὁ δὲ λάθεται 
             ὧν τ᾽ ἔπαθ᾽ ὧν τ᾽ ἐδάη. τί γὰρ οὐκ ἐμοὶ 
             ἔρχεται ἀγγελίας ἀπατώμενον; 
             ἀεὶ μὲν γὰρ ποθεῖ, 
             ποθῶν δ᾽ οὐκ ἀξιοῖ φανῆναι.  
 

But he forgets all that he has suffered and learned. What message comes to me that is 
not proven false? He constantly desires to be with us, but though he desires it, he does 
not choose to appear. (Soph. El. vv. 168-173) 

 
      This time it is more obviously a reference to Orestes. She is upset by his delay. She 

pretends bluntly that he “forgot what he suffered and saw.” There are a few problems 

with all these affirmations: Orestes never saw anything, since, back as a baby, he had no 

access to the murder scene. Another anomaly resides in the opposition she chooses: she 

uses the very same verb of mind-clouding, lanthānein, of involuntary oblivion—a 

psycho-emotional manifestation—to characterize something that could only be proved by 

voluntary deeds. Therefore forgetfulness is here opposed to ergon and not to simple 

Mnēmosynē.123 In her view, memory is not as much a psychological as a civic/military 

function. In his particular case, private, concealed mourning is insufficient and not 

accepted as proof of remembering. Anything private (and essentially feminine) within a 

context of male agency is simply dismissed as forgetfulness.  

      She later on extends these pretenses of action onto her mild and timid sister, one of 

the last persons in that play to be charged with any political involvement: El. δεινόν γέ σ᾽ 

οὖσαν πατρὸς οὗ σὺ παῖς ἔφυς,/κείνου λελῆσθαι, τῆς δὲ τικτούσης μέλειν. El. “It is 

strange, indeed, that you, the daughter of our father from whom you grew, should forget 

                                                                                                                                                                     
The ironic inversion of what is normally thought happy is underlined by suffered all.” (bolded text appears 
in the original).  
123 Winnington-Ingram (1980), 222. Even from this introductory chapter (2), the author considers 
Sophocles to be closer to the archaic view, possibly embracing an earlier perspective over character 
creation, quoting Dodds (GI 49). Thomas Woodard (1966), 125-145.  Simondon (2008), 217.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  
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him and instead show concern for your mother!” (vv. 341-342). She reminds her of her 

birth from “such a father,” pointing to Agamemnon’s royal and military greatness more 

than to his paternity.124 The use of ephyas is emphatic: in Electra’s constructive 

memories, Chrysothemis “is springing out” of her father, in an active gesture of birth, 

rather than passively being born from him: using the image is her delicate method of 

mobilizing a passive interlocutor to action that is further consistent with her civic 

motivation.  

      In this example, Electra uses double markers to draw attention to Agamemnon and 

away from Clytemnestra: pater is doubled by the verb of male engendering phyein.  

Clytemnestra appears only in tiktousēs, the feminine “bearer,” and in an oblique case. 

The verb of reproach is very strong and absolute in its implications: it is forgetfulness. 

For Clytemnestra she uses melein, which is not mimnēskein, but a form of lesser concern. 

It is interesting that she chooses the modest word “preoccupation” to oppose the guilty 

forgetfulness of Chrysothemis that she views as crushing Agamemnon down.125 It is as if 

her sister is neglecting a royal, pious duty for a petty care. It is possible that Electra does 

not want to use any verb of memory to characterize Clytemnestra. This is because her 

persona is not worthy of memory, with its religious and political venerability. Also, as 

obvious, Clytemnestra herself tried to erase memory. 

        The adjective associated with forgetfulness in this context is “dreadful,” a sign that 

Electra is now increasingly frustrated with others’ passivity. According to Bailly, the 

                                                        
124 Kells, (1973), 105: “Chrysothemis has represented the younger (the sophistic) ethic of Greece that one 
should adapt oneself to circumstances, ‘live as Rome does;’ Electra now asserts the older ethic, that of the 
true-born aristocrat (ἐγενής), that one should remain loyal to one’s highest family traditions, and never 
budge on a matter of principle.” Segal (1981), 279 also notices another issue: Electra’s interest also goes to 
the social world of her father and to his royal tokens: signets, royal urns, etc.  
125 Hogan (1984), 283 appreciates that "to care" as a verb of memory makes Chrysothemis’ view and 
attitude more obtuse. 
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primary sense of this adjective is that of fear, with or without religious significance.126 

Deinos is usually associated with monsters (Typhoeus in Hesiod, and Charybdis in 

Odyssey): so the main sense is “horrific.” Lack of memory is no longer a “childish thing” 

opposed to the divine remembrance: it is a sacrilege. By turning forgetfulness into an 

abomination, Electra unintentionally cheapens the function of memory. It is no longer a 

merit, no longer a titanic quality worthy of heroes, but an essential human effort. Lack of 

memory belongs now to the extra-human realm: it is a monstrosity. She does not use 

lēthē for this context, but a denial of mnēmē. The way she expresses this, it sounds as if 

forgetfulness is no longer concealment, a slippage of previously present data: it rather 

looks like no imprint was ever there.  

       Her motivational speech becomes more and more intense. There is no surprise that, 

at this level, the chorus steps in to remind her of moderation, in both speech and action. 

       ᾧ τὸν ὑπεραλγῆ χόλον νέμουσα 
       μήθ᾽ οἷς ἐχθαίρεις ὑπεράχθεο μήτ᾽ ἐπιλάθου: 
       χρόνος γὰρ εὐμαρὴς θεός.  
 

Leave your oversharp anger to him; be neither excessively hostile to those you hate, 
nor forgetful of them, since Time is a god who brings ease. (vv. 176-179) 
 

      They associate memory with echthos, an unbalanced state of mind, and not with a 

lingering, natural imprint discussed above. Since cholos is also present in their mitigating 

speech, memory receives this way a humoral toxic flow. That is why their advice is to 

block this mnemonic engine, since it is a source of misbalance. They do not mention 

memory by its name in any way, but they associate its presence with torment. To avoid 

                                                        
126 See the entry for deinos in Bailly (1930). Hogan (1984) also comments on the hideous aspect of memory 
in this play (282-283): he believes that “retribution would seem justified by the old Greek way of thinking. 
Yet many critics are troubled by the malice of Electra (e.g. 1417: ‘If you have strength- again!’ cf. 1487-
90) and the lack of compunction in Orestes. Meanness and amoral pragmatism lower the tone of the play, 
which critics like Kitto and Woodard try to save by seeing a higher, cosmic law illustrated in the action.” 
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any strong language they prefer oxymoronic expression. This way, they do not offend the 

solid principles dear to the young princess. “Do not forget but do not hate excessively.” It 

is among the few contexts in which memory is associated with chaos and mental/humoral 

troubles. Moreover, as answer to her mnemonic limbo, the chorus brings the idea of 

circularity, of healing time, a gentler synonym to forgetfulness.127 Again the concept 

itself is avoided. It appears in this context that the right way is a form of slippage in and 

out of the mnemonic circle, although the members of the chorus are not clearly 

dismissing memory as a valid function. They only negotiate its extension in time and 

intensity. 

       In this world everything is in a state of blockage. For Electra that state is crying; she 

does not enjoy it, but she neither can nor will let it go. Her favorite speech is about lack 

of memory and about forgetfulness, while she witnesses the others’ success in the art of 

oblivion with some sort of bizarre pleasure. She truly loves martyrdom. The only time 

when Electra mentions positive memory is when she speaks about herself: it is no longer 

passive, but a sort of weaponry.128 Reminding is the last resort of someone with an intact 

memory in the face of the others’ voluntary and constant efforts toward amnesia.  

        It is in this context that Chrysothemis tries to detour her stubborn mental engine, set 

only on memory, to the regular cycle of life. Her words have the purpose of conversion: 

she proposes another psychological function, mneia (daily, simple “mindfulness” and 

                                                        
127 Whitman (1951), 164: “Both women [Antigone and Electra] are of heroic stock, but Electra’s heroism 
lies in the long years of suffering she is able to endure out of faithfulness to her dead father. The nature of 
her endurance, the moral strength which she possesses, the degree of her suffering, and the final release 
from it constitute the real purpose of Sophocles in this play. Electra’s devotion to grief seems to her the one 
thing worth living for; she regards it as divinely sanctioned. The chorus, plying its usual task of mitigating 
all emotion, good or bad, remonstrates with her, and bids her cease breeding woe on woe for herself.” The 
author adds that contrary to the Greek admonition to moderation, her incessant grief is a “virtue,” while 
moderation is not “noble.” Segal (1981), 262-265. 
128 Memory is a tool for war. We should not forget that this is how memory corresponds to duel in Scodel 
(2008), 126. 



59 
 

care) to substitute mnēmē, the ever-fixed mark, the stony hermaion of her psyche. It is not 

only an invitation to re-take the cycle instead of following the linearity of her condition. 

It is her way to turn Electra to the simple tasks of her human condition, to drag her back 

from gods, super-human beings and the land of dead to life itself. This is why life and its 

urgency are central to her speech (v. 392: βίου δὲ τοῦ παρόντος οὐ μνείαν ἔχεις; “Have 

you no care for the life you lead now?”). 

      However censorship made this casual memory, this “mindfulness” to one’s daily life 

practically impossible. Verbs of indelibility of memory or interdiction of forgetfulness fill 

the speech of the “Resistance” with even more emphatic civic and religious tones. Once 

more, verse 482 shows that the form of forgetfulness they fear in this text is not the one 

of clumsy oblivion. The only important form of forgetfulness in this world is amnesty. 

When the chorus talks about ou amnāstei, it refers to this particular issue.  

 Ch. οὐ γάρ ποτ᾽ ἀμναστεῖ γ᾽  
        ὁ φύσας σ᾽ Ἑλλάνων ἄναξ, 
        οὐδ᾽ ἁ παλαιὰ χαλκόπλακτος ἀμφάκης γένυς, 
        ἅ νιν κατέπεφνεν αἰσχίσταις ἐν αἰκίαις.  
 
Ch. Never does the lord of the Hellenes, your producer forget, nor does the axe of 
long ago forget, striking with bronze on its jaws, which in most shameless disgrace 
annihilated him. (Soph. El. vv.  481-483)129 

 
      It is the dead king, and the axe of the murder, which remembers, or simply put, does 

not forget. Apparently social memory implicates both the human and the divine realm, as 

                                                        
129 Hogan (1984), 287: “That the dead and revenging spirits remember is a tenet of Greek religious thought: 
‘the secret anger remembers the child’ (Agamemnon 155), and the Furies ‘hold memory of evil’ 
(Eumenides 387-88; cf. Aj 1390). For the motif in this play, see 238, 342, 347, and 1287. ‘Nor (has) the axe 
of old (forgotten)’: Long (p.113) compares similar personifications at El 242 (‘wings of shrill lament’), Aj 
907-8 (‘This blade… declares it’), OC 698 (‘the olive tree… the terror of our enemies’), OC 714 (the rein is 
the ‘healer’ for the horse). Such personifications are rare in Sophocles, fairly common in Aeschylus. Jebb 
notes another side to the trope: ‘Such a personification recalls that practice of Athenian law by which 
inanimate objects which had caused death were brought to trial in the court called (the Prytaneion), and, 
after sentencing, cast beyond the boundaries, in the presence of the Archon Basileus and the sacrificial 
officers of the tribes.’” 
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the chorus becomes more involved. It is emblematic that Agamemnon is mentioned as 

king and father (physas) as if still empowered, still present and alive, while the axe is 

personified as if animated.130 The people project their own vengeful memory outside in 

the world, as a form of relief for their impossibility to embrace it themselves in this realm 

of censorship. The chorus members talk about revenge indirectly; it projects it into the 

environment, in dreams, in the world. Their unusual portrait of Agamemnon with an 

angry consciousness stands in contrast to Aeschylus's Orestes speech, in which 

Agamemnon is deprived of phrēn (v. 517) and cannot feel the tardy remorse of 

Clytemnestra.131 According to etymologists, this can simply mean he lacks the organs 

seen as seats of intelligence (which, in various cases, can go in relationship with nous), 

perceptions, or emotions (thymos). Magnien even translates it as “âme vegetative.” 132 

Phrēn is what a dead person may lack, although Agamemnon might still be related to the 

world of the living by other links or even by a special spiritual presence.  

                                                        
130 Simondon (1982), 199 thinks that he first needs to be revitalized in a ritual similar to that of Odysseus in 
the XI of Odyssey, vv. 1-150. 
131 Hogan (1984), 126, “This view leaves unexplained the emphasis on the dead and unfeeling: if the dead 
are unfeeling or unconscious, the entire commos has been vain and futile.” 
132 V. Magnien, REG, 40, 1927, 117-141 apud Chantraine (1984), 1227. and cf. Shirley Darcus Sullivan 
(1997), 56-62. Referring to Choe. vv. 107, 158, she states (31): “In these lines we hear again of a Chorus 
making lament. At 107 they tell Electra that they ‘will utter a speech from their phrēn’ over Agamemnon’s 
tomb. At 158 they call on Agamemnon to ‘hear’ (κλύω) what they say from his ‘dark phrēn.’ This request 
is in accord with their statement later that the ‘jaw of fire does not conquer the phrōnema of the dead’ 
(323). In Homer the dead generally do not have phrenes except Teiresias, who has ‘firm’ ones (Il., 23.104; 
Od. 10.493). In Pindar, however, we hear of the ‘helpless phrenes of those dying here’ paying the penalty 
for sins committed on earth (Ol. 2.57). At Pyth. 5.101 he speaks too of holy kings hearing with a ‘phrēn 
beneath the earth’ (χϑόνιος). Like Pindar, Aeschylus assumes that phrēn can be active in the dead, able to 
hear speech.” She considers it a seat of memory too. Also, see Onians (1988), 23-24, where phrēn has a 
more palpable nature: “In the later half of the fifth century the Hippocratic school gave the name phrenes to 
the midriff or diaphragm and Plato in the Timaeus did so too. Later writers, ancient and modern, have 
therefore assumed that this must have been the meaning for Homer also, while the thymos, apparently 
something ‘vaporous’ (cf. ϑυμάω, etc.) which the phrenes are said to contain, is interpreted as the ‘blood-
soul.’ But no part of the body has less obvious claims to be the seat of the ‘body-soul,’ if such is in point, or 
indeed of the intelligence, than the midriff or diaphragm, the pink muscular sheet dividing the organs of the 
thorax from those of the abdomen. Nor has that sheet any claim to be considered as a plurality, phrenes, or 
as the latter are, to be described as μελαίναι (or ἀμφιμελαίναι), ‘black,’ ‘blackish,’ or whatever that means.” 
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       From verse 933 onwards, memory takes a more physical form and also a more 

personal tone.  

 El. ὦ φιλτάτου μνημεῖον ἀνθρώπων ἐμοὶ 
       ψυχῆς Ὀρέστου λοιπόν, ὥς σ᾽ ἀπ᾽ ἐλπίδων 
       οὐχ ὧνπερ ἐξέπεμπον εἰσεδεξάμην.  
 
El. Memorial of him whom I loved best on earth, sole remnant of Orestes' vitality! 
How contrary to the hopes with which I sent you away do I receive you back. (vv. 
1126-1128) 

 
      Electra mentions mnēmēion, talking about the urn of Orestes, and about the ritual 

offerings brought to the grave (mnēmēion a diminutive affectionate form which evolved 

as synonymous with mnēma). It was often noticed how intense her surprising need for 

palpable objects is.133  Much more interesting is how Electra clings to the “official” 

(false) urn of Orestes, after she has been the champion of abstract recollection. It is a 

form of irony that Sophocles lets her invest this object with mnemonic value, while it is 

in fact a forgery: the champion of genuine memory embraces an artificial Orestes.134  

      Regarding lanthānein, a different use of this verb appears in Electra's speech when 

she finally recognizes her brother as her philos-avenger. It has a more private tone.  

            ὦ φίλταται μὲν χεῖρες, ἥδιστον δ᾽ ἔχων 
            ποδῶν ὑπηρέτημα, πῶς οὕτω πάλαι 
            ξυνών μ᾽ ἔληθες οὐδ᾽ ἔφαινες, ἀλλά με 
             λόγοις ἀπώλλυς, ἔργ᾽ ἔχων ἥδιστ᾽ ἐμοί; 135 
 

O dearest hands, O messenger whose feet were kindly servants! How could you be 
with me so long and remain unknown, without giving a ray of illumination, but 
instead afflicting me with stories, while possessed of sweetest reality? (vv. 1357-
1360) 

                                                        
133 Ringer (1998), discusses her excessive investment in a false signifier as part of the metatheatrical 
significance in Sophocles. Also, Segal (2001), 35. 
134 Ringer (1998), 127-199 discusses the mechanics and the symbolism of the urn as a prop in the ‘play 
within a play’ directed by Orestes and Electra. 
135 Finglass (2007), 497-498 believes that the verb is actually ἔσαινες, not ἔφαινες (following West’s 
reading, (1991), 300), although he admits parallels with Euripides' idea of “shining forth.” “This verb ‘is 
properly the ‘fawn’ of a dog showing fondness or gladness; it is then used (chiefly in tragedy) of a person 
or thing which attempts to rouse, or which in fact rouses, a person’s favorable emotion.’” 
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     She uses the verb lanthānein to point out how he was hiding in plain view, in front of 

her own eyes, (xynōn m'elēthes). This verb shows her own inability to shake the human 

forgetfulness out of her system in spite of professing the dominance of memory, both at a 

civic and divine level. The sentence might have a double sense, too. It is she who misses 

his identity. She fails anagnōrisis and she dismisses any potential identity, regarding him 

as an alter. In this case, the word of failure stays with her, while he duly acquits himself 

of his part. The participle xynōn could refer not only to his physical presence, but also to 

this community of blood and nature with Electra.  

      In Orestes’ use of verbs we do not see the same pattern. Orestes uses the verb 

lanthānein with its proper sense: “to creep, to hide away, to escape.” He uses it in relation 

to Aegisthus and his chance to elude punishment. The same use is visible in the more 

manly plans of a revitalized Electra. Once re-energized by her brother’s return, she takes 

a more strategic role in a few instances. As his “lieutenant”-in-charge and accomplice, 

she expresses the same concern over Aegisthus’ chance to escape (me lāthe: v. 1404: El. 

φρουρήσουσ᾽ ὅπως/Αἴγισθος ἡμᾶς μὴ λάθῃ μολὼν ἔσω: "To guard against Aegisthus 

entering before we are aware."). 

       For Orestes the reminding/remembering is not an imperative at that time. This is 

most of all because his presence already proves memory. His concern is more with hiding 

his identity, with supporting the others’ mnemonic clumsiness, since his entire game is 

based on lanthānein, both as “hiding away” and “escaping memory/recognition.” He is 

concerned with Aegisthus’ apparatus of espionage, so he is rather interested in detecting 

the traces of public memory and suppressing them, rather than in cultivating its 

psychological or religious implications. The others’ memory is rather an impediment 
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now, when hiding behind a persona is crucial. Anything could unmask him in the eyes of 

his enemies: their ability to know/recognize (gnōsein) his appearance and reputation 

(phēmē). The ancillae of memory are now problematic, and forgetfulness is a powerful 

ally. He relies on this power and its instruments, among which time plays a major role. 

Memory is also an impediment when it slows his actions down. We see that his work 

opposes Electra’s efforts to create a group memory in the Mycenaean society. 

      This is what memory appears for now to be reduced to: a feminine realm of lament, in 

contradiction to his male, action-oriented world.136 He needs only enough memory to 

motivate his actions: v. 1256: Or. ἔξοιδα, παῖ, ταῦτ᾽: ἀλλ᾽ ὅταν παρουσία/φράζῃ, τότ᾽ 

ἔργων τῶνδε μεμνῆσθαι χρεών: “Or. I know this, too; but when occasion prompts, we 

must recall those crimes.” It is after all the time for swords and battlefield, the time to 

construct the future fabric for a new mnemonic weaving, rather than passively 

acknowledge the previous tissue of gore and glory. Someone needs to toil over it, or else 

there will be no after-story to remember.   

                                                        
136 Segal’s ideas (1981) on Orestes’ kairos-oriented mind, as well as on the impact of time 265, will come 
up in the next chapter. 
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                            CHAPTER TWO: HEROIC SOCIAL MEMORY        

                                              The Man without a Past 

       The previous chapter established a few particularities of the plays’ use of memory 

and forgetfulness, based on the vocabulary preferences of the authors. This chapter will 

examine the similarities and differences among the three authors’ approaches to memory 

in their respective constructions of the heroic character of Orestes. It will prove that 

Orestes’ heroic persona is the product of civic memory and that his crisis is the result of 

the later disjunctions between him and his supporters’ view of him as hero. The main 

differences among the three authors will appear mainly in the handling of the Oresteian 

crisis of logos and memory. 

        In Tragedy and Civilization, Charles Segal claims that the very first scene of 

Sophocles’ Electra features Orestes in a supreme male position of preeminence over his 

city.137 This situation is unfamiliar to the protagonist, and the scholar notices that his 

problematic lack of heroic training conjugates with the additional inversions present in 

the house of Atreidai.138 At this beginning point of the story of matricide and revenge, 

Orestes is still a figurine in a mold for all three classical authors.139 However, contrary to 

                                                        
137 Charles Segal (1981), 250: he is presented as in a posture of “commanding the city and its outer limits.” 
However, Segal does not see him endowed with heroic ethos: “Like Neoptolemus, Orestes is the bereft son 
of a glorious father whom he has never seen. But there the resemblance stops. Neoptolemus resists the use 
of base means for ostensibly noble ends; Orestes proposes them to himself. Neoptolemus has a heroic 
model, in fact a plethora of models, to recall him to his inborn nature and great deeds. Orestes has only an 
old palace servant and an embittered maiden sister. The balance between heroic deed and potentially 
treacherous word that Neoptolemus manages to recover, thanks to his older mentor, remains skewed and 
ambiguous for Orestes.” “Whatever is heroic in the play rests with Electra.” (254). I do not deny that 
Orestes is challenged in his heroic condition, but I have better expectations than Segal for his heroic 
development in the play. 
138 Segal (1981), 254, “House, city, ritual, and language—four of the most basic areas of the civilized 
order- are called into question.” Later on he identifies further inversions, among which there are those 
between the following: outside and inside the oikos; relationships of philia and enmity; life and death; gods, 
humans and beasts; and time and telos (254-255, 258, 260, 261, 262-267, 266, 268-271). 
139 J.H. Kells (1973), 6 is rather concerned with the lack of principles apparent in Orestes’ speech in 
Sophocles. He associates it with Odysseus’ speech in Philoctetes (v. 111): “Outlining to the Pedagogus the 
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Segal’s view of his position as an anomaly, John Porter rightly argues that Orestes is a 

mere boy whose personality is still under construction.140 Raised outside his city and 

family, untrained in any war, Orestes seems hardly a hero yet. In Mycenae, he is a 

misplaced warrior—forced to turn his power against the unlikeliest targets. He has to act 

in a murky family affair, when all he needs at his age is a battlefield on which he could 

win undisputed glory. Moreover, he is brought to the city by others and, in some versions 

of the story, the fact that a paidagogos follows him emphasizes Orestes’ disciple-like 

position.141 This chapter will demonstrate how his dutiful formation of memory is aided 

by the narratives of the dissident group. It will focus particularly on a comparison of his 

interactions with these narratives about his father both before and after the matricide.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

               The Mnemonic Void of Orestes and Its Solution: Center and Identity 

     As Paul Woodruff asserts, a condition for the audience’s empathy is the existence of a 

“background” for a character (i.e., assumed past or memory), since “to have no history 

                                                                                                                                                                     
stratagem by which he must introduce himself into the palace and tell a lying tale of his (Orestes’) death, 
and evidently feeling some uneasiness at this proceeding, he reassures himself, ‘I imagine that nothing that 
you say, provided that it brings advantage, is objectionable’ (61). It is an extraordinary statement, and yet it 
has passed practically unnoticed by commentators. It is so unprincipled. And the unscrupulousness is of a 
familiar kind, expressed in standard terms.” In contradiction with this view, C. H. Whitman (1951), 155 
argues that, in Sophocles, “in a few lines Orestes is depicted as chivalrous and noble, with no problem and 
no special dramatic interest.” 
140 For the idea in detail, see Porter (2003) 147-170. Porter refers to Euripides’ plays, but I am extending his 
statements to all the representations of Orestes in the works of the three tragedians.  
141 The “pedagogues” are numerous in his case. For example, in Sophocles vv.1-22, the slave that brings 
him to Mycenae and guides him as he would a boy, the chorus in Aeschylus, who awaits his return (Choe. 
v.115 ff.), and the elder in Euripides (El.487 ff.) all vouch for his position as disciple. As an additional 
pedagogue in Sophocles, Pylades follows him in all the three versions, but does not speak in Euripides and 
Sophocles. Explaining the persistence of this character, Michael Lloyd (2005), 35-36 says, “Friendship was 
a prominent topic in Greek ethics, and Pylades is the outstanding example in myth of the ideal friend. He 
shows his qualities especially by remaining loyal to Orestes in his greatest need. Greek has a special 
grammatical form, the dual, which is used for pairs (e.g. eyes, hands). The dual is used frequently in 
Electra of Orestes and Pylades (21, 75, 1297, 1367, 1376, 1401), emphasizing the close connexion [sic] of 
the two men. A dramatic convention that Sophocles exploits is that, Pylades, as the less important member 
of an established pair, never speaks. This seems to have been especially common with pairs of brothers. 
Castor is thus the only one of the Dioscuri to speak at the end of Euripides’ Electra and Helen, although his 
brother Polydeuces (=Pollux) is also present. Pylades also remains silent throughout Euripides’ Electra, and 
it is partly this convention which makes the three lines which he does speak in Libation Bearers (900-2) so 
effective.” 
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means to have no future either.” 142 Segal observes that, in Sophocles’ Electra, there is no 

heroic memory, and due to this fact, Orestes agrees to perform his duties through trickery 

rather than through pure martial skill. He argues that, in the play, “The collective memory 

of great deeds is weak. A worthy expression of the noble past which might call men to a 

higher vision of themselves is lacking.”143 On the contrary, while Orestes indeed has no 

memory of his own—since he was handed over at a very young age and he did not have 

personal contact with anything relating to his own family—a powerful, fully-formed 

collective engine of heroic memory still functions within the Mycenaean dissident groups 

that oppose Aegisthus. In Aeschylus’s Oresteia, the Trojan account of the chorus vouches 

for this collective perspective at vv. 443-452. So does the account of long mourning 

Electra in Sophocles: vv. 92-102. A well-formed mnemonic discourse of these individuals 

precedes Orestes’ agency in all the versions of the story. Therefore, civic memory, even if 

artificial for Orestes, ultimately reached him through the formal or informal teachings of 

his nurturers. 

      Nurturing is a very important concept in these plays. The Mycenaean society is so 

sensitive to this concept that even Clytemnestra, Orestes’ arch-enemy, tries to use it to 

mitigate his murderous anger in The Libation Bearers (v. 908: Clyt. ἐγώ σ᾽ ἔθρεψα, σὺν 

δὲ γηράναι θέλω. Clyt. “It was I who nourished you, and with you I would grow old.”) 

and to pour out her throbbing heart in Sophocles. 

      ὅστις τῆς ἐμῆς ψυχῆς γεγώς, 

                                                        
142 Paul Woodruff, Empathy, Agency, and Oedipus, as presented in the Sophocles Seminar, 3/11/09. I focus 
on the chapter Conditions for Empathy (3). In his work on the necessity of theater, the author also dedicates 
a chapter to empathy and it essential role in theatrical performance. See Woodruff (2008), 165-177. 
143 Segal (1981), 253-254. Segal uses the term “collective memory” in a non-definitional way. I rather 
follow the definition given by Halbwachs, with the provision that such a memory is by no means 
established for good, even when the group that contributes to the mnemonic account attempts to present it 
as stable. 
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      μαστῶν ἀποστὰς καὶ τροφῆς ἐμῆς, φυγὰς 
      ἀπεξενοῦτο. 
 

He sprang from my own life, yet deserting my breast and my nurture he became a 
fugitive, completely alien from me. (El. vv.775-778) 
 

The kourotrophic aspect appears even in the first speech of the paidagogos in Sophocles. 

      ὅθεν σε πατρὸς ἐκ φονῶν ἐγώ ποτε 
      πρὸς σῆς ὁμαίμου καὶ κασιγνήτης λαβὼν 
      ἤνεγκα κἀξέσωσα κἀξεθρεψάμην 
      τοσόνδ᾽ ἐς ἥβης, πατρὶ τιμωρὸν φόνου.  
 

Long ago from here, away from the murder of your father, I carried you for her whose 
blood is yours, your sister, and saved you and reared you up to manhood to be the 
avenger of your murdered father. (El. vv. 12-15) 144 

 
     Verbs of child nourishment are also present in a crucial moment of recognition, in 

Euripides’ Electra: vv. 487-488: Elder: ποῦ ποῦ νεᾶνις πότνι᾽ ἐμὴ δέσποινά 

τε,/Ἀγαμέμνονος παῖς, ὅν ποτ᾽ ἐξέθρεψ᾽ ἐγώ; Elder: “Where, where is my young queen 

and mistress, Agamemnon's child, whom I once brought up?”). In The Libation Bearers, 

nurture appears in Orestes’ first speech, when he pours a libation for the gods (vv. 6-7: 

…πλόκαμον Ἰνάχῳ θρεπτήριον./τὸν δεύτερον δὲ τόνδε πενθητήριον. “Look, [I bring] a 

lock to Inachus in requital for his care, and here, a second, in token of my grief”).2 It 

                                                        
144 As Kells  (1973), 80, explains regarding the verbs of nourishment, “the accumulation of verbs 
emphasizes the Paedagogus’ services to Orestes in rearing him etc., and his consequent dominance over 
Orestes’ ideas and purposes.” Finglass (2007), 98 has a similar interpretation. Moreover, Ann G. 
Batchelder comments on the significance of this character (1995), 5: “In the opening scene of Sophocles’ 
Electra, we are introduced to the relationship between the Paidagogos and Orestes. The Paidagogos has 
been the teacher and protector of Orestes in exile, and the play opens as he, having guided Orestes home, 
identifies the landmarks of Mycenae. At first the Paidagogos appears to be in charge, but as the scene 
progresses, Orestes asserts himself and begins to take control.” In Aeschylus, Orestes admits the nurture of 
Inachus, probably a metaphor for kin relationship rather than actual up-bringing. However, this metaphor is 
striking. Lloyd-Jones (1970), 10, explains further significances: “The Inachus was the principle river of 
Argos. It was customary for young men to offer a lock of hair to their country’s rivers in return for the 
nurture the rivers were supposed to provide. It was also customary to offer a lock to the dead.” For 
Euripides, Denniston (1964), 99, notices an interesting use of trophos in a masculine context at verse 409: 
“Masculine only at HF. 45 (where there is a special reason; see Wilamowitz: Amphitryon does not count as 
a man; he performs the feminine offices of τροφόϛ and οἰκουρόϛ).” 
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continues throughout the story when the chorus talks about his education or when the 

nurse enters (vv.730). The importance it bears over the play is extensive: once they 

mention nurture, they practically tie the young Orestes closer to his political group 

through an affectionate chain. Whatever is presented to him as the past of his family is no 

longer received as the “external” memory of the “others.” This liaison no longer appears 

artificial, or taught in a formal manner, but becomes an organic part of his own personal 

past. Although this reminder of his “nurture” comes in the form of elaborate speech, it 

actually hints at a pre-verbal form of communication through wet nourishing liquids. The 

narrative of memory appeals to a deeper need for comfort and tenderness, and 

reconstructs the delicate pre-cultural imprint Orestes misses: the infantile interactions 

with a “feeder” and a protector.145 This way, the association with the group that controls 

that pristine imprint triggers the idea of safety and somehow addresses an animalistic 

survival instinct in Orestes; the ability to remember or simply associate himself with the 

group’s notion of the “correct” is tied to his biological existence. Part of this paradox is 

the use of male wet-nurses to educate Orestes’ memory (i.e., gods, including the river 

Inachus in Aeschylus, the pedagogue himself in Sophocles, and the old servant in 

Euripides). The educators charged with the civic-oriented and manly pupil-pedagogue 

relationship use a rather feminine and pre-cultural function (infant-nurse) to address their 

trainee. If Clytemnestra tried to control the kingly speech in the construction of memory, 

                                                        
145 Froma Zeitlin (1988), 67, regarding the dynamics of misogyny in the Oresteia, speaks of a replacement 
of feminine flows—of nurture—by a flow through insemination, and substitution of birth that culminates in 
the denial of motherhood altogether and the invocation of the motherless Athena as an example of 
patriarchal dominance, even in the traditionally feminine field. However, Wright (1923), 77 saw the play in 
a rather feminist light: “A band of women are pursuing a man over the earth; pursuing relentlessly he shall 
die of fatigue. Whenever the pursuit slackes, another woman—or rather her spirit—urges on the chase. The 
man appeals in vain for help from men, and at last a third woman by skillful diplomacy persuades the 
avengers—or at least some of them—to agree to a reconciliation.” 
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the partisans of the king try to control her non-verbal mnemonic communication through 

“maternal” care.146  

     In Sophocles, the paidagogus gives the introductory speech: with his didactic 

verbosity he tries to make an impression on his ward and encourage him to embrace a 

role. In Aeschylus, though, Orestes speaks for himself.147 He steps on Mycenaean soil, 

discreetly followed by Pylades, and while gazing upon the city, he appears very confident 

and mature in his speech. Still, he brings up a few questions that prove he still has to 

learn incognito about the realities of Mycenae (vv.20-21: Πυλάδη, σταθῶμεν ἐκποδών, 
                                                        
146 As Simon Goldhill (1992), 50, notices, even in Agamemnon, Clytemnestra makes very coherent attempts 
at speech: “In two lengthy speeches of great authority and impressiveness, she explains that Troy has fallen 
to the Greeks. In the first speech she describes the arrival of the beacon, its route from Troy to Argos. She 
recounts how it has travelled from place to place. After this speech, the chorus asks her to explain further, 
since they remain unconvinced; they would like to hear it again. In the second lengthy speech, 
Clytemnestra describes the sack of Troy. That is, she spins an account of the message of the beacon. After 
this speech, the chorus concludes with lines part of which I have already quoted: ‘Woman, now you are 
speaking like a sensible man with understanding. I have heard your trustworthy proofs and I am prepared to 
address the gods in thanks.’ […] First, quite simply, it shows Clytemnestra persuading a group of men 
(‘you speak like a man…’) with manipulative and entrancing rhetoric. The chorus is made to believe what 
the queen wants it to believe. Secondly, the whole scene—the first episode of the trilogy—takes as its focus 
the arrival and meaning of a signal Communication as a theme highlighted from the start.” 
147 Regarding what Orestes’ educators think about the late king, Michael Lloyd (2005), 36, says: “The 
Pedagogus in Electra has an absolute loyalty to Agamemnon which is not diluted by any blood tie to 
Clytemnestra.” J.H. Kells, (1973), 79, explains that, in the speech of the pedagogue, the word order 
emphasizes the Trojan exploits of Agamemnon, for the purpose of educating the young prince: it 
accentuates “the fact that Orestes was a young man of brilliant parentage of whom much was to be 
expected. For the supreme στρατηγία against Troy was the highest of offices, and the taking of Troy the 
most famous of military achievements.” Finglass (2007), 37, stresses the epic view of the pedagogue, 
which reminds us of Homer. Michael Shaw (2001) 7, opposes the pedagogue’s clear view to Orestes’ 
superficial language of demagogic politics: “In the midst of this pedestrian stuff he can suddenly inject 
language of a much higher level, ‘I come to cleanse you with justice’ (97). But on the whole, Sophocles’ 
Orestes is a typical person of his age and class, who only partly understands what he has undertaken.” In 
the Libation Bearers, Hugh Lloyd-Jones (1970), 2-3, notices that Aeschylus first focuses only on 
Agamemnon’s mound that dominates the stage. The pedagogical dialogue is absent: “The story of Orestes’ 
return does not call for the same frequent glimpse into the past and future as the preceding story of the 
deaths of Agamemnon and Cassandra.” He attributes this to the fact that the public is already aware of the 
story from Agamemnon. In opposition to this view, Goldhill, (1992), 23, remarks a very careful preparation 
of the male hero: “In the Choephoroi, there is a similar pattern of extended preparation for the central 
confrontation of protagonists, mother and son. First, Orestes returns with his companion Pylades to pray at 
the tomb of his father for divine support.” According to J.D. Denniston (1964), XXVI-XXVII Orestes has 
already understood his task in Euripides’ Electra. “The Euripidean Orestes, as portrayed in the Electra, 
Iphigeneia in Tauris, and Orestes, is a very different person from the energetic and self-reliant hero of 
Aeschylus and Sophocles. When he makes his first appearance in our play, we see him already tortured by 
the thought of the horrible duty which lies before him.”  However, this does not prove that he needs no 
counseling further on: “When it comes to forming a plan, he is bankrupt himself, and all constructive 
counsel has to come from his sister and the Old Man.” 
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ὡς ἂν σαφῶς/μάθω γυναικῶν ἥτις ἥδε προστροπή.“Pylades, let us stand apart, that I may 

know clearly what this band of suppliant women intends”). Also, in Euripides, he needs 

his sister’s teaching (El.vv.100-101: ὡς συγγένωμαι καὶ φόνου ξυνεργάτιν/λαβὼν τά γ᾽ 

εἴσω τειχέων σαφῶς μάθω. “I may meet with her and, having her as an accomplice for 

murder, I may learn clearly what is happening within the walls”). All the others show him 

the temple, and the city, the palace of the kings, who his father was and who he should 

be. Sometimes they even tell him what to do. 

    Paed. ἥκιστα: μηδὲν πρόσθεν ἢ τὰ Λοξίου 
    πειρώμεθ᾽ ἔρδειν κἀπὸ τῶνδ᾽ ἀρχηγετεῖν, 
    πατρὸς χέοντες λουτρά: ταῦτα γὰρ φέρει 
    νίκην τ᾽ ἐφ᾽ ἡμῖν καὶ κράτος τῶν δρωμένων. 
  
    Paed. “No, no; before all else, let us strive to obey the commands of Loxias and    
    from them make a fair beginning by pouring libations to your father. (Soph. El.81-85) 
 
    We see in verses 1193 to 1199 in Sophocles, during his shocking encounter with 

Electra, how weak his relationship with his family is and how little he really knows of the 

Mycenaean reality.148 This young man cannot distinguish his sister from a servant girl, 

but Orestes’ entourage plays a crucial role as a memory substitute, an appendage to make-

up for the absence of all those years he lived away.      

                                                        
148 This alienation has not escaped scholars. Kells (1973), 87: “Notice the studied prosaic quality of the 
remark (θέλειϛ μείνωμεν- a mixture of ‘will you (stay)?’ and ‘are we to stay?’-is colloquial Greek for a 
polite suggestion, cf. Stevens, ‘Colloquial expressions’ (103) which contrast ironically with Electra’s 
passionate lament of which 77 is the prelude. In this context the young man’s dissociation from his sister’s 
troubles (of which he evidently knows full well) seems to reflect a remarkable callousness.” Shaw (2001), 
7, notes how Orestes is taken away by the pedagogue before he can recognize Electra. In the note he adds: 
“In a melodrama of this intensity, whether Electra is dressed as a commoner or is in rags is an important 
issue. My own feeling is that to dress her in rags would be too extreme. J.C. Kamerbeek implies that 
Electra has been doing harm to herself after hearing of Orestes’ death, and if so it must occur on stage (The 
Electra, Leiden: Brill, 1979, note on 1177).” A similar situation is presented by Euripides; see J.D. 
Denniston (1964), 64: “He assumes that this ill-dressed creature cannot be his sister. He may already know 
(see note 98-9) that Electra is a farmer’s wife. If so, he has not yet adjusted his point of view. That would 
be natural and pathetic.” At page XXVII of his introduction, the author even exaggerates this estrangement 
a bit: “Towards his sister he shows little real tenderness, and the two greet their union in a somewhat 
perfunctory manner (578-84).” In Aeschylus, Orestes recognizes Electra, as she is outstanding in her grief 
(Choe. vv. 16-17). 
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      An individual with no memory of his own can be successfully molded into a follower 

by a group who imprints on him a certain version of the existing story. This is quite 

common: one does not need to have any personal experience of the facts to adhere to an 

identity that is socially or politically flattering, and Orestes’ nurturers are very careful in 

transmitting to him the right feelings in adequate dosages. They either make him feel 

guilty when he delays the performance of his duty, or encourage him when he 

complies.149 Social memory cannot substitute for the lack of private recollection nor can 

it cure an individual’s void of mnēmē, but heroes do not need a private memory of the 

events to be who they are.150 They only need the proper imprint at the right time. 

     First of all, as a prince (not only as a hero), Orestes does not have the luxury of 

subjective, personal space, since he is so publicly involved in the political matters of 

Mycenae. Either he likes it or not; he is born to champion the public record and he cannot 

afford to have any personal memories that might clash with that record. With no 

recollection of previous bloodshed, Orestes also represents the perfect clay: he is not too 

                                                        
149 Choe. vv. 181-182. Soph. El. vv. 164-170 Eur, El. 351, and 245. Choe.. vv. 235 ff. Eur. El: vv. 590-595, 
Soph. El. vv. 1281-1284. 
150 Jűrger Straub (2002) 56-77, and Peter Wagner (2002), 32-56, J.P. Thompson (2011), 348-352, and 
Maureeen Yunker-Kenny (2008), 203-215, discuss this contact between private and public memory and the 
implications it has in the formation of the individual identity. Thompson asserts that tradition in more 
modern societies suffers a form of fixation, as opposed to the fluidity that face-to-face communication has 
(350): “In the absence of material fixation, the maintenance of tradition over time requires the continual 
reenactment of its symbolic content in the activities of day-to-day life. Practical repletion is the only way of 
securing temporal continuity. But with the fixation of symbolic content in a material substratum of some 
kind, the maintenance of tradition over time can be separated to some extent from the need for practical and 
continual re-enactment.” The use of media has the effect of detaching tradition from a certain geographical 
space. Orestes education however is not only face-to-face but it also depends on the space of Mycenae, 
which he comes to visit before proceeding to his deeds of arms. There are various forms of detachment 
from that tradition, according to the way authors portray his return: Aeschylus’ Orestes is the most attached 
to the space, as he invests personal time in worshipping the divinities (as opposed to the less intense 
passage in Sophocles, where the pedagogue asks him to pay attention to the land of Mycenae). Euripides’ 
Orestes appears as the most detached. His Orestes has no formal “teachers” and comes in Mycenae 
furtively in the night and ready to improvise. 
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traumatized by gruesome memories to be paralyzed in his actions, but frustrated enough 

by his exile to be willing to make a change. 

      There are some problems, however, with this situation. Usually in order to assume a 

certain identity a man should be raised inside the group that produces this heroic 

identity.151 He was brought up in exile, far away from the heroic code and the apparatus 

of memory of his city. He received his legacy from foster-parents and not through 

inheritance from his natural sires. This should have hindered his communication, his 

interest in Mycenae, maybe even his ability to take part in its historical past, to feel 

compassionate or angry.152 The “outside” world is not the appropriate cradle for 

imprinting an identity onto a young man: it represents the territory of the “other.”   

       According to Michael Cronin, a group constructs its identity most likely around its 

center.153 Quite simply put, society identifies its center with positive qualities and 

associates the periphery and exterior with flaws. Not incidentally moral and social 

“excellence” resides in this navel-like point, usually occupied by a king or a lord, or any 

socio-political elite. No doubt, concepts of xenia, “friendship and hospitality,” constantly 

tend to diminish the psychological barriers between a group and its outsiders, but in spite 

of obvious efforts, the “otherness” raises suspicion.  

        But Orestes’ case does not pose this problem, since he is not the only one without a 

center. The world of Mycenae changed dramatically ever since he left. The rightful ruler 

                                                        
151 As noted before, it is clear that Orestes’ heroic formation is not a lost cause and still has a chance of 
developing through careful imprinting from the group that motivates him. Heroic identity is individual, but 
it is bolstered by collective/social memory, just as it is for any other identity. 
152 Not surprisingly, in the play Les Mouches, by Paul Sartre—which takes on the same myth while taking 
the liberties of modern theater—Orestes’ alienation reaches the level at which it is difficult for him to even 
feel empathy once he returns to Mycenae. 
153 M. Cronin (2006), 121-123, mostly the pages corresponding with the chapter “The Future of Diversity.” 
See also M. Billig (1995), apud Richard Mole (2007), 14. However this idea travels in different authors in 
the study of European identity, social mobility, the concept of “strange” and “foreign,” and traditional 
societies. 
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is now dead, and an outsider has taken his place. Orestes came back into a territory that 

belongs to a wrongly enthroned, uxorious king, where tradition itself is corrupted. 

Euripides perhaps does the most to emphasize this process of alienation in Mycenae. He 

does so by presenting the Phrygian escorts of Clytemnestra and the barbarized rituals that 

Aegisthus performs.154 Mycenae has been turned upside down, and the balance of power 

has suffered alterations. In a word, the city lost its order. The socio-political elite is 

“alienated” in all the possible ways: either exiled (Orestes’ physical and social alienation) 

or completely detoured from what used to be the norm (an alienation of behavior in the 

case of the queen). According to scholars, the audience witnesses a world of inversion, 

from many points of view: friends are enemies, women act manly, and disciples become 

teachers. “The multiple inversions meet and interact in the token that gives access to the 

house, a burial urn borne by a putative stranger confirming the son’s final removal from 

the house.”155 The removal of the old center usually leaves ground either to public 

amnesia and denial of past, or to an excessively centralized political discourse. 

Nevertheless, our authors do not promote Clytemnestra and Aegisthus’ speech, although 

they are now politically in charge, occupying the center. Problematic duels of memory 

                                                        
154  Eur. El. vv. 999-1004 and vv. 774-780.  
155 As apparent in the quoted work of Segal (1981), 270-272, the matricide brought about the violation of 
the “biological hierarchy separating god, man, and beast.” Also the world of inversions appears in the 
symbolism of Orestes’ urn on page 287. The urn chapter quoted in the corpus of the paper represents the 
synthesis of this dire situation, as present in Segal’s work (258). For transformation of philia in Sophocles, 
see the work signed by Mary Whitlock Blundell (1990), 149-183. At page 309 she classifies philia: “There 
are many levels and varieties of philia, with degrees of closeness extending out from the self, overlapping 
and intersecting like ripples on a pond. But for present purposes they may be discussed under three main 
headings. First and fundamental is the family. There is a sense in which the most obvious object of kinship-
philia is oneself. Plato alludes to a saying that oneself is ‘closest and dearest of all’ (Leg. 873c; cf. Isoc. 
20.1). […] This can be seen for Homeric usage, where philotes (the Homeric predecessor of philia) is 
fundamentally a social relationship but can be used by extension for anything to which one has a close 
personal attachment, including parts of the body as well as friends and family members.” Also, Richard 
Seaford (1994), 369-382, has a chapter on inversion and perversity of rituals and exchange in the tragedy, 
namely “The Reciprocal Perversion of Ritual.”. 
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are fought every day in the desolate Mycenaean territory.156 We are allowed to witness 

the opinions of the royalty, but they become overwhelmed by those of the dissident 

group. In the Libation Bearers, we hear numerous other accounts before we hear 

Clytemnestra’s desperate plea for life at 896 ff. These accounts follow one after another: 

vv.1-21-Orestes, vv.22-84-Chorus; vv.84-105-Electra’s learning account, 124 ff-Electra’s 

prayer, 152 ff.-a choral prayer. From 235 to 525, Orestes, his sister and the chorus pour 

out extensive accounts of the murder, enhanced by prayers and invocations. In Euripides’ 

Electra, we witness the same detailed narrations: the peasant, Orestes, his sister, the 

feminine chorus and the old man speak first, in great detail, while Clytemnestra attempts 

her defensive words, only towards her end, vv. 1111-1150. We see the same situation in 

Sophocles: Clytemnestra speaks out her version only within the interval between verses 

516 and 551. She is preceded in her account by almost everybody else: the pedagogue, 

Orestes, Electra, the chorus, even Chrysothemis.  

       This very group, represented by the social/geographical periphery -slaves, chorus 

members, women, xenoi- occupies the focal point in this story. They all form a new 

                                                        
156 Regarding “how societies remember” and the “social product” of memory, Susan Alcock (2002), 18ff, 
considers this a part of what we may call, “contested memories.” They are not just in construction, but also 
in reconstruction, revived as well as revised and debated. In a different volume dedicated to the 
archaeologies of memory, the scholar notices the mutability of social memory (2003), 2: “Social memory is 
nowhere here perceived as monolithic, but as variable by gender, ethnicity, class, religion or other salient 
factors, allowing for a multiplicity, and possible conflict, of memories in any society. Also central to the 
volume is the acceptance of social memory’s mutability, the recognition that it emerges and evolves from 
acts of both remembering and forgetting. Investigating the pressures and desires behind those acts became a 
chief task for all the book’s authors.” According to this author, the role of archaeology is to reveal the 
perspectives of both the elite and the resistance: “Although in archaeological contexts it is easiest to see the 
top-down machinations of elite groups using memory to these ends, memory is also employed in the 
service of resistance. However, these processes are not straightforward, simple, or monolithic. Memory’s 
mutability makes it possible for multiple and conflicting versions of events to co-exist, sometimes in the 
interests of competing parties (Alonso 1988).” 
     The term and concept of this duel between different sides of the story in Aeschylus belongs to Ruth 
Scodel, (2008), 126 in her essay on the manipulation of narratives: “Characters argue about what aspects of 
the past matter now. In their exchange at 1407-1576, Klytaimnestra and the chorus engage in what could be 
called, in modern terms, memory wars.”  
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center, a centrifugal nucleus completely divorced from the new political elite. Due to this 

situation, an apparent outsider like Orestes is the one who can return this universe back to 

normal, because both his and Mycenae’s centers of gravity have shifted. 157 The group 

that is attempting to imprint Orestes does not have a unified view, but when cheering 

him, their memory appears intact and unchangeable. 

                             Fiat Logos—the Group Memory Appropriates Orestes 

    The young man corresponds to the others’ expectations with a general heroic model 

from an epic-martial perspective: a leading-figure with an ethical code, a problem solver, 

a special individual with divine assistance and a manifest destiny. First, he is back in 

Mycenae for a deed of arms, namely revenge for bloodshed. Orestes came here to avenge 

a ruler killed by usurpers: he returns, therefore, as a righteous warrior defending his king.  

The way Orestes speaks of his father is from the position of a son, but also from that of a 

patriarch admirer. We have to understand the name pater used in an affectionate, 

psychological and political context, as “father” and “father figure,” as well as “shepherd 

of people” in a monarchic system, and “patriarch” (Choe.  vv. 8-9; 479-480: Or. πάτερ, 

τρόποισιν οὐ τυραννικοῖς θανών,/αἰτουμένῳ μοι δὸς κράτος τῶν σῶν δόμων.- Or. “O 

                                                        
157 Segal (1981) acknowledges some shifting in the sense of inversion between the outside and the inside 
world. The house of the Atreidai lost its sacred core. Moreover there is “an inversion of inner and outer 
space” (259). “In the middle section the answer to Clytemnestra’s secret prayer is a stranger (xenos), sent 
he says (epempomen, 680) to tell the “truth” of Orestes’ death. At this point Electra, though about to be 
restored to ‘life’ feels herself as ‘dead’; strangers are the closest friends; those from ‘outside’ 
simultaneously save and destroy the inner space of the house and its one faithful guardian (676-680).” 
However, the shift is not only between the “inside” and the “outside,” but also between the periphery and 
the center of this polis. 
  Shifting is something to be expected in a group that is met with discrimination and oppression. As Rick A. 
Houser and Mary Anna Domokos-Cheng Ham (2004), 13-14 notice in their work on group affiliation, self-
esteem and power: “Social identity is not necessarily static. Puddifoot (1997) suggested three possible 
responses to a negative group identity, or an identity as a minority that is perceived to be inferior. First, a 
member may leave the group that is perceived negatively or is believed to be inferior. […] A second 
response is to change the status of the minority or inferior group. Taijfel and Turner (1986) proposed that 
any effort to change the status of a group typically involves strategies of social creativity. An example is 
changing the terms and/or the meaning of terms associated with a group perceived as inferior, for example, 
‘Black is beautiful.’ A third response is to accept the lower status and stay in the ‘inferior’ group.” 
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father, who perished by a death unbefitting a king, grant in answer to my prayer the 

lordship over your halls!”). There is here both a sentimental and an official tone, while in 

other circumstances Agamemnon is only named basileus (Choe. 360: βασιλεὺς γὰρ ἦσθ᾽, 

ὄφρ᾽ ἔζης,-“ For in your life you were a king”). Orestes belongs to the heroic-patriarchal 

system that privileges logos.158 The latter concept has the meaning of language, wording 

and speech, as well as the Jungian acceptation of structured and coherent principles of 

reason and logic further developed by Allan Chinen. 159 As Derrida asserts:  

Even if we did not want to give in here to the easy passage uniting the figures of the 
king, the god, and the father, it would suffice to pay systematic attention—which to 
our knowledge has never been done—to the permanence of a Platonic schema that 
assigns the origin and power of speech, precisely of logos, to the paternal position.160  
 

       Chinen also asserts, “Logos is a fundamental principle of the patriarchy, so attacking 

logic raises the specter of chaos.”161 The patriarchal logos also gives the impression of 

                                                        
158 In a certain opposition here with Woodard (1966) who comments on Sophocles' Electra (145): "For the 
men the prime example of mythos or logos is not doubt the well-wrought scheme or lie. For Electra, 
however, the logoi or mythoi imitate and exemplify the ebb and flow of nature itself." Truthfully, as it 
becomes manifest Orestes does care for ergon, in good heroic tradition, but logos is also significant for 
him. 
159 We definitely expect a great deal of interest in logos from a sophist such as Euripides. However the 
Aeschylean world is also very open to communication, construction and reconstruction of speech. As 
Goldhill (1992) notes, Aeschylus was heavily influenced by the oratoric developments of his time: “To 
succeed in public life required success in oratory. In the fifth century, language also becomes the object of 
an explosion of intellectual consideration—the rapid development of a range of disciplines from the 
philosophy of language to linguistics: Aeschylus is placed at the beginning of this movement.” Kells 
(1973), 81, underlines the significance of logoi in preparation of the deeds and actions. Regarding the other 
versions of Orestes’ story, Batchelder (1995), 29, remarks on the importance of logos when Orestes’ tries to 
achieve his task though trickery in Sophocles. As developed by Segal in his work on Sophocles’ Electra 
(1981), 283ff.: “The point of intersection between true and false speech and between word and act, the urn 
points up the function of the logos virtually as a participant in the vicissitudes of the action. Language is 
not merely a means of communication but a dangerous weapon. It is Electra’s most powerful weapon 
against her enemies.” The alternation between silence and speech, the opposition logos-ergon, as well as 
Electra’s ambiguous deliverance from silence are the subject of pages 283-289 in his work. Also, see 
Wooodard (1966), 145 for the intertwining between logos, mythos and ergon in Sophocles' Electra: 
"[Sophocles] triumphs by integrating dramatic erga and logoi, realism, fiction, and rite. But logoi and 
mythoi themselves triumph, by expressing the essence of the drama." 
160 See Derrida (1981), 76. 
161 Chinen (1993), 90: “Moreover, when logos collapses, calamity results only if men have no alternative. 
But the trickster’s pluralism provides a new approach to life. In the ghoul’s saga, the King does not blind 
himself, flee, or despair like Oedipous, because the King has the ghoul as a teacher and therapist.”  I quote 
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coherence within any group led by this principle. Rather than having dialogue and 

leaving room for negotiation, interpretation, or even contradictions, the logos suitable for 

the epic-heroic tradition to which Agamemnon belongs, is the speech invested with 

sovereignty.162 This group has the royal figure at its center and is about to imprint young 

Orestes and lead him with their mnemonic support. Orestes’ interest in Apollo is also 

aligned with normal heroic behavior: 163 in good Homeric tradition, heroes have guidance 

and protection from above, although the Apollonian logos has misguided him on many 

occasions.164  

     Orestes is not the tragic hero as defined by Knox, mostly because he does not commit 

a tragic error based on a personal choice, “against all” those who try to teach him 

otherwise. Bernanrd Knox asserts clearly:  

In six of the extant plays, (the exception is of course Trachiniae) the hero faces a 
choice between possible (or certain) disaster and a compromise which if accepted 
would betray the hero’s own conception of himself, his rights, his duties.165  
 

                                                                                                                                                                     
this entire paragraph to present Chinen’s view of the hero as bolstered by the support of a trickster-ally, 
although I am not going to analyze Orestes’ beneficial relationship with this therapeutic trickster.  
162 Detienne (1996), 60-61. 
163 The word logos is frequently used by Sophocles. There are traces of this use in Aeschylus as well, 
although the sophist par excellence is Euripides, who uses this concept the most, as Dr. Galinsky also 
pointed it out to me. 
164 As will be evident later, relying on Apollonian “speech” is in itself a tricky issue, since Apollo has his 
own inconsistencies and ambiguities. Thomas Hubbard (2009), 621, explains the ambiguities of the 
Apollonian persona in the case of ephebic initiation: “As the perpetual youth among the gods, Apollo 
became the appropriate vehicle onto whom such developments and their problematics could be projected, 
as eager but flawed lover of women, and inadequate initiator of his male companions.” In the Libation 
Bearers, according to John Herrington (1988), 149, Apollo is an extremist, an unsympathetic felon and a 
perjurer in juridical speech. Winnington-Ingram (1983), 142, notices in the same play the double causality 
of Orestes’s actions, which were supposedly dictated by Apollo: “Orestes was impelled towards matricide 
by the oracle of Apollo, by a chorus which urges the claims of the infernal world and sets out the lex 
talionis, but also by motives on the human plane, personal to himself, yet intimately bound up with the 
house to which he belongs. It is important to observe how this theme runs through the play.”  
165 “This dramatic method, the presentation of a tragic dilemma in the figure of a single dominating 
character, seems in fact to be an invention of Sophocles.” Knox (1983), 1. He refers only to Sophocles’ 
plays, but his theory extends in my view to anything that follows that particular heroic model. 
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      Orestes is not this kind of man. If anything, he represents the opposite, since he 

allows the others to constantly urge him into his actions. Knox makes the hero an 

exception to gregarious human nature, as zoon politikon: “a lonely figure he is monos, 

‘alone,’ eremos, ‘abandoned, deserted.’”166 Orestes’s heroism, though, is not opposed to 

the human norm of sociability. He is a champion within a group, rather than an outcast 

and a rebel. In Knox's terms, he could not qualify for a heroic career, also because he 

does not base his actions on his exceptional, unique and terrible physis.167 

      In the case of Orestes, what makes him heroic is not his innate divine and turbulent 

nature, but rather the structure for which he is trained. Heroism itself in this case is 

nurture not nature, not physis, but logos. As hero, he reacts to reasoning and discourse 

(the two sides of logos), rather than to thymos, emotionality, the usual underpinning of a 

heroic physiology in Knox's terms.168 In Choe., vv.106-107, the teachings of the chorus 

that Orestes and Electra pay attention to come in the specified form of logos (Ch. 

αἰδουμένη σοι βωμὸν ὡς τύμβον πατρὸς/λέξω, κελεύεις γάρ, τὸν ἐκ φρενὸς λόγον. Ch. 

“In reverence to your father's tomb, as if it were an altar, I will utter my speech from the 

                                                        
166 Knox (1983), 32. Also Redfield (1994), 100, admits the hero’s importance in the life of his community, 
emphasizing the disjunctions between his martial nature and the more peaceful life-style of the community. 
Heroes initially are champions of a community, but they eventually break out and form a separate group: 
“But as the community’s need of warriors generates a social organization, it generates also a paradox. War 
is initially an unhappy necessity, the precondition of protected community. But as the warriors become a 
class or a caste, the advantages—and more important, the prestige—of the warrior become in themselves 
desirable. War thus acquires for the warrior a certain positive value. Heroism is initially a social task; it 
then becomes a definite set of virtues associated with the performance of this task. The warrior's virtues, 
further, entitle him to claim a social status. But he can claim that status only if he can show that he has the 
virtues, and he can demonstrate the warrior’s virtues only on the battlefield. If his own community is not at 
war, the warrior will seek out combat elsewhere.” 
167 Knox (1983), 36. According to the second chapter in The Heroic Temper, “surrender would be spiritual 
self-destruction, a betrayal of his physis; the hero is forced to choose between defiance and loss of 
identity.” However, physis has a bad reputation in Euripides’ Orestes (whether it is Helen’s shallow nature, 
v. 126, gods’ nature v. 420, or nosy feminine nature with disastrous outcomes, v. 605), as well as in 
Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers (e.g., Electra talks about the fierce nature she and Orestes have inherited from 
Clytemnestra, v. 420 and the nature of the crime, v. 280). 
168 Knox (1983), 56 in the chapter “The Sophoclean Hero II.” 
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heart, since you command me”). Sometimes the utterances come as derivatives of logos: 

(v. 108: El. λέγοις ἄν, ὥσπερ ᾐδέσω τάφον πατρός. El. “Speak, even as you revere my 

father's grave.” v.120: El. πότερα δικαστὴν ἢ δικηφόρον λέγεις; El. “You speak, as judge 

or avenger?”). In Euripides’ Electra, the princess lectures Aegisthus in front of Orestes, 

much as if she were giving a speech in the agora with a flawless rhetoric (vv.907-908: 

εἶἑν: τίν᾽ ἀρχὴν πρῶτά σ᾽ ἐξείπω κακῶν,/ποίας τελευτάς; τίνα μέσον τάξω λόγον; “Well, 

then, of which of your evil deeds shall I speak first, of which last? And which shall I 

place as the middle account?”). Moreover, the entire verbal duel between Clytemnestra 

and Electra is a matter of establishing logos (v. 1060 El. λέγοιμ᾽ ἄν: ἀρχὴ δ᾽ ἥδε μοι 

προοιμίου: El. “I will speak, and this is the beginning of my preface”; vv. 1086-1087: εἰ 

δ᾽, ὡς λέγεις, σὴν θυγατέρ᾽ ἔκτεινεν πατήρ,/ἐγὼ τί σ᾽ ἠδίκησ᾽ ἐμός τε σύγγονος; “But if, 

as you speak, my father killed your daughter, what is the wrong I and my brother have 

done you?”). The same follows in Sophocles: Orestes’ interaction with his pedagogue  

deals with straightening accounts and plans, right before doing anything else (vv. 20-21. 

ξυνάπτετον λόγοισιν: ὡς ἐνταῦθ᾽ ἐμέν,/ἵν᾽ οὐκέτ᾽ ὀκνεῖν καιρός, ἀλλ᾽ ἔργων ἀκμή. “We 

must make our plans, since we are at the point at which it is no longer opportune to 

hesitate, but it is the moment for action.”) Actually, Orestes is so concerned with logos 

that he thinks in these terms every time he deals with making plans for action.169 (Soph. 

vv. 44-45: λόγῳ δὲ χρῶ τοιῷδ᾽, ὅτι ξένος μὲν εἶ/Φωκέως. “Let your account be that you 

                                                        
169 Kells (1973), 81: “From the Padagogus’ speech we have garnered certain information about himself and 
his companions. We see that they are men of action, dedicated to vengeance upon Agamemnon’s 
murderers, impatient of hindrance to that action: λόγοι for them are useful as preliminaries to, counsels for, 
action (ξυνάπτετον λόγοισι). They are interested in men, not women, since men speed action. In Orestes’ 
following speech we now see these characteristics further developed, and also a new trait which goes along 
with them to make up a consistent picture: namely, a tendency to military terminology and military 
thinking. Orestes is primarily a soldier, trained in the Spartan fashion of strict discipline and obedience to 
orders.” 
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are a Phocian stranger”; also v. 1343: χαίρουσιν οὖν τούτοισιν; ἢ τίνες λόγοι; “Do they 

rejoice, then, at these? What are the accounts?”)   

       Logos, though, as a noun of communication is problematic for a hero and not truly 

his field of expertise. In a certain sense, speech and discourse oppose deed (e.g., see 

Ajax’s and Achilles’s loyalty to ergon).170 In a well-known episode, Achilles displays 

discomfort at the particular presence of “tricky” persuasion in people’s speech. Phoenix 

tries to persuade him to accept Agamemnon’s offers of reconciliation, and reminds him of 

his community in speech and deed with others, going back to his childhood. Achilles 

rejects this message of peace, as well as the speech associated with it, since he perceives 

some sort of trickery in it. He is confident in his might and his deeds, rather than in what 

honors the community can offer him now.171 

                                                        
170See Knox, (1983), 48, 51-52, especially in the chapter titled “The Sophoclean Temper II.”  Also, Allan 
Chinen (1993), 19 “The King Wizard,” when speaking about the story of a young prince changing into a 
parrot in order to communicate with a locked up princess: “Moving from eagle to parrot, from conquest to 
communion, is not easy for men raised in heroic tradition.” It is not the fact that heroes are not educated in 
a world that requires communication and speech (the type of speech used in the agora and the assembly), 
but their inner structure privileges only a certain type of logos, and they are, at times, reluctant to forms that 
require peithō: Achilles in Iliad, IX, 375ff. Also Segal (1987), 254 makes an example of Neoptolemus as an 
enemy of deceitful peithō.  
171 For the oppositions between logos and ergon in Sophocles' Electra, see Woodard (1966), 129-145. Also, 
the following verses in the Iliad will prove particularly problematic for this topic: 
      σοὶ δέ μ᾽ ἔπεμπε γέρων ἱππηλάτα Πηλεὺς 
      ἤματι τῷ ὅτε σ᾽ ἐκ Φθίης Ἀγαμέμνονι πέμπε 
      νήπιον οὔ πω εἰδόθ᾽ ὁμοιΐου πολέμοιο 
      οὐδ᾽ ἀγορέων, ἵνα τ᾽ ἄνδρες ἀριπρεπέες τελέθουσι. 
      τοὔνεκά με προέηκε διδασκέμεναι τάδε πάντα, 
      μύθων τε ῥητῆρ᾽ ἔμεναι πρηκτῆρά τε ἔργων.  
“It was to thee that the old horseman Peleus sent me on the day when he sent thee to Agamemnon, forth 
from Phthia, a mere child, knowing naught as yet of evil war, neither of gatherings wherein men wax 
preeminent. For this cause sent he me to instruct thee in all these things, to be both a speaker of words and 
a doer of deeds.“ (Il.IX, vv.438-443). 

‘Φοῖνιξ ἄττα γεραιὲ διοτρεφὲς οὔ τί με ταύτης 
χρεὼ τιμῆς: φρονέω δὲ τετιμῆσθαι Διὸς αἴσῃ, 
ἥ μ᾽ ἕξει παρὰ νηυσὶ κορωνίσιν εἰς ὅ κ᾽ ἀϋτμὴ 
ἐν στήθεσσι μένῃ καί μοι φίλα γούνατ᾽ ὀρώρῃ. 
ἄλλο δέ τοι ἐρέω, σὺ δ᾽ ἐνὶ φρεσὶ βάλλεο σῇσι: 
μή μοι σύγχει θυμὸν ὀδυρόμενος καὶ ἀχεύων 
Ἀτρεΐδῃ ἥρωϊ φέρων χάριν:  
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      Communication is not one of Orestes’ talents, although he is a great investigator when 

it comes to recognizing symbols or comparing tokens. On certain occasions, Orestes does 

not show much interest in verbal interaction, not even with his sister (Choe. vv. 231- he 

cuts her short: ἔνδον γενοῦ, χαρᾷ δὲ μὴ 'κπλαγῇς φρένας: -“Control yourself! Do not go 

mad with joy!”; also in Sophocles, he contains her verbose joy from line 1235 on 

(πάρεσμεν: ἀλλὰ σῖγ᾽ ἔχουσα πρόσμενε. “I am with you; but keep silence and wait.”). 172 

In terms of memory, too, Orestes tries to keep under control the area of emotional 

recollection in order to use only those memories that will help him fulfill his task. Aleida 

Assmann believes that such behavior is characteristic of the "Bergsonian man of 

action."173 

     According to Allan B. Chinen, though, there is a certain kind of logos reserved for the 

heroic field: logos as a form of law enforcement, as a code of rules that governs the male 

universe:  

The patriarchal [and heroic] pattern of thinking is often called ‘logos’ and can be seen 
in males from boyhood onward. When boys play games, for instance, they often 
spend more time arguing about the rules and who is right than actually playing 
together.174 
 

                                                                                                                                                                     
“Phoenix, old sire, my father, nurtured of Zeus, in no wise have I need of this honour: honoured have I 
been, I deem, by the apportionment of Zeus, which shall be mine amid the beaked ships so long as the 
breath abideth in my breast and my knees are quick. And another thing will I tell thee, and do thou lay 
it to heart; seek not to confound my spirit by weeping and sorrowing, to do the pleasure of the warrior, son 
of Atreus.” (Il.IX, vv. 607-613) (I added the bold fonts. The Greek text was posted on Perseus Digital 
Library. The translation belongs to A.T. Murray).  
    This is actually aligned with Detienne’s view (1996), 102 of the hero’s detachment from serving his 
community and his pursuit of his own purposes. Also, it appears that the members of the warrior elite are 
somewhat in disagreement with the community, which has at its center the king (Agamemnon in this case). 
This observation of friction is in accord with Chinen’s view (1993), 88. 
172 Segal (1981), 285: “But soon he recovers his control, and checks that exuberance of speech with his firm 
pressure for deeds, erga rather than logoi (see 1251-52, 1292-93, 1353, 1372-73).” Segal refers to 
Sophocles’ Electra. 
173 A. Assmann (2011), 268. She notes that, beside Bergson in his work Matière et Mémoire, 1896, 166, 
Nietzsche has the same concept regarding the "dominance of will over memory." 
174  Allan B. Chinen, (1993), 88, in the chapter titled “The King and the Ghoul”: “Later, young men seek 
the meaning of life, always assuming there is one answer, the absolute truth.” 
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     Although coming from the semantic area of communication, this logos, as a coherent, 

well-established principle of action, rarely involves dialogical exchange. This theory is 

helpful in the case of Orestes. As Segal illustrates in Sophocles’ Electra, Orestes can 

bring about a contagion in terms of affinity for a certain type of logos.175 

      Nevertheless, we have to understand the concept neither solely as the rational manly 

counterpart of the feminine anima and Eros, in good Jungian tradition176, nor as the mere 

social rules and laws envisioned by Chinen. Rather, logos here should be understood in 

its Aristotelian sense, as narrative, structure, to which should be added something more: a 

core of mythos, although Jung would oppose the two principles. Moreover, personality 

cannot be composed solely by a set of rules. Nomos fills that role, as is mentioned by the 

chorus in the Libation Bearers (vv. 400-403: ἀλλὰ νόμος μὲν φονίας σταγόνας/χυμένας 

ἐς πέδον ἄλλο προσαιτεῖν/αἷμα. “And it is the eternal rule that drops of blood spilled on 

the ground demand yet more blood”), but it is always accompanied by some myth or 

narrative excursus in the following lines. Teachings about courage or excellence in any 

form start to mean something only once a young man finds out how they fit into his 

biography, personal curriculum, memory, or story: especially when he is a proud prince 

from the land of Argos. Mythos clearly resides at the center of Orestes’ action, both in 

Sophocles, (El. vv. 50: ὧδ᾽ ὁ μῦθος ἑστάτω. “Let the story settle this way”) and in 

                                                        
175 Kells (1973), 83, explains the function of logos (in Sophocles vv.21 ff.): “even the man of action cannot 
do without λόγοι. But these λόγοι are only preparatory to action, and their effect is immediately 
overshadowed by the insistence on καιρός (time for action, also at 39), and ἔργων ἀκμη (ἀκμη= καιρός) in 
the following line." Moreover, Woodard (1966), 142: "Just as Electra alters in her relation to logoi, so she 
will no longer remain crushed by erga. Aegisthus' instant death will relieve her." Also, Segal (1981), 285: 
“With the success of Orestes’ goal-oriented logos, Electra becomes fully immersed in the violence of 
ergon.”  
176 As apparent in Carl Jung (1982), 65. It rather corresponds with the notion of spirit as given in his work 
on the archetypes, (1969), 208: “Here spirit means the sum-total of all the phenomena of rational thought, 
or of the intellect, including the will, memory, imagination, creative power, and aspirations motivated by 
ideals."  
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Aeschylus. “Simple is the story” (Choe. vv. 54 ἁπλοῦς ὁ μῦθος), says Orestes, right 

before planning his erga. In Sophocles, Clytemnestra fears this system of mythos, 

because she is aware of its power in the heroic context. 

       οὐ γὰρ ἐν φίλοις 
       ὁ μῦθος, οὐδὲ πᾶν ἀναπτύξαι πρέπει 
       πρὸς φῶς παρούσης τῆσδε πλησίας ἐμοί, 
       μὴ σὺν φθόνῳ τε καὶ πολυγλώσσῳ βοῇ 
       σπείρῃ ματαίαν βάξιν εἰς πᾶσαν πόλιν.  
 

For I do not tell the tale among friends, nor does it suit me to unfold it all to the light 
while she [Electra] stands near me, lest by her malice and a cry of her clamorous 
tongue she sow reckless rumors through the whole city. (El. vv. 638-642) 

 
     Nevertheless, if mythos is an acceptable part of logos, thymos is definitely not a 

favorite of Orestes. In the Libation Bearers he even scolds his sister for being over-

passionate and δυσμαθεῖς (“hard to learn”) in front of “logical” evidence (Choe. vv. 225-

234; vv. 233-234.). In Sophocles’ Electra, he reproaches her for the same flaw—

excessive passion (1271-1272: Ὀρ.τὰ μέν σ᾽ ὀκνῶ χαίρουσαν εἰργαθεῖν, τὰ δὲ/δέδοικα 

λίαν ἡδονῇ νικωμένην. “On the one hand I hesitate to curb your gladness, but on the 

other I fear that you may be overwhelmed by too much joy”). Moreover, in Aeschylus 

thymos does not even have a very good reputation, since it is a noun associated with the 

shameless deed of Clytemnestra (v. 422: ἄσαντος ἐκ ματρός ἐστι θυμός. “The temper 

from our mother’s side is implacable.”). According to these findings, there is no 

similarity between Orestes’ model of heroism, which is based on collective accounts of 

memory, and the model proposed by Knox which allows for thymos to fill a central 

position.177 

                                                        
177 B. Knox (1983), 56 in the chapter “The Sophoclean Hero II,”: “A hero—Nilsson again—is recognized 
not because of his services but because there stems from him some special strength, which does not need to 
be of a beneficent kind”; the hero’s claim has “no relation to moral or higher religious ideas but it is an 
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      Constructing the heroic logos with mythos at its center sometimes takes several 

generations. Whether publicly performed or conspiratorially whispered, it is the result of 

group recollection and awareness. A hero like Orestes is not at all a lost cause, just 

because he lacks private memory: he can be “imprinted” into a mnemonic frame by 

means of account and narrative. According to the traditional epic view, narrative is 

everything, covering both the religious and the socio-economic aspects.178 The 

community also makes sure that he absorbs their view as the “true” memory, rather than 

as an alternate account to the narrative of Clytemnestra. She makes attempts to control 

the mnemonic logos throughout these tragedies, however, the dissidents of her regime 

make sure they “imprint” Orestes before she has a chance to plea and bring in her story. 

For example, it matters little for him that he does not recall his father’s embraces (and all 

the play writers make sure to establish that he does not), as long as he remembers his 

father’s exploits at Troy, as told by his entourage. However, we have to understand that 

Orestes does not regard his identity as group-constructed and he prefers to imagine it as 

manifest destiny, which gives it more legitimacy in his eyes. Although he operates with 

collective memory, he treats it as “monolithic” and divinely-established.179 The gods 

recur in his speech.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
expression of naked power or strength.” “And the hero himself might have no other claim to worship than 
this unrelenting anger with the world.” 
178 Detienne (1996), 43, explains that the original function of the bard, as well as that of a king (including 
the king of gods) was endowed with this ability to create reality.  
179 Alcock (2002), 178, discusses the impossibility of such monolithic perspective over memory. It rather 
becomes apparent that groups periodically shift their memory. Her work refers to archeological findings in 
Messenia, Achaia in Roman period, but the conclusions are anthropologically true for other situations. 
“Adding to this already complicated picture is an argument for a growing mobility of memory. Textual and 
artistic sources speak of contemporary individuals who could strategically shift positions and juggle various 
roles, now emphasizing local connections, now aligning with the imperial center, and back again over the 
course of a career.” 
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     Things are even easier when logos takes the form of a god’s command: this simplifies 

his options and keeps the fear of mistaken choice at bay.180 This logos bears an 

appearance of dignified truthfulness, although most heroic stories are probably the result 

of subjective (if not deceitful) memory. A hero is very sensitive to a change in his logos, 

since his self-image, the central vein of his identity depends on its coherence.181 This is 

rather problematic since the first logos Orestes depends on comes in the oracular form. 

Segal explains: “For all his confident manipulation of logos, Orestes both in the prologue 

and at the matricide itself is dependent on the most difficult and uncertain form of speech 

(31ff, 1424-25).”182 A slightly different narrative would give Orestes intense anxiety. 183  

His enemies usually throw at him not just threats and missiles, but also dangerous 

alternate accounts (Choe. vv. 896-930-memory duel with Clytemnestra); verse 899 

appears especially dangerous (Or. Πυλάδη τί δράσω; μητέρ᾽ αἰδεσθῶ κτανεῖν;-“ Or. 

Pylades, what shall I do? Shall I spare my mother out of pity?”). In Euripides’ Electra the 

brother and sister almost get in a fight when Orestes fixes his eyes on a different 

discourse (v. 965: Or. ἐπίσχες: ἐμβάλωμεν εἰς ἄλλον λόγον. Or. “Wait! Let us go into 

another matter.”) The line of shaking courage comes a few verses after (v. 967: Or. τί 

δῆτα δρῶμεν; μητέρ᾽ ἦ φονεύσομεν; Or. “What are we going to do? Shall we kill our 

                                                        
180 Choe. vv.:269-273, Eur. El. vv.87-89, Soph. El. vv. 32-36. 
181 Regarding the retrospective and revisionist power of memory, see Marcel Detienne (1996), 52, in “The 
Memory of the Poet,” as well as Ruth Scodel (2008), 117-118 and 135-138.Thomas Hubbard commented 
in a class note on Detienne: “The truth is whatever is coherent with the general story of the hero.”  
182 See Segal (1981), 285. Although his initial references refer to Sophocles’ Electra, he goes beyond the 
play in his assertions: “Orestes twice mentions prophecy in this scene, in both cases derisively (1481, 
1499). Prophecy is a mode of speech which does indeed transcend the present moment, but it is the most 
ambiguous of all logoi." Winnington-Ingram (1980), sees a problem in the prophetic logos of Sophocles’ 
Orestes: “But we are not done with the theme of prophecy. At part 1497ff. Aegisthus asks whether the 
house need see the ills of the Pelopidae, present and to come; and Orestes, claiming to be a first-rate 
prophet, limits those future ills to the death of Aegisthus. He could be right, but he could be wrong. 
Aegisthus has the last word: it was not from Agamemnon that Orestes has inherited his gift of prophecy.”  
183 See again Alcock (2002), 152, on the “contested memory” versus the “monolithic” view on social 
memory. 
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mother?”).  Also in Sophocles, Clytemnestra has a long alternate account (vv. 517-551) 

that is pernicious for heroic self-confidence. Electra “saves” Orestes’ mission, as well as 

her conscience, by a quick fix to Clytemnestra’s logos: v.554 ff. 

     Logos in the sense of fixed “narrative structure”, not as dialogue, bolsters a hero’s 

identity, since it functions as an archive for his deeds and glory. It gives him the 

reassurance of kleos and the promise of a stable identity. “Speech” takes an infant 

(nēpios, as Orestes used to be in his father’s arms) and brings him up into a man. 

Therefore becoming a hero is passing from alogos to the sphere of logos, or from 

infantile isolation and mnemonic void to communication and shared memory.184 Contrary 

to what is commonly believed (namely that logos and ergon oppose each other), the 

principle of discourse defines and engineers drama/action just as much as action 

engenders further logos, memory and storytelling.185 It is an ambivalent process.   

                          A Bargain with Oblivion for the Sake of Heroic Action 

   In his relationship with memory, Orestes has a tendency to internalize the outside logos 

as an inner truth. It becomes second nature to him, a physis sui generis. It is not 

                                                        
184 Benhabib (1999), 229-230, in her study on collective identities notices: “If we view the human child as a 
fragile, dependent creature whose body needs to be cared for, sustained, and nurtured and whose various 
needs have to be satisfied, we have to take seriously the psychoanalytical insight that there is a corporeal, 
somatic memory, that is, the unconscious. […] Every story we tell ourselves will also contain another of 
which we may not even be aware, and, in ways that are usually very obscure to us, we are determined by 
these subtexts and memories in our unconscious.” The problem comes when an individual tries to detach a 
unique perspective from his nurture. There is no sovereignty of speech. “A household consists of multiple, 
complex perspectives and voices often contesting with one another, arguing with one another.” 
185 If we listen to Phoenix’ speech in Iliad (X, 443-467), both speech and action are part of the heroic 
curriculum, once the hero is under the training of his pedagogue. However, as we saw before a hero might 
become disjunctive, when at the peak of his development, and reject in certain circumstances the 
community that bolstered him. Rejection of peithō might be one of the common heroic reactions. Prof. 
Wohl pointed to me the possibility that a hero in tragedy might actually be in further disjunction with the 
community (as we see in Sophoclean tragedy the example of Ajax or Philoctetes). Ajax in particular is 
angry at the importance of speech providing with peithō in his entourage. R.P. Winnington-Ingram (1980), 
9, notices, like Knox, that heroes have a problem in compromising.  
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uncommon for a hero to expect logos to be a solid and stable concept.186 Nevertheless, at 

various locations in the text, he can be selective in his remembrance and he can make a 

very loose use of memory when he needs.   

      Orestes is not only geographically alienated from his place of birth, but he also 

undergoes a voluntary process of xenification. Strangely enough, he was truly at home 

when he had no part in the city logos as a baby. He once belonged to that community in 

body only, when his memory and mind were still clouded (when he was nēpios, 

“unspeaking”). The nurse’s caresses and his father’s gesture of receiving him in his arms 

(a sign of social acceptance from the patriarch en titre) were the only forms of 

communication he used to have: 

      Nurse: ἐγὼ διπλᾶς δὲ τάσδε χειρωναξίας 
                 ἔχουσ᾽ Ὀρέστην ἐξεδεξάμην πατρί: 
                 τεθνηκότος δὲ νῦν τάλαινα πεύθομαι.  
 

Nurse: It was I who, with these two handicrafts, received Orestes for his father. And 
now, wretch that I am, I hear that he is dead. (Choe. vv. 761-763) 

 
      It is paradoxical that the pristine and genuine emotional connection with his family 

functioned completely in the absence of memory, awareness, narrative or speech187. 

                                                        
186 Tragedy however, usually challenges that as it challenges the heroes’ self-image and identity. Both Prof. 
Wohl and Prof. Galinsky advised me to acknowledge the heroic crashes in the world of tragedy starting 
with Ajax, Philoctetes and even less monumental figures (such as Creon) that have a problem in 
understanding the ambiguities and trickeries of logos. The use of words, especially the word “wisdom” 
(sōphrosynē) and its common use, also confuses heroic Electra. However, as much as heroes are challenged 
in their contact with their communities, they still are utterly dependent on their production of narratives. 
187 There is a disjunction between “cultural” and “communicative memory,” the latter being part of the 
narrative transmitted between individuals in contact (nurturers and nurtured). See Harald Welzer, (2008), 
285-301. He offers the following definition (285): “'Cultural memory’ is defined as a ‘collective concept 
for all knowledge that directs behavior and experience in the interactive framework of a society and one 
that obtains through generations in repeated societal practice and initiation’ (Assmann 126). 
‘Communicative memory,’ in contrast, is an interactive practice located within the tension between 
individuals’ and groups’ recall of the past. Compared to ‘cultural' memory, it can be seen as the short-term 
memory of a society: It is bound to the existence of living bearers of memory and to the communicators of 
experience, and encompasses three to four generations. The temporal horizon of ‘communicative memory’ 
thus shifts in relation to the given present time (Assmann 127). Contents of this memory can only be 
permanently fixed through ‘cultural formation,’ that is, through organized and ceremonialized 
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Orestes acquires borrowed logos upon his return, but he never reaches the lost emotional 

reciprocation.188 He has no chance at personal memory. Segal particularly witnesses this 

cold rational and calculated appearance of Orestes’ logos in Sophocles.189 

      Upon his return, a different interaction is necessary—a community with the others, in 

words and plans, and in common images and signs. It is impressive how little of the 

initial tenderness remains. Symbols and tokens of social status only make anagnōrisis 

work in the general oblivion of blood ties.190  There is no play in which Orestes does 

need a symbolon, an “external” mark, in order to prove his identity: in Sophocles, he uses 

a signet; in Aeschylus an embroidered piece of cloth; and in Euripides, the scar of 

childhood works as a declared symbolon (El. v. 577). Whether coming from the 

masculine patriarchal realm (signet), from the feminine domain (cloth) or from the 

heroic-hunting sphere (the scar-initiation by hunting), all these have something in 

common: they are graphic signifiers (the scar itself is a skin glyphe, an imprint bearing 

meaning for the correct “reader”) denoting affiliation with the civilized world of 

aristocracy, and they do not belong to a pre-cultural form of memory.191 Neither Electra 

nor Orestes can recognize a “dear one” otherwise. Affective memory is left for the 

servants, who are the only ones capable of recognizing footsteps or scars (see the chorus 

                                                                                                                                                                     
communication about the past. While ‘communicative memory is characterized by its proximity to the 
everyday, cultural memory is characterized by its distance from the everyday’ (Assmann 128-29). It is 
supported by fixed points which do not move along with the present, but are instead perceived as fateful 
and meaningful and are marked by texts, rites, monuments, and commemorations (Assmann 129).” 
Halbwachs considers “collective memory” as the real living memory, and opposes it to history, which in 
his view constitutes the “dead memory.”  
188 Choe. vv. 8-9: οὐ γὰρ παρὼν ᾤμωξα σόν, πάτερ, μόρον/οὐδ᾽ ἐξέτεινα χεῖρ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ἐκφορᾷ νεκροῦ. "For I 
was not present, father, to lament your death, nor did I stretch forth my hand to bear your corpse.” 
189 Segal, (1981, 288). However, “the emotional resonances of the urn for Electra transcend the cold 
rationality of its use by Orestes.” The urn is considered in Segal as the next step of an initiation process. 
190 Segal, (1981), 279, calls a symbol such as this one “the sign of the house and its patriarchal power.” 
Also, Reinhardt, refers to the power of these tokens (1979), 154. 
191 Bergren (2008), 249, envisions the feminine use of textiles as a form of logos. It transcends this way the 
usual demiurgic accomplishment. Her theory will come up in the chapters dedicated to feminine and divine 
memory. The pages 248-251 in her work are of particular interest from this point of view. 
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interpreters in the Libation Bearers and the old man in Euripides’ Electra). 192 Both 

Orestes and Electra need all their help in order to tell relatives from strangers and 

enemies from friends. But this is only a temporary situation. By conscious alteration of 

identity, Orestes is willing to cross once more the odd line between familiar and strange 

by stepping into an identity chrysalis in order to emerge as a new man.193 

     The dream he considers in Aeschylus involves a metamorphic process. Just like the 

snake that Clytemnestra saw in her nightmares, the hero is about to leave his skin for an 

initiatory process, a telesphoria (Choe.vv.526-550). He begins his identity construction, 

or his self-building, within both the subconscious and physical space, in order to assume 

a new condition. The process is unusual. He has to pretend he is not only an exiled 

prince, but a complete stranger, a messenger from afar, with a mask of civility and 

friendliness towards Clytemnestra. He is truly a snake coiling in expectation. In order to 

completely regain his true identity (and not just to be recognized by his accomplices as 

Orestes), he has to pass the test of complete otherness.194 This xenification starts with 

                                                        
192 Eur. El: 573-574, Aesch. Choe. vv. 164-181. 
193 Widzisz (2005), 198 discusses Orestes return (nostos) in similar terms, as initiation: "In anthropological 
theory, as we have seen, insight into and mastery of the critical moment are both key temporal elements of 
male initiation rites (Bloch) and negative reciprocity (Bourdieu). [...] Seen again the model of Odysseus, 
Orestes more resembles this hero to the degree that he too employs a combination of waiting and seizing 
the right moment in wreaking his revenge, after, of course, a period of disguise in which he has suborned 
key members of his household." Also, Zeitlin (1988) 56-69, sees Orestes’s separation from his mother as a 
re-birth on the masculine side. His separation is incomplete in the act of the matricide (56), and so is his re-
birth at Delphi, an embryonic place of “Apollo’s own development” (64). Therefore, according to Zeitlin, 
in order to accomplish this transit successfully, Orestes will ultimately need the maternal surrogate of 
Athena (69) who restores his socio-political identity on the side of the father. 
194 Widzisz  (2005), 200-201, points out Orestes' ritual reintegration into the society, both through his 
initiatory metamorphosis as a child-snake (in Clytemnestra's dream) and as a child (in the nurse's speech): 
"While returning to a state of infancy seems, at first glance, to be retrogression in time, the context of 
reintegration adopts such imagery in order to render the initiate’s return a more complete reconfiguration of 
a new social status and break with the liminal period." Segal (1981, 283): “As at the Dionysiac festival 
itself, an order-asserting rite encloses a fiction, and the capacity of speech to shape falsehood and images of 
chaos and violence. Like the Delphic agon, and later the urn, tragedy seeks to affirm the truth by 
concealing truth, to overcome disorder through a temporary immersion into disorder.” See also pages 259 
and 255 for the importance of the re-evaluation and inversion of the concepts of xenia and “foreigness.” 
Also, on page 257: “The striking verb xenizein, 'receive a guest, offer hospitality to a stranger,' inverts the 
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self-annihilation, as is obvious in his elaborate soliloquy in Sophocles’ Electra (see vv. 

59-70, cf. Choe. vv.540-550, in which he shows concern for his dehumanization at 549-

550: ἐκδρακοντωθεὶς δ᾽ ἐγὼ/κτείνω νιν, ὡς τοὔνειρον ἐννέπει τόδε. “For I, turned 

serpent, am her killer, as this dream declares”). Strangely enough, he has to rationalize 

his fear of assuming a double identity in order to ultimately eliminate it. He has to turn 

this whole lie back into coherent logos. And this is what he does explicitly (Soph. El. 

vv.44-45: λόγῳ δὲ χρῶ τοιῷδ᾽, ὅτι ξένος μὲν εἶ/Φωκέως παρ᾽ ἀνδρὸς Φανοτέως ἥκων: 

“Let your story be that you are a Phocian stranger sent by Phanoteus, since he is the 

greatest of their allies”). Being in disguise might work for his companion and for 

everyone else, but for Orestes it is highly problematic, since an adulteration of self is 

contrary to any heroic project that actually requires a stable self-image and consequential 

action under a single, well-established persona.195 To toy with his identity in the public 

memory is the hardest thing to do for a hero of epic-martial training:  

Kleos, by contrast, was a glory that flourished as it passed by word of mouth, from 
generation to generation. Kudos came from the gods; kleos rose up to the gods. At no 
time could the warrior feel himself to be the agent, the source of his actions: his 
victory was a pure favor from the gods and his feats, once completed took form only 
through words of praise. A man was thus worth only as much as his logos.196 

 
     Orestes’ fears about playing tricks on his enemies’ mnemonic function shows that, as 

he strives to make his foes forget about his existence, he risks a pernicious self-

forgetfulness. That amnesia he encourages might become permanent and swallow him up 

                                                                                                                                                                     
relation between safer house and hostile soil.” 
195 However, Ringer (1998), 193 envisions Sophocles' Orestes as an accomplished director, preparing an 
elaborate theatrical performance for Clytemnestra.  He argues: "Orestes' stratagems have been theatrical 
devices, and Electra's language appropriates language of the theater to describe them. The lines 1228-29 
also yield a metaphor for the experience of tragedy itself, where one may die and experience rebirth via the 
miraculous devices of theater." On many occasions, the author characterizes all the characters as playing a 
play within a play.  Orestes in particular, "fills with meaning" various props, especially his false urn, like a 
very good actor. 
196 Detienne (1996), 46. 
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completely. Once he jumps into anonymity, he might truly turn into a stranger and never 

return to the civic stage. 

      He also needs to establish that temporary death in name is not the end of his bios, the 

two being usually conflated in the heroic world, where often the only reality is that of the 

reports— not what one truly is but what one is remembered to be through kleos (Soph. El. 

vv. 59-63, cf. also Choe. vv. 540-550). 197 He ultimately convinces himself that a falsified 

death would not endanger his societal status and image (Soph. El. vv. 65-66: ὡς κἄμ᾽ 

ἐπαυχῶ τῆσδε τῆς φήμης ἄπο/δεδορκότ᾽ ἐχθροῖς ἄστρον ὣς λάμψειν ἔτι. “And so for 

myself I trust that as a result of this rumor I, too, shall live, shining down like a star upon 

my enemies”). Just as in an initiation process, he has to take a leap of faith. In order to 

become a heroic figure, to construct a coherent memory for the future, he has to start as 

Nobody and face utter forgetfulness. 198 In order to gain a life, he has to entrust himself to 

a temporary death. In Euripides, Orestes is much more open to trickery (he performs a 

splendid act of deceit on Aegisthus, in Thessalian clothes and dialect), but he quickly 

translates it into an act of heroism once the slaves gather around, and he brings 

Aegisthus’ head back to Electra as a war trophy.  

                                                        
197 Seale (1982), 57: “The fictional death will mean actual salvation; words will become deeds.” Later on 
Seale adds: “the vengeance is made out to be a glorious affair; unsure of himself at the beginning (31), 
Orestes ends in a blaze of confidence, conceiving of himself as a shining star, about to materialize from all 
the fiction and ‘glare’ upon his enemies 965-6). The setting brings forth its hero.” 
198 As opposed to the constructive memory we were discussing earlier, heroic Orestes would like to secure 
the perpetuity of his memory. He tries to fit into a model. See the work of Siegfried Schmidt (2008), 191-
203, especially 194-195: “World models, which are based on categories (such as age) and their semantic 
differentiation (such as old/young), are a result of the successful acting and communicating of the members 
of a society and are in turn confirmed and approved by their successful acting and communicating. They 
become socially efficient through their implementation in the individual actor’s mind during the 
socialization process. Socialization gives rise to individual actors’ expectations that (in principle) all 
members of their society have at their disposal more or less the same knowledge as they do, and that the 
others expect the same; and that all others pursue specific motives and expectable aims in/with their 
activities.” However, in spite of general human efforts to create models, the memory at the collective level 
witnesses a paradox. Ann Rigney (2008), 345-357, see in particular 346: “One of the paradoxes of 
collective remembrance may be that consensus (‘we all recollect the same way’) is ultimately the road to 
amnesia and that that it is ironically a lack of unanimity that keeps some memory sites alive.” 
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 ἥκω γὰρ οὐ λόγοισιν ἀλλ᾽ ἔργοις κτανὼν 
 Αἴγισθον:/ὡς δὲ τῷ σάφ᾽ εἰδέναι τάδε 
 προσθῶμεν, αὐτὸν τὸν θανόντα σοι φέρω.  
 
I come, having killed Aegisthus not in word but in deed; to add this proof to your 
knowledge, I am bringing you his corpse. (El. vv. 893-896)199   
 

     After that, he refuses to play another trick on his mother, and Electra needs to act as 

the “leading actress” in their little charade. Orestes goes to Clytemnestra as an 

executioner, not as a trickster.200 

     Sometimes his confabulation goes beyond the purpose of mere cheating. The strange 

structure of Orestes’ lies shows both his discomfort and his fascination with telling 

alternative stories. They are not just meant to make the other forget, but they also 

represent an acquisition of their mnēmē. These accounts attempt to remind everybody 

what a hero truly is, what the core of his identity should be. Since he is a Neoptolemos 

without a Troy, frustrated for his general lack of exploits, Orestes creates detailed 

accounts for deeds he has never accomplished.201 This abuse of memory and records is 

                                                        
199 Woodard's essay (1966) accentuates on the dynamic between logos and ergon in Sophocles’ Electra. In 
his view, Orestes has a clear preference for ergon (128): "It is a world of ergon—bodily activity, 
externality, work—in which logos—utterance, thought, language—depends on ergon—the product, action, 
fact for its validity. In these terms Orestes' set-speech contrasts two kinds of logos: valid, correlated with 
ergon; and spurious, opposed to it or separated from it." 
200 The issue of dolos and its compatibility with the world of heroic deeds has tormented scholars. Finglass 
(2007), 80-90, considers most scholars mistaken in their concern for Orestes’ use of trickery. Yet, in 
Philoctetes, there is an open debate over trickery and ethics, and in Sophocles’ Electra and Aeschylus’ 
Libation Bearers, there are no disputes over Orestes’ use of dolos. Moreover, it is encouraged by Apollo 
and comes in response to Clytemnestra’s use of dolos against her victim. Dr. Hubbard suggested also a 
similarity with Odysseus’ Cretan tales where “the fictions reveal an underlying truth.” Also Seale (1982), 
57: “Orestes cannot be like his father; and Orestes’ practical conception of the enterprise Apollo’s advice is 
duly translated into the superiority of words over action. […] Is this the true son of Agamemnon? The 
mission suits the unheroic characters of the man who is to carry it out.” 
201 We could interpret in these instances a need to commit an act of memory; although his story is meant to 
temporarily deceive and not to be archived as such. Orestes looks as if he tries to enter epic narratives and 
construct “tradition.” However, Eric Hobsbawm (1992), 1-15 thinks that it takes more than a good story to 
contribute to the “invention of tradition.” On page 1, he asserts that “‘[i]nvented tradition’ is taken to mean 
a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, 
which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behavior by repetition, which automatically implies 
continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they normally attempt to establish continuity with a 
suitable historic past….” 
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not only meant to deceive; it is easy to detect that underneath these extensive lies—

untruths so detailed that they rival real memories—is a desire for such exploits to come 

true. Forced to step outside his normal conditions, to undertake a disguise, Orestes takes 

the place of non-combatant citizens in weaving tales and memories of heroic deeds: it is a 

subtle reaction to his fear of being forgotten, now that he is officially “dead.” He is the 

one in Sophocles who composes an extensive lie for the messenger about Orestes’ great 

chariot accomplishments (vv.44-58 and vv.680-763, with very exciting details for 

vv.735-740).202 And Sophocles is unique in presenting this feature. His Orestes starts as a 

nēpios under the guide of a pedagogue, but quickly evolves into a “teacher” of memory 

of his own kind and, in Batchelder’s view, even into an artist/bard.203 Nevertheless, in 

Euripides, too, Orestes tries two times (in Electra and Orestes) to turn his murders into 

heroic feats by use of warrior-like gestures and words.204 It fits in the same paradigm of 

heroic re-construction of damaged identity. It is not very different from what everyone 

else does around him. He is only reciprocating their fabulae, offering stories of his own. 

Forgetfulness and remembrance are intertwined in here, and so are imagination, lies and 

deep truthfulness to self.205 

                                                        
202 Some scholars go as far as to say that Orestes probably tries to impress his mother, maybe out of a 
genuine desire to show off his athletic talents.  See Kells (1971), 138-139. According to him, the narrative 
of the chariot race in Sophocles’ Electra is specially designed to make Clytemnestra see Orestes as the 
proud scion of his heroic father. According to Ringer (1998), 138-139, the fictitious agon is a glamorous 
theatrical performance. Orestes becomes both a director and the main actor (138). The play has multiple 
levels: "Orestes fictional or metatragic death occurred while engaged in an agon (competition). The 'real 
Orestes is also engaged in an agon to reclaim his patrimony, and the actor portraying this 'real' Orestes is 
himself part of an artistic agon performed in honor of Apollo's brother."  
203 Batchelder (1995), 120-123, puts Orestes in the category of poets, as opposed to Ringer (1998) who 
associates Electra and Orestes with histrions on the stage, ready for the performance of a play.  
204 See Eur. El. vv. 893-896 and Or. 1476-1487; see later remarks in this paper. 
205 See A. Assmann (2011), 97, and Flower (2006); also Ricoeur (2010), 412. Elena Esposito (2008): “The 
difficulty of forgetting, if one considers the matter carefully, is always connected to a form of reflexivity: 
The one who intends to forget cannot avoid confronting himself and his own procedures of memory 
construction, while in the case of remembering one can persist in the illusion of only recording external 
data (in however inevitably defective and selective a manner). In remembering, one faces the world; in 
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             The Outside Life of Memory—The Ontology of Religious Memory 

   The present subchapter will explore differences between the three authors. One peculiar 

issue will be the ontology of memory in the plays. While obviously a social issue, in 

certain versions memory is even a divine entity. Aeschylus is, from the beginning, more 

pious in his treatment of memory.206 For him, it is never simply a human business. It does 

not really belong to Orestes or to any of the characters, as we see in the invocation (vv. 

489-499). Memory is imprinted in the land, in the elements of nature, in the soil of 

Mycenae. Aeschylus’ Orestes has the same poor mnemonic baggage at the beginning, as 

he does at the hands of the other writers. What is different with this author is the 

mnemonic resonance reaching outside the human realm. In the Libation Bearers, the hero 

comes into the city and summons recollection from the primordial beings, among which 

he includes his father, as a beneficial deity of the place.207 Memory is entirely dispatched 

to the dead and to the mighty chthonian forces. Moreover, the mnemonic séance that he 

and Electra perform at their father’s tomb proves to be an agent of rejuvenation. 

Llewellyn-Jones, quoting Jean Baudrillard considers memory an essential ingredient in 

the exchanges between the living and the deceased.208 It represents life and regeneration, 

both for communities and cities, and for individuals. However, these regenerative 

properties require a cyclic dosage of Mnēmosynē. Moreover, groups have to share this 

                                                                                                                                                                     
forgetting one faces oneself—a circumstance that will always create problems for all approaches that 
believe the two references to be independent.” 
206 Knox (1983), 3, points to Aeschylus’ piety in the treatment of gods or the relationship between the 
human and the divine. This piety is also obvious in this sector of divine Mnēmosynē. In his chapter titled 
“Tragic Reciprocity,” Seaford also emphasizes the exchanges in this sector, (1994), 388-405. 
      207  The prayers start at v. 264 in The Libation Bearers and end at v. 370. Among other divinities, such 
as Loxias, Agamemnon receives numerous evocations as a beneficial deity of the Mycenaean land. 
208  Llewellyn-Jones (1999), 129, 131 and Baudrillard (1993), 131-144. 
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burden.209 Reiterative commemoration of the dead is what keeps death from becoming 

overwhelming. A proof that memory means life is the fact that the verbs used to recollect 

Agamemnon come together with a generous entourage of verbs related to uplifting the 

dead from the grave— “send up,” “remember,” and “raise”:210  

Or. ὦ Γαῖ᾽, ἄνες μοι πατέρ᾽ ἐποπτεῦσαι μάχην.  
El. ὦ Περσέφασσα, δὸς δ᾽ ἔτ᾽ εὔμορφον κράτος. 
Or. μέμνησο λουτρῶν οἷς ἐνοσφίσθης, πάτερ. 
El. μέμνησο δ᾽ ἀμφίβληστρον ὡς ἐκαίνισαν. 
Or. πέδαις δ᾽ ἀχαλκεύτοις ἐθηρεύθης, πάτερ.  
El. αἰσχρῶς τε βουλευτοῖσιν ἐν καλύμμασιν.  
Or. ἆρ᾽ ἐξεγείρῃ τοῖσδ᾽ ὀνείδεσιν, πάτερ;  
El. ἆρ᾽ ὀρθὸν αἴρεις φίλτατον τὸ σὸν κάρα; 
 
 Or. “O Earth, send up my father to watch my battle!” El. “O Persephone, grant us 
indeed a glorious victory!” Or. “Father, remember the bath where you were robbed of 
life.” El. “And remember how they devised a net to cast about you.” Or. “You were 
caught, my father, in fetters forged by no smith's hand.” El. “And in a fabric 
shamefully devised.” Or. “Father, remember the bath where you were robbed of 
life.” El. “And remember how they devised a strange net to cast about you.” Or. 
“Father, are you not roused by taunts such as these?” El. “Are you not raising that 
dearest head of yours?” (Choe. vv. 489-496) 

 
      In Aeschylus, even the inanimate universe catches the spark of life. There is much 

emphasis on objects, on murder weapons and crime scenes, as if they contain visible 

living traces or a specific scent of recognition (locks in Choe. 165-180; footsteps, stiboi, 

vv.181-21; bathtub, v. 491. murder net, v. 492, also a blood-stained robe brought up as 
                                                        
209 In addition to the previously cited authors writing on collective memory and its influence over 
individuals, I quote Olick (2011), 156: “Collective memory, in this sense, has a life of its own, though this 
need not be as metaphysical as it sounds: Work emphasizing the genuinely collective nature of social 
memory has demonstrated that there are long-term structures to what societies remember or commemorate 
that are stubbornly impervious to the efforts of individuals to escape them; powerful institutions, moreover, 
clearly support some histories more than others, provide narrative patterns and exemplars of how 
individuals can and should remember, and stimulate public memory in ways and for reasons that have little 
to do with the individual or aggregate neurological records. Without such a collectivist perspective, after 
all, it is difficult to provide good explanations of mythology, tradition, and heritage, among other long-term 
symbolic patterns.” 
210 Alcock (2002), 146: “Tomb cult, I would argue, offered an additional means for creating and cementing 
a sense of belonging through acts of commemoration.” 
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evidence vv. 997-1000). All these are martyroi. In this case, simply to remember is not a 

human action. True remembrance of great things comes from above and beyond, as much 

as it comes from within the human heart.211  

      Orestes here is more a servant of these forces than a man who chooses to perform by 

himself. Whenever he acts, he uses prayer and invocation to stay in touch with those 

pristine principles. Over and over, prayer comes along with his actions. In concordance 

with this ancillary position, his heroic ego and his temper are less developed here than in 

the other authors. In this sense, he appears more as a ministrant of some task that he 

would not question than he does a warrior. Since, in the Libation Bearers, memory is 

outside, in the cosmos, heroic personal mnēmē is the weakest that is in the three authors, 

and the male protagonist never bothers to improve it or internalize it. His enemies never 

have enough time for playing “memory wars” with the avengers, as they do in Sophocles 

and Euripides (compare the battles of accounts between Electra and Clytemnestra in 

Soph. El. vv. 516-609, and in Eur. El. vv. 1011ff. with the short desperate duel between 

Clytemnestra and Orestes in Choe. vv. 910-930). Identity restoration or mnemonic 

constructions are not crucial because the entire universe is saturated with memory.212 

When he steps in front of Electra for anagnōrisis, his first impulse is to claim that his 

mere presence is sufficient and self-explanatory. In a simplistic way, he thinks that truth 

shines out by itself (vv. 225-230). His self-revelation (ephanēn) in front of Electra 

                                                        
211 In spite of Jürgen Straub’s assertion (2002), 69, that there is no “group soul” in the world of tragedy, 
populated as it is by gods, supernatural forces and powerful rituals, we can argue that the collective 
memory reconstructed around Agamemnon’s tomb practically “herniates” into the environment as an 
individual entity. Also, this ritual of commemoration under no circumstances is meant to appease or turn 
memory into a passive process. Quite to the contrary, it is part of the activation of memory, as it is 
characterized in the work of Jacek Mydƚa (1999), 154. 
212 Once again, memory appears as settled and prescribed, when in reality it needs a process of restoration, 
a construction and resuscitation that is, quite literally, out of the grave.  
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contrasts with the furtive, secretive and lēthē-inducing way (lathōn) with which he hopes 

to contact her in Euripides (El. vv. 90-105). 

    However, the question arises as to what happens with all that coherent heroic discourse 

once the hero decides to act. The answer is that the possibility is even greater that 

memory will become completely external and divinely controlled. When the hero 

assumes the task of bringing death, the dark presence of miasma also endangers him, 

especially once he breaks out of the community in order to act alone. This separation 

from the collective also signifies a breech in the healthy communal cycle of logos and 

life.213 Only two authors, Aeschylus and Euripides, envision Orestes as a lost individual 

after the matricide.214 His killing does not restore the healthy cycle of the city’s life, and 

he has become a premature post-hero—broken, in desperate need of healing. Before the 

murder, Orestes credited his entourage with control over memory and narrative, since he 

was convinced that their accounts would hail his acts and that they would go down in 

history as heroic deeds. After the matricide, though, memory turns from being social 

narrative to being pathological agent of pollution—embodied by the Furies in Aeschylus 

(Choe. vv. 1021 and Eum. vv.34-45) or present as psychotic episodes in Euripides (Or. vv. 

                                                        
213 This is a typical heroic feature also noticed by Seaford and Redfield: epic heroes do act outside their 
communities, although they are interested in being remembered by the members of those communities 
Redfield (1994), 100. Also, in addition to regular heroic detachment from the community, Seaford (1994), 
172, points out the peculiar liminality of Achilles in certain conditions of crisis: “And so Achilles in the 
Iliad becomes at once mourner and mourned, with the result that the death-like liminality of the mourner 
becomes in his case irreversible, an irreversibility which we have seen to cohere poignantly with that 
inevitability of his own death also consequent on the killing of Patroklos.” 
214 Exile and disease are the results in Eur. El. vv. 1193-1194 ἀπὸ γᾶς [τᾶς] Ἑλλανίδος./τίνα δ᾽ ἑτέραν μόλω 
πόλιν; “far from the land of Hellas. To what other city can I go?” and Eur. Orestes: vv.217-218: El. ὦ 
φίλταθ᾽, ὥς μ᾽ ηὔφρανας εἰς ὕπνον πεσών./βούλῃ θίγω σου κἀνακουφίσω δέμας; “My dearest, how glad I 
was to see you fall asleep! Do you want me take you in my arms and lift your body?” In Choe. vv. 1061-
1062: Ὀρ.ὑμεῖς μὲν οὐχ ὁρᾶτε τάσδ᾽, ἐγὼ δ᾽ ὁρῶ:/ἐλαύνομαι δὲ κοὐκέτ᾽ ἂν μείναιμ᾽ ἐγὼ. “You do not see 
them, but I see them. I am pursued. I can stay no longer”; in The Eumenides, 39-42, he is an exile in 
Delphi. 
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255-265).215 Orestes contracts this disease of synesis, a relentless suffering that only sleep 

can take away.216 

ἐντεῦθεν ἀγρίᾳ συντακεὶς νόσῳ [νοσεῖ] 
τλήμων Ὀρέστης ὅδε πεσὼν ἐν δεμνίοις 
κεῖται, τὸ μητρὸς δ᾽ αἷμά νιν τροχηλατεῖ 
μανίαισιν. 
 
After this, my poor Orestes, wasting away in a cruel disease, lies fallen on his couch, 
and it is his mother's blood that drives him round and round in frenzied fits (Or. vv. 
34-37). 

 
     If before the murders, memory was something the hero picked up from the outsiders, 

it has now become a deeply personal pain. Moreover, Orestes' heroism was strictly 

motivated by the code of his city, and once this powerful umbilical cord to his persona 

dissolved away, the dissolution affected his image and status. The outsiders quickly 

reorganize a new record for him. This fact proves that the community he deeply trusted in 

his pursuit is not necessarily faithful to him. Like a beehive, the city abandons its drones 

and re-groups, once they accomplished their function. Outside his personal mnemonic 

apparatus, social memory is once again in the hands of the others. They advance it to trial 

in the absence of the protagonist.217 This is the delicate point at which all three authors, 

                                                        
215  In his analysis of the gender roles in family dynamics, Allan Chinen claims that the stages of manhood 
in domestic politics are those of hero, patriarch and post-hero. The hero is obviously the young man: he is 
on a quest for his own name, for his own identity and for his own standing as a father-figure or patriarch. 
But not every man who has a heroic past becomes a patriarch. Not all of them win this title. Moreover not 
every patriarch is able to maintain his status. For all the failures of this kind, there is a figure and a name: 
the post-hero—wounded, looking for comfort, disoriented and in need of a guide to drive him away from 
the unsatisfactory battlefields on which he has waged his unsuccessful wars. See Chinen (1993), 
“Introduction” and “Brother Lustig.” 
216 Wolff (1968), 135: “As the play opens his situation is critical twice over. Outwardly he faces trial for 
murder before a hostile city which holds him completely captive. Inwardly he appears overcome by guilt, 
the effects of which erupt in a physical illness resembling epilepsy.” The scholar also notices the double 
causality of this condition: the Furies and Orestes’ conscience. He points out that later Orestes will not care 
any more about being haunted by his memories. 
217 This situation is obvious in Euripides’ Orestes, where the hero barely manages to find his way to the 
hearing (vv. 779-807): Edith Hall (1993), 263-287. Hall acknowledges that the scene of the harsh trial is 
one of the innovations of Euripides (266): “The most profound difference from the story depicted in 
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who until now have been in closer agreement, split. Sophocles is the only one who does 

not venture into the zone of heroic distress. It is an approach that is compatible with 

Knox’s theory of Sophoclean heroic piety.218 

      For Aeschylus, since the memory is so external (entrusted to Hermes, Zeus, and other 

divinities), it remains so even after the slaughter of Clytemnestra. Only now, it is no 

longer buried in the ground, no longer a quiet presence. It takes the shape of ferocious 

blood hounds, the faces of Furies. It continues to be an outside element. The problem is 

not to establish what happens, but rather to determine how the facts that are at hand 

should be considered. A vote for punishment or absolution means establishing something 

for posterity and, therefore, committing a new mnemonic act.219 And how is this done? It 

is obviously outside the power of the hero, who is now reduced, if not to Euripides’ 

demented individual, at least to a clear social wreck, a pariah.  Aeschylus also takes him 

away from Mycenae, as if to further alienate him from his previous heroic image, and 

away from the collective memory of his previous supporters. In Athens (and before that, 

at Delphi), Orestes is an anonymous individual, a commoner with no heroic story or 

name. He occupies no place in the social memory. 

     Memory and logos are both internalized and externalized in Euripides: their ubiquity 

produces a toxic state of mind, as well as some sort of public good—a legal script ready 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Oresteia, however, is that Orestes, far from being acquitted, is condemned to death.” Euripides portrays the 
trial in Mycenae, but there is still an obvious connection with Athens. Hall (1993), 266, continues with an 
explanation of Athenian fears transposed into the politics of Orestes: “The perception of Orestes and 
Pylades has always been informed by a prosopographic code beneath which lay the prototypes of all 
ancient tyrannicides, Harmodius and Artistogeiton.”  A more democratic and fair trial awaits him in 
Aeschylus’ Eumenides, where the trial is set in Athens. 
218 Knox (1983), 54-55, sees the works of Sophocles reflecting his position as hero cult attendant. 
Sophocles’ silence over this embarrassing matter for Orestes might be motivated by his deep piety for 
heroes. 
219 Scodel (2008), 119: “The Eumenides, like the imagined inscriptions, is an attempt at defining future 
public memory of the past.” 
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to be used as precedence in court. 220 Euripides does not envision Orestes as a xenos in 

Athens, but confers on him the position of pariah in his own city. Alienation here is a rift 

between him and his own community, a deeper disjunction than that caused by 

geographic distance; it is also more painful. Orestes’ memory is tainted by trauma, and 

trauma brings chaos, incoherence and the impossibility of speech.221 In the case of this 

hero, both memory (psychotic episodes) and forgetfulness (soothing sleep) are 

expressions of chaos, stupor, and incoherence. In his case, these psychic states reach a 

point of coalescence. However, the memory of the murder is not only inscribed in his 

mind; the society too cannot forget his matricidal pollution and tries to solve it through 

trial and logos. 

  ἔδοξε δ᾽ Ἄργει τῷδε μήθ᾽ ἡμᾶς στέγαις, 
  μὴ πυρὶ δέχεσθαι, μήτε προσφωνεῖν τινα 
  μητροκτονοῦντας: κυρία δ᾽ ἥδ᾽ ἡμέρα, 
  ἐν ᾗ διοίσει ψῆφον Ἀργείων πόλις, 
  εἰ χρὴ θανεῖν νὼ λευσίμῳ πετρώματι. 
  ἢ φάσγανον θήξαντ᾽ ἐπ᾽ αὐχένος βαλεῖν. 
 
This city of Argos has decreed that no man give us shelter in home or hearth, or speak 
to matricides like us; and this is the fateful day on which the Argives will take a vote, 
whether we are both to die by stoning [or to whet the steel and plunge it in our necks]. 
(Or. vv. 46-51) 222 

 
      At the same time, this social memory is somewhat useless. The people who have 

gathered for the trial cannot seal the fate of the murderer, and ultimately a god has to 

come from above to bring this disaster to an end (see the last verses in Orestes)..223 

                                                        
220 Simondon (1982), 217. 
221 Aleida Assmann (2011), 312: “Whereas the place of memory is stabilized by the story that is told about 
it, with the place supporting and authenticating the story, the defining feature of the place of trauma is that 
its story cannot be narrated. The narrative is blocked either by psychological pressure on the individual or 
by social taboo within the community.”  In one way or another, it becomes unspeakable.    
222 Scholars suspect verse 51 of being a gloss or a later addition. 
223 After Orestes has a failed attempt to negotiate his life with Menelaus, vv.1555-1624, Apollo interferes at 
verse 1625 and fixes the problem by his divine prescriptions. Also, see Widzisz (2005), 297-300 for the 
resolution in desacralization in the Eumenides. 
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Human memory, heroic or not, communitarian or individual, reaches a dead end and 

needs a deus ex machina—an inoculation from above of external memory. 

                Fracture and Suture: the Heroic Crisis and the Reconciliation  

      This chapter visualizes Orestes’ crisis in terms of personal memory and collective 

logos, and examines the solutions to this crisis proposed by Aeschylus and Sophocles.  

       Since he is left outside the group that initially motivated him and imbued him with 

memory, Orestes becomes a very particular kind of outcast. Outside the city logos, a hero 

is reduced to an incoherent being, an alogos.224 His post-matricide standing is very close 

to that of the unshaped infant he was, incapable of speech, back when he was in the arms 

of his father.225 His remarkable inability to speak (the plainest form of logos) is striking 

in all of the plays that follow his story after the murder. A lack of logos has all sorts of 

side effects, including anonymity, which is one of the worst consequences for a hero. The 

priestess of Apollo recognizes his suppliant status, but she is unable to identify him as an 

individual (vv.39-40).226 In Aeschylus, he is turned into a man without face, name or even 

intellectual power (just as commoners in fifth- and fourth-century Athens needed legal 

                                                        
224 Regarding the relationship between (re)-integration into a community and the physical and social ability 
to speak, see Bart Natoli in Ovidian Metamorphoses, Tristia and Pontica: Ovid Interrupted: Collective 
Memory and Aphasia in the Ovidian Corpus, presented at the Memoria Romana conference, April 17th, 
2010, Session Poetry, Myths, and Memory in the Age of Augustus, University of Texas at Austin. In his 
master’s thesis (2009), Natoli further develops his theory, using concepts of J. L. Austin, John Searle and 
Walter Benjamin. This socio-linguistic theory explains that communication and speech are essential to 
establishing an individual’s identity within a community. Natoli argues that Ovid needed his poetic speech 
for this very purpose, in his attempt to secure immortality though poetic work. Using similar tools, I will 
prove that Orestes desperately needs to secure his story and the memory of his persona, through records, 
narratives and other forms of speech, and when in crisis, he becomes the author of those forms of logos, out 
of sheer desperation. 
225 As Dr. Hubbard suggested during our review sessions, we could call Orestes nēpios, incapable of epos, 
in good heroic tradition. See also S. T. Edmunds (1990), 91 and Choe. vv. 761-763. 
226 ὁρῶ δ᾽ ἐπ᾽ ὀμφαλῷ μὲν ἄνδρα θεομυσῆ/ἕδραν ἔχοντα προστρόπαιον.”I saw on the center-stone a man 
defiled in the eyes of the gods, occupying the seat of suppliants.” The priestess is incapable of recognizing 
Orestes. His persona and ability to deploy logos are both hindered by pollution. For this problematic aspect 
of silence and lack of logos, see the detailed excursus of S. Montiglio (2000), 38-46,“To Be Silent around 
the Erynies,” and 224-228 “Between Silence and Cries: Illnesses of Tragic Heroes.” 
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representation, he needs a logopoios for his defense, which, in this case, is Apollo). Both 

Aeschylus and Euripides take Orestes through humiliating statutory changes, but 

Euripides takes his lack of logos a step further, at times turning him into a Philoctetes of 

mnemonic and intellectual dysfunction. He is not just confused, but also handicapped, 

delirious and irrational, and he finds comfort in pathological slumber, a state rarely 

preferred by anyone, least of all by a hero. The absence or incoherence of speech is one 

of the first symptoms of this divorce from logos. In Euripides’s Electra, his sister 

assumes the narrative function, while Orestes is in a state of stupor, delirium or slumber, 

incapable of an intelligent account (vv.253-254).227 In Aeschylus, Apollo undertakes the 

rhetoric of his defense when Orestes stumbles (Eum.vv.576-581.). By defending him, 

Apollo is undertaking a task of pure logos (vv.201: Ap. πῶς δή; τοσοῦτο μῆκος ἔκτεινον 

λόγου. “What do you mean? Draw out the length of your speech this much.”), as does 

Athena at 420: Ath. μάθοιμ᾽ ἄν, εἰ λέγοι τις ἐμφανῆ λόγον. (“I shall understand, if 

someone would tell the story clearly.”). In this way, Apollo crucially understands the 

disconnection between Orestes and the logos of the city, and tries to reconnect him by 

restructuring the city logos in his favor. Thus, he attempts to reintroduce him to the 

collective memory, to reinstall him as a hero. 

       Since affiliation with communitarian logos is a heroic value, lack of communication 

can bring about cowardice.228 Once Orestes loses the bolster of the others, he is not 

                                                        
227 El. οἴμοι, κασίγνητ᾽, ὄμμα σὸν ταράσσεται,/ταχὺς δὲ μετέθου λύσσαν, ἄρτι σωφρονῶν. El. “Ah! 
brother, your eye is growing wild, and in a moment you are turning mad again, when you were just now 
sane.” 
228 As quoted before, Detienne (1996), 46 suggests that epic heroes depend on logos and are preoccupied by 
this function of social memory. Achilles practically sacrifices a potentially long and careless life to his 
ambitions for glory and immortality through poetic memory. Wolff (1968), 136, notices the metamorphosis 
of these values in Orestes: “The question of what is noble, kalon, was raised already with Clytemnestra’s 
death [194; cf.417] and reduced to a paradoxical formulation, to kalon ou kalon, ‘the noble [beautiful, 
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capable of maintaining his self-image and collapses under the burden of a heavy 

conscience. William Porter is right in pointing out how questionable and un-heroic 

Orestes’ actions are in Euripides’ Orestes. When threatened with execution, he is ready to 

kill a helpless woman (Helen) and he is even more despicable when he threatens a father 

with the life of his daughter, the ingénue Hermione.229 He is simply not the Orestes we 

know. He has forgotten himself. Porter blames it on his ephebic, unripe age. But it could 

also be blamed on the dissolution of identity that is due to the fracture between him and 

the motivational speech of the others. Indeed, Orestes’s heroism is strictly conditioned by 

an epic logos that bolsters him; in other words, he is only a hero as long as others are 

supporting him through narratives. In their absence, he goes rogue. However, in his 

delirium, he still carries reminiscences of his pristine heroic condition. He even uses 

physical weapons to defeat memory, as when he attempts to strike imaginary Furies with 

arrows (Eur. Orestes: vv.268-275). The dying warrior still survives in his reflexes. 

Another internal evocation of the heroic code is his attempt to cover his acts with a 

warrior mask, even when he plans the attack on Helen. He makes quite an impression on 

the Phrygian eunuch (vv.1476-1487), who sees the attackers as heroes, comparable to 

Ajax, but the audience cannot trust this inferior man’s account, since he is a servant who 

                                                                                                                                                                     
proper] [which is] not noble’ [819], by which the word, and value, lose their simple sense [cf. 610, 891, 
1106, 1131, 1213, 1316, 1614].” 
229 Porter (2003), 72: “One can argue that the key to such works does not lie in subtle touches that might 
allow us to develop elaborate profiles of the protagonist’s ‘true’ character, but in their examination of the 
psychological processes whereby an essentially passive and helpless individual is eventually goaded into 
action. Orestes is then no longer to be seen as the corrupt young sociopath, but as a typical youth 
overwhelmed by the external pressures to which he is subjected—to the point that he eventually lashes out 
in response.” I referred to his theory above. Wolff (1968), 133: “In Electra Orestes had committed a crime 
under divine compulsion; now he sets out spontaneously to commit another whose necessity is doubtful. 
Clytemnestra had been a guilty victim. Helen has her guilt, but nothing makes it clear that Orestes should 
be her punisher; and Hermione, another prospective victim, is an innocent bystander. Set against Electra, 
the action of Orestes appears to be motivated by a kind of gratuitous self-indulgence.” 



104 
 

is necessarily incapable of recognizing true heroism and Argive aristocratic values.230 

Plus, he is a foreigner—an outsider proposing a false logos, just like that of the delirious 

and amnesiac Orestes. His account of heroism is not a valid addition to collective 

memory. 

       Euripides’ introduction of heroic amnesia is a very strange narrative turn. But his 

Orestes is a discouraged, retired hero who cares only about his immediate comfort. 

Orestes’ solution to despair is either to succumb to the relief of oblivion, or to cheat on 

his own personal record, now that the public record no longer works to his benefit: (Or. 

vv.211-216).231 Deprived of nurturing logos, Orestes descends into amnesia, which only 

proves further that logos is directly related to memory and that lack of logos is 

forgetfulness.232 It is a sign that his heroism only survives as long as there is an account 

and a function for it. Orestes ultimately goes so low that he does not care anymore what 

the public record is; this apathy is particularly evident when he resorts to hostage taking 

(Eur. Or. vv.1554-1624). Obviously, at this point, the record would have been merciless 

with him, and the memory of such an act would be dark and defamatory. In crisis, 

                                                        
230 Some critics question the authenticity of this scene. 
231 A. Assmann (2011), 313 notices about traumatic memory: “Hawthorne focuses on guilt and trauma as 
symptoms of a social and cultural ‘disease’ that springs from hypocrisy and lack of self-knowledge.” In this 
case Orestes perceives the others’ rejection as hypocrisy while he struggles himself with the results of his 
excessive reliance on the others and his lack of deep self-awareness. A few lines further in her work, 
Assmann emphasizes: “The traumatic place, retains the infectiousness of the ‘disease’ as a past that will not 
go away or even fade into the distance. The narrative of Hawthorne’s book is a process of working through 
the trauma, which entails a reversal of values and the construction of a new identity.” 
232 Or, perhaps I should call it lēthē, following again Detienne’s theory (1996), 52: “The Memory of the 
Poet.” “Early Alētheia meant neither agreement between a proposition and its object nor agreement 
between judgments. It was not the opposite of ‘lies’ or ‘falsehood.’ The only meaningful opposition 
involved Alētheia and Lethe.”  In addition, Thomas Hubbard (1985), 102: “In N.4.1-8, we observed that the 
charming discourse effects a latha ponōn—a propitious ‘forgetting’ or ‘softening’ of unpleasant truth 
(=pain). And as we have noted, latha is necessarily antithetical to alatheia. But like all pharmaka, the 
charming discourse can also be abused to effect less propitious forgetting of truth. 
  Just as the discourse of the Hesiodic Muse features the ambivalent potential for both truth and lies 
(Theogony 26-28), so does Pindar’s discourse, in the form of selective remembrance and selective 
forgetting. For all his protestations of truthfulness and sincerity, Pindar recognizes that truth is not an 
absolute good, and thus that falsehood is not an absolute evil.” 
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Orestes faces a terrible choice between amnesia and dementia on the one hand, and a 

construction of new logos on the other. 

       It is important to remember that the hero is more a receiver than a constructor of 

narrative. This is his natural state. A hero is not a clerk of collective memory. Under 

normal circumstances, a hero inspires logos through his acts and deeds, but he does not 

create narratives. That is the task of “poets.”233 The hero’s construction of stories is 

usually a sign that he is in dysfunction or crisis. Before the matricide, Orestes uses 

constructive logos (with a great deal of discomfort) in his creation of the story of his 

chariot exploits in Sophocles’ Electra (vv. 44-58 and vv. 680-763) and in his trick on 

Aegisthus with his Thessalian story in Euripides’ Electra (vv. 774-855) and in his 

disguise at the embassy in the Libation Bearers (vv. 560-584). As he faces Tyndareus and 

the trial without any collective support, he makes a few attempts to arrange logos by 

himself, (Or. vv. 448-541 and vv. 946-956).234 Just as Clytemnestra did at her dawn, he 

tries to force alternative narratives into the public record, in an effort to make a personal 

entry. Nevertheless, the crowd does not share his logos, and he fails. As he points out in 

his disappointed words, there is an obvious breech between his speech and that of the 

others, (Or. vv. 1157-1158: ἀλόγιστον δέ τι/τὸ πλῆθος ἀντάλλαγμα γενναίου φίλου. “A 

crowd of people is of no account in exchange for a noble friend”).       

      Orestes makes several other attempts at the composition of logos, but these are either 

treachery, as when he plays the trickster with Helen or Hermione (Or. vv.1400-1420) or 
                                                        
233 Detienne (1996), 100 and Vernant (1983), 81-82, about the poetic role in the formation of memory. In 
the tragedy, the situation is however a bit more complicated. And so is the poetic function. The chorus 
fulfills that role on many occasions, and even the main characters take part in poetic excursus. 
234 Di Benedetto (1967), 96: “Il diaologo sticomitico si chiude con una breve rhesis, in cui Orestes chiede 
l’aiuto di Menelao. Si tratta di un momento di stasi nell’azione tragica, in attesta dell’arrivo di Tindareo. La 
tensione che era affiorata nel corso della sticomitia sembra dimenticata e le parole di Oreste sono semplici e 
piane. In questo contest acquistano un loro significato alcuni fatti, ognuno dei quali, preso per sé, potebbe 
anche essere casuale.” 
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feverish babbling (vv.1163-1171).235 In Euripides, Orestes is sometimes criminally 

delirious when he attempts to create narrative.  

      Another consequence of Orestes’ divorce from the city logos is his descent into 

emotion and private recollection. Under normal circumstances, a hero is less sensitive to 

sentimental flashbacks.236 He is defined by action and motivated by telos and by 

opportunity.237 His goal-oriented mindset clashes with affective memory, Electra’s area of 

expertise.238 In Euripides, Orestes finally acquires an intimate pain, a vivid subjective 

memory and an individual awareness.239 Nevertheless, for someone who never had that 

burden before, this personal state of mind turns vitriolic.  

      Even the use of eidenai (the verb of knowledge) is now deeply personal, profoundly 

subjective: it is a new, sour form of knowledge, an inner truth.240 It is private synesis, 

                                                        
235 I notice also that he is not completely alone in creating treacherous logos: Electra is behind the plot 
against Helen and Hermione: Verses 1191-1203 emphasize this new construct as her new speech of power: 
εἴρηται λόγος. (“I spoke my word”). 
236 Because of his lack of personal remembrance and emotional attachment, Orestes is in complete 
opposition to the naturally imprinted Chrysothemis, and in other versions, to the nurse, the pedagogue, or 
the old man. See Soph. El. vv.902-904: also, in Choe., the nurse’s emotional memory vv.:746-756; also see 
the old man’s enthusiasm in Eur. El: 573-574. 
237 As mentioned in the introductory chapter. See Charles Segal (1981), 265. “To the very end,” says Segal, 
“Orestes’ linear conception of time, the seizing of the kairos of action to accomplish a specific purpose, 
remains in a dialectical relationship with the circularity of Electra’s view.[…]Thus Electra in tragedy 
cannot be circumscribed by the single moment of success; she cannot narrow her sense of time to the 
‘moment’ (kairos) of present action or the ‘profit’ of future success, any more than she could narrow her 
sense of time before Orestes’ arrival to the daily round of household activities and block out the terrible 
past.” 
238 Soph. El. vv.1285-1287: προυφάνης δὲ/φιλτάταν ἔχων πρόσοψιν,/ἇς ἐγὼ οὐδ᾽ ἂν ἐν κακοῖς λαθοίμαν. 
“Ah, me! But now I have you. You have appeared with that dear face, which I could never, even in misery, 
forget.” His answer in this case is quite short (v. 1288: τὰ μὲν περισσεύοντα τῶν λόγων ἄφες.”Spare all 
superfluous words!”) See Woodard (1966), 140: "in a coherent, concise statement, built around a rhetorical 
opposition of logos and ergon, he requests Electra not to waste precious time with a recapitulation of the 
past." Similarly, in the Libation Bearers, Orestes decides to curtail the chorus’s long account at verse 555 
(also Eur. El.: vv. 894-895). 
239 Orestes acted alone, and his mnemonic burden is very heavy. Electra declares that she helped only “as 
much as a maiden could” in Euripides’ Orestes (v. 32) and is completely absent from the murderous actions 
in Aeschylus. In Euripides, Vincenzo di Benedetto (1967), 12, notices that Electra’s word choice 
emphasizes the dissension surrounding the matricide. If she is still involved at a certain level, the same is 
not true of Aeschylus’ Electra. 
240 Simondon (1982), 226, considers that in Euripides, the objective memory, incarnated by the Erinyes has 
no more sense. Memory is now internalized and turned into conscience. Di Benedetto (1967), 85-86: “Il 
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“conscience” (vv. 395-396: Menel. τί χρῆμα πάσχεις; τίς σ᾽ ἀπόλλυσιν νόσος; Or. ἡ 

σύνεσις, ὅτι σύνοιδα δείν᾽ εἰργασμένος. Menel: “What ails you? What is your deadly 

sickness?” Or. “My conscience; I know that I am guilty of a dreadful crime”), as 

opposed to the acquired truth apparent in the dialogue between Orestes and Electra in 

Sophocles (vv.1347-1348).  

      In this sense, Aeschylus gives Orestes a more civilized destiny by offering him the 

concourse of the divinities in the creation of a new logos, within a juridical context. Only 

after his trial is over is he finally able to speak for himself (rather than just submissively 

answering forensic questions), declaring that he has regained an Argive identity (Eum. vv. 

757-761).241 This statement does not only imply his ability finally to speak for himself, 

but also his ability to re-affiliate with the new “speech” of the community—to re-

integrate himself into their mnemonic system. The trial has made the world a coherent 

and recognizable place once more for this heretofore socially disabled individual.  

     Most strange in this post-revenge situation is the fact that, for Aeschylus, the settling 

of memory is placed in a socio-juridical context, and is not left to the agency of the social 

body. The city casts its votes, yet the decision is taken by superior Olympian beings: the 

settlement of memory is not a human concern for this particular author. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
significato tradizionale del termine σύνεσις era ‘sagezza’: cfr. Pind. Nem. VII 60 e fr. 231. Ma c’era stato 
nella prosa ionica uno sviluppo semantico molto interessante. […] In questo passo dell’ Oreste Euripide 
doveva avvertire di ‘sforzare’ il termine e la seconda parte del verso serve anche a spiegare questo uso di 
σύνεσις, che in seguitto è rimasto senza sviluppo.” The author also admits that the word carries some moral 
implications, but he takes Osborne’s side in asserting that the question of conscience cannot be reduced to 
one word in the tragedy (86): “Ma è difficile pensare che il resto del verso non affetti anche la parola stessa 
σύνεσις, e senza precisi paralleli resta questa limitazione di σύνεσις alla sfera morale.”  
241    Ἀργεῖος ἁνὴρ αὖθις ἔν τε χρήμασιν 
       οἰκεῖ πατρῴοις, Παλλάδος καὶ Λοξίου 

ἕκατι, καὶ τοῦ πάντα κραίνοντος τρίτου 
σωτῆρος,” ὃς πατρῷον αἰδεσθεὶς μόρον 
σῴζει με, μητρὸς τάσδε συνδίκους ὁρῶν.  

“The man is an Argive once again, and lives in his father's heritage, by the grace of Pallas and of Loxias 
and of that third god, the one who accomplishes everything, the savior—the one who, having respect for 
my father's death, saves me, seeing those advocates of my mother.” 
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      It is also strange that Orestes moves off stage right after his speech, and the 

“establishment” of civic memory goes on without him (vv.775-777: καὶ χαῖρε, καὶ σὺ καὶ 

πολισσοῦχος λεώς.”And so farewell—you and the people who guard your city.”). The 

play continues until 1047. Even stranger is the fact that the Eumenides as a whole casts 

most of the protagonists from the previous plays into a cone of shade: Agamemnon is not 

mentioned, Clytemnestra’s ghost simply disappears after v.139, and Orestes also goes 

away, once he is acquitted (he exits on v. 777). Their names are not mentioned by the 

others; it is a trial of strict concepts rather than characters. Athena fixes the mnemonic 

apparatus, the official version, to go on forever in this land, but without Orestes present 

or even mentioned in this new script.242 It is a strange omission, or a bargain with 

forgetfulness.243 Although he praises Athena for restoring his name, he recovers 

absolutely nothing precious to his image in the eyes of the others. Athena ends her 

discussion with the Furies, delivering an excursus on the honors they are to bear and the 

blessings they need to offer. It is quite extensive in vv. 903-1047. It is all a matter of 

satisfying the community, and Orestes does not even require her to fix his story any 

further. Among the three authors, Aeschylus is the most likely to abandon the hero and 

focus solely on the city. And his abandonment comes in the form of omission from 

further record. At the end of his play, Orestes is gliding into general anonymity, happy to 

escape only with his life and name recovered. His last connection to his heroic status is 

apparent in the fact that he looks for amnesty, not for amnesia in his attempt to win the 

                                                        
242 Scodel (2008), 119: “The optimistic end of the trilogy may seem to some viewers like the herald’s 
speech: it creates a master narrative that allows the future to ignore the difficulties that preceded the happy 
ending.” 
243 Goldhill (1992), 80: “The divine frame is crucial to a sense of human place and order. Yet the framing 
does not provide an easy control or simple determination of human events. Aeschylus depicts the relations 
between men and gods as a shifting source of fear, doubt and loss as well as celebration, support and 
order.” 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&prior=eu%29mene/steroi
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=xai%3Dre&la=greek&prior=kai%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&prior=xai=re
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=su%5C&la=greek&prior=kai%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&prior=su%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=polissou%3Dxos&la=greek&prior=kai%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=lew%2Fs&la=greek&prior=polissou=xos


109 
 

trial.244  A hero needs public forgiveness and only as much forgetfulness as is necessary 

to keep the agents of punishment away. He needs a clean public record and a clean name, 

not necessarily a clean conscience. But it is this clean record that paradoxically destroys 

his heroic persona. No one will ever hear of his further deeds. 

 ἐγὼ δὲ χώρᾳ τῇδε καὶ τῷ σῷ στρατῷ 
 τὸ λοιπὸν εἰς ἅπαντα πλειστήρη χρόνον 
 ὁρκωμοτήσας νῦν ἄπειμι πρὸς δόμους, 
 μήτοι τιν᾽ ἄνδρα δεῦρο πρυμνήτην χθονὸς 
 ἐλθόντ᾽ ἐποίσειν εὖ κεκασμένον δόρυ. 
 αὐτοὶ γὰρ ἡμεῖς ὄντες ἐν τάφοις τότε 
 τοῖς τἀμὰ παρβαίνουσι νῦν ὁρκώματα 
 ἀμηχάνοισι πράξομεν δυσπραξίαις, 
 ὁδοὺς ἀθύμους καὶ παρόρνιθας πόρους 
 τιθέντες, ὡς αὐτοῖσι μεταμέλῃ πόνος: 
 ὀρθουμένων δέ, καὶ πόλιν τὴν Παλλάδος 
 τιμῶσιν αἰεὶ τήνδε συμμάχῳ δορί, 
 αὐτοῖσιν ἡμεῖς ἐσμεν εὐμενέστεροι. 

 
I will return to my home now, after I swear an oath to this land and to your people for 
the future and for all time to come, that no captain of my land will ever come here 
and bring a well-equipped spear against them. For I myself, then in my grave, will 
accomplish it by failure without remedy, making their marches spiritless and their 
journeys ill-omened, so that those who violate my present oath will repent their 
enterprise. But while the straight course is preserved, and they hold in everlasting 
honor this city of Pallas with their allied spears, I will be the more well-disposed to 
them. (Eum. vv. 762-774)  
 

      This paragraph is his “retirement” from heroic-martial actions. Aeschylus’ Orestes 

does not only put his acting persona to rest after the trial, as he returns home, but he also 

paralyzes Mycenae from all future epic action. He makes an oath based on his regained 

                                                        
244 John Herington (1988), 148-149 notices the delicate position of his acquittal: “Notable in these lines is 
the community of feeling between Athena and the Furies, who have voiced the same opinions in very 
nearly the same words at lines 517-30 The speech as a whole, indeed, seems designated to conciliate those 
conservative Athenians—the human counterparts of the Furies—to whom the Areopagus had always been 
the most important and most stable element in the governing of the city. In this Athena’s diplomacy is 
exquisite. Her praise of the Areopagus is unbounded, yet the only function of the court she mentions 
specifically is that for which she has summoned it on the present occasion: a homicide trial.” 
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status, showing that he obviously aspires to memory and ritualistic contact with the world 

of the living. However, the legacy he projects here is based on wishful thinking: he hopes 

that his oath will be strong enough to create a new collective mnēmē, and that his city will 

abide by his oath and honor it. This prospect does not look all that clear: firstly, the young 

hero loses his martial identity when he envisions himself as a pacifier.  Secondly, he 

portrays himself as an underground entity, possibly as an eponymous hero. He even takes 

a bit of the Furies’ role, when he speaks about his further function in carrying out 

blessings or curses.245 However, in the Eumenides, the Furies stop being proactive and 

become passive entities in the ground. Orestes is literally “buried” in the archives of civic 

memory, and his influence on the further record is at best ambiguous. 

    This aspect of further heroic record is also ambiguous in Euripides’ Orestes. Heroism 

has always been more problematic in Euripides than it is in the other authors’ works, and 

Orestes’ character was quite atypical from the beginning. First, Orestes came in with no 

pedagogues; Pylades is only a shadow at first, in Electra.  

 ἀφῖγμαι δ᾽ ἐκ θεοῦ μυστηρίων 
 Ἀργεῖον οὖδας οὐδενὸς ξυνειδότος, 
 φόνον φονεῦσι πατρὸς ἀλλάξων ἐμοῦ. 
 νυκτὸς δὲ τῆσδε πρὸς τάφον μολὼν πατρὸς 
 δάκρυά τ᾽ ἔδωκα καὶ κόμης ἀπηρξάμην 

                                                        
245 As we shall see in a further chapter on divine memory, male characters in Aeschylus tend to join 
feminine chthonian deities, particularly when they deal with the function of memory and perennial survival 
in a latent state under the ground. If Orestes is in any way similar to a Fury in his new position, he is in 
charge of fertility. John Herington (1988), 150 analyzes the “turning” of the Furies’ characters from being 
illogical creatures to articulate prosecutors, and from agents of poison to fertility principles: “This new 
aspect that the Furies are gradually turning towards the audience is, like the former ones, perfectly 
congruous with their fundamental character as female earthwellers. As we saw earlier in this book, Earth 
not merely hides within her the dead and the places of judgment, but she is also responsible for the fertility 
of the humans, animals, and plants that exist on her surface. The Furies are now emerging as fertility 
goddesses, with the power to blight or prosper the life of nature at their will.” 
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 πυρᾷ τ᾽ ἐπέσφαξ᾽ αἷμα μηλείου φόνου, 
 λαθὼν τυράννους οἳ κρατοῦσι τῆσδε γῆς.246  
 
I have come from the mystic shrine of the god to Argive land, and no one knows it, to 
repay my father's murderers with murder. During this past night, going to my father's 
tomb, I wept and cut off a lock of my hair as an offering and sacrificed over the altar 
the blood of a slaughtered sheep, unnoticed by the tyrants who rule this land. (El. vv. 
87-93)  

 
      Orestes reached the tomb secretly. He admits visiting it before, but he does not 

develop that subject. He did it furtively and with ambiguous plans.247 Instead of 

prompting ground-breaking memory (as in Aeschylus), here the tomb of Agamemnon 

only encouraged more lēthē.  It is a proof that a previous mnemonic setting is lacking for 

him and that his drives are chaotic. His thinking appears to be compatible with that of the 

others, all the way up to the moment he is supposed to kill Clytemnestra. But this 

compatibility is void of any initiative. He has no clear plan of action and accidently 

bumps into casual educators (the peasant, the old man, the rustic girl who proves to be his 

sister) who help him make up his mind on the spot. They hardly bring any coherence; his 

training is more a form of improvisation. His short initial speech at the beginning proves 

more and more the absence of any conviction, and he almost backs up when killing 

Clytemnestra (v. 967: Or. τί δῆτα δρῶμεν; μητέρ᾽ ἦ φονεύσομεν; Or. “What are we 

                                                        
246 Denniston (1964), 62 finds “curious” the use of mysteriōn at verse 87, and some scholars are convinced 
that chrēstērion is more likely the intended word. However, he argues that this word can stand for 
“anything mystic,” whether “from the mystic abode of Apollo” or some other mystic precept. He adds: 
“Orestes movements are not clearly defined. At 234-6, he speaks of himself as wandering about, a 
homeless exile. After leaving Strophius’ palace, he wanders, we are to suppose, in a state of agonized 
indecision, either before or after receiving Apollo’s command.” The scholar is not convinced that he even 
came directly from Delphi. 
247 Denniston (1964), 63 mentions Orestes’ plan: “He means, apparently, to hang about on the frontier for a 
while, and see if anyone recognizes him, If not, there is some chance that he will not be recognized in 
Argos itself; while if he is recognized, he will have more chance of making good his escape than if he had 
ventured farther within. He also means to get into touch with his sister, enlist her support, and acquaint 
himself with the situation inside the city.” 
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going to do? Shall we kill our mother?”).248 The short initiation of the others was rather 

insufficient, and Orestes flips back into a pre-logos state of mind, back to fears and 

incertitude. He regresses almost immediately to depression once he consummates his 

task, and in Orestes, he goes almost insane with guilt. His inner torment, his compulsive 

need to remember the murder, disappears completely once Apollo tells him a way to fix 

his criminal record. His rudiments of newly acquired personal memory simply turn into 

thin air. There is no wonder that his invisible Furies leave him alone while he is in the 

agora, subjected to the civic judgment. They later stop bothering him completely, once he 

makes his peace with the city, by the intermediary of a god from the machine 

(Or.vv.1625-1665). Apollo is the only one who can set a new logos, calming down both 

the lynching community and its now dysfunctional hero, reduced to mental illness and 

regression into heroic infancy. Nevertheless, unlike Aeschylus in his Eumenides, 

Euripides prefers to fix the public record with Orestes in mind. At least his Castor and 

Apollo do so. They create a new memory, both for the hero and for his community (Or. 

vv. 1625, Apollo speech: Ὀρέσθ᾽, ἵν᾽ εἰδῇς οὓς φέρων ἥκω λόγους. “you, Orestes, so that 

you may hear the accounts I came to say”; see also Electra: vv. 1238-1291, Castor’s 

speech). And for old times’ sake, these merciful gods of Euripides let him have a few 

more adventures (including some city founding, Electra: vv. 1274-1276), before his 

weary heroic persona is finally laid to rest. 249 It is in obvious contrast with the wishful 

thinking for heroic memory present in Aseschylus, where Orestes imagines himself as an 

                                                        
248 Denniston (1964), 168, notices the similarity with the situation in the Libation Bearers (vv. 899), where 
Pylades has to bring Orestes back from hesitation to accomplish the matricide. Here, it is Electra who 
“dismisses his scruples scornfully, as mere sentimentality.” At verse 971-93 the scholar notices that 
Orestes’ “rejection of Apollo’s authority bursts out with sudden dramatic force.” 
249  σὲ δ᾽ Ἀρκάδων χρὴ πόλιν ἐπ᾽ Ἀλφειοῦ ῥοαῖς/οἰκεῖν Λυκαίου πλησίον σηκώματος:/ἐπώνυμος δὲ σοῦ 
πόλις κεκλήσεται. “You must found an Arcadian city beside the streams of Alpheus near the sacred 
enclosure to Lycaean Apollo; and the city will be called after your name.” 
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eponymous hero of Mycenae, based solely on his descent from Agamemnon. It also 

contrasts with the clear indications in Euripides that he will be an eponymous hero based 

on his own further exploits in a foreign land (Orestes, vv. 1644-1648). 

σὲ δ᾽ αὖ χρεών,  
Ὀρέστα, γαίας τῆσδ᾽ ὑπερβαλόνθ᾽ ὅρους 
Παρράσιον οἰκεῖν δάπεδον ἐνιαυτοῦ κύκλον.  
κεκλήσεται δὲ σῆς φυγῆς ἐπώνυμον  
Ἀζᾶσιν Ἀρκάσιν τ᾽ Ὀρέστειον καλεῖν. 
   
As for you, Orestes, you must cross the borders of this land and dwell for one whole 
year on Parrhasian soil, which from your flight shall be called the land of Orestes by 
Azanians and Arcadians. (Or. vv. 1660-1665) 

 
                                                 Partial Conclusions 
 
       As witnessed before, Orestes lacks a personal form of memory and thus must rely on 

the stories of his entourage. His actions are motivated by what the others tell him has 

happened in the past. His process of identity construction demonstrates that the creation a 

leader or a champion has, at its core, an act of public memory and a collective effort. No 

hero in Orestes’ position is the product of spontaneous generation, since heroism involves 

a persona, or social product, structured around an account that gives a man his identity 

and motivation. In the mechanism of society, a youth is completely reliant on others to 

define his beginnings: genealogies and great stories about glorious ancestry are what 

motivate a young man to follow in the path of his forefathers. The speech of the others 

and the discourse of their political views, rather than his inborn greatness, push Orestes to 

act the way he does. So the memory he trusts mostly is based on narrative and speech; it 

is a group construction as coherent and dignified as it is biased and unstable. This 

memory is a combination of cultural memory (old stories about the house of the 

Tantalids) and communicative memory (recent events transmitted by word of the mouth). 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=se%5C&la=greek&can=se%5C0&prior=e)/xei
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%270&prior=se\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=au%29%3D&la=greek&can=au%29%3D0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=xrew%2Fn&la=greek&can=xrew%2Fn1&prior=au)=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29ore%2Fsta&la=greek&can=*%29ore%2Fsta0&prior=xrew/n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=gai%2Fas&la=greek&can=gai%2Fas0&prior=*)ore/sta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=th%3Dsd%27&la=greek&can=th%3Dsd%270&prior=gai/as
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=u%28perbalo%2Fnq%27&la=greek&can=u%28perbalo%2Fnq%270&prior=th=sd'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%28%2Frous&la=greek&can=o%28%2Frous0&prior=u(perbalo/nq'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*parra%2Fsion&la=greek&can=*parra%2Fsion0&prior=o(/rous
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=oi%29kei%3Dn&la=greek&can=oi%29kei%3Dn0&prior=*parra/sion
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=da%2Fpedon&la=greek&can=da%2Fpedon0&prior=oi)kei=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29niautou%3D&la=greek&can=e%29niautou%3D0&prior=da/pedon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ku%2Fklon&la=greek&can=ku%2Fklon0&prior=e)niautou=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=keklh%2Fsetai&la=greek&can=keklh%2Fsetai0&prior=ku/klon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de%5C&la=greek&can=de%5C1&prior=keklh/setai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=sh%3Ds&la=greek&can=sh%3Ds0&prior=de\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=fugh%3Ds&la=greek&can=fugh%3Ds0&prior=sh=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29pw%2Fnumon&la=greek&can=e%29pw%2Fnumon0&prior=fugh=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29aza%3Dsin&la=greek&can=*%29aza%3Dsin0&prior=e)pw/numon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29arka%2Fsin&la=greek&can=*%29arka%2Fsin0&prior=*)aza=sin
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=t%27&la=greek&can=t%272&prior=*)arka/sin
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29ore%2Fsteion&la=greek&can=*%29ore%2Fsteion0&prior=t'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kalei%3Dn&la=greek&can=kalei%3Dn0&prior=*)ore/steion


114 
 

It comes in the form of pedagogical indications, but also, more subtly, through the 

emotional pleas and cries of feminine groups, as well as rituals, litanies, and intimidating 

oracular demands from powerful male divinities (Zeus, Apollo). The memory Orestes 

absorbs and hears is highly logocentric in all three authors. After committing the 

matricide, the hero experiences incompatibility with the collective speech. In the Libation 

Bearers, he simply loses contact with his supporters who cannot understand his 

tormented visions. His logos becomes for them simple delirium, gibberish. His original 

imprint, having been created by political and religious narrative, is now replaced by the 

imprint of a trauma that is difficult to articulate. He is so disconnected from his city that 

he actually needs to exile himself a second time in order to regain the healing power of 

logos by trial, by the reestablishment of concepts. The essential differences between the 

three authors escalate at this point. The most essential difference is not only in the 

treatment of the healing power of memory through adequate logos, but also in the way 

that Orestes is disconnected and reconnected with his place of origin and the site of 

turbulent memory. Aeschylus essentially removed him from the land of Mycenae, which 

became for him a locus memoriae nurturing insanity. This way, Aeschylus avoids his 

meltdown, allowing the internalized and highly visual memory of his trauma to become a 

character (the throng of Furies) and to participate in the trial. This way, his memory is 

first embodied, confronted and then neutralized through democratic speech. Following 

this process, heavy memory is no longer a menace, and Orestes can return to his locus of 

memory (Mycenae) and identify himself with it without further trauma.  He even 

envisions himself buried in the pacified ground. Through return to speech Orestes can 

battle visual and traumatic memory. In Euripides, his trauma is much more intense, as he 
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is forced to reside in the locus of memory and face severe speech disjunction—even with 

close family members (Tyndareus)—in addition to memory loss and delirium. While 

memory has an intense visual trigger, it also has a certain immateriality (the invisible 

Furies) that makes war against it futile. The restoration of logos can no longer be 

negotiated and has to be divinely prescribed, and exile becomes mandatory. There is no 

reconciliation with the situs of memory, but new construction of memory of new sites 

(the city foundation). As his acquittal does at the community level, this represents a new 

act of personal memory and an abandonment of traumatic luggage. Sophocles ends his 

Electra with Orestes filled by Apollonian power, dragging Aegisthus inside the house of 

murder with an ambiguous result. No one will never know how that ended. 
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                       CHAPTER THREE: FEMININE SOCIAL MEMORY 

                       The Need for Mnēmē is Male; The Anamnēsis is Female  

         As its title establishes, this chapter will create a “bridge” between the previous 

discussion of Orestes and a more in-depth look into the three tragedians’ constructions of 

Electra and Clytemnestra. As the analysis of Orestes showed, epic heroes are not 

responsible for the constructive function of memory, although, when pushed into it, 

Orestes is involved in the creation of narratives. On the Bergsonian model of the "man of 

action", heroes are not weavers, but rather agents of Mnēmosynē. A hero’s contribution to 

future stories is mostly based on action, not on narration—since his intention to perform 

is essential to the continuity of others’ memory.250 Orestes’ willingness to act as an 

avenger is evidence of his affiliation with a certain version of the story. In this case, he 

embraces the logos cherished by Electra and her entourage, the logos of his defunct 

father. Sometimes Orestes also uses small objects (i.e., signets and tokens) to remind 

others of his position. Visual reminders are for him another way to construct memory and 

educate the community, without involving himself in the difficult task of narrative 

construction. He is in a heroic dialogue with his past, as Woiciech Kalaga puts it, and 

expects to reach “a continuous present which guarantees (his) self-consciousness of 

existence.” 251  

                                                        
250 Sophocles' Orestes is uncomfortable lying and creating narratives (especially those about his falsified 
death) and he feels a need to rationalize his story-telling before acting. Although his rationalizing 
monologue is probably a theatrical device to let the audience know what he has in mind for the future, I 
think it also conveys a genuine discomfort (Soph. El, vv. 55-66). 
2 Kalaga (1999), 7. On page 30, Kalaga discusses the futility of the expectation of the “archive” model of 
memory: “Yet this vision of memory is fallacious: it presupposes the unchangeability of the memory 
‘material,’ the full and permanent clarity of its contours, and its stable proportions with regard to the 
present.” This is seen in Prowers’ theory (1999) as well. 
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       At the level of cultural expectations, the hero appears to hold a different mnemonic 

apparatus than does his entourage.  

The central, heroic characters of the tragic action struggle to maintain and enforce 
an individual identity and authority and to impose meaning on the flux of events in 
terms of that identity, the individual ‘I.’ The heroic ‘I’ is focused upon a name; […] 
The hero has a name which is central to his identity: no one who has read or seen 
the first encounter between Philoctetes and Neoptolemus in Philoctetes could forget 
the fact.252 

 
      That name however depends on a story. In the tragedies, the function of narratives 

and subsequent mythopoiesis is often reserved for the chorus members, who, as Gould 

points out, sometimes represent the world of the “other.” In all the tragedies about 

Orestes, the chorus happens to be entirely female.  

      The idea of a feminine contribution to the socio-political system of memory appears 

somewhat problematic in the Classical world, a system in which women were not usually 

entrusted with public functions.253 A common expectation would have been that a woman 

would have no need of a mnemonic system suitable to the agora. Since, in the Athenian 

world they do not participate in juridical or political disputes, the forms of memory that 

are important for argumentative public “speech”—inventio, recordatio or elocutio—are 

not developed in their case. Moreover, social re-arrangements of memory in the apparatus 

of record adjustment, such as amnesty and acquittal, do not directly involve women. In 

                                                        
252 Gould (2001), 286.  In an essay titled “Tragedy and Collective Experience,” Gould perceives the chorus 
as being not only the voice of the “other,” but also, on many occasions, to be the voice of a marginal group: 
women, slaves, foreigners. 
253 Exceptions are the ritualized and religious functions of the women. Josine Blok (2001), 116: “A great 
part of women’s lives and hence of their speech belonged to this private sphere, and thus did not survive in 
written evidence. Yet numerous duties and interests on behalf of the oikos and the polis brought women 
into the public domain. […] Provided it was the right time and the right occasion, women were perfectly 
entitled to be in public space; they would not by definition lose their respectability by being there, nor was 
the public area suddenly changed into a feminized sphere.” 
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this world, logos is a particular paternal (and therefore male) prerogative.254 Female 

political memory is expected to be a subservient function. Moreover, since women do not 

construct logos, and only serve the existing discourse, they do feel themselves to be lost 

or dysfunctional without it.255 Modification of city logos does not fracture their psyche, 

since their identity does not depend on the heroic accounts. A hero bases his life and 

actions on emulating his ancestors; therefore, the history of his family and city is of 

crucial importance to his psychological development. In this case, women readjust faster 

to a new logos than the fragile male heroes who depend entirely on the coherence of that 

discourse.256 

       A woman is regarded rather as a vessel of domestic, affectionate Mnēmosynē. Her 

form of mnēmē is expected to be more instinctual, with minimal logos and maximal 

emotionality. In that respect, women’s free accounts in the tragedy are indeed very 

imaginative, vivid, and sentimental. Females are perfect for anagnōrisis scenes in Greek 

tragedies, since the public would have expected their sympatheia to be exceptionally 

developed and their so-called “voice of blood” to be strong. However, noble women are 

an exception to these stereotypes, since they are not the nurturers of their children.  

      In traditional societies, women are the usual mourners of the dead. This is another 

way in which they are expected 1) to raise their voices in public and 2) to contribute to 

                                                        
254 Gagarin (2001), 176: “Women (at least citizen women) do not normally participate in this culture or in 
this male public discourse; and from all indications, Athenian men would largely agree with Pericles’ view 
that the best women are those who are least evident in public discourse (Thuc. 2.46). ” 
255 This part discusses things that constitute stereotypes about feminine and masculine relationships with 
the world of the agora. Gagarin (2001), 176, explains that generally the logographers do not give women 
their own voices but voices that are essentially male, “for this is the voice of authority.” However, as it is 
commonly noticed, the world of the tragedy challenges these views. 
256 As seen in Gould (2001), 286, heroes have trouble adjusting to circumstances in the world of tragedy as 
opposed to the more suitable environment (from the existential point of view) they typically have in epic. 
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acts of social memory.257 Couched between emotional and artistic valences, the feminine 

voice competes with the bardic functions of memory while remaining at the same time 

connected to the private domain. At times, feminine voices even threaten the community 

with the re-vitalization of the dead through ritual and lamentation (as opposed to the 

calming effect of the masculine eulogy).258 Since they are not part of the record-making 

(they have no aristeia), they become experts in record-keeping, and social anamnēsis is 

more often the expected task in their laments.259 A woman (a ritual keeper and potential 

child educator) ensures the re-enactment of events for future generations.260 The 

preservation of memory for women is, after all, related to their instinct to defend the 

space of oikos: it is part of an instinct of preservation.261 Women are holders of memory 

for the use of others, and only as long as that memory keeps its purpose: nurturing, 

bringing survival, and preserving life.  

        For the most conservative and morally circumspect females in a traditional society, 

memory is usually important whenever their bridge-between-generations role is 

activated: they only need as much involvement in the public sphere as is necessary for 
                                                        
257 Hoslt-Warhaft (1992), 3-5, recalls the traditional function of lament as a particular “painful art” 
conducted by the women and at times contested by authorities. In sixth-century Greece, a few states forbid 
the mourning of the dead as performed by women.  
258 Holst-Warhaft (1992), 4-5. 
259 In traditional societies, creating a bridge between generations and educating seem to be the primordial 
roles of women. On many occasions it is also the role of the elders. For a theory of traditional European 
societies, see M. Billig (2000) apud Richard Mole (2007), 14. Also, Segal (1981), 258, expresses his ideas 
about Clytemnestra’s isolation in the house, by envisioning her as attempting to “bridge” the space between 
the house and Agamemnon’s tomb through Chrysothemis. Her actions, however, represent an unnatural 
form of bridging. 
260 Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992) 2 asserts on the magical qualities of feminine song: ”Men and women may 
both weep for their dead, but it is women who tend to weep longer, louder and it is they who are thought to 
communicate directly with the dead through their wailing songs.” 
261 Sometimes this function of remembrance of the dead through lament was performed by women even 
against their own instincts of preservation. The case of Antigone is notorious. Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), 4 
recalls incidents during the World War II, when Nazis forbade the women to lament for the dead men killed 
in a village. Also a Romanian novella set in the same period (Duios Anastasia trecea, "Softly Did 
Anastasia Pass By”) has as the main heroine a Romanian girl from a Danubian village who offers burial to 
a man killed for his activities in the Resistance, in spite of threats from authorities. 
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them to recall their ancestry, and stand as strong links between generations. Memory of 

old deeds is important when women perform an educational function as their part in the 

active life of the city. This goes traditionally with child-rearing (especially when it comes 

to raising royal progeny) and funeral duties; in other words, women form functional 

citizens and then lead them to their final rest. Normally, women are shadowy presences in 

the public life.262 This is because they are expected to bring memory to others but to live 

in social oblivion themselves. Their confinement to public oblivion is reflected as 

socially regulated invisibility rather than active record-cleansing, a practice that is more 

commonly performed among men.263  

      In certain instances, women appear to be related to the negative acts of memory-

keeping, such as annoying, reproaching, nagging, and forcing recollection upon forgetful 

and neglectful individuals.264 Numerous examples of these cultural expectations appear 

in texts ranging from the Iliad to Euripides’ Trojan Women, where women play the role 

of reminders of all sorts (Il. XXI. vv. 79-86, and Eur. Tro vv. 1313-1316). They are in 

charge of creating the imprint in others (as nurses or mothers), as well as bringing 

anamnēsis, reactivation of old imprints. In their exercise of anamnēsis, females are 

expected to fight forgetfulness and, when they do, they clash with the male agents who at 

times need to clear the record (Aesch. Ag. vv. 1415-1425). This is the point at which 

Clytemnestra and even Electra (in certain authors) strike the reader as peculiar, since their 

loyalty to memory will prove fickle at times, but very ferocious when it comes to 

                                                        
262 As is obvious in Gould (2001), 112, quoting S. Ardener (1997), 1-17. 
263 Scodel (2008), 131 and 134-135, shows Clytemnestra’s unusual attempt to control the others’ memory: 
“Klytaimestra seeks not only to kill her husband, but to control his story so that he cannot be remembered 
simply either as the splendid conqueror of Troy or as an innocent victim. She at least partially succeeds.” 
264 Holst-Warhaft (1992), 3-4, emphasizes the dangerous and upsetting threat posed by women’s loud 
lament.  
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settlement of acts of kin-violence. This does not mean that tragic heroines do not provide 

periodic dosages of the soothing elixir of forgetfulness.265 Following chapters will 

examine the ways Electra and Clytemnestra challenge their culturally expected roles or 

follow within the limits of these prescriptions. On many occasions, they attempt to 

control civic logos and collective memory, as well as trying to introduce other means of 

memory rather than the logocentric one.266 They often use graphic signifiers to construct 

or recover memory and, when using speech, they speak in both colloquial and sacred 

vernaculars, endowed at times with a special magico-religious power. In addition, 

feminine characters also use their bodies as receptacles of memory and reservoirs of 

anamnēsis.  For example, Clytemnestra’s breast becomes a private monimentum, while 

Electra’s display of her maimed body stands as a public monument to pain.267 At times, 

this feminine expression will be consonant with the choral voice of memory, while at 

some other times it will be just as isolated as that of the male heroes. Clytemnestra in 

particular (in Aeschylus), but also Electra (in Sophocles and Euripides), will prove 

liminal at both the social and the ontological level, gliding between genders as well as 

between human and sub/superhuman forms, with particular magical abilities to enhance 

and produce mnemonic imprints that are hard to erase. This chapter will start 

conservatively, though, with Aeschylus and a very traditional Electra, who barely steps 

out of her expected roles within the group. 

                                                        
265 A great example is Helen in the Odyssey IV, with “her good drug.” About the ambivalence of its 
goodness and efficiency, see Bergren (2008), 111-131 (“Helen’s ‘Good Drug’”). 
266 Prower (1999), 21: “The issues that Sebeok raises concerning memory are many. One of them, already 
broached here, is that memory has both a linguistic and a non-linguistic nature. Both have an external and 
public element in the sense that, as private or intimate as a memory may be, it is inscribed in some form of 
socially and therefore publicly available signifying system, whether linguistic or not (as in the case of 
visual memories, whether aided by the family photo album or not).” 
267 Warner (1985), 285, discusses the use of the body for mnemonic purposes, as Clytemnestra shows her 
body in a manner that reminds us the way Hecuba shows her breast to Hector in the Iliad. 
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                                                Joining the Social Memory: 

                          the “Surrogate” Logos of Electra in the Libation Bearers 

         In Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers, Electra has the advantage of constant support from 

her feminine entourage. This is the reason that her speech begins as a form of 

accompaniment to the discourse of the others. In this play, the feminine collective 

memory, although functional, debuts as auxiliary to the speech of the defunct king, and 

appears as slightly cosmeticized and theatrical (if not plainly histrionic). 268 Here, the 

feminine memory does not start as eulogy or epitaphios logos. Rather, it first appears as 

sentimental effusions (goatan nomon- vv. 821-824), accompanied by a set of 

pharmaceuticals, if the libations’ magical properties are taken into account. 

         The act of memory builds gradually here, with the slaves actually coming to do the 

very opposite of the work of memory at the opening of the action. They come—at 

Clytemnestra’s bidding—with the task of appeasing the dead in order to make them 

forget their vengeful potential. However, this task quickly becomes converted into a 

frightful work of memory, through the use of speech, song, and libation—all with 

magico-religious necromantic properties. It starts as cry, prayer, or song, and slowly 

works its way up from breast-beating and bodily mutilation (both of which are, in 

themselves, ritualistic acts of memory) to articulation. It goes from being a task entrusted 

to slaves by Clytemnestra to emancipated speech uttered by rebels against those in 

                                                        
268 Derrida (1981) 164 admits that talking about the pater/patriarch is difficult, especially from the 
Platonician point of view. Obviously the father claims authority over the production of speech and the 
speech somehow stands as his “son” and, thus, his underling. “One must thus proceed to undertake a 
general reversal of all metaphorical directions, no longer asking whether logos can have a father but 
understanding that what the father claims to be the father of cannot go without the essential possibility of 
logos.” “The figure of the father, of course, is also that of the good (agathon). Logos represents what it is 
indebted to: the father who is also chief, capital, and good(s). Or rather the chief, the capital, the good(s). 
Patēr in Greek means all that at once.”  
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power.269 The articulation of the narrative has the same progression: it starts with cries 

and maimed cheeks (vv. 22-30), the mention of an inarticulate cry in the night 

(Clytemnestra’s dream, vv. 32-35), and then the visualization and translation of her 

dream in articulate speech (vv. 35-40), with a brief excursus in the personal memories of 

the recent past (vv. 75-84). Only after the pouring of liquids, does this utterance becomes 

articulate prayer to the underground forces. Therefore, memory here is envisioned in its 

progression, or construction, first from the state of quiet repose (and the image of the 

grave) to tearful rumor, and ultimately to articulate prayer. Memory passes from silence 

and bodily expression to a collectively voiced narrative communicating memory.270 

However, the central catalyst of this articulation of memory is Electra.  

          Within her chorus of enslaved former politides, the princess appears initially in a 

state of powerlessness.271 Because the tomb never before had the chance to be a mnēma, 

and the pouring of libations is performed for the very first time, the anamnēsis is yet to be 

constructed. Electra can only be a pupil of this anamnēsis as she conscientiously 

accomplishes this task, following the basic steps.272 She asks her companions to kindly 

coach her performance of her primary duties as a princess and a daughter. It is not 

possible to talk of a pre-cultural memory in her case: born a princess, she has the same 

                                                        
269 We should not forget the magical qualities of the feminine song; see Holst-Warhaft (1992), 26.   
270 A. Assmann (2011) gives a detailed account of how the body and image can become reservoirs of 
memory. In an extensive chapter (206-281), she gives attention to this problem of the body as a medium of 
memory: this involves any form of inscription of memory on the body, including traumatic inscription. 
271 I am using the term that will come out in a more obvious manner in the case of the female chorus in 
Sophocles, analyzed by Cynthia Gardiner (1987). The members of the chorus here are reduced to slavery 
after having once been free Trojan women (the servile state is less obvious for the chorus in Euripides, 
where the women could simply be peasants of free birth). 
272 In general, Aeschylus does not credit Electra with much action or depth of character. Hugh Lloyd-Jones 
(1970), 5, notices this in his introduction: “Electra, who in Sophocles and Euripides will be a domineering 
figure, has the conventional qualities of a princess in the heroic age.” 
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social imprint of the dissident culture that Orestes had.273 Unlike him, though, she is very 

perceptive of public speech from her first entrance on stage. As a royal descendant, she 

lives in an oikos that is both private and public space; she has the shelter of a family, yet 

is a member of a royal family with no privacy. As Gould noticed in the tragedies, the 

distinction between private and social memory is blurry.274 

       As a result, every matter of personal memory has a public implication. Electra is no 

longer a child when the audience meets her, and the reader should never consider her 

naïve: she already knows the protocol of conventional prayers, and she is fully aware of 

the brewing hatred among her fellow citizens (vv. 101-102: κοινὸν γὰρ ἔχθος ἐν δόμοις 

νομίζομεν/μὴ κεύθετ᾽ ἔνδον καρδίας φόβῳ τινός. “For we cherish a common hatred 

within our house. Do not hide your counsel in your hearts in fear of anyone”). These lines 

speak both of her pre-existent knowledge of the crisis and of her active role in 

transforming memory from being an inarticulate, personally tinged, and politically 

occulted moaning (the slaves complain about their life of misery, vv. 65-81) into open 

speech with political value. After asking some juridical questions and voicing some 

religious concerns (v. 114-115, 116-117, 120-121), she is able to utter a perfect prayer. In 

this way, she is able to fix the bridge between below and above: in a matter of seconds, 

                                                        
273 As discussed in the previous chapter on Orestes, it is the dissident voice that imprints both siblings at 
this point. Holst-Warhaft (1992), 142, underlines the political aspect and the didactic function of the 
controlled art of lament that is performed by these apparently “detached” professional mourners: “Now we 
see the function of the female chorus mourners. Like the players in Hamlet, they are about to work on the 
emotions not of the king, but of the lagging prince. They have no more direct involvement, as captive 
Trojan slaves, in avenging Agamemnon’s death, than the professional actor at the Danish court has in 
Hamlet’s predicament. What we are about to witness is, I believe, something that Aeschylus’ Athenian 
audience were thoroughly familiar with: a lament at the grave-side led by ‘professional’ women mourners 
will ‘stage’ emotional response and by doing so inspire not only pity and fear but violent action.” 
274 Gould (2001), 407-408, refers to this situation also in Oedipus the King, where phatis and logos 
contribute to the public memory and even trade places: “[The death of Laios] is not, in the early part of the 
play, presented as ‘family,’ as distinct and different from ‘community,’ memory; yet in the course of the 
play it becomes tragically ‘familial,’ the stuff of eyewitness narrative, told, within the family, by Jocasta to 
Oedipus and by Oedipus to Jocasta, a narrative which differs toto caelo from what the community 
remembers.” 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=koino%5Cn&la=greek&can=koino%5Cn0&prior=metai/tiai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ga%5Cr&la=greek&can=ga%5Cr0&prior=koino\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29%2Fxqos&la=greek&can=e%29%2Fxqos0&prior=ga\r
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29n&la=greek&can=e%29n1&prior=e)/xqos
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=do%2Fmois&la=greek&can=do%2Fmois0&prior=e)n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=nomi%2Fzomen&la=greek&can=nomi%2Fzomen0&prior=do/mois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mh%5C&la=greek&can=mh%5C0&prior=nomi/zomen
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=keu%2Fqet%27&la=greek&can=keu%2Fqet%270&prior=mh\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29%2Fndon&la=greek&can=e%29%2Fndon0&prior=keu/qet'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kardi%2Fas&la=greek&can=kardi%2Fas0&prior=e)/ndon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=fo%2Fbw%7C&la=greek&can=fo%2Fbw%7C0&prior=kardi/as
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tino%2Fs&la=greek&can=tino%2Fs0&prior=fo/bw|
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she matures from a child-like princess into a fully grown woman. Although she is 

somewhat disingenuous in this scene, Electra takes her first steps into the system of 

social memory with flawless grace. 

      ἡμῖν μὲν εὐχὰς τάσδε, τοῖς δ᾽ ἐναντίοις  
      λέγω φανῆναί σου, πάτερ, τιμάορον,  
      καὶ τοὺς κτανόντας ἀντικατθανεῖν δίκῃ.  
      ταῦτ᾽ ἐν μέσῳ τίθημι τῆς καλῆςἀρᾶς,  
      κείνοις λέγουσα τήνδε τὴν κακὴν ἀράν:  
      ἡμῖν δὲ πομπὸς ἴσθι τῶν ἐσθλῶν ἄνω,  
      σὺν θεοῖσι καὶ γῇ καὶ δίκῃ νικηφόρῳ.’ 

 
I utter these prayers on our behalf, but I ask that your avenger appear to our foes, 
father, and that your killers may be killed in just retribution. So I interrupt my prayer 
for good to offer them this prayer for evil. But be a bearer of blessings for us to the 
upper world, with the help of the gods and Earth and Justice crowned with victory. 
(vv. 142-148) 

 
       Since Electra has a prominent position in society, she has a more privileged position 

with respect to the world of public logos than do the other women: in other words, she 

has some access to male speech. Aegisthus, too, acknowledges the feminine ability to 

deploy logos, but he finds it to be a kind of pseudo-logos—too emotional, “panic 

stricken,” and hysterical at times—and, therefore, only partially creditable as speech (vv. 

845-854).275 The situation is different among Electra’s companions: the chorus obeys her 

commands and trusts her phrēn as they would a leader’s. Her words are acknowledged as 

                                                        
275 Josine Blok (2001), 115: “The opportunities for women in Classical Athens to speak, be heard, and find 
their words recorded were determined by a set of rules, or rather by a hierarchical system of values. Within 
this system, the separation of the sexes ranked highest. It was sustained by a spatial and conceptual 
distinction between public and private spheres, a distinction functioning as a complementary opposition. 
Private was predominantly associated with femininity, public with masculinity, but by no means 
exclusively so.” Blundell (1990), 173ff. Whitman (1951), 166-167, believes that Sophocles’ Electra was 
entrusted with a special task of logos, which she considers to be a form of action against the queen and the 
king. Also, McClure (2001), 11 asserts that in traditional societies (including Greece) not only the feminine 
speech but also their silence was suspicious and monitored, as a potential form of resistance: “in his study 
of women and silence in contemporary rural Greek communities, Herzfeld shows how women ‘perform a 
submission that ridicules’ through their silence.” In the same volume, Lardionois (2001), 92, asserts that 
women’s rituals were acceptable as long as they were only periodical: “These performances are part of 
rituals of controlled ambiguity, in which the rules of ordinary society are temporarily suspended in order to 
expose the underlying tensions on which it is founded.”  
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speech. Being of lower status, the other Mycenaean women credit any member of the 

higher class with the ability to legein and keleuein (vv. 107-108: αἰδουμένη σοι βωμὸν ὡς 

τύμβον πατρὸς /λέξω, κελεύεις γάρ, τὸν ἐκ φρενὸς λόγον.  “In reverence to your father's 

tomb, as if it were an altar, I will speak my thoughts from the heart, since you command 

me.”). In this particular time of crisis, being a male is no longer crucial for a leading 

position.  

        Electra’s new bold discourse in Aeschylus, after persistent encouragement from the 

others, is not as commendable as this character’s soliloquy in Sophocles. In Aeschylus, in 

particular, any memory of the living is a simulacrum of real mnēmē, since the siege of 

Mnēmosynē really belongs to the defunct pater, as well as to the elusive divine reservoir 

of grudge and revenge, represented here by the Earth goddess that the chorus and Electra 

invoke (vv. 44, 127). The Mnēmosynē they serve appears as pristine, pre-cultural. It is an 

external presence, a state of mind; it has no words, although it is the supreme Word.276 

Electra does not need to turn herself into a semi-divine mnēmōn in order to serve divine 

memory, the way the main heroine does in Sophocles, where nobody takes her burden 

away. When the entire universe fuels Mnēmosynē, as it does in Aeschylus, where the 

chorus has a paideutic function, Electra does not need to struggle much to be on the good 

track. Her situation here is different than it is in Sophocles, where the entire society is 

sick with imposed lēthē and she is the only one mindful of the past. Aeschylus’ Electra 

simply absorbs the others’ Mnēmosynē. She simply internalizes whatever is already 
                                                        
276 Refering to the possibility of mythical replacement of the paternal logos and persona by doubles, (in 
mythology, Thoth replacing the initial deity) Derrida (1981), 90, asserts the primacy of the father and his 
logos over all substitutes (writing, painting, or other symbolic representations): Thoth appears “[a]s a 
substitute capable of doubling for the King, the father, the sun and the Word, distinguished from these only 
by dint of representing, repeating, and masquarading, Thoth was naturally also capable of totally 
supplanting them and appropriating all their attributes.” Derrida’s theory about the paternity of logos and 
the divinity of mnēmē is more evident in the Aeschylean universe than in the worlds of the other two 
authors. 
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present in the polis, the political construct born out of censorship and anger. Choice 

creates heroes, and there is no such choice between forgetfulness and memory in 

Aeschylus.277 Everyone remembers, and everyone pretends that the external divine forces 

are making them do so. It is the perfect excuse for a freer speech.  

                               Recognition, Self-Mirroring, Replica of Self 

      Electra starts as integrated in the world of logos and feminine lament, but she 

quickly steps up from the middle of the group. Since it is natural for a female to 

recognize her family members—due to her more developed affective involvement in the 

realm of her oikos—it is not surprising that Electra takes an active part in the scene of 

recognition of her brother Orestes. She is the one who finds the lock and brings it to the 

attention of the chorus (vv. 164-165: ἔχει μὲν ἤδη γαπότουςχοὰς πατήρ/ νέου δὲ μύθου 

τοῦδε κοινωνήσατε. “My father has by now received the libations, which the earth has 

drunk. But take your share of this startling news”). The previous paideutic function of the 

chorus is immediately annihilated by this gesture, and they admit they need her youth to 

teach their ignorance (vv. 170-171: El. εὐξύμβολον τόδ᾽ ἐστὶ παντὶ δοξάσαι. Ch. πῶς 

οὖν; παλαιὰ παρὰ νεωτέρας μάθω. El: “This one is a good sign for all to learn.” Ch. 

“How then? Let my age be taught by your youth”).278 If anyone has any power of official 

                                                        
277 As obvious from Bernard Knox (1983), 1: “The literary theory which is associated with  it [the heroic 
figure] claims as its source, rightly or wrongly, the Poetics of Aristotle, where a famous passage seems to 
most critics to imply that tragedy presents the reversal of a single character. It was natural that Aristotle 
should make such an assumption, because his point of view on tragedy is primarily ethical, and the problem 
of moral choice is most clearly and economically presented in this way.” 
278 Hogan  (1984), 112: “Aristotle (Poetics, chap. 11) does not prize recognition by tokens so much as those 
from circumstance, but even among material and physical signs some are more plausible than others. 
Electra’s credulity, her willingness to believe that the hair and footprints (206) are those of Orestes, has 
been parodied by Euripides (Electra 518 ff.) and defended by Aeschylean enthusiasts; see the sensible 
reading by Kitto, Greek Tragedy, p. 83.” Solmsen (1967), 9, thinks that Electra's apparent confusion is due 
to her intense hope regarding Orestes' return, "for although in these lines she observes something that might 
inspire new hope and could be taken as a divine promise, she refuses to look at it this way, because having 
once grasped at such hope and been subsequently forced to renounce her initial confidence she no longer 
dares to trust her reasoning power." 
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mnemonic logos in this strictly feminine realm, where the males are either corrupted or 

absent, that person would be a woman of royal blood. Yet, her anagnōrisis is incomplete. 

Since she is still in training and she has never functioned as a complete woman (i.e., she 

has never given birth, has never had any chance to nurture), Electra has never developed 

a woman’s spectacular instinct of recognition. Much like Orestes, she grew up in an 

anomalous oikos, with no naturally developed intimacy with the others. She has no 

private Mnēmosynē, but more than anything, she focuses on her own image. She can only 

see herself in the strands of hair found on her father’s tomb. In her view, since the lock 

looks like hers, it must be hers (v. 172: οὐκ ἔστιν ὅστις πλὴν ἐμοῦ κείραιτό νιν. “There is 

no one who could have cut it but myself.”). After some training from the chorus, she 

admits the possibility that Orestes might have left that gift to honor the dead king (vv. 

174-178).279 Electra in Libation Bearers surprises with her ability to universalize that 

which is unique, namely the self, and with her near-blindness to difference and alterity. 

According to Deleuze, the most usual human ability, ingrained in our nature, is to 

perceive alterity, to recognize the object different from X, as non-X.280 It is part of 

natural human preservation instinct to distinguish alterity.281 Moreover, the most 

common reaction to the new and unfamiliar is rejection. Aeschylus’ Electra handles the 

                                                        
279 Hogan (1984), 112: “Electra’s vacillation between hope and skepticism and her recognition that she may 
be deluded by hope (194) make it clear that the poet finds these tokens no more than adequate, while the 
brevity and directness of the scene compared with the lament that follows, imply that recognition is not the 
central dramatic purpose. By contrast, both Sophocles and Euripides suspend recognition and at the same 
time draw more emotional life from the reunion. See Sophocles, Electra 1098 ff.” 
280 Gilles Deleuze (1994), 144: “With regard to memory, it is not similitude in reminiscence but, on the 
contrary, the dissimilar in pure form of time, which constitutes the immemorial of a transcendental 
memory.” I discovered this essential piece of information while discussing with my good friend Justus 
Bermann on Deleuzian representation. He kindly lent me his book. 
281 Also, see Shingo Shimada (2002), 135. Shimada shows that the recognition of the Other inplies the 
dynamics of an act of translation: "Translation always presumes a cultural-linguistic difference, but in 
doing so the existing difference is often ontologized and naturalised. As a consequence the asymmetry of 
the relationship disappears from sight." 
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anagnōrisis far better than Sophocles’ main heroine, who is completely blind to any 

similarity. She is more humane, too, in her error. She is all-inclusive in a world that is 

usually exclusive. Still, this wonderful instinct comes not from Mnēmosynē, but from its 

opposite. Aeschylus’ Electra is a bad mnēmōn. She cannot distinguish similarity from 

identity, nor can she dissociate generality/resemblance from repetition.282 This is just as 

much a disability as the xenophobic attitude against alterity. She sees Orestes’ footprints 

as copy of her own at a different scale (vv. 205-206: καὶ μὴν στίβοι γε, δεύτερον 

τεκμήριον, ποδῶνὅμοιοι τοῖς τ᾽ ἐμοῖσιν ἐμφερεῖς—“And look! Another proof! Footprints 

matching each other—and like my own!”). Everything is centripetal for her: raised 

indoors, she finds it difficult to relate to whatever is outside. Femininity in particular is 

supposed to be “intolerant” to foreignness: any contact with something alien is a threat 

for someone who is confined to the oikos.283 For this woman, though, who has barely 

stepped out of her oikos, the way to deal with alterity is to deny its existence as alterity. 

      This denial is a problem because true remembrance and recognition lies within the 

very ability to perceive difference. Her negation of difference also actually alters her 

ability to deal with signs. As Deleuze specifies, 

Whereas recognition bears upon a perceptible or perceived object, reminiscence 
bears upon another object, supposed to be associated with or rather enveloped 
within the first, which demands to be recognized for itself, independently of any 
distinct perception.284  
 

                                                        
282 The way Deleuze understands it (1994), 1-2. Also, regarding coping with otherness and rejection of that 
“other,” Sheyla Benhabib (1999), 230: “[t]he inability of an individual at the psychic level to acknowledge 
the otherness within herself will, more often than not, manifest itself in the urge to split the other off and 
project it onto an external figuration outside oneself. This projected or ‘abjected’ other is thus excised from 
oneself; by placing it outside itself, the self feels secure in maintaining the boundaries of its own identity, 
without being threatened by dissolution into otherness. The other is the stranger, the foreigner, the one who 
is ‘alien’ and ‘unlike’ us.” 
283 See Gould (2001), 131. Some traditional societies (the author discusses the life-style in Cypriot villages) 
required women to mistrust strangers and avoid contact even with merchants. 
284 Deleuze (1994), 141-142. 
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       Only after the equation of identity is broken down for her does Electra finally pass 

the test of recognition. In order to communicate and commune with her, Orestes, too, has 

to initially present similarity as identity. He has to present himself, her brother, as an 

alter-ego of hers, since the notion “familiar, yet different” is unknown to her.  

  El. ἀλλ᾽ ἦ δόλον τιν᾽, ὦ ξέν᾽, ἀμφί μοι πλέκεις;  
      Or.αὐτὸς καθ᾽ αὑτοῦ τἄραμηχανορραφῶ.  
      El. ἀλλ᾽ ἐν κακοῖσι τοῖς ἐμοῖς γελᾶν θέλεις.  
      Or. κἀν τοῖς ἐμοῖςἄρ᾽, εἴπερ ἔν γε τοῖσι σοῖς. 
 

 El. “But surely, stranger, you are weaving some snare about me?” Or. “Then I am  
devising plots against myself. El. “No, you wish to mock my distress.” Or. “Then my 
own also, if yours.” (vv. 220-223) 

 
 As Foucault says, in an act of recognition, one has to come out of oneself and repeat 

that self; in this case, Electra gets inside of herself and takes with her whatever is outside, 

appropriating it, turning it into a double.285 Her “self” is replicated in order to 

accommodate the “other.”  

   Obviously a bit of internalized paternal logos helps anagnōrisis in a marvelous way. 

Electra already suggested that such a verbal intervention would have a magic touch: if 

only the lock of hair could utter speech to help identification (v. 195: εἴθ᾽ εἶχε φωνὴν 

εὔφρον᾽ ἀγγέλου δίκην, “Ah, woe! If only, like a messenger, it had a kind voice”). In this 

societal system where vision is myopic, a vocal form of memory would be the best 

solution, since logos is the only legitimate structure. Electra, instead, goes for symbola: 

signs that could prove the social status of her long lost brother.286 As if to contradict her 

newly acquired loyalty to logos, she trusts a second-hand messenger, instead of Orestes’ 

                                                        
285 Foucault (2005), 209-210 elaborating on the Platonician scheme of the epistrophe. 
286 The affinity for symbols is common to all “Electras” in these plays and to most main characters. Segal 
(1981), 287 noticed that, for Sophocles’ Electra, “[t]he urn is perhaps the play’s richest symbol of this  
paradox. It fuses the opposites of great and small, heroism and deceit, substance and shadow, reality and 
symbol.” 



131 
 

word. Instead of using affective memory, she needs status signifiers and a simulacrum, an 

imperfect receptacle, of Mnēmosynē.287 She recognizes Orestes only after she sees her 

own needlepoint work, the hyphasma with a graphē on Orestes’ baby clothes (vv. 232-

233: ἰδοῦ δ᾽ ὕφασμα τοῦτο, σῆς ἔργον χερός, /σπάθης τε πληγὰς ἠδὲθήρειον γραφήν. 

“And see this piece of weaving, your handiwork, the strokes of the batten and the beasts 

in the design”).288 In a woman’s world of craftmanship, these signifiers bear the same 

legitimacy (both in terms of memory and in term of authorship) that seals possess in the 

world of male authority.289 They bear the uniqueness of a signature, a valid imprint. 

Handiworks are signs of civilization, and Orestes is right to persuade her, by using 

culture and not nature. A product of palatial culture herself, Electra’s memory will be 

resurrected by embroideries rather than footprints, by a “civilized” code instead of 

accidental graphic signifiers of no articulate account. However, the signs she is persuaded 

by are also rather “quiet” signifiers, the type of ideograms that do not translate into 

language per se, but fulfill the function of an ideogram. In addition, they depict scenes of 

beastly attacks, rather than pictures of civilization. They constitute a step back from her 

initial articulate appeal to logos. Moreover, since the embroidery is her own handwork, it 

refers herself back to herself, rather than further helping her admit alterity.  

                                                        
287 Derrida (1981), 101-107, presents the Socratic argument against writing and painting: they are both 
“quiet, second-hand signifiers”, a representation and betrayal of the speech: “From out of what horizon 
arise their common silence, their stubborn muteness, their mask of solemn, forbidding majesty that so 
poorly hides an incurable aphasia, a stone deafness, a closedness irremediably inadequate to the demands of 
logos? [...] If they should turn out not to be up to testifying in this hearing, if they turn out to be impotent to 
represent a live word properly, to act as its interpreter or spokesman, to sustain the conversation, to respond 
to oral questions, then bam! They are good for nothing. They are mere figurines, masks, simulacra.” Surely, 
the pharmakon of inscription, as remedy, is endowed with an occult subversive power by Derrida (1981), 
99ff, a power to reconstruct and re-shape the initial self-sufficient logos. It is both a drug of memory and an 
element of subversion.  
288 Hogan (1984), 113: “Orestes’ patient criticism clearly demonstrates that Aeschylus realized the hopeful 
nature of Electra’s reasoning, and, of course, we have her own self-conscious critique at 194.” 
289 Kalaga (1999), 29-30 refers to Plato’s Thaetetus and the image of the seal on the wax tablet of the mind, 
a gift of memory. 
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    Quite unnaturally, her affection works only after the test of social integration. It is a 

symptom of this dysfunctional universe: only after receiving the precious confirmation of 

the symbols does she hurry to welcome Orestes, as a philos to her heart and to the 

paternal logos that she serves.290 He immediately becomes “dear” and even more than 

dear. He actually fills an entire set of roles, which were still vacant until his return: 

surrogate-mother, surrogate–father, and lost sister: 

        ὦ τερπνὸν ὄμμα τέσσαρας μοίρας ἔχον 
        προσαυδᾶν δ᾽ ἐστ᾽ ἀναγκαίως ἔχον 

            πατέρα τε, καὶ τὸ μητρὸς ἐς σέ μοι ῥέπει 
            στέργηθρον: ἡ δὲ πανδίκως ἐχθαίρεται: 
            καὶ τῆς τυθείσης νηλεῶς ὁμοσπόρου:   
            πιστὸς δ᾽ ἀδελφὸς ἦσθ᾽, ἐμοὶ σέβας φέρων 
            μόνος: 
 

O delightful eye that has four parts of love for me: for I must call you father; and 
to you falls the love I should bear my mother, whom I most rightly hate; and the 
love I bore my sister, victim of a pitiless sacrifice; and you were my faithful 
brother, bringing me your reverence. (vv. 238-244) 

 
           He now completes her infirm logos and her dysfunctional long-neglected affective 

memory. Once accepted, he becomes the new patriarch. He will trigger from now on the 

divine and public logos, as well as some articulate prayers. Seconded by Electra, reduced 

now to a monotonous echo and to the status of an acolyte, Orestes will dig up the dead 

Mnēmosynē from the ground where the chorus poured it in the form of libations. 

                          The Father Emerging. When Anamnēsis Rests 

                                                        
290 Woodard, (1966), 125-145. Also, according to Goldhill (1992), 72-73, telos is an important part in the 
vocabulary of the Oresteia, meaning at times, “consummation,” “end,” performed “ritual” or “sacrifice,” 
“fulfillment” of sacrifice, justice, or payment for a debt. Segal (1981), 284-285, notices some similarity in 
Sophocles: “With the success of Orestes’ goal-oriented logos, Electra becomes fully-immersed in the 
violence of ergon.” 
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   Aeschylus’ Electra never has the chance to be a true hero, nor a Fury like the 

Sophoclean heroine.291 Upon his arrival, Orestes gently undermines her newly acquired 

speech of memory. We see how that voice of concealed remembrance surfaces slowly, 

but surely in a louder and louder cry in the midst of agora. Initially, this force is inside 

the Earth, residing in the bosom of Mycenae, secretly impregnating the world and 

contained in the gaia-maia, as if in a feminine safe receptacle (vv. 164-165).292  

  τῶν μὲν ἀρωγοὶ  
  κατὰ γῆς ἤδη, τῶν δὲ κρατούντων  

      χέρες οὐχ ὅσιαι στυγερῶν τούτων:  
 
Our cause already has its champions beneath the earth, while the hands of our l  
loathsome opponents, though they have the mastery, are unholy. (vv. 376-378) 293 

 
      Electra created the first necromantic act of memory, by some sort of midwifery of 

mnēmē from the bosom of the birth-giving Earth. She uses her voice, empowered with the 

magico-religious forces of Hermes, the psychagogos (vv. 1-21, 35-41), the only male 

presence who penetrates underground. However, she prays for a third party, for a savior, 

rather than for full restoration of the paternal power. 

  Ἑρμῆ χθόνιε, κηρύξας ἐμοὶ  
  τοὺς γῆς ἔνερθε δαίμονας κλύειν ἐμὰς  
  εὐχάς, πατρῴων δωμάτωνἐπισκόπους,  
  καὶ Γαῖαν αὐτήν, ἣ τὰ πάντα τίκτεται,  

                                                        
291 In the form in which Sophocles’ Electra is sometimes named a Fury by Segal (1981), 270-272, and  Karl 
Reinhardt (1979), 159-160. This is possible because she belongs to a transcendental form of logos that 
Aeschylus’s Electra does not achieve.  
292 A. Assmann (2011), 99, points out the transcendental potential of "reminding": "The concepts of 
anamnesis and the sublime have one thing n common: they denote a crossing of borders between this world 
and another. Both concepts entail experiences of transcendence, in which the 'yoke of the Earth' is shaken 
off, the subject moves beyond consciousness, and the contours of the social self disappear." 
293 Lloyd-Jones (1970), 31: “The thought that ‘our cause has already its champions below the earth’ is of 
course calculated to encourage the avengers, as is the thought that the hands of their enemies are stained 
with blood (cf. 66f with note).” Hogan (1984), 121: “Imagery from the lash, goad, and spur abounds in 
Aeschylus; cf. Ag. 642, Suppl. 109, PB 325-26. The commentators are inclined to explain ‘twofold’ from 
the two children or from the ‘double reproach’ (Thomason: of murder and adultery charged against 
Clytaemestra), or from two hands striking the tomb; but it also seems to anticipate the antithesis that 
follows, between the powers under ground and the unclean lords, both of which may be said to be 
lashing the children to action.” 
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  θρέψασά τ᾽ αὖθις τῶνδε κῦμα λαμβάνει:  
 
Hermes of the underground, summon to me the spirits beneath the earth to hear my 
prayers, spirits that watch over my father's house, and Earth herself, who gives birth 
to all things, and having nurtured them receives their increase in turn. (vv. 124-128) 

 
     Electra and the chorus see this world as strictly feminine and therefore gestational: 

noiseless, oikos-contained, yet persistent Mnēmosynē sent to Hades in the underworld. 

Even Agamemnon is effeminate (if not infantilized), since he is contained by the earth, a 

maternal being that envelopes him.294 He is vegetative, imprisoned; his memory is at best 

in a comatose state. Maia–gaia is very fertile and ready to regenerate that entity that 

appears to be dead. Electra addresses her father as a chthonian principle par excellence 

(he is among the blessed chthonian divinities, v. 475: θεῶν τῶν κατὰ γᾶς ὅδ᾽ ὕμνος. “For 

the gods down in the earth here it is this hymn.”).  

 The defunct king is “dominated” in his death, hindered by that feminine concealing 

force, that gestating maia-gaia, which held him as if a nēpios, a pre-logos baby, in the 

quiet unconsciousness of the womb-like burial vault. Moreover, the only form of vitality 

was that of the sweet libations offered by the impuissant female chorus. He drank as the 

soil itself drank. 

   ἵετε δάκρυ καναχὲς ὀλόμενον  
   ὀλομένῳ δεσπότᾳ  

       πρὸς ἔρυμα τόδε κακῶν, κεδνῶν τ᾽  
   ἀπότροπον ἄγοςἀπεύχετον  
   κεχυμένων χοᾶν. κλύε δέ μοι, κλύε, σέ-  
   βας ὦδέσποτ᾽, ἐξ ἀμαυρᾶς φρενός. 
 

                                                        
294 We should not forget that the king is dead and subjected to that cosmic generative power which, in this 
context, is feminine. It is interesting how the chorus imagines him in the bosom of the Earth, while Orestes 
imagines him with the king Hades. About the controlled womb of goddess-mothers see also, Kristina 
Passman (1993) 66-67 and  J. Clay (1989), 11. Keuls (1994), 129, discusses in her chapter dedicated to the 
"brides of death" the similarity between tombs and wombs, due ot their assoication with Mother Earth: 
"People almost everywhere have conceived of the earth as female, since it gives forth sustenance of life. 
The earth is also our home after death; in Greek metaphorical language, the tomb is sometimes equated 
with the womb." 
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Pour forth your tears, splashing as they fall for our fallen lord, to accompany this 
protection against evil, this charm for the good against the loathsome pollution. Hear 
me, oh hear me, my honored lord, out of the darkness of your spirit. ( vv. 152-159).295 

 
      These sap offerings were the only form of communication he had with the living: they 

represent nurturing, yet numbing pharmaceuticals that could neither raise his phrēn, nor 

fully restore his Mnēmosynē.296 As the new agent in Mycenae, Orestes partially accepts 

the chorus’ crying game of goos (v. 321-322). Commemorative shedding of tears and 

liquid-pouring do maintain a certain vitality for the dead, a sort of suspended animation. 

Aeschylus is rather conservative and, since this revitalization is not performed without 

male power, the feminine chorus needs something more than themselves.297 Electra’s 

newly-arrived brother evokes Hermes, a male divinity and traditional messenger of the 

logos-pater, who can penetrate both worlds and submit this quiet Mnēmosynē to the 

                                                        
295 Lloyd-Jones (1970), 18: “The text is uncertain. If the interpretation here adopted is correct, the 
CHORUS, despite ELECTRA’s attempt to alter the effect of CLYTEMNESTRA”s libation by 
accompanying it with her own prayer, still refers to the offering as though it were an instrument of 
CLYTEMNESTRA’s purpose.” Hogan (1984), 111: “This brief lyric begins with lines difficult both for the 
text and sense. Dodds, accepting Weil’s emendation of the Greek text (he substitutes a Greek word 
meaning ‘stream’ for the word translated here as mound), translates: ‘let your tears fall splashing, and 
perish for a perished master, upon this stream which sought to avert things good or evil, the pollution we 
pray against, pollution of an outpoured drink-offering’ (‘Notes on the Oresteia,’ p. 15). Here, as also in 
Lattimore’s version, ‘to avert things good and evil’ involves looking at libation first from Clytemnestra’s 
point of view (for her it is an ‘averting of evil’), then from Electra’s point of view (for her it is an ‘averting 
of good’). Clearly, mother’s evil is daughter’s good, and the double focus (‘bold paradox,’ as Dodds puts it) 
makes sense, however difficult; moreover, it is not an impossible compression for Aeschylus.” He admits 
that these compressions are intentional in Aeschylus. Some of these are possible corruptions in the text, due 
to “scribal error and textual corruption.”  
296 For a perspective on the pharmaceutical and convoluted  nature of the feminine, see both Derrida 
(1981), 108-133) and Joyce McCarl Nielsen (1978), 128-130 in the chapter The Woman-Nature, Man-
Culture Theory. The latter author sees clear contradictions to this theory of Ortner, one of them being that 
women can be associated with culture through their products (e,g., food, crafts, etc.). Also, Holst-Warhalft 
(1992), 170, notices a progressive phenomenon which became more emphatic in the time of Plato: “From 
an awesome ritual, essential to the community’s well-being, women’s lament has become a private, 
shameful therapy, a drug value that the state must prescribe and, when necessary, proscribe.” (I added the 
italics to the last quotation.)  
297 Simondon (1982), 216-217 discusses the sacredness of the memory of revenge in Aeschylus’ tragedy. 
She believes that the living need the help of the deceased, but that they cannot revitalize the dead without 
the proper rites:  “Cependant, la mémoire des vivants ne suffit pas, et leur vengeance doit tirer sa force de 
la volonté propre de la victim.” “Elle n’a rien de personnel ni de subjectif. Elle signifie que la crime ne peut 
pas être objectivement effacé tant que le mort n’est pas vengé. […] Mais pour que cette âme ou esprit se 
reveille, il faut que le rite soit acompli, que les enfants du mort fassent libations et prières, qu’ils ,sauvent 
son nom de la mort, ainsi que le liege, retenant le filet, <sauve  des eaux profondes le réseau de lin>.” 
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paternal Olympian realm above (vv. 35-41, 124-125, also in the choral verses: vv. 724-

725, 811-815). Quietly and surely, this memory is transferred from the quiescent earth to 

those who reside above: Apollo the Olympian takes this charge and returns it to its 

pristine, mantic and divine function. It returns to earth, this time from above, from the 

“father of Logos.”298 Memory is a koinon matter, no longer secret, but public. Through its 

translation into logos, the terrifying dream that has shaken the confidence of the censors 

and released the cry of the guilty gains entrance into the public speech.299 

       Once Orestes is home, the feminine form of memory (anamnēsis) decreases in 

intensity. It is no longer incessant lament or libation poured onto the ground. Orestes not 

only revitalizes the dead king, but also re-energizes him and restores him with phronēma, 

(a task Electra did not accomplish). He is able to do this because he is his successor—a 

male and a king-to–be—and, therefore, capable of speech and deed (phamenos kai rexās- 

v. 316). 

    He attempts to restore Agamemnon’s mental ability. The receptacle of the Earth is 

replaced by the receptacle of the mind: the ground as situs of memory gives way to phrēn 

as locus memoriae. Once he arrives, the chorus kindly negotiates with the feminine 

principle of the Earth to release the logos she has kept dormant for so long. The dead 

champion will now be able to help the living (v. 375). The vault of the earth that 

contained the embryonic power of Agamemnon now opens up for the birth of a new and 

                                                        
298 As in Jacques Derrida (1981), 84-94. Derrida views logos as belonging to a supreme male deity, 
endowed with solar power (the Father), who speaks his Word to mortals and gods alike. He is seconded and 
usurped by subversive substitutes to his logos, including “pharmaceuticals” of memory. Derrida refers to 
Platonician texts, but his assertions could be extended to any form of memory that suffers shifting or 
reconstruction. See both his chapters on the “Father-Logos” and the “Son”.  
299 Widzisz (2005), 155, discussing the raise of memory from Agamemnon's tomb. 
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royal Word. The father is exhumed.300 Through his action-inducing prayer, Orestes 

reunites Agamemnon with the socio-political logos of living and acting men. The socio-

political system of Mycenae applies now to the dead (vv. 336-337, 354-360). To Orestes, 

memory is a relational force, good only as long as it offers a political outcome, an 

alliance. In Orestes’ speech, the grave is no longer a place of rest and inactivity, but a 

political asylum for the temporarily exiled Agamemnon. According to his prayers, the 

underworld was never a prison, but a place of xenia, where Agamemnon went as a guest 

to philoisi, in a royal house.301 A king himself, he is now hospitably treated by his divine 

homolog, Hades himself. Between verses 405-409, Orestes engages Hades in contractual 

speech in the name of the kingship of Agamemnon. From 246-305, the logos is also no 

longer implicit, but loud—frightening the female chorus who still feels threatened by the 

policy of silence imposed by the two tyrants, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. After that 

séance, utterances of “true,” open logos are more and more frequent among the chorus 

members. The feminine chorus is finally charged with enough manliness to allow its cry 

                                                        
300 According to Michèle Simondon (1982), 217, the dead needs a revitalizing prayer, in order to share the 
memory of the living. This is a trait also noticed by commentators: J.C. Hogan (1984), 124: “The items and 
events just mentioned are challenges in that their unavenged memory reproaches the king’s honor. The 
dead do lose their strength, so that tendance is required to keep their influence vital and beneficent. 
Agamemnon has slept for some years and must be reminded of his own interests.” 
301 The doryxenia as apparent in Mark Griffith’s essay (1995), 81-83. Also, Lloyd-Jones (1970), 29, 
discusses the significance of the tomb as an altar for refugees and exiles such as Orestes. Therefore, the 
dead enhance their xenia and their customary prerogatives towards protecting and welcoming foreigners 
and exiles. On page 30, he discusses the scholastic perspectives on Agamemnon’s kingly abilities: “Some 
scholars have wanted to emend the text because it seems to imply that Agamemnon’s status in Hades was 
affected by the manner of his death, a notion the critics find surprising. But two passages in The Odyssey 
(11.388; 24.20) might be held to imply this; his ghost is described as ‘sorrowful.’ And it is surrounded by 
the souls, not of those who fell at Troy, but of those who fell in the ambush in which he perished. The same 
notion governs Virgil’s portraits of the dead in the underworld (Aeneid 6.479f).” On page 31, Lloyd-Jones 
recognizes the way Hades is perceived underground as royalty with full rights, as “the Zeus below.” Hogan 
(1984), 120: “Imagining Agamemnon as a lord among the dead, subservient only to the Kings of the under 
darkness, the chorus continues the thought of the preceding strophe. As we see from Odysseus’s visit to 
Hades in the Odyssey, book 11, one strand of Greek thought represented the dead as joined together in a 
society much like the one they had known in life. Such a view was aristocratic and thus suitable to this 
play, but it was hardly universal in Greece […].” The author goes on to admit that the status of 
Agamemnon might have been changed by the plot that took his life. 
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to evolve from powerless goos to ambivalent boē and, ultimately, to the articulate speech 

of the agora. 

                            Electra’s Leap into Mnemonic Silence 

     Orestes’ presence revitalizes Electra and the chorus. Their speech of hate is freer in 

386-392 as is the princess’ memory.302 As an acolyte of Orestes, she seconds his speech 

and becomes bolder in her assertions.303 She now has a more and more vivid and 

imaginative memory: the shameless disrobing of Agamemnon, his mutilation in the bath, 

as well as her supposed imprisonment in the palace, become now more and more 

detailed. She now identifies her father and herself with political prisoners. She also 

becomes involved with the chorus in the necromantic process of raising the dead es phaos 

(vv. 459-460: ἄκουσον ἐς φάος μολών,/ ξὺν δὲ γενοῦ πρὸς ἐχθρούς. “And let all our 

company blend our voices to echo the prayer. Hear! Come to the light! Side with us 

against the foe!”; cf. vv. 495-496). Light is, in this context, the paternal principle of 

supreme logos and true mnēmē, a form of memory that is no longer simply social and 

relational, but absolute, divine and perpetual.304 The boē, as battle cry, increasingly 

replaces the passive goos of impuissance. Nevertheless, Electra’s speech is still impaired. 

She cannot stop being a constant disciple and an ancilla of whatever the others transmit 

to her. Electra never has access to mantic forms of memory. She speaks, but her words 

are not true pieces of logos; they are rather utterances (epiphteggomai) completed by 

                                                        
302 Holst-Warhaft (1992), 136 acknowledges a gentle undermining of the chorus: “By showing us how 
female lament worked in Greek society and by subtly undermining it, Aeschylus affirms the function of his 
own art. Tragedy, like lament, is a controlled artistic response, but as part of a public festival it is a state-
sanctioned outlet for violent emotions.” 
303 We witness the “social frameworks” that mold her memory, Halbwachs (1992), 68. Also Gail Holst-
Warhaft (1992), 142-143. She views the enslaved women as mentoring her, as they secretly weep over their 
own woes as slaves and captives of war.   
304 Derrida (1981), 85, 99, about the divine soure of memory. Nevertheless, Hogan (1984), 124, points out 
that the dead might lose their mental capabilities, and a ritual becomes necessary for their restoration. 
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tears and emotionality (vv. 456-457: Or. σὲ τοι λέγω, ξυγγενοῦ, πάτερ, φίλοις. El. ἐγὼ δ᾽ 

ἐπιφθέγγομαι κεκλαυμένα. Or.“Father, I call on you; side with your loved ones!” El. 

“And I in tears join my voice to his.”). While Orestes prays intensely for political power, 

she still pleads for survival, for progeny (vv. 481-488).305 Although the princess mimes 

her brother’s political negotiation, most of her discourse falls short: it is still a substitute, 

an adjutant, a mere simulacrum (vv. 456-457, vv. 500-509). Even her last appeal to logos 

(v. 450) the way she conceives it, is oikos-oriented.  

   Her thinking is image-prone, although Holst-Warhaft perceives the traditional 

feminine world as more oral than graphic.306 A particular interest constitutes her need to 

imprint a special form of memory onto her father (or Orestes), one that comes in a 

graphic format.307 As a decipherer of visual symbols for recognition, it is only 

appropriate to imagine her as a creator of further graphemes and encoding.  

   μυχῷδ᾽ ἄφερκτος πολυσινοῦςκυνὸς δίκαν 
   ἑτοιμότερα γέλωτος ἀνέφερον λίβη, 
   χέουσαπολύδακρυν γόον κεκρυμμένα. 
   τοιαῦτ᾽ ἀκούων ἐν φρεσὶνγράφου. 
 
Kennelled in my room as if I were a vicious cur, I gave free vent to my streaming  
tears, which came more readily than laughter, as in my concealment I poured out my 
lament in plentiful weeping. Hear my tale and inscribe it on your heart. (vv.447-450) 

                                                        
305 Hogan (1984), 124, reads this differently: “As Kitto observes ('Form and Meaning,' pp. 48f.), this would 
be stylistically offensive if Electra were thinking of a husband and children. On the contrary, like Orestes 
she thinks of a rightful return of status and estate; the bridal dowry and commemorative libations symbolize 
her return to a proper degree and order.” He thinks that the verses 503-509 could be attributed to either 
Electra or Orestes, according to the reading. However, the only issues are whether verses 505-507 could be 
dropped or simply attributed to Electra, and whether verse 508-509 should be attributed to Orestes or 
Electra. None of these would change the preference of Electra for life and progeny. Lloyd-Jones (1970), 38, 
also thinks that 507-509 might be interpolated. Conacher (1987), 114, comments on it, without marking any 
question of authenticity. 
306 Holst-Warhaft (1992), 40-75. 
307 It is unclear whether she imprints this memory onto Orestes or her father. If the receiver of the graphic 
imprint is Orestes, this will be consistent with her expected kourotrophic roles as a female. As obvious in 
Porter’s essay (2003), 147-170, Orestes is in need of pedagogues in his position as an ephebe and 
newcomer (see also Zeitlin (1988) on more evidence of Orestes as an ephebe in his position within a ritual 
of initiation, after the matricide). If the receiver of graphic memory is the father, this only proves that his 
phrenic abilities are indeed affected by death. 
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 While the inscription is compatible with the concept of royalty, with records and 

archives, it also connotes religious secrecy, as if it were a hieroglyph.308 It is a special 

form of “writing,” not the usual simulacrum of logos that Derrida debates; it is instead a 

deep impression engraved in her mind, compatible with the “tablets of the mind” in 

Socratic discourse.309 According to Jan Assmann, writing also signifies an addition to 

self, rather than simply a pure repetition or a “copy” of inferior significance.310  

    This graphic memory represents the whole balance between the inner word (either as 

oikos, mind, or tomb) and the agora as situs memoriae. If, initially, her memory came in 

the form of bodily expression (and inarticulate cries), now it actually has an account. 

Imprinting this account on Orestes’ mind appears as the opposite of silence and 

secrecy.311 It is the complement of the logos her brother seeks, since its imprint onto him 

marks the passage of the family’s grief from quiet mourning indoors to open speech 

                                                        
308 Scodel (2008), 132, explains that writing on such tablets has a secretive or private nature, and quotes 
these verses about Electra. She also sees this as a more durable act than official writing. 
309 Derrida (1981), 104-105, and 128-131; the writing is “the dead  logos,” it deforms the truthfulness of the 
real logos of divine provenience. 
310 Derrida (1981), 110. Jan Assmann (2011), 150, admits the intention of writing in certain cultures 
(Egyptian) to “monumentalize” sacred inscription is a way of making contact with the gods, with the divine 
truth, and a way to ensure eternity. However, on page 261, he analyzes the idea that writing is connected to 
hypolepsis: “Hypolepsis, on the other hand, proceeds from the belief that truth can never be more than an 
approximation, and the hypoleptic process is one of engaging in approximations. It draws its momentum 
from the awareness that knowledge is never complete, and there is always more to be had.” Also, see 
Sansone’s work over the tablets of the mind (1975), 54-63. In particular on page 60: “On the remaining 
examples of the use of this wax tablet metaphor in Aeschylus, four specifically mention the deltos as that in 
which the individual objects of memory are inscribed and, in the terms of the metaphor, the deltos seems to 
be identified with the phrenes. This would seem more likely than the explanation that the phrenes are 
personified and conceived of as possessing deltoi of their own, although the evidence is not conclusive.” 
He considers that the process of memory is fascinating for Aeschylus, yet ambiguous in his verses. For the 
poets, according to his views (63), memory “was unique, since she was after all the mother of the Muses.” 
For them, “recollection was not regarded as a different kind of experience from cognition, and the image of 
the wax tablet was appropriate both as a ‘poetic metaphor’ and as a ‘scientific explanation.’” 
311 Regarding the genderless voice of the writing, see Marta Zajaç (1999), 42: "Cioux admits that it is not 
possible to dispense with labels, but she also does admit, somewhat against the labels, that l'ecriture 
feminine, the practice of what is called woman's writing —can be the province of both sexes", as opposed 
to the debate on the voice of the body, which raises questions regarding comprehension between the 
genders. 
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outdoors. However, Electra leaves her house of confinement, only to jump into the 

reclusive space of the mind. She exchanges one interiority for a more comfortable one. 

She hovers in the space created between a private act inscribed on a tablet and an 

epitaphic gesture with which she is not yet comfortable. 

   Ultimately, Orestes (now in control of logos) condescendingly sends her back to her 

quarters in a gesture of false chivalry. She mixes quickly with the other females, as he 

refers to all of them together (hymin) when he recommends that they keep quiet, since he 

is about to engage in warrior logos (xiphēphoros) (vv.583-584). Orestes bids them to 

keep a tongue of good speech, which in the feminine realm means a speechless tongue.312                 

   τὰ δ᾽ ἄλλα τούτῳ δεῦρ᾽ ἐποπτεῦσαι λέγω, 
   ξιφηφόρους ἀγῶνας ὀρθώσαντί μοι. 
   ὑμῖν δ᾽ ἐπαινῶ γλῶσσαν εὔφημον φέρειν, 
   σιγᾶν θ᾽ ὅπου δεῖ καὶ λέγειν τὰ καίρια.  
 
You had best keep a discreet tongue: be silent when there is need and speak only what 
the occasion demands. As for the rest, I call on him [Apollo] to cast his glance this 
way and direct the contest of the sword for me. (vv. 582-585) 

 
   Electra must now abandon her public role, once her speech has been curtailed. She 

also keeps within herself a form of alogos, of irrationality, something wild, pristine and 

pre-civilized (in the patriarchal sense). This nature is deeply ante-urban and almost 

animalistic. She recognizes this id in herself as well as in her mother: the lykos 

ōmophrōn, a genetic imprint, a fierce, indelible nature that abides by no real nomos (vv. 

420-422: λύκος γὰρ ὥστ᾽ ὠμόφρων/ἄσαντος ἐκ ματρός ἐστι θυμός. “For like a fierce-

                                                        
312 Lloyd-Jones (1970), 42: “The request to the CHORUS for silence is common in tragic scenes of 
conspiracy.”  Segal (1981), 284 sees a similar tendency in Sophocles’ Electra, who maintains an ambiguous 
silence before committing to deed. Later on, while in disguise, Orestes asserts that a talk with a woman in 
charge is not as good (vv. 664-667) as a discussion with a man. Strangely enough, Clytemnestra will agree 
that councils are for men alone (vv. 673-675). 
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hearted wolf the temper we have acquired from our mother is implacable”).313 Given this 

absence of logos and the sheer ferocity of this thymos, Electra’s wilderness still subsists 

just under the strata of civilization. In admitting this relationship with her maternal 

thymos, she shows the only genuine anagnōrisis the audience will ever see. It is probably 

the only form of that “memory of the blood” present in Electra, a mnēmē that is neither 

paternal nor divine, and is beyond the city discourse as well. It is a “mitochondrial” form 

of memory, inherited from her mother. Her acknowledgment of it will also be the only 

time she admits any relationship with Clytemnestra. 

                         The “Other” Memory. The Code of the “Beast” 

      In this play, Clytemnestra receives a marvelous introduction even before she 

appears.314 She might be the queen of forgetfulness in her attempts to censor memory, but 

in the dissidents’ memory, she belongs in a special mnemonic appendix reserved for the 

protagonists of the Lemnian account (logos-vv. 623-632)—a hall of shame filled with 

unnatural women. She occupies a very infamous position, akin to that of two other 

treacherous royal women: Scylla, the princess who betrayed her father, and Althaea, the 

queen who destroyed her son (vv. 602-630). The verb of narration is one of memory. 

              ἐπεὶ δ᾽ ἐπεμνασάμανἀμειλίχων 
              πόνων, ὁ καιρὸς δὲ δυσφιλὲς γαμή- 
              λευμ᾽ ἀπεύχετον δόμοις 
              γυναικοβούλους τε μήτιδας φρενῶν 
              ἐπ᾽ ἀνδρὶ τευχεσφόρῳ, 
              ἐπ᾽ ἀνδρὶδᾴοις ἐπεικότως σέβαι. 

 

                                                        
313 Hogan (1984), 122, discusses the possibility that the formulation “implacable nature” might actually 
refer to the spirit of the dead Agamemnon.  
314 Gould (2001), 104 discusses the “aura” that Clytemnestra emanates: “It is not that we do not understand 
Klytaimestra, but we feel her. We have a very strong sense of her as a person, one who emanates from the 
world of the play and conveys in herself much of its signal atmosphere. And our sense of her is rooted in 
the play’s language and in its forms, in ways which I shall try to define.” 
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But since I have recalled tales of pitiless afflictions, it is the right time to tell of a 
marriage void of love, an abomination to the house, and the plots devised by a 
wife's cunning against her warrior lord, against her lord revered with reason by 
his foes. But I honor the hearths of homes not heated by passion's fires, and in 
woman, a spirit that shrinks from audacious deeds. (vv. 623-628) 

 
         The chorus started the day with her scream of terror, since the queen had had a 

nightmare (vv. 523-525).315 The audience’s very first glimpse of Clytemnestra is through 

her shrieking, which is the very opposite of the articulate logos of memory. Her scream is 

the manifestation of her irrational nature in front of the world of reason, her panic in front 

of the Phoebic mantic power. The only form of contact with the paternal logos and 

memory she has divorced is now through terrifying dreams. This contact with the divine 

discourse is very intimate, deprived of the intermediary Pythia. It is also a highly visual 

contact, practically void of any logos. Moreover, she has no privilege in it, no true 

communion. The dream is rather a manifest truth, a dire promise that allows no dialogue 

or negotiation. The queen is reduced to illogical babbling when confronted with the 

supreme form of the Word, encoded as it is in nightmare imagery.  

        She is reported to have dreamt of a serpent (v. 527). Nurturing a reptile seems most 

appropriate for a mother-beast, as Electra identifies her at v. 249. She is, after all, an 

unnatural human female, at least from the point of view of the civilized world. She is 

serpentine and untamed.316 It must be her bestial nature, her incapacity to be a regular 

                                                        
315 It is a dream that sends us back to Stesichoros. Hogan (1984), 126: “Stesichoros is probably Aeschylus’ 
source; cf. on 733.” Godlhill (1992), 67, notices the tension between the beast and the human in the killing 
of Clytemnestra, since it resembles a sacrifice: “[S]acrifice, thus, expresses man’s place in the order of 
things: distinct from the wild and domestic world of the beasts and from the immortal sphere of the divine. 
Secondly, sacrifice encodes a set of values about human culture and nature.” The human is sacrificing the 
animal. However, Orestes initially appears as a beast in her dream. Also, Froma Zeitlin (1988), 55, reminds 
us that Orestes comes to his matricide representing himself, his father and the serpent of her dream. 
316 There is more than just one serpent in the house. Zeitlin (1988), 56, points out that the aphidian nature of 
Orestes himself, which prevents his mission from becoming identical to the mission of Perseus against the 
Gorgon. Also, DeForest (1993), 136 notices that Clytemnestra’s very first contact with Orestes is a visual 
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woman that prevents her from having a true communion with the articulate divine. 

Instead of helpful dreams, the gods speak to her to through nightmares, and instead of 

logos, Apollo uses imagery. Moreover, she needs a translator to apprehend the true 

meaning of the divine word. However, in her dream, the “Other” is the beast: the father 

and the son, as well as their powers, are aphidian in nature, and their memory belongs to 

a beastly disarticulated code. As she wishes to be the one in control of logos, in her 

subconscious the others become beastly alogoi.317 

          Since she is no longer the bridge between generations, or between life and death, 

her funeral gifts also lose their power to communicate and, quite possibly, their logos. 318  

          ἐκ τίνος λόγου  
          μεθύστερον τιμῶσ᾽ ἀνήκεστον πάθος;  
          θανόντι δ᾽ οὐ φρονοῦντι δειλαία χάρις  
          ἐπέμπετ᾽: οὐκ ἔχοιμ᾽ ἂν εἰκάσαι τόδε.  
          τὰ δῶρα μείω δ᾽ ἐστὶ τῆς ἁμαρτίας.  
          τὰ πάντα γάρ τις ἐκχέας ἀνθ᾽ αἵματος  
          ἑνός, μάτην ὁ μόχθος: ὧδ᾽ ἔχει λόγος. 
 

[F]rom what motive, seeking too late to make amends for an irremediable deed. 
They would be a sorry gift to send to the senseless dead: I cannot guess what they 
mean. The gifts are too paltry for her offence. For though a man may pour out all 
he has in atonement for one deed of blood, it is wasted effort. So the saying goes. 
(vv. 516-521) 

 
          She does remember the right form of interaction with the deceased, the logos of 

quid pro quo, the quasi-political diplomacy of exchange of favors, yet the ritual no longer 

functions. The channel of logos and Mnēmosynē that should exist between her and the 

realm above has suffered a schism. Although she has sent libations to the tomb, nobody 

has performed the rites for her. The nature of the gift is also problematic. Because    

                                                                                                                                                                     
one, since between the serpent (drakon) and the verb of sight (derkomai) there is an etymological 
relationship. According to the author, Clytemnestra first senses a threat “through an image of sight”. 
317 Zeitlin (1988), 56. Zeitlin also points out her androgynous nature. 
318 In Sophocles, she is almost able to have her ritual performed, but it is interrupted at the last moment.  
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Orestes has come home and has stopped the women’s liquid nourishment of the ghosts, 

she has missed her opportunity to add an extra libation. Moreover, the fluid gifts she 

sends to the dead could bear the suspicion of being agents of oblivion, pharmaceuticals of 

amnesia.319 She only knows how to make people forget, including herself, but this comes 

at the price of abandoning any form of mnēmē, even the divine one that the Greeks hold 

precious. The bond of phrēn between the dead and the living that ritualized mourning 

normally establishes for a woman is absent for her. When she tries to appease 

Agamemnon’s spirit, the spirit has no phrēn for her. At least this is what the chorus says 

(v. 517). In addition, Agamemnon’s phrēn has been successfully hijacked by Orestes. He 

is now the one who can communicate efficiently with his father, who can manipulate his 

memory for his own purposes.  

         Clytemnestra is forced to cling to her new social role, although it is perceived as 

unnatural: as a woman with active (almost manly) political speech and the ambition to 

lead, and as an adversary of her traditional social function (namely, anamnēsis), she is a 

strange character in any of the three tragedians’ versions of her story.320 A female of 

royal birth is an unlikely agent of organized and oppressive forgetfulness. The present 

situation forces her into constructing an alternate logos, rather than only denying the 

existing one. That is her main form of hybris: introducing a new account rather than 

cultivating the public discourse, as would befit a good lady of the palace and a dutiful 

wife. In these conditions, Aeschylus depicts her rather as a matriarch of Mnēmosynē, an 
                                                        
319 Derrida (1981), 113-115, refers to the Platonician interpretation of the pharmaka of memory. Regarding 
the way Agamemnon does not respond to Clytemnestra’s libations, Hogan (1984), 126, notices the 
contradictions in the text: “As Thomson says, wretched grace, does not make sense unless we understand 
Orestes to mean ‘a poor enough offering for such a crime.’ Even this view leaves unexplained the emphasis 
on dead and unfeeling: if the dead are unfeeling or unconscious, the entire komos has been vain and 
futile.” 
320 Ringer (1998), 155 speaks of Sophocles' Clytemmestra as playing various roles. Even her gifts sent to 
Agamemnon's tomb are, according to Ringer, mere "props". 



146 
 

evil stepmother for the paternal mnēmē.321 In a way, then, she fills the role of the 

subversive Thoth, the usurper of the pater, in Derrida’s analysis.  

        For her, memory is not based on political alliances and the necessity for war, as it 

was for Agamemnon, but on blood ties. This is why Clytemnestra is capable of holding 

an intense grudge over the loss of Iphigenia (Ag. vv. 1525ff.); this mnēmē of blood and 

spilled gore is the only one that matters for a mother. Later on, this same function will be 

taken up by her Furies in the Eumenides. This memory is intensely feminine, oikos-prone, 

and pre-political. It is logos for her, in its purest divine and natural form. But for the city 

that abhors her leadership, anything she might say in her defense is a poor excuse. 322 

         Surely, this feeling of political ostracism bothers Clytemnestra who constantly tries 

to bring some respectability back into her life: one of these attempts is the gesture of 

xenia she displays for the messengers, a reminiscence of her legitimate royal function 

(vv. 668 ff.). She even tries to fit back into the “good queen” role, acceding to the 

requirement that she, as a woman, be second in command to her lord (Aegisthus). 

However her behavior is a mask, a simulacrum, since she lets the foreigners know that, 

when it comes to the affairs of the state, she still wants koinōnia with the males (verses 

673 and 717).  

                                                  Failure of Private Memory 

                                                        
321 Jan Assmann, (2011), 53-54, emphasizes the importance of the construction of memory for individuals 
in power who try to legitimize themselves: “It is unquestionable that power requires origin, and this is 
called the ‘retrospective’ side of the phenomenon […] Power legitimizes itself retrospectively and 
immortalizes itself prospectively.’”  
322 Froma Zeitlin (1988), 55: “But in Agamemnon the queen’ s primary motive was maternal vengeance for 
her child, Iphigenia; her second one was the sexual alliance she contracted with Aegisthus in her husband’s 
absence. There the two traits of mother love and conjugal chastity diverge, are, in fact, antithetical to each 
other. Here in the Choephoroi adulterous wife is now fully equated with hostile mother.” In the Libation 
Bearers, her discussion of Iphigenia’s sacrifice is less foregrounded (vv 917 ff.). She only alludes to it: 
Hogan (1986), 140.  
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           Within a context involving a royal house and a relative with both a heroic/warrior 

past and a leadership position, it is difficult to imagine a form of memory that does not 

imply the public dimension. Yet, sometimes, the simplest form of Mnēmosynē—the 

affective one—is more precious for survival. As in Sophocles, Clytemnestra faces a big 

test of memory when she receives Orestes in his disguise (vv. 668-717). Unfortunately, 

she does not pass this crucial test. Recognizing her own blood, abiding by the rules of 

natural philia, was an innate and exclusively feminine privilege for a woman in ancient 

Greece. However, because she is an unnatural female, the androgynous queen loses this 

precious instinct. In spite of her powerful evocation of blood ties in her argument against 

Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigeneia, this “voice of blood”—the mother-cry that the 

Athenian audience would expect in her welcome of Orestes—is mute.323 Her amnesia 

disables her in the face of danger and also robs her of public sympathy: not having that 

inner call proves that one is not a worthy mother or woman. In her case, an adulteration 

of this special connection of speech and feeling lies at a deeper level. Her public 

discourse has for a long time been truncated, such that she easily falls for the false story 

of the messenger in disguise, believing his “bastard” logos which is divorced from truth 

and legitimacy (vv. 674-690).324  

         The audience understands that she is now vulnerable only because she committed 

an act of hybris earlier on. The murderous son comes to her with a cosmeticized memory. 

Since she has broken up with the paternal logos and with “legitimate” memory, she is 

now exposed to the “parricidal” tendencies (in Derrida’s terms) of this specious offspring 

(the alternate narrative speech). When she imposed forgetfulness through censorship, that 

                                                        
323 David Kovacs (1984), 315. 
324 The term belongs to Derrida (1981), 161-168, (“Family Scene”) refering to “orphanized/parricidal” 
logos.  



148 
 

lēthē took control, depriving her of some very healthy mnemonic imprints—an 

anagnōrisis that would have saved her.325 Clytemnestra was also mistaken to cling so 

ferociously to graphic reports and prescribed laws, to “dead words”.326 She cannot help 

but think in these terms, when she considers the possibility that her crime has been 

prescribed (prodousan eggraphē)—which, in her translation, means “settled” or 

“solved”—without understanding that writing neither settles anything nor carries any 

weight.327 

      καὶ νῦν Ὀρέστης—ἦν γὰρ εὐβούλως ἔχων,  
      ἔξω κομίζων ὀλεθρίου πηλοῦ πόδα,—  
      νῦν δ᾽ ἥπερ ἐν δόμοισι βακχείας καλῆς 
      ἰατρὸς ἐλπὶς ἦν, προδοῦσαν ἔγγραφε.  
 

And now Orestes: he was indeed prudent in keeping his foot out of the mire of 
destruction, but now mark down as having abandoned us what was once the one 
hope in our house of a cure for its fine revelry. (vv. 696-699)328 

 
       By now, it is clear that she relies on manly forms of graphic memory, such as record-

writing. These graphic forms of memory stand in opposition to the graphic signs typically 

deployed by Electra: embroideries, weaving, clothes. The inherent femininity of her 

media allows Electra to read and inscribe them as a virtuous woman. Clytemnestra, by 

contrast, according to Scodel, only trusts official “writing,” which is obviously a 
                                                        
325 Llewllyn-Jones (1999), 125, discusses the problematic exchanges between the living and the 
dead, starting from the theories of Baudrillard (1993), 126 (chapter “The Exchange of Death in the 
Primitive Order”). She comments on this problem of overwhelming death and morbidity, when the 
healthy cycle of memory is broken.  
326 Derrida (1981), 164 on the theories expressed in Phaedrus. However, Derrida’s theory proves that, 
ultimately, writing itself is just as complex a system as speech. 
327 Scodel (2008), 132, marks this passage as corrupt. However, she notices that, if we take this passage to 
represent Clytemnestra’s hope that Orestes will be “marked down” in the records as vanished, it shows the 
futility of public records: “Since Klytaimnestra is actually wrong that this hope is gone, the allusion hints 
not at permanence and reliability in the written record, but at its inability to offer more truth than is 
available at the limited moment it is produced.” On the same page she also notices that “Agamemnon, then, 
is pervasively concerned with social memory and the ways power can and cannot control it. The most 
powerful force of rituals seems to be quiet, private speech; public proclamations and rituals attempt to 
manipulate it, but only partially succeed. Public memory is unstable.” Simondon (1982), 225, believes that 
writing cannot substitute for “les archives vivante” of memory, in oral tradition. 
328 Beside Jan Assmann (2011), 239-241, also Gladys Lang and Kurt Lang (2011), 291-296. 
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surrogate, a form of “external memory,” instead of relying on her “tablets of mind,” her 

affective memory. Aegisthus makes the same mistake when he thinks a messenger’s 

aggelia can soothe his fears (v. 854ff.).            

     When Orestes’ death is announced, Clytemnestra surprises the audience with a 

short outburst of private Mnēmosynē (v. 694-695: φίλων ἀποψιλοῖς με τὴν παναθλίαν. 

“[this curse] strip[s] me of those I love, utterly wretched as I am.”).329 But her wild 

animalistic nature takes over, in the Bacchic revelry she names at verse 698. Aeschylus 

simply could not afford the public to relate too much to a character who is condemned in 

his play. Furthermore, to contradict her and to counter-balance her emotional outburst, 

Orestes’ nurse comes quickly with twice as much sentimental effusion, and a long 

excursus of lachrymatory content regarding Orestes’ childhood (vv. 733-757). As a 

maternal surrogate, a mimesis, she undermines the natural mother, revealing herself much 

worthier than the original. Inversions are customary in this universe of perverted 

womanhood. Since logoi are the only forms of legitimacy in this land, the nurse’s 

extended narration, poignant and filled with first-hand reminiscences, wins over the 

audience. She is no longer the simulacrum of maternity she was meant to be, but the real 

mother. The nurse appears as the original repository of affective memory. The birth-giver 

handed over Orestes to his nurse upon his birth, in what could be perceived almost as an 

abortive gesture (v. 761-762: ἐγὼ διπλᾶς δὲ τάσδε χειρωναξίας /ἔχουσ᾽ Ὀρέστην 

ἐξεδεξάμην πατρί: “It was I who, with these two handcrafts, received Orestes for his 

                                                        
329 Hogan (1984), 130-131, thinks that it makes more sense if Clytemnestra has these lines: “Some editors 
assign this speech to Electra; today most give it to Clytemsntra.” He views her as having no need to feign 
grief, in spite of what the nurse later says. “The question of her tone, i.e., her sincerity, is difficult but not 
insuperable. Since there is no dramatic reason to feign grief—and unnecessary dissimulation is hardly the 
way of this woman—we may accept her sense of loss as authentic, even if, unlike characters in Euripides, 
she does not fall completely apart from remorse.” 
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father”). Through her narrative the nurse not only expresses the private logos that is so 

lacking in Clytemnestra, but she also instantiates the physical presence of a feminine 

nurturing body. Because she has clung to her false “kingly” role, Clytemnestra’s physical 

body has not yet even come under discussion.330 Maternity is anyway a compromised 

notion in Mycenae, with the worst possible connotations. The mother-queen is a 

murderess and, as a result, the chorus always talks about murder in birth-giving terms: 

homicide “breeds” and “engenders” more homicide and further disaster. Murder itself is 

almost likened to a fertile female womb (v. 805: γέρων φόνος μηκέτ᾽ ἐν δόμοις τέκοι. 

“May aged Murder cease begetting offspring in our house!”). As a “mother” 

Clytemnestra is just a further symbol of the oxymoronic fertility of miasma.331  

                     When Clytemnestra Utters Memory and There Is None to Hear It,  

                                                  Does It Really Make a Sound? 

         The first and last times the audience encounters Clytemnestra, she is deprived of 

logos: she enters and exits the stage shrieking and crying. But, before she dies, she 

morphs into an unlikely warrior as well as into an agorastes, ready to plead her own case. 

In spite of her adoption of these public personae, the scene is very private, which is quite 

inappropriate for the agora; we hear her pleas from inside the house, and we do not see 

her. Even in this attempt at civic redemption, she remains concealed and elusive. On the 

other hand, it is a clever move on Aeschylus’ part to conduct her trial indoors. He has a 

                                                        
330 Foucault (1980), 55-59, however, considers that the king is more than anything defined by his physical 
body in terms of inviolability. Here, the queen should follow the same pattern. 
331 Goldhill (1992), 65: "The second model that is repeatedly used for this relation of past and present is 
that of childbirth. In the same ode that includes the lion in the house parable, the chorus sings (Aga. 751-5) 
of another ancient proverb, that ‘great wealth when it reaches fullness begets and does not die childless; 
from good fortune flourishes insatiable despair for the race.’ This generalization echoes a standard idea of 
Greek moral writing that wealth leads to excess which leads to the arrogant violence called hubris. The 
chorus goes on to say that they disagree with this notion because, in their view, it is ‘the impious action that 
gives birth to more, like to it in generation’, and they conclude (Aga. 763-5): ‘old violence [hubris] loves to 
give birth to new violence [hubris] amid the evils of men’.” 
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better chance of muffling her defense, away from the audience and away from a coherent 

collective record. She could be more easily consigned to public forgetfulness, were her 

death to be concealed. Moreover, her physical invisibility helps the author avoid the 

monumentalization of her body, a topic that will be discussed later, when Orestes comes 

with her shroud. In this way, the playwright prevents Clytemnestra from committing an 

act of memory though her body.332 

          When Clytemnestra sees Orestes’ attack, she goes first for the axe (v. 889-890:  

δοίη τις ἀνδροκμῆτα πέλεκυν ὡς τάχος:/εἰδῶμεν εἰ νικῶμεν, ἢ νικώμεθα: “Someone give 

me a battle-axe, and quickly! Let us know if we are victors or vanquished”), and then 

tries to talk her way out of execution (vv. 895-926). In other words, she rushes to 

weapons and logoi, and only later does she use her body as a receptacle of memory. A 

mnemonic duel springs from this encounter, and she then finally remembers her son, with 

the emotional voice that she should have had from the beginning: it is too late, though, 

for anagnōrisis and blood-tied memory.333 No one listens, not even Orestes. Before 

killing her, he first tries to keep her from speaking and to contradict her “official record” 

of memory. He drags her back to her gynaikeion, to the anonymous (“speechless”) 

position of wife and concubine, a place that would be acceptable for her, had it not been 

for her adultery (v. 894-895: φιλεῖς τὸν ἄνδρα; τοιγὰρ ἐν ταὐτῷ τάφῳ /κείσῃ: θανόντα δ᾽ 

οὔτι μὴ προδῷς ποτε.“You love this man? Then you will lie in the same grave, and you 

will never abandon him in death”).334 He defeats her logocentric memory. She 

counterattacks by bringing him back to the comforting memory of her loving nurture, to 

                                                        
332 Warner (1985), 282-283. Her work emphasizes the role of women’s body in the social discourse and in 
particular in the politics of iconic representations. 
333 Scodel (2008), 126-127. Clytemnestra fights the chorus in Agamemnon, by truncating the narratives. 
Here, however, she has to go into more private battle against her son. 
334 Nicole Loraux (1987), 15ff. regarding the death of women in a bridal posture in the thalamus. 
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her breast, to his infant past. If he tries to reduce her to silence, she attempts the same, by 

turning him back into a nēpios, a mindless and speechless baby. 

       ἐπίσχες, ὦ παῖ, τόνδε δ᾽ αἴδεσαι, τέκνον,  
       μαστόν, πρὸς ᾧ σὺ πολλὰ δὴ βρίζων ἅμα  
       οὔλοισιν ἐξήμελξας εὐτραφὲς γάλα.  
 

Wait, my son! Have pity, child, upon this breast at which many times while you slept 
you sucked with toothless gums the milk that nourished you. (vv. 896-898) 

 
       She plays the “memory of blood” card with more passion now. Nevertheless, how 

could anyone be expected to credit her sincerity, when her words are the exact copy of 

the speech of the nurse? The members of the audience have this unpleasant feeling of 

déjà entendu.335 They already know Orestes was not raised by his natural mother. 

Nevertheless, the image of her maston, according to DeForest, a symbol of safety and 

nurture, puzzles Orestes and, for a few seconds, takes him back to a time without logos, 

politics, memory, or revenge.336 The naked breast is the very opposite of the 

genderless/androgynous ruler she used to embody. In this gesture, she obtains authentic 

memory by disrobing her body, by eliminating clothes, covers, and mask (royal persona). 

In the Libation Bearers, the bodies of the feminine characters are not part of socially 

                                                        
335 Regarding the scene wherein Clytemnestra shows her breast, Holst-Warhaft (1992), 152 doubts that 
Clytemnestra has ever nursed Orestes (the nurse has already confessed to that). Quoting Zeitlin, she 
considers that the scene rather reveals an attempt to seduce. The queen reveals the “threatening power of a 
woman’s weapon.” 
336 See DeForest (1993), 136-137. She emphasizes sight and gaze as a duel of intimidation and reduction 
to infancy. I put more emphasis on the speech/silence aspect of this duel between mother and son. In this 
essay, she points out the relationship between the evil eye of Medusa-Clytemnestra and the male “eye of 
the sky”, gaze of Orestes. Also, once having shown Orestes her breast, Clytemnestra tries to recover the 
positive babyish gaze of her son, from the time of nurture. She represents, according to the author of the 
essay, the goddess’ classical duality of nurture and destruction. I shall take up this discussion about 
Clytemnestra the “goddess,” again in a future chapter, which will be about divine Mnēmōsynē. Also, Froma 
Zeitlin (1988), 62-63 believes that Orestes needs to be reborn in the world of the male deities (second birth 
in the navel of Delphi) after the matricide, since his matricide is a rejection of his initial natural relationship 
with the mother, through her breast—a relationship he denies. Moreover, Widzisz (2005), 200-201: "The 
double 'transformation' of Orestes at this point, into both an infant and an animal, corresponds to an 
intratextual requirement (the fulfillment of the prophetic dream), a developed intertextual association (with 
the nostos of Odysseus), and thereby also on a ritual level in the matter of Orestes’ reintroduction into the 
Argive community." 
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articulate Mnēmosynē, the way they will be in Euripides. Memory of body and blood is 

the biological opposite of logos (nature vs. culture). Seeing her breast, Orestes even 

considers sparing her. To this speechless mercy, Pylades opposes an intense paternal 

logos, the Apollonian manteumata and a memory dictated from above (v. 900-901: Or. 

Πυλάδη τί δράσω; μητέρ᾽ αἰδεσθῶ κτανεῖν; Pyl. ποῦ δὴ τὰ λοιπὰ Λοξίου μαντεύματα; 

Or. “Pylades, what shall I do? Shall I spare my mother out of pity?” Pyl. “What then will 

become in the future of Loxias' oracles?”).337 Once Pylades helps him snap out of her 

mesmerizing snares, he is able to lead a serious mnemonic recquisitoire against her. He 

understands now that his mother drags him back to forget about duty, status, and 

retaliation. Even now, when she pretends to appeal to his most intimate childhood 

memory, Clytemnestra is still doing what she does best, namely inducing forgetfulness, 

this time not through political censorship, but through an appeal to emotions. Her 

removal of clothes is, paradoxically, a further instance of her enwrapping and masking. 

Her maternity is still a persona. He is now able to combat each one of her alternative 

accounts (vv. 908-920): “I nurtured thee,” she says, “you banished me,” he replies; “I 

sent you to an ally king,” “no, you sold me,” etc. What Orestes does is correct her faulty 

memory and her self-image. He disarms her mind and mnemonic arsenal, after disarming 

her axe-wielding hand.  

         In verses 923-924, she plays the same game of recognition, of “identity in alterity,” 

that Electra played before. However Orestes uses it to counterattack (Clyt. κτενεῖν 

ἔοικας, ὦ τέκνον, τὴν μητέρα. Or. σύ τοι σεαυτήν, οὐκ ἐγώ, κατακτενεῖς. Clyt. “You 

                                                        
337 Hogan (1984), 135 notices that the usually mute character, Pylades, finally speaks. The moment is a 
“dramatic surprise” but it is to be expected as Orestes is not a cold-hearted killer and never fully grasped at 
the idea of murdering his mother: “We have noticed that, in the first half of the play, Orestes has little to 
say about the prospect of killing his mother and prefers to talk of Aegisthus.”   
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seem resolved, my child, to kill your mother.” Or. “You will kill yourself, not I.”). He 

completely erases the boundaries between himself and the queen’s “self” when he erases 

his agency completely from the record of her murder: it is she who kills herself. Slowly 

but surely, Orestes sets her back to her feminine realm of passivity, precisely by re-

establishing the boundaries of gender identity she has attempted to erase.338 The way he 

performs that task is by “repairing” her memory and erasing her false social and private 

persona. She is not a politician, a male, or a warrior (vv. 918-921: Clyt. μὴ ἀλλ᾽ εἴφ᾽ 

ὁμοίως καὶ πατρὸς τοῦ σοῦ μάτας. Or. μὴ 'λεγχε τὸν πονοῦντ᾽ ἔσω καθημένη. Clyt. “But 

do not fail to proclaim the follies of that father of yours as well.” Or. “Do not accuse him 

who suffered while you sat idle at home.”). Orestes even switches the kourotrophic role 

in his last sentences to fit the father, rather than the female in order to further infantilize 

and vilify Clytemnestra (v. 921: τρέφει δέ γ᾽ ἀνδρὸς μόχθος ἡμένας ἔσω. “Yes, but it is 

the husband's toil that nourishes them while they sit at home”).339 He finally manages to 

reduce her fierce arguments to pleas, and then to inarticulate moans and cries. Reified, 

reduced in turn into a nēpios, she is now a sentient yet silent being, in a realm that is pre-

cultural, outside agora, speech, and arguments. In the end, the only thing she can do is 

perform a self-threnos, a job within her expected feminine prerogatives (v. 926: ἔοικα 

θρηνεῖν ζῶσα πρὸς τύμβον μάτην. “I see that though living I mourn in vain before a 

                                                        
338 Zeitlin (1988), 68 thinks that, in a Freudian manner, Orestes proclaims in his victory over the mother a 
victory of “intellectuality over the senses,” the victory of paternal logos, “inferences and premises,” over 
maternal senses. This will linger in the Eumenides. 
339 Not only do we witness what Zeitlin (1988), 66, considers as the reverse of maternal juices and their 
transformation into father-monitored humors, in the process of separation of Orestes from his mother, but 
we also see a classical stereotype, as Lloyd-Jones (1970), 62, points out: “Hesiod in the Theogony (398f) 
had compared women with drones, who sit in the hive and live off the production of the working bees. 
ORESTES’ language in this passage echoes much misogynistic matter in early Greek poetry.”  
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tomb.”).340 Just as Electra has done before, in front of the male, she leaps into silence. In 

her last warnings, she brings up the Erinyes, “dogs” of no articulate account (v. 924: ὅρα, 

φύλαξαι μητρὸς ἐγκότους κύνας. “Take care: beware the hounds of wrath that avenge a 

mother.”).341 Orestes knows that, sooner or later, they will be defeated by the paternal 

logos he worships: the solar power of Helios and Apollo. He steps out to the light now, as 

the one in charge, as the Father. He transcends his identity as Orestes, as he exits the 

room of murder.342 The chorus acknowledges him as hero-patriarch (v. 934: ὀφθαλμὸν 

οἴκων, “the eye of the house”). As the paternal logos seems to prevail, the female 

anamnēsis rests. There is no surprise in this outcome, since the only function of memory 

was to signal the lack of balance in a system.343 Mnēmosynē of the ancient disasters now 

returns to dormancy while the chorus sings for the hero (vv. 935ff.).  

                                           The Last Word of Mnēmosynē 

          The memory of Clytemnestra is once more truncated after her death. What seems 

more impressive to me is the fact that once she is killed, the killers take precautions 

against the dead body becoming a monument of memory. She has already been reduced 

to a corpse. Orestes, however, is further reducing her severed corpse. He first demystifies 

her body. Much as in the Eumenides, the living people now question even her function: 

they call her maternity a mere “burden” (v. 992: ἐξ οὗ τέκνων ἤνεγχ᾽ ὑπὸ ζώνην βάρος, 

                                                        
340 Lloyd-Jones (1970), 62 considers that the line refers to a Greek saying regarding insensitivity: “pleading 
with a stupid man is like pleading with a tomb.” Also, Hogan (1984), 140; Rehm (1994), 53, comments 
Clytemnestra's words in terms of the death-marriage symbolism.  
341 Gerardine Meanye (1993), 30, (“Medusa’s Head”), and also Barbara Creed (2000). DeForest (1993), 
131 shows her as a Gorgonal entity and an Earth-goddess. 
342 See the notes on DeForest (1993), 131-142. The battle of the eyes is vital, according to the author, in the 
Libation Bearers, when Orestes exits the room as the eye of the household, after fighting his mother’s 
Gorgonal gaze. Hogan (1984), 141, remarks the same use in the Persians, v.169. Lloyd-Jones (1970), 63 
considers that the use of the word “eye” refers to Orestes being very precious to his household.  
343 Nietzsche (1997),  56-96. 
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“whose children she bore, a burden under her belt”).344 She was nothing more than a 

vessel, a womb (vv. 990-995). Once more, there is no bridge of speech between her and 

the articulate others. She even retrograded into a reptile, an asp (v. 995: μύραινά γ᾽ εἴτ᾽ 

ἔχιδν᾽ ἔφυ “Had she been born a seasnake or a viper”). Her touch therefore had 

intoxicating qualities, venomous properties, and dubious pharmaceuticals.345 Now her 

conqueror presents to the powerful Sun, the all-scrutinizing paternal eye, the evidence of 

foul female intricacy: it comes as a set of graphēmata, a piece of cloth, a cunning 

feminine work.346 While her body still lies on the ekklykemma, still in plain sight, Orestes 

already moves the public’s eyes from her problematic anatomy (her womb) to her 

products and crafts.347  

      Not only does he reduce Clytemnestra to her handiwork, but he also tries to inscribe 

her into his own “code.” It is the net she used to defeat Agamemnon (vv. 997-1004). We 

should not forget that, as much as Electra was, Clytemnestra is “fluent” in written 

symbols and communicates through graphē. This graphē, though, is of dubious speech 

for the male hero who mistranslates it (although, before he did not have any difficulty 

                                                        
344 We shall see in the following chapter, which discusses the divine memory, Apollo’s attempt to define 
motherhood in similar terms in the Eumenides (vv. 656-660), while the fetus appears as a seed, a “tissue,” 
as Dr. Thomas Hubbard pointed out to me. Also Zeitlin (1988) 67 points out the Apollonian rhetoric that 
uses logos and myth to re-define embryology: “Here at its inception mythos still plays a determining role 
and the logos of scientific argument is still rudimentary; copulation is equated with gestation in a false 
analogy. But for mythos and for logos the true model is social relations, and woman’s new reduced 
biological function is a sophisticated translation of her social function, ratified by god and science.” 
345 See the notes on the serpentine and venomous femininity. Venoms can be a cure in an Asclepiadic 
sense,as discussed with Dr. Hubbard; however, this is not the sense used here.   
346 See Gould (2001) about Gernet, 142: “Louis Gernet has drawn attention to the interesting fact that in the 
mythical theme of the ‘don fatal’, it is commonly a garment of death that is the woman’s gift: we have only 
to remember Eriphyle, Deianeira, Medea.” Clytemnestra is, therefore, an inversion of Penelope. As we 
witnessed before, the ability of a cloth or embroidery to produce and stabilize true logos is, at times, met 
with suspicion. See also Ann Bergren, (2008), 13-43, regarding the ability of women to present truth and 
lies through their material culture. However, Ardener (1975), 25, does not charge any of the genders in 
particular with this lethal potential.  
347 Gould (2001), 185, notices that “[i]n Aeschylus stage properties have something of the uncanny force of 
an object with the power to cause of itself death and destruction, and are analogous in their use to the stage 
events of an eerie strangeness […].” 
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with Electra’s piece of handiwork). It is a pretended breach of communication between 

signifiers of male and feminine origin. The meaning women “settle” in 

graphics/embroideries appears further codified for the male.348 The neutral pharos of 

Clytemnestra that Orestes brought with him keeps changing names once it is subjected to 

the light of the heliocentric logos of the Father (vv. 973, 980. 985ff). It is polymorphic 

and elusive, just like its mistress. The wrap becomes in turns a trap, a web, a curtain, and 

a shroud.349 In the end, Orestes concludes that it is a robber’s net, banning the memory of 

his mother away from the hearth, in the illegitimate realm of crossroads and brigands.  

        τί νιν προσείπω, κἂν τύχω μάλ᾽ εὐστομῶν;  
        ἄγρευμα θηρός, ἢ νεκροῦ ποδένδυτον  
        δροίτης κατασκήνωμα; δίκτυον μὲν οὖν,  
        ἄρκυν τ᾽ ἂν εἴποις καὶ ποδιστῆρας πέπλους.  
        τοιοῦτον ἂν κτήσαιτο φηλήτης ἀνήρ,  
        ξένων ἀπαιόλημα κἀργυροστερῆ  
        βίον νομίζων, τῷδέ τ᾽ ἂν δολώματι  
        πολλοὺς ἀναιρῶν πολλὰ θερμαίνοι φρένα.  
 

What name shall I give it, however tactful I may be? A trap for a wild beast? Or a 
shroud for a corpse in his bier, wrapped around his feet? No, rather it is a net: you 
might call it a hunting net, or robes to entangle a man's feet. This would be the kind 
of thing a highwayman might possess, who deceives strangers and earns his living by 
robbery, and with this cunning snare he might kill many men and warm his own heart 
greatly. (vv. 997-1004) 

 
       Since she has been silenced, she cannot defend herself anymore. Now the only 

memory available is that of the object she constructed. Orestes takes that witness to an 

imaginary court, in order to sanitize his personal recollection of the murder. In order to 

                                                        
348 Bergren (2008), 111-131. 
349  Perhaps it is time to add the work of Elizabeth Wayland Barber (1994), 232-257 on feminine craftiness. 
In her work, the female offers through garments both life, death and power, see “Behind the Myths: 
Women’s Work as Reflected in Textile Myths.” 
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defend himself, he has to discharge his own Mnēmosynē, by transmitting it to the shroud 

in a juridical manner.350 

       It is yet another game of inversion. Clytemnestra had ceased to be human for a long 

time. The textile, in its turn, ceases to be an instrument of feminine pharmaceuticals and 

craftiness. It is re-civilized and accepted into the world of the civic logos and public 

Mnēmosynē. Following its juridical testimony against her (vv. 1010-1011: μαρτυρεῖ δέ 

μοι /φᾶρος τόδ᾽, ὡς ἔβαψεν Αἰγίσθου ξίφος. “No, this is my witness, dyed by Aegisthus' 

sword.”), the shroud becomes no longer her accomplice, no longer the cloth-net-shroud 

of many convoluted accounts. The wrap now has an allegedly limpid speech and a simple 

story to tell. Memory is robbed from her and entrusted to that cloth which testifies against 

her, rallying itself to the organized logos of the city. It is now part of male mnēmē. 

       Clytemnestra in return, changes from being declassée to a mistress of Furies (vv. 

1048-1058). She is dead but not finished. As a Fury, she is still Protean, Medusian; she 

now comes back with her dogs and serpents to rob Orestes of his speech and his sanity, 

but not of his Mnēmosynē. Quite to the contrary, his memory is enhanced, now that she 

attacks his very locus of memory: phrēn.351 His last words are an acknowledgment of her 

persistence in his memory, a memory beyond social logos, a memory of the inner self (v. 

1020 ff.).352 Apparently Clytemnestra has a special resort to pull, beyond the social 

                                                        
350 In a way, this is his confession, the moment at which he has to balance memory and forgetfulness, and 
face the test of ultimate memory in order to be able to settle it and forget. See the theory of “voluntary 
memory” in Deleuze (1994), 122, and Leszek Drong (1999), 112, referring to the function of memory in 
confessions: “The confessant is encouraged to forget his original curriculum vitae since every act of 
confession involves an incentive to recollection as well as a subsequent injunction requiring amnesia. At 
the confessional box, Mnēmosynē and Lēthē shake hands.” His reference pertains to ecclesiastic literature 
but bears importance for any act of confession and self-explaining in general. 
351  Shirley Darcus Sullivan (1997), 16, notes that the phrēn is predominantely physical in the Eumenides. 
352 Simondon (1982), 226, stresses how deeply personal memory is in Euripides, and how difficult it is to 
share or to erase. She also adds that the gods truly ignore forgetfulness in the Euripidean universe. Because 
memory is a very personal and internalized force one that strips the mnemonic apparatus of any divine 
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record, beyond the speech of the others. She has the last word in this play, and it is 

beyond the monumental memory of the royal insignia and even beyond her maternal 

physicality. The chorus tries initially to fight her Mnēmosynē by the very means of logos. 

At 1045, they call Orestes back to logic and sense, but the only logos capable of saving 

him now is the mantis of Loxias (vv. 1030-1036).353 It is not surprising that memory, 

who came from the Earth to his manly phrēn, now needs to be re-installed in the Earth—

namely, in its ombilicus at Delphi. Clytemnestra is not only polymorphic now but also 

plural, multiplied. As if to confirm the fickle nature of human civic logos, once their 

exiled champion leaves the city, the female chorus already changes its account, in 

opposition to the persistence of Furial memory. The memory of Orestes, once perceived 

as a supreme savior, is now of ambiguous worth to them (vv. 1073-1074: νῦν δ᾽ αὖ τρίτος 

ἦλθέ ποθεν σωτήρ, /ἢ μόρον εἴπω; “And now, once again, there has come from 

somewhere a third, a deliverer, or shall I say doom?”).354 

                           Euripides and the Memory of the Womb 

        There is a considerable difference between the all-inclusive Aeschylean universe 

and the Mycenae of Euripides. Everyone is alienated in the latter; even the dead are in 

exile, as their burial places appear misplaced or forgotten (Eur. El. vv. 288-289: Or. ὁ 

κατθανὼν δὲ σὸς πατὴρ τύμβου κυρεῖ; El. ἔκυρσεν ὡς ἔκυρσεν, ἐκβληθεὶς δόμων. 

Or.“Did the dead man, your father, find burial?” El.“He found what he could, cast out of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
epiphany, it constitutes a form of isolation of the individual within the community. My own reading of 
divine memory contradicts this emphasis on the lack of mnemonic contact between the human and the 
divine. Also I disagree that the gods in Euripides ignore forgetfulness. Also, Lloyd-Jones (1970), 71 and 
Hogan (1984), 146, admit the invisibility of the Furies to the human chorus in the Libation Bearers, as 
opposed to the Eumenides. He also emphasizes the ability of Orestes to see them as he is identified with the 
“eye”. 
353 Zeitlin (1988), 63 associates Delphi with the maternal womb under Olympian control rather than with 
divine speech. In order for Orestes to be successfully separated from his mother, he needs an initiation on 
the male side, in that place of re-birth. 
354 Lloyd-Jones (1970), 146, notices that the last word of the play is atē. 
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the house”).355 The author does not portray the living as pouring libations on their tombs, 

nor do the dead appear any more in contact with the nurturing saps of Gaia.356 

        This is the stage at which Electra steps in: misplaced in her marriage to a humble 

man, she is a disoriented individual. Reduced to a peasant girl, she has no say in the 

official logos of the city. Moreover, she is excessively defined by her body in terms of 

social status.  

        Marrying her to a peasant is a mild form of sterility, since any male progeny she 

might have would not acquire the much-desired political or even physical strength 

necessary for ruling and punishing the murderers of his ancestor. In spite of these 

calculations to induce social forgetfulness, Electra manages to turn Aegisthus’ gesture to 

her advantage, and uses her humble status to further induce memory. In appearance, she 

is affected by this social metamorphosis: she dresses as a rustic woman and she even 

imitates the vocabulary of peasants (vv. 67-76). She acts as if oblivious of her previous 

status. It is, however, a mimesis of forgetfulness on her part. By showing off her humble 

condition, she constantly reminds everybody of the cruelty she endures every day, since 

her father died. She exposes herself on the streets in humble clothes; she carries water 

                                                        
355 Hartigan (1991), 108, speaks of the surprise of the audience to when they discover the absence of 
Agamemnon's tomb on the stage. This grave was a key element in Oresteia. 
356 In contrast to what we see in Aeschylus, Agamemnon does not seem to have the same resting place and 
royal attention. We see in Euripides that Electra asserts that he was "thrown" out of the house after his 
murder, and barely secured a burial. (Eur. El. 288-289). The image was rather strong and catches the 
audience’s attention. He was "thrown" out of the house like Electra, not to mention Orestes who was forced 
into his exile. This comes in contrast with what we see in Aeschylus, where Agamemnon appears as well-
received and still powerful in his burial place filled with divine Earth's memory. 
 Also see:   Ἀγαμέμνονος δὲ τύμβος ἠτιμασμένος 
                   οὔπω χοάς ποτ᾽ οὐδὲ κλῶνα μυρσίνης 
                   ἔλαβε, πυρὰ δὲ χέρσος ἀγλαϊσμάτων.  
“Agamemnon's grave, dishonoured, has not yet ever received any libations, or branch of myrtle, but his 
altar is barren of ornament.” (vv. 323-325) 
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pitchers and does every single chore.357 In other words, she uses what was meant to 

reduce her visibility, in terms of social memory, to actually enhance that mnemonic 

function. By her lowered status she was condemned to social forgetfulness. Orestes is 

incapable of distinguishing her from a peasant girl, since she wears short hair (v. 108). 

This whole display of cooperation, this embrace of her servile position, is a passive-

aggressive response. In addition to her visibility on the street, she also adds lament. As a 

result, she confesses her memories to the Night (v. 54), Zeus (v.135), Hades and her dead 

father (v. 142). Electra’s identity is completely contained within her implicit and explicit 

logos. 

            ὦ νὺξ μέλαινα, χρυσέων ἄστρων τροφέ, 
            ἐν ᾗ τόδ᾽ ἄγγος τῷδ᾽ ἐφεδρεῦον κάρᾳ 
            φέρουσα πηγὰς ποταμίας μετέρχομαι —  
            οὐ δή τι χρείας ἐς τοσόνδ᾽ ἀφιγμένη, 
            ἀλλ᾽ ὡς ὕβριν δείξωμεν Αἰγίσθου θεοῖς —  
            γόους τ᾽ ἀφίημ᾽ αἰθέρ᾽ ἐς μέγαν πατρί. 
 

O black night, nurse of the golden stars, in which I go to the river's streams, 
bearing this pitcher resting on my head—not because I have come to such a point 
of necessity, but so that I may show to the gods Aegisthus' insolence—and send 
forth laments into the wide sky, to my father. (vv. 54-59)358 

 
        In her ritual lamentation she keeps loudly calling out her name in public—in this 

way, helping any form of anagnōrisis, while narrating the terrible past of Mycenae. The 

chorus speaks the same code of memory. In response to her plea, they call her not by her 
                                                        
357 Cropp (1988), 103, thinks that Electra’s entrance is a reiteration of the Libation Bearers entrance. He 
also asserts that she is both uttering a complaint in a feminine manner (voicing grief) and in a civic way, 
“calling the world to witness in a quasi-legal manner”. The water-carrying seems according to this author 
both a typical activity for Greek women to perform in public and a form of humiliation in certain contexts: 
“Hdt. 3.14 tells how Cambyses of Persia tried to humiliate the deposed pharaoh Psammenitus by making 
him watch his daughter and other noble Egyptian girls fetching water in public, dressed as slaves.”  Also, 
As Eva Keuls (1994), 236-238, asserts that fetching water used to put a woman in a position of 
vulnerability. Vase paintings depict scenes of females trying to reject unwanted sexual advances from men. 
358 Denniston (1964), 59-60, thinks it is possible that the verb might imply a final clause with a main verb 
in a historic tense, which makes the grammar of the sentence possible in Attic. This makes more sense, 
since “Electra does not cry to her father in order to manifest to the gods Aegisthus’ brutality. Both things 
are to her ends in themselves: to enlist Heaven’s sympathy for her degraded estate by performing menial 
tasks and to enter into spiritual communion with Agamemnon.” 
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name, but by her paternal affiliation; she is now correctly re-identified in front of Orestes 

and the audience, as “child of Agamemnon” (v. 115: ἐγενόμαν Ἀγαμέμνονος “I am 

Agamemnon's child”, v. 167: Ἀγαμέμνονος ὦ κόρα, “O Electra, daughter of 

Agamemnon”). Aegisthus’ political maneuver is doomed from the start.  

          Electra’s mourning is the typical goos and ritualized maiming of cheeks (vv. 141, 

144) and it is accompanied by vivid imagery evoking the weapons that hurt her father.359 

Her body, however, is not only important with respect to her attire or her ritualized 

mutilation.360 Unlike in Aeschylus, where Electra’s mnemonic use of her body is reduced 

to her physical presence in rituals, here her acts of memory have a physiological 

component. Electra appears to the others as a pithos of Mnēmosynē.361 Much as 

Clytemnestra does in the Eumenides, she starts as a receptacle: her crucial contribution to 

social memory is also physiological. The memory of bloodline, rather ambiguous in 

Aeschylus, is here a constant threat for those in power: 

           ὡς ἀσθενεῖ δοὺς ἀσθενῆ λάβοι φόβον. 
           εἰ γάρ νιν ἔσχεν ἀξίωμ᾽ ἔχων ἀνήρ, 
           εὕδοντ᾽ ἂν ἐξήγειρε τὸν Ἀγαμέμνονος 
            φόνον δίκη τ᾽ ἂν ἦλθεν Αἰγίσθῳ τότε. 
 

                                                        
359 For the painful art of mourning involving self-harm, see Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), 1-5. Aleida 
Assmann (2011), 231-232, also considers this an act of memory, as a form of body inscription. Surely, she 
is not flawless in her brave behavior. Her mourning is not uninterrupted, and, when threatened by a foreign 
presence, she easily withdraws into the safety of her oikos, as preservation instinct calls (vv. 215-219). She, 
like Aeschylus’ Electra, is well defined by her home realm. We do not see Electra removed from this 
“comfort space” unless we read Sophocles. 
360 According to Denniston (1964), 67, she creeps out in the streets only in the solitude of the morning 
hours, since, in the night and daytime, she can only “moan to herself.” Segal (1981), 250-253, discusses the 
inverted functions of the oikos and exterior space, and the precarious positions of the two heroines, Electra 
and Clytemnestra in Sophocles. Zeitlin (1988), 68, 54, also notices this strange mutation in Aeschylus’ 
Libation Bearers. Clytemnestra stays mostly indoors, after she has shown an unusual androgynous power 
in Agamemnon and the possibility of dominating the inside and the outside realm. At page 54, Zeiltin 
notices how everything is in deadlock and the kommos needs to restructure and re-construct the past at the 
tomb in an attempt to un-block that stasis. 
361 A reiteration of the problem posed by the Eumenides (vv. 655-665), regarding the meek existence of the 
feminine womb.  
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 He gave her to a powerless man so that his fear might lose its power. For if some 
man of high position got her, he would have roused the sleeping blood of 
Agamemnon and judgment would have come at some time to Aegisthus. (vv. 39-
42)362  

 
        Aegisthus is the first to acknowledge the importance of this apparently natural and 

private feminine act and its contribution to people’s remembrance. And he tries to control 

that gift. Her blooming youth has endangered his power, with its promise of a son who 

could revitalize the long lost memory of his grandfather (20 ff.). In no other context was 

memory closer to the idea of life and vitality than in this text, where a new life, the birth 

of a potential avenger, represents political power and awareness, as well as an act of 

social memory. In his decision to marry her down, Aegisthus takes the most intimate and 

pre-cultural feminine gift and gives it a social connotation. Therefore, his royal decisions 

pervert not only the space of agora, but even the shelter of the domos.  

        Since she has a say in the social Mnēmosynē only by her potential to reproduce a 

socially acceptable child, progeny is what brings the most pressure on Electra. She has at 

every step the painful awareness of her childlessness. She is bound by the social function 

of her gender and also conditioned by the limited time-span of her nubile condition: life 

for her is measured by the bloom of her reproductive age. Electra is still a virgin, but her 

virginity is no longer the blissful promise of progeny for an upper-class maiden awaiting 

betrothal. In her case, virginity represents a form of sterility, since she is already married 

but does not consummate the marriage. Her vocabulary of birth-giving is morbid, 

                                                        
362 Sarah Elizabeth Rail (2001) worked her entire thesis around this issues of power, ability to recognize 
nobility and define it accordingly in this time of crisis. Rail (2001), 17: “Orestes and Electra are clearly 
referred to as eugeneis, it can be argued, and yet their moral natures seem to many to be one of the central 
questions of the drama.” Denniston (1964), 58, refers to social and political power, which the peasant 
obviously lacks due to lack of substance and social network. However, Denniston notices some 
transcendental or religious quality of sthenos, since it can revitalize “the sleeping blood”. Also Cropp 
(1988), 90, seizes the complications and the contradictions of the socio-political and moral implications of 
power. 
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although Electra’s “condition” is not caused by pollution or disease. This is why she 

speaks of her marriage as thanasimon gamon, a strange oxymoron, since the promise of 

progeny implied by “marriage” is contradicted by the “deadly” adjective. Her 

childlessness is a code for death. She speaks of her good husband as “doctor,” or even 

“savior,” as if she were threatened by something morbid or lethal. At 646-657, she talks 

of tricking Clytemnestra through a false child-bearing, presented as nosemata, ilness, 

suffering. Her maternal imagery goes into that direction, as her memory is more and more 

a matter of physiology. 

         It is important to remember, however, that her sterility is a voluntary one, for the 

sake of memory and protest: she chose not to yoke herself in love with her morally 

worthy, but socially unacceptable partner, and her man had the decency to respect her 

position.363 In this world in crisis, the good husband is the one who is no husband at all. 

Electra is mindful of her father, when she practices this unusual form of eugenics, when 

she removes herself from the reproductive chain—the only political gesture that she is 

capable of in her overall weakness as a woman and an outcast. In this context of general 

abnormality, the adequate memory for Agamemnon involves curtailing altogether the 

memory of bloodline. Therefore, it bears resemblance with forgetfulness.364 It is unusual 

                                                        
363 Many scholars have had negative reactions to this “aristocratic” response to poverty. They consider 
Electra and her brother as models of “the only exact picture of snobbery in fifth-century drama.” Phillip 
Vellacott (1986), 50-51, believes that Euripides underlines Orestes’ superficiality. The hero corresponds 
with more archaic standards than those of the Sophistic Athens of Euripides’ time, where assertions on the 
inner nobility of a poor man were not shocking anymore. The fact that Orestes has preconceived ideas 
about the baseness of the peasant even before meeting him, speaks for his limitations: “To have answered 
courtesy with gross discourtesy, and discover too late who it is that he has scorned—this is Orestes’ role. It 
is congruous with the fruitless passion of remorse in the final scene; it confirms the unpleasant impression 
made by 256-60; and it gives significance to the Old Man’s reflection about counterfeit nobility.” See also 
Sarah  Rail (2001), 18, on the eugenics apparent in the play, and O’Brien (1964), 33-34, on the loss of 
vlaues which affects both Orestes and Electra. 
364 Moreover, as Dr. Hubbard pointed out, sexual and reproductive renunciation is unusual in Greek 
tragedy. In Hippolytos, for example, we see that such an act could also constitute a form of hybris 
punishable by gods. 



165 
 

for sterility to represent a form of memory, since the bloodline has to continue in order to 

preserve contact with ancestry, but a true forgetfulness would be to carry on with her 

feminine duties, leave aside the revenge, and give birth to another country boy. She needs 

to accept something most unnatural to her, namely sterility, going as far as giving up the 

only thing that makes sense for a woman in Ancient Greece. The only way for that 

political memory to live on is for her to give up what is to her femininity, her life-giving 

potential. It is the very first step to an androgyny that later on will increasingly define her. 

In this version of the tragedy, Electra is very close to that splendid display of self-

sacrificial recordatio present in Sophocles. 

      Her sterility puts her at odds with tradition when she has to pass simple tests of social 

propriety: she is invited to attend a ritual for Hera. It is clear that this participation is 

crucial to the human-divine bridge of memory (vv. 167-174). This festival exposes her 

problematic virginal status, since it is a celebration for pasai parthenai (v. 174).365 This 

invitation also shows that she is neglecting her social obligations as well as her divine 

duties. 

           δοκεῖς τοῖσι σοῖς δακρύοις 
           μὴ τιμῶσα θεούς, κρατή- 
           σειν ἐχθρῶν; οὔτοι στοναχαῖς, 
           ἀλλ᾽ εὐχαῖσι θεοὺς σεβί- 
           ζουσ᾽ ἕξεις εὐαμερίαν, ὦ παῖ.  

                                                        
365 Cropp (1988), 111 notices the statutory ambiguities of this parodos of women. It is not very clear 
whether it involves maidens or married women. Although in the Trachiniae, the chorus is composed of 
maidens, they are called “women” by Deianeira, so it is hard to discern anything about their status from 
Electra’s appellative to them (215, 694). Cropp (1988), 112, thinks that they are probably unmarried 
women on the verge of marriage; they are, in his view, important for the dramatic economy, since they 
emphasize Electra’s “unnatural state of extended mourning, ‘exile’ and unconsummated marriage.” 
Regarding the problematic virginal status, the same author mentions the important aspect of marital status: 
this is possibly a festival of Heraia: “It may have included a ‘sacred marriage’ (hieros gamos) celebrating 
Hera’s marriage with Zeus. This description mentions only procession, choruses of maidens (178-80) and 
sacrifice (172); but this is enough to evoke Hera’s function of validating the institution and process of 
marriage and socially confirmed childbearing.” The author also mentions Zeitlin’s idea that the perversions 
of rituals in the royal house clash with the regular cult activity. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dokei%3Ds&la=greek&can=dokei%3Ds0&prior=a)glai/+as
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=toi%3Dsi&la=greek&can=toi%3Dsi0&prior=dokei=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=soi%3Ds&la=greek&can=soi%3Ds0&prior=toi=si
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dakru%2Fois&la=greek&can=dakru%2Fois0&prior=soi=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mh%5C&la=greek&can=mh%5C0&prior=dakru/ois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=timw%3Dsa&la=greek&can=timw%3Dsa0&prior=mh\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=qeou%2Fs&la=greek&can=qeou%2Fs0&prior=timw=sa
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=krath%2F-&la=greek&can=krath%2F-0&prior=qeou/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=sein&la=greek&can=sein0&prior=krath/-
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29xqrw%3Dn&la=greek&can=e%29xqrw%3Dn0&prior=sein
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29%2Ftoi&la=greek&can=ou%29%2Ftoi0&prior=e)xqrw=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=stonaxai%3Ds&la=greek&can=stonaxai%3Ds0&prior=ou)/toi
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29ll%27&la=greek&can=a%29ll%271&prior=stonaxai=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=eu%29xai%3Dsi&la=greek&can=eu%29xai%3Dsi0&prior=a)ll'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=qeou%5Cs&la=greek&can=qeou%5Cs0&prior=eu)xai=si
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=sebi%2F-&la=greek&can=sebi%2F-0&prior=qeou\s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=zous%27&la=greek&can=zous%270&prior=sebi/-
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%28%2Fceis&la=greek&can=e%28%2Fceis0&prior=zous'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=eu%29ameri%2Fan&la=greek&can=eu%29ameri%2Fan0&prior=e(/ceis
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=w%29%3D&la=greek&can=w%29%3D0&prior=eu)ameri/an
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pai%3D&la=greek&can=pai%3D0&prior=w)=


166 
 

 
Do you think to rule over your enemies by tears, if you do not revere the gods? 
Honoring the gods not by lamentation but by prayers, you will have good fortune, 
child. (vv. 193-197) 

 
         She is not attired for such a job: as a “former” princess, she knows the code of 

elegance and social acceptance by heart. Moreover, it is not appropriate for a daughter of 

a father “whom Troy remembers” (vv. 185-189) to feast and be merry next to the 

murderous couple. We could add that is also unusual for a virgin to pay her dues to a 

goddess of marriage and children, especially in a context in which her marriage is a farce. 

Were she to attend the festival, her simple unadorned appearance would clash with its 

traditional spirit. In reaction to her response, the chorus offers cunningly woven clothes, 

maybe in order to help her establish a ladylike image, a pretense of forgetfulness and 

reconciliation. In this case the embroideries and textiles, rather than being true signifiers, 

messengers of memory, are rather associated with surface, concealment, and, therefore, 

with lēthē. Instead of monumentalizing the princess’ body for an act of political memory 

and religious mindfulness, the chorus’ garment solution represents the divorce between 

her apparent forgetful celebration of fertility, and her “remembering,” virginal womb.  

        καὶ παρ᾽ ἐμοῦ χρῆσαι πολύ- 
        πηνα φάρεα δῦναι, 
        χρύσεά τε — χαρίσαι — προσθήματ᾽ ἀγλαΐας.  
    

Come then, and borrow from me thick-woven clothes to wear, and gold—as a favor 
to me—accessories to adornment. (vv. 191-193)366 

 

                                                        
366 Denniston (1964), 72 believes that the word is rather charisi not charisai and translates it as “fineries” 
and “objects of luxury,” rather than as “favor.” Although this grammatical use is common in Plato (“do it 
as a favor to me”), Denniston does not accept this use: “in Euripides this use in parenthesis, and the 
implication, so lightly touched on, that the acceptance of the loan is a ‘favor’ to the chorus, seem to me 
curious.” He also rejects the reading proschemata (“ornaments”) instead of prosthemata (“accessories”). 
He thinks that it is not necessary to imagine this change in the text. 
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      These clothes call her to life, vitality, and political survival.367 They also call her to 

the normal form of memory, the regular cyclic process that starts and ends with a ritual 

and never goes beyond it. They try to coax Electra into adopting a behavior that is 

customary for women in general, and that would be healthy for her in particular. Perhaps, 

the chorus hopes to tempt her with the joy of motherhood as well, since Hera is the 

patroness of this celebration.368 The chorus has her best interest in mind, but no cosmetics 

or woven clothes could ever successfully cover over her feelings. She chooses to remain 

a true monument of memory.369 

                           Forgetfulness and Change of Identity— A Royal Disease 

         The Euripidean world is no longer inhabited by those persistent forces of memory, 

buried underground. The soil is no longer the same fertile principle of recordatio, the 

womb of mother Gaia, although Electra still prays to the Earth and the Sky with what 

seems to be an Aeschylean piety.370 The gods are mute entities until close to the end of 

the play, and the only messengers of memory are humans, especially the most humble of 

them. Mother Earth is no longer the same. We know that something is changed when we 

see that the first narrator in the play, charged with the prologue about the royal family, is 

                                                        
367 Cropp (1988), 112, asserts that golden necklaces “have not only festive but sexual associations (Buxton, 
Persuasion 38); sexual as well as social/religious self-denial may be hinted at here.” Borrowing jewelry 
indicates, according to Cropp, that we might deal with married women (111) and that the chorus is 
composed of petit bourgeois or clear peasant communities (113) where this practice was common. 
368 Another use of body for memory is the one that Connerton admits in the case of ceremonial displays. 
See Gould (2001), 415-417. On page 415, he notes: "PAUL CONNERTON, in his book How Societies 
Remember (Cambridge, 1989) has put forwards an account of social memory significantly different from 
that adopted in a number of essays in this book [aka. Myth, Ritual Memory and Exchange], one which puts 
most stress on commemorative ceremonies and the 'bodily practices' in which these ceremonies are 
incorporated." "Bodily practice" has, according to the quoted author, a crucial significance in the 
transmission of collective memory. 
369 Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), 127ff. About the feminine relationship to the world of clothes and weaving 
see also Nancy Worman (2001), 20, who talks about Helen’s affiliations with embroideries, particularly in 
the Odyssey. 
370 See again Keuls (1994), 129, discussing in her chapter the similarity between the tomb and the womb of 
earth. 
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a peasant, a male of low birth, doing a job of anamnēsis normally reserved to the female 

gender of higher class (vv. 1-53).371 In the present social and political turmoil, a humble 

man like him is the only one who can utter memory and go unpunished. His social 

invisibility is blessed. We deal with the same “earthly” memory (he has Mycenaean 

ancestry, vv. 35-36: δάμαρτα, πατέρων μὲν Μυκηναίων ἄπο/γεγῶσιν — οὐ δὴ τοῦτό γ᾽ 

ἐξελέγχομαι: “My ancestors were Mycenaeans; in that respect at least I am not to 

blame.”); only now, the archive no longer resides in the ancestral principle of Gaia. It has 

been transferred to an autochthonous man of agricultural background. As a farmer, a 

servant of the earth, he is a good substitute for gaia-maia.372 The earth matters now only 

to the extent that it still circumscribes the Mycenaean soil and defines the geography of a 

race—a race that is in the throes of political unrest and that is increasingly forgetful of its 

true origin.373 The Earth has devolved from being a divinely charged entity to being only 

a situs of memory in need of a translator. The inversion goes even further, since the 

trophic role of Mother Earth is now transferred to her servant.  

         Whereas in Aeschylus, foreign slaves communicate with Mycenaean chthonian 

powers, here only autochthony translates into authentic memory. In the mind of the 

native citizens, the foreigners have no memory: Phrygians will not recognize Orestes, 

since they are foreign slaves, deprived of knowledge or imprints (vv. 630-631: Or. οὔ 

πού τις ὅστις γνωριεῖ μ᾽ ἰδών, γέρον; Elder. δμῶες μέν εἰσιν, οἳ σέ γ᾽ οὐκ εἶδόν ποτε. Or. 

                                                        
371 Hartigan (1991), 108, notices this alienation of the public in this Euripidean play: the prologue is spoken 
by a peasant and there is no sight of the usual palace, like in other tragedies. The audience sees the front of 
a country house. 
372 Pierre Nora, (1996-1998), vol. II, IX establishes land as locus memoriae in the collection of essays he 
has edited. Land, in particular, is associated with feminine blood-ties: however, the tragedy of Euripides 
challenges this position, by bringing a male into the discussion, instead of the chorus of dutiful mourners 
invoking Mother Earth for this task of memory.  
373 Rail (2001), 10,  M.J. Cropp (1988), 99, 102: “He has ‘nobility’ (eugeneia) derived from belonging to a 
long-established family of true-born Mycenaeans (a claim congenial to Eur.’s Athenian audience who held 
citizenship and political equality by right of birth).”  
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“Surely there isn't anyone who will know me if he sees me, old man?” Elder. “There are 

slaves, who have never even seen you.”).374 They lack the logos, the symbols, and the 

whole social code. Moreover, their fidelity is fickle (vv. 632-633: Or. ἡμῖν ἂν εἶεν, εἰ 

κρατοῖμεν, εὐμενεῖς; Elder. δούλων γὰρ ἴδιον τοῦτο, σοὶ δὲ σύμφορον. Or. “Would they 

be well disposed to me, if I should prevail?” Elder. “Yes, for that is the way of slaves, 

luckily for you”). Therefore, at the right moment, Orestes can sneak inside to kill the 

king. Unfortunately, the palace slaves’ lack of memory is a symptom of a larger amnesia 

that afflicts almost everyone in this land. Orestes admits with a shock the confusion of 

social semiotics (vv. 367ff.). Any Mycenaean man now is an empty signifier. Moreover, 

good nature no longer translates into social status (vv. 371-372: λιμόν τ᾽ ἐν ἀνδρὸς 

πλουσίου φρονήματι,/γνώμην τε μεγάλην ἐν πένητι σώματι. “famine in a rich man's 

spirit, and a mighty soul in a poor man's body”). The identity between the two principles 

is restored only after verse 390.  

          Even the willful princess is affected by this noble epidemic. Much like Aeschylus’ 

Electra, she is incapable of recognizing her brother, in spite of the fact that she clearly 

sees his footprints in the sand. When he approaches her, she pushes him away in fear, 

since he breaks the customary rule of no physical contact between a stranger and a 

woman (vv. 215-229).375 At verses 220-223, Orestes almost has to capture her to stop her 

from fleeing from him, and to make the anagnōrisis possible.376 At verses 216 and 247, 

she persists in identifying him as xenos. Only when he brings clear word of her long lost 
                                                        
374 See Edith Hall (1991), 101-160 (“The Barbarian Enters Myth” ), for an excursus on the fascination and 
the anxiety with which Greek theater and myth beheld “Orientals.” 
375 John Gould (2001), 135 (referring to women in Classical Athens) speaking of ancient customs and 
modern Crete: “Physically, the women were in the public world, but in a privileged and bounded position 
within it: the approach of a male stranger activated their sense of separateness implicit in their role and 
forced physical expression of it.” 
376 Solmsen (1965), 11, sees some comic (rather than tragic) aspects in her cries for help in front of her 
brother. 
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brother does he become “dearest” (philtatos, v. 229). At this moment, the shared code of 

the paternal logos helps bring them closer, yet it does not help the recognition of a 

relative.377 Logos here only partially functions to ensure communication and memory.378 

At verse 283, Electra admits to having a poor visual memory and confesses that she 

would not recognize Orestes even if she saw him standing in front of her. This is why she 

has to rely on mythos, on hearing of him (akoē), rather than on visual identifiers.379 

Moreover, in her new servile position, she becomes rather attracted to gossip, a low form 

of speech (vv. 327-329). The imagery of Aegisthus leaping over Agamemnon’s tomb 

belongs to this mechanism of rumor that plagues the Mycenaean world (v. 302: ἐπεὶ δὲ 

κινεῖς μῦθον, ἱκετεύω, ξένε. “Since you are setting the tale in motion, I entreat you, 

stranger”).  

        ὁ κλεινός, ὡς λέγουσιν, ἐνθρῴσκει τάφῳ 
        πέτροις τε λεύει μνῆμα λάινον πατρός, 
        καὶ τοῦτο τολμᾷ τοὔπος εἰς ἡμᾶς λέγειν: 
 

That famous one, my mother's husband, leaps on the grave, they say, when soaked in 
drink, and pelts my father's marble monument with stones, and dares to say this to us. 
(vv. 327-329)380 

 
        Just as in Aeschylus, Electra has never been a nurturer; she has never learned the 

true language of the blood, the secretive calls of memory between relatives, whenever an 

                                                        
377 The aristocratic/oligarchic code has this particular flaw; it does not stimulate private memory. See Rail 
(2001), 17ff for the alienation present in this play. 
378 It has a similar problem in Sophocles. See Segal (1981), 289, for the inability of logos to be a means of 
communication and civilization. 
379 At least for Derrida, mythos is a problematic form of speech. In Aeschylus, memory relies on mythos 
and akoe (both functions of the chorus) to construct paternal logos. We should not forget the work of 
Richard Martin (1989). There, mythos appears as the emphatic term in epic diction, in opposition to epos. 
It, therefore, fits Orestes’ heroic career. 
380 Denniston (1964), 90, points out a practice of damnatio memoriae (the term was not used as such in 
antiquity), which involves the stoning of graves: “For the stoning of the monument cf. Prop. Iv. 5.74 
Quisquis amas, scabris hos bustum caedite saxis;” The author compares this verse with the one in 
Sophocles’ Electra (277-281), in which Clytemnestra is the one who institutes feasting days of celebration 
to commemorate the murder. For the use of kleinos (“that famous one”) in reference to Aegisthus, Cropp 
(1988) notices that this is both a sign of irony, and the customary term of reference for royalty.   
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act of recognition is required. Sterile Electra is indeed oblivious to all the signs that 

would speak plainly to a real nurturer. As discussed above, women in this world are 

usually capable of reading graphic signs of recognition, but she is weak even at this 

game.381 In her confusion, Electra literally goes for an advisor, or much as in Orestes’ 

case, she asks for a “pedagogue” of memory, the old man who once raised Orestes (v. 

285). He was a surrogate-parent for Agamemnon (v. 555); therefore, he is one of the few 

naturally imprinted people of Mycenae. In contrast to Aeschylus’ account of the story, in 

which women were responsible for such tender and genuine memories, Euripides links 

men to surrogate parenting and memory.       

        Indeed, even mother Gaia has male representation in this play. This only means that, 

whenever she fails at anagnōrisis, Electra looks for an external Mnēmosynē, entrusting to 

a third party a function that in other conditions should be strictly personal. In a world in 

which the father is dead and she has been adopted into a lower social class, she might 

need an interpreter both to climb back up to the royal and patriarchal logos, and to reach 

her own private core.382 

                                                        
381 In Derrida’s analysis, we see at times the opposition between logos and writing/graphe, as well as the 
tension between logos and weaving/embroidery. Since embroidery is also a feminine tool in this case, it 
could represent the relationship of the female with the sector of forgetfulness that involves concealing, 
enwrapping, and ultimately annihilating: See Gould (2001), 142 and the following note below. 
382 However, when it comes to genuine feelings, she is the messenger. 
    πολλοὶ δ᾽ ἐπιστέλλουσιν, ἑρμηνεὺς δ᾽ ἐγώ,  
    αἱ χεῖρες ἡ γλῶσσ᾽ ἡ ταλαίπωρός τε φρήν, 
    κάρα τ᾽ ἐμὸν ξυρῆκες, ὅ τ᾽ ἐκεῖνον τεκών. 
“There are many calling him to come—I am their interpreter—these hands, this tongue, my broken heart, 
my shorn head, and his own father.” (vv. 333-336) 
The reference to all these body parts is considered by Denniston (1964), 90 as purely rhetorical, “though 
perhaps justified by the emotional tension.” He notices that Euripides often descends to mannerism as in 
Hipp. 319. In my view, Electra, at this point tries again to use her body as a seat of memory and, in the 
process, every single part of her becomes emphatic and reminds the others of the injustices she suffered. 
The word hermeneus could simply mean “announcer”, as G.W. Most (1986), 304-317, comments on its use 
in Pindar. On page 315, he writes: “Pindar ‘s allusion to the divine bird of Zeus introduces into this passage 
the language of auspices and prodigies, those monitory epxressions whereby divine will is communicated 
to humans; and if we may see a reference to himself in that allusion, then it will be Pindar himself who will 
be conveying that divine message to mortals. […] Is it not most likely that here too in the Second Olympian 
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        In the meantime, she tries her luck with the symbols: the usual arsenal of 

gegrammena (v. 541ff.) leaves her confused: the embroidered baby blanket, the 

footprints, and their size are all useless.383 She cannot operate any useful comparison 

between the locks of her hair and those of a stranger. In a way, then, she is the very 

opposite of Aeschylus’ Electra. Aeschylus created a character that is blind to alterity, 

while Euripides’ Electra cannot perceive any similarity. Everything for her is foreign and 

new.  

       By contrast, the old man recognizes Orestes by a sign that is not social, but highly 

private: a scar he has next to his eyebrow, that he got while hunting at home (vv. 572-

573: οὐλὴν παρ᾽ ὀφρύν, ἥν ποτ᾽ ἐν πατρὸς δόμοις/νεβρὸν διώκων σοῦ μέθ᾽ ᾑμάχθη 

πεσών “A scar along his brow, where he fell and drew blood one day in his father's home 

when chasing a fawn with you”).384 Deleuze’s comment that “[m]emory, then, perhaps 

recovers the particulars dissolved in generality” could apply to this situation.385 The 

intense privacy of recognition, as well as the unmediated contact by sight, baffles Electra 

(vv. 567-571, especially vv. 567-568: Elder. βλέψον νυν ἐς τόνδ᾽, ὦ τέκνον, τὸν 

φίλτατον. El. πάλαι δέδορκα, μὴ σύ γ᾽ οὐκέτ᾽ εὖ φρονῇς. Elder. “Look now at this man, 

my child, your dearest one.” El. “I have been looking for a long time, to see whether you 

have lost your mind”). She still looks for more elaborate symbols. She wonders by which 
                                                                                                                                                                     
Pindar is referring to poets not so much as ordinary people who merely express their thoughts out loud (the 
third meaning of ἑρμηνεὺς discussed above), but instead as divinely sanctioned announcers of the holy 
oracles provided to them by the Muses (the first meaning)?” 
383 Solmsen (1965), 15-16 sees here both a clever extension of suspense on Euripides' part, and some 
irreverent humour, regarding the signifiers that worked so well in Aeschylus. The scholar notices the 
possibility of philotimia which pushed Euripides to moke his predecessor's recognition. He excessively 
rationalize these issues. 
384 Regarding this, one should remember Odysseus’ scar recognized by Eurycleia in the Odyssey. However, 
as Dr. Hubbard noticed, there the scar was obtained while actively hunting a stag in an ephebic manner, 
rather than running after a fawn in a childish way. Similarly to the situation in the Libation Bearers, the 
signifiers are pre-cultural, pre-civic, pre-ephebic. The elder is also not a citizen, but a slave, a male nurse, 
compatible with the nurse in the Libation Bearers, or with Eurycleia in the Odyssey. 
385 Deleuze (1994), 7.  
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character (graphic mark) he managed to work this recognition (v. 572: ποῖον χαρακτῆρ᾽ 

εἰσιδών, ᾧ πείσομαι; “What mark do you see, by which I shall be persuaded?”). The 

accidental bodily inscriptions of childhood wounds do not translate for her into valid 

signifiers of social memory. Going a step further, neither do the artisanal graphics of any 

of her own handiworks, since she is alienated from herself. She obviously still clings to 

some different semiotic system, hoping for more socially recognizable signs.386 After the 

old man identifies Orestes, Electra is finally able to reabsorb the lost logos. At verse 577, 

she finally acknowledges that the scar is valid testimony. At verse 578, the truth comes to 

her, as if in an epiphany of her father. She does not actively “see” the truth in her 

passivity. Rather, it becomes manifest to her on its own (vv. 576-577: ὦ γεραιέ: 

συμβόλοισι γὰρ/τοῖς σοῖς πέπεισμαι θυμόν. — ὦ χρόνῳ φανείς, “for my heart is 

persuaded by your tokens. O you who have appeared at last!”).387 

      This should come as no surprise to the reader: apparently only the lower classes can 

truly remember or hold memory in the tragic world of Mycenae, because they have never 

abided by a code of symbols in the first place.388 They are different from the royalty, 

precisely because they are less involved in the social system. Besides, in Euripides’ 

universe, the characters act as if every man is an island, and, because reciprocity is 

                                                        
386 Such as tombs, which she names both mnēma and tymbos –v. 328. Electra is very capable when it comes 
to this system. Cropp (1988), 134-135 notices: “El.’s condition may be compared with Laertes’, her 
extreme skepticism (apistia) and cleverness (sophia) with Penelope’s (who in Od. 23 claims it may be an 
impostor who has just massacred 108 local princes in her palace!). The Old Man has elements of both 
Eurycleia and Eumaeus (also, incidentally, a sceptic [Od. 14.149-50, 166-7, 363-4, 386-92], as is 
Telemachus [16.192-5]).” “The proofs so eagerly accepted by El. In A. Cho. 164-234 are here dismissed on 
the a priori grounds that they could not prove anything and/or could not exist—whereas in S. El. 871-933 
she rejects her sister’s interpretation of the look and grave-offerings because she has just been assured that 
Or. is dead.” Denniston (1964), 120 adds a dash after dedorka for a reading such as: “’I have been 
looking—to see whether you have gone mad.’ Electra means the Old Man to take δέδορκα in the physical 
sense at first, answering his βλέψον, until she rounds on him with μή σύ γ’ οὐκέτ’ εὖ φρονῇς.”  
387 Denniston (1964), 122 considers that symbolon cannot be but a “pre-arranged token” and the plural is 
strange: “Perhaps Electra means, somewhat illogically, though naturally, that she is convinced not only by 
the scar, but by the other signs which she had rejected”. 
388 It is a genuine imprint that we shall detail in a later chapter on divine and human memory. 
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altered in such a world, their isolation impairs their communication. In Aeschylus’ 

Mycenaean world every element echoes another.389 There is less individualism, more 

group articulation. It is a world in which Deleuzian generality works, and recognition of 

oneself in others is still possible through the exchange of symbols.390 In Aeschylus’ play, 

there is an echo “beyond” human and divine memory, and repetition in its transcendental 

form is still possible.391 Characters like Aeschylus’ Electra can easily accept alterity. In 

Euripides, every character is monadic and irreplaceable, disconnected from a universe 

that has ceased long ago to resonate.392 Consequently, there is less chance of generality, 

characters have less similar and less recognizable features, and exchange is less likely. In 

such a context, Orestes must use his personal presence to strengthen the significance of 

his tokens and heirlooms. When the old man hopes that Electra will recognize his true 

identity from his footprints or from some of his childhood paraphernalia, he asks her to 

accept an exchange. However, Electra cannot ignore the variables that might separate the 

original from a copy. Neither his footprints nor his baby clothes can reproduce Orestes’ 

actual form (vv. 536: δυοῖν ἀδελφοῖν ποὺς ἂν οὐ γένοιτ᾽ ἴσος, “the foot of brother and 

sister would not be the same in size,” and 539-540: πῶς ἂν τότ᾽ ὢν παῖς ταὐτὰ νῦν ἔχοι 

φάρη; “how could he, a child then, have the same one now?”).393 It also shows her 

detachment from the natural signs of autochthony (here, literally, prints on the earth’s 

                                                        
389 Also, as Solmsen (1965), 16, notices, there was also some religious reverence in Aeschylus that infused 
even the recognition scenes, an atmosphere that is absent in the Euripidean rationalization: "for true as it is, 
we should not forget either the religious setting of the Coephoroi in which the signs become effective or the 
frame of mind in which Electra responds to them." 
390 Deleuze (1994), 1-2. We see here memory being able to recover the particular out of the general. 
391 See for the calm reassurance of divine assistance, Knox (1983), 3. 
392 Knox (1983), 4-5. 
393 Denniston (1964), 117 and Cropp (1988), 134-135, notice this mockery of Aeschylus’ conventions in 
terms of acceptable tokens for recognition. Also, regarding the locks, Solmsen (1965), 15, notices that 
Electra points out the difference between the feminine and the masculine hairdo in the aristocratic 
environment. 
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surface). Recognition of her brother in these conditions is truly impossible “other than by 

miracle.”394 This case is not abnormal. It involves cherishing that which is unique and 

cannot be doubled or copied. It is a test of affection and maternal instinct.395 Rejection of 

exchange is also a feminine attitude in a patriarchal world. 

        For the upper classes, private memory is an ingredient that is difficult to find.396 The 

first question of the old man regarding Orestes was “Does he remember?” He knew that 

for royalty, it is precisely social strength that is the only recipe for Mnēmosynē: once 

status is lost, as it is for Orestes, so is the ability to perform its most treasured function. 

Upon his arrival, Orestes still clings to his aristocratic code of nomos=physis, forgetting 

that any manmade signifier can be specious. The code of signs has been too much 

adulterated by the brutal succession of Aegisthus and Clytemnestra.397 

         Electra’s dialogue with her brother shows that they still speak the same old 

aristocratic language: she asks him about his life (sustenance and comfort) and he replies 

about his socio-political weakness (vv. 235-236: El. οὔ που σπανίζων τοῦ καθ᾽ ἡμέραν 

βίου; Or. ἔχει μέν, ἀσθενὴς δὲ δὴ φεύγων ἀνήρ. El. “Surely he does not want for a living, 

day by day?” Or. “He has that, but an exile is a helpless man at best”).398 When asked 

about her sorrow (lype) or about her quality of life (in a biological sense, v. 238: εἰ ζῇς, 

ὅπως τε ζῶσα συμφορᾶς ἔχεις. “If you are alive, and if so, how you are”), she answers by 

                                                        
394 See Wolman and Saint-Preux, as incorporated by Deleuze (1994), 1-3. Repetition, however, is very 
common in rituals of commemoration, when the regular time is curtailed and replaced by the reiteration of 
a special and sacred temporality. 
395 Deleuze (1994), 2: “If repetition exists, it expresses at once a singularity opposed to the general, a 
universality opposed to the particular, a distinctive opposed to the ordinary, an instantaneity opposed to 
variation and an eternity opposed to permanence. In every respect, repetition is a transgression.” 
Generality, on the other side, according to Deleuze, is a game of mere exchange, an equation of the mind, a 
law where “similar enough” is “identical enough.” He further discusses the synthesis of memory on page 
71. 
396 Simondon (1982), 212 actually believes that public memory is the difficulty in the work of Euripides. 
397 Rail (2001), 20ff. 
398 See previous notes about the essay of Sarah Rail on this aspect. 
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showing her shrunken body, a social sign of mourning (vv. 239: οὐκοῦν ὁρᾷς μου 

πρῶτον ὡς ξηρὸν δέμας. “Well then, you see first of all how withered my body is”). For 

her, then, her body is her main seat of memory as well as her primary signifier. The 

degree to which this is true is evident in her earlier references to her clothes, which are 

social symbols of her position as servile pariah. There is no difference between her 

private feelings and her socially visible signs of distress. Orestes insists on calling 

prestigious social status, noble physis. There is confusion between physical force, fertility 

and social status. The siblings discover with some surprise that a poor man can still have 

noble ancestry and a good nature, while rich members of the gentry are agalmata, masks 

of true virtue, rather than true monuments of “class” memory.399 Orestes is surprised 

when he realizes he cannot find a true martys (v. 378) for his cause. Being faithful to 

these values of the past, and being surprised at the new disorder of social standards, is 

however a sign of political health, showed by both Electra and Orestes. It means that the 

youth of Mycenae still remember the good old heroic times, when social nobility and 

magnanimity were one.400 For both of them, belonging to a land is a network of social 

connections and political implications (v. 234: οὐχ ἕνα νομίζων φθείρεται πόλεως νόμον. 

“He goes miserably about, not following the customs of any one city”). 

          As was implied in the title of this section, forgetfulness is a royal disease caused by 

over-exposure to an alien element. Everything that these aristocrats held dear is now 

falsified and smeared with effeminate Phrygian cosmetics, and everyone is forgetful 

about the real values of nobility. This alienation, though, did not start with the acts of 

                                                        
399 We shall see in the chapter Queen of Forgetfulness how these agalmata have a special relationship with 
lēthē. Simply put, the agalmata are no longer seats of glorious royal memory, but pretense of power and 
legitimacy, much like the festivals that Aegisthus now organizes in the name of local nymphs or powerful 
old chthonian principles, or goddesses of fertility like Hera. 
400 Rail (2001),20ff. This is also the idea of Phillip Vellacott (1986), 50-51. 
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Aegisthus: in verses 5-7, it is plain that the very father, Agamemnon, the one responsible 

for the logos of the city, made way for the first process of alienation in his city. 

Agamemnon’s contact with Troy was maleficent. He brought in the Phrygian slaves; the 

lavish entourage of the murderous Clytemnestra was built by her very victim. This would 

not have to be an unusual outcome of war. As travelers and seafarers, men have been 

associated with civilization and metamorphosis.401 They have been seen as renewing their 

home environments whenever they return with people, ideas, and artifacts from outside 

cultures. Women are more likely to be associated with the pristine universe of tradition 

and are expected to be faithful to it. This is why Clytemnestra, adorned with foreign 

jewelry and surrounded by Phrygian slave-girls, looks strange and alienating.402 She is 

removed from her natural role of preservation and loyalty to whatever is inborn, 

unchanged and autochthonous.  

               Androgynous Electra, Fertile Clytemnestra—A daughter “in Drag”  

                                               and a Mother in Disguise 

   As the anagnōrisis is still in progress, Electra gets a lesson of xenia towards a 

foreigner, a custom usually reserved for men and involving the exchange of gifts and 

political visits.403 This brief examination of social maturity shows that she too can 

already handle hospitality, diplomacy and even fallacious friendliness all by herself. In 

addition, Electra’s kara slowly ceases to be her shorn head, the symbol of her feminine 

                                                        
401 From private discussion with Prof. Thomas Hawkins, Ohio State University, on a text of Lucian and the 
civilizing power of the seafarer and warrior. Clytemnestra is at the peak of her bodily adornment: the 
cultural enhancement of her natural beauty through clothes of exotic origin speaks of her sexuality. Her rich 
attire raises suspicion, which in the terminology of Camille Paglia (1991), 16 corresponds to natural 
societal fears: “Eroticism is society’s soft point through which it is invaded by chthonian nature. The 
femme fatale can appear as Medusan mother or as frigid nymph, masquing [sic] in the brilliant luminosity 
of Apollonian high glamour.” Also, Gould (2001), 153, referring to the essay of Rosaldo-Lamphere (n. 75), 
67-87. 
402 See Edith Hall (1991), 116, “The Barbarian Enter s Myth”, “Barbarian Settings and Choruses”. 
403 See also Victoria Wohl (1998), XVIII. 
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mourning, and becomes again what it was supposed to be from the beginning: a seat of 

emotions and an organ of thought and memory. Inner identity and outside signaling 

become unified. Memory is once more internalized through emotions and taken away 

from her pedagogue, her teacher and auxiliary reservoir of recollection. Nevertheless, 

once having absorbed this memory, she becomes more and more androgynous: she is a 

real teacher of courage (vv. 276-277: Or.ἐλθὼν δὲ δὴ πῶς φονέας ἂν κτάνοι πατρός; El. 

τολμῶν ὑπ᾽ ἐχθρῶν οἷ᾽ ἐτολμήθη πατήρ. Or. “But if he does come, how might he kill his 

father's murderers?” El. “By daring such things as his enemies dared against my father”), 

she replaces the patriarch and the hero in her attempt, and she is in desperate need of 

reaffirming the royal power of the father that has been diminished by Clytemnestra’s 

act.404 Once the siblings restore the idle gods to their watching posts (Earth, Hera, Zeus 

and her dead father together with his fallen friends, vv. 671-680), Electra is called to 

manliness as an accomplice (symmachos) and initiator of the revenge (archegetas).405 

She takes energetic control at verse 694 and leads a suicide pact with her brother at 694-

771. She appears distanced from the other females as she addresses the messenger from a 

position of authority (vv. 761-773).406  

        Electra falls back into her feminine position only when she receives her victorious 

brother back with garlands of triumph (vv. 871-872: κόμης ἀγάλματ᾽ ἐξενέγκωμαι, 
                                                        
404 See Michel Foucault (2003), 82, speaking of any crime punished by a king-like authority: “You can see 
that according to this law of the fundamental economy of the right to punish, punishment was neither 
simple restitution for the damage done, as it is clear, nor something demanded in the name of the 
fundamental rights and interests of society. Punishment was always something more: It was the sovereign’s 
vengeance,  his revenge, and the return of his strength.” 
405 The confusion among scholars as to who speaks these verses is rather emblematic of the fact that the 
voices of the brother and sister and that of their “pedagogue” are intertwined. Denniston (1964), 134, 
discusses Murray’s establishment of the verses: “The only point about which serious doubt can be felt is the 
allocation of the first two lines of the triolets between brother and sister. It is appropriate that the brother 
should pray to Zeus, the sister to Hera (whose worship is always before Electra’s eyes in her home in the 
Argive mountains), and ἐμῶν at 671 (if, as I believe, sound) suits Orestes better than Electra.” 
406 Solmsen (1965), 12, 17-18 considers Electra an embittered and self-centered individual, whose joy at the 
recognition of Orestes is almost only "perfunctory." 
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φίλαι,/στέψω τ᾽ ἀδελφοῦ κρᾶτα τοῦ νικηφόρου. “Come, let me bring out whatever 

adornment for hair that I have and my house contains, friends, and I shall wreath the head 

of my conquering brother; cf. and 880-889).407 At this point she is also reluctant to 

commit an act of damnatio memoriae against Aegisthus, due to maidenly pudor (v. 902-

907).408 Otherwise, as a true supporter and believer in paternal logos (v. 965-980), she 

refreshes Orestes’ memory of the oracular prescription, as Pylades did in the Libation 

Bearers (Choe. vv. 899-902).409 She almost accuses Orestes of cowardice when he 

questions the matricide order from Apollo. At this point in her development, Electra 

performs anamnēsis at its very best.  

       Even before getting involved as an accomplice in the male world, she was a rebel 

princess, unadorned with the usual feminine apparel reserved for her class (vv. 175ff.). 

However, even if she considered herself a nude reservoir of piety and recollection, 

literally missing any possible cosmetics, she still was acutely aware of the coquettish 

throngs wandering around her: the shiny chorus ready for a divine celebration, the 

attractive and well-dressed slave-girls from Phrygia (vv. 314-318), her richly-dressed 

mother, they all caught her envious eye (vv. 965-966: καλῶς ἄρ᾽ ἄρκυν ἐς μέσην 

πορεύεται—/καὶ μὴν ὄχοις γε καὶ στολῇ λαμπρύνεται. “Then finely she walks to the 

middle of the net. —And here she comes, splendid in her chariot and dress.”—1074 ff.).   

                                                        
407 If it sounds familiar, this is due to the fact the Sophocles has the same game. See Segal (1981), 276. 
408 Cropp, (1988), 160 discusses Electra’s speech at this point as a “kakology” in opposition to the 
customary male eulogy at the funerals. “Such speeches, as opposed to sung laments, were the province of 
men (cf. Alexiou [112-66 n.] 102-8)—another norm perverted by El.” 
409 Denniston (1964), 168: “Keen observes that in this passage Euripides gives to Electra the sentiments 
expressed by Orestes, to Orestes the sentiments expressed by Clytemnestra, at A. Ch. 924 ff.” Cropp 
(1988), 164-165: “In A. Cho. 900 Pylades’ first and only answer is a reminder of Apollo’s will. Here El.’s 
main appeal (970) concerns vengeance; she sees Or.’s hesitation as due to pity (oiktos, often as sign of 
weakness in Greek eyes) rather than filial feeling.” In his observation the commentator notices a similarity 
between Orestes and Telemachus (Od. 2.131) in seeing nurture and birth as impediments for aggression 
against their mothers. Telemachus cannot drive Penelope away because of her nurture. 
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Rudiments of feminine hospitality still survive in her mockery towards Clytemnestra in 

this verse. Then, she ironically “reminds” Clytemnestra to be careful not to soil her 

precious clothes when she is about to enter the house (v. 1139-1140: χώρει πένητας ἐς 

δόμους: φρούρει δέ μοι/μή σ᾽ αἰθαλώσῃ πολύκαπνον στέγος πέπλους. “Go into a poor 

house; but please take care that my smoke-grimed walls do not smear your robes with 

soot”). When speaking of her father, Electra also emphasizes the lack of social propriety 

at his return in terms of clothing: her father’s "reception" by Clytemnestra was without 

garlands or mitra, the signs of his status (vv. 162-166, 320-330).410 There is something 

about her ability to perceive this fabulous world of garments that speaks of her persistent 

feminine interests and princely values. It is only natural, since, for royalty, the body is 

both a personal reservoir of memory and a public signifier. It is an agalma in the positive 

sense, a monumentum (with the concept of visual memory included).  

        But the code of garments also signifies disguise and concealment, surface and 

trickery, the world of the pseudo-pharmaka of memory discussed by Derrida. Electra is 

not foreign to this skill of concealment. She even speaks of her ability to hide in terms of 

vesture. She hides away from the court (lanthānein) and induces forgetfulness, while 

sneaking behind Aegisthus’ back and “enwrapping” his mind (literally, 

hyphairopumesthanai, v. 271: οὐκ οἶδε: σιγῇ τοῦθ᾽ ὑφαιρούμεσθά νιν. “He does not 

know; we steal that from him by our silence.”). She is also able to cosmeticize her 

infertility in the eyes of the tyrant. At the peak of her androgyny, her superb 

                                                        
410 Denniston (1964), 69 signals that a mitra was not only a feminine adornment but also a distinction worn 
by victorious athletes. According to Denniston, here, Electra expected Clytemnestra to receive Agamemnon 
with signs of victory. 
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demonstration of histrionics is in full bloom. As a heroine “in drag,”411 Electra embraces 

new hyphasmata to wear when she puts on her best act yet, against her own mother.412 In 

order to trap Clytemnestra, she uses a false birth and the network of feminine compassion 

(vv. 646-656). Progeny is an efficient memento and the last reminiscence of the feminine 

code shared by this stranded daughter and her estranged mother. Maternity is the only 

concept that means anything any more in this society. It is maybe one of the very few 

prompts that stir Clytemnestra’s nostalgia. When it comes to this issue, both women 

speak the same language of birth and memory. Electra mimes femininity, using maternity 

as bait, when her true intention is to deny Clytemnestra any rights as a mother, much less 

as a grandmother. She is never more androgynous than in this moment, as she pretends to 

be a normal female, bound by her reproductive role in society, while she is secretly 

planning a warrior act, the very opposite of life-giving—namely murder.413 

      Since she becomes more and more “manly” in her intentions, Electra starts to be 

less and less a connector, bridge or a reminder. She still leads a memory war with her 

mother and she appeals to her mother’s remembrance. In verses 1055-1056, she forces 

Clytemnestra to remember her inappropriate behavior. She reminds her of how, after 

Agamemnon left the house, she combed her pretty hair (v. 1071: ξανθὸν κατόπτρῳ 

πλόκαμον ἐξήσκεις κόμης. “were adorning the golden locks of your hair at the mirror”), 

how coquettish and forgetful of her lord she was. Just like Helen, she was all eidos with 

                                                        
411 See Gould (2001), 152: “A friend recently described the impression made on her by the female figures 
of Euripides as one of ‘men in drag.’” 
412 Bergren (2008), 111ff, sees the use of hyphasmata as a feminine ability to manipulate truth and logos. 
413 She even curtails her own emphatic reproaches to further mime a subservient, quiet and all-passive 
femininity: vv.1120-1123. 
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no substance, namely a false signifier, a cosmetized agalma.414 According to Denniston, 

in making these reminders, Electra performs a task of logos, typical for the agora.415 

   τὸ μὲν γὰρ εἶδος αἶνον ἄξιον φέρειν 
   Ἑλένης τε καὶ σοῦ, δύο δ᾽ ἔφυτε συγγόνω, 
   ἄμφω ματαίω Κάστορός τ᾽ οὐκ ἀξίω. 
 
For though your beauty, and Helen's, is worthy to bring you praise, yet you two were 
born true sisters, both frivolous, not worthy of Castor. (vv. 1062-1065) 

 
 Close to action and revenge, Electra’s gender becomes even more ambiguous, and, as 

a result, her ability to perform anamnēsis slowly decreases. She stops being a bridge 

between the generations. She purposefully treats Clytemnestra as a stranger. She even 

curtails the blood relationship between herself and her mother by claiming orphan status 

(v. 1010).416 She is no longer fighting mnemonic wars with her; she is rather trying to 

wrap up her mind in webs and plots, the way she previously did with Aegisthus.     

   After the matricide, the fresh affective memory reverses Electra’s character once 

more: she goes back to cries, shouts and mourning, this time out of genuine need. She 

even shrouds the deceased with a care worthy of Sophocles’ much-loving Antigone (vv. 

1230-1231: ἰδού, φίλᾳ τε κοὐ φίλᾳ/φάρεα τάδ᾽ ἀμφιβάλλομεν. “There, I am putting this 

cloak over the one loved and not loved”).417 The shrouding of the corpse is a funereal 

gesture typical for a woman, and possibly an instinctual attempt to conceal the image of 
                                                        
414 Wohl (1998), 90, about the void of value in an agalma/eidos. 
415 Denniston (1964), 183: “The προοίμιον is the sketch of Clytemnestra’s character, lewd, vain, and 
unpatriotic (1060-85), and its gist is summed up in the opening sentence (ἀρχή), 1061. Similarly, the 
proems of the orators’ speeches often consist largely of denigration of the opponent’s character. Certainly, 
the προοίμιον here rather overweights the subsequent argument about the merits of the case (1086-99).” 
416 Denniston (1964), 174, has a reading that includes the slave girls as orphans together with Electra, 
saying that the category “applies to the captives as well, whose fathers have presumably been killed in the 
war: ‘We are all in the same boat—we have all lost our fathers.’” 
417 Whitman (1951), 28, also Segal (1981), 253. Cropp (1988), 18, views Orestes’ need to avoid her gaze as 
another reminder of Perseus’ defense against the stare of the Gorgon. He cloaks his eyes. Electra makes a 
similar gesture with Clymtemnestra’s body. She avoids looking at it: “The now dutiful daughter composes 
the body for laying out. The robe may be contrasted with the one Or. triumphantly exhibited over Cl.’s 
body (the one she had used to entrap Ag.) in A. Cho. 980-1017 (πέπλους 1000, φᾶρος 1011). Covering is 
also needed because gods are about to appear and may not look on corpses (cf. Hipp. 1437).” 
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the freshly laid out body that used to be her mother. The wrapping of the corpse is 

therefore both a gesture of memory (funeral) and an attempt at forgetfulness. She tries to 

keep Clytemnestra’s body from becoming a reservoir of public memory. It is similar to 

Orestes’ avoidance of her gaze. She does it, though, through the lēthē (concealment) of a 

shroud rather than through the intellectualizing power of epitaphic logos (a 

revisionist/alternative form of memory), the way Orestes did in the Libation Bearers. 

Reduced to apathy and lacking logos, Electra barely has the power to ask the Dioskouroi 

why the gods worked such a gruesome ending (vv. 1303-1304: τίς δ᾽ ἔμ᾽ Ἀπόλλων, ποῖοι 

χρησμοὶ/φονίαν ἔδοσαν μητρὶ γενέσθαι; “But what Apollo, what sort of oracles, ordained 

for me to be my mother's murderer?”). Social memory has turned her into a virago. Now 

private Mnēmosynē rouses the tender-hearted female deep inside. The Dioskouroi give 

her away to Pylades as a passive and tame woman, reduced to silence and almost 

objectified (vv. 1284-1286).418 Between the semi-conscious memory of her bare womb at 

the beginning of the play and these fresh tears of deep awareness stands the bloody 

dagger of Orestes and the murder that awoke her conscience.                           

                               The Failure of the Memory of Blood 

          In this play, Clytemnestra indeed speaks the language of progeny, but she modifies 

it substantially: she is excessively faithful to her new man and she forgets her legitimate 

children with Agamemnon (v. 265: γυναῖκες ἀνδρῶν, ὦ ξέν᾽, οὐ παίδων φίλαι. “Women 

love their husbands, stranger, not their children”). Her loyalty goes to the new king when 

it should stay with her oikos and her offspring.419 The political calculations of her birth-

giving are shocking for her legitimate children. She is forgetful of her natural philia and 

                                                        
418 See Wohl (1998), 161, for further references on females being given away as tokens or objects of 
exchange among men. 
419 Also in Sophocles’ Electra (vv. 587-590). 
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goes for new alliances—political ones—the way a man would under normal 

circumstances. It is a gesture highly frowned upon in a woman. However, Gould does not 

consider this behavior completely impossible in a female. Women go wherever their 

reproductive nature demands, abandoning society and rules for the sake of their mates.420  

    In this universe in which the supreme feminine contribution to the mnemonic system 

of society is her creation of progeny, Clytemnestra appears as a virtuoso in the art of 

maternity. Since Electra cannot reproduce, she is permanently envious of her mother’s 

abundant fertility: she keeps portraying her as sexually active and reproductive, having 

new children with her paramour (vv. 62-63: τεκοῦσα δ᾽ ἄλλους παῖδας Αἰγίσθῳ πάρα 

πάρεργ᾽ Ὀρέστην κἀμὲ ποιεῖται δόμων— “since she has borne other children in her union 

with Aegisthus, she considers Orestes and me secondary in the home”), sleeping with 

him, while her daughter withers away childless and sad. Since the feminine body is a 

reservoir of memory, Clytemnestra’s reproductive womb engenders a grudging memory 

of herself in Electra’s mind. 

   αὐτὰ δ᾽ ἐν χερνῆσι δόμοις 
   ναίω ψυχὰν τακομένα 
   δωμάτων πατρίων φυγάς, 
   οὐρείας ἀν᾽ ἐρίπνας. 
   μάτηρ δ᾽ ἐν λέκτροις φονίοις 
   ἄλλῳ σύγγαμος οἰκεῖ. 
 
I myself live in a poor man's house, wasting my life away, an exile from my father's 
house, on the mountain crags. But my mother, with a new husband, makes her home 
in a bed stained by blood. (vv. 206-212) 

 
      Clytemnestra, according to these bitter reports, has wealth, social status, new children 

with Aegisthus, and even foster children, if we count the beautifully adorned slaves who 

                                                        
420 See the story of the Spartan wives who took the side of their Mynian husbands, instead of sticking to 
their own community. Gould (2001), 147. “This time we have to do with incoming males, agnatic kinsmen 
of the inhabitants, who detach the women, daughters of leading  members of the community, from their 
loyalties through marriage (..).”  

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tekou%3Dsa&la=greek&can=tekou%3Dsa0&prior=po/sei
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%270&prior=tekou=sa
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fllous&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fllous0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pai%3Ddas&la=greek&can=pai%3Ddas0&prior=a)/llous
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*ai%29gi%2Fsqw%7C&la=greek&can=*ai%29gi%2Fsqw%7C0&prior=pai=das
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pa%2Fra&la=greek&can=pa%2Fra0&prior=*ai)gi/sqw|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pa%2Frerg%27&la=greek&can=pa%2Frerg%270&prior=pa/ra
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29ore%2Fsthn&la=greek&can=*%29ore%2Fsthn0&prior=pa/rerg'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ka%29me%5C&la=greek&can=ka%29me%5C0&prior=*)ore/sthn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=poiei%3Dtai&la=greek&can=poiei%3Dtai0&prior=ka)me\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=do%2Fmwn&la=greek&can=do%2Fmwn0&prior=poiei=tai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=au%29ta%5C&la=greek&can=au%29ta%5C0&prior=e)kfu/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%270&prior=au)ta\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29n&la=greek&can=e%29n0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=xernh%3Dsi&la=greek&can=xernh%3Dsi0&prior=e)n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=do%2Fmois&la=greek&can=do%2Fmois0&prior=xernh=si
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=nai%2Fw&la=greek&can=nai%2Fw0&prior=do/mois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=yuxa%5Cn&la=greek&can=yuxa%5Cn0&prior=nai/w
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=takome%2Fna&la=greek&can=takome%2Fna0&prior=yuxa\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dwma%2Ftwn&la=greek&can=dwma%2Ftwn0&prior=takome/na
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=patri%2Fwn&la=greek&can=patri%2Fwn0&prior=dwma/twn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=fuga%2Fs&la=greek&can=fuga%2Fs0&prior=patri/wn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29rei%2Fas&la=greek&can=ou%29rei%2Fas0&prior=fuga/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29n%27&la=greek&can=a%29n%270&prior=ou)rei/as
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29ri%2Fpnas&la=greek&can=e%29ri%2Fpnas0&prior=a)n'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ma%2Fthr&la=greek&can=ma%2Fthr0&prior=e)ri/pnas
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%271&prior=ma/thr
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29n&la=greek&can=e%29n1&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=le%2Fktrois&la=greek&can=le%2Fktrois0&prior=e)n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=foni%2Fois&la=greek&can=foni%2Fois0&prior=le/ktrois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fllw%7C&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fllw%7C0&prior=foni/ois
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=su%2Fggamos&la=greek&can=su%2Fggamos0&prior=a)/llw|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=oi%29kei%3D&la=greek&can=oi%29kei%3D0&prior=su/ggamos


185 
 

offer her their hands when she descends from the chariot. But it is a false maternity: her 

natural children with the new king are bastards in the eyes of the natives, and the poor 

Phrygian daughters who arouse Electra’s envy are nothing more than miserable orphans, 

surrogates for the one precious child she lost.421 She says so herself: it is Clytemnestra 

and not Electra who points out the falsity of her own maternity-fertility and wealth (vv. 

1000-1003). In these circumstances of inversion, Electra is the surrogate slave, as the 

Phrygians are surrogate daughters for the queen. They cannot comfort her for any loss. 

Euripides is the only tragedian who envisions a remorseful Clytemnestra (v. 1106), an 

empty-hearted queen who is unhappy with her palatial life and genuinely intimidated by 

Aegisthus (v. 1114). While the others reproach her luxury and envy her fate, in secret, 

she confesses the deep sterility within her heart: child loss, child abandonment, murder, 

even regret and weakness. She understands her daughter’s feelings (vv. 1105-1106: 

συγγνώσομαί σοι: καὶ γὰρ οὐχ οὕτως ἄγαν/χαίρω τι, τέκνον, τοῖς δεδραμένοις ἐμοί. “I 

will forgive you; for I do not rejoice so very much at what I have done, child”), and she 

even regrets her murderous rage (v. 1110: ὡς μᾶλλον ἢ χρῆν ἤλασ᾽ εἰς ὀργὴν πόσιν. “I 

drove on in anger against my husband more than I should have”).422 

       Clytemnestra is a woman already unsatisfied with cosmetics, substitutes, symbols 

and reminiscences. Her presence attests to her disappointment in social agalmata, or 

monumentalized empty appearances. Nothing can help: everything that she has gained is 

                                                        
421 However, some editions attribute these words to Electra. Nevertheless, this does not change the fact that 
Clytemnestra appears as fostering some surrogate children, something that is not really considered as 
powerful in the Greek world as true blood ties. As we see, Denniston (1964), 196, notices that Electra 
finally uses the blood relationship at verse 1184. 
422 Cropp, (1988), 174: “The distinctive feature of this powerful scene is the pathos Eur. Creates through 
presenting Cl., not as a sympathetic character, but at least as regretful, vulnerable and ordinary in her 
anxiety to satisfy both El. and (1138) her husband. This undermines expectations derived from Aeschylus 
or Sophocles (or even Pindar’s ‘ruthless woman,’ Pyth. 11. 22) or from hybristically deserving victims such 
as Lycus, Aegisthus or (in Hec.) Polymestor. Her regrets foreshadow her children’s revulsion after killing 
her.” 
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a pale imitation of what she has lost. Much like Electra, she displays in her sterility a true 

act of memory. Agamemnon offered her slaves: a geras, much appreciated by warriors 

but of small significance, if not completely worthless, in a feminine context.  

        ἐγὼ δὲ τάσδε, Τρῳάδος χθονὸς 
        ἐξαίρετ᾽, ἀντὶ παιδὸς ἣν ἀπώλεσα 
        σμικρὸν γέρας, καλὸν δὲ κέκτημαι δόμοις. 
 

I have obtained these women, choice objects from the land of Troy, in return for the 
daughter whom I lost, a slight reward but an ornament to my house. (vv.1002-
1003)423 

 
      She does not speak the same code of honor and prize that compelled him to sacrifice 

his own daughter. Well before Aegisthus took control, Agamemnon perverted the 

memory of blood and the true significance of progeny, when he reified his daughter and 

placed his warrior “prize,” (a symbolon) above her.424 He killed Iphigenia for geras. This 

paternal “prize” means nothing for the mother. Unlike Electra, she does not trust symbols 

and signs of social importance. Her “adoptive” gesture of embracing her new slaves, 

symbols of her social success and plenitude, is therefore superfluous and worthless. She 

could never be a mother again, but only an imitation of a nurturer. 

        From Electra’s point of view, though, Clytemnestra’s reliance on her slave women is 

both an adoptive (towards the Trojan girls) and an abortive gesture (against her). When 

she does not let Electra have her hand, she refuses to reconstruct the bridge between her 

and her natural daughter, and thus remains remote and ambiguous.  

        Her affectionate memory of her sacrificed daughter is a something that Clytemnestra 

cannot eliminate. But this faculty is rather partial: it privileges only the dead and is 

                                                        
423 Denniston (1964), 174, quotes a different version in Murray’s apparatus criticus. He suggests that the 
verb ἀπώλεσε might bring the idea that Agamemnon also shared her grief for the loss of his daughter. 
However, the commentator considers that this might be  “a mere blunder.” 
424 Wohl (1998), 85-86. 
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oblivious to the living and their needs. Clytemnestra forgets in her grief for Iphigenia that 

her other natural children could have comforted her. Electra even accuses her of, in 

effect, killing them when she married Aegisthus.  

        κοὔτ᾽ ἀντιφεύγει παιδὸς ἀντὶ σοῦ πόσις, 
        οὔτ᾽ ἀντ᾽ ἐμοῦ τέθνηκε, δὶς τόσως ἐμὲ 
        κτείνας ἀδελφῆς ζῶσαν.  
 

And how is it that your husband is not exiled in the place of your son, nor has he died 
in my place, although he has killed me, alive, twice as much as my sister? (vv. 1091-
1093)425 

 
       Such a “murder” is obviously socio-political. Although life-giving is a form of 

perpetuity in any normal society, in this particular context, reproduction is synonymous 

with death.426 Since Aegisthus has corrupted the code of birth, reproduction is now 

forgetfulness, and sterility is the supreme Mnēmosynē. In conclusion, Clytemnestra’s 

fertility and her new Phrygian protégées speak for her forgetfulness of true blood ties. In 

this way, she enacts a mere mimesis of motherhood. She imitates the father and his logos 

in everything she does: she has taken a lover because Agamemnon had a mistress. 

        μῶρον μὲν οὖν γυναῖκες, οὐκ ἄλλως λέγω: 
        ὅταν δ᾽, ὑπόντος τοῦδ᾽, ἁμαρτάνῃ πόσις 
        τἄνδον παρώσας λέκτρα, μιμεῖσθαι θέλει 
        γυνὴ τὸν ἄνδρα χἅτερον κτᾶσθαι φίλον. 
 

A woman is a foolish thing, I don't deny it; but, this granted, whenever a husband 
goes astray and rejects his own bed, the woman is likely to imitate her husband and 
find another love. (vv. 1036-1038). 

      

                                                        
425 Denniston (1964), 184-185, shows that Clytemnestra wasted her dowry on a new husband, although 
Agamemnon’s heritage should have belonged in a legal sense to the children. 
426 Zeitlin (1988), 56, notices the same situation in the Libation Bearers, when Clytemnestra’s 
hypersexuality converges with her Furies’ asexuality. Both lead to sterility and miasma. The hypersexual 
Clytemnestra is also regarded by the author as a negative androgyne. “In the case of the Erinyes, as 
transformations of Clytemnestra, the result of hypersexuality is sterility and death. The virginal Erinyes are 
barren and sterile and create sterility in all of nature.” 
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       She continuously undermines the paternal logos, even now, when she calls the public 

reproaches against her biased (v. 1039).427 According to her standards, she did not go 

astray and cross the threshold of his logos; she only emulated the nomos-logos normally 

reserved for the king.  

        She is the reverse of a woman, yet feminine in most aspects: her reproduction, even 

her deep emotionality are stereotypical traits for feminine liminality.428 Electra’s 

androgyny belongs to the same register of “threshold”; however, the two women remain 

polar in their liminal actions. Electra becomes androgynous, also embracing fully her 

lethal side.429 Clytemnestra goes for the opposite in her metamorphosis: she becomes a 

hyper-feminine version of herself. Her gorgeous attire, even her femme fatale imagery, in 

contrast to her newly demure behavior and final affectionate speech, all bespeak this 

further feminization. When close to death, Clytemnestra is at the peak of her 

womanhood, which also seems to be the peak of her sexuality and procreativity. She is a 

bride again, in Electra’s eyes, even if only a bride of Hades (v. 1144-1145).430 Death 

becomes her in her alembicated and polyvalent femininity. Sterility and beauty are both 

intertwined in her monumental physique, which will soon be committed to forgetfulness.          

                                                        
427 Regarding the power of the alternative accounts (e.g., the invisible but efficient “roar”) that undermine 
the ruler, see also Thomas Hubbard (1990), 343-351. 
428 As envisioned by Gould (2001), 153. 
429 A side that is very common in the Greek mythology for a woman: Gould (2001), 142-150. 
430 See Nicole Loraux (1987), 23-26,on death and marriage and the rope and the sword. Death is regarded 
as a form of marriage, and most wives in Greek tragedy are killed or commit suicide in that part of the 
house that defines their marital status, namely the bedroom. Also Rehm (1994), 53-54 and Keuls (1994), 
130-132, see the brides as "symbolic victims," while marriage is associated with dearth. 
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                       CHAPTER FOUR: TRANSCENDENTAL ATTEMPTS   

                       A Bridge between the Social and the Divine Memory 

       In Aeschylus, the social memory goads the individuals into action. Electra’s is only 

one of the many voices that serve this narrative with apparently transcendental roots. 

However, the discourse of the past is not settled through group logos; this is true 

particularly because Clytemnestra makes her own attempts to manipulate it, both through 

narratives of her own as well as through visual mnemonic signifiers. She uses both 

official logos and the inscription of memory, and, when unsuccessful, she tries to use her 

body as a signal. Her body as a whole vouches for her royal persona, and its sight is a 

social signifier. Nevertheless, her bare bosom addresses a more intimate form of memory. 

Unfortunately for her, private memory has already been hijacked through different 

signifiers, such as the embroidered token of Electra, and used to re-educate a vengeful 

Orestes. When the queen exposes her breast to him, she is unaware that this bodily 

symbol of a mother’s power to comfort has already been discussed by the chorus and has 

become a part of Orestes’ metamorphosis from a little boy with no memory into a citizen 

endowed with Apollonian mnēmē. In the oneiric realm, Apollo turns her most intimate 

signifier of nurture and blissful infantile lēthē into a signal for aggression and reprisal. 

Her breast triggers violence from the serpent-like Orestes. The dream Clytemnestra had 

about nursing a snake itself proves that there is a breach of logos between the queen and 

her son, that each sees the other as an asp. 

      Orestes also has problems with settling memory through his speech. His efforts at 

deconstructing Clytemnestra, reducing her body and trying to further inscribe it in the 

records have no effect, as Clytemnestra continues to haunt him beyond logos and logic. 
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Because public record proves to be fickle (in particular, public inscription and damnatio 

memoriae), his attempts fail. Moreover, the memory that was extracted from its situs (the 

earth of Agamemnon’s tomb) and placed in the phrēn of Orestes (a more subtle locus 

memoriae) is dislocated by the invisible Furies that attack his mind. At the end, it has to 

be restored, as Froma Zeitlin comments, at Delphi, the umbilicus of all loci memoriae. 

         Euripides starts with the memory that is embodied by Electra and further extended 

to her dear ones. It is, in a way, the opposite of the situation in the Libation Bearers. 

However, this voice and body of memory later proves ambiguous, since the aristocratic 

world seems full of false agalmata, and the audience is forced to question even the 

reservoir of memory held by Electra and her entourage. The limitations of 

communication between individuals are obvious in Electra, but they become even more 

obvious in Orestes, due to the ways the author uses the mechanisms of trauma and 

impuissance of logos to construct a coherent narrative. Sometimes, to settle their traumas, 

societies first need an intense feeling of memory, one that could even be called a crisis.431 

If, for Aeschylus, there is still hope for sweet persuasion, in Euripides, the humans are 

literally sick with memory to the point of social and individual delirium. 

        In Orestes, the dead Clytemnestra returns in metonymic forms to subtly haunt the 

land. Her presence is scattered yet ubiquitous.432 Her very name contains the root for 

fame (klutos) and memory (mne-). Nevertheless, while she leads throngs of Furies (vv. 

255-257), her grip on others’ memory is not powerful enough and is lost, once Orestes 

                                                        
431 Terdiman (1993), 345-359. Terdiman refers mostly to modern times. However, his theory has larger 
implication for the human psyche in various societies throughout time. 
432 Her name, her tomb (mnēma, vv. 94, 471, 797), and the concept of her maternity appear in the others’ 
dialogues. See Tyndareus’ dialogue with Orestes (vv. 470-728), in which she is both discussed as a person 
and a concept. The trial itself turns on the question of whether a matricide is acceptable in certain 
conditions or not. It is a matter of principle.  
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decides to use the power of logos to address the court. His physical torment disappears as 

soon as he is out of his sickbed, and especially when he overcomes his passivity with 

Pylades’ help (vv. 791-799).433 After verse 306, his seizures stop, and it is only after 

verse 799 that he stops fearing them.434 He fends off the symptoms of mnemonic 

morbidity by adopting a pro-active attitude (both at the trial and in Menelaus’ palace).435 

Clytemnestra can hurt him by troubling his conscience, but, once that conscience stops 

bearing the guilt, her power is doomed. Orestes’ refusal to make any visual contact with 

his mother’s tomb (her mnēma) also pays off, while the trial allows him further 

intellectualize his matricide.436 The tension between logos and visual signifiers of 

memory is more complicated here, due to the presence of a demi-divine being (Helen), a 

character of many “accounts” of memory. Her apotheotic disembodiment changes the 

discourse and the politics of memory, especially in the Euripidean universe; this world is 

less prone to group control over memory and, in it, people are more predisposed to 

individualization and disconnection within groups.  

      There is an ontological metamorphosis of memory: it passes from social to individual 

and from human (male or female) to transcendental. The feminine characters are able to 

                                                        
433 This is the last time that we hear about his illness.  
434 Wolff (1968), 135: “To Menelaus he can appeal for help only in the latter case [Argos’ hostility]; there 
is no human help for madness. But he does not consider what help would save him if the madness 
continues. Orestes forgets the question of his guilt. Although we have seen him haunted to distraction by 
the memory of his deeds, he can be equally ready to shift the blame for them to Apollo (276, 285f, 591ff; 
cf. 419).” 
435 Wolff (1968), 138-139, notices how Orestes oscillates between exhaustion, desire for a glorious death, 
and desperate angst to save his own life. It is part of the chaos of the play. On page 139, Wolff notices: 
“The inner doubt of Orestes, in turn, is dramatized by action that is often baffling.” According to Wolff, in 
this game of delusions, Euripides deconstructs both the Libation Bearers and his own Electra in order to 
create a new play of revenge, guilt and closure. Euripides gives both a sense of “dislocation” and a strange 
continuity to the audience of this intellectual game. 
436 Simondon (1982), 226. She sees the absence of the Furies and the introverted suffering of the main 
character as peculiarities of Euripidean memory. For Orestes, the Furies are only synesis. Also Wolff 
(1968), 135: “A psychological abstraction articulates an inner condition which before had been called, in 
the language of myth, the work of the furies.” 
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take this memory to a transcendental level through their liminality (in their gender and 

social roles and in an ontological sense). 

Post-Matricide in Euripides and the Pressure of Memory 

       The presence of memory is obvious in the tensions between embodiment and 

disembodiment, as well as in the changes taken by speech and silence. In Euripides’ 

Electra, Electra has covered Clytemnestra’s body in an ambiguous gesture of tenderness 

and concealment. In Orestes, this body has been further reduced to insignificance by the 

flames of the funeral fire. It has been confined to further partition and disembodiment. 

However, disembodiment is under no circumstances an eraser of memory.437 The 

memory of Clytemnestra now becomes deeply internalized and re-embodied in Orestes, 

as Simondon has already noticed. If in Electra, the princess’ virginal womb becomes a 

receptacle of memory, in this play, Orestes’ body is now encrypted with this function of 

mnēmē. He is now comparable to the mnēma of a tomb, as he lays there, half-dead, quiet 

and exposed to public sight. However, he is not a monument/grave, but rather an empty 

shell and a signifier without a voice/sign. He is on many occasions reduced to his 

sleeping body (soma), or even further to a frame (demas). Because, in this position, there 

is no possibility of exchange or communication, Orestes is somehow the very opposite of 

a symbol: he cannot transmit his memory. It has become a deeply personal anguish, and 

Electra rarely translates it correctly to the outsiders. He is the very opposite of a 

                                                        
437 A. Assmann thinks that monuments rather alleviate memory and induce forgetfulness. A. Assmann 
(2011), 251: “The construction of symbols and the erection of monuments, which present themselves as 
means of holding onto the past, are criticized from [Lyotard’s] perspective as a mode of closure and 
forgetting, an externalization, a memory screen.”   
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monument, as he lies there—either quiet or delirious—affected as it is by aphasia and 

inconsistencies.438  

        Electra becomes responsible for this body through her feminine nurture, but she 

feels at times disconnected. Unlike its role in Electra, nurture no longer fulfills the social 

function of fashioning coherent memory. The epikourial tasks are now confined to a 

single individual inducing forgetfulness, a task that Orestes praises the most: the quiet 

assuaging of pain (v. 211: ὦ φίλον ὕπνου θέλγητρον, ἐπίκουρον νόσου, “Sweet charm of 

sleep, savior in sickness”).439 In her reading of traumatic experiences and isolation, 

Aleida Assmann cites the theory of Langer on the way traumatic memory affects the 

capacity for representation. Langer sees trauma here as giving way to what could be 

considered “unheroic memory,” which comes with disempowerment and the reduction of 

the self. It is also encrypted and difficult to express in speech.440 If anything, Orestes is 

nothing but a mute, yet visible sign of memory. 

                                                        
438 Natoli (2009), discusses memory and aphasia in Ovid, using Austin's theory of "performative utterance" 
on logos and memory. On page 12, he draws a parallel between loss of logos and alienation from a 
community, a social body. 
439 West (1987), 196: “Hesiod has listed Lēthē as a goddess (Th. 227), but Euripides has no tradition in 
mind; ad hoc deification was a stock device for formulating reflections on the powers of abstract entities: 
cf. 126 n.; Dodds on Ba. 370-2; West (1966) 33f.” Di Benedetto (1967), 31, notices the abstract nature of 
the concept Lēthē. 
440 Aleida Assmann (2011), 246-247: “The literary critic Lawrence Langer would probably classify 
Szczypiorski’s transformation of memories into symbols as ‘heroic memory.’ Langer, who comments on 
the video testimonies of Holocaust survivors, contrasts ‘heroic memory’ with ‘unheroic memory.’ The 
former–which should not be confused with Nietzsche’s concept of greatness and 'monumental memory'–
presupposes an integral self that is possessed of attributes such as self-respect, pure will, intellectual 
options, a future, positive values, and the rhetoric of salvation, whereas the latter is irreversibly deprived of 
such resources. This is what Langer calls a ‘diminished self,’ which has lost all physical and mental control 
over its environment, and whose language has lost all connotations of agency. […] Terms such as ‘unheroic 
memory’ and ‘diminished self’ are related to traumatic experiences that cannot be transformed into 
redemptive symbols. They result from experiences the intensity of which exceeds the capacity for cognitive 
and emotional integration. Trauma stabilizes an experience by encrypting it, that is, by keeping it 
inaccessible to conscious inspection and reconstruction.” 
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       His reminiscences of Clytemnestra persist even beyond his corporeality, through 

“echoes” and references.441 Clytemnestra does not come back as a ghost (as she does in 

Aeschylus), but rather haunts the stage through substitutes that are more numerous than 

Orestes’ invisible Furies. Her oppressive presence insinuates itself into the public speech 

of the angry Mycenae. Ironically, Electra also takes Clytemnestra’s place in the collective 

memory as disgraced royalty with a murderous past. Traces of this elusive Clytemnestra 

survive in Helen as well: she indulges in the same lavish Phrygian lifestyle that 

Clytemnestra only seemed to enjoy in Electra, and her care for her beauty betrays a 

devious character (Or. vv. 126-129).442 The similarities between the two are emphasized 

by Electra (vv. 250 γένος θυγατέρων δυσκλεές τ᾽ ἀν᾽ Ἑλλάδα. “a race of daughters […], 

infamous throughout Hellas”), but they appear also in the speech of Tyndareus, who 

equates the two when he announces that he was blessed in anything but his daughters (vv. 

540-541).443  

                                                        
441 Similarities between Clytemnestra and Electra are even present in Sophocles; see Segal (1981), 261: 
“Electra is still Clytemnestra’s daughter, and her tragedy is in part just this paradoxical resemblance to the 
mother she hates (608-609).” 
442 Euripides’ Helen is also a queen who has a problematic relationship with her subjects, much as her sister 
does (v. 98: δεῖξαι γὰρ Ἀργείοισι σῶμ᾽ αἰσχύνομαι.  “I am ashamed to show myself in Argos”). We should 
compare this with the reproaches Electra has for Clytemnestra in Euripides’ Electra, vv. 1060-1065, vv. 
1070-1075. Vincenzo di Benedetto (1967), 32, notices the Protagorean problematic involved in Electra’s 
discussion of Helen’s bad nature. M.L. West (1987), 189: “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.”  
443 West (1987), 220, notices that “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.” Helen and Clytemnestra could also be considered both the “mothers” of Hermione. Clytemnestra 
was her foster mother (v. 109: καὶ μὴν τίνοι γ᾽ ἂν τῇ τεθνηκυίᾳ τροφάς. “And yet she would be repaying 
her dead foster-mother's care”). When Orestes tries to kill Helen, he imagines her as married to Hades (Or. 
1109:  ἀλλ᾽ οὐκέθ᾽, Ἅιδην νυμφίον κεκτημένη. “No longer, after she is married to Hades”). According to 
Rehm (1994), 53-54, in the Libation Bearers, Clytemnestra will be “wedded” to Aegisthus in death, by her 
own son. Their bodies are paired as if in a marriage ceremonial: “A marriage to death seems the fitting 
punishment for her crime, and Orestes vows that she will lie in the same grave with her lover, Aegisthus, 
lest she betray him in death as she betrayed Agamemnon when he was alive [Ch. 894-95, again 905-6].” 
(53). Rush Rehm (43-58) sees the whole plot and murder in Agamemnon, in terms of wedding symbolism. 
In a similar fashion, Electra symbolically imagined her mother as a bride for Aegisthus in the house of 
Hades (El. vv. 1144-1145). When attacked by Orestes, Euripides’ Helen raises her hand to beat her bosom 
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     Electra seems disconnected in this new situation. She is no longer a vessel of 

Mnēmosynē, but quite an adversary of it. She is pretty much in the position of 

Clytemnestra at this point. Once again, memory is a form of logos—more precisely, it is 

a form of epos (epos epein, v.1)—and this recollection is divinely inspired, outside of her 

control and forced upon her by some force of unknown origin.444  Words demonstrating a 

pre-existing narrative appear at verse 5 and 8:  

Διὸς πεφυκώς, ὡς λέγουσι, Τάνταλος 
κορυφῆς ὑπερτέλλοντα δειμαίνων πέτρον 
ἀέρι ποτᾶται: καὶ τίνει ταύτην δίκην, 
ὡς μὲν λέγουσιν, ὅτι θεοῖς ἄνθρωπος ὢν 
κοινῆς τραπέζης ἀξίωμ᾽ ἔχων ἴσον, 
ἀκόλαστον ἔσχε γλῶσσαν, αἰσχίστην νόσον. 
 
Tantalus, the reputed son of Zeus, flies in the air, quailing at the rock which looms 
above his head; paying this penalty, they say, for the shameful weakness he displayed 
in failing to keep a bridle on his lips, when admitted by gods, though he was a man, to 
share the honors of their feasts like one of them. (vv. 5-10)445 

 
      The play Orestes opens with Electra’s prologue, with her narration of the past deeds 

and sorrows, including the matricide. She acknowledges the divine presence while she 

                                                                                                                                                                     
(Or. vv. 1465-1467), a gesture that reminds us of Clytemnestra. In Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers, 
Clytemnestra beats her bosom (Aesch. Choe. vv. 895-896). In Euripides’ Electra, vv. 1206-1209, she 
makes no exception. 
444 In this part, epos is the opposite of the heroic narrative envisioned by Richard Martin. It is rather a 
narrative of shame. Frank Nisetich (1995), 6-7, argues against the common belief that this epos represents 
Euripides’ despair over the state of Athens. He emphasizes Electra’s contribution to the legendary past, 
which she deploys in a sophistic manner. “She imagines Tantalos’ punishment and the prodigies that 
occurred when Atreus and Thyestes struggled for power in terms suggestive of astronomical speculations 
and discoveries. We catch, in such moments, a hint of the new learning associated in Athenian public 
opinion with the sophists.” For Di Benedetto (1967), 6, the formula involving epos is meant to tone down 
an exaggerated assumption. 
13 West (1987), 180, referring to the formula ὡς μὲν λέγουσιν in the context in which the tale is about Zeus’ 
offspring: “Euripidean characters elsewhere express reserve towards stories of gods fathering mortals: HF 
353-4, Hel. 17-72, IA 794-800. They might, after all, be invested 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.” Regarding the use of “as they say” at verses 8-9, West comments: “another 
expression of reserve regarding something both unverifiable and outside normal experience; cf. El. 737.f., 
IT 386 f.” Di Benedetto (1967), 7, rather sees here a more stereotypical use: “Qui dunque ὡς μὲν λέγουσιν 
serve semplicemente a dare un tono impersonale al discorso: un effetto analogo produce questa espressione 
in aride battute sticomitiche, come Med. 684 e Ion 295.” 
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accomplishes her new and strange supplicium: the narration of the past. Memory means 

telling, confessing, passing the dreadful test of recordatio, in a way that is both 

irresistible and unbearable, while she performs the reporting. But this mnemonic task 

lasts only until verse 14 (τί τἄρρητ᾽ ἀναμετρήσασθαί με δεῖ; “But why need I retrace that 

hideous tale?”).446 Something within herself rebels against this burdensome process that 

makes her talaina. So, instead of privileging the logos, as she did before the murder, she 

is ready now to suppress it. In her position as accomplice, remembrance is now more or 

less a nefarious instinct, borne of an unquiet conscience that she would like to silence.  

         Even from the beginning, Electra places herself in a condition fit for verbal taboos 

of all sorts; these are, in effect, interdictions of speech, rejections of logos and 

confessions. She emphasizes her maidenly status and, in this privileged position, she can 

hide herself in silence and anonymity. She concludes that speech is incompatible with a 

maiden, especially the speech about Clytemnestra’s violence (vv.26-27: ὧν δ᾽ ἕκατι, 

παρθένῳ λέγειν/ οὐ καλόν: ἐῶ τοῦτ᾽ ἀσαφὲς ἐν κοινῷ σκοπεῖν. “Her reason a maiden's 

lips may not declare, and so I leave it unclear for the world to guess at”), and she adds 

timidly that she helped Orestes in his task “as much as a woman would” (v. 32), without 

specifying the nature of the task or of her participation.447 At 37-38, she confesses 

shame, a certain pudor (aidos) in naming the goddesses of remembrance, a feeling she 

never expresses in Electra (ὀνομάζειν γὰρ αἰδοῦμαι θεὰς/εὐμενίδας, αἳ τόνδ᾽ 

ἐξαμιλλῶνται φόβῳ. “I am ashamed to name the goddesses, whose terrors are chasing 

                                                        
446 West (1987), 181, sees here a way to put off the story for later discussion.  
447 When referring to lines 15, West (1987), 181 says, “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 ‘why I 
need to recount those obscenities?’ precisely so that she can mention the grim climax of the story without 
the detail of what led up to it. The question would be feeble as way of leaving the subject, and 16 would 
read awkwardly as the next line.” Regarding her part in the plot, West, 183, considers the confession 
necessary for dramatic purposes, since Electra will be judged together with her brother. 
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him—the Eumenides.”).448 Even when partially mentioning the dreadful goddesses, she 

keeps their real name under silence. Her words have apotropaic properties. She would 

rather call them “disease,” mental illness, or frenzied impressions of a mind overwhelmed 

by fever and remorse (vv. 43-44: ἔμφρων δακρύει, ποτὲ δὲ δεμνίων ἄπο/ πηδᾷ δρομαῖος, 

πῶλος ὣς ὑπὸ ζυγοῦ. “but wrapped in his cloak he weeps in his lucid moments, whenever 

the fever leaves him”). Even when mentioning Phoebus, she barely says anything about 

Orestes’ “unspeakable crime” (v.192). She and the chorus minimize the importance of 

recordatio by entrusting their hopes to forgetfulness (v. 66, and 324-326). At 188-189, 

she identifies Orestes’ memory as causing his pernicious anorexia. At 229, she again calls 

his condition nosos (ἰδού. φίλον τοι τῷ νοσοῦντι δέμνιον. “There! His couch is welcome 

to the sick man!”). It is simply a form of mainesthai. She identifies her own situation—

sterility, poverty and sorrow—as a state of morbidity (vv. 200-207). Her reaction against 

memory and against speech is more and more obvious when she does not validate the 

reality of the Furies tormenting Orestes.  (v. 314-315: κἂν μὴ νοσῇς γάρ, ἀλλὰ δοξάζῃς 

νοσεῖν,/ κάματος βροτοῖσιν ἀπορία τε γίγνεται. “For even if you are not sick, but only 

think you are, this brings weariness and perplexity to mortals”).449 

        Her reaction to Mnēmosynē is even more obvious when that painful memory has the 

palpable and haunting shape of a tomb. In 110-120, Helen talks about Clytemnestra‘s 

grave in terms of memorial, saying that it is a memorial (mnēma) she would like to honor, 

                                                        
448 West (1987), 183, views the naming of the goddesses as Eumenides as parallel to the words of 
Menelaus, which proves that there is a good chance that this passage is authentic. Di Benedetto (1967), 14, 
thinks that it is possible for the name “Eumenides” to be a later interpolation, since their mention 
contradicts her previous refusal to name them at verse 37. 
449 West (1987), 202-203: “It recalls Protagoras’ famous doctrine that truth is subjective, except that Electra 
recognizes ‘real’ 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.” West points out that she treats the Erinyes quite differently 
from how she used to in 37 ff. and 238. He also notices that Orestes “is to suffer no more hallucinations” in 
the next scenes. Di Benedetto (1967), 67-68, notices the modernity, as well as the Protagorean flavor, in 
Electra’s speech. It seems that his affliction has psychiatric and not divine roots. 
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but that she is more afraid of showing her face in public. She would rather have Electra 

go for a quick sacrifice of hair and libations. But Electra cannot face memory right now 

and she refuses the task. Significantly, she even refuses to call it mnēma, instead using 

the much more neutral taphos, as if in an attempt to deny Clytemnestra any right of 

commemoration.450 It it also important to notice that, for the characters in this play, the 

tomb is mnēma only in the context of rituals and sacrifices. After this, it goes back to its 

neutral presence as taphos. Memory is now death, not just disease, and Electra desires 

life and health and displays a new interest in lēthē. She abandons her function of 

anamnēsis as she would a dead skin, ready to rejuvenate herself by embracing silence, 

first in her own speech and confessions, later on in the words of the others. Much like her 

mother, she now censors speech and distrusts the logos of the city that accuses her. 

        Initially, she requires the chorus to speak in low voices, then she plainly asks them 

to be quiet and, soon after, she almost forces them out (vv. 170-172: οὐκ ἀφ᾽ ἡμῶν, οὐκ 

ἀπ᾽ οἴκων/πάλιν ἀνὰ πόδα σὸν εἱλίξεις “Leave us, go away from the house! Circle back 

again!”) into the boundaries of the space of silence and feminine restrictions. Even the 

most simple and litanic function of the female chorus meets her disapproval.451 

αἵδ᾽ αὖ πάρεισι τοῖς ἐμοῖς θρηνήμασι 
φίλαι ξυνῳδοί: τάχα μεταστήσουσ᾽ ὕπνου 
τόνδ᾽ ἡσυχάζοντ᾽, ὄμμα δ᾽ ἐκτήξουσ᾽ ἐμὸν 
δακρύοις, ἀδελφὸν ὅταν ὁρῶ μεμηνότα.  
 
Alas! here are my friends once more, coming to unite their plaintive dirge with mine; 
they will soon put an end to my brother's peaceful sleep, and cause my tears to flow 
when I see him in frenzy. (vv. 132-135) 

                                                        
450 West (1987), 189, notices that heroes and even dead people were seen as having some influence over 
local affairs. “They are not called hērōes, but the ideology is that of  the hero cults of the archaic age; see E. 
Rohde, Psyche, chapter 5; Burkert (1985) 203-9. Clytemnestra is accommodated to the pattern ad hoc; 
there is no further suggestion in the play that she is an active force, except as a mistress of the Erinyes that 
beset Orestes.”  
451 Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), 5, regarding the interdiction of lament in circumstances of crisis. 
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      The way she sees it, memory is a delicate state of balance that quickly wakes up the 

crisis and the chaos. Speech is particularly dangerous: even the most delicate and 

censured phrase could awaken (vv. 136-137) the demonic Mnēmosynē and crush the 

already sickened hero (vv. 148-168).452 Only when Orestes is asleep does she validate 

the chorus’ words (Eu legeis-173). Only in the absence of a tormented private conscience 

can their speech be good and acceptable for her. Although she uses her feminine 

kourotrophic role to demand silence, she acts mannishly by demanding acts and ensuring 

their prompt execution.  

                                 The Metabolē of Electra’s Memory 

       Her traditional femininity still subsists in her own words, in her declared maidenly 

position, as well as in her nurturing disposition towards Orestes. If by dint of diseased 

corporeality, Orestes is the “body” of memory, she is the “voice” of lēthē, by dint of the 

paradoxical silence she keeps.453 In this respect, she leaps from being a human to being 

one of the divinities of soothing, calming oblivion. Orestes (v. 1190) calls Electra’s active 

intervention his “remedy,” in effect, acknowledging his weak nature, his need of healing, 

                                                        
452 Nisetich (1995), 8 makes the following assumption about the suffering of Orestes in these verses: “A 
good deal of what Euripides wanted Orestes to evoke is suggested by this most constant epithet: he is, from 
the beginning to end, tlêmon Orestes (Orestes ‘the enduring,’ ‘the suffering’), the one who has dared (etlê) 
to do something terrible and must suffer terribly in turn. The word has active as well as passive 
connotations, and both are reflected in the overall structure of the play.” There is a chance that these verses 
might be a later addition, glossing over what was already spoken. Di Benedetto (1967), 34: “Si può 
avanzare l’ipotesi che i quattro versi siano stati aggiunti doppo che i vv. 1401-141 erano stati attribute al 
Coro e si sentiva il bisogno di una battuta in cui Elettra si rivolgesse alle sue amiche.” West (1987), 
believes that verses 140-143 were performed in a quiet manner with a meter that was, in great part, 
dochmiac, “with occasional iambo-troachaic and in 181-4 enoplian cola.” At 191-192, West adds, 
“Dionysisus and other ancient writers attribute all of this to Electra, and presumably heard it sung by her in 
productions of their time. […] After ‘do not stamp’ the manuscript (but not Dionysus or Π 16) repeats ‘let 
there be no clatter’ from 137, and in 154 an extra dochmius has been interpolated in an attempt to restore 
responsion.” 
453 However, Wolff (1968), 135, notices some reminiscences of logos in Orestes: “In the same spirit 
Orestes recognizes that ‘it is not my appearance’—his haggard and unkempt looks—‘but my deeds [erga, 
which can have the sense of ‘reality,’ as in Trojan Women 1232] that torment me’ (388); and that ‘my body 
is gone, but the name has not left me’ (390; cf. 398f).” 
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and the extent of her power.454 But she slowly changes from womanly healer to 

androgynous warrior, ultimately ready to inflict as many wounds as possible to ensure 

victory. When Orestes wakes up, he makes a futile attempt to put her in her proper 

feminine position, inside the house (vv. 301-302: ἀλλ᾽, ὦ τάλαινα, βᾶσα δωμάτων 

ἔσω/ὕπνῳ τ᾽ ἄυπνον βλέφαρον ἐκταθεῖσα δός, “Go in the house now, my poor sister; lie 

down and close your sleepless eyes”), but she refuses. In his eyes, it is now her turn to 

become a “body,” but a body confined to domestic oblivion, while he will assume the 

voice of memory for the trial. 455 

       If Electra undergoes a process of androgynization, so do some of the male characters 

in the play. Orestes, for example, is rather bashful and, just like a maiden, asks for a veil 

to face Tyndareus (v. 467-469).456 He adopts hyphasma (clothing and concealment), a 

form of feminine lēthē. Menelaus takes a similar tack. He is afraid of the Furies, much as 

the timid feminine chorus is at verses 320-321. He is afraid even to name them (v. 409). 

He does not promise any armed support to Orestes as he faces the mob that wants to 

lynch him and his sister. Instead, the uncle only offers some lawyerly advice, which is of 

dubious value; it is not straightforward speech, but a specious form of sophia (vv. 691-

695), mixed with malthakoi (v. 714 “castrated”) logoi. Such words are meant to 

convolute one’s mind and erase previous memories of civic propriety. They even change 

                                                        
454 In exchange, men acknowledge women as having a lethal, almost virile quality: Helen is called 
“murderer” (phoneus-1142) and Electra is treated as “an ally” (at v. 1224): both images remind the reader 
of war and open violence.  
455 He sends her also to her bodily duties. See v. 303: σίτων τ᾽ ὄρεξαι λουτρά τ᾽ ἐπιβαλοῦ χροΐ. “Take food 
and bathe your body.” West (1987) sees in this a reversal of roles; up to this point, Orestes has neglected 
his body and now feels that she is neglecting hers. 
456 See Porter (2003), 1, on Orestes’ ephebic pudor, which is similar to maidenly bashfulness. Even Pylades 
displays a few interdictions of vocabulary most common in female characters: at verses 394-346, he is 
afraid to name Clytemnestra; he rather mentions a daimon. 
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the definition of good and bad.457 This awkward male androgyny goes hand in hand with 

social amnesia. 

        We should not forget that these characters are suffering from the same weakening 

agents of barbarization that affected Mycenae in Electra.458 The much-praised paternal 

logos has been turned into a juridical convenience, open to dispute and rather weak, 

ambivalent in truth (vv. 692ff.).459 

      Electra’s androgynization has some prophetic qualities. When the sentence arrives, 

her memory appears to be reset to perform the traditional function of a threnos (vv. 

971).460 It is, however, a most unusual excursus of lamentation, since her enhanced 

mnemonic vision encompasses an Olympian sight of cosmic proportions. At verse 1002, 

she evokes, its mythical metabolē of the Sun and also Zeus, the one who changed the 

natural circle of the sun in the dispute between Thyestes and Atreus (v. 1006). As Edith 

Hall suggests, this transformation is more profound than a one-time adulteration of the 

course of Helios, since it goes back to the theories of Anaxagoras.461 It is a deeper 

mutation of perspective, and Electra integrates herself into this changed cosmic reality. 

Her oscillations show the full extent of her androgyny and her fluctuations of memory, 

since they allow her to recollect the whole past of the house of Atreidai.   

                                                        
457 Victoria Wohl (2011) in her paper on the politics and dynamics of enemity in Euripides’ Orestes, 
discusses the ambiguities the characters face in defining not only who the philoi are, but also who are the 
enemies. Also, see Wolff (1968), 138: “’Change in all things is sweet,’ Electra says to Orestes, restless in 
his sickness (234), ‘Yes,’ he answers, ‘for it gives the illusion [doxa] of health, and seeming [to dokein] is 
better, even if there is no truth.’ (235-36). Illusion and seeming in every form dominate the play.” About 
the general confusion in the play, as well as the “changes” and the disorder dominating it, see Wolff’s 
paper, pages 138-141. 
458 Hall (1991), 19-21 on the changes of logos. 
459 In a sense, it resembles the logos in Agamemnon; see Scodel (2008), 126, regarding what enters in the 
public account and how. 
460 Her speech is, however, broken and sterile, much like that of Socrates’ wife in Phaedrus: “Oh Orestes, 
you watch the sun light for the last time.” (vv. 1018 ff). The silence she imposed before is now impossible, 
and not even Orestes’ order can suppress her verbosity: “how can I be quiet?” (1025). 
461 Edith Hall (1993), 263-287. She refers to the philosophical influences of the time in this particular 
Euripidean play.   
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     Another interesting phenomenon happens at this point: in opposition to the failed 

anagnōrisis in Orestes, the audience can witness now a complete koinōnia between 

Orestes and his sister. The boundaries of any alterity melt, and Electra sees herself fused 

with her brother in “one name and one soul” (vv. 1046-1055).462 When she imagines 

herself combined with Orestes’ body and soul in a tomb, a monument of memory 

(expressed as mnēma), she crosses a final threshold of androgyny. She reaches the point 

of crisis, though, when Orestes denies this access to monumental memory, pulling her 

back to the non-mnemonic reality of Mycenae:  

Or.ἥδιστ᾽ ἂν εἴη ταῦθ᾽: ὁρᾷς δὲ δὴ φίλων 
ὡς ἐσπανίσμεθ᾽, ὥστε κοινωνεῖν τάφου. 
El. οὐδ᾽ εἶφ᾽ ὑπὲρ σοῦ, μὴ θανεῖν σπουδὴν ἔχων, 
Μενέλαος ὁ κακός, ὁ προδότης τοὐμοῦ πατρός; 
 
El. Ah! If only the same sword, if it is right, could kill us both, and one coffin of 
cedar-wood receive us! 
Or. That would be very sweet; but surely you see we are too destitute of friends to be 
allowed to share a tomb. (vv. 1154-1157) 
 

      The grave will not even be a mnēma. This prompts a complete metamorphosis in her. 

After a quick prayer to Agamemnon, much like the one she says in Aeschylus (Choe. vv. 

332-339) Electra is ready to inflict pain (vv. 1231-1232). Instead of nurturing a sick body 

through soothing yet impuissant lēthē, she plans to accede to kleos by committing 

particular corpses to monumental memory:463 she plots to murder Helen and Hermione 

(vv.1177-1203). 

                                                        
462 Simondon (1982), 219-220, on the prayer of Electra and Orestes, a prayer that no longer involves 
divinely inspired action. It is rather a private act. 
463 This is in opposition with what Nancy Womarn (2012), 357, notices about Sophocles' Electra who 
identifies herself not with a male sick body but with the cadaver of a male. Worman also points out the 
overwhelming presence of the heroic bodies on the stage and the erasure of gender boundaries, in the way 
female characters display their bodies in order to create poitical awareness (353-357). 
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       This new incarnation is rather theriomorphic: she appropriates the watchful eye of 

the Sun, the paternal omniscience and omnipresence, by telling the feminine chorus to 

become her many eyes and ears (vv. 1258-1280). Much like Clytemnestra, her skill 

involves mimesis.464 Medusian like her mother, Electra is not only hermaphroditic, but 

also polymorphic. Her laughter is hysterical and beyond human, when she rejoices at the 

murderous noises inside, and shouts, "Kill" (vv. 1302 ff). The excess of metabolē, 

however, consumes her persona and takes away her chance at witnessing the divine 

epiphany of the Dioskouroi. Her last gesture is to light the house on fire, in an attempt to 

commit a “monumental” and supreme act of Mnēmosynē: in this way, she tries to make 

an example of Menelaus and his family, whose acts were the source of all the sorrows. 

Her excessive metabolē is also apparent in the previous adrongynous episodes described 

by Tyndareus (v. 620, she poisoned Orestes mind with oracle interpretations ἕως ὑφῆψε 

δῶμ᾽ ἀνηφαίστῳ πυρί. “Until she set the house ablaze with fires never kindled by 

Hephaestus”). Her best acts are inscribed in civic memory as attempts of arson. The 

previous symbolic “burning of the house,” for which she almost received damnatio 

memoriae in absentia, materialize now in a real crematory fury (v.1618: ἀλλ᾽ εἶ᾽, ὕφαπτε 

δώματ᾽, Ἠλέκτρα, τάδε. “Fire the palace from beneath, Electra!”). What she hoped to 

present as a monumental act of her virility ends, however, in an ambivalent destruction of 

a locus memoriae.  

        When committing this “bravery,” she steps off the stage and leaps into public 

forgetfulness: the play ends with only a short mention of her. Objectified much like the 

                                                        
464 Another form of reminiscence subsists in the acts of mimesis. Raphael Samuel (2011), 261-265, 
discusses the problematic of the museal type of memory, in his treatment of the heritage of the past as 
“hyper-reality.” A similar situation is represented by the house of the Atreidai, since it almost had a dead, 
monumental function. 
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harmless Hermione (her very opposite), she is given away in marriage, because the divine 

logos of Apollo and the political calculation of the men around her consider this the best 

deal (vv. 1653-1660). 465 She is not even present in the crucial moments in which her 

story is settled for good. In this way, she is reduced from hero and fiend to human pawn.                                  

The Queen of Lēthē in the Land of Memory 

     An extraordinary characteristic of Euripides’ women is their corporeal presence, 

which both defines their relationships with others and determines their status and 

destinies within the narratives of the plays.466 From Electra’s exasperating presence 

beyond the boundaries of the house and Clytemnestra’s desperate, breast-beating pleas 

(Electra, vv. 1210 ff.) to Helen’s outstanding beauty in a context of excessive 

Phrygianization, every heroine “speaks” to others and leaves a mark in the memory of the 

others through her simple physical presence. Their status as mothers, wives, or simple 

politides involves an intense awareness of their corporeality within the space of the 

others. When Clytemnestra arrives on the stage (in Electra), it is her thriving health and 

beauty that Electra notices and envies, keenly aware of her own sterility, 

malnourishment, and poverty. As the daughter of Agamemnon, her body is also a social 

construct, defined by its ability or inability to create valid progeny.467 

                                                        
465 V. Wohl (1998) in the Introduction on the political exchanges involving female objects. 
466 The feminine ascension in others’ memory is through their bodies; it paradoxically involves 
disembodiment or a problematic relationship with their own bodies, such as neglect. 
467 She is obviously prevented in her liminality from "gliding” freely into a subhuman and divine area. She 
is constantly on that threshold that pushes her back to her domestic duties, to the need to secure sustenance 
for herself and her consort. Even if she is an outcast, she does not take any “leap” into the subhuman and 
fiendish realm that ties Sophocles’ Electra with the underworld. Euripides’ Electra falls short of the divine 
and never reaches that point of liminality between the human and the divine. Even in Orestes, she is 
incapable of seeing the Furies, failing any epiphany, to the point of missing the divine visit of Castor and 
Pollux and their prophecy. 



205 
 

       It is only natural that body image would leave a mnemonic imprint. Of all these 

characters, only Helen ultimately loses her body (into thin air) and, in her apotheosis, she 

further disturbs and re-arranges the apparatus of memory.  

        Helen’s corpus (and her eidos most of all) is central to the subplot that develops in 

Orestes.468 Helen’s corporeality is sufficient to fuel public anger in this “panoptic culture 

of suspicion.”469  She does not show herself excessively to the audience: the public sees 

the last of her at verse 125. Nevertheless, her eidos is “over-present” in this universe. Her 

beauty is indeed unforgettable, both for praise and blame.470 She cannot forget about it 

either. Although remorseful for her previous coquetry, she cannot stop thinking about 

adorning herself. Even when she pays her respects to her dead sister, Helen tries to do it 

with the least possible damage to her splendid locks (vv. 129-130: εἴδετε παρ᾽ ἄκρας ὡς 

ἀπέθρισεν τρίχας,/σῴζουσα κάλλος; ἔστι δ᾽ ἡ πάλαι γυνή. “Did you see how she cut off 

her hair only at the ends, to preserve its beauty? She is the same woman as of old”). 

Memory of the dead, as is evident in the previous examples from Sophocles’ Electra, 

requires self-abandonment and even self-forgetfulness. In only superficially cutting her 

hair, Helen curtails the exercise of public lament in order to remain mindful of her 

beauty, which seems to have a life of its own. The Phrygian eunuch complained that it 

                                                        
468 One should take note of the partition between her body and her eidos in Euripides' Helen. Only her eidos 
went to Troy, while her body traveled to Egypt.  
469 The concept belongs to Őmer Őzcan who presented his paper "The Intimate Prison: Home in a State of 
Emergency" at the conference New Directions in Anthropology, April 29-30, 2011, organized by the 
University of Texas at Austin, Department of Anthropology.  He commented on the work of one of his 
coleagues, and used this term in reference to the individual paranoia within a hostile group. 
470 Fredricksmeyer (1996), 179, discusses Isocrates' view on Helen's beauty as a great arete which 
motivated the Greek heroes to conpete for her and display their own aretai. On page 180 he mentions that 
her  beauty united the Greek troops in a Panhellenic effort. Norman (1994), 203, about Euripides’ Helen, 
and the statuesque beauty of the protagonist, her blessing and her curse: “Even marble statues could be 
rubbed away by time or by the reverent hands of many devotees, but Helen saw herself as an idol frozen for 
eternity in the same perfect condition. A beauty that could be worn away in time would be a blessed relief.” 
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was her beauty that ruined her as well as the entire city of Troy (vv. 1385-1390).471 

Unfortunately, Helen seems to have been born for such tasks, which she performs 

sometimes without the slightest awareness. 

       Another problem is her geographical containment in Mycenae, which became a sore 

locus of memory. According to Orestes’ complaint, Helen brought Menelaus home rather 

than having been led back by him (vv. 741-742: Pyl. καὶ δάμαρτα τὴν κακίστην 

ναυστολῶν ἐλήλυθεν; Or. οὐκ ἐκεῖνος, ἀλλ᾽ ἐκείνη κεῖνον ἐνθάδ᾽ ἤγαγεν. Pyl. “And did 

he bring his wife, the worst of women, with him on his ship?” Or. “It was not he who 

brought her here, but she who brought him”).472 In other words, Helen innoculates 

herself in this center of memory. Moreover, she affects the place she occupies and even 

alters its nature or affiliation. “She is in my house, if I shall call it so,” Orestes says (vv. 

742-744), upset by her presence under the roof of the Atreidai. Helen’s palace is the 

center of the easy-going, careless ways that he loathes. She lives among eunuchs, 

perfumes, mirrors and foreigners: in her presence the ethnic ties, the divine and the 

humans bonds and the thresholds between males and females melt away. She turns 

Orestes’ former palace into the “sanssouci” of memory. At verse 1108, she is envisioned 

as placing her own seal on everything in the palace, marking it down as an extension of 

                                                        
471 Norman (1994), 197, about a similar problem in the plot of Helen: “The flaw? Helen’s beauty. But it 
could not be so badly stated—how could beauty be a flaw? A more poetic solution was suggested: Helen, 
priding herself on her beauty, had alienated herself from –of all people—the Mother. Helen was thus made 
the mother of her own alienation, though thanks to the interventions of other mothers (Hera, Athena, 
Theonoe) she was forgiven and made whole again.” 
472 West (1987), 233: “the idea is that he [Menelaus] allows himself to be led by her instead of showing a 
proper manly independence, Cf. 589 n. Euripides perhaps remembers (as in Andr. 627-31) the story in the 
Little Iliad and Ibycus 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. 1287 n.” Di Benedetto (1967), 147, notices 
the resemblance between Menelaus and Aegisthus in terms of subordination to the female. Fredricksmeyer 
(1996), 169, sees even a gender ambiguity in Helen. 
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herself.473 This seal is the very opposite of the regular symbol of legitimate power and 

authenticity. Under normal circumstances, using an imprimatur in this way would 

represent the normal political prerogative of the leader en titre, a glyphic act of memory 

in the official records. In her case, the seal is rather an imprint of oblivion in the middle 

of domestic comfort. Her seal is the very opposite of civic memory. She is the very 

representation of the disintegration of social and ethno-cultural ties. 

       Normally, being within the city limits means being within the limits of logos and 

memory of that city. However, the ancient Greek paradox of femininity consists in 

supporting the city’s apparatus of memory while remaining anonymous.474 A female is a 

good mnemonic bolster, but she is never acceptable as a subject of logos. Argive 

narrative goes against Helen as it tries to define and convict her. According to their 

views, pudor normally keeps a “good” woman away from the record. Paradoxically, 

Helen confines herself both to memory and damnatio memoriae by removing herself 

from the protective space of the oikos—staying away from its anonymity and sweet lēthē. 

She has stepped over the threshold, a matter that is only appropriate for a beast or a 

goddess.475 A matter of geography has consecrated Helen to negative memory. It seems 

                                                        
473 West (1987), 261: “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.” 
West sees it as a matter of labeling for ownership purposes. 
474 See Edith Hall (1997), 105: “The convention that respectable women were not even to be named in 
public stems from the same ideal which led Thucydides’ Pericles to proclaim that a woman’s greatest glory 
was to be spoken of as little as possible, either in praise or in blame.” 
475 Gould (2001), 153-154, regards femininity as highly liminal in the mythical perspective: “Women are 
not part of, do not belong easily in, the male ordered world of the ‘civilized’ community; they have to be 
accounted for in other terms, and they threaten continually to overturn its stability or subvert its continuity, 
to break out of the place assigned to them by their partial incorporation within it. Yet they are essential to 
it; they are producers and bestowers of wealth and children, the guarantors of due succession, the guardians 
of the οἶκος and its hearth. Men are their sons, and are brought up, as children, by them and among them. 
Like the earth and once-wild animals, they must be tamed and cultivated by men, but their ‘wildness’ will 
out.” Moreover, he (155) admits that liminality and even beast-like behavior is appropriate for the gods, 
since “gods may be seen not as super-humans but as bestial; as ‘natural,’ not ‘cultural’ powers; wild, not 
tamed.” 
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that her visual persistence within the social memory is bothersome to a society that tries 

to eliminate her from the verbal record.476 Her own father tries to correct those records, 

and assertively pronounces a damnatio memoriae against her. “Your name is on every 

tongue” (in Electra’s assertion, v. 103) becomes “nor will I even speak of her” at verses 

520-521.477 For Tyndareus, the solution to the problematic female is to extract her 

completely from logos. However, he first identifies her by name before condemning her 

persona to silence and ignominy. In this way, the relationship between her eidos, her 

space, and the others’ logos becomes more obvious. Helen enters narrative by exiting her 

city and further persists within speech by hiding deep inside her newly acquired palace.  

       Helen’s relationship with logos and coherence of any kind is just as ambiguous. We 

could take Gorgias’ side in assuming that she listened to exquisite logos, when she 

abandoned her world for the shores of Troy.478 Or we could listen to her words describing 

her behavior as pure theomania (v. 79: ἐπεὶ πρὸς Ἴλιον/ἔπλευσ᾽ ὅπως ἔπλευσα θεομανεῖ 

πότμῳ, “after I was driven by heaven-sent frenzy to sail as I did to Ilium”)—god-sent 

frenzy, lack of logic, reason or common sense.479 Helen considers love a form of self-

forgetfulness and a discontinuity of thought. She attracts this force, or even more she is 

somehow defined by this forgetfulness of customs as well as by her lack of boundaries. 

We see how remorsefully Helen refers to herself in terms of patriarchal logos, trying to 

comply with the civic sensitivities. Her craziness is different from Orestes’ insanity. A 

                                                        
476 Astrid Erll (2008), 2, in “Cultural Memory Studies. An Introduction.” Memory is not only verbal: it 
can also be deprived of narrative and be strictly visual, therefore based on a sign. Helen, then, is a symbol 
of the war that ruined so many Achaeans. Thus, it is hard for her to escape notice. 
477 Di Benedetto (1967), 108: “Questi versi servono di conclusion alla prima parte della rhesis di Tindareo 
(cfr. Sopra a vv. 492-541). Dopo le argomentazioni strettamente giuridiche dei versi precedenti, il tono si fa 
più personal e anche il livello stilistico è dicerso, con una maggiore enfasi e ricchezza di espressioni.” 
478 Gorgias, The Encomium of Helen; see also the goddess Peithō as envisioned by Marcel Detienne (1996), 
77-79. 
479 Di Benedetto (1967), 22 notices the Aeschylean usage of theomania. 
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man is crazy if he remembers too much and becomes unable to take action (e.g., Orestes’ 

paralyzing disease induced by Furial memory). A woman is crazy if she forgets her 

appointed realm and instigates civic action (war).       

         In terms of compatibility with logos, Helen does not appear as particularly eloquent 

in Euripides’ Orestes, since she is too much aware of “her centrality” in the logos of the 

others.480 She is far more talented in other versions of her story, such as the Odyssey and 

Euripides’ Helen. Worman finds Helen’s versatility and singularity wondrous, since it is 

part of her general ambiguity and charm:  

So what type of voice does this inclusive figure have? A voice that is not one, it 
seems; that is multiple and layered; that includes speech types strongly associated 
with relatively consistent characters, but transposed into other contexts where 
standard meaning does not necessarily match particular intentions.481   
  

      Helen communicates, however, through other substitutes that address the senses 

rather than reason and logos. In the Odyssey, Helen was capable of calming Menelaus 

with an amazing drug of forgetfulness or “painless memory”482. Although in the Odyssey 

she is represented as crafty and magical with these types of elixirs, in Euripides’ Orestes 

she seems quite powerless and ordinary in this regard. It is quite paradoxical, but in spite 

                                                        
480 Worman (2001), 21, points out a similar situation in the Iliad but with opposite results in the attitude of 
Helen: “Helen is also significantly aware of her centrality to the narrative of others, manifesting a concern 
for reputation (kleos) that connects her to the Muses, the Sirens, and ultimately the poet, as a number of 
scholars have recognized.” 
481 Worman (2001), 20-21, believes that Helen belongs indeed to many stories, as a result of her ambiguity. 
She is even considered a divine poetess. Also Erhardt Fredricksmeyer's dissertation (1996) insists on the 
ambiguity of Helen in epic, archaic lyric, and tragedy. On page 168, discussing Euripides' Helen, he asserts: 
"In some respects her ambiguity is entirely new. For example, Euripides' Helen has some of her 
predecessors' seductiveness, but also is invested with a partheneia and chastity that are new to the Helen's 
myth, with the possible exception of Stesichorus." 
482 Bergren (2008), 111-131. However, her attempt to regulate the “production of speeches” (p. 116) (in 
other words, to control the mnēmē as narrative) proves dangerous: “If such a kleos ‘fame’ is the aim of 
Helen and of the poet, too, it does not last for long. It is as brief as Menelaus’ previous attempt to end the 
recollections of the past. For the supplement of Helen’s pharmakon ‘drug’/mythos ‘story’ comes the 
supplement of Menelaus’ antiphonal reply. The ‘good drug’ of Helen’s representation of the past engenders 
a doublet that is also a rival. Menelaus’ mythos ‘story’ is a product of the same pharmakon ‘drug,’ the same 
power to recall the past without pain. But now by its very working, this drug loses its positive valence and 
poisons the kleos ‘fame’ of Helen that it has just produced.”  



210 
 

of her oblivious personality, Helen cannot escape others’ memory and their grudge over 

the unnecessary war that robbed them of their sons. Her attempts to soothe their grudging 

memory by staying indoors are futile. Moreover, she needs some of the calming effect of 

lēthē for herself. At verses 65-66, Electra admits that Helen’s daughter, Hermione, might 

be her mother’s forgetfulness of sorrows. 

      Helen’s charis, however is a pharmakon sui generis. It goes beyond perfumes and 

clothes. Her beauty is the trigger of Mnēmosynē, but it is also a hidden vessel of 

forgetfulness. Her power to seduce comes from within, but lies outside her conscious 

abilities. Electra testifies to its narcotic potential when she plans her assassination and 

wonders whether her beauty will blunt the swords of her attackers (v. 1288: ἆρ᾽ ἐς τὸ 

κάλλος ἐκκεκώφηται ξίφη;  “Can it be that her beauty has blunted their swords?”), as if 

her charm had some magic properties of a higher nature.483 Beauty is an elixir of 

forgetfulness and dysmnēsia, an agent of confusion and culture. In Euripides generally, 

forgetfulness is sweet, welcoming, and lovely.484  

       ὦ φίλον ὕπνου θέλγητρον, ἐπίκουρον νόσου, 
       ὡς ἡδύ μοι προσῆλθες — ἐν δέοντί γε. 
       ὦ πότνια Λήθη τῶν κακῶν, ὡς εἶ σοφὴ 
       καὶ τοῖσι δυστυχοῦσιν εὐκταία θεός. 
 

Sweet charm of sleep, savior in sickness, how sweetly you came to me, how needed! 
Revered forgetfulness of troubles, how wise a goddess you are, and invoked by every 
suffering soul! (vv. 211-214) 
 

      Her beauty is as much a textile snare of cunningly woven porphyry, as it is a matter of 

cosmos—whether understood as cosmetics or actual harmony. When someone’s beauty is 

                                                        
483 Di Benedetto (1967), 245 considers that we have a transfer of the feelings of the two heroes to the blade 
of their swords. It is only a stylistic issue. West (1987), 271 notices that the situation is similar to that of 
Menelaus at Troy, when he spared her due to her beauty. 
484 See also Detienne (1996), 82: “The counterpart to the negative Oblivion-Death is the positive Oblivion-
Sleep.” 
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exceptional, it is outside the usual world and therefore difficult to apprehend. It stems 

from the divine and the cosmic. It has a logos, a structure of its own. Yet beauty creates 

chaos for those who encounter it. It brings war, traps, and snares of oblivion. Charm 

seduces and affiliates itself with pernicious apatē, oblivion, and tricky peithō. For 

Detienne’s charm has two sides: on the one hand it is Pandora’s evil seduction and 

afflicting gifts; on the other hand it is the soft caresses and protection of Aphrodite, who 

calms primordial seas.485 

     Aphrodite’s detachment and refusal to be contained within one space defines her as 

divine freedom itself. In her polar relationship with the space of the city, Helen is very 

similar to the swan maiden fairy tale type, which Jacqueline Thomas analyzes as a 

liminal character oscillating between freedom and patriarchal clostration. Thomas notes 

that this character shares much of its mythic structure with Aphrodite.486 In Orestes, the 

audience is reminded of Helen’s ancestry from a swan, when the chorus calls her “Leda’s 

cub, terrible Helen” (vv. 1386-1387: δι᾽ ὀρνιθόγονον/ὄμμα κυκνοπτέρου καλλοσύνας, 

Λήδας/σκύμνου, δυσελένας, “[destruction] through her beauty, born from a bird, swan-

feathered, Leda's cub, hellish Helen!”).487 According to Thomas’ article, the spatial 

instability of swan-maidens is also the mark of their problematic divine nature. This 

                                                        
485 Marcel Detienne (1996), 75-80. 
486 The work of Jacqueline Thomas (2005) 162, begins with a focus on Aphrodite and her flight away from 
the snare of Hephaestus. It analyzes her flight from the point of view of the persistent (often cyclical) 
segregation of women from men in myth and fairy tale. Her analysis explores the possibility that these 
ubiquitous and persistent narratives chronicle a pre-Bronze Age shift to a patrilineal social system from a 
matrilineal system in which segregation of women was socially regulated and based on menstrual-ovulatory 
cycles. 
487 West (1987), 278, claims that the epithet “swan-plume” is “oddly transferred to Helen from the swan-
mating of Zeus and Leda that produced her. A deliberate absurdity?” Di Benedetto (1967), 260, reads 
σκύμον rather than σκύμνου, because he is confused by the number of genitive forms, and adds what he 
calls a philological “crux desperationis” to the text. 
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instability parallels the marked ontological liminality of most feminine characters in the 

plays under analysis here.488 

      Helen falls into a special divine category, in spite of her mundane interests, her care 

for looks that makes her ridiculous in Electra’s eyes, and her human cowardice when 

confronted with Orestes. Her forgetful behavior and confusion has the same divine 

ingredient displayed by Aphrodite in the work of Euripides. Combined with her demi-

divine ancestry, her problematic physis (both as soma and psyche) consecrates her into 

the realm of the divine. Nancy Worman explains: 

Helen’s cultic associations with the lover Aphrodite and the parthenos Artemis   
indicate her failure to make the transition to a stable marital status, as Claude Calame 
has argued. She remains in circulation, the glorious bride gone wrong.489 
 

      We witness the same divine self-centeredness in Helen and Aphrodite. When Orestes 

discusses divine physis, he characterizes gods as self-absorbed, selfish and oblivious, 

mastering the universe and its poor slaves, the humans. (Or. vv. 416-420).490 Throughout 

her story, Helen too appeared detached from the other Myceneans, surrounded by alien 

figures such as her exotic subjects. 

                                                        
488 Sophocles’ Electra is no exception, and Segal analyzes in detail this inversion of oikos and battlefield, 
inside and outside. Regarding the “inversions of inner and outer space,” Segal (1981), 258-259, notices that 
Clytemnestra is never protected in the space of the house which was meant to be her normal refuge, since 
Electra has a special position outside. “Yet in accepting this position at the gate, cut off from the inner 
space of the house, she also asserts a new heroic strength” (258). Also on 259: “The last act of vengeance 
continues these relentless inversions of inner and outer space.” Electra receives a more favorable view 
(than Helen) from her entourage as a good daughter and worthy female. However, she also steps over the 
traditional threshold of the oikos to the unfamiliar space of the agora. Segal considers her a hero in the 
place of Orestes. Unlike other Electras (in Aeschylus and Euripides), she is the only one who does not care 
for her physical survival. In Sophocles' Electra, we see the tension between a stereotype and an exceptional 
character. 
489 Worman (2001), 20, talks about Helen’s cultic affiliations. 
490 Di Benedetto (1967), 90, discusses the balance between piety and sophistic irreverence in the assertion 
of Orestes regarding the servile position of humans in front of the gods. 
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     In this Euripidean world, gods are not only silent and mysterious, the way scholars 

have pictured them, but also forgetful and tardy.491 Even Orestes’ dead father is inactive 

now, although he represents the personification of memory in Aeschylus (vv. 425-426: 

Μen. πατρὸς δὲ δή τι σ᾽ ὠφελεῖ τιμωρία; Or. οὔπω: τὸ μέλλον δ᾽ ἴσον ἀπραξίᾳ λέγω. 

Men. “Does your father give you any help at all, for your avenging him?” Or. “Not yet; I 

call delay the equal of inaction”).492 Foreshadowing the Epicurean view, Euripides’ gods 

are above human troubles, concerned with their own affairs and quite indifferent to 

individual suffering, even when they are in a position to offer mercy. Anthropomorphic 

gods in Euripides follow this rule, starting with the cruel Aphrodite in her sport with 

Phaedra and Hippolytus. In the spirit of Aphrodite, Helen is forgetful and induces 

forgetfulness in others. 

      Helen is an earthly counterpart to this goddess.493 She is permanently under a 

Venusian spell. This double causality is manifestly present in the Iliad (II, 345-350). Just 

                                                        
491 Grube (1968), 50, argues that Euripides’ plays “show mankind in a very real sense in the power of the 
gods before whom they are all but helpless.” Also, see Hartigan (1991), 184-186. According  to her, both 
plays, Orestes and Electra, emphasize human self-deception, madness and misery. “As we watch his 
characters, individuals struggling to find a meaningful pattern in an ambiguous world, who again and again 
seek direction from the distant gopds, we come to understand, at least in part, Euripides’ tragic vision” 
(186). Knox (1983), 1, too discusses this distant nature of the gods. See Norman (1994), 197, for Helen’s 
alienation. 
492 West (1987), 212 discusses Orestes’ expectations of his dead father: it is not comfort that he expects, but 
action, according to this commentator. 
493 Clader (1976), 63-81, suggests that Helen was originally a goddess. In Sparta, the social memory 
dedicated a cult to Helen. However, in the work we discuss, her divine position is ambiguous up to the end. 
Helen dematerializes in the homonymical work of Euripides, a play that is influenced by the Stesichorean 
story. She never was at Troy, but a phantom of her traveled there. See the dissertation of Erhardt 
Fredricksmeyer (1996), 175: "At least two elements reinforce the ambiguity which Euripides' Helen thus 
finally possesses. She and her phantom never coexist and are consequentially more difficult to differentiate 
(from the perspective of both the audience and the dramatis personae). Second, Euripides' Helen 
supposedly represents 'what is' and the phantom (as well as the preceding Helens) 'what appears to be.'" 
About her relationship with her eidolon in Euripides’ Helen, see Norman Austin (1994), 137-203. Norman 
considers the revisionist story of Euripides, almost a comic twist to the unconvincing “cordon sanitaire” of 
her sequestration in Egypt (199): “The eidolon was a comic solution to the problem and comedy was the 
inevitable result.” Also he points out, the game of the double signifiers (Helen—eidolon—statue) is a 
clever one (203): “Almost smothered beneath this farrago was the Helen who revealed to Stesichorus that 
she had been transformed into a ghost. Helen’s secret was the eidolon itself, which stole her body away and 
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like the goddess of love (Il. XIV, 219-220), Helen deals with intricate clothes (vv. 1434-

1436).494 Her quick disappearance and apotheosis when attacked by Orestes, as well as 

her incompatibility with the martial world are Aphrodisian in nature. If Aeschylus’ 

Clytemnestra reminds Orestes of a Gorgon and places him in Perseus’ role, Helen 

reminds us of the episode in the Iliad (Il. V. 340ff.) in which Aphrodite is chased by 

Diomedes. Just like her divine counterpart, Helen does not die, but returns safely to her 

father.  

       In her work, Kristina Passman asserts that patriarchal power tends to delineate 

certain partitions on the female body. 495 The most common partition is the one separating 

the lover from the mother in the feminine persona, or the lover from respectable wife. 

With Clytemnestra, the partition is both physical and symbolic. Her breast is severed by 

Orestes’ sword by the end of Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers and Euripides’ Electra. She is 

constantly repelled from her role as a mother, respectable wife and even legitimate queen 

and ruler. She is later represented through her weaponry. The city logos tried to control 

that aspect of her corporeality. A similar mistake is committed against Helen. Orestes and 

Pylades thought that ambushing her would be easy since she is only surrounded by vane 

attendants. 

          Or.καὶ πῶς; ἔχει γὰρ βαρβάρους ὀπάονας. 
          Pyl.τίνας; Φρυγῶν γὰρ οὐδέν᾽ ἂν τρέσαιμ᾽ ἐγώ. 
          Or.οἵους ἐνόπτρων καὶ μύρων ἐπιστάτας. 
 
          Or. But how? She has her barbarian attendants. 
                                                                                                                                                                     
left her speechless. Displacing Helen’s body to the far corners of the earth, while not the solution, at least 
revealed the problem. Even in Egypt Helen was still a statue for others to sculpt.” 
494 West (1987), 280: “Euripides combines the Homeric picture of Helen spinning with the motif from 
earlier in the play of offerings for Clytemnestra. […] The purple cloth adds to the splendor of the scene 
evoked (cf. 840 n.) and to our impression of Helen’s luxury.” Di Benedetto (1967), 268, sees the 
similarities with the hyphasmata offered to the gods. He notices also that those who read soma instead of 
dora are mistaken: Helen cannot offer anything to Clytemnestra’s body, since it was disposed of.  
495 Passman (1993), 66 quoting also Detienne’s theories. Also, Clay (1989), 57. 
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          Pyl. Barbarians indeed! I am not the man to fear any Phrygian. 
          Or. They are only fit to look after mirrors and perfumes! (vv. 1110-1112).496 
 
        They were wrong. Through her body, she is at once prone to violation and 

inviolable. In spite of her intense physical appeal, her splendid image is the least 

consistent element in her mythos. Indeed, Helen’s corporeality is very unsubstantial.497 

Earlier, she abandoned her home, but now she hides between carefully closed doors in 

her Phrygian paradise. She has come back in the dark (vv. 56-60), and she stays mostly 

indoors for fear of others. In the new post-war context, Helen, who by virtue of the 

radiant root of her name (sel-/wel-), could be associated with brightness, becomes almost 

a creature of the night, reclusive and timid.498 At the end, the eunuch comes to speak 

about her and describes her in the middle of her palatial comfort.499 The audience cannot 

see, but only hear about her. According to Wolff, the whole “monody is a mirror—a 

distorting mirror—of the play’s moods and themes.”500 This mystery contributes to her 

"agalmatization"—her metamorphosis into an entity of smoke and mirrors, both 

                                                        
496 West (1987), 261 points out that “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. Telephus fr. 127 
Austin, Andr. 665 f., Hel. 276, IA 1402.”  However, West sees different opinions on the nature of slaves in 
other works of Euripides. 
497 Wolff (1968), 138, sees this lack of substantiality everywhere in the play: “Euripides represents a world 
whose real substance has become elusive and men who shy from realities too hard to bear, preferring hope 
in illusion. But delusion and madness can follow. […] We are made to look back on the possibility that the 
basis of the whole action, Orestes’ matricide, was inspired by a delusion.” 
498 Boisacq (1950), 237, associates her name with the root of the noun "torch" (helane), and reconstructs 
Helen as a goddess of light. Chantraine (1984), 335, does not engage in any speculation over her name. 
Clader (1976), 63, mentions the earlier association between Helen's name and Selene. Clader quotes 
Curtius (1879) for the reconstructed root *swel-/wel- in the princess' name. However, Clader prefers the 
association with a plant, which turns Helen into a godess of fertility (71).  
499 Wolff (1968), 139, thinks that the presence of the frightened eunuch instead of “the usual dispassionate 
and orderly narrator” is one of the Euripidean surprises, which reveal the general chaos and alienation in 
Mycenae. On page 140 he continues: “The world has become so disordered that anyone may occupy the 
stage’s center. Further, that not only an affected party but also a foreigner should be our informant indicates 
how an event may be obscured as it is communicated and suggests an effect of relativity. As the Phrygian 
appears outlandish to a Greek, so he tells what he has seen with the amazement of an outsider.” 
500 Wolff (1968), 141. 
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wondrous and evanescent.501 She resembles a precious object in the arcades of a temple. 

According to Victoria Wohl, she is an agalma, which both involves being an object of 

cult and a divine image, but also being a form of mimesis, something very inconsistent.  

Throughout Greek mythology, she is associated with mimesis, representation, 
imitation. Invested with value by those who fight for her, she becomes a mirror of the 
desires they project onto her. In the Odyssey she can mimic the voices of the wives of 
all the Greek soldiers as she is no more than their desires. At the same time, there is 
the tradition that Helen did not go to Troy at all, that she was replaced by an agalma, 
a copy of an uncertain original. 502 

 

     The fact that Orestes decides to end his troubles by killing Helen is emblematic of her 

position in the play. Orestes represents the morbidity of memory, since he is under the 

venoms of the Furies. His attempted murder of Helen, as an act of vengeful memory 

against the origin of all civic sorrows, seems only appropriate. In spite of his zeal, by the 

end of the play, Helen’s body disappears from the stage, at the moment that Orestes tries 

to commit it to materiality and to his “heroic” curriculum. A goddess in disguise, she 

exempts herself from any partition. She vanishes (vv. 1493-1502), setting herself and the 

others free of the burden of anger and memory.503 

     Up to the end, the city memory and its logos are incapable of dealing with her.504 It is 

difficult even to define Helen. Filled with genuine awe, the eunuch speaks of her in many 

                                                        
501 The term "agalmatization" belongs to Victoria Wohl (1998), 86-99, who dedicates a chapter to Helen’s 
agalma in Agamemnon. Regarding the  
502 Wohl (1998), 85-.86. Also at page 90: “Like an agalma, her origin is divine and, in some versions, 
magical. In epic depictions, she herself has magical powers: a drug that alleviates pain, the right to confer 
immortality on her spouse. In Agamemnon, she is associated with the terminology of agalmata: with the 
kharis of beautiful statues (eumorphoi kolossoi), with luxurious materials and beauty. […] She is infinitely 
valuable, and all attempts to calculate her exact worth fail: in her unique preciousness, Helen becomes like 
Zeus in the 'Hymn to Zeus' of the Parodos (160–66): she cannot be compared to anything but herself.” 
503 The suggestion here of potential drugs refers back to the Aegyptian medications she used in the 
Odyssey. West (1987), 282, mentions them, but dismisses the idea as not being the one Euripides had in 
mind. Also, Austin (1994), 203, referring to Euripides’ Helen, points out the iconic nature of the heroine in 
Egypt: “The sculptor may have grown more sophisticated than the old mythographers; no doubt they 
thought themselves more humane. But Helen, for all their polishing, was as much an idol as she ever was.” 
504 Segal (1981), 286-287, draws a parallel between appearance and logos, between Euripides’ Helen and 
Sophocles’ Electra: “As I noted earlier, the Electra’s concern with appearance and reality in relation to 
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ways. He even calls her an Erinys (vv. 1389-1390: ξεστῶν περγάμων 

Ἀπολλωνίων/ἐρινύν “a curse to Apollo's tower of polished stone”).505 This belongs to 

the further trouble of containing Helen within logos, as Victoria Wohl notes: 

At the heart of the issue of Helen's value is the question of exactly what sort of object 
she is. Is she an object of innate and incalculable preciousness? Or is she a base 
commodity, whose value can be calculated in money and expressed in exchange? Is 
she an agalma or a more mundane and material form of wealth, like ploutos or 
kerdos?506  
 

     Through Apollonian speech, the gods recommend that humans release her from their 

persistent mnemonic apparatus. “Enough about Helen” is the message sent to collective 

memory (v. 1643: τὰ μὲν καθ᾽ Ἑλένην ὧδ᾽ ἔχει: “So much for Helen.”). She does not fit 

into human definitions and stereotypes. She is and always was beyond speech in nature 

and beyond human transactions (including mnemonic exchanges). This assertion 

constitutes another paradox for Helen: as Victoria Wohl argues in her work, Intimate 

Commerce, Helen used to be defined by exchange and transfer between men.507 

                                                                                                                                                                     
speech and language is closely paralleled in Euripides’ Helen, probably written within a few years of 
Sophocles’ play (cf. Hel. 1049-52 and El. 59ff.). [...] 'The glorious form’ of Electra (1177), unlike Helen’s, 
has been preserved by no divine magic. And the logos of Electra, un-illuminated by the grace (charis) of a 
Helen, cannot transcend the cycle of hatred, revenge and sterility in which the house and its members are 
entrapped.” 
505 This should not surprise us. Worman (2001), 20 thinks that, besides physical elusiveness, Helen also has 
a theriomorphic potential that gives her the self-attached “dog-faced” epithet in the Iliad. As a result, she 
can be also maleficent whenever angered, as Stesichoros discovers. She means one thing and says another, 
and she has a lethal potential for the men around her (29-30). 
506 Wohl (1998), 83: The text refers to the Iliad and mostly to Aeschylus’ play Agamemnon.  However, I 
think that the questions persist in our text as well. “If her worth can be evaluated in terms of some 
equivalent, then why not take a monetary compensation for her, a solution proffered by the Iliad, where a 
man can pay off the death of another and where Hector is worth his weight in gold? Helen's worth would 
seem to be beyond calculation, yet the attempt to evaluate her drives the play's economy. Moreover, she is 
not finally won in the war fought for her, although Troy falls. Much booty is brought home, including a 
woman, but Helen herself is not: what is gained is not the irreplaceable Helen but, as it were, her weight in 
gold.” 
507 Wohl (1998), 84: “I suggested that Helen functions as the play's universal equivalent, the basis of all 
evaluation and the currency of all exchanges. As such, she exists in the agalma economy (as gold) and the 
commodity economy (as money), an agalma ploutou around which the play's economic tensions 
crystallize.” 
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      Her subversive actions, however, go beyond the mere charm of her physis. In many 

texts her deceptions have cultural, human-made sophistication, as in the Odyssey (IV. vv. 

220-239), where she craftily mixes soothing potions. She seems then to be a cold-blooded 

schemer and a logic-conscious individual, far different from her apparent absent-

mindedness. She is not forgetful or god-smitten, but calculating and skillful, as if a 

combination of Circe and Calypso. There is always a combination of medicinal, 

intoxication-induced forgetfulness and verbal resources (refinements of logos) that is at 

play in the persona of Helen. As much as she is a victim of the merciless cycle of 

memory, Helen is also a skilled manipulator of others’ mnēmē. When the assassins come 

for her, they find her with pharea porphyrea (a gift to Clytemnestra) and working on 

intricate clothes—a gesture that can only be problematic from Derrida’s perspective on 

memory.508 It is also difficult not to see a further resemblance between this cloth and the 

deadly snare of Clytemnestra. 

      σκύλων Φρυγίων ἐπὶ τύμβον ἀγάλ- 
      ματα συστολίσαι χρῄζουσα λίνῳ, 
      φάρεα πορφύρεα, δῶρα Κλυταιμήστρᾳ. 
 

[F]or she wanted to sew with her flax purple cloth as adornment for the tomb from the 
Trojan spoils, a gift to Clytemnestra. (vv. 1434-1436) 

 
     Cunningly woven and ready to trick the “guests,” her works seem to be part of a 

feminine cultural arsenal of confusion and forgetfulness, especially when they become 

daidala (see also Eum. v. 635).509 However, in the text of the Odyssey (XV, 126), when 

Helen offers intricate clothes to Telemachus, by her gesture she turns the offered object 

                                                        
508 Derrida (1981), 84-95; the writing anf the weaving are both inlcuded in the category of the pharmakon 
for memory, with all the implicit ambiguities. 
509 However, the Phrygian slaves fear that Helen is the one trapped by a snake (vv. 1421-1422 ff.). 
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into a souvenir, a work of memory.510 In this context too, a more perfidious memory 

becomes apparent. Since the cloth is dedicated to Clytemnestra’s mnēma, it belongs to a 

memorial of murder that can send the valiant warrior back into a traumatic state of 

affective recollection. It is the counterpart of the maternal breast of recollection as a 

kolpos (“fold”) in its own way. 

       The attempt against her life further complicates the paradoxes of Helen. The story of 

her assassination reminds the Eunuch of heroic episodes from the Trojan past, as Helen’s 

presence and misfortunes stimulate mnemonic excursus and bardic narrative. She proves 

to be a worthy Muse, although she seems prophetically challenged. This lack of prophetic 

skill is a further proof of her incompatibility with logos (vv. 1445).511 However, in the 

Odyssey, as we understand from the work of Worman, Helen is endowed with great 

prophetic, mnemonic and Musaic abilities. 512 She has no problem manipulating words 

and memories, both by magic and chemical adulterations, and by her exquisite words. 

She even speaks like Hesiod’s Muses: "When she recognizes Telemachus as the son of 

Odysseus, she asks, ‘Should I lie or shall I speak the truth?’ (4.140), recalling the power 

                                                        
510 See also Worman (2001), 35. However, her gesture is problematic: “In this scene Helen’s figure 
surfaces as a reminder of Paris’ transgression, as another ruinous object, whose return may not bring about 
the gods’ protection (as the dedication of the robe does not, 6.311).” The fact that she is a giver, an agent 
interacting with a hero, places her in a special position, too. 
511 This fact is unusual. To be a good promantis was a trait of the original feminine deities. However, Helen 
does not belong to that pre-cultural feminine and divine realm, so she has lost that ability of metis and 
mantis. However, in Euripides’ Helen, she is a great manipulator of logos. Segal (1981), 286-287: “Helen 
uses the artfulness and grace of her speech, as of her person, to create a ritual of death and rebirth which in 
turn enacts a mythos of happy return across mysterious seas, ascent from a Hades-like exile, and a sacred 
marriage.” 
512 Worman (2001), 35: “The scene also adds another model of authoritative speech to Helen’s repertoire. 
Her agile reading of the omen that marks the departure of Telemachus and Peisistratus from Sparta 
(15.160-78) precisely forecasts Odysseus’ interpretation of Penelope’s dream (Od. 19.555-58), thereby 
linking Helen both to the seer’s role and, once again to Odysseus himself.” 
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that the Muses possess."513 Thus, she belongs to the ambiguous world of prophetic 

memory and oblivious poetic enchantment. 

         However, when she confronts the danger, Helen shrieks, thus admitting that she 

belongs to the world of alogos, like Clytemnestra in Electra (Eur. El. 1214-1215: βοὰν δ᾽ 

ἔλασκε τάνδε, πρὸς γένυν ἐμὰν/τιθεῖσα χεῖρα, “She uttered this cry, putting her hand to 

my chin”). Unarticulated sound is what defines her in the moments of agony and 

apotheosis (v. 1465: ἃ δ᾽ ἀνίαχεν ἴαχεν: Ὤμοι μοι. “She screamed, oh, oh! she 

screamed”). Subject of many logoi, Helen vanishes into alogos, the ineffable. In the end 

(vv. 1495-1497), Helen becomes invisible and immaterial. The Eunuch calls upon the 

light of the Sun, Zeus, Ge, and the Night as witnesses to this strange metamorphosis. 

Helen goes to the Olympian world in this confusion of light and darkness, truth and lies. 

It is not strange that a Eunuch, a stranger and an androgyne is the one capable of 

understanding and witnessing her divine nature, while Orestes falls into confusion.514  

The hero’s previous theory on the effeminate worthlessness of slaves and foreigners (vv. 

1110-1115) proves wrong. Divine and ineffable, Helen leaps away from human 

Mnēmosynē to a divine place of immortal mnēmē, leaving her man and her fictitious 

gamos. Doing this, she becomes a creature who will remain forever ambiguous, 

                                                        
513 Worman (2001), 36. 
514 Ernest J. Ament (1993) suggests the superiority of the androgynous beings in terms of knowledge. 
According to Ament, Zeus, Metis and even the Night are either original androgynes, or beings who carry 
androgynous features which enhance their sight and power. Also, Detienne (1996), 79-80. Gods with metis 
were seen as double (86). From the point of view of politics, Grotanelli (1998), 406-407, explains in his 
paper on "faithful bodies" that another quality of eunuchs was their famous trustworthiness (quoting 
Herodotus and Xenophon): they were believed to develop stronger attachments to their masters than the 
regular slaves who could reproduce and have families. There are thus grounds to trust the eunuch, in spite 
of Orestes' misconceptions. At the philological level, some scholars argue that there is a chance that the 
dialogue with the Phrygian Eunuch might be inauthentic. B. Gredley 409-419, disscuses the idea in detail. 
On page 419 he notes: “Here idea must, in default of more specific evidence, remain conjectural, but even 
when more than due allowance has been made for the absence of realism evident on occasion in Euripidean 
tragedy, it seems that these verses create substantial difficulties, which have not hitherto been satisfactorily 
explained by those who support their authenticity.” 
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unmarried and unmatched. Her disappearance has the pharmaceutical potential she 

carried in the Odyssey. The Eunuch testifies: 

      ἃ δ᾽ 
      ἐκ θαλάμων 
      ἐγένετο διαπρὸ δωμάτω 
      ἄφαντος, ὦ Ζεῦ καὶ γᾶ 
      καὶ φῶς καὶ νύξ, 
      ἤτοι φαρμάκοισιν ἢ 
      μάγων τέχναις ἢ θεῶν κλοπαῖς.  
 

[B]ut she had vanished from the room, passing right through the house, O Zeus and 
Earth and light and night, whether by magic spells or wizards' arts or heavenly theft. 
(vv. 1494 -1499) 

 
She escapes into the ethereal folds of the sky. Therefore, in spite of the suspicions her 

clothes and intrigues might have raised, in verses 1629-1637 the heavens themselves 

reflects her feminine complexity and appear as a folded cloth (en aitheros ptychais).515  

        Her dematerialization is the ultimate form of memory and forgetfulness. She is set 

free from the evil eye of the others and their opsis, which has allowed only one form of 

memory to survive—the envious one. Helen defines inconsistency and lēthē. Yet as 

immaterial as she becomes, she will be present in even more future logoi, starting with 

the logos of Apollo (vv. 1625-1643).516  

      Moreover, the logos of Apollo finally acknowledges her divinity: in his “decree of 

amnesty,” the goddess Helen is installed in spite of biased human memory. Unlike 

Clytemnestra, she truly becomes integrated into an immortal logos as a protector of 

                                                        
515 Norman (1994), 199, suggests in Euripides’ Helen a situation contrary to the one apparent here. If in 
Orestes, Helen’s disappearance into the “folds of the sky” further complicates her nature, for Norman, the 
evaporation of the eidolon in Helen helps positive identification: “The eidolon has just evaporated into the 
Ether, thus clearing up the mystery of Helen’s identity.” 
516 West (1987), 290: “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 persona in total.” Helen is, however, invisible, 
while the gods who use logos are very visible. Di Benedetto (1967), 295, notices the similarities between 
this scene and the divine epiphany in Iphigeneia in Tauris. 
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sailors (vv. 1635-1637: Κάστορί τε Πολυδεύκει τ᾽ ἐν αἰθέρος πτυχαῖς/σύνθακος ἔσται, 

ναυτίλοις σωτήριος. “[must] take her seat with Castor and Polydeuces in the enfolding 

air, a savior to mariners”), while her mortal sister is never mentioned again.517 Helen 

disappears, frustrating her aggressors and inspiring the kind of awe that only a goddess 

can.518 Helen wins by preserving her compatibility with charming lēthē; she becomes a 

goddess to whom even Orestes bows. Clytemnestra failed to enter the divine apparatus of 

logos, since she associated herself with the monstrous and the maniacal mnēmonēs, the 

Furies who ultimately had no say in the dénouement of the civil unrest.   

      Apollo’s speech about Helen is received with obedience and even enthusiasm. He 

remains even in this play a great manipulator of memory in his acts of revisionism. 

Moreover, unlike his other “self” in the Libation Bearers, he needs no negotiation of 

memory.519 He imposes a tyrannical new mnēmē constructed on the spot, rather than 

gently induced by tradition and “social frameworks”520. Using his own persona, Apollo 

                                                        
517 West (1987), 291, notices how the Dioskouroi were the usual protectors of the sailors. From his 
research, he notices that, for sailors, a double corposant (the Dioskouroi) was considered a good sign, while 
a single one (identified with Helen) was bad. West concludes that a “a goddess who is destructive to sailors 
must also have the power to save them.” Di Benedetto (1967), 296 wonders whether Helen is truly invisible 
or stays on the machine, which would have been a theatrical convention to indicate ontological detachment. 
518 Only now, Euripides acknowledges her divine potential. About her clear divine status in the Greek 
worship, before the Homeric epic and afterwards, see Linda Clader (1976), 63-81. At page 82, the author 
concludes: “The answer begins with the fact that the Sun-princess of the Indo-European Dioskouroi is 
historically a deity of the third function, a fertility goddess. Such an identification should not be difficult to 
accept, for it is clear that the Sun is a life-giving force. The mythology surrounding the Sun-princess 
involves continual rape and recovery, as she disappears and reappears again.” 
519 J. Assmann (2011), 52-53, in his discussion on “hot” and “cold” societies (terms coined by Levy-
Strauss), admits two directions in dealing with memory: societies that oppose change and reject revisions of 
memory by “freezing history” (‘cold’) and those which embrace change and reconstruction of memory 
(‘hot’). There are also versions in between. A certain form of memory is the one negotiated, especially after 
authoritarian regimes, or we could say after socio-political crises (Astrid Erll (2008), 163-173). We see that 
Apollo commits a memorable act through his appearance and serves the “hot” version, and besides bringing 
change and progress, he risks being an agent of “decline” (in the sense given by Jan Assmann (2011), 53). 
520 The term belongs to Halbwachs and it is the basis of his work in The Collective Memory. However, it 
has had constant criticism from other scientists and scholars of memory, since it supposedly took 
psychological terminology referring to individuals and applied it to groups. However in his Collective 
Memory Reader, J. Olick re-evaluates Halbwachs and his theory, as well as those of his predecessors 
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pragmatically replaces the social group that usually offers those mnemonic “frameworks” 

to individuals.  He offers them an artificially made mnemonic narrative. 

       Spontaneous joy emerges: Menelaus himself prepares his farewell (vv. 1673-1674: ὦ 

Ζηνὸς Ἑλένη χαῖρε παῖ: ζηλῶ δέ σε/θεῶν κατοικήσασαν ὄλβιον δόμον. “All hail, Helen, 

daughter of Zeus! I wish you joy of your home in heaven's happy courts.”) Moreover, in 

Apollo’s settlement, the Olympian world will accommodate Helen through a 

reconciliation in the gods’ midst; the sea, the sky, the young and the old are all combined 

under the harmonious patronage of Victory and Peace (v. 1686-1690), while Hera (next 

to her husband’s bastard child, Heracles!) and Hebe receive Helen as a goddess. Her 

entire personality was a mixture of urban sophistication and divine physis: a combination 

of incorrigible nature and culture. Her escape too is an act of culture and mannerism, with 

all the necessary theatrics including the deus ex machina. Unlike Nietzsche, we witness 

oblivion of sorrows (and not just memory) as a product of culture and cultural 

inscription.521  

       The social Angst settles only when this queen of forgetfulness is rightfully given 

back to the gods to whom she belongs. Her presence in a land of intense and sharp 

memory can only create imbalance.522 An exchange is made and, once this problematic 

demi-divine being is sent back, the other mortals can breathe. As Victoria Wohl points 

out, the exchange (in particular the exchange of women) creates and reaffirms the male 

                                                                                                                                                                     
(Bergson and Durkheim). In his opinion (2011), 20-21, Halbwachs allows for individual memory to exist in 
connection with a social group and does not annihilate it. 
521 Nietzsche (1997), 62. Nietzsche’s famous theory on memory refers to the development of responsibility 
through the imprint of memory. It is no ordinary memory, but one inscribed in the flesh/body through pain. 
Such memory moves individual humans from animalistic self-preservation to social responsibility. 
522 Since Helen is so ambiguous, this result can occur. See Worman (2001), 36: “She is half god, half 
mortal, a forbidding presence even among aristocratic men; she is the wife of too many men and so the 
contested possession of everyone and no one; her speaking style is similarly that of everyone and no one.” 
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subjects and the regular exchanges of their society.523 This way, two things happen: 1) 

Helen is objectified once more, and 2) the society involved in the exchange is 

“subjectified.” We could say that oblivion becomes the object of an exchange and in this 

way, the human realm feels more empowered and better able to cope with its troubles. It 

is also able to heal more easily, almost instantaneously.  

      However, there is a catch. Helen disappears from their midst into a cloud, frustrating 

the hero who planned to dispatch her to the realm of the dead. In this way, the human 

agent cannot perform the exchange. He loses the object he was planning to manipulate in 

the most brutal manner. Moreover, this female is re-subjectified at the divine level, and 

becomes a goddess with full rights. Now the mortals have to treat her as such, including 

those who attempted to eliminate her. A new exchange is negotiated: Orestes receives a 

woman, Menelaus obtains a special relationship with the divine, and Electra is given 

away as a wife. Helen can be partially used as an object, but she will remain in control in 

the meantime. Her nature is changed so that it will fit into the ritual cyclic civic memory. 

She is inscribed in the city memories as an object of cult worship. Perhaps this is the only 

form in which humans can still treat her as an object.       

                              Crying Loud in the Agora-Electra’s Voices in Sophocles 

        In Sophocles’ Electra, memory is both a diseased presence and a cure for the 

inversions and alterations that are at work in Mycenae. Remembrance here has more than 

a social aspect, since it reaches even the divine level (vv. 110-Hades, vv. 112, 491-

                                                        
523 V. Wohl (1998), XVIII: “The tragic exchange, in my view, is generative, not merely repressive: it 
creates social relations and subjects, male and female. Much of this creative energy, as Rabinowitz so 
rightly notes, is in the service of a reproduction of various relations of domination, especially those 
oppressive of women. But, I think, if we imagine the tragic exchange as constructing social relations as 
well as imposing and reinforcing them, then there is room for hope that alongside the more oppressive 
mechanisms will also be generated less oppressive alternatives.” See pages 90-91 for the stability brought 
to the world by Zeus, where Helen, by definition, is the instability. 
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Erinys, vv. 355-356, 482-483-the dead, vv. 484-485-the axe).524 However, the first 

encounter with memory also has an initial social component, but it evolves into a divine 

mania. 

    It is not easy to find verbs of active memory, because speech in this world is censored 

and certain things are beyond utterance. But there are plenty of verbs of denial or refusal 

of forgetfulness. Memory appears in the text mostly as denial of forgetfulness. Due to 

political censorship, positive memories cannot be uttered in public. The lack of 

acknowledgment of the mnemonic function is also symptomatic of social unease. Under 

normal circumstances, memory does not need to be named, since it is a natural function 

that works without acknowledgment. Only during a crisis (or after one) does memory 

require definition; the way it is then defined is, by contrast, with its very opposite, which 

is forgetfulness. “Foolish is he who forgets” becomes, in Electra, the usual way to 

express memory (vv.144-145: νήπιος ὃς τῶν οἰκτρῶς/οἰχομένων γονέων ἐπιλάθεται. 

“Foolish is the child who forgets a parent's piteous death”). This way, the murder is 

referred to obliquely, through its memory. 

     Her memory is very much religiously oriented and, within a society in which religious 

expression involves the entire city, a ritual of any kind has a socio-political message. 

After all, placing offerings on the graves of the dead is a public gesture, and since the 

murderers of the late king are the new leaders, it is also a political statement. In this 

respect, Electra’s lamentation (in all the authors, but especially in Sophocles) oscillates 

                                                        
524 Segal (1981), 263: “But if wild creatures can appear more civilized than men, the inanimate blow of the 
axe can take on a monstrous animal identity: as the offspring begotten of cunning and lust, it ‘rushes forth’ 
like a living creature. The chorus asks whether a god or a man was the agent, but the context suggests the 
unnamed alternative, something between man and beast.” He believes (260) that the intrusion of the 
political into the family realm is due to the inversions of the house of Atreidai. I would say that it is rather a 
normal issue for a royal house, where nothing is ever simply private. 
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between private sorrow and public dirge. It involves speech (sometimes doubled by loud 

reproaches of the guilty-vv. 282-314), and this speech is uttered outdoors.525 Electra’s cry 

does not meet the standards of social consent.526 In normal situations, her lament would 

have had official approbation and would have been a part of the normal course of 

grieving and healing. But in these anomalous circumstances, any emotional outpouring 

has the value of threatening political assertiveness.  

        In what regards them, the citizens have a social amnesia that is an embarrassment 

requiring euphemisms: wisdom, mindfulness, caution, learning one’s lesson, etc. (vv. 

352, 370, 384, 373, 395-396, 889-890, 1116, etc.). The chorus even uses the term 

“forethought” to mask its withdrawal into cozy forgetfulness, showing an obliviousness 

of the true Promethean and mnemonic nature of forethought (vv. 1015-1016: πείθου: 

προνοίας οὐδὲν ἀνθρώποις ἔφυ/κέρδος λαβεῖν ἄμεινον οὐδὲ νοῦ σοφοῦ. “Listen to her. 

There is no better gain for mortals to win than foresight and a prudent mind.”  cf. v. 

1079, speaking of Electra’s lack of wisdom: οὔτε τι τοῦ θανεῖν προμηθὴς τό τε μὴ 

βλέπειν ἑτοίμα. “She has no forethought of death, but is ready for that eternal 

blindness”). Chrysothemis pushes the anomaly even further when she uses a verb of 

memory to designate what can be best described as forgetfulness of her duties (v. 392).527 

                                                        
525 Heath and Blundell in particular assert this. See also Edith Hall (1997), 105. Reinhardt (1979), 160, sees 
Electra as ultimately conceding the role of agent to its rightful owner. She “willingly submits to his 
(Orestes) orders, imparting her ardor with him, yet happy once more within the bounds of her femininity.” 
Also, in general, J. Heath (2005), 185, emphasizes: “female uncontrolled speech was thought to disrupt the 
male-governed household and city. Women’s voices were to be heard in lamentations, and were acceptable 
only in very limited contexts (usually religious).” Also see Blundell on the position of female arête (1990), 
166. 
526 Gail Host-Warhaft (1992), 4. She acknowledges the same abilities for women from modern-day Greek 
villages to Ireland. Their lament can be integrated into a social ritual: “At the village level it seems women 
play a dominant role in the rituals of death, as they do in the rituals of birth.” 
527 As Kells (1973), 109 mentions: “Jebb translates ‘But hast thou no care for thy present life?’ That would 
be a meaningful remark if Electra’s life were a happy one. But we know it isn’t.” Kells proposes to read 
“the life which you still have left.” At page 110, he notices the switch of mneia from “memory” to simple 
“care” in Chrysothemis’ speech. 
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Like Orestes in the Libation Bearers, when he is in a crisis of heroic logos, she declares 

that she has been schooled by misery and time to let things slip away (v. 330-331: κοὐδ᾽ 

ἐν χρόνῳ μακρῷ διδαχθῆναι θέλεις/θυμῷ ματαίῳ μὴ χαρίζεσθαι κενά; “Will you not 

learn with any lapse of time to end your vain indulgence in futile anger?”). Electra 

however, refuses to acknowledge such lessons.528 Once she has acquired this stubborn 

mnēmē, she cannot listen to the others’ teachings, which imply mnemonic 

metamorphosis. 

      All the attempts to restore Electra to a functional world, using worldly memory, are 

doomed to failure. Because her cries for justice have isolated her socially, she somehow 

changes. She tries to become a mythomotor529 in a land where there is no longer any 

access to social narratives. To do this, she needs to change at an ontological level.530 

Electra’s lament has the quality of threnos (vv. 255, 530: ἐπεὶ πατὴρ σὸς οὗτος, ὃν 

θρηνεῖς ἀεί, “For this father of yours whom you constantly bewail”; 231: οὐδέ ποτ᾽ ἐκ 

καμάτων ἀποπαύσομαι/ἀνάριθμος ὧδε θρήνων. “I will never know a respite from my 

pains, or the sum of this wailing”), or goos (v. 243, 81: μείνωμεν αὐτοῦ κἀπακούσωμεν 

γόων; “Shall we remain here and listen to her cries?”). Under this label others might 

misinterpret the articulate and assertive character of her speech, confusing it with what J. 

Heath calls “sterile lamentations” and moaning, when they are actually statements of 

political protest and even magical significance.531 In special and limited circumstances, 

                                                        
528 Apfel (2011), 296-27, notices Electra's monism, as opposed to the others, including her mother. 
529 Jan Assmann (2011), 147-153. Mythomotor is the function that idealizes the memory of the past in 
contrast to an inconvenient or oppressive present. Usually it is a social function. 
530 Clytemnestra’s murder and her succession to the throne altered the normal course of the time. See 
Widzisz (2005), 160, note 377. 
531 J. Heath (2005), 186: “women’s speech was considered prolix, slippery and untrustworthy.” See also 
Segal (1981), 216. 
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Electra’s voice becomes boē (vv. 630, 641, 798, 802):532 she develops, therefore, an 

articulate, accusatory tone and a quite fierce, warrior-like, and even surreal 

aggressiveness. She conveys all of this in her shouts. We should not forget that, in 

Homer, warriors are loud, fearful creatures, and their cries (boē) are always accompanied 

by fierce action (as are the cries of the Furies on several occasions).533 The other female 

who expresses boe is Clytemnestra at the moment she learns that Orestes is coming. 

τηνικαῦτα δ᾽ ἐμμανὴς 
βοᾷ παραστᾶσ᾽: οὐ σύ μοι τῶνδ᾽ αἰτία; 
οὐ σὸν τόδ᾽ ἐστὶ τοὔργον, ἥτις ἐκ χερῶν 
κλέψασ᾽ Ὀρέστην τῶν ἐμῶν ὑπεξέθου;  
 
Then, infuriated, she comes up to me and cries: “Have you not brought this upon me? 
Is this not your doing, since you stole Orestes from my hands and secretly sent him 
away?” (vv. 295).  

 
 It is a special form of logos, reserved for crisis, although unfortunately for Clytemnestra, 

she has no magic capabilities to fortify her shouts.534 

      Charles Segal believes that because Electra’s stubborn ruminations have isolated her 

in a territory in which time has become eternity, she forgoes the telos and kairos that 

define Orestes and his acolytes.535 According to him, she only later accepts this telos after 

Orestes repatriates her through feigning his own death and after she is “immersed” in 

                                                        
532 In Sophocles, Electra needs no support for her “anti-social” speech. According to Kells (1973), 132 and 
153, when Clytemnestra speaks of Electra’s ‘cry,’ she tries to muffle it. At verse 630, she is worried about 
Electra’s cry disturbing her sacrifice. According to Kells, the translation should be: “Will you not let me 
even accomplish my sacrifice in an atmosphere of fair-omened (absence of) outcry?”  
533  Especially when it comes to epic heroes (like Ajax) who accompany their fighting by such shouts. It is 
also very much expected in an aristocratic chorus that is powerful enough to “roar” against the tyrants, 
albeit "silently". See Hubbard (1990), 343-351. Also, when the Furies are about to attack, they shout (Choe. 
v. 402). 

534 There is also a cry of panic, like the one uttered by the servant in the Libation Bearers (Choe. vv. 885). 
After this cry, Clytemnestra understands that it is time for action, and she goes for the axe. See Goldhill 
(1992), 53-60: he refers to the clever political manipulations of language in Oresteia (by Clytemnestra and 
others), including the variability of voice and words and its prophetic/political tones. 
535 Lloyd (2005), 58, notices that kairos in the case of Orestes is spoken about ambiguously, since it is not 
clear whether his opportune moment can be equated with matricide at vv. 1368-1369. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=thnikau%3Dta&la=greek&can=thnikau%3Dta0&prior=*)ore/sthn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%272&prior=thnikau=ta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29mmanh%5Cs&la=greek&can=e%29mmanh%5Cs0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=boa%3D%7C&la=greek&can=boa%3D%7C0&prior=e)mmanh\s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=parasta%3Ds%27&la=greek&can=parasta%3Ds%270&prior=boa=|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29&la=greek&can=ou%290&prior=parasta=s'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=su%2F&la=greek&can=su%2F0&prior=ou)
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=moi&la=greek&can=moi1&prior=su/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tw%3Dnd%27&la=greek&can=tw%3Dnd%270&prior=moi
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29ti%2Fa&la=greek&can=ai%29ti%2Fa0&prior=tw=nd'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29&la=greek&can=ou%291&prior=ai)ti/a
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=so%5Cn&la=greek&can=so%5Cn0&prior=ou)
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=to%2Fd%27&la=greek&can=to%2Fd%270&prior=so\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29sti%5C&la=greek&can=e%29sti%5C0&prior=to/d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tou%29%2Frgon&la=greek&can=tou%29%2Frgon0&prior=e)sti\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=h%28%2Ftis&la=greek&can=h%28%2Ftis0&prior=tou)/rgon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29k&la=greek&can=e%29k1&prior=h(/tis
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=xerw%3Dn&la=greek&can=xerw%3Dn0&prior=e)k
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kle%2Fyas%27&la=greek&can=kle%2Fyas%270&prior=xerw=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29ore%2Fsthn&la=greek&can=*%29ore%2Fsthn1&prior=kle/yas'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tw%3Dn&la=greek&can=tw%3Dn1&prior=*)ore/sthn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29mw%3Dn&la=greek&can=e%29mw%3Dn0&prior=tw=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=u%28pece%2Fqou&la=greek&can=u%28pece%2Fqou0&prior=e)mw=n


229 
 

erga.536 However, Segal misses the fact that Electra’s recourse to memory has just as 

much drive towards a goal as Orestes’ plans for revenge.537 She is very much aware of 

this fact, since she is ever-conscious of her goal: Orestes’ arrival. He is not the only one 

to interrupt the flow of time in order to isolate a felicitous, punctual opportunity. Anyone 

who is capable of remembering is capable of telos, for the very function of vengeful 

memory is teleological in its own way.538 Her ardent expectation is only a by-product of 

two anomalous situations: the murder of the lawful leader and the delay of the champion 

meant to avenge him, but her memory always was and still is action-oriented, first of all 

in speech (vv.947-989). Silence is paralysis and forgetfulness; and for her, forgetfulness 

is death. She is also a woman of deeds as much as she is a martyr for free speech. She 

openly recalls saving Orestes, snatching him from certain death and giving him away in a 

strong gesture (v. 321). All this strife and action was for the telos of this second coming 

(vv. 159-172) and for the goal of seeing her house fixed, cleansed, “de-polluted.”539 She 

does not want him back for mere affective reason, although later on, affection will get in 

the way. She wants him back for a special task of vengeance (vv. 115-116, 303-304: ἐγὼ 

δ᾽ Ὀρέστην τῶνδε προσμένουσ᾽ ἀεὶ/παυστῆρ᾽ ἐφήξειν ἡ τάλαιν᾽ ἀπόλλυμαι. “But my 

                                                        
536 Segal, (1981), 265: “Thus Electra’s part in tragedy cannot be circumscribed by the single moment of 
success; she cannot narrow her sense of time to the ‘moment’ (kairos) of present action or the ‘profit’ of 
future success, any more than she could narrow her sense of time before Orestes’ arrival to the daily round 
of household activities and block out the terrible past.Time for her embraces not only memory but also 
eternity, ‘all time’, with its vastness and threat of ultimate nothingness.” Segal implicates more senses of 
the word here, since telos also designates sacrificial perfection, as well as accomplishment and ending (265, 
272).  
537 Simondon (1982), 217, agrees that her incessant cries and memory are not only for the purpose of 
lamentation, but require steady and quick action. In opposition, Segal (981) sees Electra as charged with 
telos, only after her ritual death, in the scene of the urn. 
538 Drong (1999), 119, refers to the writers, but his theory applies to any conscious reconstruction of 
memory: “The very mechanism of viewing the past retrospectively is, as Olney points out, ‘a teleological 
process.’ […] Remembrance recall our earlier states of being only as ‘a function of present 
consciousness.’” 
539 As Segal mentions (1981), 255 “his ‘purification’ of the house involves one of the most celebrated 
pollutions in Greek tragedy.” 
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heart is broken by my suffering as I constantly wait for Orestes to come and end these 

troubles”). Therefore, when Orestes seems to postpone his arrival, she speaks of a 

blamable amnesia. This is a good proof that, for her, memory clearly involves action and 

accomplishment, and in this precise context, that it must take the form of revenge (vv. 

167-169). This fact has also been noted by Simondon as a characteristic of the 

Sophoclean plays.540 

                         Land of the Dead—Memory and Life in Sophocles 

     A certain transcendental feeling permeates Electra’s long mourning and goes beyond 

her social assertiveness and her private forms of recollection. According to Llewellyn-

Jones and Baudrillard,541 memory is a process that normalizes the exchanges between life 

and death; the absence of memory is not only an abnormality, but also a morbid state, 

because it curtails the necessary link between the two. Through forgetfulness, whether 

involuntary or willing, death and the world of the dead are permanently tossed aside. But, 

in spite of the forgetfulness of the main characters in Electra, the dead keep coming back 

in “diseased” or violent forms: sterility (death of genos-vv. 164-165), voluntary 

exile/imposed banishment (social death-vv. 9-15), suicide (physical death, vv. 818-819: 

ἀλλὰ τῇδε πρὸς πύλῃ/παρεῖσ᾽ ἐμαυτὴν ἄφιλος αὐανῶ βίον “No, lying down at these 

gates, without a friend, I shall wither away my days”), and ultimately homicide (at the 

very end). The only way Clytemnestra knows to ward off her own death is by denying the 

                                                        
540 Simondon (1982), 218.  Her assertion is that Sophoclean memory is joined to action and divinely 
motivated. 
541 As discussed in the chapter on Orestes, Llewellyn-Jones (1999), 126, on Jean Baudrillard, Symbolic 
Exchanges and Death,  and “The Exchange of Death in the Primitive Order,” 131-144. She refers to 
Baudrillard's theory on the modern societties which "marginalize" the dead, but her observations are correct 
for any society which denies the cycle of pious recollection. 
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persistence of any relationship between the dead and the living: any link between 

Agamemnon’s memory and his survivors. As Holst-Warhaft asserts,  

[S]uch power [lament] poses a danger to the order of the more complex social unit of 
the city or city state in at least three ways. First, it can be used as a means of inciting 
an uncontrolled sequence of reciprocal violence […].542 
 

     Because of this, Clytemnestra practically tries to “arrest” the memory of the survivors 

and curtail the dangerous lament.543 As a result, the shade of death, denied and constantly 

laid off, turns back in far more unnatural forms: Electra’s decision to be an outcast (vv. 

185-192; she even expects imprisonment and slow starvation, if Chrysothemis’ 

allegations are true -vv. 379-385), Orestes’ exile, the dissolution of familial bonds and 

ultimately the homicidal plot.544 

       Electra’s universe is indeed under this permanent assault from death. Segal asserts 

that the function of oikos/community (nurturing the living and commemorating the 

departed) is perverted in this play; death and life switch places.545 Even characters speak 

of the dead as if they are present, haunting the land of Mycenae. 546 However, what he 

blames on inversions from pollution are actually due to the denial of one fundamental 

                                                        
542 Gail Host-Warhaft (1992), 3. The other two troubles of mourning were that “it denies the value of death 
for the community or state” and, “in a patriarchal society were women are consistently undervalued, it 
leaves in the hands of women, who both as child-bearers and midwives already have a certain control over 
birth, potential authority over the rites of death.” 
543 Segal (1981), 275: “Like Antigone she is devoted to the powers of the lower world but in a very 
different sense.” Segal shows that Electra, too, besides maintaining the relationship with her dead, also 
curtails certain rituals in her attempt to prevent Clytemnestra from having a reconciliation with her defunct 
husband: she simply “blocks both the spatial communication between inner and outer and the ritual 
communication between the living and the dead of this house.” 
544 In her work, Llewellyn-Jones (1999), 131, acknowledges the function of repressed memory to produce 
disaster and return in a deadly form. Kells (1973), 108, referring to lines 1381ff., claims that the verb 
"κατηρεφεῖ, 'roofed' suggests in the context that the dwelling will be completely enclosed, i.e., that Electra 
will be entombed alive, as was Antigone in her rocky enclosure, so that there is no good reason to emend 
the word.” 
545 Segal (1981), 253: “The living members of the new generation are denied their proper nurture, and the 
dead cannot be laid to rest. […] Electra is the pivot for the inversion of upper and lower worlds (1090ff.), 
for the inversion of life and death.”  
546 Segal, (1981), 253: “Electra almost imagines Iphigenia, 'the dead one,' as alive and speaking (548) but 
only to bear witness against her mother.” 
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individual and social function: memory. Forced forgetfulness will turn into a fearful 

agent of annihilation. 

         But memory does not support life either. Quite the contrary, remembrance has 

elements that are counter-vital in the play, due to the violence of those who encourage the 

tyranny of “forgetfulness.” Electra’s continuous lamentation is causing her to waste 

away, since she is neglecting herself to carry on with her constant funeral duties. Due to 

her exceptional memory, she ends up spending too much time in the company of Death. 

We notice memory’s special lethal charge everywhere. Remembrance benefits the 

deceased, but oppresses the vitality of the faithful living, since it has a close relationship 

with fiends (Erinyes- vv. 112, 488-491), lethal weapons (the axe of murder-vv. 483-484), 

and graves.547  

        In the Odyssey, sacrificial practices revitalize the dead and only once revived can 

they remember.548 In other words, something has to die for the dead to regain their 

mnemonic powers. As a psychological phenomenon, in times of crisis, hyper-memory 

can induce consuming depression or morbidity. Besides, a memory of murder can only be 

satisfied by blood and retaliatory killing. It is stimulated by violence and homicide; the 

proximity of death only increases its acuteness (vv. 1497-1498: ἦ πᾶσ᾽ ἀνάγκη τήνδε τὴν 

στέγην ἰδεῖν/τά τ᾽ ὄντα καὶ μέλλοντα Πελοπιδῶν κακά; “Is this dwelling doomed to see 

all the sufferings of us descendants of Pelops, both now and in time to come?”). 

Aegisthus is never more clearheaded in remembering the past than when he is about to 

die: it is actually the only time that he steps out of his self-centeredness and his present 

                                                        
547 The Fury appears according to Kells (1973), 119, as an animal of prey, with a particular insistence on its 
feet. The commentator belives that χαλκόπους is “a telescoped compound, meaning (a) the fury stalks with 
her foot, (b) she has χαλκός (i.e. is armed).” 
548 As is obvious in Book XI. 20ff., where Odysseus raises the dead by means of libations, including blood 
and sacrificial potions.   
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state to deliver any speech that involves recollection of ancestors and the remote past of 

the house of Atreidai.549 It is evident later that forgetfulness is healthier for survival, and 

not only for cowardly or selfish reasons. It is simply a natural human process. Segal 

identifies it with the human condition and quotes the way Hofmannsthal associates 

forgetfulness with the rhythm of natural growth.550 Also Pierce acknwoledges that 

forgetfulness fills a social and individual need: "Every individual needs to forget. 

Otherwise, we face the onset of paralysis, even madness. Societies too need to forget. 

Forgetting prevents social paralysis. It also serves pressing social needs."551 

        Nevertheless, this “cruel” memory is the one that triggers agency and, after 

retaliation, a possible fresh new life for the survivors. If Mnēmosynē’s verbal entourage 

for the first half of the play is filled with verbs of depressive idleness (vv. 86-120, verbs 

of nocturnal mourning, lethargy and sterility), in the last half, she introduces her lively 

potential (vv. 952-953: εἶχον ἐλπίδας/φόνου ποτ᾽ αὐτὸν πράκτορ᾽ ἵξεσθαι πατρός. “I had 

hopes that he would yet come to avenge the murder of our father”). Even if ironically, 

Electra frequently associates her grudging memory with life: “But do you have no 

concern for the kind of life you now have?” asks Chrysothemis, “My life is wonderfully 

great,” she replies in anger (vv. 392-393). Speaking is only the first stage of acting, and 

action is the only way the accumulated energies will be expressed. Once released these 

                                                        
549 However, scholars concentrate here on the prophetic abilities of the speech of Aegisthus. Lloyd (2005), 
108: “Aegisthus falls far short of the tragic stature of an Oedipus or a Heracles, but he nevertheless 
experiences some sort of tragic anagnôrisis or recognition. He is a Pelopid, and he glimpses here that the 
murder of Agamemnon was not the final act in the unhappy history of the family (cf. 504-15). His own 
death is part of a larger pattern.” By comparing other texts, including the death of Hector in Homer, he 
concludes that dying men were seen as having a particular prophetic ability. 
550 “For the women of the house, sheltered by their very collectivity, uttering the voice of normality, urging 
acquiescence in life’s injustices, time can bring oblivion, heal pain, help us return to the regularity of daily 
tasks and rewards. But not for Electra, not for any Sophoclean hero. Her nature is suspended over what 
Hoffmannsthal called ‘the deep grounded contradictions over which existence is built. . . : whoever wants 
to live must escape beyond himself, must change: he must forget.’” (Segal (1981), 265). 
551 Pierce (2012), 27.  
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energies will restore the previous equilibrium: there are promises that regular life will 

resume its cycle (vv. 63-66- Orestes, vv. 455-459 Electra).552 The end of the play, 

though, does not promise a restoration of normal life for many scholars.553 It ends with 

Aegisthus being dragged inside for retaliation (vv. 1495-end).554 His last words are about 

the curse of Pelops and the Pelopides, and the audience is under the impression that death 

is now overwhelming. The play leaves the audience yearning for this much-promised 

land of restoration, where the blooming fertility, wealth, political stability, and life will 

finally return.555 

                      Above and Underneath…Human and Supra-Human 

     One of the most interesting elements in this game of memory and expression is the 

relationship between the human and the extra-human environment. As Segal points out, 

Electra can be considered a heroine for her enormous power to remember and her circular 

recollection556. Her memory is indeed exceptional for being solitary, but it is also 

remarkable in that it is perpetual, rather than circular. Mircea Eliade and Llewelyn-Jones 

envision rhythm, pacing, periodicity, and circularity in the “healthy” type of communal 

                                                        
552 Simondon (1982), 220-222. 
553 Segal (1981), 251, thinks that the ultimate “liberation is ambiguous” in the text. Also, Apfel (2011), 309: 
"This is not to say, however, that the ending offers a resolution. There are no Furies, but this does not mean 
a happy ending. ‘No pursuit by the Furies; then no Delphi; no Athens; no Areopagus; no acquittal, and—
above all—no reconciliation of the Furies by persuasion of Athena.’ In this way, by leaving out of his play 
the arrival of the Erinyes, so too Sophocles leaves out the assurance of an Aeschylean remedy: the play can 
close, but the uncertainty of the aftermath leaves it hauntingly unresolved.” 
554 Kells (1973), 231: “The play ends (like so many Greek tragedies) with a short perfunctory address (in 
anapests) by the Chorus. After the brutal realism of the final scene, this taglike ending cannot tell us 
anything about the play’s meaning. Indeed, it is difficult not to detect irony in it. Τελεωϑέν may remind us 
too uncomfortably of τέλειος used of beasts ripe for sacrifice!” Lloyd (2005), 109, quotes Deborah Roberts’ 
assertion that there is a definite pessimism in the way the play ends with allusion to more misfortunes, in 
spite of the partial closure Electra obtains. 
555 Segal (1981), 271, fears the impossibility of restoration of  “fully civilized order in the city.” 
556 Pages 265-267 of his chapter on Electra reveal Segal’s theory on her heroic ability to see  time with its 
memory, eternity, and also its nothingness. In his view, she is comparable to true heroes, including Ajax 
and Antigone. He thinks that her heroic position impels her to embrace that infinite time-cosmos view up to 
the end of the play. 
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recollection. 557 As Seaford points out, ritual brings re-enactment and exchange—a step 

into sacred time and then a step out into mundane existence. This way, ritual enables both 

individuals and the community to survive and carry on with their daily lives. Memory is 

an engine meant to keep humans functional and human. Electra is stuck in a linear 

memory that allows for no stepping out of the sacred time of commemoration. She is 

suspended in a mnemonic limbo.  

       This permanent encounter with funeral sacrality, with the presence in absence of her 

much-mourned father, is not without consequences. Seaford claims that the absence of a 

community keeps Electra in her mourning state. I, on the other hand, believe that it is the 

type of memory Electra chooses that paralyzes her return to the community.558 As the 

chorus makes clear, the community would love to embrace her into their midst, but she 

refuses to come. She spends so much time with the dead that she herself looks dead, 

broken, finished. Both the chorus and Orestes (vv. 121-123, 1174-1179) are shocked by 

her appearance.559 In a strange formula, Clytemnestra speaks of her as a fiendish lethal 

creature (vv. 785-786: ξύνοικος ἦν μοι, τοὐμὸν ἐκπίνουσ᾽ ἀεὶ/ ψυχῆς ἄκρατον αἷμα “the 

one who shared my home while consuming undiluted my life-blood”).560 Her father is as 

much alive to her as she is dead to the others and herself. Her biological sterility seems 

sometimes to scholars to be a metaphor for something much deeper and more dangerous. 

Is her near-total integration into the divine, funereal world more than just an allegorical 

                                                        
557 Eliade (1961),156 and Llewellyn-Jones (1999), 128, offer further details on exchange at 130-131.  
558 Seaford (1994), 315-323. The scholar sees a deep problem in the fact that Electra does not reintegrate 
herself into the normal cycle of human society. Mourning was supposed to be a transitory liminal stage, a 
temporary integration into the world of the dead. But, because she cannot return to a society that is 
corrupted, she ends up trapped in her dirge. Also, Lloyd (2005), 82-83.  
559 Kells (1973), 193 (also quoting Jebb) refer to verse 1177. As they see it, the adjective kleinos does not 
necessarily refer to Electra’s famous beauty. “But the form of the question is chosen for its dignity and 
solemnity.” 
560 Winnington-Ingram (1980), 235, establishes that the heroine is “the victim and the agent of the Furies.” 
Also Lloyd (2005), 104-105 and Kells (1973), 209, consider Electra possessed by the Furies. 
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one? Margaret Llewelyn-Jones admits that memory has a certain transcendental 

potential.561 Andrzej Wicher believes that, when a character lives in a space ontologically 

different from that of a departed loved one, the only way to regain contact is to single-

mindedly plunge into the reality of this Other forgetting his/her own world.562 Electra 

does this daily with religious perseverance. But the strangest testament to this 

“magic”/extra-human power of memory is the presence of the mythological baggage in 

her speech. The grieving heroine yearns to transcend her status in order to become a 

nocturnal song bird or a mourning statue (vv. 149-150: ὄρνις ἀτυζομένα, Διὸς 

ἄγγελος./ἰὼ παντλάμων Νιόβα, σὲ δ᾽ ἔγωγε νέμω θεόν, “that bird mad with grief, the 

messenger of Zeus. Ah, all-suffering Niobe, you I count divine”), insensitive to normal 

alterations of memory and behavior. Whitman and the other scholars are correct: in this 

world of inversions, gods act like humans and humans yearn to become divine563.  

      The moment of tragic anagnōrisis has some super-human, even “magical” qualities, 

too. Reinhardt suggests that the image of the beloved Orestes that already lingers in 

Electra’s mind and that pre-exists their physical encounter has Platonician potential:  

The act of recognition becomes an act of grasping on the part of the soul, and the act   
of grasping into one’s possession becomes a break-through from the image of the 
person that has been nursed in one’s mind to the body of the person actually standing 
before one’s eyes.564 
 

        For Wicher though, anagnōrisis deals with the insoluble relationship between 

forgetfulness and memory. It works within a new virgin territory in which a character 

                                                        
561 Lewelyn-Jones (1999), 124, envisions “certain elements of both the transcendental and the sacred.” 
562 Wicher (1999), 165. 
563 Whitman (1951), 170-171. Segal (1981), 270-272 thinks that the matricide brought about the violation 
of the ontological barriers between humans, animals and gods. However, we shall see in the subchapter 
“Electra-The failure of Monumental Memory” that she fails to become divine. 
564 Reinhardt (1979), 159-160. Segal (1981), 287, gives it a more down to earth explanation. It is a collapse 
of the double induced by trickery and lies. 
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who sticks with the previous image is completely incapable of acknowledging the 

“second coming.” Wicher points out the paradoxical nature of any act of recognition:  

If the sublime recognition is a phenomenon of memory, it is, at the same time, a 
phenomenon of forgetting, in the [prefixes] such as ‘re-’ of the word recognition or 
‘ana-’ of the word anagnōrisis, we find the idea of doubling, and the possibility of a 
difference between the ‘first’ and the ‘second coming.’565  
 

The Orestes who left Mycenae is not the same as the one who returned to it. Electra has 

to forget all the assumptions she made before, she must abandon all her prejudices and 

preconceived ideas about him. He is not the baby that she handed over to strangers, nor is 

he the oblivious young man who did not come back for revenge and who appeared to 

waste his time and lose life trying to win a chariot championship. 

                                         Inside the Cold Wall—Private Memory 

     The previous chapters’ insistence on the societal side of memory is further warranted, 

given that, within a context involving the royal house and a departed relative with a 

heroic/warrior past and a leadership position, it is difficult to imagine a form of memory 

that does not imply this dimension. Nevertheless, on many occasions, the tragedy also 

presents a personal, emotional aspect of recollection: in fact, no character is actually 

exempt from it. 

        In spite of their antagonism, Electra and Clytemnestra both share this burden of 

sticking with their public roles: that of controlling queen for Clytemnestra, and that of a 

tomb servant for Electra.566 They are, thus, both compelled to arrange the past as a 

coherent, premeditated structure, formatted to fit speech and plead causes (vv. 516-551-

                                                        
565 Wicher (1999), 177. 
566 See Ringer (1998), 155, about role playing for both Electra and Clytemnestra. The mother and the son 
both use props and signifiers: "Within the play, the queen's offerings have a real form and tangible content. 
But for all their solid and costly materiality, they are spiritually empty." In opposition, Orestes's urn si 
supposed to be empty, yet "full of destructive power." 
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Clytemnestra; cf. 558-609). In both cases, though, their private identities still threaten to 

undermine the public roles they are striving to fulfill. Electra’s nocturnal goos has this 

private, furtive and emotional quality (vv. 86-120).567 She is not simply doing her duty, 

although she emphasizes this aspect; she is dealing with her personal grief for all the ruin 

that came about in a world that used to be her home. Electra even has traumatic false 

memories of a murder she never witnessed.568 Her feelings are so intense that she 

repeatedly visualizes the scene of the murder, the crimson color of the blood, the details 

of the assault, the symbols and the scenery of the gestures (vv. 95-102, 201-208, 445-446: 

κἀπὶ λουτροῖσιν κάρᾳ/κηλῖδας ἐξέμαξεν. “As if to wash herself clean, she wiped off the 

bloodstains on his head”). 569 Scholars have noticed how careful she is with the details of 

objects that represent symbols of power.570 She is so careful that she ends up being 

alienated: she clings to a false urn (vv. 1205-1206) and can be only convinced by a ring 

(vv. 1222-1224), while the natural hair of her brother is not proof enough of his presence. 

Her dependency on such outward signs is indeed strong testimony of her socio-politically 

oriented memory: still, the horror/pain they elicit belong to a personal level and attest to 

her inner delicacy (vv. 99-102, 193-194: οἰκτρὰ μὲν νόστοις αὐδά,/οἰκτρὰ δ᾽ ἐν κοίταις 

πατρῴαις, “mournful was the voice heard at his return, and mournful the voice amidst 

your father's reclining banquet”). Unlike her permanent, rhythmic “rumination” on the 

                                                        
567 By “furtive” Segal admits loneliness in Electra’s cry. What was supposed to be an official and 
communal threnos became an isolated civic gesture (1981), 273.  He perceives hysteria and excessiveness 
in Electra’s behavior, but does not emphasize this private delicacy of feeling until he discusses the scene of 
the urn and Electra’s “nadir of despair” (258, 277-278). 
568 Aleida Assmann (2011), 262-264, “The Truth of ‘False Memories’-Four Examples.”  
569 Seale (1981), 37, especially discussing Electra’s passage from light to dark. Also Segal, addressing the 
sexual rivalry between the mother and the daughter (261): “The image has a graphic reality for her; it is 
something which she virtually ‘sees.’” 
570 Segal (1981), 279: as opposed to the lock that "brings joy" to Chrysothemis, Electra chooses other 
signifiers for her recognition, such as the urn or the signet, the sign of "patriarchal power.” At page 287: 
“The urn is perhaps the play’s richest symbol of this paradox. It fuses the opposites of great and small, 
heroism and deceit, substance and shadow, reality and symbol.” Also, Reinhardt (1979), 154. 
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past, this aspect of memory creeps up on her mind uninvited. It is a spontaneous process 

that originates in the neglected depths of her human soul.571  

          Clytemnestra “eats and drinks” control; nevertheless, sometimes, spontaneous 

thrills of memory creep into her heart.572 When Orestes is announced dead, she discovers 

with surprise that her maternal feelings are still intact behind the wall of insensitivity and 

forgetfulness she has tried to construct (vv., 766-768, 770-771: δεινὸν τὸ τίκτειν ἐστίν: 

οὐδὲ γὰρ κακῶς/πάσχοντι μῖσος ὧν τέκῃ προσγίγνεται. “There is a terrible power in 

motherhood; a mother may be wronged, but she can feel no hate for those whom she 

bore”). Just as Electra remembers her baby brother, Clytemnestra recollects the infant 

past of her son on a highly visual level. However, the symbols she uses deal more with 

the private (maternal) aspect of her life, rather than with the official one that preoccupies 

her daughter. It is rather surprising that she entertains such images at all, since she has 

devoted herself so entirely to manipulating and controlling public memory, rather than 

working on her private imprints. Orestes’ departure “away from her breast” is one of the 

most emotional and vivid images (vv.776-777: μαστῶν ἀποστὰς καὶ τροφῆς ἐμῆς, 

φυγὰς/ἀπεξενοῦτο καί μ᾽, “He sprang from my own life, yet deserting my breast and my 

nurture he became a fugitive, completely alien from me”).573 It is evident here that the 

breast becomes a sign of intense visual and affective memory, although it is used to 

                                                        
571 L. Drong (1999), 118: “The past revisits unexpectedly.” 
572 Ringer (1998), 174: "Clytemnestra's reaction serves not only to reveal the unsuspected depths of her 
own character but as a convoluted reflection by Sophocles on the humanizing power of tragic 
performance." Regarding the genuine maternal feelings of the “controlling queen,” Segal (1981), 260-261: 
“By revealing this tender and maternal side of Clytemnestra, Sophocles lets us take the measure of what the 
matricide involves both for the house as an institution and for the emotions of the human beings within it.” 
Kells (1973), 150: “Notice that Clytaemnestra uses the same word —κέρδη— as does Orestes at 61, 
implying (as he does) that ‘gain’, ‘benefits’ are to be accepted even at the expense of honour or natural 
feeling. But her next words show that she has realized (as he has not) that the ‘gain’ is hollow.” 
573 Kells (1973), 151: “Orestes is ‘apostate’ from the mother’s breast and nurture. ἀποστάς is wonderfully 
expressive. The mother’s breast is the supreme symbol to her of her relation to her child.” 
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emphasize forgetfulness and alienation, rather than reinforce blood ties and reconnect 

individuals. The opposite happens with her reactions regarding Electra: she pictures her 

daughter sucking not on the milk of her breast, but on her very life source. 

        De Memoria, de Inventione…Spontaneous Memory, Memory in Construction 

      As Blundell asserts, these characters strive to communicate and to speak their minds 

in front of friends: however, the process of memory does not work on a completely 

genuine territory.574 As Drong admits, memory is a living, metamorphic process: it 

creates a permanent link between the past and the present (“with an eye for the future”): 

“one can affect the present by redefining its foundation in the past.”575 In the meantime, 

the past is reassessed and re-invented. Inventio is a natural consequence of this creative 

reevaluation and of affective, emotional memory. Therefore although it is a spontaneous, 

natural process, the result can be less than genuine. Electra never witnessed her father’s 

death, yet the scenes she imagines (95-102, 201-208, 445-446), including that of conjugal 

intimacy between her mother and the usurper (vv. 270-275, 585-590), are as vivid as if 

seen with her own eyes.576 Also intense is Chrysothemis’ report of a dream she never had 

(vv. 417-430).577 It is the moment at which memory and imagination merge.578 Electra is 

a construct under which truths are curtailed and fictitious reports are so rich in imagery 

(see the messenger’s fabricated report of Orestes’ death- vv. 680-763) that the audience 

ends up suspecting everything that is too detailed (especially the second-hand reports) of 

                                                        
574 Blundell (1990), 36. 
575 Drong (1999), 119. 
576 Kells (1973), 115, mentions the vividness of the barbaric rituals meant to incapacitate the ghost of 
Agamemnon: maiming his limbs and even wiping the bloody hands on the victim so the blood guilt would 
fall back on him. Regarding the children born from Aegisthus (129), the scholar thinks the vague references 
are not very clear, but Sophocles had a lost play called Erigone, referring to a daughter of Clytemnestra and 
Aegisthus (see Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta, 1977, vol. 4, 232-233). 
577 Even Chrysothemis, the genuine bearer of private memory, is capable of articulate and elaborate 
descriptions of things she has never witnessed. 
578 Imagination has a major role in the creation of memories: Boyer (2011), 365-371.  
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being fraudulent.579 In this tragedy the only character who is publicly accused of 

fabrication and (de)construction of the past is Clytemnestra. With her open intent to 

silence everyone, she is the only one who can be charged with censure and forgery. Not 

only is she the queen who presides over the others’ silence and forgetfulness, but her own 

memory suffers from censorship. It is partial, incomplete, rearranged. She remembers 

killing and will not deny it, but she will restructure her past to fit the story, picking up 

(intentionally or not) only the details that will dismiss or at least excuse her guilt (vv. 

526-527: ἔξοιδα: τῶνδ᾽ ἄρνησις οὐκ ἔνεστί μοι:/ἡ γὰρ Δίκη νιν εἷλεν, οὐκ ἐγὼ μόνη, “I 

know. I make no denial. Justice took hold of him, not I alone”).  

      All the characters have this predisposition towards selective/forged remembrance, 

either when they remember through a natural process or during the voluntary re-

arrangement of the past. Each character chooses what to remember and when. 

Chrysothemis probably remembers just as much as Electra (see the chorus’s allegations: 

vv. 154ff.), but she chooses to be selective in her speech, for fear of punishment (vv. 335-

336: νῦν δ᾽ ἐν κακοῖς μοι πλεῖν ὑφειμένῃ δοκεῖ,/καὶ μὴ δοκεῖν μὲν δρᾶν τι, πημαίνειν δὲ 

μή: “But now, in these evil times I think it best to navigate with shortened sail so that I 

may not seem to be on the attack”). Electra prefers to “forget” about her father’s 

murderous past, as much as Clytemnestra chooses to forget about her relationship with 

Aegisthus that lay at the root of her plot against Agamemnon. Electra will “help” her out 

                                                        
579 Someyimes,  fraudulent speeches raise genuine emotions: Kells (1973), 138-139, elaborates the idea that 
Clytemnestra might indeed become emotional hearing the messenger's accoutn about her son. Here it is 
what Kells thinks of it: “Now suddenly she is presented with a picture of Orestes whom she only 
remembers as a little boy, now grown to manhood, now distinguishing himself before the multitude of 
Greeks, now behaving as a son of whom she might be proud.” In a different key, Segal (1981), 283-289 
works with the ability of speech to conceal truth and the ambiguity of oracular powers in this play. In 
particular, see 281, 285. He asserts that “the failure of logos is not only the failure of personal 
communication but also the failure of man’s civilizing powers: it reveals the problematical side of man’s 
ability to distance himself from reality and manipulate it through the mental structures of logos” (289). 
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with those “tiny” details she keeps forgetting (vv. 561-562: λέξω δέ σοι/ὡς οὐ δίκῃ γ᾽ 

ἔκτεινας, ἀλλά σ᾽ ἔσπασεν. “But I will demonstrate to you that you did not justly kill 

him”).580 This artificiality also projects its shadow onto Electra’s speech. Her memory 

too is fashioned and therefore almost reified. Moreover, besides the healthy and normal 

re-arrangements of human memory, it also has a transcendental element. It turns from 

memory into hyper-memory, which according to Llewelyn-Jones, is the other name for 

“dead” recollection.581 Electra is imprisoned and made impassive by her own practices, 

nearly alienated to the point of becoming inhuman, unfeminine. This extreme 

mental/psychological state makes the audience question whether her perspective on her 

mother is accurate: the messenger hears that Clytemnestra will immediately rejoice at the 

news of her son’s death, but the queen is quite sorrowful at the first notice (vv. 767-771). 

Electra too “manipulates” reality through her speech.582  

                 The Engine of Memory—On the Constant Presence of Forgetfulness 

      Apparently the memories of all of these characters are constructed of partial acts of 

forgetfulness, either because their memory is rigged, censored, goal-oriented, or because 

it is the general role of memory to be forever in construction and de-construction.583 

Clytemnestra’s way of forgetting is one of the most bizarre. She is officially on the side 

of oblivion, but she continuously endures the aggression of her neglected maternal 

instinct: it comes back in brutal dreams. Her confession is a last desperate attempt to 

“fix” her past. According to Prower, any type of confession is an attempt to start up fresh, 

                                                        
580 Kells (1973), 125-126, notices some details that speak for Electra’s juridically oriented mind. At 565, 
the argument is that Agamemnon was forced by the goddess to kill Iphigeneia. “The gods cannot be 
summoned to account for their actions or their motives: they cannot (in modern legal terms) be subpoenaed 
to give evidence in a case.” 
581 Llewllyn-Jones (1999), 132-133. Terdiman (1993), 106-151, dedicates a chapter to hypermnēsia. 
582 About the partiality of Electra’s spoken truth, Gellie (1972), 113. 
583 This is the case of Orestes, as well as the solution many heroes generally choose.  
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and, therefore, to forget.584 Oblivion, though, is reached by passing the test of complete 

remembrance, by summoning the past and accepting vulnerability during this act of 

voluntary recollection. In order to re-arrange one’s world, a step into the twilight zone of 

memory and forgetfulness is necessary.  

Confessing entails exposing oneself to a paradoxical mnemonic procedure. In order to 
disburden one’s conscience of the aberrant past, one has to retrieve it from 
memory…The past is annulled and constituted afresh from the vantage point of the 
present.585  
 

     Clytemnestra fails this test by her inability to provide a full confession. Her 

adamantine will to forget also fails when she sends funeral gifts to Agamemnon’s grave: 

it is a one-time and useless gesture, due to its partial accomplishment (she does it without 

any regularity and she has the gifts sent through an intermediary- vv. 431ff.).586 Also the 

way she plans to forget Agamemnon and his status as a philos—by celebrating the day of 

his death—is just as inefficient (vv. 278-279: εὑροῦσ᾽ ἐκείνην ἡμέραν, ἐν ᾗ τότε/ πατέρα 

τὸν ἀμὸν ἐκ δόλου κατέκτανεν, “having found the day on which in the past she 

treacherously killed my father”).587 Forgetting by means of a celebration is just another 

way of remembering.588 

                                                        
584 Prower (1999), 39: “As delineated by Bergson and Deleuze, Memory –in its virtuality— is devoid, or 
free, of interpretation; as pure possibility, memory is pre-interpretative. Yet the realm of individual memory 
–the realm of being—cannot be the realm of perspectiveless mimesis: of impressions in wax, of icons in the 
archive.” Kalaga speaking of Prower (1999), 7: “Such an approach allows one to view memory 
dialogically, as our past selves conversing incessantly with our present selves, thus providing for the 
continuity of our personal identities without adopting the Cartesian concept of a pre-given self.” 
585 Drong (1999), 112. 
586 Kells (1973), 113 believes that enemies’ gifts were simply unacceptable, and has Aj. 665 to prove this 
assertion. One should remember the disaster of accepting the Trojan horse. Segal (1981), 285, claims that 
her attempt at ritual means she needs to build a  “bridge” over the territory controlled by Electra. 
587 There are other views on the betrayal of philia besides that of Blundell (1990), 151ff. Lloyd (2005), 94, 
points out the discourse of philia and revenge: “There can indeed be no doubt that this was a fundamental 
principle of Greek ethics, but it is often problematic in tragedy. Jenny Mark illustrates it by quoting, as an 
example of ‘accepted Greek morality,’ the words of Medea (Euripides, Medea 807-10): ‘Let no one think 
me contemptible, or weak, or easy going. No, quite the opposite, harsh to enemies and kindly to friends 
[philoi]. Such people live a life of greatest glory’ (p.19).” Lloyd argues that revenge was “a temptation” in 
fifth century Athens, but highly problematic in a society in which courts were meant to solve those 
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      The audience may wonder whether, for Electra, this entire exercise of memory is not 

essentially a form of forgetfulness. Again, memory here has lost the quality of being a 

personal imprint and has taken away Electra’s ability to function normally. She strives to 

fashion herself into something she was not meant to be: foster-parent for her brother, 

tomb-keeper, doula among other service roles. Her subservience affects her at all levels. 

      Forgetfulness is also part of the transcendental potential of her memory. In her 

mythological excursus, Electra brings up several unusual examples. All the creatures she 

identifies as alter egos have an artificial, “magical” capability of unceasing 

remembrance. Their new ontological status, acquired through metamorphosis, enables in 

them a perpetual expression, but it also fixes them in a state of incompleteness in which 

their grief suppresses everything else. They are enchanted and, therefore, artificial. They 

are insensitive even to themselves, arrested at a stage of memory and paradoxically 

forgetful of everything else outside the object of their mnēmē. In her state, Electra would 

like to switch to this ontological level of permanence and un-human detachment from 

life. She is unaware that she will have to perform a unique kind of transcendental 

forgetfulness, since such “an important kind of memory is gained at the cost of forgetting 

about less important things.”589  

                            Electra—The dissolution of Monumental Memory  

                                                                                                                                                                     
grievances. Tragedy is, though, very different and, on many occasions, feminine characters are very 
vindictive in his view. 
588 Pierce (2012), 28 notices a similar fact in  the erasure of images or names from records. "Such erasure is 
often called damnatio memoriae, even though this phrase is never found in antiquity, and falsely implies 
that there was a single social practice. [...] But erasure of this sort is a poor means of creating oblivion: the 
vacant gap in the inscription or the damaged head on a frieze stands out as a memorial to the person that 
should have been forgotten." 
589 Wicher, (1999), 164. 
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      Sophocles’ Electra has a dangerous tendency to remember and to hold grudges 

forever and, in this respect, should be seen as the opposite of Helen.590 Through her 

excessive liminality, as opposed to Helen’s indoor confinement (in Euripides’ Orestes), 

she participates in the “state of the dead” in a way that expands her human mnemonic 

faculty to unbelievable and dangerous dimensions. 591 In addition to narratives, Electra 

decides to make use both of her body-image and her voice to raise community 

awareness.592 Worman notices how important both elements are for Electra: "Her 

extended dirge centers on the act of mourning itself ('lamenting many lamentations,' 1.88; 

see also 11. 94, 104) and on her own body's existential adjacence to the corpse she 

mourns [...]."593 

       In contrast to Helen, she has no miraculous ability to dematerialize herself. 594 She is 

rather all too material in her incessant cries in the agora, although her body is reduced 

                                                        
590 Euripidean women are rarely in this special position of being able to trigger memory from a superior, 
quasi-divine position. In Orestes, Helen's divinity is rather associated with oblivion and confusion. In 
Euripides’ Electra, Clytemnestra is much too human to be a good candidate for any divine position. 
Remorseful and deceived in her maternal expectations, she is the most humane of the Clytemnestras. The 
bourgeois type of drama does not encourage this role either. Electra compares her death with a wedding, 
(vv. 1444) and this is as close as she will ever be to any transcendental position. Euripides’ Electra as well 
barely approaches the status of divine memory. 
591 Seaford (1994), 166. “Dead memory” is another concept developed by Halbwachs and further refined by 
Olick (2011), 39. It refers to a memory that is historical, not lived or shared any more by a community. We 
refer to other form of “death” of communicative memory. Electra simply appears as frozen in her incessant 
memory at verses 150-152, when memory looks as if it is petrified, turned atemporal. As a matter of fact, 
time has become frozen long before Electra’s decision to imitate Niobe or the nightingale (see Widzisz 
(2005), 160). 
592 Confused about this state of equilibrium into sickness, I was once telling my philological woes to my 
friend Justus Bermann with whom I shared an interest in Deleuze. He asked me whether Electra’s memory 
still has a relational function when in the grip of her mnemonic fixation, whether it is pursued for the sake 
of something else, or whether, in her fasting and crying, Electra simply “becomes” memory, the way 
Deleuze describes an orchid miming a moth simply becoming the moth. This chapter will show that 
memory fails to “monumentalize” itself or to reach such a transcendental position. 
593 Worman (2012), 355. The scholar notices a form of androgyny in Electra's stubborn physical presence 
on the stage and compares her with Philoctetes (354): "While they are physically distinct, they bring 
together crucial features of the recalcitrant embodiment that I am emphasizing as peculiarily Sophoclean. It 
is a visceral affair, as Woolf sensed; and the tactile effects of its presence do indeed cut right to the bone." 
594 See the last note in the previous chapter on Helen. Although Segal refers to Euripides’ Helen, the 
observations still apply. 
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through fasting, squalor, and continuous crying. She tries day and night to access an ever 

higher level of memory, even celestial ones, but each night, her ascent is lower and 

lower: in her prayers, her voice descends from the sunshine to the aither and further 

down to her lonely chamber above the earth (vv. 86-91).595 As her voice reaches no real 

divine help, she would further like to descend into a perpetual tomb of stone:  

ἰὼ παντλάμων Νιόβα, σὲ δ᾽ ἔγωγε νέμω θεόν, 
ἅτ᾽ ἐν τάφῳ πετραίῳ 
αἰεὶ δακρύεις. 
 
Ah, all-suffering Niobe, you I count divine, since you weep forever in your rocky 
tomb! (vv. 151-152). 
 

        The murderous couple threatens her with permanent imprisonment, which would 

further bring her down inside the Earth, but not into the memorial space of a grave-

monument—only into darkness, oblivion, and silence (v.115).596 It is visibility that 

Electra craves in her lament, a desire that is further consonant with the role of mourning 

women. It is, however, more than visibility that motivates her: it is desire for monumental 

mimesis, for adulteration of body and voice in order better to serve a perpetual memory.  

         Electra’s quest for moral support is lonesome each night. In this situation, she 

chooses perpetual contact with the divine, through earthly memorabilia of human origin, 

as she seeks the ambiguous position of the petrified queen Niobe and that of the 

                                                        
595 Kells (1973), 88: “Electra, at dawn, brings her grief out, into the open daylight. But she has not been 
asleep. Her lamentation has continued all through the night. Παννυχίς normally means an all-night festival 
and must be used here ironically.” Segal (1981), 273, sees perverted rituals here and no community of grief. 
596 Inside the house it is the realm of darkness and possibly death. See for this Segal (1981), 260 527, and 
also W.M. Calder, III (1963), 213-216. Lloyd (2005), 63, comments on the oppositions between inside and 
outside: “The door is the point of transition between the outside world and this perverse and violent 
interior. Electra is normally confined within, and is only able to come out now because Aegisthus is away 
in the country (312-13, 517-20).” Regarding the vividness of communication in this scene, see Shaw 
(2001), 8: “It is as though the scene has suddenly shifted from black and white to color. She is singing, for 
one thing. She does not speak about things so much as she speaks to them, a mark of heightened emotion –
she addresses the light, the air, her father, Hades, Persephone.” 
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constantly mourning nightingale.597 However, more than anything, this stubbornly held 

position bespeaks her desire to become both voiced recollection (bird of song, swishing 

spring of water) and visual monument (statue, tomb). Unable to escape the human 

condition and the materiality of her body, Electra cannot reach the ethereal folds that 

consecrated Euripides’ volatile Helen in a blessed position of divine memory. Thus, she 

adopts the petrified world of mnēma, paralyzed yet persistent memorabilia. She wishes to 

turn into a stone embodiment of her pain. Becoming a monument is her way of 

externalizing memory. The fact the she feels a need to use a non-verbal signifier proves 

that in this world, logos, the usual vehicle of memory, is in danger of becoming 

hieroglyphic and confusing, while memory is left to the visual and the corporeal.598 

Petrification will confer on her magical mnemonic powers and will also turn her into a 

valid, socially acceptable signifier. Simondon claims that Electra does not maintain her 

mnemonic function for its own sake, but in order to provoke action.599 A tomb above the 

ground, in plain sight, speaks loudly for any community and when this tomb appears 

through magic metamorphosis, its presence speaks also to the gods. The same kind of 

memory, solidified in stone, is at the heart of the agora. 

      However, the position of the statues is threatened in this universe. The depreciation of 

the symbols is already at work in the world of Sophocles, as Segal notices. As Orestes 

steps in, he notices the Olympian gods patronizing the city in these metonymic 

representations of themselves, namely their shrines. The city is populated by agalmata, 

                                                        
597 Unlike Reinhardt (1979), 71, or Segal (1981), 256 and note 81 (regarding Hesiod’s Electra rivaling the 
goddesses in beauty, fr. 23a, 16M-V), I do not think that Electra has a full divine potential, even in her 
position as a Fury. The fact that she calls divine that which is simply cursed (Niobe) shows her 
impossibility to discern higher truths. 
598 Jan Assmann (2011), 153 notes about Egyptian hieroglyphs: “It was not the content that was frozen or 
canonized, but the generative principle, that is, that of iconicity. The characters always had to be icons.” 
599 Simondon (1982), 200. 
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ancestral symbols and memorials (vv.4-10); yet they fail their primordial purpose.600 

Apollo in particular is represented by his agora, an empty center, a situs that should 

remind the audience of his famous oratorical function in the Eumenides, as well as his 

inquest. However, nobody utters any logos in that place. Through his epithet Lykeios, as 

the “wolf-killer,” he is also represented by a totemic animal meant to stimulate in young 

Orestes some aetiological memory.601 In addition to his presence as oracular speech in 

the play, Apollo is also iconized by his epithet, “the wolf-killer” —a refreshing reversal 

from abstract logos to image.602 However, there is no image of him killing the wolf in the 

agora. 

      According to Segal, these statues of divinities belong to a corrupted/abandoned 

register in the world of murder and tyranny.603 They are noble victims of neglect and 

corruption. They are also marked by oblivion. They are frozen, marmoreal, and 

                                                        
600 Segal (1981), 290 thinks that these “‘glorious’ (kleinos) settings contrast with the ignoble actions which 
they enframe, so the heroic language of the Pythian games contrasts with their functions as deception; grim 
private aim contrasts with public, festive function.” The verses speak about monuments:  

τὸ γὰρ παλαιὸν Ἄργος οὑπόθεις τόδε,  
τῆς οἰστροπλῆγος ἄλσος Ἰνάχου κόρης: 
αὕτη δ᾽, Ὀρέστα, τοῦ λυκοκτόνου θεοῦ 
ἀγορὰ Λύκειος: οὑξ ἀριστερᾶς δ᾽ ὅδε 
Ἥρας ὁ κλεινὸς ναός: οἷ δ᾽ ἱκάνομεν, 
φάσκειν Μυκήνας τὰς πολυχρύσους ὁρᾶν 
“That consecrated land from which the gad-fly drove the daughter of Inachus; there, Orestes, is the 
Lycean market place, named from the wolf-slaying god; there on the left is Hera's famous temple; and 
in this place to which we have come, know that you see Mycenae, the rich in gold.” (vv 4-10). 

601 According to Kells (1973), 29, the places of Orestes’ origin can now be displayed  “in flesh.” Chances 
are, as the commentators suggest, that we are dealing with a folk-etymology turning lukeios (a suitable 
epithet for the god of light and solar sight) into lukos, wolf as Kells (1973), 134, notes (also in the edition 
of Electra, Cambridge; New York: 1978, note on page 127). See Segal (1981), 280, and his distrust of 
logos as a true means of communication in Electra, even in its Apollonian form: Apollo encouraged the 
murderous ascension of Aegisthus. The scholar does not believe in the full restoration of speech by the end 
of the play. Apollo also has some beastly qualities that might point out the inversions of civilized Mycenae 
(268). 
  We should see the Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo (vv. 302-360). He does not kill a wolf in it, but he 
functions as a culture hero, killing a dragon.  
602 Ringer (1998),133, notices that this appelative shows the meatmorphic and ambivalent potential of 
Apollo. Also, in his view, the presentation of the agora is meant to be a skenographia. Everyhing is 
theatrical, as Ringer points out, as theatron "literally means 'seeing place.'" 
603 Segal (1981), 269: there is a clear violation of the bridges between the human and the beast, and every 
form of civilization displays this beastly potential.  
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untouched by any divine breath; they stand in vivid contrast to the kinetic way in which 

the non-monumental Electra remembers over and over again the scenes of the murder. In 

his work on Sophocles’ Electra, Segal notices a similar problem, when referring to the 

visual aspects of her incessant sorrow: 

Yet these public glories [statues of the gods] are not the only things to be lost or 
marred. Their reduction is summed up and symbolized visually in Electra herself, her 
‘glorious form’ (kleinon eidos, 1177) wasted by years of waiting, her beauty blighted 
by joyless concentration on an action which can bring no positive good in itself but 
only a release from past evil (1489-90) that is not without qualifications and 
ambiguities.604 
 

     The agora is there for a purpose, to bring them back into the righteous logos of a 

memory that is fading due to censorship. Electra, however, opposes the agora’s official 

shrines to the non-monumental house of Hades and chthonian Hermes (vv. 110-111), as 

well as the unofficial agalma of Niobe and herself.605 While the princess is now 

essentially a vocal memory within a shrunken vessel—a voice in rags—the gods’ shrines 

and statues are empty, grandiose receptacles in need of re-signification and narrative. 

They belong to what Olick called “a storehouse” of collective memory, since they have 

no true social mnēmē attached to them.606 These agalmata represent the vain aspect of 

otherwise venerable divine embodiments, one quite close to Helen’s position in 

Euripides’ Orestes. Electra could not be more different than these monuments: she is 

filled with memory, but she lives in a perishable body that can be starved, oppressed or 

even destroyed. Her body is an eidos, a reminiscence of her former self. In contrast to the 

quiet agalmata, she stands as a vocal, yet shadowy figure; this makes her something of a 
                                                        
604 Segal (1981), 290; his ideas on contrasting logos and visual perspectives in Euripides’ Helen and 
Sophocles’ Electra are noteworthy (288-289): only Helen can recover and use both her speech and 
body/image for the “restoration of life” in the play. Electra fails. 
605 However, Kells (1973), 92, notices that there was some public interest in the statue of Niobe: “Frozen to 
stone on Mount Sipylus in Lydia, Niobe’s image (across which the coursing streams were thought to 
represent tears) was shown to tourists (see Jebb on Antigone 823ff.).”  
606 Olick (2011), 21. 
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paradox, given that she succeeds as a stimulus to social memory, while the visually rich 

agora fails this function.  

        Parts of this “statuary” of memory are not only the temples and the loci, but also all 

the partial objects that recall the murder.607 Even people have to become objects and 

symbols in order to survive this estranged universe of memory.608 The axe stands for the 

murder itself, the father is the oak-tree, and the murderers are skilled woodmen (v. 98).609 

Later on, the chorus and Electra express their complaints in metonymy (vv. 193-212): the 

murder is described as voice (v. 193) and blow (v. 196), the murderers as twined hands 

(v. 207).610 Thus, metonymy becomes the ultimate form of memory, masked under the 

ultimate pretense of forgetfulness. While people fail to remember, memory is transferred 

upon exterior objects, as in Aeschylus (Choe. v. 482-483).611 In addition to this partiality 

of memory, which, in response to the general censorship, has to express itself through 

codes, some of the major divinities are hijacked: Orestes knows that Apollo is on his side 

as a mantic voice (vv. 33-34, 82-83) and the chorus is convinced that Zeus still sees from 

above and prepares his revenge.612 However, Clytemnestra hijacks all these divinities to 

defend herself against her foes. At verses 637 and 659, she asks for help from Zeus, and 

at 637 and 655, she conjures Apollo. Even Electra seems confused, embracing false 

                                                        
607 Aleida Assmann, (2011), 251. 
608 Referring to Orestes’ transformation into a divine element, Whitman (1951), 171: “In her answer, 
Electra all but calls Orestes a deus ex machina, and later she speaks of her willingness to serve the ‘present 
deity.’” It is Ringer's idea (1998), 13, that in the theater of Sophocles, like in Shakespeare, objects and 
props stand for people. 
609 Pierre Nora (2011), 437-442, proposes that the concepts and personae could turn into loci memoriae. 
610 Kells (1973), 94-95 notices the metaphorical use and also shows that the murder weapon is now an axe 
rather than a sword in  Homeric use. 
611 Numerous scholars have noticed this partition and the inversion of the symbols. See Seale (1981), 73; 
also quoting Segal. 
612 The same Apollo has a strange relationship with the family of Aegisthus. Kells (1973), 82, sees a 
problem in the fact that we cannot tell precisely what Apollo’s oracle prescribed. We have to trust Orestes’ 
word that it prescribed the matricide. It could simply be his own interpretation and conjecture. At verse 
82ff., Kells notices the Spartan vocabulary of Orestes. Also, see Segal (1981), 280-283, on the ambiguities, 
trickery and the ambivalence of power and logos in Apollo. 
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divinities (e.g., Niobe and the nightingale) and worshiping states of memory that are toxic 

and repetitive.613 In addition, other strange divinities populate the place as a result of the 

general oblivion of tradition: for example, the queen brings offerings to the mysterious 

theoi soterioi who allegedly saved her (vv. 280-281: καὶ μηλοσφαγεῖ/θεοῖσιν ἔμμην᾽ ἱερὰ 

τοῖς σωτηρίοις. “And in monthly rites she sacrifices sheep to the gods who worked her 

deliverance”). Also, the Healer Time in verse 179 is a very soothing and subversive 

divinity who persuades even the chorus to set aside relentless memory.614 Eros also 

appears in all his ferocity as the murderer per se in this crime of passion and impurity 

(vv. 197: δόλος ἦν ὁ φράσας, ἔρος ὁ κτείνας, “Deceit was the plotter, Lust the slayer”).615 

ἡμεῖς δὲ πατρὸς τύμβον, ὡς ἐφίετο, 
λοιβαῖσι πρῶτον καὶ καρατόμοις χλιδαῖς 
στέψαντες εἶτ᾽ ἄψορρον ἥξομεν πάλιν, 
τύπωμα χαλκόπλευρον ἠρμένοι χεροῖν, 
 
Meanwhile, we will first crown my father's tomb as the god ordered with libations 
and the luxuriant tribute of a severed lock; then we will return here, bearing in our 
hands an urn of hammered bronze (vv. 51-54). 
 

      When Orestes visits his father’s tomb, he is virtually pulled into the house of the dead 

instead of being able to lead his father to the surface of the earth in a victorious gesture, 

as in Aeschylus. Electra requires Chrysothemis to ask for her father’s soul to rise again, 

                                                        
613 Whitman (1951), 165: “In Antigone’s case we saw that the symbol of Niobe implied the mantle of 
divinity falling on Antigone herself: what can it mean here except that for Electra too, Niobe is a divine 
type herself, the image of her own faithfulness to sorrow projected large on the enormous world of myth? 
Niobe is even more appropriated to Electra than to Antigone. Both displayed in their unyielding insistence 
on grief their bitter refusal to acknowledge the lordship of the powers which were destroying them. For 
both, suffering was evidence of an unconquered will against the overwhelming tyranny of time and 
circumstances.” 
614 Segal (1981), 262-267. Whitman (1951), 170-171: “Time as a tragic factor in Sophocles goes through 
three successive aspects, from the general force which breeds and withers the obscure lives of this world, 
through the all-destructive enemy by which we are discovered and rudely awakened, to the almost benign 
medium through, which man may substantiate his morality and his claim to dignity.” 
615 It would not be the first time that Eros appears as a “monster”: see Sappho, VII:  “Eros, again now, the 
loosener of limbs troubles me, /Bittersweet, sly, uncontrollable creature….” Also, see Kells, (1973), 193-
203, 94: “The ‘divinity’ may be a succinct remembrance of the ghostly presences, the curses, which 
Aeschylus had supposed haunted the house of Agamemnon: cf. Ag. 1090 ff. and 1498ff.” 
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and, at verse 792, she asks for the spirit of Nemesis to interfere and punish the guilty 

immediately.616 It is always through divine intermediaries that we see Agamemnon act. 

For the most part, the dead are not envisioned as powerful in their mental abilities, or 

even as aware, mindful, or alert.617 Although their spirits are weak, their visual 

memorials can still be powerful. In this world of confused signifiers, the last chance 

comes from statues, graves, and shrines. Even Orestes appears in the nightmares of 

Clytemnestra in his statuary posture, as a column sustaining the palace: vengeful memory 

bears architectural features. When his father appears as a tymbos, he recharges the heroic 

memory and is even capable of turning his son into a signifier. Orestes visits him with 

libations (v.51) and, at his return from his father’s grave, he symbolically turns into his 

urn (v. 54). In memory of his parent’s death, he goes through a mimetic death himself. 

After this death, he expects to suffer a metaphysical change and become a fully fledged 

hero, ontologically comparable to the other demi-gods. Once he is charged with memory 

Orestes uses a sidereal metaphor to speak of his enhanced self  (vv. 65-66: ὡς κἄμ᾽ 

ἐπαυχῶ τῆσδε τῆς φήμης ἄπο/δεδορκότ᾽ ἐχθροῖς ἄστρον ὣς λάμψειν ἔτι. “And so for 

myself I trust that as a result of this rumor I, too, shall live, shining down like a star upon 

my enemies”). This metaphor reminds the audience of the post-mortem condition of 

heroes—of their shining memorials in the world of bright celestial signifiers. Unlike 

Electra, whose “divine memory” is paralyzed at the level of the earth in statues and birds 

of song, Orestes has ambitions for more ethereal mnemonic signifiers. He hopes for 

memorials that are completely remote from the human realm and, like Helen’s apotheosis 

in Orestes, consecrated to the skies. 

                                                        
616 Chrysothemis appears as a good mediator in general. See Mark Ringer (1998), 178. However, at times, 
Chrysothemis will appear as the very opposite of a good mediator; see Lloyd (2005), 84-85. 
617 Segal notices this regarding the powerlessness of the dead (1981), 266ff. 
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        Electra’s return to individual memory cannot come from the civic or private realms. 

It has to come from beyond the grave through genuine forgetfulness and from the absence 

of anagnōrisis: her ability to “learn” to forget her excessive duties must come from pure 

death. Ringer notices the ambivalences of life and death embodied by the urn: 

Such "deaths" as occur in tragedy are empty artifice; a messenger relates a story of 
death which took place offstage, or an actor "dies" within the shell of a mask and 
costume. In Electra, a false story of death is brought into the tragedy to reverse the 
pattern of tragedy. This false "tragedy" of Orestes' death enables the antagonists to be 
destroyed and the protagonists to live.618 
 

        In order to return to a natural cycle of memory, Electra has to undergo a process of 

mystic initiation. Segal sees in her reception of the urn a way for her to recover her 

brother’s love and life, as well as a chance for her to embrace a telos, understood as 

“purpose” and “closure” (an end of a cycle). He also envisions her as passing through a 

ritualistic death, similar to that of her brother, earlier on:  

Torn apart by the sparagmos of his false death (748) and mourned in the ritual cry of 
the ololygmos (750), Orestes may be viewed against the pattern of a victim sacrificed 
for the restoration of order and fruitfulness in this blighted city. Like the ‘sages’ who 
feigned death to achieve greater glory—Pythagoras, Salmoxis, Aristeas—Orestes will 
descend into the darkness of the Underworld only to be reborn into a brighter light, 
‘shining like a star’ (66).619   
 

      Under these conditions, the best way for Electra to be relieved of her excessive 

memory is for her to have a near-death/near-oblivion experience. This happens through 
                                                        
618  Ringer (1998), 189. Also, in respect to the empty signifier of the urn, as opposed to the living signifiers 
of  the cahracters-actors, Ringer adds: "This funeral shell carries out the task of concealment and deception 
akin to the concelament of the tragic mask and costumes worn by the actors. The perfromers' costumes and 
masks serve as a kind of shell giving tragic significance to the actors contained in them. The urn has much 
the function of 'third actor' sharing the stage with Electra and Orestes. The difference of course is that the 
urn consists soleley of this shell signifying tragedy and death, while 'Electra' and 'Orestes' are living actors 
encased in the artificial covering of tragic performance. As an 'empty' vessel, it also symbolizes the 
phenomenon of metaphor itself. It serves as a metaphor of a metphor." 
619 The quotation is from page 272. Also Segal, (1981), 266 and 278. He imagines Orestes’ death “in 
words” as purging the burdens of the past for the re-birth of energy. As for telos, at 264, he imagines 
Electra as closing a cycle, reaching a fulfillment. His alternative interpretation of the ambiguous verses 
1464-1465 (of apparent submission to those who are “stronger”) is: “My actions have reached their 
fulfillment (telos); and my enduring spirit (nous) has, in time, found its true alliance (sympherein) with the 
better and nobler side.” See Ringer (1998), 95 regarding Orestes' death in words. 
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her encounter with an urn. However, she does not go through a simple death and re-birth. 

Rather, her experience corresponds to the mystic Orphic processes wherein rebirth is also 

a “re-set” of memory. She will no longer “be the nightingale” after this experience. 

Electra will also understand that “monumental” memory is empty memory. She will 

further embrace her flesh-and-blood humanity, rather than her ghostly/petrified bodily 

presence.620        

                                 Re-set of Memory through Initiatory Anagnōrisis         

           Using the work of Charles Segal, in which the urn represents a symbol of 

deceptive yet curative logos for Mycenaean political dysfunction, and relying on his view 

of the urn scene as an initiatory death for Electra, this section will show how, in the 

course of this scene, Electra is set free from her social and divine persona and re-set with 

normal affective memory. The theories of Ringer and Batchelder on the theatrics of the 

“empty urn” initiation will further support this analysis.621 At the point of her encounter 

with the urn, Electra’s capacity for personal memory has atrophied, since she has tried for 

too long to serve only the civic and religious aspect. The failed anagnōrisis (vv. 1119-

1120: ὦ ξεῖνε, δός νυν, πρὸς θεῶν, εἴπερ τόδε/κέκευθεν αὐτὸν τεῦχος, εἰς χεῖρας λαβεῖν. 

“Ah, stranger, if this urn indeed contains him, then allow me, by the gods, to take it in my 

hands!”) is symptomatic of her handicap. Chrysothemis has a more natural form of 
                                                        
620 Also, she will go from incessant logos and mourning to ultimate enlightenment and further mystic 
silence. In opposition to this, Segal (1981), 256, notices the ambiguities of logos and silence, and how futile 
the acquisition of speech is in the play. According to him, at 290, “The failure of the forms of mediation 
between man and the natural and supernatural worlds leaves the human action of Electra bare and 
isolated.” 
621 Segal (1981), 288: “Only the shattering encounter with the symbol of death itself, the urn, and the 
inversions consequent on this, can finally reverse this paradoxical relation between a lie that has its truth 
and a death that signifies life.” It is, according to him, both re-birth for Electra and also a re-birth of sibling 
love. At 278, he asserts, “[i]n her [Electra’s] wish to die and enter the narrow confines of the urn (1165 ff.), 
she plunges into her greatest depths of human suffering, only to surface again to equally great joy, darkened 
in its turn by the background of murder and sorrow. Measure of her utter weakness and ‘nothingness’ 
(1166), the urn is also the means of her ‘rebirth’ (1232-33) to full strength when the true relationship of 
inner and outer, life and death is revealed.” 
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remembrance, one that is totally spontaneous and emotional, when she finds her brother’s 

lock. Segal is very sensitive to her surprising outburst.622 It is incredibly vocal in a 

context in which emotions are generally concealed, where censure of all kinds and an 

inversion of philia/enmity are disturbing the natural course of feelings. It is all the more 

unexpected, given that she has just declared her choice for silence, self-protection, and 

“wisdom” (vv. 338-340). She simply bursts onto the stage, right after a supposed 

ambassador of an allied king has brought news of political significance (vv. 892-919). 

Here we have a woman for whom memory has no ritual, political, or social status—a 

woman “naturally” imprinted with emotions, memory, and joy. In opposition to her 

ability to recognize her brother from an item as incomplete as a lock of hair, her sister’s 

inability to see the truth is almost humiliating, especially since Electra’s self-imposed 

task was precisely never to forget a thing. In a private sense, Chrysothemis’ attachment to 

the incompleteness of a lock as she attempts to fully restore her memory is also 

emblematic of the difference between the sisters. It is also symptomatic of this universe 

in which the private life suffers limitations, and affective memory is somehow 

“amputated.”  

                                                        
622 Segal, (1981), 279: “The recognition of Chrysothemis is primarily personal and emotional, the flutter of 
joy in her soul when she sees the familiar form (900-906), whereas Orestes and Electra meet under the sign 
of the house and its patriarchal power.” As we see, Lloyd (2005), 49-50, refers to the emotional outburst of 
Chrysothemis. Everything is in contrast to Electra’s rationalization. Nevertheless, Chrysothemis knows 
how to use a more technical vocabulary: “In the second half of her speech, she spells out her deduction 
from visual evidence, that no one other than Orestes could have left these offerings at the tomb. She uses 
the semi-technical term tekmerion (‘proof,’ 904), which appears in a forensic context as early as Aeschylus’ 
Eumenides  (485, 662).” Solmsen (1967), 23, sees both Chrysothemis' acceptance of tekmeria and Electra's 
rejection of such proofs as convincing and psychologically explainable. In addition, the scholar suspects 
Sophocles of trying to validate Aeschylus' recogniton scene: "Here Sophocles keeps so close to Aeschylus' 
line of reasoning that we may wonder whether he did not have a specific motive for emphasizing the 
soundness of Aeschylus' procedures." 
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       The only individual who can bring Electra back to the normal mnemonic cycle is her 

brother Orestes.623 She is initiated into private memory by someone who has also passed 

through a mnemonic initiation (i.e., his death “in words”). This is the normal course of a 

mystic ritual: those who have received initiation lead the uninitiated. However, while his 

false death is supposed to have propelled Orestes to the astral world of heroes and 

divinities (like Helen) and into the memory of the city he protects, this process is 

supposed to alleviate Electra’s burden of misplaced divine and social memory, and return 

her to normal, human, and affective Mnēmosynē.624 While he is to become an object of 

mythos through such a rite of passage, she will release the heavy mythos that oppresses 

her. 

       Her lack of anagnōrisis helps her accept the false urn as a true tomb and memorial of 

her brother. It is surprising that, from the very few words derived from the root of 

memory, one of them is wasted on this false urn: “memorial” (v. 1126-1127: ὦ φιλτάτου 

μνημεῖον ἀνθρώπων ἐμοὶ/ ψυχῆς Ὀρέστου λοιπόν “Memorial of him whom I loved best 

on earth, sole remnant of Orestes' vitality!”) is diagnostic of one of the principal problems 

in this universe: alienation in the shadow of monuments. She actually holds in her arms 

one of the empty agalmata that oppress the city. She is the only Electra that has to “die” 

for her anagnōrisis and the only one who is transformed by a signifier of anagnōrisis that 

is falsified.625 She has to first “break” its false code and literally reconstruct her memory 

                                                        
623 She thinks his inactivity is proof that he is a forgetful sibling. However, she also needs a dose of the 
same healthful forgetfulness. He comes to help her in this process. 
624 Segal (1981), 259, sees Electra as jumping into the small chamber of the urn after priding herself on 
exiting the inner space of the house. However, I see the urn as bearing at least a demi-public, “demi-
opened” function. 
625 Solmsen (1967), 18-34, for the differences between the three forms of anagnōrisis. He admits that 
Sophocles is the only one who uses the term tekmerion for both false and valid proofs of recognition (21). 
In his view (32-34), Sophocles composes about three different recognitions (Orestes recognizes Electra, 
Electra recognizes him, and Electra recognizes his faithful servant). According to him (32), the signet 
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out of a void of signs. Her very first step into this “cure” starts immediately: by 

embracing the false container, she imbues it with some of her social memory.626 

        Before reducing this social memory, Electra has to perform a formal (although 

imaginary) burial for Orestes, which did not happen in reality. She simply reiterates the 

steps of a burial (vv.1137-1142). It is her last social role. Once she imagines the ritual, 

her sight extends into the past, into a different, more personal memory, rather than a 

visionary or social one. She becomes Orestes’ nurse, or his surrogate mother (v.1146-

1467: οὔθ᾽ οἱ κατ᾽ οἶκον ἦσαν, ἀλλ᾽ ἐγὼ τροφός,/ἐγὼ δ᾽ ἀδελφὴ σοὶ προσηυδώμην ἀεί. 

“nor was any in the house your nurse but I, and by you I was ever called 'sister'”). She 

even manages to recover precious imagery of her father. She literally turns him into a 

daimon, and then metamorphoses Orestes, first into a silhouette, and then into a shade 

(v.1159: ὅς σ᾽ ὧδέ μοι προύπεμψεν ἀντὶ φιλτάτης/μορφῆς σποδόν τε καὶ σκιὰν ἀνωφελῆ. 

“who has sent you back to me in this state, ash and a useless shade in place of your 

beloved form.”).627  

       When she is in front of the urn, Electra initially cannot see anything but a small 

container with (imaginary) specks of dust and cinder in it.628 She is stuck at the level of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
comes naturally into discussion, after the brother and the sister both shared their emotional burdens. Lloyd 
(2005), 56: “Orestes formally identifies himself by showing Electra the signet ring of Agamemnon, but this 
technical proof is only the culmination of the affinity which has developed between them during the whole 
dialogue.” In opposition, Segal (1981), 276, sees some cruelty in Orestes calculation, in contrast to 
Electra’s “immediate emotional experience.” 
626 Segal (1981), 277, sees the urn as a sign that needs to cure the inversions of Mycenae (e.g., oikos-agora, 
civilization-nature, love-hatred, human-divine). He comments that “in giving up the urn Electra 
relinquishes something of her tremendous bond to the dead.” 
627 In what concerns the oppositions at work in these verses, Kells (1973), 189, says “of course the funerary 
ash is not weighty; it is light. But Greek poets continually refer to its weight by a kind of oxymoron which 
seems to condense into itself the whole tragedy of man’s existence (the light body of ash which is heavy 
burden to the bereaved, the small body of ash—enclosable in a small urn—which is the last state of the 
‘mighty’ body of a hero): cf. 757n., 1116, 1142, Aesch. Ag. 441ff.” 
628 Electra is too disjunctive to become a true repository of memory: the only “divine” accomplishment for 
her is the chorus’ association of her with a nightingale and, later on, with a Fury. She cannot be a martyr of 
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material evidence of death. However, she is on the path toward sacred lēthē, which 

represents disembodiment and erasure of memory.629 While her bodily vulnerability is 

itself a gate to memory, her repetitive recollection of her father’s violent death is not 

productive in terms of achieving a higher identity. Indeed, because according to Aleida 

Assmann’s theory of traumatic bodily inscription, it is a form of mutilation, which is 

actually a supreme form of Mnēmosynē.630 

     At this point, naming him morphe and then skia proves Electra’s awareness of 

humans’ incapacity to become intact, monumental bodies of memory. Orestes' reduction 

to ashes is the very opposite of the embodied vengeful mnēmon she expected. It is also 

the opposite of Orestes’ astral projection he hoped, and shows her intent to turn herself 

into a graphic signifier of pain instead of a memorial statue. This imaginary conversion is 

a form of self-inscription, a lesser solution to her initially more monumental ambitions.631 

It is a clever inscription if we think that the reading of such signifiers takes place inside 

of the urn, a complex signifier itself.632 In her further identification with Orestes, she also 

regards herself as barely a silhouette, a smear on the wall, not a statue or any worthy 

signifier. She acknowledges that her transition from logocentric to visual signifier of 

memory has not materialized in spite of her efforts. Helen’s exacerbated (although 

unwilling) social significance through her body stands in contrast to Electra’s inability to 

                                                                                                                                                                     
memory since she does not die for this. Regarding her failure to die, see Ringer (1998), 181. Ringer only 
grants her the ultimate histrionic role, but not the heroic title. 
629 A. Assmann (2011), 252-253, about the proto-narrative kernels of vivid somatic memories. Also on 
page 333, she argues for the healthy mnemonic input of degradability. 
630 A. Assmnann (2011), 235-237. 
631 A. Assmann (2011), 179. 
632 Segal (1981), 288, suggests that the urn is actually both a physical token and that it stands for a verbal 
signifier. He points out the Saussurian idea that language is after all conventional and arbitrary rather than 
natural. The urn is the same, as he acknowledges. However, “[i]ts function as a cultural symbol, in other 
words, emotionally charged with religious and familial ties, outweighs its function as a symbol of the 
power of the logos, a counter in the manipulation and control of reality by language.” It is deceit turned into 
truth, and the language of counterfeit, recharged with emotions (284-285, 287). 
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commit a mnemonic act through death, or to further materialize memory through her 

ritualistic bodily inscriptions of mourning. Her whole being further “shrinks” in order to 

enter into the urn (v.1164: τοιγὰρ σὺ δέξαι μ᾽ ἐς τὸ σὸν τόδε στέγος. “Therefore accept 

me into this abode of yours”).633 This process is in opposition to Helen’s de-

corporalization as an ultimate enhancement and augmentation of her divine image. While 

Helen could not be contained, Electra craves “containment,” both physical and 

conceptual. While Helen could not be declared dead, Electra rushes to such an assertion: 

“I died in thee” (v.1152: τέθνηκ᾽ ἐγὼ σοί: φροῦδος αὐτὸς εἶ θανών. “I am dead because 

of you; you yourself are dead and gone”).634  

      Unlike Helen’s disembodiment, Electra’s is voluntary and strictly imaginary. While 

others “see” Helen vaporize into thin air, Electra must peep inside and project her 

consciousness into the urn and perceive her own transmogrification into ethereality. This 

detachment from her body and persona further encourage her symbolic descent into the 

forgetfulness of the underworld, since she is now really reduced to nothing: ten meden eis 

to meden (v.1166: τὴν μηδὲν εἰς τὸ μηδέν, ὡς σὺν σοὶ κάτω/ναίω τὸ λοιπόν. “me, a 

nothing, into your nothingness,—so that I may dwell with you hereafter below”). The 

small receptacle in her hands becomes an underground tomb. It is from this darkness that 

Orestes comes to rescue her as an eidos, one of Hades’ shades (v. 1177: Or: ἦ σὸν τὸ 

                                                        
633 Shaw (2001), 25: “When Electra says ‘take me there,’ she means ‘take me into the urn with you.’ As the 
Greek text makes clear, there is an echo here of the greatest friendship in Greek literature; the ghost of 
Achilles’ best friend, Patroclus, asked Achilles to have his ashes placed in the same urn as his own (Iliad, 
Book 23, lines 91-92).” 
634 Worman (2012), 357: "Electra, in her raucous, anguished, perverse physicality, occupies a realm close 
to death." Also, regarding the ambiguity of role which comes with this bizarre position, both for Electra and 
Antigone, Worman further notes: "Rather than identifying with conventional female or male roles, these 
characters identify with corpses, with the dead male bodies—bodies that they yearn both to tend and to 
join." Kells (1973), 190, argues that the word soi can be taken either with tethnēke or with oichetai patēr, 
meaning in each case either, “‘I am (as good as) dead by reasons of you’ (i.e. by reasons of your dying).” or 
“‘Our father is destroyed,’ i.e., his cause is destroyed, there is no hope of being avenged—by reason of 
you.” 
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κλεινὸν εἶδος; Ἠλέκτρας τόδε; Or: “Is this the illustrious form of Electra?”)635 This 

concept is a further reduction from skia (a concept that still implies “memory” as a 

potential graphic signifier), but more substantial than her previous “nothingness.”636 The 

word eidos suggests the shades of Hades, which, in terms of memory, stand in contrast to 

the Stesichorean iconic eidolon of Helen, since the Homeric shades of the dead have no 

memory of their own and do not obtain glorification through the memory of the bards. In 

this context, the “shade” is no longer a signifier, an agalma, but the very opposite, a 

symbol of futility and fragility of memory. However, Electra’s visibility, even if 

precarious, engages Orestes’ anagnōrisis. 

       At the end, she finally manages to lay aside her burdensome body; from the blessed 

nothingness, she can now reconstruct her mnēmē. Electra’s reduced body, which used to 

be her social agalma projected into the world, helps her access her atrophied personal 

memory. After her recovery, the urn that was once her temporary prosthetic body and 

borrowed agalma becomes a simple object.637 It was just a part of mystic mēchanē (vv. 

1228-1229: ὁρᾶτ᾽ Ὀρέστην τόνδε, μηχαναῖσι μὲν/θανόντα, νῦν δὲ μηχαναῖς σεσωσμένον. 

“See Orestes here, who was dead by design, and now by design has come safely 

                                                        
635 According to Solmsen (1967), 29-30, the revelation is also on Orestes' part: "Orestes, being as we know 
from the prologue, a character of sanguine self-confidene, had evidently been content to think of  Electra as 
a person illustrious in bearing and appearence (κλεινὸν εἶδος), as befits a king's daughter. Recognition of 
Electra thus is for him connected with something approximating self-recognition, namely a more adequate 
realization of his own misfortunes [...]."  
636 Shaw (2001), 26: “The reference to herself as ‘nothing’ (1565) echoes what other Sophoclean heroes say 
about themselves, or have others say about them, at similar moments of ultimate evil fortune. Although 
they are ‘nobodies,’ because of their extravagant failures, they are powerful in a fashion that is visible on 
the stage.” 
637 Ringer (1998) sees the urn as the ultimate prop and Electra's body (and in particular her face) as the 
ultimate mask, after the successful anagnōrisis. He emphasizes her ability to turn herself into a "double," a 
signifier. Electra has mimetic qualities. Ringer notices that her prosōpon (face) becomes her immobile 
prosōpon (mask): "Sophocles will use this convention to further explain the paradoxes of Electra's inner 
and outer self. Electra tells Orestes that her features are frozen, her outer appearance no longer corresponds 
to what she is inside. Her mask is thus a mask in both the play's world and the world of the audience. As 
with the urn, there is aconflict betweeen appearances (here, the costumed and masked figure of the actor 
playing Electra) and what a character or object contains." 
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home!”).638 She also gains an identity through this pretense of destruction and bodily 

inscription, enacted within a controlled and ultimately harmless initiatory rite rather than 

through her traumatic, self-induced, and repetitive mutilation.639 She regains her normal 

sight and is welcomed into the land of the sun that she embraces at line 1224.640 Initially, 

she could not even endure the chorus’ evocation of the sun’s light and had no trust in the 

powers of the dead (vv. 823-849).641 The initiation brought her to the deepest darkness 

(where there are no signifiers) (vv.1130ff.) and then back to the light (v.1354: ὦ φίλτατον 

φῶς. “O joyous day!”). Almost homeopathically, this destructive overdose of memory 

and lament heals Electra, whereas excessive memory had made her sick. The anagnōrisis 

ultimately makes an imprint on Electra, this time in the form of an authentic glyphe, a 

signet that Orestes carries with him as a token (vv. 1218-1219: τήνδε προσβλέψασά μου/ 

σφραγῖδα πατρὸς ἔκμαθ᾽ εἰ σαφῆ λέγω. “Look at this signet, once our father's, and know 

if I speak the truth”) This signet is different from the scar in Euripides and from the 

embroidery in Aeschylus not only by virtue of its lack of intricacy and social relevance, 

but also because it is a sign poetically associated with deeper truthfulness and a spiritual 

mark, as we see Plato's Theaetetus. Batchelder also notices that it is the usual mark of 

                                                        
638 Kells (1973), 197 thinks that, while superficially, we can call mechane “a stratagem,” it has a more 
devious implication. He reminds us of Greek contractual formulae wherein a party swore not to break an 
oath by any techne or mechane. Some ideas of mechane as related to symbolic death are in Segal (1981), 
286, together with revelatory use of kalluma to reveal truth. 
639 A. Assmann (2011), 237. Trauma creates this form of memory that cannot be expressed.  
640 Ringer (1998), 192, detects some oddity in Electra's invocation of light and sound (Orestes' voice): "Her 
line has a peculiar alienating effect, however, in the way it seems to divorce the voice from the body. 
Vision and voice, the principal elelments of the theater, have been manipulated by Orestes' playacting to 
the point of the fragmentation." Her invocation of light, means in Ringer's view, her acquired ability to see 
through the "metatheatrical illusion." She embraces the sun, "whose beams unite players and spectators in 
the theatron or 'seeing place.'" 
641 Kells (1973), 155: “Zeus might be expected to intervene (because of his overall responsibility for good 
behavior) to punish Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus, and the Sun because, standing high in the Heaven, he 
sees everything, and cannot be unaware of Clytaemnestra’s and Aegisthus’ fault.” 
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truthfulness used by poets and kings, a signifier that does not lie.642 In this context, under 

the mask of a social signifier, it marks the rightful form of memory she should bear: a 

personal, authentic memory of the “original” Orestes. 

       This way, Orestes becomes an initiation leader in charge of the revelation of higher 

truths. Both siblings are transformed into agalmata, representations of their assumed 

roles: he wanted to be a hero, while she wanted to be a martyr. He recognizes her and the 

two of them return to life together, fully restored, since ‘there is no tomb for the living” 

(vv.1316-1317: ὥστ᾽ εἰ πατήρ μοι ζῶν ἵκοιτο, μηκέτ᾽ ἂν/τέρας νομίζειν αὐτό, πιστεύειν 

δ᾽ ὁρᾶν. “If my father were to return to me alive, I would no longer think it a portent, but 

would believe that I truly saw him”). This way, he reminds her who they both are as 

embodied humans, alive and well. Moreover, Orestes is restored as the Father (v. 1361: 

χαῖρ᾽, ὦ πάτερ: πατέρα γὰρ εἰσορᾶν δοκῶ. “Welcome, Father, for it is a father that I seem 

to behold!”), or we could say, the father is fully exhumed as in the Libation Bearers, 

since now the dead have a voice and a mind (vv.1269-1270).643 A further sign of this 

initiation is the presence of Hermes, who brings Orestes from the underground and 
                                                        
642 Batchelder (1995), 121 quotes Theognis to show the seal as a sign of authenticity. “The seal guarantees 
that the words are genuine that no one has substituted something inferior for what is esthlos ‘good, 
genuine’ (21). It identifies the poet Theognis as the source of the words of poetry (22-23). When Sophocles 
shows Orestes using the sphrangis to authenticate his words, he employs an object that connects Orestes 
with the power of poetic tradition.” Also, at 122: “With the sphragis, Sophocles puts a seal on his own 
work. Many have told the story of Orestes’ return, but with the sphragis, Sophocles identifies this version, 
this play, as uniquely his own. The sphragis is not simply the recognition token of the character Orestes. 
The sphragis, itself a work of art, identifies the Electra as a work about a work of art, a play about 
playwrights and the art of writing the play.” Also, Ringer (1998), 202: "[The signet] gives impressions 
upon maleable wax just as the hot bronze took the impression that molded it into the urn at the bonze 
worker's forge. The signet is the reason Orestes must make Electra give up the urn before he reveals his 
identity. The false, impressed object must be relinquished before she may take her real brother in her arms, 
the brother who is the source of the urn and the 'ornamental' (ἠσκημένον) words that have given it such 
dreadful meaning. The urn has been 'impressed' by the logoi of Orestes and his actor, the Paedagogus, and 
now, Electra must yield the urn to Orestes, the master artificer." 
643 vv. 1269-1270: δαιμόνιον/αὐτὸ τίθημ᾽ ἐγώ. “I acknowledge in it the work of the divine.” Kells (1973), 
204: “But, as so often throughout this lyric interlude, the expression is deliberately vague, so that the words 
can take on overtones of tragic irony. In this case the suggestion is perhaps that the whole action from now 
on is a ‘demonic’ one, in which the nether powers possess Orestes and Electra, in order to make of them 
instruments through which to exact vengeance on Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.” 
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darkness (vv.1394-1395).644 He is now recharged with social status as a hero with full 

rights, while he tries to let hers go. She has successfully transferred social memory upon 

him (vv.1353-1363) and he turns it into something else. The reversed initiatory ritual 

brought her a dose of social amnesia instead of enhanced universal memory. It is, in a 

way, the very opposite of the Eleusinian mysteries: the initiates usually obtain a higher 

sense of memory through their initiation. Electra recovers a “lesser memory” and ceases 

to be the ultimate source of social hypermnēsia.645 Through her problematic corpus, 

Helen attains a final apotheosis.646 To consider her opposite, Sophocles’ Electra ignores 

her body or plainly casts it aside, as she strives to be close to divine Niobe in her lament 

(Soph. El. vv. 149-152). Yet, in the end, all that titanic effort brings no apotheosis. She 

just recedes into normal human existence. 

       After the initiation, not only has she returned with superior knowledge, but she also 

returns with a special vocabulary and an interdiction on any speech (vv. 1236ff: 

πάρεσμεν: ἀλλὰ σῖγ᾽ ἔχουσα πρόσμενε. “It is better to be silent so that no one inside may 

hear”) in front of the un-initiated queen and king, who will soon die and descend into the 

darkest realms without any chance for mnemonic redemption. When Aegisthus asks her 

what her new attitude is, her response is that of a good initiate: she keeps quiet the 

mēchanē of memory.647 She says, “Teleitai,” referring to her accomplishment of the 

                                                        
644 Whitman (1951), 169: “Orestes is in reality a deus ex machina, but one of the Sophoclean type. When 
Euripides used this device, he did so to solve a plot situation or to clarify a moral issue.”  
645 In Llewellyn-Jones (1999), 140, we see the same preoccupation with the lethal and artificial aspect of 
memory, which is surreal and super-human. 
646 Hartigan (1991), 154, notices this anomaly: in spite of her supposedly "cursed" status, Helen reaches the 
"folds of the sky" and the salvation much desired by every character. 
647 Let us not forget that the Mysteries were making use of machinery to induce revelation. Segal (1981), 
286, refers to the world of political machinations of Orestes, while Ringer (1998), 193, refers to theatrical 
revelatory machinery: "in the theatrical environment Sophocles has created, it reminds the listener of a 
prominent part of the ancient theater, the device for creating staged epiphanies.The lines 1228-29 also yield 
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initiation into memory (v. 1464).648 Those who are about to die do not understand the 

mnemonic potential of darkness the way the initiated Electra does:649 Aegisthus asks why 

he has to be killed indoors, in a context in which the royal house becomes the mnēma, 

tomb/memorial—a most appropriate metaphor for the healing potential that death now 

has over the diseased memory of the place.650 

πῶς οὕτω πάλαι 
ξυνών μ᾽ ἔληθες οὐδ᾽ ἔφαινες, ἀλλά με 
λόγοις ἀπώλλυς, ἔργ᾽ ἔχων ἥδιστ᾽ ἐμοί;  
 
How could you be with me so long and remain unknown, without giving a ray of 
illumination, but instead afflicting me with stories, while possessed of sweetest 
reality? (vv. 1358-1360).  
 

      Only in the end can Electra perceive it correctly: in the dark, out of view of 

everyone’s eyes, inside of the monumental house of the Atreidai, the past can finally be 

buried, and the forgetfulness of sorrows and the memories of the past can begin (vv. 

1489-1491).651 Also this darkness will conceal the body of Aegisthus, denying him 

further monumental and post-mortem embodiment in the civic conscience.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
a metaphor for the experience of tragedy itself, where one may die and experience rebirth via the 
miraculous device of the theater." 
648 Kells (1973), 225: “Jebb takes the (ostensible) meaning to be ‘I, at least, am resolved to be loyal and 
docile,’ and detects a ‘secret’ meaning, ‘My part in the vengeance is being accomplished.’” He sees irony 
here, but not in the sense in which Segal (1981), 264, reads it: he  finally relates telos to kairos, Electra’s 
final accomplishment of time, as well as her final affiliation with the good and her closure of the cycle of 
lament, due to her initiation and re-birth. 
649 Or, as Ringer (1998), 192, notes, they cannot "see through the metatheatrical illusion." They are 
consigned to an end dominated by shadows: "[Eletra's] gesture and movement while seeming to order her 
brother 's blows presents the horrible killing in a kind of silhoutte. One thinks of the chilling use made of 
silhouttes in 1940s film noir." 
650 Also Lloyd (2005), 62-63: “P.E. Easterling observes that the skene in Electra represents ‘the famous 
House of the Pelopidae, immensely grand, rich and sinister…This is where Agamemnon was murdered by 
his own wife, where the evil usurpers now live, perverting all civilized norms, where during the play itself 
Clytemnestra will be killed and Aegisthus driven to his death.’ The Paedagogus describes the house as ‘rich 
in gold’ (9; cf. 1393), but also as ‘rich in slaughter’ (10), alluding to the many murders known to have 
taken place there even before that of Agamemnon.” Segal has already noticed how the house turns into a 
symbol of death instead of life (1981), 288. 
651 Jones (1988), 5-23, refers to the house of Atreidai as if it is a character in itself. I do sympathize with 
this view, particularly in the light of my attempt to detect divine/supernatural reminiscences of memory. 
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      In his encounter with Orestes, Aegisthus fails to remember and pass the test of 

initiatory memory. He fails to see beyond the surface into further anagnōrisis of the 

“dead” young man who proves alive and ready to harm him.652 Tin agnoeis; (vv. 1475-

1477) Orestes asks, while for Aegisthus, the mēchanē turns not into a sacred initiatory 

object, but rather into a real snare of confusion, oblivion, and death. According to 

scholars, Aegisthus takes away the cloth covering the body of Clytemnestra too soon; the 

cloth reminds us of initiatory blindfolding (v. 1468-1469: χαλᾶτε πᾶν κάλυμμ᾽ ἀπ᾽ 

ὀφθαλμῶν, ὅπως/τὸ συγγενές τοι κἀπ᾽ ἐμοῦ θρήνων τύχῃ. “Undo the coverings from his 

eyes, so that our kinship, at least, may receive due mourning from me also”). As Ringer 

notices, failing to keep the kalymma on until the end compromises the ritual and ruins the 

acquisition of higher knowledge and memory.653 Aegisthus tries to see, but he only 

further ensures his blindness as he remains confused and oblivious. Without knowing it, 

he has just acknowledged his position, together with Clytemnestra, as forgetful and 

immaterial shades.  

     At the level of the tragic plot, the lovers are nothing more than insignificant traces of 

memory meant for social and cosmic erasure. While Electra’s inconvenient body obtains 

the necessary sublimation to allow for relief of morbid memory (through initiation), 

Clytemnestra and Aegisthus are consecrated to their empty bodily representation as 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Even in modern days, those involved in psychic activities claim that ghostly presences are nothing more 
than fragments of memory “imprinted” on places. 
652 We can contrast this anagnōrisis with the one he had with his father Thyestes, an anagnōrisis that helps 
him avoid death.  
653 This is not only a play of appearances, but also an important step of initiation processes, valid in the 
Eleusinian Mysteries (Ringer (1998), 207 and Segal (1981), 282). Ringer refers to the Eleusinian Mysteries 
in terms of  staging and dramatization: “This scene of revelation and Aegisthus’ words hint at ‘the things 
seen,’ the final stage of initiation in an ancient cult like the Eleusinian Mysteries. Clytemnestra’s body is 
shrouded in such a way as to cover the features of her face/mask. Of course, it is Aegisthus’ ‘eyes’ that are 
about to be truly uncovered when the cloth is removed from the face of the corpse. Since the same actor 
who played Clytemnestra played Orestes as well, the ‘corpse’ is either a mute extra lying in the queen’s 
mask and costume, or a dummy wearing these accoutrements. Like the urn, the body is an empty shell.”  
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corpses deprived of will, memory, and choice. While Electra escapes from her empty 

statuary in order to regain flesh, the dead bodies of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus become 

meaningless “shells” and mindless shades in terms of their psyches. None of these 

concepts is conducive to true memory in a world in which the mēchanai—both the divine 

ones from Orestes and the human machinations of memory/lēthē in Sophocles—are 

selecting those bodies chosen for mnemonic significance.654 Helen, queen of oblivion, 

with no logos worthy of mention, is rescued and consecrated to memory through a 

machine of this kind, by her transformation into a nobler ethereal substance. Electra, 

princess of memory, filled both with logos and corporeal expressiveness, is kept on earth, 

destroyed, and reconstructed into a more manageable memory inside a human body.  

      Contrary to Segal’s view that the body appearing at the end of the play represents the 

play’s movement from unreal (empty urn) to real (dead body)—a transition first from 

logos to action, and then further to reality—the argument here is that the body of 

Clytemnestra is an empty signifier meant to trick Orestes, therefore only a “shell” (in 

Ringer's view), a theatrical prop which is promptly removed afterwards.655 This dead 

body, void of any significance, is ultimately consigned to oblivion inside the house, a 

symbolic gesture compatible with Aleida Assmann’s theory on collective memory as a 

museum. Void of public significance, Clytemnestra and Aegisthus are now withdrawn 

from public view and sequestered in the “storage rooms” of social memory. They are 

symbolically removed inside the house. The ultimate machine is the ekkyklema, which 

has no mystic role of transporting initiates above the skies or underneath the earth for a 

                                                        
654 Mēchanē stands indeed for machines and machinations of all sorts, as established in previous notes on 
Lloyd and Segal. 
655 Segal (1981), 289: “It is a sign of the play’s movement from the realm of logos into pure ergon, from 
deception to direct action, that the false ashes within the vessel are replaced by a real corpse outside.” In 
exchange, I focus on the word “shell” from Ringer (1998), 207. 
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higher form of memory.656 The final scene rather presents a circular mēchanē that reveals 

the bodies of the victims of Mnēmosynē: Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. It is a mechanism 

that, according to Aleida Assmann, transposes the elements of significance in the social 

memory: Aegisthus and Clytemnestra are “archived,” while the triumph of Orestes 

attempts to become a “canon.”657  

 

                                                        
656 Ringer (1998), 146-152. His chapter is suggestively named “Electra and the Eccyclema of Logos”; in 
particular, about the social role of the illusion of this machine, see page 149. Through this performance the 
visual memory meets the logos. Lloyd (2005), 12, 60, notices that the mechanism of ekkyklema was 
supposed to represent the inside part of the house, but it is a convention that is sometimes broken in the 
theatrical performance. The ekklykema, he says, was used also in the Libation Bearers, but only here is the 
body covered. 
657 A. Assmann (2008), 97-106, discusses the exchanges apparent at different instances in a society. 
According to her, the social memory works very much like a museum, where certain crafts are kept in the 
back storage rooms (“archives”), while others become exhibits (entering the “canon”). At times, the crafts 
kept in the storage might return to the main room. In a similar fashion, Aegisthus’ and Clytemnestra’s body 
are sent in the “storage room” of the house, but their burdensome memory will surface later in the social 
speech. 
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                                    CHAPTER FIVE: DIVINE MEMORY 

                                     The Unusual Suspect—Olympian Lēthē 

        The previous chapter represented the analysis of the feminine attempts towards a 

transcendental form of memory. The customary liminality of feminine characters in myth 

and Greek tragedy made possible this transubstantiation.658 The attempts, however, 

failed. While Sophocles’ Electra is recovered by her brother through a “false death” and 

manages through an act of recognition to regain something of her atrophied private 

memory, Euripides’ Electra brings her liminality to madness and androgyny and misses 

the divine epiphany altogether. Only Helen, a character whose nature oscillates between 

the divine and the human (by birth) manages to consecrate herself to collective memory 

by a paradoxical act of evanescence from the social midst. She simply disappears in the 

ethereal folds of heaven. The paradox here is that she made the least effort to become a 

monument of memory.   

        This chapter will investigate the memory of gods and their interaction with the 

social realm of human memory. The investigation will reveal general divine 

predispositions in order to focus later on the trial of memory in the Eumenides.  

         As seen in the work of Michelle Simondon, in Euripides the reader witnesses the 

development of human introverted mnemonic apparatus at the expense of the contact 

                                                        
658 Women are usually expected to change, since their entire existence is grouped around a major change: 
that of their oikos and their genos. Meant to be married away, traded, exchanged outside of her community, 
a woman has to join a different hearth, and in this exchange she is expected to show some welcomed 
versatility. Therefore, women traditionally maintain this special skill when it comes to their affiliation to 
groups. Liminal behavior is welcomed as long as it is controlled and assumed for the benefit of the 
household and family: it is a healthy exchange of “thresholds.” See Gould (2001), 131, quoting K. R. 
Walters, 194-215. So, as mentioned above, in special circumstances, modification of mnemonic discourse 
enters in their attributes, too, without crisis or morbidity. Hermeneutics, “translations” of all sorts, often 
belong to their tasks or abilities. 
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with the divine memory.659 Incessant mnemonic function as a condition for the good 

disposition of the universe becomes no longer significant in Euripides, but it stops being 

a necessity in Aeschylus.660 This chapter will watch in detail the transformations of 

memory from a chthonian grudging presence into a civic settlement supervised by the 

anthropomorphic Olympians. This section will display a general overview of the 

oblivious ways of the divinities in the plays under scrutiny, and will develop a deeper 

analysis of the last play of the Oresteia. 

        While ancestral divinities like the Earth and Oceanos and turbulent forces of 

memory such as Linus and Bacchus are still present in invocation during moments of awe 

(also Or. vv. 1374ff.), when disaster becomes overwhelming and social gestures fail, the 

Olympians appear to calm the spirits through a welcomed lēthē.  

        One might initially expect these gods to be agents of remembrance. Their panoptic 

position over the world and their structure imply Mnēmosynē. Every one of their hymns 

begins with an exercise of memory. As a result of the hymnist’s calling, “Apollo is 

always present ‘everywhere’ and always well re-presented in song,”661 Apollo requires 

full poetic Mnēmosynē in the introductory verses of the Homeric Hymn to Pythian 

                                                        
659 Simondon (1982), 238: “Seul Eschyle a attribué au choeur tragique la double function de revelation du 
passé et d’interprétation du sens. Témoin exceptionel, le choeur possède à la fois la mémoire humaine de 
celui qui a vu et la mémoire divine qui inspire la vision du passé et de l’avenir. La reconstitution du passé 
et la recherche du sens n’ont plus, chez Sophocle, la garantie de témoignages infaillibles, mais dépendent 
des faiblesses et des imperfections de témoins humanins don’t la mémoire est limitée, l’aveuglement 
parfois volontaire, et qui substituent des discours trompeurs au langage de la vérité. La dissociation entre la 
mémoire et le sens est achevée dans le theater d’Euripide. Les allusions au passé, à la faute ancienne, ne 
subsistent que comme des concessions à la tradition mythique et littéraire ou comme des imitations 
volontaires d’un prédécesseur auquel on veut opposer une interpretation nouvelle du conflit tragique. Ce 
que la mémoire des hommes et la psychologie inidividuelle ont gagné dans les drames d’Euripide a été 
perdu pour la mémoire des dieux.” Moreover, on page 212, the author underlines that social memory in 
Euripides is no longer sustained by the divine memory and it becomes looser. On page 226-227 Simondon 
considers that the memory of the Erinyes is more interiorized in Euripides and the gods have a memory that 
is vengeful rather than objective.  
660 In addition, the gods keep quiet for most of the play in Euripides (Electra and Orestes), and they 
become active only at the end, when they prescribe a certain “record.” 
661 Bergren (2008), 151-154. 
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Apollo. In Bergren’s chapter dedicated to him, this mnemonic quality of the oracular god 

is evident. Memory and recollection in Bergren’s essay appear as essential elements of 

any divine epiphany, and poetic ways of producing epiphany are based on memory:  

This mastery over mnēmē ‘memory’ and lēthē ‘forgetfulness,’ this ability to 
remember, repeat, and re-present the absent past, is expressed in the form of the 
repetition we find here […]. As in Platonic ananmnesis (‘recollection’), there is an 
assertion of –striving and desiring- full representation now in the present of what was 
fully present in the past.662 
 

       Moreover, according to Vernant, memory is an integral part of divination, 

particularly in the oracular format. In its cosmic wholesomeness, it reconciles the 

temporal opposites of foresight and sight of the past.663 Detienne and Yates also establish 

relationships between prophetic functions and retrospective insights for inspired poets, 

initiates, and for divinities with oracular abilities.664  

        Thus Apollo disappoints in the Eumenides with his interest in passing the sponge 

and changing the records. However, the seeds of re-constructed memory appear in his 

very story of succession at Delphi (vv. 1-16). From the very beginning he practices a 

revisionist form of memory. His acolyte, the Pythia, tries to account for his peaceful 

acquisition of Delphi. The episode goes against other accounts of violence and brutal 

                                                        
662 Bergren (2008), 154-156. Also this idea appears on page 38, referring to the Homeric Hymn to Apollo.  
663 Vernant (1983), 76: “The bard and the diviner share the same gift of ‘second sight’, a privilege for 
which they have had to pay with their sight. They are blind in the light of day, but they can see what is 
invisible. The god who inspires them shows them in a kind of revelation the truth that eludes the sight of 
men. This double vision relates, in particular, to the parts of time which are inaccessible to mortal creatures, 
namely, what happened in bygone days and what is yet to come. The knowledge or wisdom, sophia, that 
Mnemosoune dispenses to her chosen ones is an ‘omniscience’ of the divinatory type.” 
664 Yates (1966), 42, notices the religious importance of memory: "Memory-training for religious purposes 
was prominent in the revival of Pythagoreanism in late antiquity." Detienne (1996), 121, 126-127 and 128: 
“Within a system of thought featuring problems of time and soul, memory is not simply a gift of second 
sight, a ‘decoding’ of the invisible that constantly interacts with the visible. Instead, it becomes a means of 
transcending time and separating the soul from the body, hence a method of acceding to something 
radically different from the visible world.” 
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taking into possession, as present in the Homeric Hymns. Besides, he appears to have 

learned the revisionist memory trick from his father, Zeus.665  

      The anthropomorphic gods, the ones who organized the universe and govern over 

society and social norms (for gods as well as for humans) are less prone to maintain an 

incessant pre-cultural memory, since their existence is in a cultural age of divine and 

earthly societies for which forgetfulness is just as precious as memory.666 Euripides is the 

only one who uses the deus ex machina for a “snapped-fingers” episode of civic oblivion. 

As divine logos transmitted in an anthropomorphic form, Castor and Pollux come with 

the amnesty solution necessary for life to continue (Eur. El.  vv. 1238ff.). It is a rather 

bold gesture on Euripides’ part: his gods are so powerful that they do not even need the 

type of peithō specific to the law-court to calm the spirits (the way Athena had to do in 

Aeschylus). However, what they gain in power, they lose in sensitivity and connection 

with the realm of the humans. His Olympians fail to understand the complexity of the 

human apparatus of Mnēmosynē and affection. While the Dioskouroi arrange the records, 

they do not bother to notice that Orestes and Electra struggle to say farewell to each other 

through tears: 

Or.ὦ σύγγονέ μοι, χρονίαν σ᾽ ἐσιδὼν 
τῶν σῶν εὐθὺς φίλτρων στέρομαι 
καὶ σ᾽ ἀπολείψω σοῦ λειπόμενος. 

                                                        
665 As it appears in the subchapter The Last Bastion of Memory (289-307). 
666 Loraux (2002), 16, discusses the problem of discord and division in Athens both at a historical and 
anthropological level in the "invention" of amnesty in 403. "The city –the one that interests historians –
makes decisions, but the polis –a figure dear to anthropologists of ancient Greece –is also confronted with 
its own division, in the time of men and the time of gods." A transit from the sacred time to a civic time is 
marked by Widzisz (2005) in his chapters about civic temporalities in Oresteia. A sample of this comes  on 
page 252: “First, persuasion (through ϑελκτηρίους μύθους) at a law-court setting outlines the features of the 
Areopagus scene to come. The law court enables, indeed constructs, juridical temporality in which a linear 
construction of time (as a choice between two competing temporal frames) leads to a resolution of the 
conflicting ritual periods surrounding Orestes. The possibility of definitive resolution through civic process 
is further emphasized by a specific formulation of ‘time’ language, in this case the phrase ἐς το πᾶν ‘in 
perpetuity.’” 
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Diosk. πόσις ἔστ᾽ αὐτῇ καὶ δόμος: οὐχ ἥδ᾽ 
οἰκτρὰ πέπονθεν, πλὴν ὅτι λείπει 
πόλιν Ἀργείων. 
 
Or. Ah, my sister, seeing you after a long time, at once I am robbed of your affection, 
and I must abandon you, abandoned by you. Diosk. She has a husband and a home; 
she does not suffer pitiably, except that she leaves the city of the Argives. (El. vv. 
1327-1330)667 
 

     Oikos, posis kai domos are Castor’s solution to this malaise at 1311, without feeling 

any true empathy for these poor humans. He instead insists that relocation fixes 

everything for a nubile female, and he acts as if guaranteed amnesty can only bring 

spontaneous joy and amnesia to the hero. He does not understand the drama of space, 

time and love the way humans live it.668 As Hartigan points out, in spite of their pity for 

the protagonists, the Dioskouroi are still separated from the human realm: "The dei are 

present but still very distant from the characters on stage; a vast space remains between 

the orchestra and the theologeion."669 

      Structure and divine logos are here the opposite of mnēmē (especially in its 

affectionate and private way). The latter is trampled in the process. Here divine amnesty 

fails to accommodate nostalgic human Mnēmosynē. It is the opposite of the situation in 

the Libation Bearers, where the efforts of political amnesia belonged to the human realm 

and failed to erase divine incessant memory.670  

                                                        
667 Denniston (1964), 210: “The gods are often represented as untouched by compassion for man’s misery, 
of which they are themselves the cause. Artemis’ aloofness when Hippolytus is dying is a classic instance 
(Hipp. 1396, 1441).” 
668 This episode emphasizes Thomas Hubbard’s idea that gods cannot have any real sense of tragedy due to 
their immortality. Also, according to Wolff (1968),148 in a similar manner in Orestes, Apollo does not 
manage to interacy efficiently with the humans: "Euripides shows us human beings who cannot save 
themselves. But the way the god saves them denies their humanity, or rather, finally, isolates it." Also, 
Hartigan (1991), 154 on Apollo in Orestes: "But while this late appearing and disjunctive deus ex machina 
is an integral part of the Orestes, he resolution he commands are so inapplicable to the situations developed 
in the plot as to offer no viable closure to the story as Euripides has developed it." 
669 Hartigan (1991), 125. 
670 Such as the efforts of Clytemnestra as discussed by Ruth Scodel (2008), 131: “The characters debate not 
only speech but ceremonial acts that simultaneously commemorate past (and so define it for social 
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       In the Libation Bearers, the solar eye of the sky gives the peculiar impression that 

Zeus himself has a tremendous mnemonic faculty as he beholds all things, while gazing 

down on Orestes’ evidence.671 It is that eye which exposes the carefully wrapped body of 

Clytemnestra to an all-examining process. However, in Orestes, as Edith Hall explains, 

the eye of the sun was subjected to a strange metabolē, a change of nature, of physis, in a 

way understood by Anaxagoras. This implies also a corruption of its Mnēmosynē as a 

consequence of its adjustment to a different civic and cosmic environment: 

ὅθεν Ἔρις τό τε πτερωτὸν 
ἁλίου μετέβαλεν ἅρμα, 
τὰν πρὸς ἑσπέραν κέλευθον 
οὐρανοῦ προσαρμόσα- 
σα μονόπωλον ἐς Ἀῶ,  
 
from which Strife changed the course of the sun's winged chariot, fitting the 
westward path of the sky towards the single horse of Dawn. (Or. vv. 982-985)672  
 

      As the Chorus underlines, Eris worked the divine world.673 She changed the 

heliocentric sight, but in addition, she corrupted the divine predisposition to mnēmē and 

created an acute crisis, a real strife between memory and the ability to negotiate amnesty. 

      The transformations affected other gods as well. Night could be a tantalizing presence 

in Sophocles’ Electra, working out the guilty memory of the culprits through tormenting 

dreams. She has her ambiguous relationship with speech and articulated divine message, 

as apparent in the inconsistency of the nightmares she sends out. However, in spite of 

confusing appearances, this medium for prophecy is well-trusted and accurate in her dire 

                                                                                                                                                                     
memory) and constitute memorable events for the future to remember.” Also, on 134, the scholar notices 
the difficulties of manipulating social memory: “There is potentially something disturbing in a performance 
that so carefully explores the difficulties and complexities of social memories, and then tries to intervene so 
intensively in the memories of its own community.” 
671 Derrida (1981), 84-95. 
672 West (1987), 252: “Possibly Anaxagoras himself had rationalized the myth in these terms; he did 
believe in certain invisible bodies revolving between the earth and the moon.” 
673 Hall (1993), 263-287. Also a particular attention to Eris as a relative of oath and oblivion is given by 
Nicole Loraux (2002), 90ff. This only encourages the ambiguities in the text, according to Loraux. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=o%28%2Fqen&la=greek&can=o%28%2Fqen1&prior=i(ppobw/ta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29%2Feris&la=greek&can=*%29%2Feris0&prior=o(/qen
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=to%2F&la=greek&can=to%2F0&prior=*)/eris
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=te&la=greek&can=te1&prior=to/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pterwto%5Cn&la=greek&can=pterwto%5Cn0&prior=te
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28li%2Fou&la=greek&can=a%28li%2Fou0&prior=pterwto\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mete%2Fbalen&la=greek&can=mete%2Fbalen0&prior=a(li/ou
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28%2Frma&la=greek&can=a%28%2Frma0&prior=mete/balen
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ta%5Cn&la=greek&can=ta%5Cn1&prior=a(/rma
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pro%5Cs&la=greek&can=pro%5Cs1&prior=ta\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%28spe%2Fran&la=greek&can=e%28spe%2Fran0&prior=pro\s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ke%2Fleuqon&la=greek&can=ke%2Fleuqon0&prior=e(spe/ran
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29ranou%3D&la=greek&can=ou%29ranou%3D1&prior=ke/leuqon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=prosarmo%2Fsa-&la=greek&can=prosarmo%2Fsa-0&prior=ou)ranou=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=sa&la=greek&can=sa0&prior=prosarmo/sa-
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mono%2Fpwlon&la=greek&can=mono%2Fpwlon0&prior=sa
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29s&la=greek&can=e%29s1&prior=mono/pwlon
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29aw%3D&la=greek&can=*%29aw%3D0&prior=e)s


274 
 

promises. If Night is a bad prophet, then nothing could ever be trusted in terms of logos 

and truth: 

ἤ τοι μαντεῖαι βροτῶν 
οὐκ εἰσὶν ἐν δεινοῖς ὀνείροις οὐδ᾽ ἐν θεσφάτοις, 
εἰ μὴ τόδε φάσμα νυκτὸς εὖ κατασχήσει.  
 
To be sure, mortal prophecy from fearful dreams or divine signs exists no more, if 
this vision of the night does not find due fulfillment. (Soph. El. vv. 500-502)674 
 

     One cannot dismiss a solid relationship with Apollo, since a lot of Apollonian 

premonitions come as dreams (such as Clytemnestra’s nightmares) under the shelter of 

the Night. A pristine feminine principle cooperates with the Olympian forces. In 

Sophocles, the Night is still associated with revenge and it is from the nocturnal phasma 

that Electra expects a Fury with many hands and serpents at her feet to come and bring 

just punishment to the murderous couple (vv. 489-502). In Euripides’ Electra as well, the 

Night was initially a receiver of logos and memory. Electra confessed her sorrows to this 

divinity (vv. 54-59) and she was later followed by Orestes’ similar speech (vv. 90-95). 

Whoever wanted to hold a grudging memory was appealing to this vengeful primordial 

principal, notorious for its dark energy. She is also a good paternal ally evoked together 

with Hades, Zeus and the dead king. Simply put, a nocturnal cry of revenge goes with the 

Father, the symbolic figure who reunites all the patriarchs of the human and divine 

system from Zeus to Agamemnon.675  

      However, a clear modification of status happens to the goddess Night once Orestes 

starts to be tormented by the Furies. She becomes an agent of soothing lēthē, while the 

                                                        
674 Finglass (2007), 246, points out that Oedipus King vv. 708-709 presents the same idea, anemly that the 
failure of one prophecy condemns “prophecy as a whole.” 
675 Under this key, Night associates sometimes with its very opposite, namely the solar light of the pater, in 
a celebration of victory and memory, performed by Electra in the verses 866-868, when the princess 
professes a eulogy to the forces that gave her and her brother the freedom of sight (ommata). 
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Sun and its peculiar course (Or. v. 1002ff.) opposes her as a divinity of painful 

Mnēmosynē and inquisitive sight, exposing the dark past of the Tantalid family. It is 

surprising how the very same Night, which in Sophocles’ Electra and in Aeschylus’ 

Libation Bearers represented the time of conspiracy, the nemesis or the intense memory 

of the grudging dead, now is the goddess of oblivion and inactivity. In this new context, 

when the society is over-receptive to murders, Night reveals her concealing potential as a 

goddess of darkness together with the “fair young goddess of the netherworld,” 

Persephone (in Electra’s threnos, Orestes, vv. 963-964).  

       Zeus himself has a troubling position in the plays of Euripides. His memory is from 

the start problematic. Zeus has underground (chthonian) support in order to help in an act 

of collective memory.676 In Euripides’ Electra (vv. 671-680), Zeus is named together 

with his consort Hera, and Gaia together with the cohorts of dead warriors, including 

Agamemnon and his fallen comrades.677 In Orestes he does not have a personal memory, 

but he is part of an unpleasant collective record of betrayal and disaster, in the choral 

memoirs of Tantalus and his curse (vv. 334-346). There, he has another quick mention 

together with Gaia. In Euripides’ Electra, the main heroine confesses a breach of trust 

between her family and this dominant divinity. There is none of the quiet reassurance that 

                                                        
676 Widzisz (2005), 189, remarks the chthonian force of atemporal grudge in the Libation Bearers, a grudge 
that ends only in violence: “Such an emanation of chthonic rage, despite time and dismemberment, is a 
testament to Agamemnon’s remarkable claim upon the profane world; it is in accordance that we can speak 
of a prevailing chthonic character to life at Argos– a community and family temporally caught up in the 
performance of a funeral ritual only now about to come to an end (a telos).” Also, Simondon (1982), 227, 
regards the memory of a Fury not as pre-temporal, but rather related to an ancient temporality in the 
etiological discourse : “La mémoire de l’Erinys va bien au-delà du temps de vie d’un home, elle remonte 
jusqu’aux generations antérieures, elle découvre le crime ancien qui a déjà suscité et continue de susciter de 
nouveaux crimes.” 
677 Denniston (1964), 135: “Orestes may well speak of Zeus as being already the router of his foes, partly in 
hopeful anticipation, partly in remembrance of the fact that Zeus routed Agamemnon’s foes at Troy.” 



276 
 

Aeschylus was imprinting in his characters in his Libation Bearers.678 In the verse 198 he 

appears as epikourios of her father, although Electra is quick to reproach his present lack 

of action for the dysdaimones children of Agamemnon. His mnemonic potential is 

revitalized in the presence of earthly feminine principles, underground entities (including 

Hades and even Agamemnon), and gods of transit such as Hermes.679 However, the Earth 

itself is estranged in Euripides, becoming less the goddess and more the circumscribed 

soil of a community and its nomos (El. v. 234-235: El. ποῦ γῆς ὁ τλήμων τλήμονας φυγὰς 

ἔχων; Or. οὐχ ἕνα νομίζων φθείρεται πόλεως νόμον. El. “Where does the unhappy one 

live, in his unhappy exile?” Or. “He goes miserably about, not following the customs of 

any one city”).680 It comes as no surpirse that Euripides chooses a peasant to replace the 

good voice of the abused earth saturated with blood.  

      The chthonian speech as well is no longer divine, but human. Although in Orestes 

Pylades still swears on Mother Earth,681 when he needs to confine his bones to the 

underground and thus commit a mnemonic act, it becomes more and more obvious that 

the earthly memory (of the deceased and the buried) is no longer in the ground but rather 

on its top as speechless human signifiers: tymbos or mnēma (Electra, vv. 321, 323, 328). 

                                                        
678 Knox (1983), 1, and also Simondon (1982), 226: “Les Έrinyes à la bonne mémoire, Μνήμονες Ẻρινύες 
sont absentes du theater d’Euripide. Les dieux se chargent de l’exécution de la justice, du moins le 
prétendent-ils.” 
679 Moreover, Hermes appears in Sophocles as confined to the shades and to the world of Mnēmosynē 
together with Hades, Persephone and the much reminding Furies. He is in a chthonian position. 
680 Denniston (1964), 77, even reads “region” instead of “law,” placing an oxytone accent of nomos. He 
notices also the navigation metaphor used to express Orestes’ exiled condition. 
681 The ability of Earth to symbolize memory decreases from Aeschylus to Euripides. Aeschylus’ 
Agamemnon (Choe, vv. 489-492) also is raised to memory and revitalization after an underground 
preservation. In this context, the dead king can be considered a divinity as well. Beside Aeschylus, in 
Euripides’ Orestes (vv. 1231-1239), Electra prays to him in a moment of heavy memory. She gives him 
tears as libation, another fluid offering that reminds us of the ritual in the Libation Bearers. However, in 
Euripides, Agamemnon’s chthonian position is possibly a sign of helplessness since Electra needs to add: 
“if prayers do pierce the ground, then he hears.” In her distress her prayer switches to Zeus and Dike, a pair 
she credits more than the gentle mother Earth and the dormant king. However, just like the Mother, buried 
Agamemnon has the potential of the Furies (see Or.  vv.  583-585). 
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Even in Orestes, where the memory of the murder seems to be so sickly powerful, 

Clytemnestra easily loses her vipers and goes back to mnēma, a visible yet silenced sign 

of grudge (phthonos).  

       Hera occupies a special yet transitory position in this troubled universe. In the 

Eumenides, the goddess is part of the apparatus of transformation and initiation as the 

patroness of marriage and teleia, an attribute that she shares with her lord and which 

implies marriage, the cycle of fertility and temporality (vv. 213-214: ἦ κάρτ᾽ ἄτιμα καὶ 

παρ᾽ οὐδὲν εἰργάσω/Ἥρας τελείας καὶ Διὸς πιστώματα. “Then truly you [the Furies] 

dishonor and bring to nothing the pledges of Hera, the Fulfiller, and Zeus.”). In 

Euripides’ Electra she appears in the advice of the chorus for the young princess to 

participate in a festival for all young girls. In previous mythological appearances, Hera 

always had quite a reputation as a grudging and unforgiving queen with a slight 

predisposition to androgyny and parthenogenesis.682 She also was associated with a 

Samian goddesses of earth, hyper-fertile, turbulent (like Clytemnestra in a way), and 

charged with a formidable pre-cultural memory.683 Hera the memor lost this 

extraordinary ability to hold a grudge in Euripides’ Mycenae and silently accepts that the 

murderous couples organize a joyful festival for her, although as a goddess of marriage 

she should have begrudged such a hybristic act.684 Moreover, the festival they might be 

                                                        
682 Detienne (1996), 79-80. According to Detienne, androgynous beings are also poikilos, with many faces 
and therefore predisposed to trickery, untrustworthy or endowed with maleficent peithō. 
683 J. O’Brien, (1993), 45. Moreover, Hera appears as cladded in exquisite vestments in Iliad, XIV, 154-
190. 
684 It is not clear what type of procession is discussed here, but scholars consider that the one discussed is 
one that involves Hera either as a bride or a recovered run-away wife. Denniston (1964), 70, claims that the 
temple of Hera discussed here was on Mount Euboia, between Argos and Mycenae: “The festival (Ἡραῖα, 
sometimes called Ἑκατόμβαια because of the hecatomb offered) was celebrated here. It seems to have 
included proceedings reminiscent of the ἱερός γάμος, the nuptials of Zeus and Hera. There were also 
athletic and musical contests. The priestess of Hera drove to the temple in a wagon drawn by cows (Hdt. I. 
31), accompanied, as seems to follow from the present passage, by unmarried girls.” Also Cropp (1988), 
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talking about seems to be Heraia, where she is paraded around for a new marriage with 

Zeus and a confinement of her persona to the Olympian realm. In certain versions of her 

rituals (such as the Plataean Daedala) Hera is there paraded in one of her statuary forms 

as a xoana, an "empty" signifier of herself, after her dark anger is released and washed 

away, together with any unpleasant, humoral, and dark memory. The city contributes to 

her "agalmatization" as well as to her mnemonic erasure.685 

      It comes as no surprise that Electra opposes memory to this festival of megala thea. 

The great goddess apparently has been bribed with polypena pharea, as she partakes in 

the festivities of civic containment and fertility (vv. 190-191). Hera appears now 

associated with beautiful clothes, forgetfulness and cosmetics, in opposition to the nude 

memory professed by Electra, void of paraphernalia of all kind (vv. 309-348). The 

princess keeps simplicity in her appearance as a memento of the way Agamemnon lays in 

the ground.   

       It appears that the resorts of mnēmē in the divine world rested with the non-

Olympian feminine, while the male divinities and their acolytes (including the 

androgynous females like Athena) are more preoccupied with periodicity of anamnēsis. 

As the reader will witness later in this chapter, Apollo’s attempt to rig Olympian 

                                                                                                                                                                     
112: “A procession escorted Hera’s priestess from Argos; a new robe (peplos) was presented to Hera by the 
girls of marriageable age (parthenoi), and there were ephebes’ athletic contests. It may have included a 
‘sacred marriage’ (hieros gamos) celebrating Hera’s marriage with Zeus. This description mentions only 
procession, choruses of maidens (178-80) and sacrifice (172); but this is enough to evoke Hera’s function 
of validating the institution and process of marriage and socially confirmed childbearing (cf., e.g. Ar 
Thesm. 973-6).” Also, he adds: “Zeitlin 645-69 relates features of the Heraia to motifs in the play, very 
speculatively in some cases, and suggests that the ‘ritual regularity of nomral cult activity’ is here 
contrasted with the perversion of rituals which recurs in the myth and action of the play.” A similar 
situation was noticed by Segal for Sophocles’ Electra, where Hera's temple still rules in a city of perverted 
marriage. 
685 As noted before, the term belongs to V. Wohl (1998), in her chapter on Helen in Agamemnon, 86-99. If 
one thinks about this festival as being simply emblematic of her conversion into a calm house-wife, 
oblivious of her previous grudge, the article of Strasser (2004) shows the rituals on the Kythairon as being a 
form of civic commemorative power. 
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Mnēmosynē in the Libation Bearers looks more like the unofficial paternal politics in the 

Eumenides, rather than an usurping gesture of a rebellious young god. The secodn 

surprise cmes form the divine sppech: exquisite Olympian logos does not necessarily 

imply a higher form of memmory. Initial cosmic memory did not depend on logos, a 

concept that is closely related to the human politics where recollection implies narrative. I 

am somewhat contrary to Derrida’s vision of Platonician logos as a pre-cultural paternal 

function opposed to the solution of the cultural hero Theuth who invents writing and 

inscribes speech and memory.686 Plato's pater doubted writing as an external form of 

Mnēmosynē, for in his mind it weakens the natural mnemonic function of an individual 

and alters the afferent logos.687 However, as witnessed in previous chapters, cultural 

logos is not immutable in these plays. It involves cyclic regeneration and does not oppose 

graphe. Theuth’s solution of writing appears in this context as a good resolution of the 

social transformations involved by time. It was invented to govern and regulate systems 

that age and become obsolete. Even the mighty divinity of Hades whom the Furies 

acknowledge with reverence, holds everything in his inscribing mind like the patriarch 

Zeus:  

μέγας γὰρ Ἅιδης ἐστὶν εὔθυνος βροτῶν 
ἔνερθε χθονός, 
δελτογράφῳ δὲ πάντ᾽ ἐπωπᾷ φρενί. 
  

                                                        
686 Derrida (1981),  84-95. 
687 Small (1997), 9: “In contrast, rather than recognizing the possibilities of long-lasting written records, 
Plato, or at least his Socrates, deplored the fact that the document cannot respond to your questions, much 
less change itself as a result of those questions.” Also Yates (1966), 38-39: “It has been suggested that this 
passage [Phaedrus, 274C-275 B] may represent a survival of the traditions of oral memory, of the times 
before writing had come into common use. But as Socrates tells it, the memories of the most ancient 
Egyptians are those of truly wise men in contact with the realities. The ancient Egyptians’ practice of the 
memory is presented as a most profound discipline. The passage was used by a disciple of Giordano Bruno 
when propagating in England Bruno’s Hermetic and ‘Egyptian’ version of the artificial memory as an 
‘inner writing’ of mysterious significance.” 
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For Hades is mighty in holding mortals to account under the earth, and he observes all 
things and within his mind inscribes them. (vv. 273-275)688  
 

      In Prometheus Bound, writing is a second-hand form of memory, part of the 

innovative introduction of mnemotechnics: 

καὶ μὴν ἀριθμόν, ἔξοχον σοφισμάτων, 
ἐξηῦροναὐτοῖς, γραμμάτων τε συνθέσεις, 
μνήμηνἁπάντων, μουσομήτορ᾽ ἐργάνην.  
 
Yes, and numbers, too, chiefest of sciences, I invented for them, and the combining of 
letters, creative mother of the Muses' arts, with which to hold all things in memory. 
(P.B. vv. 459-461) 
  

     Moreover, it is a gesture of sympathy on the part of a superior being (Prometheus) to 

lesser beings (the humans). His discovery helps their limited minds to entrust his 

discoveries to a more efficient memory. It is also an anti-Olympian gesture, as humans 

use these signifiers of numbers and letters against the wish of Zeus. In this play, the 

Olympians treasure memory and the chorus (and indirectly Zeus) appears concerned with 

the prodigious Promethean mind and his mnemonic abilities. The “democratic” spread of 

writing, as seen it in Prometheus Bound, is opposed to the privileged encoding of the 

sacred hieroglyphs.689 

       How then do one would explain the special status that inscribing gains in the 

Libation Bearers?  

     When Hades uses the graphic memory, he appears not to have a stable enough 

memory since he needs to use mnemotechnics. Using notes is the ultimate external 

memory, according to Jan Assmann, because it implies encoding reality into concepts, 
                                                        
688 Hogan (1984), 159: “In a fragment from an unknown play by Aeschylus (Frag. 282, Lloyd –Jones) Dikē 
speaks of rewards and punishment and of writing ‘their offences on the tablet of Zeus,’ a phrase with verbal 
affinities to his recording mind (cf. PB 789-90).” Simondon (1982), 215, considers that the metaphor 
about the tablets of the mind refers to a juridical oral testimony, as the witness keeps in mind what he saw, 
as if in a “living archive.” 
689 J. Assmann (2011), 239-241. One can take into consideration also the privacy of the poikiloi tablets 
present in Bellerophon’s episode in the Iliad (VI, vv.168-172). 
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then abstract concepts into speech and then the speech into writing.690 However, none 

knows the nature of Hades’ code. Neither do the Furies, who have a primeval memory 

and are outside of this system of tablets. Tablet writing seems to be a very private and 

rather silent gesture of justice on the part of the god of the Netherworld. The Furies have 

no participation in this inscription. Moreover, Hades does not actively inscribe anything 

on a foreign material. His mind is similar to an inscribing tablet, being this way its own 

graphe and reservoir. It is the ultimate symbolon containing both the grapheme and its 

signifier– Hades’ personal hieroglyph. Thus in the Libation Bearers Hades has his private 

and superior special coding to which not everyone has access.691 In light of this 

revelation the memory of the Furies is not necessarily a privilege, as they are entrusted 

solely with anagnōrisis, a bureaucratic function of memory meant only for recognizing 

the author of a crime. According to Carrawan, mnēmones do not possess superior 

knowledge of the laws inscribed and are not necessarily entrusted with the content of the 

writing present in the deltoi.692 Mnēmones just recognize faces and personae of public 

interest (in this case, Orestes). According to Simondon, the fact that a Fury is a mnēmōn 

proves problematic. It simply looks as if there is some divine delay in judicial action.693 

Memory appears in this case as postponement of a divine action expected to be sudden. 

The Furies are used in an ancillary position from the beginning.  

                                                        
690 J. Assmann, (2011), 240. 
691 Scodel (2008), 132. 
692 See the article “What the Mnemones know?” by Edwin Carrawan (2008), 163-184. 
693 Simondon (1982), 225: The Erinyes owe the epithet of mnēmones to some particular reason: “Une 
deuxième justification de l’épithète mnémōn attribuée à l’Ėrinys peut être trouvée dans le fait que la justice 
a besoin du temps pour agir comme la vérité a besoin du temps pour éclater. Zeus envoie la malheur tôt ou 
tard, átan hysterópoinon.” Also, they are somewhat the reverse of the Muses, as the scholar points out. 
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       Writing as a form of hypolepsis is a dialogue and an addition to the self, especially in 

scribal cultures such as the Greek culture.694 It makes the difference between civilized, 

progressive becoming and the natural return, the mere repetition of self. Aeschylus’ 

Hades is part of both, as a divinity of natural rebirth and a god with a cultural 

projection.695 He is not only regeneration in the sense of perpetual continuity, but also he 

is part of the progress of the world, inscribed in change and exchange.696 The brutal 

Furies who look for mere visual signs (blood drops) of no civic symbolism are left 

outside this perpetual renewal and watch in horror how the metamorphosis of the 

Olympian world happens under their very eyes. Good management does not come 

without a measure of lēthē, without passing the sponge over the previous problems. It 

means closing one’s eyes to past issues that could linger in mind. 

      In a bizarre way, civilization here is compatible with forgetfulness.697 People who 

cannot forget, or have this curse of becoming unforgettable, are somehow associated with 

animals. Helen appeared as the baby of a swan when she was the prey of grudging social 

memory (Or. vv. 1385-1390), although she is a product of civilization and intricacy. 

Tyndareus called Orestes a viper (and so did the Eunuch, vv. 1420-1425), although men 

                                                        
694 J. Assmann (2011), 255-256: hypolepsis involves self-quoting and self-addition and it is a characteristic 
of the Greek writing world as Schriftkultur. 
695J. Assmann (2011), 256, claims that the writing makes the distinction between that which is simply 
repetitive and history, which involves progressive becoming, variation. 
696 As Scodel (2008), 132, asserts, “some of the trilogy metaphors associate writing as a memory tool, 
precisely with private memory and interiority. […] Writing stands for the power of memory, but it is a 
memory of private acts to be held in an individual’s mind.” Writing involves change, not permanence: 
“Since the metaphor describes a change in an existing record, the metaphor is also a reminder that the 
mutability of human life requires that the record constantly change.”  
697 As Segal (1981), 267, asserts, there is not only an inversion of the values of civilization and nature, but 
also a tension between them in Sophocles: “In the Electra, as in the other plays, tensions between culture 
and nature are important, but they are not projected on a phantasmagoric mythic world of half-monstrous 
creatures, as in the Trachiniae, nor on a vast, desolate landscape at the margins of the civilized world, as in 
the Ajax or Philoctetes.” The reader can detect this issue in any of the versions of the myth of Orestes and 
Electra. One might expect wilderness to go against the idea of participation into the logos of the city and 
this indeed can affect the ability of affiliation to civic memory. This is why the assertion above involves a 
paradox. 
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are rarely associated with serpents and herpetic qualities.698 Orestes sees himself as a 

Gorgon (Or. v. 1520), although in Electra he rather identified his mother with such 

monsters, while he thought of himself as Perseus, a culture hero.699 The chorus calls the 

Eunuch a “creature” from Ida (v. 1380), while Helen’s attackers were a pair of lions, and 

Orestes was like a boar (vv. 1556, 1459). All these acts of memory and revenge happen 

outside the civilized world and its usual divisions. Orestes has features similar to the 

Bacchae (v. 1492) and his murderous zeal is both animalistic rage and a gesture of 

culture.700 

         As suggested earlier, the scale of memory retrogrades slowly from Aeschylus to 

Euripides. In the Libation Bearers the universe is so infused with memory that it fills 

every creature with its vengeful potions. In the Eumenides, organized forgetfulness 

through amnesty is still a project, and its tentative application raises the hell of the Furies 

in a troublesome trial. In Sophocles, a female hero almost has to sacrifice herself to give 

people a good lesson and raise Mnēmosynē because fear overwhelmed it and the gods 

were silent. In Euripides, divine oblivion is such a toxic presence in a universe filled with 

morbid memory that a terrible event in progress, such as Orestes’ threatening Hermione, 

                                                        
698 However, Zeitlin (1988), 56, finds in this "aphidian" nature of Orestes the reason for Orestes' failure to 
completely defeat Clytemnstra in the Libation Bearers.. 
699 M. O’Brien (1964), 13-39 sees the entire Euripides’ Electra under the sign of fear and the mark of the 
Gorgon. He believes that Euripides is commenting throughout the play on the weakening of the traditional 
standards. He compares this play with the Libation Bearers. Moreover, “in the imaginative economy of 
Electra, the Gorgon is the complement of the victor’s garland” (24). On page 39 he adds: “Supporting all 
these on the imaginative level is the Gorgon, the figure which represents at once the victim and the killer, 
as well as the fear which makes them alike.” 
700 He considers himself a civilizing hero destroying a wild beast. He does not believe in letting memory go 
and he does not trust any of Helen’s magic potions (as the reader sees them at 1495-1496). For him, Helen 
and Hermione are mere animals and therefore sacrificial victims (vv. 1586, 1596, 1613, and 1636). Electra 
commits a similar savagery when she begs Zeus to help them kill Helen, forgetting that she is his own 
daughter. 
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needs to be recalled through nothing less than a divine epiphany.701 When the gods 

appear in their anthropomorphic and Olympian form, they wish for forgetfulness and re-

arrangement of matters, either by giving orders from their machinae, or by trial and 

negotiation.             

                                 The Last Bastion of Memory—The Furies 

        After the matricide Clytemnestra's memory is far from settled. By the end of the 

Libation Bearers this mnemonic presence acted as an invisible irritant unseen by the 

chorus but persistent in Orestes’ mind. It is probably one of the very few moments when 

the hero deals with his mother as a personal affective memory, something he could not 

share with the socii surrounding him. It is, however, to be expected in a trilogy where 

concealed memory needs to be “exhumed” in order to become a public good.  

      In Aeschylus’ Eumenides, dead Clytemnestra enhances her force and even multiplies, 

developing many eyes, many serpents, many faces and claws, ready to rip her matricidal 

son apart.702 She acquires only a ghostly appearance, but she leads throngs of now 

embodied Furies.703 Her memory extends as well. When she is no longer directly 

involved in controlling the city logos, a function in which she most often used to “forget” 

certain unpleasant details, her memory becomes comparable to that of a Fury: perpetual, 

overwhelming and charged with sacred revenge. It turns from what Aleida Assmann calls 

                                                        
701 However, Simondon (1982), 226-227, considers that the gods of Euripides actually ignore forgetfulness 
and turn memory from a principle of justice (as it was in Aeschylus) into an agent of personal vendetta as 
in the Bacchae. The memory, in her opinion, is less objective and more internalized. 
702 Bloom (1988), 4, acknowledges her impressive force: “Clytemnestra keeps her hold upon the 
imagination, and is prophetic of much that has come to us, and more that may come. She excites no 
sympathy, yet her originality and force are undiminished. Her strength is that guilt and shame alike are 
alien to her.” 
703 Moreover, Clytemnestra mirrors her previously subtle serpentine nature in that of her Erinyes. Zeitlin 
(1988), 55-56. Even in Or. 258-259, Orestes sees her leading the Gorgonian Furies, drakontides koras. 
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ars memoriae into vis memoriae, from organized political effort to more spontaneous 

memory.704  

      This fact, contrary to Homeric beliefs, seems to be true in the Aeschylean world, 

where certain divinities (Hermes, Hades and Persephone) associated with the 

underground have an enhanced mnemonic faculty and are evocated out of their dark 

realm to help the living remember.705 However, this ability to remember and begrudge is 

very different from what appears in the Libation Bearers. If there the protagonists needed 

a ritual to raise the dead and invite them to join the social memory, here the dead are 

more intrusive.706  

        In Aeschylus’ Eumenides, memory is no longer an abstract principle or a dormant 

entity beneath the earth. It is fueled by specialized creatures who screech their mnēmē 

aloud to the whole city. 

μένει γάρ. εὐμήχανοί 
τε καὶ τέλειοι, κακῶν 
τε μνήμονες σεμναὶ 
 
We are skilled in plotting, powerful in execution, and we remember evil deeds. (vv. 
381-382) 707 

                                                        
704 A. Assmann (2011), 166, suggests that the organized art of memory is intended to "ensure that what is 
recalled will be identical to what was stored." In a different manner, spontaneous memory cannot predict 
the results or the constructive process. However, her spontaneous memory is now rather enhanced, for it 
bears a divine quality. 
705 As it was established in the previous chapter Land of the Dead—Memory and Life in the Libation 
Bearers (230-234). A fact worthy of note and quite different from the Homeric belief appears in 
Baudrillard (1993), 185: “Only the dead remember everything in something like an immediate eternity of 
knowledge a quintessence of the world that today we dream of burying in the form of microfilm and 
archives […].” 
706 Simondon (1982), 217, regarding the Libation Bearers: “Ainsi la mémoire du mort et celle des vivants 
s’unissent pour l’accomplissement de la vengeance. C’est en ce sens qu’il faut comprendre les paroles 
énigmatiques du serviteur à Clytemnestre, après la mort d’Egisthe: <Je dis qu les morts frappent les 
vivant>. La mémoire du mort prend ici la dimension de la mémoire des dieux.”  
707 Loraux (2002), 136, explains the seriousness of this assertion of memory: “These personified 
imprecations, whose role is to dry up fertility and who in Aeschylus will protect it only through a complete 
reversal of their entire being, are at home on the Areopagus under the name Semnai, in their role of 
mnēmones kakōn (‘we hold memory of evil’) –thus it is by the erinyes that the two sides swore their oaths 
of the beginning of a trial.” Contrary to their professed mnemonic functions at the beginnings of the 
Athenian Areopagus, Loraux, 42-43, claims that the beginnings of Greek democracy implied an act of 
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      In Aeschylus (but not in Euripides' Orestes), the Furies become embodied and 

ultimately recognized as a valid party in a trial, yet they do not know how to speak or 

represent themselves in the agora. They are still only a mob when Apollo addresses them 

the first time (vv. 179-197), and their behavior is still much instinctual even afterwards, 

as is obvious by the end of the Eumenides when they threaten to ruin Athens (vv. 837-

847). As Silvia Montiglio points out, it is hard for them to lead a dialogue, to be defined, 

to harmonize in logos with the others. I could say that they represent memory in its 

beastly, inarticulate form: “First these forces of destructive speech oppose clear and 

articulate language. Their strident voice imitates animal sounds, bellows, and barks.”708 

They govern over words of mental activities (from frenzy to memory itself), but they are 

the very opposite of reason, lucidity and logical speech. In normal circumstances, their 

power is based on unmediated senses: smell, sight, and other voiceless evidence. The 

shrieks and sight of maternal blood are sufficient signifiers for them:  

εἶεν: τόδ᾽ ἐστὶ τἀνδρὸς ἐκφανὲς τέκμαρ. 
ἕπου δὲ μηνυτῆρος ἀφθέγκτου φραδαῖς. 
τετραυματισμένον γὰρ ὡς κύων νεβρὸν 
πρὸς αἷμα καὶ σταλαγμὸν ἐκματεύομεν. 
 
Aha! This is a clear sign of the man. Follow the hints of a voiceless informer. For as a 
hound tracks a wounded fawn, so we track him by the drops of blood. (Eum. vv. 245-
255).709 
 

                                                                                                                                                                     
forgetting: "A founding forgetting... To conclude, I will say a few words about a text that tells of forgetting. 
An almost too beautiful text that in mythical time places at the origin of the Athenian city a loss of memory 
on the Acropolis." She refers to a text by Plutarch placing Lēthē as a goddess on the Erechtheion, related to 
forgetfulness of strife and civic reconciliation after litigious actions. 
708 Montiglio (2000), 42. 
709 Hogan (1984), 158, remarks the “ghoulish” image of the Furies. On 159 he has a different perspective 
over the blood: “The word translated here as blood denotes any viscous liquid and is used elsewhere (e.g., 
LB 92, ‘liquid’) of a sacrificial offering; so here we may understand his blood as a sacrificial offering they 
demand.” 
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      In a context where memory, even in its extreme forms, was governed by logos and 

social exchange, this beastly form of memory raises suspicion among their more 

articulate opponents. However, “[t]he Erinyes are venerable goddesses with unassailable 

powers of memory. They never suffer from forgetfulness since they somehow predate 

time and are as old as the Old Man of the Sea.”710  

      It is hard to integrate their memory into the civic organism, because in order to accede 

to collective (or social memory), a certain form of social exchange has to exist. As 

Montiglio asserts, “in keeping with their nature, that entails verbal negation and 

dissonance, the Erinyes prove to be the enemies of exchange.”711 They follow no cycles 

and do not need to regenerate in any way, and sleep and temporary slippage of mind is a 

strange dysfunction.  

     The speech subsists in their primordial function, since they are embodiments of Arai, 

prayers. For Detienne, a Fury is a representative function of logos of a specific kind:  

[Althaia] crouches on the ground, beating with her hands on the earth abundant to 
summon up the avenging Erinyes. Her posture gives her speech already identified 
with the dark figure of the Erinyes, its force.712  
 

      However, it is a very ancient, pristine form of speech, one that precedes the Olympian 

era and involves necessary accomplishment (telos). A true divine logos is only that which 

comes true, which manipulates reality in an efficient manner. Detienne sees in their 

persona a promise of truthfulness and accomplishment that is inherent to sacred speech, 

and, among mortals, to priestly and kingly actions: the logos endowed with power to 

                                                        
710 Detienne (1996), 86. 
711 Montiglio (2000), 42. Clytemnestra needs to shake them up from those occasional mishaps to their more 
natural state of mind and their terrible awareness (Eum. vv. 94-116). 
712 Detienne (1996), 84. 
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affect accomplishment.713 The Furies are mnēmones of evil and teleioi. In their 

acceptation, however, memory is incessant and the lack of telos (as “end”) is the norm:  

vv. 420-425.714 Apollo and Zeus also call themselves teleioi. However, their telos is no 

longer just “purpose, accomplishment,” but also “end,” or “finish–line.” The Erinyes 

simply belong to a different code where there is “purpose,” without there being any 

“end,” a condition that reminds us of the Sophoclean memory of Electra.715 

     A more nuanced view is that of Silvia Montiglio716: a Fury is a messenger of doom; 

therefore, she has only a peculiar type of speech, one that does not involve civilized 

exchange and comes from the semantic sphere of curses and imprecations. Therefore the 

right attitude in front of a Fury requires the paradox of silence, since the Furies’ 

utterances are dangerous and quick to unleash disaster.  

      In my view, Aeschylean Furies are not born into logos. They are functions of 

memory, but not of any form of reason or verbal structure. In Sophocles, too, the quiet 

Fury with bronze feet does not need a logos to exact her revenge (El., v. 490). She is a 

silent executioner. Whenever the Furies choose to speak, once asked about their identity, 

they prefer the name of Curses, a highly emotional and brutal form of speech, 

correspondent with their nature, and closer to inarticulate cries. As previous scholars 

                                                        
713 Detienne (1996), 76. 
714 Widzisz (2005), 271, explains the term used by the Furies and Athena from the juridical as well as the 
ritual aspect: “From this point (Eum. 434), however, telos is more often to designate the process and 
outcome of the Areopagus. On a temporal plane the Erinyes can be seen as (willingly) transferring the 
binding frame of their Moira-granted telos onto the jurisdiction of first Athena and then the law court she 
convenes. In this way the issue of ritual liminality and its hold on Orestes becomes displaced from the 
suspension of ritual stasis to competition of narratives between two competing litigants.” 
715 Loraux (2002), 166 explains a similar pattern in Sophocles' Electra: “A negation and a verbal form in 
the future. Refusal and mastery of time, such appears to be the preferred linguistic formula to assert 
Electra’s unforgetting existence. But there is also the use of negations in series, accumulations in which a 
logic that deducts and cancels threatens to lose itself for the sake of asserting a purely negative intensity.” 
716 Bergren (2008) sees in the feminine way to use visual signifiers (cloths, weavings, embroideries), a form 
of logos sui generis. Females were usually suspected of being incapable of logos as a civilized form of 
exchange; but they were in exchange credited with quasi-magical utterances. 



289 
 

noted, they actually do embody the lament, the curse and the shriek. In Orestes, the 

chorus (v. 320) associates them with dakrus and goos, with cries and disorder. Moreover, 

it is also a religiously (if not magically) charged form of speech that not only involves but 

also engenders memory with permanent consequences, similar to the so-called "phantom 

pains".717 None of these, however, is actual logos in the way the Pater would understand 

it: the kind that has a structure, a solid argument, a power to regulate and structure the 

world. As Montiglio and Loraux notice, the Furies have the power to destroy, un-

structure the world, beside the power to retain previous imprints.718 In the Eumenides, the 

Furies associate themselves with chaos, confusion and lack of phrēn (vv. 327-331). In 

their dance and introductory songs, the Furies admit there is a schism between them and 

the system of the Father: 

ἄτιμ᾽ ἀτίετα διόμεναι 
λάχη θεῶν διχοστατοῦντ᾽ ἀνηλίῳ 
λάμπᾳ, δυσοδοπαίπαλα 
δερκομένοισι καὶ δυσομμάτοις ὁμῶς.  
 
pursuing our allotted office which is without rights, without honor, separated from the 
gods in sunless light—our office that makes the path rough for seeing and dim-
sighted alike.(vv. 385-388). 
 

       Moira offered them their prerogatives. The patriarch Zeus decided to stay away from 

their portion. They have an honor, but it is not his kind of honor, or the honor he offered 

to the other female divinities in his realm. Therefore their job is both atimos (v. 385) and 

oud’atimias (vv. 394-395).  

                                                        
717 Mikkel Bille (2010), 3-23 about the "phantom pains" and the memory constructed as a consequence of 
extended absence.  
718 Montiglio (2000), 42: “The privative mode is so anchored in their speech that it even serves the purpose 
of changing the signs of their words.” Also Holst-Warhaft (1993), 156-157 claims that the gods have to 
defeat the Furies’ old goeteia. “It is females who have traditionally, by the authority of the Fates, controlled 
the great mysteries of birth and death. Their control over death has been exercised through poetry and song, 
by a magic rhetoric that induces terror and pity.” According to the author (157-158), their “binding song” 
has to be replaced, and old bonds need to give place to new bonds. 
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      When tightly interrogated, the Furies quickly catch up with the agora. The articulated 

speech they prefer is the one which retains the most function of memory, namely horkon: 

a concept that calls for recollection of past agreements in a magical-religious context; it 

also appears in opposition to agorastic logos of cross-examination.719 In contrast, their 

adversary, Athena, prefers other forms of expression; symbols and speech that leave 

room for interpretation, exchange of arguments and emendation of laws and agreements. 

She even scolds them when they try to abide solely by horkon.720 

Ath. δυοῖν παρόντοιν ἥμισυς λόγου πάρα. 
Ch. ἀλλ᾽ ὅρκον οὐ δέξαιτ᾽ ἄν, οὐ δοῦναι θέλοι. 
Ath. κλύειν δίκαιος μᾶλλον ἢ πρᾶξαι θέλεις. 
 
Ath. Two parties are present; only half the case is heard. 
Ch. But he will not receive an oath nor does he want to give one. 
Ath.You want to be called just rather than to act justly. (vv. 428-430)721 
 

      Apollo acknowledges their abilities when he reproaches their atimia for Hera and 

Aphrodite (vv. 213-216). At that point, they already display a type of speech (ode logos). 

                                                        
719 Loraux (2002), 90, speaks of the ambiguities and relationship between Oaths and Oblivion as they are 
both in Hesiod the children of Eris. Surely, Oblivion can be a fearful force but it has its benefits for the city. 
The Oath helps balance the scale and helps both functions. According to Loraux, "there is also a kind of 
memory that is dangerous, because it conspires with death, or at any rate with the mourning that walled 
away inside the penthos alaston, becomes a refusal to forget; happy then is the forgetting of misfortunes, 
whether it comes about by a poet's song or by city's decree. Similarly, if it is the most terrible scourge for 
the disloyal —and for Hesiod, humanity in its weakness seems to consist entirely of disloyalty—he oath is 
also the durable cement of civic memory whenever a community attempts to forget hate." Also, the oaths 
bear implications for the fertility of the city, as the scholar mentions, on pages 129-138. On page 128 she 
explains: “If horkos is usually seen as a ‘bond that ensnares,’ or, as Empedocles put it, ‘an oracle of 
Necessity…sealed fast,' it is the oath taker who ‘seals’ himself up in this way, when he traps himself in an 
imprecation against himself.” All this happens because the Furies, Arai, are the mistresses of oaths and they 
bring sterility. The oath is ambivalent from the point of view of fertility, as Loraux can see in the animal 
sacrifices that accompanies it. 
720 Griffith (1995), 98, claims that her coming from the land of the Scamander means that she will be likely 
to help Orestes, as she is an obvious ally of his father in the war against Troy. Also Hogan (1984), 163, 
asserts that this passage was thought to refer to the litigations between the Athenians and the inhabitants of 
Mytilene over Sigeum in Troad. The scholar notices that this matter was rather old, before the production 
of the Eumenides. He adds, however, that “such territorial disputes are seldom definitely settled.” 
721 Hogan (1984), 164, notices that the Furies are here related to Homeric justice as well as the Attic law 
where “an oath was a valid means of determining guilt or innocence. A solemn oath was taken as prima 
facie evidence of innocence, while refusal to take an oath could be entered on the record of the trial by the 
plaintiff. Orestes cannot swear either that he did not murder his mother or that he did so unwittingly.” 
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It is incompatible with the main Olympian code, but it is a coherent speech nonetheless. 

Although preoccupied with clarity of speech and definitions (vv. 209-2011, and 201: πῶς 

δή; τοσοῦτο μῆκος ἔκτεινον λόγου. “What do you mean? Draw out the length of your 

speech this much.”), Apollo makes a few mistakes in denying them legitimacy. To his 

dismissive words, the Furies oppose their need to be heard and their own fixation upon 

aitia, and to his legalistic mnemonic clumsiness, their primordial and intact memory. 

Moreover, their interest in being heard involves reciprocity, which contradicts the theory 

of S. Montiglio regarding the lack of exchange for a Fury:722 the verb they use is 

antakouson (v. 198). In his inquisition, Apollo appears to privilege only authoritarian 

logos in a tyrannical way, without exchange, while the Furies decide to join Athena’s 

investigation by amoibein: question and answer (v. 586).  

       In the work of Silvia Montiglio Furies are the opposite of the Muses.723 They bring 

blame and despair while the Muses give glory and praise.  

Their song, insofar as it is incompatible with the lyre, denies all harmony between 
music and human locution, because the lyre is the instrument that meets the clarity of 
human speech. This “lyreless” song raises its voice against the soothing Apollo’s 
mythoi.724 
 

      However, in my opinion, the Furies do display, whenever necessary, not only a 

strange form of logos, but also a surprising mixture of Musaic activities, whenever 

solicited to do so. At verses 305-309 in the Eumenides, they are capable both of song 

                                                        
722 S. Montiglio (2000), 42. 
723 S. Montiglio (2000), 44. As the scholar points out, the awkwardness of their logos comes from the 
overwhelming alpha privative words, from its negative qualities which clash with the soothing and 
perfectly articulated Apollonian words. Both Montiglio (2000), 42, and Loraux (2002), 129 and 167, notice 
that when a Fury needs to bless she is forced to use a double negation, in other words she has to “undo” her 
regular privative task in order to “revoke (and unsay) the prohibitions they had uttered against Athens.” 
Also, Simondon (1982), 225, points out that both the Furies and the Muses have a comprehensive memory 
of things past and future. The only difference is the way they use this faculty: the Furies use their testimony 
for impious acts. 
724 S. Montiglio (2000), 42-43. 
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(hymnos) and of dance (choros) and also of performing a perversion of what could be 

called art. Stygera mousa combines both mnemonic artistry and Furial activity.   

    In Hesiod (Theog. vv. 53-80), Muses embraced logos at birth when they were 

separated from their mother Mnēmosynē/Alēthēia: she bore them as lēsmosynē kakōn.725 

Therefore, through speech they now can lie and make the others forget. In Hesiod the 

reader can see their ambiguous loyalty to Memory, their mother. However, they were 

born by Mnēmosynē as “forgetfulness of sorrows” as a result of her relationship with 

Zeus. The touch of Zeus changed Memory. Once born, they go to the Sky to serve the 

Olympian Pantheon of the Father since they represent all the potential abilities of logos 

(from poetry to legislation). By describing their ability of speech they acknowledge their 

affiliation with the word of logos, a cultural speech that also can lie (bring lēthē),726 with 

the best of intentions. As established before, logos and memory do not necessarily 

condition each other. In these circumstances, unlike the daughters of Memory, the Furies 

are the only ones who protect the bastion of memory, while the Muses, as agents of a 

convoluted Apollo, have a dubious relationship with it. Like a good representative of his 

Father he leads the daughters of Memory to serve her very opposite in poetry. Art is 

indeed a combination of the two functions: memory has a prophetic, yet dark and 

relentless side, while forgetfulness comes sometimes with a gentler touch of fine artistic 

quality.727  

                                                        
725 Simondon (1982), 109-111, attests to the idea of an omniscient goddess Memory which embraces both 
the poetical and the historical functions. However, in a similar fashion with Detienne (1996), she reveals at 
116ff., her remarks about the ambivalences between sweet lies and oblivion of sorrows, and truthful 
revelations in the discourse of the Muses.  
726 About the archaic interpretations of the relationship of Mnēmosynē and the Muses, and about the 
possibility of an archaic loose relationship between the two, see M. Simondon (1982), 105-108.   
727 J. P. Vernant (1983), 76: “The poet being possessed by the Muses, is the interpreter of Mnemosoune, 
just as the prophet, being inspired by Apollo, is the interpreter of this god.” 
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The poet’s memory is oblivion for the others. The poet’s speech is like the song of the 
Sirens, the Muses’ sisters. […] This power acts like the drug Helen tosses into a 
crater; "she casts a medicine of heart-ease, free of gall, to make one forget all 
sorrows."728  
 

       By their entire image, the Furies represent lack of cosmos and norm, as well as the 

very opposite of any artistic pursuit.729 The Furies’ femininity is also questionable, since 

fertility is absent from their role. This is why a god of beauty and harmony cannot cope 

with their sterility and hideousness. They are untamed parthenoi with a dire agenda. The 

Erinyes only engender chaos, and pollution is their sole offspring. They never marry, join 

in any association or reproduce. Their sterility means that for them there is also no cycle 

(sleep-awareness, life-death, memory-forgetfulness, etc.).730 The Furies start as 

nightmares and chaos, quite close to what their nocturnal origin recommends them to 

be.731 They are most of all called “maidens black as night” (Or. v. 408), which associates 

them with their mother. In the Eumenides, their mnemonic function was transmitted by 

their mother (vv. 321-323: μᾶτερ ἅ μ᾽ ἔτικτες, ὦ μᾶτερ/Νύξ, ἀλαοῖσι καὶ 

δεδορκόσιν/ποινάν, “oh, mother Night, mother who did bear me to retribution for the 

blind and the seeing”).732 

        One may see mostly pristine deities, or at least deities with chthonian roots, holding 

on to this mnemonic function. In the Eumenides, Dionysos (although unrelated to the 

events in progress) has a special mention as Bromios in the initial speech of the Pythia 

                                                        
728 Marcel Detienne (1996), 81. 
729 In Aristotelian terms, this lack of social skills only further recommends them for divinity. Only a god or 
an animal does not need a social system in order to survive and function. This is exactly the condition of a 
Fury. Aristotle, Politics, 1253a19-24. Gould considers that this is the area where femininity meets the 
monstrous divine: women were always suspected of liminal or beastly potential. Gould (2001), 154. 
730 S. Montiglio (2000), 42. 
731 For emphasis on this nocturnal origin of an overactive memory, see also Simondon (1982), 224. 
732 Scholars  (Hogan and Zeitlin) notice that Aeschylus makes the Fury the progeny of the Night in order to 
eliminate the episode of Uranus' castration, a violent act committed by a male god. Zeitlin (1988), 61: "In 
their new genealogy as parthenogenetic offspring of Night, the principle of vengeance itself is posed as 
wholly female and female in its blackest and most negative manifestation." 
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(vv.  24-25: Βρόμιος ἔχει τὸν χῶρον, οὐδ᾽ ἀμνημονῶ,/ἐξ οὗτε Βάκχαις ἐστρατήγησεν 

θεός, “Bromius has held the region —I do not forget him— ever since he, as a god, led 

the Bacchantes in war”).733 She evokes with a particular awe this lord of chthonian 

turbulence since he seems to stand no forgetfulness when it comes to ritual. “I should not 

forget,” she emphasizes.734 Just like other vegetal and earthy divinities (Nymphs and 

rivers), this natural force has a particular cycle of grudge and memory. Bacchism 

involves, however, a cycle with periodic amnesia (which can result in complete 

obliteration of any civilized acts or life-supporting instincts, such as maternity) and 

implies a later return to society in a better state of mind.735 In Euripides, the Furies, as 

bearers of memory and grudge, have Bacchic qualities, yet they do not govern over 

Bacchic rites (Eur. Or. v. 319-320: ἀβάκχευτον αἳ θίασον ἐλάχετ᾽ ἐν/δάκρυσι καὶ γόοις, 

“whose lot it is to hold a revel, not with Bacchic rites, in tears and groans”). Unlike the 

Bacchae, they never revert from their wild state, nor do they lose consciousness when 

they perform their dire acts.  

     This form of memory is spasmodic, chaotic and even plain monstrous. It is an 

ancestral function. There is indeed a form of memory that does not imply societal traces, 

nor logos and structure, a memory as elemental as birth and death, before time and 

                                                        
733 Hogan (1984), 151: "Apollo shared Delphi with Dionysus, who controlled the temple during the winter." 
734 Simondon (1982), 226-227: “La justice de Dionysos (c’est bien Diké qu’invoque le choeur des 
Bacchantes lydiennes) prend la forme d’une revanche personelle du dieu.” 
735 West (1987), 205: “thiasos generally stands for a Bacchic troupe (see Dodds on Ba. 56-57). The Erinyes 
have the savage frenzy of bacchantes without having undergone Bacchic initiation.” On 204 the scholar 
considers modifying their epithet Potniai to fit potniades, which “refers to mares frenzied by drinking the 
water of Potniae in Boeotia.” Loraux (2002), 34, regarding the madness involved in the acts of the Erynies 
regarding the city: "Aoinois emmaneis thumomasin describes the mad, wineless intoxication of wrath. The 
madness of mutual murders (mania allēlophonos), which Clytemnestra evokes at the end of the 
Agamemnon —this familial wrath that destroys the family —is the prerogative of the Erinyes. Madness 
meets wrath in these Furies but also in each of their victims, so strong is the bond uniting these 'bitches' to 
their prey, and indeed the Furies threaten Athens with the consequences of unleashing their wrath in the 
city." 
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cycle.736 Just like their spasmodic, vengeful mother, the Night, the Furies bear with them 

the saps of disorder and madness (vv. 375-380). The Night that engendered the Furies in 

the Eumenides also has a problematic relationship with logos, as a ruling prerogative of a 

universe organized much later. Her mnemonic function does not function as logos-

oriented in Hesiod (Theog. vv. 207-225): she works her acts of vengeance quite outside 

the main speech and reacts against the changes in the balance of power through a 

parthenogenetic birth.737 For her, memory is as much a spasmodic gesture as it is a quiet 

principle of revenge. She also does this in the absence of time, or more precisely at the 

beginning of all times.738 It is the same with the Furies: their memory has the pre-

temporal quality. They want things to be perpetual, uninterrupted.  

      Night’s act of memory strictly translates into a-logos and pre-cosmic fertility and is 

quite separate from the later divinity of Mnēmosynē, appropriated by the Olympian 

Pantheon, submitted to time flow and further tamed into logos                                                                                                                                                                                                           

and lawful heterogamic birth of poetic speech (the Muses). The cosmos of Zeus 

inoculated logos and structure and whatever was retrospective and tradition-prone turned 

                                                        
736 Loraux (2002), 166, points out in the words of Sophocles' Electra and later on in the acts of the Furies 
the persistence of a memory which is timeless. However, according to her, this pretense of timelessness 
brings with it unavoidable temporality. On page 166-167 she makes the following assertion: "It is up to us, 
listening to Freud, to hear in these utterances the same negotiation and the confession, unbeknownst to the 
speaker, that one shall renounce and disown the wrath to which the future gives assurances of an unlimited 
becoming; it is up to us especially to understand the confession that the excessive negation will be fought 
—vanquished, or at least silenced and therefore already forgotten —by another negation."  
737 See Theog. 207ff (tr. Hugh G. Evelyn-White): “But these sons whom he begot himself great Heaven 
used to call Titans（Strainers) in reproach, for he said that they strained and did presumptuously a fearful 
deed and that vengeance for it would come afterwards. And Night bore hateful Doom and black Fate and 
Death, and she bore Sleep and the tribe of Dreams. And again the goddess murky Night, though she lay 
with none, bare Blame and painful Woe, and the Hesperides who guard the rich, golden apples and the trees 
bearing fruit beyond glorious Ocean. Also she bore the Destinies and ruthless avenging Fates, Clotho and 
Lachesis and Atropos, who give men at their birth both evil and good to have, and they pursue the 
transgressions of men and of gods: and these goddesses never cease from their dread anger until they 
punish the sinner with a sore penalty.” These last divinities have the Furial potential. 
738 As theorized in the work of Deleuze, in his work on repetition and difference, virgin memory disables 
the distinctions between present and past. Deleuze (1994), 85. 
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prospective and innovative. Memory came before logos, as a divine power engendered by 

Earth, if one regards Delphi as a pristine womb of memory.739 Zeus made the intellectual 

deities his consorts and subordinates and absorbed or modified that power. Born of a pre-

Olympian mother, the Furies have a visceral memory, which is not engendered by Metis, 

a function that Zeus swallowed and intellectualized. This is why intellectual prowess 

does not define their action. They are quite functional without it. Zeus installed speech as 

a divine anthropomorphic prerogative and turned the Mnēmones into beasts and outcasts 

of logos (Eum. vv.  377-389). Even in the Hesiodic tradition (Hes. Theog. 185), where the 

Erinyes are daughters of the Earth resulting from Uranus’ castration, they fit the same 

pattern: Earth itself is a monster with a grudge and great vindictive memory (Hymn to 

Apollo, vv. 309-330, Theog. vv. 173-189), at least before having its function included in 

the new ruling system.740 The Night, their natural mother in the Eumenides, suffered the 

same process. Otto sees Night as a soothing presence in the Iliad, already turned 

inoffensive, although in the pristine systems it was a rather dark and turbulent 

presence.741 Detienne associated the Night with Nocturnal Hermes and evil Peithō.742 

                                                        
739 One should look at the Earth as a womb following Zeitlin and Maurizio. Maurizio (2001), 46-50 
discusses what he calls the “legitimate prophetic offspring” at Delphi, where Apollonian fertility translates 
in production of sacred logos through what appears to be an intercourse between the Pythia and the god: 
“The Pythias’ muchos recalls this vast network of imagery, often sexualized, about the exchange between 
the outside forces and human innards. The famed vapors at Delphi, which enter the Pythias on their tripod 
[…] from below, first mentioned by Diodorus Siculus, are an attempt to realize this earlier constellation of 
ideas about Apollo and the Pythias’ interaction –the action of outside winds upon the human splanchna –
that was implicit and that explained human and divine interaction as impregnation.” Zeitlin (1988), 62-67, 
sees the whole Delphic sanctuary as a place of a re-birth of Orestes into a male order. He is, according to 
her, returned to a baby state at the omphalos of the earth. He is a neophyte, treated like a new-born in his 
initiation (63): “Orestes is ritually reborn at the omphalos of Delphi, the female symbol at the center of a 
place whose name means womb. But this symbol has been appropriated by the male hegemony of the 
shrine which Apollo himself received as a birthday gift (Eumenides, 1. 7).” In her view his symbolic birth 
represents an “embryology” of logos, excellently manipulated by the male god. 
740 Passman (1993), 66, and Clay (1989), 11. Also see Bergren (2008), 248, and Zeiltin (1988), 62-67, for 
the taming of the births of the original goddesses by the patriarchal system. 
741 Otto (1995), 158-159. 
742 Detienne (1988), 79: “These words of deceit, the flip side of ‘whispered endearments,’ are under the 
patronage of the nocturnal Hermes, the master of the Peithō of ‘cunning’ (dolia), the negative aspect of 
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     We see traces of this ancestral form of memory (though submitted to temporality and 

cycle) in the very first verses of the Eumenides (vv. 1-7), where the audience witnesses 

the successions from Earth, the arch-prophetess to Themis and then to Phoebe.743 It is a 

universe where feminine divinities simply conceded this prophetic and mnemonic 

function from one to another. It is unclear in what form the prophetic gift presented itself, 

whether it was or was not articulated. However, as the Pythia explains, Zeus infused 

mantic logos into Apollo (vv. 17-18: τέχνης δέ νιν Ζεὺς ἔνθεον κτίσας φρένα/ ἵζει 

τέταρτον τοῖσδε μάντιν ἐν θρόνοις, “Zeus inspired his heart with prophetic skill and 

established him as the fourth prophet on this throne”), and it is as coherent speech that the 

priestess presents this narrative to the audience (v. 4: ὡς λόγος τις: “as the story goes”): 

with Zeus in mind, the prophetess takes her seat in the precinct in the beginning of the 

Eumenides (vv. 28-29: καλοῦσα καὶ τέλειον ὕψιστον Δία,/ἔπειτα μάντις ἐς θρόνους 

καθιζάνω. “calling on highest Zeus, the Fulfiller; and then I take my seat as prophetess 

upon my throne.”). It appears as if memory as logos was invented by the patriarchal 

order. Athena confesses Zeus' input to her intellect as well (vv.  825; 850: φρονεῖν δὲ 

κἀμοὶ Ζεὺς ἔδωκεν οὐ κακῶς. “yet Zeus gave me to no poor understanding.”). In 

opposition to this memory that needs verbal communication, the Furies have an 

obiectum-fixed mnemonic function: they follow blood traces, not social symbols. That is 

the memory of grudge, venom, humors, and saps. They are defined by menis and kotos 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Aphrodite’s Peithō. These words of deceit are given by Hermes to Pandora, the femme fatale who is the 
shadow of the woman of ‘gentle pleasure.’” 
743 Hesiodic Memory was a calm, joyful, and even seducing goddess (vv. 50-80). Only misbalance in the 
universe and miasma can turn memory so bitter and righteously relentless. The Furies point out in vain this 
situation at the trial against Orestes. 
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(v. 889) and by emotional bursts combined with humoral flows, similar to those of Hera 

in the Iliad or in the Hymn to Apollo.744  

       If the Furies’ relationship with logos is unusual, their visual interaction is even more 

bizarre. If they confuse the others' sight, they are in exchange very perceptive. Furies 

compete with the Sky divinities in their panoptic capabilities. The Sun has this kind of 

hyper-vision in Aeschylus and in Euripides’ Orestes. Just like Helios-Apollo-Zeus, they 

are good in visual interactions. There are many references to their eyes. At vv. 255-256 in 

Orestes they are envisioned with “bloodshed eyes,” while at 260-261 they have “glaring 

eyes.”745 The angered Furies of Aeschylus have their opsis intact and painfully sharp. 

However, it is different from the investigating sight of Athena. The Furies plainly see; 

they do not research. Their vision does not embrace development, becoming (which is 

more likely an Apollonian trait). Oran is their verb, not skeptein. For such creatures, 

failure of senses (especially sight) and forgetfulness is the same: the culprit will “hide 

away” from sight or will induce lēthē. 

ὅρα ὅρα μάλ᾽ αὖ, 
λεύσσετε πάντα, μὴ 
λάθῃ φύγδα βὰς 
ὁματροφόνος ἀτίτας. 
 
Look! Look again! Look everywhere, so that the matricide will not escape by secret 
flight, with his debt unpaid! (vv. 254-256) 
 

      It is a form of sight that clashes with the Olympian vision the way Apollo presents it: 

in front of a juridical scrutiny the Furies can only be found wrong with their unmediated 

optical abilities. They are separated from the eye of the Helios-Zeus-Apollo: anelioi (v. 

                                                        
744 See Iliad, Book XVI, the seduction episode, and Hymn to Apollo, vv. 309-330. See also Clay (1989), 11. 
745 Night too has the ability of unmediated sight which rivals the power of the scrutinizing eye in the Sky, 
the Father. Loraux (2002), 91, sees there also an ambivalence of destructive and constructive powers in the 
image of the Night as the mother of the Furies and in Eris as well (the duplicity of Eris).  
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386) upo chthona, (v. 395), and dyselion knephās (v. 396), as they occupy a pre-cultural, 

wild, or at the very least, liminal position in the divine system.  

        The Furies’ embodiment is problematic and difficult for anagnōrisis.746 In spite of 

this disadvantage they have great recognition ability, which is a weak mnemonic function 

among the Olympians.747 As obvious in the previous chapters, this quality is mostly 

present in individuals who are not publicly involved in the city life. This will fit the 

outcast status of the Furies as well. As Lev Vygotsky noticed, there are two types of 

memory: one is very close to perception itself and is called natural memory, while the 

other, more common to further developed stages of human interaction, needs codification 

of signifiers.748 The Furies in their pre-cultural stage follow the first type, while the 

Athenian world they entered is rather in need of more elaborate taxonomies to perform 

recognition. The impossibility of classifying the Furies bothers the young Olympian 

divinities who wish them eliminated from the civilized tableau of cosmic functionality 

(vv. 185-190). They make a very strong visual impression, but due to their ugliness they 

fail in becoming acceptable signs in this world of statues and civic monuments: the Furies 

do not fit in the world of anthropomorphic signifiers. It is no surprise that they are 

reticent to imagery and the statuary of the Olympian Athena, and Apollo uses their 

                                                        
746 The Furies are called women with bloodshed eyes and snaky hair (v. 256), hounds and priestesses of 
death (v. 260-261), which confers upon them an ambivalent human and non-human character, participation 
in the human affairs, but also absence from any real form of social interaction. 
747 Athena does not recognize Orestes, when it comes to her in the Eumenides and needs further 
explanations.  
748 Vygotsky (2011), 113: “We call this natural memory, and it is clearly illustrated by E.R. Jaensch’s 
studies of eidetic imagery. This kind of memory is very close to perception, because it arises out of the 
direct influence of external stimuli upon human beings. From the point of view of structure, the entire 
process is characterized by a quality of immediacy.” He considers it very dominant in illiterate societies. 
However, these societies still have the uniquely human form of memory based on “artificial, or self-
generated stimuli, which we call signs.” 
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reaction to protect Orestes.749 In Eumenides, the Pythia confesses that both her tongue 

and her eyes are struck in front of these horrors that she knows neither how to name nor 

how to look at (v. 33: ἦ δεινὰ λέξαι, δεινὰ δ᾽ ὀφθαλμοῖς δρακεῖν, “Horrors to tell, horrors 

for my eyes to see”). She makes sense of the world by means of sight as much as by use 

of her verbal (Apollonian) capacities. She has no trouble recognizing in Orestes a former 

murderer and a suppliant, but she cannot positively identify the Furies, other than deina, 

horrendous (Eum. vv. 34-39, 48-49). Athena perceives them as broadly feminine and 

does not name them (vv. 476-477). Their proverbial deformity and their theriomorphic 

features are resistant to identification.750 As Silvia Montiglio asserts, the reader witnesses 

“a failure of language that hits even the gods. If Apollo can define the Erinyes only by 

their lack of status, Athena’s first verbal response recalls the Pythia’s inability to define 

them.”751  

πρόσθεν δὲ τἀνδρὸς τοῦδε θαυμαστὸς λόχος 
εὕδει γυναικῶν ἐν θρόνοισιν ἥμενος. 
οὔτοι γυναῖκας, ἀλλὰ Γοργόνας λέγω, 
οὐδ᾽ αὖτε Γοργείοισιν εἰκάσω τύποις. 
εἶδόν ποτ᾽ ἤδη Φινέως γεγραμμένας 
δεῖπνον φερούσας: ἄπτεροί γε μὴν ἰδεῖν 
αὗται, μέλαιναι δ᾽ ἐς τὸ πᾶν βδελύκτροποι:  
  
Before this man an extraordinary band of women slept, seated on thrones. No! Not 
women, but rather Gorgons I call them; and yet I cannot compare them to forms of 
Gorgons either. Once before I saw some creatures in a painting, carrying off the feast 
of Phineus; but these are wingless in appearance, black, altogether disgusting; they 
snore with repulsive breaths, they drip from their eyes hateful drops; their attire is not 
fit to bring either before the statues of the gods or into the homes of men. (vv. 46-52) 
 

                                                        
749 Zeitlin (1988), 64, sees in this comfort of holding Athena's image, Orestes' re-birth from his mother to 
his father's side, as Athena is Zeus' acolyte (the Olympian Father). 
750 Apollo emphasizes the Furies’ ugliness and uncomely appearance and associates that with lack of 
legitimacy and lack of cosmos and nomos of all kinds. I intentionally keep the ambiguity between cosmos 
as structured universe and cosmos as propriety of appearance. However, beasts should not be capable of 
Mnēmosynē, other than as an instinct, a thirst. The Furies, on the other hand, do have consciousness and are 
cerebral in their attacks. They are not deprived of awareness. 
751 S. Montiglio (2000), 41. 
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      She does not remember them. She sees them on thrones, which is indeed a 

recognizable sign of dignity in her milieu, yet they do not fit in any category other than 

that of broadly feminine creatures similar to Gorgons and Harpies. Even the Harpies are 

better known than the Furies, although they fit in the same field of crypto-zoology.752 The 

Pythia admits that she only saw gegrammena of the Harpies and she never actually 

mentions them by name (vv.  50-51). As for the Furies, at first, she has no classification 

at all. Alla Gorgonas legō (vv. 48-50), she first asserts, yet this logos sounds insufficient 

to describe them, and she goes for other taxonomies. In the universe of logos, only 

spectral images and second-hand representations of these creatures come along to the 

civilized world. Inesthetic beasts of this kind are only alluded to in artistic media, 

edulcorated and tamed through graphic representation, which is a rather residual form of 

memory. The system confines them to powerless signs, typoi, less significant than the 

glyphic, monumental representations of Athena. 

    Their lack of integration is, however, not the only trouble. The Furies are upset by the 

surprising acquittal of Orestes through works of amnesty and partiality of memory and 

they promise Athena that her dear city will become aphyllos and ateknos (v. 785), since 

city politics turned them into the laughingstock of her polis (v. 789).  It is no wonder the 

Furies had a fixation on memory since they are sterile and antisocial. As Nicole Laoraux 

notices, the city and the cycle of fertility and growth come together with a healthy cycle 

of memory combined with forgetfulness.753 As Pierce senses, this also benefits the socio-

religious dynamics.754 

                                                        
752 The “cryptic” Furies appear also in Sophocles vv. 488-495, as we can see at Simondon (1982), 225. 
753 It is not surprising that Euripides’ Electra calls Helen’s maternity and fruitfulness a “forgetfulness of 
sorrows” (Or. v. 109). Loraux (2002), 38-39: “the Erinys, as the spirit of wrath, unleashes the scourge –on 
the family, the genealogy of murders; on the city, the triple ‘plague’ (sterility on earth, of flocks, of 
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     Therefore, the only possibility Athena has for changing their mind is through appeal to 

the initial tamer of the disorganized/sterile Universe. Again and again in her speech, Zeus 

comes together with the idea of Time (Eum. vv. 850-855), a god with soothing qualities 

who appears also in Sophocles as the greatest mitigating agent of relentless memory (El. 

174-180).755 The Father who parted the world and offered each his/her due is the one who 

can contribute now to their control. 

       Athena evokes the shinny heliocentric system (v. 797: ἀλλ᾽ ἐκ Διὸς γὰρ λαμπρὰ 

μαρτύρια παρῆν, “but clear testimony from Zeus was present”), where one can see how 

Zeus’ martyria and the filial chresmos collaborate for the introduction of amnesty (vv. 

798-799: αὐτός θ᾽ ὁ χρήσας αὐτὸς ἦν ὁ μαρτυρῶν,/ὡς ταῦτ᾽ Ὀρέστην δρῶντα μὴ βλάβας 

ἔχειν. “And he [Apollo] himself who spoke the oracle himself gave witness that Orestes 

should not suffer harm for his deed.”). Zeus is the ultimate ruler of the agora as well as 

the supreme lawyer. His speech seems to have the same elusive qualities and the same 

partiality as Apollo’s. In a thankful note, Athena names him Zeus agoraios (v. 973). He 

is here to inspect and solve the problems of the agora. Another goddess is Peithō (v. 

885), who, if one recalls Detienne, has a dubious worth for true Mnēmosynē, as she is 

                                                                                                                                                                     
women), which all Greeks attempt to avert by swearing an oath; and among andres, the ‘fury of mutual 
homicides’ –but the Erinyes can also hold the scourge back, turning the curse into its opposite. 
Transformed into Eumenides, they will protect the city: from their own fury, and from its internal fits of 
fury.”  
754 Pierce (2012), 27-28: "[Forgetting] permits the negotiation of political or religious change. What we 
think about such processes of oblivion will depend on our own points of view.[...] Communal forgetting is 
better done (in the words of Mary Carruthers) by applying 'the mnemotechnical principle of blocking one 
pattern of memories by another, through 'crowding' or overlay, and by intentional mnemonic replacement.'" 
755 This idea appears also in an apocryphal verse attributed to Orestes in the Eumenides, v. 285.  However, 
the Furies do not appreciate the flow of time, but they want things to be eis panta ton chronon. A similar 
duel between Apollo and the Furies and between the sacred temporality and the civic time is present in 
Marcel Widzisz (2005), 248-297. According to him, the Furies interrupt Orestes’ mystic initiation at 
Delphi. Sacred time, according to him, is further de-sacralized in the trial and the pacification of the 
Erinyes. Also Holst-Warhaft (1992), in her analysis, 127-171, sees Orestes' story as an initiation of a boy 
into adulthood, namely by facing a band of witches (here Furies) and defeating them. 
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related to lēthē and sometimes to lies.756 Here Peithō has strong ommata just like the 

Father and she watches Athena’s mouth and her words (v. 970-971: στέργω δ᾽ ὄμματα 

Πειθοῦς,/ὅτι μοι γλῶσσαν καὶ στόμ᾽ ἐπωπᾷ, “and I am grateful to Persuasion, that her 

glance kept watch over my tongue and mouth”).      

      The solution is the chthonian integration of the Furies (v. 805). They are offered a 

seat just like the archontes in Athens, where they will be close to Erechtheus, a male 

demi-divine civic entity (v. 855). The most important aspect is their seat next to Athena, a 

feminine deity completely on the father side (v. 833: ὡς σεμνότιμος καὶ ξυνοικήτωρ ἐμοί: 

“since you will receive proud honors and will live with me”). This way the Furies will 

partake in the controlled fertility of gamelious telous (v. 835).757 Moreover, they now 

pray to the Fates (Moirai), the ultimate Mnēmones of the universe, to sweeten the lives 

and tychai of the men and women in Athens (vv. 956-967). From above, the paternal eye 

of Zeus Panoptas, present in the city of the culture-hero Theseus (v. 1025), further 

engulfs Moira (vv. 1045-1046: Ζεὺς ὁ πανόπτας/οὕτω Μοῖρά τε συγκατέβα.  “Zeus who 

sees all and Fate have come down to lend aid—cry aloud now in echo to our song!”). He 

did this before with Themis “in the light-transfigured world of Olympus”, as Otto 

beautifully asserts.758 By investigating the same words of Otto, one sees that in Oedipus 

at Colonos, Zeus already turned the acolyte Moira into his attribute, becoming Zeus 

Moiros (v. 706). Thus, the Furies will be part of a circumscribed locus oblivionis under 

Olympian control, a space beloved by the new gods (vv. 868-869: εὖ δρῶσαν, εὖ 

                                                        
756 Detienne (1996), 77. 
757 Loraux (2002), 32: "There is no sign of the political functioning of the city at peace with itself until the 
very end of the play: Athena has created the Areopagus to keep watch over the sleeping city; the Erinyes 
must ensure the fecundity of Athens; and the 'people,' finally, are repeatedly designated as stratos (army), 
as if they had no other task than to wage wars outside the city." 
758 Otto (1995),  160. (The English translation of the quotations belongs to me.) 
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πάσχουσαν, εὖ τιμωμένην/χώρας μετασχεῖν τῆσδε θεοφιλεστάτης. “Bestowing good, 

receiving good, well honored in this land that is most beloved to the gods”).759 Once they 

go into the ground, as principles of fertility, they forget their mission.760 They are sent to 

already confined chthonian divinities, and even named Potniai (v. 951), a term that 

reminds one of Persephone and Demeter (deities integrated in the system of growth and 

regeneration). Even the Earth which will support them was already "tamed" and civically 

circumscribed to support Athens and the city life.761 Athena plainly restrains their reign 

of freedom, and their ability to move and pursue (vv. 859-860) in the name of memory is 

actually over. Now they have also prolific minds and words, as they are confined to 

censured “good” logos (v. 1038). Their mind (phrēn) is also controlled, as they repeat the 

paternal engulfment of Metis (vv. 944, 1040: ἵλαοι δὲ καὶ σύμφρονες γᾷ/δεῦρ᾽ ἴτε, 

σεμναί, “Gracious and with favorable minds to the land, come here, venerable 

goddesses!”). They are still endowed with mental qualities but in the fragmented form of 

“Good” Metis, censored, sterilized, and incapable of engendering any threats.  

      They are tricked into cyclic regeneration by an androgynous female of the Olympian 

Pantheon. However, one should not let pass unnoticed that her methods are close to 

Aphrodite’s magic charms and Helen’s “good drug” of forgetfulness.762 She charms the 

                                                        
759 Even their goos is converted into a more acceptable form of crying. See Gail Holst-Warhaft (1992), 127-
171. 
760 However, Loraux (2002), 39, sees in this some different form of memory, a fertile and perpetual one. I 
rather associate fertility with amnesty/ forgetfulness and grudging memory with sterility, blockage. 
761 Widzisz (2005), 238-239: “This court, convened for the first time, creates a context for the deployment 
of juridical temporality in which two parties offer different narratives of past, present, and future on one 
and the same issue to a body that decides between them. Thus, the antagonism of competing temporal 
frames (finally) finds a suitable context for deciding between a temporally and ritually insoluble state of 
affairs. Insofar as juridical time privileges discursive argumentation about different strata of time it 
contrasts strongly with ritual time which tends to be of a stereotypical nature surrounding supra-individual 
legomena and dromena.” 
762  As it appears in Bergren (2008), 111-131. Regarding the magic incantation and the divine solution to 
crisis in the Eumenides, Holst-Warhaft (1992), 153-156, claims that the Furies are “witches exposed to 
light”. Also, she points out the use of magic “charms” (160) in their mitigation. 
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Furies with spells (vv. 886-887: ἀλλ᾽ εἰ μὲν ἁγνόν ἐστί σοι Πειθοῦς σέβας;/γλώσσης ἐμῆς 

μείλιγμα καὶ θελκτήριον, “but if you give holy reverence to Persuasion, the sweetness 

and charm of my tongue…”), as she herself confesses. She uses sweet Venusian Peithō 

(v. 969-970), a concept which Detienne places together with dubious and tricking speech. 

She replies to their venoms with drugs of her own: potions of oblivion.763 The audience 

should not forget that grudging memory has a humoral or pharmaceutical component, and 

forgetfulness has a similar chemical compound, as the text of the Odyssey (IV 221) 

reveals: ”a drug both sorrowless and without bile (acholos), a forgetfulness of all evils.” 

Athena still pretends that their serum will be working (vv. 927-937), yet it becomes 

obvious that their once dark humors now nurture her community.  In front of this charm 

and at her request, the Furies abandon their anger and in fact their physis, embracing 

freedom from pain (v. 893).764 They forget that pain was the very core of their arsenal. 

Kotos leaves them (v. 900: θέλξειν μ᾽ ἔοικας καὶ μεθίσταμαι κότου. “It seems you will 

win me by your spells; I am letting go my anger”), no longer part of their nature and 

humors. Around them memory starts to crumble and fails in front of logos, a drug-like 

verbum that requires at least periodic forgetfulness in whatever form that might be: 

social, individual, or divine.  

     Athena’s gesture is very much Olympian and civic: she organizes and straightens 

(orthan, v. 897: τῷ γὰρ σέβοντι συμφορὰς ὀρθώσομεν. “Yes, for we will set straight the 

fortunes of those who worship.”). Loraux sees a limitation of the Furies’ powers to 

                                                        
763 Detienne (1996), 77-79.  
764 Loraux (2002), 38. 
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simple anti-stasis movements, while Athena retains the "beautiful war" (vv. 903-915).765 

However, I fail to see any military positions for the Furies: she gives them an earthly 

domain of action which confines them rather to oikos (v. 895) and gynecaeum than to 

agora and polis, which are the only worthy loci memoriae in the new civic order.  

Initially, they are offered a seat (hedra, v. 892: ἄνασσ᾽ Ἀθάνα, τίνα με φὴς ἔχειν ἕδραν; 

“Lady Athena, what place do you say I will have?”) completed by honors (timai, v. 894: 

καὶ δὴ δέδεγμαι: τίς δέ μοι τιμὴ μένει; “Say that I have accepted it, what honor awaits 

me?”), strengthened by horkos and eggue, concepts they love (v. 898: καί μοι πρόπαντος 

ἐγγύην θήσῃ χρόνου; “And will you give me a pledge for all time?”). However, it shortly 

becomes obvious that the seat is a thalamos (v. 1004). It is not a dignitary seat, but rather 

a passive and concealed place of female rest and procreation, compatible with their new 

position. Moreover, towards the end it is rather obvious that the glorious position is in the 

darkness of some pristine cavern (v. 1036-1037: χωρῖται,/γᾶς ὑπὸ κεύθεσιν ὠγυγίοισιν, 

“you who dwell in the land, refrain from inauspicious speech!”), specifically placed 

underground and similar to the cavern of Apollo where they initially fell asleep and 

became inactive (vv. 68, 94-130). They are again called the daughter of the Night (v. 

1034: Νυκτὸς παῖδες ἄπαιδες, ὑπ᾽ εὔφρονι πομπᾷ, “children of Night yet aged, under 

kindly escort”), yet a Night that is very much that of cellars kept away from the sight and 

from public signifiers. In Orestes a further oracle is unwillingly placed on their top, a 

further enclosure through the power of logos with civic benefits, as it appears in 

Maurizio.766  

                                                        
765 Loraux (2002), 40, sees in this a confinement of Athens to Ares (war), as the Furies will be buried 
underground. On page 91 she underlines however, the ambiguities of this settlement, "a protection that also 
constitutes a threat, in 403 B.C. as well as in Ephialtes' time." 
766 Maurizio (2001), 45-46. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fnass%27&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fnass%270&prior=*xoro/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*%29aqa%2Fna&la=greek&can=*%29aqa%2Fna0&prior=a)/nass'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ti%2Fna&la=greek&can=ti%2Fna0&prior=*)aqa/na
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=me&la=greek&can=me0&prior=ti/na
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=fh%5Cs&la=greek&can=fh%5Cs0&prior=me
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29%2Fxein&la=greek&can=e%29%2Fxein0&prior=fh\s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%28%2Fdran&la=greek&can=e%28%2Fdran0&prior=e)/xein
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C2&prior=*xoro/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=dh%5C&la=greek&can=dh%5C0&prior=kai\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de%2Fdegmai&la=greek&can=de%2Fdegmai0&prior=dh\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ti%2Fs&la=greek&can=ti%2Fs0&prior=de/degmai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=de%2F&la=greek&can=de%2F0&prior=ti/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=moi&la=greek&can=moi0&prior=de/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=timh%5C&la=greek&can=timh%5C0&prior=moi
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=me%2Fnei&la=greek&can=me%2Fnei0&prior=timh\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%2F&la=greek&can=kai%2F0&prior=*xoro/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=moi&la=greek&can=moi1&prior=kai/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pro%2Fpantos&la=greek&can=pro%2Fpantos0&prior=moi
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29ggu%2Fhn&la=greek&can=e%29ggu%2Fhn0&prior=pro/pantos
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=qh%2Fsh%7C&la=greek&can=qh%2Fsh%7C0&prior=e)ggu/hn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=xro%2Fnou&la=greek&can=xro%2Fnou0&prior=qh/sh|
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=xwri%3Dtai&la=greek&can=xwri%3Dtai0&prior=de/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ga%3Ds&la=greek&can=ga%3Ds0&prior=xwri=tai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=u%28po%5C&la=greek&can=u%28po%5C0&prior=ga=s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=keu%2Fqesin&la=greek&can=keu%2Fqesin0&prior=u(po\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=w%29gugi%2Foisin&la=greek&can=w%29gugi%2Foisin0&prior=keu/qesin
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=*nukto%5Cs&la=greek&can=*nukto%5Cs0&prior=filo/timoi
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pai%3Ddes&la=greek&can=pai%3Ddes0&prior=*nukto\s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fpaides&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fpaides0&prior=pai=des
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=u%28p%27&la=greek&can=u%28p%270&prior=a)/paides
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=eu%29%2Ffroni&la=greek&can=eu%29%2Ffroni0&prior=u(p'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pompa%3D%7C&la=greek&can=pompa%3D%7C0&prior=eu)/froni


307 
 

      Just like the other gods, the duped Furies now worship agalmata (v. 920: ῥυσίβωμον 

Ἑλλάνων ἄγαλμα δαιμόνων,  “the bright ornament that guards the altars of the gods of 

Hellas”), putting their trust in signifiers. And since their horrors are gone, so is the 

interdiction of speech regarding their name, which is now a linguistic sign without any 

taboo. Under the pretense of a new mnemonic act, Athena manages to con the naïve 

Furies into further obedience to the paternal apparatus of Mnēmosynē, which involves 

cycle, amnesty, healthy forgetfulness and only periodic reminding. There is no longer 

aein. They are even able to sing in an Apollonian manner (v. 902: τί οὖν μ᾽ ἄνωγας τῇδ᾽ 

ἐφυμνῆσαι χθονί; “What blessings then do you advise me to hymn on this land?”). The 

surprising part is that the play ends in molpē, the singing dear to Apollo, which this time 

added an unarticulated cry (ololyzein) that reminds us still of the bestial sounds of the 

Furies (v. 1047: ὀλολύξατε νῦν ἐπὶ μολπαῖς. “cry aloud now in echo to our song!”).                    

                                         Apollonian fluctuations 

     As seen in the previous chapters, civic/social memory needs a functional logos, but 

this speech comes with manipulation and inconsistencies. In the Eumenides in particular, 

the logos appears as negotiation, selection and partition. It is manifest in Zeitlin's 

interpretation on the Apollonian theories on motherhood.767 In the case of Orestes’ 

murder, the gods with civic affinities want to re-define the logos at the expense of the 

perpetuity and integrity of memory. Orestes needs cleared records, and hero-supporting 

                                                        
767 Zeitlin (1988), 66-67. The Olympian Father acts using his cerebral speech to undermine the female, as 
much as he did when he imitated Metis' birth giving gift (using his head, seat of logos). According to the 
author of the article, Apollo undermines the female in similar fashions (66): "Through the myth of Athena's 
birth, theogony is recapitulated now in the new embryology, championed by the new generation of gods in 
the interests of a new justice." Apollo reunites apparent opposites, mythos and logos, to revise genetics and 
genealogy. On page 67: "As Hilman remarks, since 'embryology is a logos of beginning, it will be 
influenced by creation mythemes,' and 'because theories of generation reflect the differences and union of 
opposites, these theories will be influenced by coniunctio fantasies which afflict the male in regard to the 
female when the male is observer and female is datum.'" 
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divinities work hard to make such arrangements. Certain Olympian gods, such as Apollo, 

propose amnesty by simply passing the sponge and bullying adversaries (the Furies) into 

leaving aside their mnemonic grip.768 As a detractor of the Furies, Apollo underlines their 

lack of civilization, their affinity for goos, barbarism and everything that lacks the 

cerebral Olympian power. Being banished outside the civilization involves a form of 

damnatio memoriae.769 He simply calls them beasts from a lion’s den (v. 193).  

He works in a similar manner in Orestes where he ignores the city's verdict against the 

matricide: 

It is a cynical view, for it suggests that the Areopagos cannot, in fact, judge crimes of 
impiety; more importantly, it undercuts the proud Aeschylean claim that Orestes' 
story can be the basis for triumphant and enlightened human action.770 
 

Other divinities, such as Athena, have a more nuanced approach, trying to determine 

memory to enter a cycle.  

        Separating the criminal from his crime is the very first step towards forgetfulness in 

its most civilized form, which is amnesty.771 The crime of Orestes was divinely ordered 

                                                        
768 Loraux (2002), 145-146, wonders if there is such thing as a commended forgetfulness in the Athenian 
historical attempts at amnesty. "The sequence —amnesty, amnesia— imposes itself with great force: a 
seductive etymology, an obvious assonance, and a necessity, it seems, when we mistrust both forgetting 
and amnesty on principle. It could happen, however, that forgetting comes too quickly or is excessive, 
especially if by this word we mean to designate the shadow cast on memory by the political. Can we truly 
see something like a strategy of forgetting in amnesty, the institutional obliteration of those chapters of 
civic history that the city fears time itself is powerless to transform into past event? It would be necessary 
to be able to forget on command. But in itself such an utterance has little meaning."  
769 Regarding barbarism, see Edith Hall (1991), 154-156.  
770 Hartigan (1991), 154. On page 155, Hartigan thinks that "the god here commands no more respect than 
do the demented mortals themselves." Also., Wolff (1968), 147-148: "Orestes includes an indictment of 
human character and he political world. Apollo bypasses both. He will 'set things right' in Argos (1664), 
ignoring the city's hostility to Orestes and the decision of its assembly.[ ...] The play had raised a question 
about human survival. The god solves it by ignoring the terms in which it was set, the substance of the 
play's action." Wolff thinks that Apollo's epiphany rather than bringing cohesion, further fragments the plot 
of the play. 
771 Nietzsche (1997), 53: “Compromise with the fury of the man immediately affected by the misdeed; an 
effort to localize the case and to obviate further or even general participation and unrest; attempts to find 
equivalents and to settle the whole business (the composition); above all, the increasingly definite 
emergence of the will to accept every crime as in some sense capable of being paid off, and so, at least to a 
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and as a consequence, there are attempts to excuse it on these grounds. In the Eumenides, 

Apollo is aware that his orders determined Orestes’ unfortunate status (Eum. v. 84: καὶ 

γὰρ κτανεῖν σ᾽ ἔπεισα μητρῷον δέμας. “For I persuaded you to take your mother's life”). 

At some point even the Furies openly call Apollo panaitios for prescribing the matricide 

(Eum. v. 200: ἀλλ᾽ εἷς τὸ πᾶν ἔπραξας ὢν παναίτιος. “You alone have done it all, and are 

wholly guilty”). In Euripides’ Orestes, the hero similarly appears as a mere tool of this 

god (Or. vv. 74-76, 160 and 416-418), or even a poor mortal reduced to lunacy. It is by 

divine intervention also that the body of the criminal is first detached from the 

community and then further parted from his crime. This way, Orestes sees his body both 

as a locus of sick memory and as an instrument that could be washed clean, separated 

from the murder which takes the form of a physical pollution (blood droplets). In the 

Eumenides, Orestes considers his hands cleansed once he has performed the purification 

in a manner dictated by Apollo (Eum. vv. 276-285, 449-450, 578). Ritual separation and 

cleansing is the opposite of inscribing bodies of memory:772 his body is de-signified, de-

monumentalized. However, since the Furies do not acknowledge the signifiers of the 

Olympians, this action does not hinder their pursuit. 

       Matricide needs an organized and socially accepted forgetfulness, which ultimately 

requires a settlement in speech rather than visual signification. On most occasions during 

the story of Orestes’ matricide, Apollo was invisible from the stage, making his presence 

known only by his exquisite logos. His speech was trusted by his main protégé and on 

many occasions, Orestes acted without any worries of ambiguities. Even in the context of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
certain extent, to isolate the criminal from his deed —these are the characteristics which become more and 
more clearly stamped on the later development of the penal code.” 
772 A. Assmann (2011), 231: "Body marks may arise out of long physical habits, unconscious imprints, or 
the pressure of violence. Its common features are stability and inaccessibility. According to context it might 
be judged authentic, persistent, or damaging." 
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a “new” speech governed by peithō in the Libation Bearers, Orestes still hopes for the 

effectiveness of a religiously-connoted logos that he trusted all along; he tries to convince 

Athena to help him, with words of agnou stomatos, a "pure mouth" (v. 287). The Pythia 

trusts Apollo in a similar manner. As she sees that her weapons of definition and logos 

(eidon and legō, v. 60) are insufficient, she leaves the job to Loxias, the “master of the 

house” (Eum. vv. 60-63). She thinks that Apollo, who reunifies the ability of sight and 

that of logic, will decipher the mystery of the uninvited guests pursuing Orestes.773 She 

simply calls him teraskopos (v. 62: ἰατρόμαντις δ᾽ ἐστὶ καὶ τερασκόπος. “He is a prophet 

of healing, a reader of portents.”), which reunites both the idea of portent interpreter and 

that of watcher of monsters (hopefully, a tamer of Furies). This also brings him closer to 

the image of the Pater, the one who tamed the initial monsters of the divine universe. As 

a master of sight, Apollo promises his protégé, Orestes, that he will be his “guardian” (v. 

64, phylax: διὰ τέλους δέ σοι φύλαξ; “Your guardian to the end”). His guardianship also 

implies a visual component to the settlement of memory. He promises Orestes the chance 

to “see” his enemies defeated (v. 67, horas: καὶ νῦν ἁλούσας τάσδε τὰς μάργους ὁρᾷς: 

“So now you see these mad women overcome.”). In Electra, the chorus (Eur. El. vv. 432-

485) perceives similarities between Apollo and the Sun, the same solar figure that in 

Derrida represents the Father and his panoptic gaze, his omniscience, and 

omnipresence.774 He is easily confounded with the “eye in the sky,” since his frequent 

solar epithet is Phoebus.  

                                                        
773 Maurizio (2001), 44, being ambiguous in speech and living in the shadow of her god was part of the 
Pythias' abilities to maintain their popularity. Maurizio compares the Pythias' success in asserting the 
etiology in the first 16 verses of the Eumenides with the failure of Cassandra's credibility in Agamemnon.  
774According to Otto (1995), 85-86, in a now lost play of Aeschylus, called Bassarai, Apollo appears as 
Helios from an Orphic perspective. The children of Agamemnon resemble him in many ways. Orestes 
exposes his mother’s trick under the heliocentric eye in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers (vv. 984-989), while 
in Euripides’ Electra, the young princess take the Sun as a witness of her joy for the death of Aegisthus 
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       Since he is a god associated with the “pure Forms” and oracular knowledge of the 

absconded truths, Apollo should be a good candidate for superior mnēmē.775 In the 

Libation Bearers, his mantic logos came down as a prescription, which did not implicate 

any form of exchange, dialogue, or negotiation. However, scholars constantly detach 

ambiguities and “weaknesses” in the Apollonian position. Segal already pointed out the 

failure of logos in general and the ambiguities of Apollonian logos in particular in 

Sophocles’ Electra, as well as Orestes’ cavalier reaction to oracles.776 In the Eumenides, 

Apollo‘s mnemonic and clairvoyant abilities decrease together with his ability of logos, 

once he switches from invisibility to anthropomorphism and from un-contradicted oracle 

to dikaiopoios and even accused.777 From pure mantic voice he turns into a co-defendant 

at verses 465 and 761, an advocate, and a martys:  

καὶ μαρτυρήσων ἦλθον—ἔστι γὰρ νόμῳ 
ἱκέτης ὅδ᾽ ἁνὴρ καὶ δόμων ἐφέστιος 
ἐμῶν, φόνου δὲ τοῦδ᾽ ἐγὼ καθάρσιος— 
καὶ ξυνδικήσων αὐτός:  
 
I have come both to bear witness—for this man was a lawful suppliant and a guest of 
my sanctuary, and I am his purifier from bloodshed—and to be his advocate myself. 
(vv. 576-578).778  
 

      This alters further his relationship with the logos. Once he stepped into the time of the 

city, he now needs to explain himself, submit himself to the public dispute and argue his 

case.  

                                                                                                                                                                     
(vv. 866-870). In Sophocles (El. 425), Clytemnestra’s fears are revealed to this all-seeing Sun. 
Agamemnon's grave also appeared as a reservoir of logos, as a protector of it. In this world, the role 
father/son keeps switching in the general confusion between logos and its derivates. 
775 Otto (1995), 83- 85. 
776 Segal (1981), 280-281. 
777 Maurizio (2001), 44-45. The scholar believes that stepping outside his divine absolution and allowing 
the community to step in and interpret was part of the Apollonian way to preserve his authority as well as 
the authority of his acolyte. 
778 See also Widzisz (2005), 248-253, “Section 3: Orestes and Apollo on Ritual States and Civic Time.” 
Due to rendering himself to a different temporality than his usual one, Apollo's ontology changes. 
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       In the Eumenides the Furies perceive Apollo's speech as irreverent and oblivious to 

divine previous establishments, since it curtails unlawfully their time (v. 227: τιμὰς σὺ μὴ 

σύντεμνε τὰς ἐμὰς λόγῳ. “Do not cut short my privileges by your words.”). His new 

logos characterizes the bickering rhetoricians in the agora rather than the divine master 

of mantike endowed with instant telos (which used to be his original patriarchal role in 

the Libation Bearers).779 Now that Apollo is no longer his previous self, he cannot 

guarantee, or demand an acquittal: he needs persuasion.780 Thus the god turns into the 

protean and elusive character of Derrida’s Theuth, and as a result a falsifier/manipulator 

of memory.781  

       This situation of a tricky and confusing Apollo is not present only in Aeschylus. 

After the murder of Clytemnestra, his ability of speech is diminished in Euripides as well. 

In the speech of Castor and Pollux (in Electra), he appears unintelligible and confusing. 

Apollo induces silence instead of logos and keeps this silence until the end of the play. 

The Dioskouroi confess their stupor in front of the divine logos detoured by Apollo when 

he ordered a senseless murder: “As for Apollo, we are silent” (Eur. El. vv. 1245-1246: 

Φοῖβός τε, Φοῖβος — ἀλλ᾽ ἄναξ γάρ ἐστ᾽ ἐμός,/σιγῶ: σοφὸς δ᾽ ὢν οὐκ ἔχρησέ σοι σοφά. 

“and Phoebus, Phoebus—but I am silent, for he is my lord; although he is wise, he gave 

you oracles that were not.”). In terms of gods in general (in Euripides), both the princess 

                                                        
779 In the Eumenides, Apollo characterizes a few other gods as teleioi (Hera and Zeus, vv. 213-214), while 
the Furies claim this attribute for themselves (v. 381-382). Moreover, in a different context in the 
Eumenides (v. 28), Zeus’ name is associated with the epithet teleios. A further explanation is given in the 
subchapter dedicated to the Furies, “The Last Bastion of Memory” (284-307).  
780 Widzisz (2005), 246: “In this scene, Argos’ recurrent problem with ritual time and ritual structure 
becomes all of Greece’s concern since the very shrine of Apollo cannot function and guarantee its religious 
service.” 
781 The character of Theuth appears as a cunning usurper and a smooth speaker (using a derivate of true 
logos). Derrida (1981), 93-94. 
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(El. vv. 198-212) and her brother (Or. vv. 955-956, 420) show their mistrust.782 Orestes 

simply needs allies from the human world and he tries to persuade Menelaus to be his 

savior, since the gods are late in their reply or simply forgetful. In Maurizio's view, the 

existence of the Pythia herself and the exegetic efforts of the communities to interpret her 

message are signs that Apollonian speech is markedly ambiguous.783 

     The paradox is that Apollo belongs among the deities that have certain chthonian 

reminiscences, dark mnemonic traces he tries to obliterate in his attempts to erase the 

female on various occasions. Apollo quite mistakenly considers the center of the Earth 

only his, chasing the Furies out from the initial siege of feminine and serpentine memory 

(Eum. vv.179-183). He even chases them with his asp-like arrow, an object worthy of a 

civilizing hero yet endowed with more turbulent and reptilian properties inherited from 

Mother Earth (vv. 180-181: χωρεῖτ᾽, ἀπαλλάσσεσθε μαντικῶν μυχῶν,/ μὴ καὶ λαβοῦσα 

πτηνὸν ἀργηστὴν ὄφιν. “Go away from this house at once, leave my prophetic sanctuary, 

so that you may not be struck by a winged glistening snake shot”).784 In certain traditions 

(Il. I, 47), Apollo “echoes” also the Night, the turbulent mother of the Furies, a fact that 

                                                        
782 Grube (1968), 42, points out the realism with which Euripides depicts the interactions between humans 
and gods, without turning his plays into "an attack upon the god." "Euripides did not hesitate to be realistic 
to the end, whatever consequences followed for Apollo. The position of the god is the result, not the cause, 
of this presentation, of the dramatist seeing Orestes and Electra as real people." Form these interactions the 
spectator might judge the gods as unworthy of worship, or "we may reflect that men are too prone to blame 
their own instincts and wrongdoings on the gods (a quite orthodox conclusion)." Grube concludes that 
Euripides does not want to impose a certain propaganda. In conclusion, he thinks that "for [Euripides] the 
eternal forces reamain at war with one another as man, poor creature, is ever at war with his fellows and 
with himself" (50). 
783 Maurizio (2001), 44-45. However, in her view, the Pythia succeeds in keeping her authority precisely by 
remaining an ambiguous female voice and offering the chance to interpret the Apollonian word to the male 
clietns This way, thee perceived relation  was directly with Apollo. Also, this way the god allowed the 
cities to grow their own civic memory: “When the Athenian were told to put their trust in a ‘wooden wall,’ 
they debated its meaning in an Assembly (Hdt. 7.141-43). This tale shows how oracular interpretation 
became pivotal in a community’s acceptance of an oracle and replaced the hidden divinatory enunciation at 
Delphi with open exegesis that forged an exclusive bond between community and Apollo.” 
784 Also in the Iliad (I. 47 ff.), his arrow brings death in the Achaean camp by some form of “poisoning.” In 
the Eumenides, he encourages change at a deeper systemic level. 
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led some early scholars to consider Apollo as an original god of death.785 In Aeschylus’ 

Eumenides, he is affiliated with powerful, oracular goddesses (Themis, Phoebe, vv. 1-17) 

and the Earth.786 Moreover, both in Euripides’ Electra and Orestes, the children of 

Agamemnon mention Loxias and his oracle situated in the depths of the Earth. In those 

verses he is clearly seen as filling that center, kathizōn tripoda (Or. vv.  325-335 and 955-

956: ὁ Πύθιος/τρίποδα καθίζων Φοῖβος. “Phoebus from his seat on the tripod at Delphi”), 

or inhabiting the Delphic cavern (Choe. vv.  806-809: τὸ δὲκαλῶς κτίμενονὦ μέγα 

ναίων/στόμιον; “you who occupy the mighty, gorgeously built cavern”). In a particular 

case, his seat is referred to as “Themis’ tripod” (Or. v. 164-165: ἀπό-/φονον ὅτ᾽ ἐπὶ 

τρίποδι Θέμιδος ἄρ᾽ ἐδίκασε “when Loxias on the tripod of Themis decreed the 

murder”). Moreover, he wears the epithet Phoebus as a derivative of a feminine name 

(Eum. v. 6-8). The attentive observer notices this unusual imagery where a male deity 

literally inhabited the umbilical center of Gaia, in the way Agamemnon used to inhabit 

his tomb of memory confined to the earth (in the Libation Bearers).787 Apollo is also in 

closer contact with the feminine function of Mnēmosynē through his patronage over her 

daughters, as the Mousagetes. He represents logos enhanced by his father and occupies a 

seat of feminine knowledge and in this way he is in touch with both forms of knowledge. 

He is not remembered as the opposite of the Furies, but as a force with similarly grudging 

memory. In the Libation Bearers, for example, both deities demand the same result, 

although they work separately: ignoring Apollo’s prescriptions acknowledged at verse 

                                                        
785 Otto (1995), 81. 
786 Ament (1993), 22. Signs of clear androgyny appear in Apollo and also in Zeus and Metis. 
787 See Zeitlin (1988), 63-65, and Maurizio (2001), 45-50, on this pregnancy of Delphi. They point out the 
impregnating qualities of Apollo and Zeus and their clever abilities to turn a feminine seat of prophecy into 
a male womb of initiatory re-birth. I go for the opposite view, picking out the rudiments of femininity or 
androgyny existent in Apollo. 
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899-900 will trigger the paternal Furies against Orestes (vv. 924-925: Clyt. ὅρα, φύλαξαι 

μητρὸς ἐγκότους κύνας. Or. τὰς τοῦ πατρὸς δὲ πῶς φύγω, παρεὶς τάδε; Clyt. “Take care: 

beware the hounds of wrath that avenge a mother.” Or. “And how shall I escape my 

father's if I leave this undone?”).788 

     In his "memoirs," as spelled out by his acolyte, Apollo tries to appear as if he did not 

incorporate any femininity.789 The consensus that meets Apollo at Delphi in the opening 

of the Eumenides opposes the cannibalistic elimination of Metis by Zeus. He appears as 

he did not need to ingurgitate a feminine agent of memory, since a female deity offers 

him her prophetic seat without any violence, as a gift of birth. It is not an incorporation, 

but a separation from the female that he professes. Themis, a goddess with excellent 

mental and mnemonic qualities, gently let him fill the position. She even contributed to 

the logos, the narratives of memory, by this kind gesture which the Pythia solemnly 

acknowledges as part of her ritualized service. Violence does not mark this act, and 

Apollo is proficient enough to "swallow" the feminine divinities by alleged words of 

consensual cohabitation rather than by force. It is a form of memory, but also a type of 

forgetfulness. In the Eumenides, he confines the previous deities to forgetfulness through 

the sweet narrative of another female (the Pythia) rather than through his own ritual 

consecration of the situs by heroic acts, since heroic violence in this context is a 

                                                        
788 This sort of power seems fearful and brutal in certain circumstances. Just like the Furies, Apollo appears 
as demonic and harmful. Orestes fears that the mantis ordering a matricide comes from a fiend (alastor) 
rather than an Olympian (Or. 979). 
789 Zeiltin (1988), 60, noticed the change of story in the introductory words of Pythia: "Although it would 
not have been inappropriate in view of the prevalence of serpent imagery in the trilogy to cite the 
traditional Delphic version of Apollo's acquisition of the shrine by dragon combat with the Pytho, 
Aeschylus has substituted an orderly and peaceful version of the succession myth in order to foreshadow 
the peaceful and harmonious ending of the trilogy." Moreover, the scholar adds: "Here is true mythopoiesis 
and a reversal of terms: a new civic world is in the process of creation and requires therefore as its model 
an alternate cosmogony, a new myth of origins." However, in my opinion I think that Apollo is here simply 
manipulating his story: he conveniently "forgets" the feminine principles that are at the basis of his origin 
in order to successfully erase Metis for Athena, before the end of the play. 
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problematic asset for social memory. In the Eumenides, Apollo appeared to have cut that 

umbilical cord when he associated himself with Zeus and abandoned Delos and any 

independent feminine deity (Eum. vv. 9-11: λιπὼν δὲ λίμνην Δηλίαν τε χοιράδα,[…]/ ἐς 

τήνδε γαῖαν ἦλθε Παρνησοῦ θ᾽ ἕδρας. “Leaving the lake and ridge of Delos, […] he came 

to this region and the dwelling places on Parnassus.”). Zeitlin sees in his removal from 

Delos to Delphi Apollo’s detachment from the maternal womb to a place of paternal 

prerogative.790 Apollo somehow severed his bonds to his native land in order to achieve 

that much desired function of speech. This way, he gently refuses the androgynous 

qualities that define Zeus' incorporation of Metis, detaching himself "peacefully" from his 

feminine counterpart. Afterwards, Zeus inspired in Apollo a patriarchal kind of logos 

(Eum. vv. 17-18: τέχνης δέ νιν Ζεὺς ἔνθεον κτίσας φρένα/ἵζει τέταρτον τοῖσδε μάντιν ἐν 

θρόνοις: “Zeus inspired his heart with prophetic skill and established him as the fourth 

prophet on this throne.”) which came as a second mindset, in opposition to the primordial 

one he received from Phoebe through succession, together with his metronymic (v. 8: τὸ 

Φοίβης δ᾽ ὄνομ᾽ ἔχει παρώνυμον. “[Phoebos] who has his name from Phoebe”).791 On 

many occasions, Apollo seems a substitute for his father, a paternal figure himself.792  

                                                        
790 In Delian tradition, Delos is seen as different from the surface of the Earth, since it was floating on the 
sea. After the birth of Apollo, it stops floating. This speaks quite a lot about Apollo’s ties, as well as about 
his detachment from the area of feminine chthonian deities (such as Gaia). Zeitlin (1988), 64. His 
reverence, though, remains towards the tamed feminine divinities. He opposes to the Furies the delicate 
feminine principles of Hera and Aphrodite as well as their acquired time (Eumenides, vv. 213-216). The 
latter notion represents in Passman’s view a consolation prize for their taming in the Olympian system. 
791 Hogan (1984), 150: "Hesiod makes  [Phoebe] a Titan, maternal grandmother of Apollo. Phoebus 
('bright') is an old epithet of Apollo, and Phoebe is simply the feminine form; but whether Apollo gave the 
name to this shadowy figure or got it from her cannot be said." 
792 He also appears as a patriarch in his own way over the land of Parnassus (v. 11) and Delphi (v. 16). 
According to Zeitlin (1988), 63-65, and Maurizio (2001), 46-50, his place is a reproductive ground both in 
terms of words and in terms of polis fertility. Maurizio even sees in the oracles a signifier for something 
that is yet to come into being. 
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          Besides a culture hero, Apollo is a patron of initiation,793 and a mentor of heroic 

curriculum together with Athena.794 This quality becomes manifest in Euripides when 

Orestes asks for his bow (gift of Apollo) to chase the Furies away (Or. v. 269): the chase 

of ferocious memory can be done by use of an Apollonian artifact.795 Initiation again 

brings about the idea of civlization and change.796 It involves oblivion. Passage rites 

imply passing over and leaving behind a preliminary stage. As a brother of Hermes, 

Phoebus is no less Mercurial in nature.797 Due to his ability to initiate passages, Apollo 

easily associates himself with the messenger of Zeus in the Eumenides. Hermes 

Pompaios (vv. 90-91: Ἑρμῆ, φύλασσε: κάρτα δ᾽ ὢν ἐπώνυμος/πομπαῖος ἴσθι, “You, 

Hermes, my blood brother, born of the same father, watch over him;”)798 is in charge 

both of sending souls to the Netherworld and of helping those who need to change their 

status. With his aid, Orestes will transit from the status of suppliant to that of acquitted 

                                                        
793 See Porter’s article (2003) about Orestes' initiation as an ephebe. See also Zeitlin (1988), 57-71, first for 
Orestes' ritual segregation from the mother and his further double birth, first at Delphi and then at Athens, 
next to an androgynous mother-surrogate, Athena, a goddess associated with the father.  
794 Regarding Athena, see Otto (1995), 57. 
795 West (1987), 200: "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' use 
no bow, but wrongly infers from Stesichorus that they should." 
796 There is the famous work on initiation, signed by van Genepp (1960). I am only commenting on the 
potential of memory implied in a profound change. Also Ringer (1998), 133, notices that by his epithet in 
Sophocles’ Electra, the Lykeian Apollo shows his ambivalence, his “affinity both with light and with 
wolves, with wolf killing and with wolflike behavior”.  
797 Apollo shifts roles, shapes and even attributes; see Hymn to Pythian Apollo, vv. 490-496. 
798 See also Holst-Warhaft (1992), 127-171. About the duality and the relationship between the two gods, 
see Bergren (2008), 149-151: “Taken together, therefore, the hymns to Apollo and Hermes reveal a 
competition between the two gods over the issues of ownership, accuracy, temporal primacy, an origin. 
This competition centers on the problem of repetition. The hymns present divergent forms of repetition, 
two modes of the doubling: the ‘re-presentation’, of the Homeric Hymn to Apollo and the ‘imitation’ of the 
Homeric Hymn to Hermes.” Nevertheless, sending the Furies under the earth (v. 72) is not the best strategy, 
since we know from the previous chapters that the Earth could very well restore memory to the dead (132-
138). 
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individual. Apollo is also a culture hero, like Theuth:799 as an innovator, he is not quite 

reconciled with the pre-cultural memory represented here by the Furies. In Jan Assmann's 

theory, he could be a representative of a "hot" society as opposed to the "cold" society 

represented by the Furies.800 In addition, Apollo wishes to “seal” this transit by denying 

the Furies any rights of prosecution and confining them to a realm of Tartarus, beneath 

the Earth and away from any exchange with humans or other gods (vv.  68-84). In their 

case he blocks their “passage” from the underground to the womb of Delphi and further 

to the Athenian civilization. He attempts to confine them to forgetfulness, since the 

underworld is filled with mindless shades.  

          He also is able on many occasions to rig records in order to attain his desired 

outcome. He tells the puzzled Furies that the paternal logos changed and the father 

modified the rules (vv.  645-646: πέδας μὲν ἂν λύσειεν, ἔστι τοῦδ᾽ ἄκος/καὶ κάρτα πολλὴ 

μηχανὴ λυτήριος. “Zeus could undo fetters, there is a remedy for that, and many means 

of release”; vv. 650-651: τὰ δ᾽ ἄλλα πάντ᾽ ἄνω τε καὶ κάτω/στρέφων τίθησιν οὐδὲν 

ἀσθμαίνων μένει. “He arranges all other things, turning them up and down; nor does his 

exercise of force cost him a breath.”).  

       Long before the tradition of the Eumenides, he was both a constructor of logos and a 

translator of paternal speech. In the hymnic tradition he has a special relationship with the 

word of the signifier and signified and also with the area of representation. Bergren 

asserts this in her chapter dedicated to Apollo’s oracular persona: 

                                                        
799 Theuth is a great amateur of signifiers, both as graphic signs and molded agalmata. See the chapter 
“Joining the Social Memory: the 'Surrogate' Logos of Electra in the Libation Bearers” (122-127). 
800 Jan Assmann (2011), 50-53. 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pe%2Fdas&la=greek&can=pe%2Fdas0&prior=qew=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=me%5Cn&la=greek&can=me%5Cn0&prior=pe/das
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%5Cn&la=greek&can=a%29%5Cn0&prior=me\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=lu%2Fseien&la=greek&can=lu%2Fseien0&prior=a)\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29%2Fsti&la=greek&can=e%29%2Fsti0&prior=lu/seien
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tou%3Dd%27&la=greek&can=tou%3Dd%270&prior=e)/sti
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fkos&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fkos0&prior=tou=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C0&prior=a)/kos
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ka%2Frta&la=greek&can=ka%2Frta0&prior=kai\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pollh%5C&la=greek&can=pollh%5C0&prior=ka/rta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mhxanh%5C&la=greek&can=mhxanh%5C0&prior=pollh\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=luth%2Frios&la=greek&can=luth%2Frios0&prior=mhxanh\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ta%5C&la=greek&can=ta%5C0&prior=ou(mo/s
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%273&prior=ta\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Flla&la=greek&can=a%29%2Flla0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pa%2Fnt%27&la=greek&can=pa%2Fnt%270&prior=a)/lla
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Fnw&la=greek&can=a%29%2Fnw0&prior=pa/nt'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=te&la=greek&can=te0&prior=a)/nw
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=kai%5C&la=greek&can=kai%5C1&prior=te
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ka%2Ftw&la=greek&can=ka%2Ftw0&prior=kai\
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=stre%2Ffwn&la=greek&can=stre%2Ffwn0&prior=ka/tw
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ti%2Fqhsin&la=greek&can=ti%2Fqhsin0&prior=stre/fwn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29de%5Cn&la=greek&can=ou%29de%5Cn0&prior=ti/qhsin
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29sqmai%2Fnwn&la=greek&can=a%29sqmai%2Fnwn0&prior=ou)de\n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=me%2Fnei&la=greek&can=me%2Fnei0&prior=a)sqmai/nwn


319 
 

In re-presentation, something is repeated or presented again but at a different time or 
place— for example when the hymnist apostrophizes Apollo at one time and the same 
Apollo later or when he begins and ends the hymn with the same words.801 
 

      However, re-presentation is more than simple repetition. It is ontologically different 

from the original it repeats, as Apollo is different yet similar to the patriarch Zeus. 

Moreover, in the Eumenides his speech has an interpreter of his own, namely the Pythia. 

Maurizio believes that her authority consists precisely in remaining the concelaed voice 

in the shadow of her god.802 Something is lost in her translations, or, I could even say, 

something is "forgotten." If one follows Maurizio’s analysis, it appears that Apollo's 

oracular speech carries itself the seeds of oblivion and change. They are, according to this 

scholar, meant to replicate the condition of an oikistes: uncertain of his future, detached 

from his past or place of birth, and ready for a new road filled with possibilities. The 

Apollonian oracle was supposed to erase in a way the painful past and provide an exile or 

a traveler with a future that was the more promising, the more ambiguous it was. 

According to Maurizio, the exegetic attempts of the oracular client both solidified his 

bond with Apollo and encouraged departure, detachment from an old place/condition, 

and appetite for something new: “Likewise, oracles erased themselves once fulfilled and 

dissolved into their referents.”803 This fertile potential of the future and the annulment of 

the past is what in my mind goes hand in hand with Apollo being a divinity that induces 

forgetfulness as a form of renewal, as opposed to the sterility of the Furies and their 

                                                        
801 Bergren (2008), 151-154. This leads to a form of epiphany. However, in Maurizio (2001), 45, appears 
that Zeus himself works by means of signification, second-hand communication. 
802 Maurizio (2001), 44-45. 
803 Maurizio (2001), 45. According to him, the word of Apollo created reality, as it was fertile, “pregnant 
with reference,” in the same way the Delphic place was a pregnant womb. Also, A. Assmann (2011), 285, 
calls such sites, "generational places": "The bond between man and nature must be broken, emotional ties 
cut, and the magic spell of the lad overcome if man is to fullfill his civilizing potential." 
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permanence of memory, noticed by Loraux.804 When Apollo leaves behind the feminine 

side of the Delphic realm (without monumentalizing it through a bloody victory), he also 

leaves aside the temporal opposites reconciled by the act of prophecy (which unifies both 

memory of the past and prediction of the future). For him, the past is erased and the 

future receives his full creative potential. In Maurizio's view, Apollo is prospective: 

To find a colony or forge a new polity is to enter a brave new world that would no 
longer need any justification or raison d’ȇtre. It was. It was as the oracle said it would 
be. The Pythias’ oracles were ambiguous, but simultaneously definitive, powerful and 
complete in themselves, without need of confirmation, because pregnant with 
reference. Once that reference was apparent, the oracle, however ambiguous or 
potent, dissolved and expended itself in that explosive moment.805 
 

       In the discussion with the Furies, when testifying for Orestes, Apollo does not clearly 

differentiate between mantikē, chresmon as utterances belonging to Apollo as oracle-

giver, and the concept of martyrein, which is a special kind of logos belonging to Apollo 

as lawyer. Martyrein is a logos less comprehensive, more predisposed to lacunae, when 

used in cross-examination (vv. 609: ἤδη σὺ μαρτύρησον, ἐξηγοῦ δέ μοι,/Ἄπολλον, εἴ σφε 

σὺν δίκῃ κατέκτανον. “Apollo, give your testimony now. Explain, on my behalf, whether 

I was justified in killing her.” v. 664: τεκμήριον δὲ τοῦδέ σοι δείξω λόγου. “A witness is 

here at hand”). Apollo claims that his mantic persona came from Zeus and was the exact 

match of his will (also at vv. 713-714: κἄγωγε χρησμοὺς τοὺς ἐμούς τε καὶ Διὸς/ταρβεῖν 

                                                        
804 Loraux (2002), 39, sees actually the same perpetuity of their memory even in their new condition as 
fertile divinities: "Moreover, because they 'hold memory of evil [mnemones kakon],' as Aeschylus had them 
say at line 382, the Erinyes are marked to become the custodians of memory within the city, a timeless 
memory airtight and as if curled up inside itself, a Memory that will preventively exempt the citizens from 
having to 'recall the misfortunes' they inflicted on each other in stasis." Zeiltin (1988), 57, sees in the 
Furies’ sterility "a negative virginity" compatible with Clytemnestra' s "negative sexuality."  For the 
scholar, this adulteration of their nature has resonances in the dynamics between genders. "The pacification 
of the Erinyes becomes the ideological effort to solve the dilemma of the inextricable connection between 
female fertility and female sexuality, between female beneficence and female malevolence, for the equation 
of the female with sterility and death creates a new impasse that spells an end not only to society but 
obviously to life itself." 
805 Maurizio (2001), 45. 
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κελεύω μηδ᾽ ἀκαρπώτους κτίσαι. “And I, for my part, command you to stand in fear of 

the oracles, both mine and Zeus', and not cause them to be unfulfilled.”): 

οὐπώποτ᾽ εἶπον μαντικοῖσιν ἐν θρόνοις, 
οὐκ ἀνδρός, οὐ γυναικός, οὐ πόλεως πέρι, 
ὃ μὴ κελεύσαι Ζεὺς Ὀλυμπίων πατήρ. 
 
I have never yet, on my oracular throne, said anything about a man or woman or city 
that Zeus, the father of the Olympians, did not command me to say. (vv.  615-618)806 
 

      Apollo pretends that he still has the same mantic abilities even when he testifies in the 

agora (v. 615). To this he adds a new terminology. Tekmerion (v. 662) is in use and 

appears in a context of official vote, psephos (v. 675: ψῆφον δικαίαν, ὡς ἅλις 

λελεγμένων, “an honest vote according to their judgment”). At a certain point, horkon, a 

concept dear to the Furies, appears also compatible with psephos in Apollo’s speech (v. 

680: ψῆφον φέροντες ὅρκον αἰδεῖσθε, ξένοι. “And as you cast your ballots, keep the 

oath sacred in your hearts, friends”): a binder of the past memory becomes fused with a 

democratic means of renewal.807 It is also strange that Apollo uses a verb of memory 

when he is about to preach for an act of amnesty (Eum. v. 88: μέμνησο, μὴ φόβος σε 

νικάτω φρένας. “Remember, do not let fear overpower your heart.”).  

                                                        
806 Hogan (1984), 169: "Apollo's claim to speak for Zeus can hardly be denied, but not a few Athenians 
might wonder if the pro-Persian, pro-Spartan god is not stretching his prerogatives just a little. If Zeus does 
stand behind Apollo, he is nonetheless the god of hearth, home, and marriage; in short, Zeus cannot ignore 
matricide, any more than he can condone patricide. As if Apollo had not simplified enough, he goes on to 
add that the juror's oath is not so binding as the will of Zeus, a very odd thing to say about 'Zeus' the God of 
Oaths (Philoctetes 1325). In fact something must give: the gods are pitted against one another, even against 
their own interests; and if the human jury is to judge that Orestes killed in justice and has been absolved, 
then it must forswear its duty to condemn intentional homicide." 
807 Simondon (1982), 227, thinks that the Muses and the Furies, as bearers of memory are "witnesses," 
associating their powers with that of martyrein. I essentially see tekmerion and martys as symptomatic for a 
less comprehensive social memory, a memory in construction based on evidence and cross-examination, 
while the oath (horkon) is a preserver of a stronger religious mnemonic bond. However, for Loraux (2002), 
90. the oath itself covers both the function of memory and that of oblivion in the polis. "Double indeed is 
the poetic scenario that proclaims the existence of a positive Eris after presenting at great length the sinister 
catalog of nocturnal powers, just as oblivion Oath are double, both in the representations and in the uses the 
Greeks made of them." Oath is related to Eris and to the Night, therefore also with Lēthē, which in certain 
contexts governs over beneficial reconciliation in the city (as her analysis shows at page 43). Also at 129 
Loraux attaches together oaths and arai in a sacred context.  
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      In his current situation, Apollo actually avoids the words belonging to the semantic 

sphere of alēthēia808 where truth = lack of forgetfulness. When he tries to establish his 

honesty, Apollo declares that he will not lie (vv. 614-615: λέξω πρὸς ὑμᾶς τόνδ᾽ 

Ἀθηναίας μέγαν/θεσμὸν δικαίως,—μάντις ὢν δ᾽ οὐ ψεύσομαι. “I will speak justly before 

you, Athena's great tribunal—since I am a prophet, I will not lie”). Thus his choice of 

vocabulary eliminates the clear process of Mnēmosynē from the vocabulary of 

truthfulness altogether.  

         The Furies notice this adulteration (vv. 715-716: ἀλλ᾽ αἱματηρὰ πράγματ᾽ οὐ λαχὼν 

σέβεις,/μαντεῖα δ᾽ οὐκέθ᾽ ἁγνὰ μαντεύσῃ νέμων. “Although it is not your office, you 

have respect for deeds of bloodshed. You will prophesy, dispensing prophecies that are 

no longer pure”). Not only is Apollo more prone to fabrications in his anthropomorphic 

form, but according to his saying, Zeus himself changed the register of dike and the 

importance of certain concepts dear to the Furies. At verse 645, Apollo admits that Zeus 

can undo and dissolve bonds. This actually means that Zeus dissolves also the mnemonic 

act beyond these bonds. He substitutes horkos, dear to the Furies, as principle of memory, 

with the concept of personal will and power, an efficient form of energy which can alter 

the original imprints and reconfigure the universe. In the Eumenides, Zeus opposes the 

principle of power (ischyein) and the lysis of bonds, to memory and Furial horkos. He 

governs the universe so he could afford to omit certain things and loosen up others (v. 

621: ὅρκος γὰρ οὔτι Ζηνὸς ἰσχύει πλέον. “For an oath is not more powerful than Zeus”; 

vv. 645-646: πέδας μὲν ἂν λύσειεν, ἔστι τοῦδ᾽ ἄκος/καὶ κάρτα πολλὴ μηχανὴ λυτήριος 

                                                        
808 See Detienne (1996), 81: “There can be no Aletheia without a measure of Lethe. When the Muses tell 
the truth, they simultaneously bring a forgetting of ills and a rest from sorrow.” 
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“Zeus could undo fetters, there is a remedy for that, and many means of release.”). Ischys 

is efficient in managing the cosmos (vv. 650-651).  

       Logos at this point functions as a memorial for broken acts of consecration. In the 

spirit of Apollonian logos, Zeus’ gesture of harming and disrespecting his pater is 

bypassed in the records. The Furies are careful in reminding everybody of this shameful 

deed (vv. 640-642: πατρὸς προτιμᾷ Ζεὺς μόρον τῷ σῷ λόγῳ:/αὐτὸς δ᾽ ἔδησε πατέρα 

πρεσβύτην Κρόνον. “Zeus gives greater honor to a father's death, according to what you 

say; yet he himself bound his aged father, Cronus”).809 Moreover, they also remember 

that Apollo tried to rig the greatest memory of all by tampering with the works of Moira, 

the giant mnemonic matrix of the universe (v. 723-724: τοιαῦτ᾽ ἔδρασας καὶ Φέρητος ἐν 

δόμοις:/Μοίρας ἔπεισας ἀφθίτους θεῖναι βροτούς. “You did such things also in the house 

of Pheres, when you persuaded the Fates to make mortals free from death”).810 He tried 

to change the rules of mortality and immortality for the sake of Admetus. Apollo shows 

the extent of his civilizing power when he tricks the old settlements by a hallucinogenic 

agent (much like Helen's drug): he uses wine to trick the Moirai (v. 727). However, on 

most occasions, he uses stratagems of the agora (mechanai), in opposition to Athena 

whose options involve a logos imbued with more "magical" qualities (pharmaka). He 

proposes Orestes to clasp Athena's image while he will devise some sort of persuasive 

and charming speech to soothe his enemies (vv. 81-82: μύθους ἔχοντες μηχανὰς 

                                                        
809 Hogan (1984), 170: "The Furies score one! The repressive rule of Cronus was terminated when Zeus 
threw him and the other Titans into Tartarus (PB 223 and Hesiod, Theogony 713 ff.). Zeus could not 
destroy his immortal father, but sending him to the underworld comes very close." 
810 Hogan (1984), 175: "The story alluded to in the house of Pheres is explained at length in the prologue 
to Euripides' Alcestis. Apollo, because he killed the Cyclopes, was forced by Zeus to serve a mortal—
Admetus, son of Pheres— for a year. In gratitude for Admetus' kind treatment, Apollo secured from the 
Fates a favor for Admetus, namely, that he should escape death if he could find someone willing to die in 
his place. In the Alcestis Admetus' wife offers herself. According to the Furies, Apollo persuaded the Fates 
by first making them drunk (727)." 
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εὑρήσομεν,/ὥστ᾽ ἐς τὸ πᾶν σε τῶνδ᾽ ἀπαλλάξαι πόνων: “And there, with judges of your 

case and speeches of persuasive charm, we shall find means to release you completely 

from your labors”). This is the type of speech that Detienne associates with malicious 

Peithō and manipulation of the audience’s memory.811 The god changes logos through 

his weapons of civilization and modifies its initial function as source of memory in order 

to serve amnesty (v. 82).  

     Apollo therefore has a history of revisionist and disobedient memory. The process is 

rather obvious in Aeschylus and more intense in Euripides, where the anthropomorphic 

gods are replaced by human replicas (like Helen), and when they finally manifest 

themselves in anthropomorphic forms, they speak against the grudging memory of the 

Furies, imposing amnesty.  By the end of Orestes, Apollo changes his ways again and 

enters the stage and the world of logos with a strong message, quite literally “out of the 

blue” (vv. 1625-1665). In his anthropomorphic splendor, and now endowed with full 

mantic powers, he foretells the happy ending of a democratic trial. He also respectfully 

acknowledges the Furies with all their due dignity, as the Three Eumenides (Or. v. 

1650).812 In his civilized acknowledgment, he is very different from Aeschylus’ 

disrespectful Phoebus.813 In his mild-manner referral, even the Furies suffer a 

metamorphosis: they are completely different from the invisible hounds chasing Orestes 

earlier, or from the hideous maidens of Aeschylus. They appear rather as dignified 

prosecutors (vv. 1649-1650: δίκην ὑπόσχες αἵματος μητροκτόνου/Εὐμενίσι τρισσαῖς: 
                                                        
811 Detienne (1988), 77: "Mythically she [Peitho] represents the charm of the voice, the seduction of 
speech, and the magic of words. She is defined by the verbs thelgein and terpein and the words thelkterion, 
philtron and pharmakon. Wearing the mask of Thelxinoe, she is one of the Muses; when disguised as 
Thelxipeia, she is one of the Sirens." 
812 West (1987), 292, comments on the fact that Euripides' Orestes will be judged by the gods rather than by 
the human Areopagus: "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)." 
813 In verse 410 Menelaus calls them Semnai, with the same due respect. 
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“undergo your trial by the Avenging Three for your mother's murder!”). Apollo's elusive 

speech tosses into forgetfulness the Furial aggressive nature. 

       The civic gods love amnesty simply because they love regeneration in the city and 

structure. Memory is not the right element at work in this environment, because, as the 

Furies perceive it, memory represents permanent grudge, permanent chase and 

sterility.814 Never forgetting implies forever hunting down and wounding, never letting 

things heal, and never allowing time to take its due course. The Furies and their 

mnemonic apparatus need to be re-arranged for the social system to survive. The younger 

gods care more about this system than about the justified Mnēmosynē. The Eumenides 

and Euripides’ Orestes not only represent the triumph of the male over the female or of 

the new over the old. They rather constitute, as Loraux noticed about Athens in general, 

the triumph of cyclic Mnēmosynē (in combination with amnesty) over the perpetual and 

atemporal memory. The latter is serpentine, feminine, sterile and monstrous, while the 

new victorious memory is androgynous, anthropomorphic, prolific and life-supporting. 

The new system is paralleled in what Apollo does in his regular oracular tasks: 

The reality of Apollo’s word, like a seed, marks and germinates the colonists’ soil and 
blossoms into a city, so that the new social order appears to be born from the oracle 
itself.815      
 

              Furies, Mothers, Athena: Empty Signifiers and the Hijacked Memory 

          This chapter will show how the use of places and graphic/ glyphic signifiers further 

help the reconstruction/erasure of memory in addition to the redefinitions attempted in 

the Apollonian speech. 

                                                        
814 Sometimes cholos is associated with the angry bursts of Hera and results in parthenogenesis. See 
Homeric Hymn to Pythian Apollo, vv. 309-355. 
815 Maurizio (2001), 45. 
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          These gods are not the only forces that use eidotic means for memory. By the end 

of the Libation Bearers, Clytemnestra was de-corporalized, reduced to a shroud/snare 

that Orestes confined to public memory as exhibit A in a murder case.816 Her body 

becomes corpus of evidence in the annals of the city. However, Clytemnestra fights off 

that civic inscription of her. She struggles against it through speech and a renewed image. 

In the Eumenides, she comes back from the dead with a tragic narrative and a bleeding 

torso. As she earlier failed in inducing memory through her flesh as well as through civic 

graphemes, she now reduces herself to a ghostly presence, a signifier intended for a 

selected audience. She is an eidolon that reminds us of Helen's sacred disembodiment. As 

seen before, the most unsubstantial corporeality can bring about the most dominant form 

of memory (vv. 94-115). The scene evokes a divine epiphany, since Clytemnestra speaks 

with her Furies through their incubatio, a state of slumber good for divine anamnēsis (vv. 

104-105: εὕδουσα γὰρ φρὴν ὄμμασιν λαμπρύνεται,/ἐν ἡμέρᾳ δὲ μοῖρ᾽ ἀπρόσκοπος 

βροτῶν. “For the sleeping mind has clear vision, but in the daytime the fate of mortals is 

unforeseeable.” v.116: ὄναρ γὰρ ὑμᾶς νῦν Κλυταιμήστρα καλῶ. “For in a dream I, 

Clytaemestra, now invoke you.”).817 In this inconsistent space her shadowy image is an 

encrypted sign for "initiates" only, remaining invisible and secret to the others.  

        She returns to her Furies while they sleep in the sanctuary of Delphi. Although 

Delphi bears the sanctity of an ancestral locus memoriae, here it resembles more an 

entombment of memory, a place of narcosis and oblivion. Ancestral prophecy 

                                                        
816 This image of the snare was so poignant that Aeschylus preserved it even in his Eumenides (vv. 460-
461: ποικίλοις ἀγρεύμασιν/κρύψασ᾽, ἃ λουτρῶν ἐξεμαρτύρει φόνον. “after she covered him in a crafty 
snare that still remains to witness his murder in the bath.”) and Euripides started his Orestes with it (vv. 25-
27). 
817 Hogan (1984), 154: "The world life is odd, coming from a ghost; one Greek notion of death viewed it as 
the separation of spirit (breath, Greek psyche) from the body. Hence psyche is often translated 'soul' and 
here as life, by which she seems to mean 'I'm speaking of my very being.'" 
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impregnated that place with a sacred imprint. However, as apparent before, under 

Apollonian management, that vault is now more a burial of mnēmē.818 If Widzisz saw in 

this episode a failed initiation for Orestes, I see here rather an attempted act of initiation 

for the Furies, under the guidance of Clytemnestra.819 In an unexpected scene, a dead 

woman endowed with memory descends in the underbelly of Delphi as if in a vault, to 

wake up ferocious divinities now resembling the oblivious shades of Hades. In her 

epiphany Clytemnestra turns into a psychopompos. If Apollo uses the real world to 

accommodate his protégé, in her turn, Clytemnestra's ghost tries to hijack the oneiric 

realm previously used for his oracles in order to re-enforce memory in a space controlled 

by Apollo. She knows from her own past experience the crucial importance of the dream 

realm in reactivating dormant reminiscences.820 This act is a direct aggression towards 

Apollonian speech. The awakened Furies simply banish from the sanctuary the translator 

                                                        
818 As seen in the Libation Bearers, underground is the place of embryonic and dormant memory, a 
memory that can come back at any time in an aggressive form. Aleida Assmann (2011), 164: "According to 
Freud, the act of suppression will inevitably be followed by the return of whatever has been suppressed. 
The embodiment of this 'unpacified forgetting' (Harald Weinrich) is the restless dead-those who have been 
murdered or have not received a proper burial. They are doomed to return as ghosts. In this context, the 
primary cultural obligations have to be respected." Assmann comments upon Odysseus' pressure to bury 
Elpenor due to this aspect of "ghostly" memory. 
819 Widzisz (2005), 246: “Running out of the shrine on all fours, the Pythia (34ff.) reappears on stage 
before the completion of her office could have reasonably taken place. Her exit is prompted by the sight of 
a 'polluted' figure in supplicant posture at the omphalos (Eum. 40-2), himself surrounded by creatures more 
like Gorgons and Harpies than human beings—such a scene belies any notion that sequential process, the 
linear trajectory of her speech and action, is again engaged. Moreover, here for the first time in the trilogy, 
ritual is now interrupted before its completion. In Cho. such a state of affairs was only a potential 
eventuality if Zeus were to fail in helping the children of the eagle regain their  proper seat: the kings of the 
gods would lack his share of sacrifices on feast days without the continued reciprocity between the line of 
the Atreidae and Zeus (Cho. 255ff.). In this scene, Argos’ recurrent problem with ritual time and ritual 
structure becomes all of Greece’s concern since the very shrine of Apollo cannot function and guarantee its 
religious service.” 
820 Widzisz (2005), 24, regarding the use of incubatio: “This example [visitation of Sardis] also 
economically demonstrates the tendency of sacralized states to be multiplied: seeking after prophetic 
dreams, proximity to an oracle, and sleeping upon sacred ground lend an unmistakable aura of religious 
consecration to the proceedings. The state of sleep has been shown to have an intrinsic similarity to the 
states of consciousness prevalent in ritual that may, in effect, rely upon the same neurological processes, 
especially in the dream phase.” Also about the power of miasma to haunt in a dream in the Libation 
Bearers, Widzisz (2005), 155: “The claim of the dead upon the living, however, does not limit itself to 
Orestes, Electra, and the chorus. The chthonic power emanating from Agamemnon’s grave has even 
extended into the innermost (women’s) chambers where it has come down hard.” 
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of divine logos (Pythia vv.48ff.). It is almost as if they drag logos out of Apollonian 

phrēn, imitating their maddening assault against Orestes, in an attempt to restore this 

place, through their blatant ugliness, to its pre-verbal memory.  

      Once the Furies fully take over this task, ceasing to be dormant, Clytemnestra goes 

from an angry shade to full disappearance. She suffers a peculiar sacred disembodiment 

while the Erinyes themselves turn more and more corporeal and ultimately surface. Her 

disembodiment is under no circumstances Helen's apotheotic farewell in Orestes but the 

quiet dissolution of a hallucination. Her ghostly presence (eidolon), although "heavy" 

with unresolved memory, is simply not an acceptable signifier in the civic realm above 

(as eidos, graphe or agalma), but a residual form of memory, a trace of a former 

imprint.821 Although she restores memory into Delphi (formerly "purged" of its mnēmē 

by Apollo's word), she ultimately cannot survive in the upper world whose civic memory 

is dominated by consecrated spaces (agora) and statues (agalmata). In this word, her 

apparition is only a hieroglyph, an encryption. Therefore, instead of sacred 

agalmatization, her pale eidolon turns into thin air and permanent nothingness. The task 

of memory is left now to her embodied minions who need to defend it through logos in 

the agora. 

        In the Eumenides, the locus of Apollonian prophecy does not help out against the 

Furial attacks and is powerless to cover their signifier (blood). Therefore, Apollo needs to 

send Orestes to a new place, of high civilization, where memory is yet in construction: 

                                                        
821 A. Assmann (2011), referring to signifiers and residual memory: "Writing and traces are often used 
synonymously, but they are in fact very different. Writing is language codified in the form of visual signs. 
This definition cannot be applied to traces, which relate neither to language nor to codified signs. They are, 
nevertheless, semiotically readable as indexical without any underlying code." 
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the Athenian Areopagus.822 Now that Orestes goes to Athens, memory turns from 

subjective to collective guilt, as his presence turns Athens into a further locus 

memoriae.823  

        The presence of Athena in the Eumenides constitutes an interesting addition to the 

Aeschylean realm of memory and amnesty. Euripides accentuated the function of 

forgetfulness and alienation in his work and as a result he chose Apollo (in Orestes) and 

the Dioskouroi (in Electra) to come and explain the solution to the matricide problem. 

The author needed distant and self-absorbed divinities to play this role in order to 

emphasize the haunting shade of oblivion and disconnection between humans and gods. 

Apollo was perfect for the role in his usual “serene detachment.”824 Orestes quietly 

resents his delayed help and silence (or divine oblivion), but finds comfort in knowing 

that this is the nature of gods (Or. vv. 419-420). In contradiction, the Aeschylean gods 

surprise with their ability to take an active part in the city life.825 Athena in particular 

appears in Aeschylus to be very attached to her city: she remains on the stage beyond the 

trial itself, just to make sure Athens will be spared pollution and destruction.826 Because 

of this beloved city, Athena is implicated in the human business. The way Otto argues, 

                                                        
822 Loraux (2002), on page 32, thinks that "Athena has created the Areopagus to keep watch over the 
sleeping city." On pages 71-73, she analyzes the functions of Areopagus and memory in mythical and 
historical times. See also pages 99-111 about the neutrality and the suspension in the agora, as "center" for 
debate. However, in Euripides (vv.), that place appears already as circumscribed by amnesty, marked down 
in the collective memory as both a place of forgetfulness and further civic memory. 
823 A. Assmann (2011), 314, shows that this transformation of private memory into public memory is 
possible. 
824 Otto (1995), 67-69 and 83-85. 
825 Gould (2001), 153-155, taking on Aristotelian premises in the Politics, asserts that gods were supposed 
to be wild and not conditioned by politeia, like the humans (zoa politika).  
826 Loraux (2002), 31: "Athena must convince them to relinquish their anger by explaining to them that 
they were not truly defeated. Settled within the city, they will be honored as long as they hold off stasis." 
She uses this discussion to emphasize the role of stasis in the city. 
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she is the “nearby” divinity, in sharp opposition to her half-brother, the bow-bearer.827 

This is why Euripides, who needs distant eyes for human problems, avoids this character 

endowed with sympathy for her polis. She cannot forget or disregard what is truly dear to 

her.  

      However, the audience should not consider Athena as a citadel of Mnēmosynē either. 

As Apollo scrutinizes the beasts (including the Furies) as teraskopos, so does Athena 

when she gets ready for the trial: the reason is that she does not remember them. The 

reader should not forget that her epithet Gorgopis is reminiscent of the Gorgonian eye828 

but her more serene appellative, Athena Glaukopis829, somehow has a glimpse of the 

panoptic gaze of Zeus. In certain aspects, though, a good sight does not equate 

omniscience or a good memory. The Promethean gaze indeed combined a great memory 

with a great “sight” both in space and in time.830 However, Athena’s necessity for good 

scrutiny appears due to lack of memory or foreknowledge. She needs to see and search 

the matters in order to know (v. 224: δίκας δὲ Παλλὰς τῶνδ᾽ ἐποπτεύσει θεά. “But the 

goddess Pallas will oversee the pleadings in this case.”). The goddess does not recognize 

Orestes: seeing him does nothing to refresh her memory and Orestes needs to develop a 

narrative for efficient anamnēsis so Athena could recognize him as the son of 

Agamemnon.  

          Her memory in the Libation Bearers is altered first by her unnatural birth, from 

Zeus’s head, a seat of patriarchal logos, as oposed to a womb of chthonian memory. In 

                                                        
827 Otto (1995), 65. Otto takes the Apollonian skill and turns it into a characteristic of his persona. He is the 
detached god, the one who shoots from afar, while Athena represents the divinity always in close contact 
with the heroes and ready to stand nearby.   
828 See Otto (1995), 62.  
829 See Otto (1995), 63. 
830 He uses these talents to help the others (like Io) learn the future and inscribe it in “the tablets of the 
mind” (P.V. v. 789). See Sansone (1975) and Small (1997), 9. 
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the Eumenides, the Furies regard her with respect as eugenes (vv. 434-435: Ath. ἦ κἀπ᾽ 

ἐμοὶ τρέποιτ᾽ ἂν αἰτίας τέλος; Ch. πῶς δ᾽ οὔ; σέβουσαί γ᾽ ἀξίαν κἀπ᾽ ἀξίων. Ath. “Then 

would you turn over the decision of the charge to me? Ch. “How not?—since we honor 

you because you are worthy and of worthy parentage”). This eugeneia means she is to be 

trusted with telos, the Furies think, without paying attention to the troubles of her “good 

birth” and the disappearance into nothingness of one crucial feminine principle that used 

to govern the "accomplishment" of prophecies.831 The complications of her birth 

generated a confused and forgetful Athena.  

       She simply has no idea of her true genesis out of Metis. This is the greatest act of 

oblivion Apollo can induce by mere rhetoric. He declares her a child born of no mother. 

He names Athena “the child of Zeus” (v. 664), completely erasing the maternal womb 

(vv. 665-666) as if it never existed. Moreover, he uses her as an example to prove his 

theory on motherhood. 

καὶ τοῦτο λέξω, καὶ μάθ᾽ ὡς ὀρθῶς ἐρῶ. 
οὔκ ἔστι μήτηρ ἡ κεκλημένου τέκνου 
τοκεύς, τροφὸς δὲ κύματος νεοσπόρου. 
τίκτει δ᾽ ὁ θρῴσκων, ἡ δ᾽ ἅπερ ξένῳ ξένη 
ἔσωσεν ἔρνος, οἷσι μὴ βλάψῃ θεός. 
τεκμήριον δὲ τοῦδέ σοι δείξω λόγου. 
πατὴρ μὲν ἂν γένοιτ᾽ ἄνευ μητρός: 
 
 I will explain this, too, and see how correctly I will speak. The mother of what is 
called her child is not the parent, but the nurse of the newly-sown embryo. The one 
who mounts is the parent, whereas she, as a stranger for a stranger, preserves the 
young plant, if the god does not harm it. And I will show you proof of what I say: a 
father might exist without a mother. (vv. 657-663).832 
 

                                                        
831 In the chapter “The Last Bastion of Memory” there is a notice that telos is a necessary component of 
menmonic logos and therefore a good component for divine memory, if we think in Detienne’s terms (288). 
832 Hogan (1984), 172, regarding the Apollonian speech: "That the argument is not overwhelming and 
unambiguous, however, clearly appears from the fact that only Athene's vote brings a tie and so the 
acquittal. That tie would seem more than merely aetiological, i.e., explanatory of the historical fact that tie 
votes in Athenian courts brought acquittal. The issue is resolved but not dismissed; Apollo's physiology 
remains a male pathology; the Furies must still be placated."  
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       In his speech, all females simply turn into trophoi (v. 659), acolytes, while the Father 

progresses from the verb phyein of insemination to that of tiktein (v. 660), becoming 

androgynous and self-sufficient once more.833 By use of emphatic logos (lexo kai ero- v. 

656), Apollo eliminates the female somata as receptacles of memory from the cosmic 

equation (vv. 656-665). Just as in Passman’s essay, maternity is reduced to nursing a seed 

and emphasis on mere kourotrophic abilities are the first step, long ago taken by Zeus:  

In exchange for her (implied) virginal status, Hecate receives the significant epithet 
kourotrophos, “nourisher of the youth” (Theog. 450, 452), which further reinforces 
her transformation as a life-giving goddess, or goddess of regeneration, into a life-
sustaining goddess.834 
 

        It was an action Zeus took in order to control the feminine realm and the cycle of 

births. Like a good son, Apollo follows his father.  But he goes further: he takes away 

also the consolation prize of timē, a form of recognition and a reminiscence of their 

previous status which Zeus generously offered to his domesticated females: as a result the 

Furies remain atimoi (vv. 719-722). Moreover, he turns all maternity into the original 

pre-cutural Nyx, declaring that the child appears en skotois, as opposed to Athena's birth 

(vv. 665-666: οὐδ᾽ ἐν σκότοισι νηδύος τεθραμμένη,/ἀλλ᾽ οἷον ἔρνος οὔτις ἂν τέκοι θεός. 

                                                        
833 Holst-Warhaft (1992), 159: “Tiktein, to beget, has strong agricultural associations, and is used of bearing 
fruit. It reinforces the image preceding it of woman as a nurse to male seed, an argument more fully 
developed by Aristotle. Trōskōn literally he who mounts, is a military term for an attack or an assault. Thus 
the most basic of male activities, agriculture and war, are present in the phrase which establishes man as 
true progenitor.” Also, Zeitlin (1988), 66: "The mythic form his act of creation assumes completes the trend 
of the Theogony which began with Earth's natural parthenogenetic capability and ends with the male's 
imitation of her. The seal is set on the finality of the transition from female dominance to male dominance 
by overt male usurpation of her procreative function, the basic source of her mystery and power." The 
scholar further notices than in his imitation of birth, Zeus switches from phallos, to head and logos. Athena 
is born through this act. 
834 Passman (1993), 66. See also Clay (1989), 58. Rehm (1994), 55, belives that by trying to deny the 
mother relationship to her child through birth, Apollo actually stresses more her cultural role: "If women 
are not parents but the trophos ('nurse') of the seed, as Apollo argues (Eu. 659), then the god inadvertently 
claims a cultural in addition to a biological) function for the mother with regard to her child. By denying 
mothers at least an equal tole in biological reproduction, Apollo unconsciously champions the place of 
women on the 'culture side' of the nature/culture polarity, a place and role that some scholars claim was 
denied systemically to Athenian women." According to Rehm, Apollo's ideas are not received with 
approval by the Athenian public of the fifth century where they were neither legal nor popular. 
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“who was not nursed in the darkness of a womb, and she is such a child as no goddess 

could give birth to”). This way, he eliminates the idea of a nurturing zōnē (girdle), circle 

of civilized birth, and turns it into the amorphous nedys, a pristine void out of the 

civilized records of memory.835 The womb is no longer monumentalized, but de-

signified.836 It is the ultimate erasure of memory and later on, Athena accepts it as 

alēthēia, truth, which in her case involves an actual state of lēthē. She acknowledges her 

orphaned position and she joins the male as a sterile androgyne obtained through denial 

and oblivion of the feminine side.  

μήτηρ γὰρ οὔτις ἐστὶν ἥ μ᾽ ἐγείνατο, 
τὸ δ᾽ ἄρσεν αἰνῶ πάντα, πλὴν γάμου τυχεῖν, 
ἅπαντι θυμῷ, κάρτα δ᾽ εἰμὶ τοῦ πατρός.  
 
For there was no mother who gave me birth; and in all things, except for marriage, 
whole-heartedly I am for the male and entirely on the father's side (v. 736-738).837 
 

     By calling the uterus a nedys he turns a fruitful receptacle into an empty situs. If in the 

previous chapters feminine characters struggled to maintain their bodies as active 

signifiers of memory, Apollo sabotages the wombs by turning free corpora into loci 

                                                        
835 Barber (1994), The String Revolution, 55, 61. According to her, the contour itself applied to these body 
areas points out the most important aspect of femininity: its fertility, “the menarche and not the 
menopause.”  
836 Bergren (2008), 311, regarding the signification of the female womb as house in myth: “As a male –
molded jar, Pandora mediates between and thereby links the female as male-molded body and the female as 
male-molded house. This identification of body and house is embedded in the word for ‘own’ itself, 
οἰκεῖος, an adjectival form of οἶκος ‘house’. Your ‘own’ thing is the thing of your house, and your house is 
your ownership—your ‘owness’ itself—a unity that will be crucial to Praxagora’s urban form, when her 
operation upon the οἶκος ‘house’ demolishes the distinction between ‘own’ and ‘other’s.’” 
837 We can see this last part at Ament (1993), 5 and 9. The usual androgyny gives the idea of surplus (male 
+ female) and (in the divine realm) is prone to foresight as well as good knowledge of the past (memory). 
This is why I think that Athena has a problem here with her androgyny resulted through denial of her 
feminine accomplishment through gamos and oblivion of her mother. Her body is rather "eunucoid", and 
thus faithful to the patriarch —see C. Grotannelli (1997), 404-417. Also, Hogan (1984), 176: "Athena 
accepts Apollo's arguments (9658 ff. esp. 663-66) that the male is more important than the female. Thus 
Orestes' acquittal hangs not on his guilt or innocence—these arguments ignore the question—but on a 
resolution of the male/female antithesis that has run through the trilogy. The forensics focus, stressing a 
social and sexual antagonism rather than the homicide, is but another dramatic strategy intended to make us 
feel that Orestes is less culpable than Clytemnestra." 

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=mh%2Fthr&la=greek&can=mh%2Fthr0&prior=prosqh/somai
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ga%5Cr&la=greek&can=ga%5Cr0&prior=mh/thr
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ou%29%2Ftis&la=greek&can=ou%29%2Ftis0&prior=ga%5Cr
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29sti%5Cn&la=greek&can=e%29sti%5Cn0&prior=ou)/tis
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=h%28%2F&la=greek&can=h%28%2F0&prior=e)sti%5Cn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=m%27&la=greek&can=m%270&prior=h(/
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=e%29gei%2Fnato&la=greek&can=e%29gei%2Fnato0&prior=m'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=to%5C&la=greek&can=to%5C0&prior=e)gei/nato
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%273&prior=to%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%29%2Frsen&la=greek&can=a%29%2Frsen0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ai%29nw%3D&la=greek&can=ai%29nw%3D0&prior=a)/rsen
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=pa%2Fnta&la=greek&can=pa%2Fnta0&prior=ai)nw=
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=plh%5Cn&la=greek&can=plh%5Cn0&prior=pa/nta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ga%2Fmou&la=greek&can=ga%2Fmou0&prior=plh%5Cn
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tuxei%3Dn&la=greek&can=tuxei%3Dn0&prior=ga/mou
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=a%28%2Fpanti&la=greek&can=a%28%2Fpanti0&prior=tuxei=n
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=qumw%3D%7C&la=greek&can=qumw%3D%7C0&prior=a(/panti
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ka%2Frta&la=greek&can=ka%2Frta0&prior=qumw=%7C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=d%27&la=greek&can=d%274&prior=ka/rta
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=ei%29mi%5C&la=greek&can=ei%29mi%5C0&prior=d'
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=tou%3D&la=greek&can=tou%3D0&prior=ei)mi%5C
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/morph?l=patro%2Fs&la=greek&can=patro%2Fs0&prior=tou=


334 
 

whcih could be submitted to his civilizing power.838 The reader should not be surprised 

as he revised also the memory of another "womb" back in his Delphic lair. According to 

Zeitlin he impregnated that place with his own fertility, a masculine one which penetrates 

in the form of divine logos. This is in opposition to the original parthenogenetic fertility 

of the place.839 Apollo is fertile through his words, as became manifest in the previous 

parts. This relationship word-fertility clearly appears in the following quotations from 

Maurizio:  

The repetition of prophetic words in this story in the form of an inadvertent "birth 
announcement" replaces the act of procreation itself with prophetic words and 
emphasizes how prophetic language reproduces itself in the world.840  
 

It is rather obvious also in the paper of Zeitlin: "Through the myth of Athena's birth, 

theogony is recapitulated now in the new embryology, championed by the new 

generation of gods in the interests of a new justice."841 

         The god governs change, travel and foundation of cities.842 In this sense he creates 

memory, enhances heroic curriculum and contributes to further mythoi. However, this 

                                                        
838 The "places" civilized by Apollo are submitted to a re-construction of memory. This will come into 
discussion in the next page. 
839 Zeitlin (1988), 63: "Orestes then is ritually born at the omphalos of Delphi, the female symbol at the 
center of a place whose name means womb. But this symbol has been appropriated by the male hegemony 
of the shrine which Apollo himself received as a birthday gift (Eumenides, 1.7). The implication of the 
scene is of rebirth from the male, a necessary condition both for Orestes' redemption from guilt and for his 
passage into adulthood as son of his father." His ability to "engender" through his speech is more obvious 
in Zeitlin's talk about his combination of mythology, logos and embryology (page 66): "Here in the 
Oresteia, logos and mythos usually posed in two different modes, make an alliance and interact to support 
each other. This alliance is, in fact, a microcosmic reflection of the larger alliance between male and 
female, new and old, secular and sacred, on which the trilogy relies for its conclusion." Also Keuls (1993),  
42, talks about a male version of the womb in Zeus' thigh which gestates Dionysos. 
840 Maurizio (2001), 46, speaking of the prophecy related to Sikyon's oldest son. 
841 Zeitlin (1988), 66. Also at 67: "As Hillman remarks, since 'embryology is a logos of beginnings, it will 
be influenced by creation mythemes,' and 'because theories of generation reflect the differences and union 
of opposites, these theories will be influenced by coniunctio fantasies.'" 
842 Pierce (2012), 21 sees in the use of places, a means to retain memory, to build liaisons to the past and 
ensure continuity. Also he refers mostly to the re-use of places and sanctuaries, even when they were re-
dedicated to different divinities: "Here one might think of the ways that individual places were re-used in 
later periods, but reused in order to articulate some ties of memory with the past. For example, there was 
the offering of cult at Bronze Age tholos tomb in parts of the Greek mainland, especially in the eighth 
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very well could be an agent of lēthē. In all the versions of the story, Orestes is ultimately 

guided towards a place where he should settle and reproduce, which means he is "retired" 

from the heroic field, but also consigned to civic memory through this "generational" 

settlement.843 Although he represents the logos, Apollo also represents the situs par 

excellence.844 Any mnemonic "consecration of places" is an act of oblivion, according to 

Pierre Nora:  

Pierre Nora uses two expressions to capture this shift from a place where traditional 
ways of life were once stable where nothing remains but shattered material links to 
the lost way of life: it is a change from the milieu de mmoire to the lieu de memoire. 
A place of commemoration is what remains when a tradition has ended and an event 
has lost its context.845 
 

      If logos is his realm of fertility (and perhaps his memory sui generis), in his 

association with places, Apollo's "sterilizing" power of oblivion becomes manifest: 

through his civilizing efforts he first erases the pristine memory of that land to install a 

new order. His acts of civilization excavate whatever was initially there. He hollows the 

places and thus sacred seats of memory turn into caverns filled with his revisionist logos. 

His heroic deeds changed the nature of the Delphic realm by annihilating the Pytho, the 

original monster. His logos further undermines this memory as the Pytho disappears from 

the narrative and does not even have a chance of monumentalization, a chance of a 

                                                                                                                                                                     
century BC." He refers to social memory and he believes that it is nurtured by at least four elements (17): 
"There are four crucial contexts in which networks of memories were constructed: first, objects and 
representations; second, places; third, ritual behavior (and associated myths); and fourth, textual 
narratives." 
843 He is the opposite of Achilles who preserves his heroic memory by giving up his chance to become the 
patriarch back home, to return and have progeny as well as a long life with no military glory. 
844 Maurizio (2001), 45: "Despite their transitory power, ambiguous oracles had an undeniable materiality. 
For ambiguous oracles almost paradoxically asserted that they had a fixed referent, namely a future site or 
tyrant, an assertion for which the Pythias' divine voice became the epistemic foundation (it predicts and 
hence guarantees the future). Oracles induced an attention to language and interpretation but equally 
displayed a passion for things, for the world as it exists, 'a passion for what is its own authority and depends 
on no outside guarantee.'" 
845 A. Assmann (2011), 292. 
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mnēma.846 His speech changes the reality and interferes with the memory of wombs, 

which turn into speechless and oblivious voids when submitted to his scrutiny. Wombs 

(body parts) become empty loci where the pater deposits something new, a seed yet to 

become. They turn into signifiers and representations, into agalmata waiting for a 

signifier to fill their purpose. 

        Although throughout these tragedies Apollo was represented either by his voice or 

by an empty/concave place dedicated to him (see Sophocles' Electra, vv.1-16), Apollo 

shows here a predilection also for monuments. Normally those should be indicators of 

social/civic memory. However, Terdiman and Lang point out that the use of monuments 

as externalized forms of memory is rather the first step to oblivion.847 As symbola they 

are hollowed in their own way.  

         His interest in monuments shows that Apollo also prefers to step down from 

absolute knowledge to graphic “reminders.” As the reader sees in the Eumenides, he 

offers to Orestes the agalmata of Athena to embrace for protection (vv. 80, 240-244).848 

The first time the audience makes contact with Athena in the Eumenides is through an 

image, a signifier of her (vv. 242-243: σῴζων ἐφετμὰς Λοξίου χρηστηρίους,/ πρόσειμι 

δῶμα καὶ βρέτας τὸ σόν, θεά. “Keeping the commands of Loxias' oracle, I now approach 

your house and image, goddess”; 258-259: περὶ βρέτει πλεχθεὶς θεᾶς ἀμβρότου/ὑπόδικος 

θέλει γενέσθαι χρεῶν. “Yes, here he is again with a defense; his arms twisted around the 

image of the immortal goddess, he wishes to be tried for his debt.”). He knows also that 

                                                        
846 Hogan (1984), 151, believes that a tomb of Pytho or Dionysius used to be part of the architectonics of 
Delphi. However, in this story, he notes, this reminder is absent. 
847 Terdiman's view (1993) will appear in the next chapter on theater (354). Aleida Assman (2011), 247, 
comments on Langer's theory of the dubious worth of monuments in maintaining social memory. 
848 It is nontheless interesting that Orestes does signal the Furies, too, in a different way, through the scent 
of his miasma (v. 244). Their indicator is not visual. 
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the Furies do not abide by this law of visual symbols since they are not fit to leave in the 

Olympian settled culture (vv. 70-75), which encourages statuary imagery. He also 

recommends Orestes to march to Athens (v. 79-80: μολὼν δὲ Παλλάδος ποτὶ πτόλιν/ἵζου 

παλαιὸν ἄγκαθεν λαβὼν βρέτας. “But when you have come to Pallas' city, sit down and 

hold in your arms her ancient image.”). Athena’s city is also a symbolon of her power, an 

agalma of Athena at a different scale. As Zeitlin sees it, he sends him away from a 

sanctuary that still bears feminine reminiscences (Delphi), to a city led by an androgyne 

devoted to the Olympian father.849 

       Apollonian discourse has changed Athena from a goddess into an agalma with the 

implication of her becoming both a venerable object and a substitute, a signifier. Her 

beauty predisposes her to a monumental destiny.850 Depriving her of her uterine 

connections and womb (feminine castration), Apollo hollows Athena.851 As a sign, she is 

the best agent in his subtle steps towards amnesty. However, she always was meant for a 

statuesque destiny. Bergren sees Athena as an initial product of the 

sculptural/monumental powers of Metis, the arch-technician of the universe, whose art is 

stolen by the patriarch Zeus and used for engendering Athena.852 This goddess is 

therefore born as a sign, a representation, a reminiscence of something else.  

                                                        
849 Zeitlin (1988), 69: "Orestes had denied his mother by the act of matricide and sought a new birth at the 
male-centered omphalos of Delphi. That new birth was just a beginning that sent him further to another 
seat, Athena's altar, upon which he sat, embraced her image, and held on tight. She provided him with the 
salvation he had sought. The positive maternal figure, in fact, restored him to his father and freed him to 
claim his social and political identity based on a new embryology and a traditional theogony. Like Athena, 
he now belongs wholly to his father."   
850 See Vesely (2002), 42, discusses the similarities between anthropomorphic and architectonic harmony: 
"The meaning of the module and its role in proportioning architectural elements of the human body depend 
entirely on the presence of an articulated world in which the body is connected with embodiment and 
proportion with architectonics." 
851 Keuls (1993), 42, sees Athena as an ambiguous mother in the myth of Erychthonius, although she shares 
her maternity with Gaia, after th failed attempt of rape by Hephaestus. 
852 Bergren (2008), 248: “Mêtis thus integrates powers and activities separated in aesthetic traditions that 
draw a sharp line between the verbal and the visual, between the linguistic and the plastic, the written text 
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       Warner sees her as a combination of flesh and metal, her armor being somehow an 

organic part of her body.853 Athena is "wearing" her statue, which is almost fused with 

her. She stands both as the sign and its signifier in an elaborate trick of memory and 

confusion. The monumental protection of Athena appears in Euripides' Electra, too (vv. 

1254-1257), where the Dioskouroi offer the audience a "snap shot" of her, posing with 

her Gorgonal aegis over Orestes' head.854 She is but "frozen" in her statuesque posture, 

nothing more than a living re-presentation of herself, an attractive signifier and object 

d'art. The graphic of a Gorgon (another signifier) protects her against the real Furies of 

memory who bear no available graphic signifiers to counter her action.855  

         In exchange for discouraging her feminine affinities, Apollo encourages her bonds 

with him in the field of civic stewardship (vv. 667-673), a task that comes with a fruitful 

city, as opposed to a fruitful divine womb.856 In the Eumenides, one sees her already 

                                                                                                                                                                     
and the building. It means continual shape-shifting, imitating the form of your enemy and defeating him 
with your trick at his own game.” Also: “Zeus’ first act upon securing his kingship from his father is to turn 
the mêtis stone into a monument. In a ‘classic’ instance of political sovereignty as architectural trope and of 
architecture as political symbolization, Zeus ‘sets up’ the mêtis stone—the formal substitute for himself—
‘to be a σῆμα ‘sign’ and θαῦμα ‘marvel’ to mortals’ Theogony 500).” Later on Athena will appear as an 
architectural form created by Zeus.  
853 Warner (1985), 106: "The dual interplay of quick flesh and dead metal, and the paradoxically divinizing 
effect of armour upon human matter is central to the Greek's conception of a male warrior's body and to 
their somatic characterization of the goddess who presides over his success. Athena, the goddess of wisdom 
as well as war, the parthenogenetic daughter of Zeus, is firstborn of armed maidens, and her warlikeness 
pledges her authenticity, and her descendants; as personifications of virtue." 
854 Cropp (1988), 184-185, speaks of Athena's bretas (image), which "was presumably the olive-wood 
image of Athena Polias described by schol. Dem. 22.12, Paus. 1.26.6. Its form is much discussed." Also, on 
page 185: "Athena's aegis is here pictured as a round shield with Gorgon's head (a common shield-
decoration, but also mythically associated with Athena) at its center." 
855 Warner (1985), 107-109, notices the use of the Gorgon, a tamed feminine symbol of power and chaos. 
She also notices how the Gorgon's gaze defines her entire being and her eyes (Gorgopis). Her aegis covers 
her femininity and hides her womb as well. She emphasizes that her aegis is a part of her androgyny, as it 
was conceived by Metis, swallowed and "re-born" by Zeus together with the child Athena (see page 108). 
See also Bergren (2008), 248. 
856 Zeitlin (1988), 68-69, talks about Athena's "no contest" policy around the Olympian world, which makes 
her an excellent ally: "If the birth of Athena is necessary for Apollo's synthesis and Orestes' reincorporation 
into community, her pedigree and status are necessary for reaching any workable solution to the problem of 
the female who resists the encroachment on her prerogatives. Androgynous compromise, Athena is the 
benevolent answer to her opposite and double, Clytemnestra. Female born of male, she can ally herself with 
male interests and still display positive nurturant behavior." According to Zeitlin, as a virgin subordinate 
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portrayed in the strategic position of watching over ramparts when she is called for the 

trial (vv. 295-298). 857  He reassures her of his full cooperation for the good of her polis. 

Apollo turns this reassurance into a promise, a settlement eis to pan chronou (v. 669-670: 

καὶ τόνδ᾽ ἔπεμψα σῶν δόμων ἐφέστιον,/ὅπως γένοιτο πιστὸς εἰς τὸ πᾶν χρόνου “and I 

have sent this man as a suppliant to your sanctuary so that he may be faithful for all 

time”). He contributes this way to civic memory, in opposition to the natural filial form 

of Mnēmosynē which he tries to undermine at all levels.  

           However, Athena does not lose her natural instinct of committing acts of 

Mnēmosynē: she consecrates the trial Hill of Ares and even reminds the audience of its 

previous history (vv. 685-703). Moreover, when she calms down the Furies, she reminds 

them of their origins from the Earth to keep them from ruining the soil of Mycenae. She 

practically consecrates the land to them (vv. 890-891: ἔξεστι γάρ σοι τῆσδε γαμόρῳ 

χθονὸς/εἶναι δικαίως ἐς τὸ πᾶν τιμωμένῃ. “For it is possible for you to have a share of the 

land justly, with full honors”). She takes care to further emphasize the future mnemonic 

charge of the place. In Euripides' Electra, the reader finds the place already consecrated 

to the Semnai, but in a form that appears controlled by Apollonian logos, as an oracle is 

forcibly placed above them (El. vv. 1266-1273).858 It is ambiguous whether this oracle 

                                                                                                                                                                     
she will partake in a controlled form of fertility (not alone but as a complement) without any of the 
unwanted "sexual threats" and she will agree to remain subordinate to the male and beneficial for the city.  
857 See the Greek particle de (ego de, v. 736), immediately after the paragraph denying the female 
contribution to the reproduction. 
858 Cropp (1988), 186, comments on the original difference between Semnai and the Erinyes. The two terms 
were equated by Aeschylus in the construction of the Eumenides. Also, Cropp notices that Aeschylus 
brought up the episode of their persuasion by Athena as an innovation. "Eur. here gives a rather different 
impression, suggesting a little irreverently that their own frustration drove the Erinyes into the ground. In 
IT (see esp. 968-71) some of them have refused to accept the Athenian verdict and are still pursuing Or." 
Regarding the chresmon, Cropp notices that "the shrine is not otherwise known to have convened an oracle, 
but a chasm is a natural site for one."  
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means that they will have a voice of memory or they will be controlled by an external 

voice of amnesty.859 

                                                        
859 About feminine struggle against their diminishment of speech, see Bergren (2008), 249: “And indeed, in 
Greek culture, where women lack citizenship, the woman’s web would seem to be supplemental, a silent 
substitute for her lack of phallo-political voice. But this is not a complete picture, for in Greek the utterance 
of poetry or prophecy—and in Plato, even the art of the statesman himself—is described as ‘weaving.’ As 
Zeus appropriates mêtis, so Greek men call their product, in effect, a ‘metaphorical web.’ Weaving as 
figurative speech, and poetry, prophecy, and political philosophy as figurative web, each the ‘original’ of 
the other (we shall find the same relation between architecture and philosophy in Plato).” She concludes: 
“In her power to defy physical constraints and to express what she knows through the silence of dumb 
material, the female remains the mistress of graphic, of the constructed mêtis.” 
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                              CHAPTER SIX: MEMORY AND THEATRE  

                                     A “Bridge” Chapter before Ending 

     This dissertation strived to present the various forms of memory and their interactions 

in the texts of the three tragedians, using both the works of Hellenists and modern 

theoreticians of memory. All three authors present the young Orestes as attached to a 

logocentric and group-supported form of memory which at times proves fickle and 

confusing. The other characters of the plays oppose this heroic memory with their own—

more or less successful—alternatives. Aeschylus’ Electra conforms mostly to the same 

mnemonic view Orestes has, although in addition to social logos, she communicates 

through textile graphic signifiers. Her arch-opponent Clytemnestra is a bit more complex. 

She uses in addition to censorship of social discourse also a more private form of 

Mnēmosynē, reserved strictly for situations of crisis: the memory of her body. However, 

her attempts to recall emotions in Orestes fail. After the matricide, that neglected, 

“unspoken” yet persistent memory of murder will take a monstrous embodiment. Any 

heroic attempt to turn the memory of the matricide into an epitaphic act (an act of logos 

and public inscription) fails. Orestes “explains” his murder, yet he cannot control his 

Furies.  

      Gods are called onto the stage in the Eumenides to settle memory both through acts of 

logos—persuasion, rather than pure prescription—and acts of consecration of further loci 

memoriae. If memory was excavated in the Libation Bearers, now it is reintegrated into 

the ground. The ground becomes a locus memoriae, which in Assmann’s terms means not 

so much a place of memory, but a burial situs with traces of memory. In this context, the 

intervention of Apollo is emblematic, since he is a god who encourages (through his 
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mentorship) mnemonic renewal and revisionism. He uses, in addition to logos, both 

“empty” centers (the agora and the cavernous omphalos) and glyphic signifiers in order 

to externalize and ultimately settle memory. This way, through speech and 

monumentalization, he defeats the “speechless” and the deformed memory of the Furies. 

Athena is a good ally for Apollo, not only because she is associated with urban 

architecture (the agora), but also because she could herself be regarded as an agalma. 

Thus, before being buried underground, memory is first civilized and entrusted to 

signifiers. 

          If Aeschylus turns memory into a social construct, Sophocles leaves the function of 

memory on the shoulders of one individual with almost superhuman abilities. In her 

attempts to represent mneme, both through her body and through logos, Electra longs for 

a more enduring, one could even say a “frozen,” monumental form of memory. This 

desire to become a public and even demi-divine signifier is not unusual. Even Orestes is 

consigned to that special status when he portrays himself in the posture of a Delphic 

chariot winner. His image in the Paedagogus’ report reminds the reader of statuary 

consecrations of racing victories. Even in Clytemnestra’s dream his presence takes on the 

image of a glyphe, a column in the palace of Agamemnon. However, the monuments of 

Mycenae suffered a terrible neglect, and their mnemonic function is almost extinguished. 

In her attempt at divine memory, Electra risks loss of her humanity and vitality. Through 

a false death and an imaginary destruction of her body-monument Electra will recover a 

normal form of memory. She progressively reduces her mnemonic perspective from 

statue, to urn, and further to less monumental signifiers, such as graphic signs (morphe 

and skia). Only from such reductions will she be able to access the signified. Also, by 
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exchange of signifiers (the false urn and the true signet) both Electra and Orestes will 

fend off their alienation and succeed in their recognition. It is the only form of private 

memory obtained through the use of monumental, social signifiers (the funeral urn), 

rather than through the use of embroideries and other more intimate tokens of 

recollection, as Segal previously noticed.  

         The alienation is even further pushed in Euripides where each individual seems to 

be an island. The memory of blood and wombs, as well as the memory of the Mycenaean 

land (translated socially through autochthony and religiously through consecration of 

tombstones) is weak. In Electra, both noble people and their monuments appear as empty 

agalmata and main characters need peripheral characters (slaves) to induce recognition 

between blood relatives. In Orestes, memory turns into a cankerous sore, further inducing 

aphasia and dissolution of bonds. The speech is just as weak as the other signifiers. Both 

aggressive and malthakoi logoi are inefficiently exchanged in the agora and lead to a 

deeper crisis. The space of the agora remains a place of stasis and aggression, while the 

palace of the Atreidai is converted into a space of oblivion and civic dissolution by 

Helen, a complex agalma herself. The only functional speech comes from above and 

prescribes settlement of memory without negotiation, as scholars have noticed. The 

dissolution of Helen is a complex exchange of memory between the human and the 

divine. The gods absorb the painful memory raised by war and matricide and further 

shower down a soothing form of oblivion of discord. According to Wolff, the entire play 

was “nightmare dreamed by an uncertain world, oppressed by fear and guilt and a 



344 
 

memory which longs for release of terrible things that have been done.”860 In both 

Orestes and Electra, the solution to sickening memory as well as to social amnesia of 

blood ties comes with a further form of oblivion. In terms of signifiers, it comes with a 

consecration of memory to new loci memoriae, fertile beginnings of future cities. By 

sending Orestes and Electra to new hearths, the gods bury the discord in a manner similar 

to Aeschylus’ Athena. Much as in the Eumenides, Mycenae, heavy with burdensome 

memory, cannot be the solution. Orestes is sent to an “empty center” where memory can 

be reconstructed; this place can become a yet to be consecrated Areopagus (as Loraux 

notices in the Eumenides) or a place ready for a city founding (as in Euripides’ Orestes 

and Electra). Where monumental signifiers do not offer comfort or substance, “empty” 

places waiting for foundations are the best way to deal with the sickness of memory.  

        The last form of memory that interests us in this chapter is the one reflected by the 

theatrical performance of these plays. This chapter will examine the mechanism of 

theater and its interaction with the context of the performance. The re-enactment of these 

plays is a way to share the socially and individually burdensome memory: in each show, 

Orestes' murder is re-tried and the world order is reset and acknowledged again within a 

special temporal frame.861 In this cyclical act of re-evaluation of crime and atonement, 

                                                        
860 Wolff (1968), 142: “It is possible that Orestes like the Trojan Women (both plays about the aftermath of 
a famous catastrophe), is a kind of indictment of public conscience.” He also notices the pressure of the 
past imposed by the presence of Apollo. 
861 M. Widzisz (2005), 299: “Athena illustrates a future wherein the Erinyes will have seats of honor at 
Athens. The younger goddess thus persuasively challenges the Erinyes’ understanding of the (recent) past 
and the future part they feel they need to fulfill. The tightly-woven structure of her argument underscores 
time as a primary concern: Athena seeks to ‘correct’ their temporal frame of understanding.”  Also, he adds 
(299-300): “Following upon the interdiction of civic temporality of the law court scene, Athena develops 
time (χρόνος) in its civic aspect: time will, in a linear fashion, bring progressively more honor to Athens 
(and, by extension, to the Erinyes). This type of forward-looking presentation of time contrasts in the 
strongest possible terms with what the Erinyes threaten, a resumption of negatively consecrated duration in 
which no progress (or even basic reproduction) is possible at all.” 
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the esthetic memory plays a crucial role.862 "Creative memory" allows the author to 

ignore certain aspects of the myth and develop the others without impiety. Euripides is a 

good example, since his Electra and Orestes are mutually exclusive, but are both "viable" 

versions. 

         Scholarship is rather pleased with the harmonic end in Aeschylus.863 Born in a less 

troublesome time for the democracy, when Athens was empowered by the victory against 

the Persians, Aeschylus is entitled to dream of a beneficial cycle of memory and amnesty 

that, although rigged by the gods, has the public affidavit and comes with a democratic 

display of votes in the agora.864 He also appears, according to Winnington-Ingram, to 

have accepted the amnesty of 403, although the scholar notes that it is unclear whether it 

was with enthusiasm or reserve.865 Forgetfulness of sorrows appears in its infancy in his 

work, also doubled by the kind guidance of gods and the group support of humans.866 

Just like vengeful memory, it is nurtured, shared and established in such a manner that 

the social body is left unharmed. Moreover, as Ruth Scodel shows, “by locating civic 

                                                        
862 As it appears in the relationship between memory and truth, in opposition with forgetfulness (not with 
lies), as pointed out by Marcel Detienne (1988), 51. 
863 As Scodel (2008), 138, discusses: “Eumenides thus indulges in the kind manipulation of social memory 
that Agamemnon seems to have shown impossible.” Also, Winnington –Ingram (1985), 295, understands 
the complexity of Aeschylean plots: “Clearly Aeschylus was no sentimental optimist. What then, is it that 
makes reconciliation possible? Among the tools of Greek thought was a polar opposition between force (or 
violence) and persuasion. There is no more insistent theme in the later Aeschylus.” 
864 Sommerstein (2010), 33. 
865 Winnington-Ingram (1985), 282. The scholar asserts that the haughty view of Aeschylus is both correct 
and wrong (290): “There is a traditional picture of Aeschylus—the stern moralist, prophet of Zeus who is 
concerned with the inexorable punishment of offenders; master of grand style, with an imagination so lofty 
as to set him apart from common humanity. The picture is both true and false.” 
866 Winnington-Ingram (1985), 295: “There is a problem to be solved; and the play—and the trilogy end not 
with the acquittal of Orestes but with the persuasion of the Erinyes. Angry demons could not be left 
threatening Athens. If they acquire benevolence (without losing their punitive role), it could be said that 
Aeschylus has invoked, in the interests of Athens, another aspect of chthonian powers, as givers of fertility. 
One may doubt, however, whether this exhausts the significance of the closing scene.” The scholar further 
notices the contrast between the opened violence in the previous plays of the Oresteia. “In a context of 
democratic Athens, [Athena] brings persuasion to bear upon the very exemplifications of violent revenge. 
If this is a notion which dominates the last phase of Aeschylus, then perhaps it was his supreme religious 
insight that the Greek gods of power could also be seen to work persuasively.” 
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harmony as a foundational principle, and by suggesting that it has prevailed thus far, the 

play argues that it can continue to prevail.”867   

      If Aeschylus is closer to the poet-prophet of Vernant, with Sophocles the detachment 

and the involvement of the audience at a new level begins. In this case, we should 

envision Euripides not as the ultimate teacher of memory, but as the ultimate trickster in 

terms of mnemonic representations. For this reason, any play of Euripides’ is a clever 

form of manipulation of the audience’s memory by the playful auctorial persona. 

       In Euripides’s Electra and Orestes, the memory settlement is rather artificial. The 

mortals will have their logos restored. However, they will lose the faculty of joining their 

future with their past. Their past has to be put aside, since it cannot be articulated with 

their future identity. In Euripides, a disjunction is at work similar to that theorized in 

Deleuze and Guatarri. We witness how the socius is receptive to inscribing rather than 

interested in true exchange between its apparatus and the members of the group.868 

Apollo/Castor and Pollux inscribe their mneme and the social body receives prescriptions 

to which humans spontaneously adhere, without any trace of emotionality, while leaving 

anger aside in a manner similar to the Furies of Aeschylus. This episode brings about a 

reformed logos. This divine closure starts a process of “re-education” of the main 

characters. 

      As we see in Nietzsche, the socius usually uses the gods in order to create an effective 

mnemonic imprint.869 Nevertheless, the gods of Euripides step aside from their expected 

roles as characters and become secondary directors, travelling above the stage in their 

                                                        
867 Scodel (2008), 137. 
868 Deleuze and Guatarri (2000), 139-145. The divine nature represents the energy of disjunctions (10). 
869 According to Nietzsche (1997), 47, gods were manipulated in the cultural discourse so that the society 
can sanitize death, sacrifice and violence in general. 
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fantastic machinery. Euripides was probably himself disappointed with the ability of 

human logos to solve any problem in the agora of his time. He was no longer alive when 

the trial of Socrates took place in 399 BCE, with the unfortunate outcome of the grudging 

collective memory. However, Euripides intuited the cruelty of memory and the failure of 

logos in helping the city to manage its past and resentments in a non-violent manner.870 

This comes in sharp contrast with the decree of 403 following the tyranny of the Thirty, 

which proved that Athens could use the tool of lēthē for an efficient lēsmosynē kakōn.871  

      According to some sources Euripides was suspect in Athenian eyes, and he retreated 

to Macedonia late in his life.872 This rumor says something about the way social memory 

recorded his attitude in the last years. According to Knox and other scholars, his last play, 

the Bacchae, is a tribute to impulse and divine supremacy, as well as an assertion of his 

disappointment and resignation.873 

                                                        
870 This further reminds us of Nietzsche’s theory (1997), 50ff. 
871 Woodruff (2006), 55. Gagarin (1987), 71, makes a mention of the Greek horror of tyranny. Pierce 
notices the importance of forgetfulness in that socio-historical context: "Forgetting has its own contexts and 
dynamics. First there is the issue of 'generosity' on the part of the restored Athenian democracy in 403 BC: 
the agreement not to permit prosecutions for participation in the previous narrow oligarchy (excepting 
certain specified oligarchic officials, and even they were exmpt if they gave satisfactory euthynai, that is 
submitted to an investigation, before a jury which was designed to be favorable to them.)" 
872 The Vitae tradition confirms the travels to Macedonia. Knox (1985), 317: “He is an intellectual 
dramatist and his career has a curiously modern look. His unpopularity during his lifetime is clear from the 
rarity of his victories at the Dionysia, the frequency of jibes at his tragedies and travesties of his person on 
the comic stage, and his eventual withdrawal from Athens to Macedonia; it was followed by overwhelming 
popularity with succeeding generations.” However, scholars can only guess the purpose of his later retreat: 
“The late tradition that he composed plays in a cave on Salamis is certainly apocryphal but the story does 
symbolize a real situation—the isolation which we have come to recognize as the usual fate of the 
intellectually advanced artists in democratic society.” Also Erich Segal (1968), 1-12: “It is therefore 
fruitless to speculate on why Euripides left Athens in the last year of his life. Whatever the reason, it was 
certainly not because the public—or his wife—rejected him. His ‘exile’to Macedonia is far more enigmatic 
than Ovid’s to the Black Sea.” Revermann (2000), 465 sees in the Macedonian territory a great “catalyst” 
for theatrical performances: “Unlike Romans and Chrisitans, for whom closedness to Greek culture is a 
serious problem in need of extensive reflection, the Macedonians, at least their elite and at least as far as we 
can tell, desperately and unequivocally strive to be acknowledged as a fully-fledged part of Greek culture, 
and tragedy is a main vehicle for achieving this.” He hopes that this perspective will nuance a bit the 
“Athenocentric” position of the modern scholarship. 
873 Knox (1985), 318, 327-329, shows the difficulties of such assumptions, due to lack of a complete view 
over the entire Euripidean work. According to his interpretation, Orestes could belong to the same series of 
plays of disappointment and despair. Also, about the Euripidean “disorder”, see Segal (1961), 207-242, 
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     Sophocles’ alternative to the troubles of democracy comes in his duality of speech and 

his affinity for monuments.874 Not only in his plays does he adopt these multiple 

signifiers, and even turn Electra into a “monument” of pain, but according to the 

Dioscorides, a statue of an actor holding the mask of a mourning woman adorned his 

tomb. He achieves in his death what his character cannot in her life: immortality through 

petrified signifiers. Surprisingly, this heroic signifier proved very effective as a reminder: 

in the social memory he was therefore forever fused with his heroine. However, the 

identity of the mourning character, the very “substance” of her pain, will remain forever 

ambiguous: 

 The actor is holding the mask known as “the girl with shaven hair,” conventionally 
used to play characters in mourning. The passer-by asks which play she is from. The 
actor replies: “If you want to call her Antigone you would not go wrong, or Electra 
too; for both are supreme” (Palatine Anthology 7, 37). Sophocles’ definitive creation 
is the mourning girl, whichever of the two plays she belongs to.875   
 

     According to Ringer, the lucid metatheatrical game played by Sophocles involves 

ambiguity.876 As Apfel asserts, he experimented with pluralism and “doubles.”877 Ringer 

                                                                                                                                                                     
especially 216. Rosenmeyer (1968), 169 believes that the Bacchae speak about the human condition: “The 
political man has become woman and child. Having rid himself of the social restrictions and classifications, 
he savors infancy, a sentient creature for whom the mother’s cradled arms offer escape and bliss.”  
874 Easterling (1985), 297-298, notices Sophocles’ interest in creating monumental characters and his 
innovation in the skenographia.  At 296-297 he asserts: “He was deeply involved in the city’s religious life: 
the role he played in establishing the cult of Asclepius at Athens was so important that he himself received 
heroic honours after his death under the cult name of Dexion.” Also, see Knox (1983), 1-6, regarding 
Sophocles’ love for heroes and his service as a servant of the hero cult. Lloyd (2005), 119. 
875 Lloyd (2005), 119. 
876 Ringer (1998), 1-25. Apfel (2011), 238, notices the differences between what she calls the Homeric 
Monism and the Sophoclean pluralism in terms of Ethic codes, “the tragic” and the “sue of conflicts”: “The 
second way in which Sophocles draws on Homer is by his use of conflicts that are already present in epic. 
Ajax's dilemma, for example, is a reenactment of the situation faced by Hector in Iliad 6. But while 
Sophoclean dilemmas are usually monistic as in Homer, Sophoclean disagreements tend to be pluralist. 
That is to say, the clash between two ethical perspectives, as instantiated in two characters and (in certain 
cases) crystallized in the agōn, is not presented as singularly or determinately resolvable. Both Ajax and 
Philoctetes, for example, address the tension between the heroic ideals of Achilles and Odysseus, a tension 
which is never explicitly articulated in epic but always present. These two men represent distinct, and 
sometimes competing, versions of the Homeric hero. In the hands of Sophocles, the conflict between them 
is left insoluble, as we shall see. So too, Electra's dilemma harks back to Homer's presentation of 
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further suggests that this is diagnostic of Athenian logoi during the Peloponnesian War, 

since they suffered a dramatic change: 

Thucydides is describing an epistemological chaos where all signifiers are violently 
disconnected from their referents. Names become hollow masks or convey the 
opposite of their “real” meaning. Thucydides implies that the violence wrought upon 
language both mirrors and encourages violence between human beings. Felix 
Wasserman draws a powerful analogy between theatrical genre and the linguistic 
changes in the Athenian Empire.878 
 

      The logos now bears, in addition to the seeds of constructive memory, also a sophistic 

and sophisticated form of oblivion and confusion. The poetic narrative has less its 

original function of mnemonic preservation, and more the function to display 

alternatives.879 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Agamemnon and Orestes. The question of the sacrifice and the matricide—suppressed in the epic—are 
brought to life in fierce form by the disagreement of a daughter and her mother.” 
877 Even the end stands under the sign of pluralism and incommensurability. Apfel (2011), 309-310: “It is 
just this question, as we have seen, that has hugely divided commentators of this tragedy. The two 
prevailing interpretations of the play discussed answer the question in different ways. The affirmative 
approach can be described as ‘monistic’ in and of itself. For those who embrace this reading, the play 
clearly favours one side over the other. The justice of Electra's choices and actions definitively outweighs 
any claims of justice that Clytemnestra might make. The pessimistic reading—or, rather, those readings 
which emphasize the darker elements of both the matricide and the future prospects of those who commit 
it—is pluralist in the sense that it recognizes the moral difficulty inherent in the action. So too, this reading 
acknowledges the play as a whole as a showcase for the conflict which inheres in the matricide: that 
between justice and shamefulness. Perhaps, as it was for the hero/foil contrast, it is question- begging here 
too to mark the pessimistic reading as the ‘right’ one. And yet it seems that a sound and thorough 
interpretation of the play can no longer fail to ignore its deep-seated complexities.” 
878 Ringer (1998), 23: “It is difficult to read Sophocles’ later plays without this Thucydidean passage 
resonating in the memory. In Electra, trickery (δόλος) takes over the entire play, oaths are callously sworn 
for strategical advantage, and even the heroine’s heroic resolve may be seen as an empty construct of 
devastating nihilism. Thucydides describes a theatricalized world where deception rules the day, and those 
unwilling to separate their outer actions from their inner convictions are rooted out or rendered politically 
impotent. By the later years of the fifth century, a generation of young people would mature and ‘mistake 
the war for life.’”  
879 Ringer (1998), 24: “Sophocles’ prewar plays reveal a markedly metatheatrical dimension as well. From 
its very inception, Athenian tragedy had existed in a society where the boundaries of truth and fiction, being 
and playacting, were dangerously easy to breach.” According to Ringer (18), Sophocles was not only as 
good a sophist as Euripides, but also had a much more subtle ability to create a theatrical alter ego: 
“Sophocles was as proficient as Euripides in producing plays that convey the same disturbing sense of 
indeterminacy. After all, his art served to worship the same god.” 
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      Sophocles did not act in his plays, while other authors used to.880 The matter puzzled 

the ancient scholars.  

These biographic details point out to a lively involvement in the study and shaping of 
theatrical theory and technique, even though he declined to partake directly in the 
actual performance within the orchestra circle. Sophocles must have been aware of 
his unique status as a tragedian who did not perform but rather molded performances 
from the outside in.881  
 

       His refusal to act proved that he was a conscious author, unlike the original bards 

who thought they were only “tools” of memory.882 While Ringer sees in this ability the 

beginning of the metatheatrical and auctorial awareness, I also see a clever intervention in 

the mechanism of poetical Mnēmosynē. Sophocles is aware that his auctorial persona is 

an object of memory per se (or personal “glory” in Ringer’s terms), as much as it is a 

transmitter, a vehicle of collective Mnēmosynē. As a sophist-dramatist he is aware that 

his work as theatrical performance functions as a sign, a symbolon.883 

                 As the Curtain Goes Up—Theater as the Vault of Memory? 

      The discussion immerges here into the function of theatrical performance in creating 

social memory. As Goldhill perceives it, ancient theater was far more ritualized and 

central to public life than it is today.884 In his work on the “deep plays” in The Cambridge 

                                                        
880 Lesky (1965), 96: “When tradition also reports that his voice was not good enough, then this may just 
mean an effort to give an explanation at any price.” 
881 Ringer (1998), 4-5. According to Ringer, Sophocles’ refusal to be an actor was part of the same 
auctorial self-awareness. He separated the auctorial from the thespian function. At page 5 he states: 
“Sophocles was throughout his career, a profoundly self-conscious playwright. This self-referential 
theatricality, or metatheatricality, is a vital aspect of all seven surviving tragedies. In varying degrees, they 
are all tragedies about tragedy, calling attention to their place within the performative tradition.”  
882 Segal (1986), 96. 
883 Aston and Savona (1991) have a book dedicated to this role of theater as a sign. The book is complex 
and I cannot claim to expose all the mechanisms of their research. However, it is worth noting their reading 
of theatrical performance as a complex signifier within which even the actor constitutes a complex sign (99, 
102-105); also in the encoding/decoding act of the theatrical performance (142-146), the role of the 
spectator (158-161) and the relationship with the space and the empty center (114) are part of the same 
complex system.  
884 Goldhill (1997), 127: “Already, in the classical polis, ‘the tragic’ has become synonymous with a certain 
grandeur of expression, high-flown periphrasis and even heroic posturing. Tragedy is—and was perceived 
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Companion to Greek Theater, Cartledge establishes that the most “problematic plays 

were the best civic teachers.”885  

       However, these plays did not initially survive for their civic aspect of memory.886 

According to Garland, the first time the ancient plays were re-staged, the function of 

memory was strictly erudite. The directors did not put them on stage for their excellent 

potential to teach a civic lesson, but for their ability to revitalize the ancient times. The 

plays raised interest in their exoticism and academic interest played a great role.887 

Faithfulness to the text and pious memory were essential.888 These expectations of 

                                                                                                                                                                     
to be –made up of a particular register of language: there is a style and vocabulary proper to the genre.” 
Starting with Euripides’ development and clever manipulations of the story, Goldhill (149) sees a sophistic 
distortion in the tragic realm: “Tragedy as a genre, tragic language, is in this way a fundamental element of 
the fifth-century enlightenment—an exploration of the developing public language of the city, performed 
before the city. Staging the agon, dramatizing the corruption  and failures of communication, displaying the 
conflicts of meaning within the public language of the city, provoke the audience of tragedy towards a 
recognition of language’s powers and dangers, fissures and obligations.”  
885 Cartledge (1997), 11. Also, Godlhill (1997), 67: “So too the plays themselves offer a fascinating insight 
into a dynamic between the plays and audience, as the collective on the stage—the chorus—repeatedly 
dramatises a response to the action, as the collective in the theatre—the audience—itself makes a response. 
[…] If tragedy teaches, it is certainly not only in its pronouncements and engagements. For what this study 
of the audience of Greek tragedy has tried to show is that it is by participating in the festival at all its levels 
that the Athenian citizen demonstrated his citizenship, and it is by staging the festival that the city 
promoted and projected itself as a city.” Similar assertions are present at Oddone Longo (1990), 3-19, and 
John Winkler (1990), 20-62. Oddone Longo (19) believes that "after identifying completely with the 
character, at the end of the spectacle the individual member of the 'collective of spectators' finds himself 
brought to the ideological positions of the author (positions which are explicitly displayed in the chorus but 
which are already contained in the structure and unfolding of the drama)." Longo adds: "Thus it is that one 
closes the circle of author/public, in a harmony that precisely answers the audience's 'expectation'; the 
patron in turn is assigned the office of supporting the complex structure of the theatrical institution, the 
secular arm of the governance of the polis." Winkler interprets the choral movements as an evolution of the 
ephebic dance: it is reminiscent of military discipline and it implies rites of passage from ephebic stage to 
civic responsibility (33). 
886 For this particular function, a civic memory becomes a must on the part of the public. However, 
individuals do not come to the theater with the idea of civic responsibility in mind. Halbwachs claims that 
only certain points of a nation’s memory are of interest to individuals. 
887 See Robert Garland (2003), 88. 
888 We see also the same expectations in some modern theatrical criticism, as it appears in Robert Garland 
(2003), 196, and the disputed “fetish with the text”, discussed by Goldhill (1993), 9: “A ‘fetish for the text’ 
(which I willingly acknowledge) may arouse in classicists the expectation of a particular type of 
philological project which RGT will not fulfill. […] Reading in its widest sense—the constructive 
interpretation of different signs and of narrative; in general, the construction of meaning—is, I argued and 
still believe, fundamental to theatre in action.”. Iulian Vilsan, a Romanian director and Classicist, confessed 
to me a similar feeling of unease; however, her ultimate thought was that theatrical performance is free to 
alter the memory of the text. Also Aston and Savona (1991), 144: “The spectator has the right to expect a 
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faithfulness persisted until our days. N. Caradino noted in his chronicle on Sophocles’ 

Electra, presented in 1967, that “too many geniuses, too many inventors” appeared in 

modern time who had no idea how to “serve” a text: “The authors see themselves —in 

the signaled cases— eliminated from the show and rejected even as simple 

consultants.”889 In time, though, directors started to gain viewers’ empathy at the expense 

of the author. It would not be the first time that a myth was deformed to draw the 

attention of a certain type of audience to a new message. 890  

      “Starting it over” is a great ability of the theater and Peter Brook found great comfort 

in it.891 The theater cultivates the “empty center” which is also a characteristic of 

democracy.892 The concept of renewal dominates any theatrical exercise. Scholars 

everywhere admit that theater is able to de-construct a certain myth and re-create it.893 

                                                                                                                                                                     
realization of the text which is as complete, appropriate and focused as the director and her/his 
collaborators are able to contrive.” 
889 N. Caradino, in his chronicle in Ramuri (1967), 20: “prea multe genii, prea multi innovatori”. “Autorii 
insisi se vad -in cazurile semnalate- eliminati din spectacol si respinsi chiar ca simplii consultanti.” (I am 
providing the English translation for the Romanian texts. The texts are not marked by diacritics and they 
follow the older graphic rules of the Romanian language). Also Arrowsmith (168), 33, speaks of this 
problem of modern theatre in front of Euripides’ “theatre of ideas:” “But we should not, I think, be allowed 
to mythologize unawares. If we first deprive classical culture of its true turbulence in order to make 
ourselves a myth of what we have lost and then hedge that myth with false ritual, we are depriving 
ourselves of that community of interest and danger that makes the twentieth century true kin to the 
Greeks.” 
890 The practice was ancient and there are records of Neoptolemus using his talent to convey a political 
message for Philip II of Macedon (Diod. Sic. 16.92.3), commented by Garland (2003), 88. Also Lloyd 
(2005), 120, discusses the use of Sophocles’ Electra in Atillius’ translation to convey a political message at 
the funerals of Julius Cesar in 44 B.C.  
891 Peter Brook (1996), 125, 139. 
892 Sheldon S. Wolin (1994), 29-59. Godhill (1997), 149-150 notices the same importance of the 
democratic center in the tragic world: “Democracy prided itself on putting matters es meson, ‘into the 
public domain to be contested.’ Tragedy puts language itself es meson, on display and at risk in the glare of 
democratic scrutiny.” 
893 Gentili (1979), constructs his work around the Roman theater. Nevertheless, at page 15 he extends the 
definition of metatheater in a way that is useful for any form of theater (not just the Roman one): “The 
object of my research is the field of ‘metatheatre,’ to which belong the most ancient Roman theatrical 
productions based on a written text. In this context I use the term ‘metatheatre’ in the sense ‘plays 
constructed from previously existing plays,’ not in the more common acceptation ‘plays within plays.’” See 
also Ringer (1998), 7-21, referring to a different metatheatricality, to “inner actors,” and “inner audiences” 
and “inner playwrights.” At page 8 he states: “Drama delights in mimetic mutation. An audience’s 
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Mythopoiesis as a basis of theatrical experience is meant to be continuous, and it does not 

stop with the initial dramaturgic act.894 As Richard Martin shows, ridiculing, subverting, 

and alluding to previous versions of a myth is part of the ancient theatrical way to toy 

with Mnēmosynē.895 Both dramaturgy and performance are forms of poiesis: they take a 

raw material and mold it into something new. Any play which makes use of previous 

plays encourages an act of memory. Moreover, it also implies an act of forgetfulness 

since newer versions corrupt the initial model in their own way. The author-poet does not 

necessarily try to make others forget past aspects of the myth by substituting them with 

his own interpretation. Nevertheless, this forgetfulness can occur.  

       Scholars have noticed this on various occasions. Euripides succeeded in condemning 

Medea for infanticide, although chances are the previous myths did not present her in this 

ruthless position.896 Sophocles turned Oedipus into a victim of his own ignorance, while 

previous mythology did not depict him in this sympathetic light. Euripides turned Orestes 

                                                                                                                                                                     
experience becomes doubly exciting when characters within a play assume roles in addition to their main 
assignments.” 
894 Cartledge (1997), 21: “The Athenian tragic poet might therefore be described, adapting Shelley, as an 
acknowledged legislator of the word. Yet as with even the most perspicacious and farsighted of lawgivers, 
his teaching could be mightily and consciously controversial.[…] Alternatively, they might remain within 
the usual bounds of received wisdom and conventional pieties, but do so in order the more deeply to 
explore and question them. For this genuinely was a theatre of ideas, within a culture not the least 
remarkable attribute of which was a capacity to encompass the most radical critiques of social mores and 
cultural norms in a stable institutional framework.” Attempts to control theater were numerous and 
Cartledge (35) notices them in fourth century B.C.: “The building of a monumental theatre in stone 
bespeaks a determined conviction of the likely central importance of drama to Athens (as to the rest of 
Greece) for the foreseeable future. That future, however, was not destined to be a democratic one.” Also, 
see Ringer (1998), 1-21, for mythopoiesis and freedom of use, reference and self-reference within the tragic 
dramaturgy. 
895 Richard P. Martin (2007), 39. He discussed the opportunity of each performance to subvert and 
“outshine” previous versions. 
896 Johnston (1997), 62: “It is important to note that neither of the sources for Eumelus’ immortalization 
variant state that Medea killed the children, even accidentally.” Even the geography of a few different 
myths were conflated in the new legend of Medea, as we see in Johnston (1997), 61: “The site at which the 
child heroes were murdered and buried was conflated with the place at which Medea’s children underwent 
an attempted immortalization; Medea, who in the original myth was the mother of the children who died 
due to Hera’s neglect (more on this below), became identified as the mother of the children murdered by 
the Corinthians. It was the conflation of these two cults, Will further suggests, that eventually led to the 
mythic variant whereby the Corinthians killed Medea’s children.” 



354 
 

into a convicted killer, modifying significantly the vision of Aeschylus. He also added the 

episode of the confrontation with Menelaus and the attempt against Helen’s life, and 

included in the chorus odes ideas belonging to the philosophy of Anaxagoras.897 As an 

extreme example of irony, both his Electra and Orestes suffered later modifications and 

abuse. They were used by Eastern European totalitarian regimes to serve as proletarian 

manifestos.898  

       Theater is the ultimate form of collective memory, the way Halbwachs envisioned it: 

not artificial and external, but lived and shared.899 By every show, a group is formed ad 

hoc, where the members of the audience are all exposed to the same stimuli at the same 

time and offered a codified message. Appeal to memory has to pass through some 

complex machinery. Richard Terdimann suggests that the way a society remembers is 

“diagnostic”and is influenced by its particular history.900  A play preserves the elements 

from the time it was originally written, but a new mise-en-scene requires the director to 

consider additional materials from the time of that performance.901 This means that in 

order to become a poietes in his own right, the modern stage director sometimes has to 

erase the stage indication of the original poet and even to tamper with the text: Garland 

even classifies these means of poiesis.902 The director also has to add signs and props that 

do not necessarily belong to the signaling of the original author. For example, in a 

                                                        
897 Hall (1993), 277-283. 
898 See Teatrul (No. 5, 1974), 86-87. It will be presented in the next pages in the chapter “On the Verge of 
Mnemonic Tyranny” (354-358). 
899 Halbwachs (1992), 24-30. 
900 Terdiman (1993), 3-32. In the introductory notes, at page 3 he states: “In a world of change, memory 
becomes complicated. Any revolution, any rapid alteration of the givens of the present places a society’s 
connection with its history under pressure.” Crisis of memory happens at these particular times. 
901 Pavis (1982), 72: “Such reception can only be understood if we take into account two historicities (as 
Brecht does, for example): that of the work within its literary and social context, and that of the receiver in 
his own time and within a system of ideological and aesthetic expectations.” Aston and Savona (1991), 
112, admit that theatre uses the behavioral codes of the society in order to communicate. 
902 Robert Garland (2003), 87. 
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performance of Electra by the Theater of Timisoara, 2004, the director introduced into 

the play an unusual prop for the ancient drama, a toy horse balancing slowly in the 

crepuscular light of the stage. Later on, this toy horse was stabbed. To the critics, the prop 

spoke clearly: it symbolized the traumatized childhood of Electra and Orestes.903 I could 

see it also as a symbol of the interrupted heroic career of Orestes. This sign could only 

speak to modern individuals, as it appeals both to their private memory and to 

stereotypes.904 The wooden horse is in this case the Proustian madeleine. 

     Moreover, according to theoreticians, the actor has to use his own experiences, his 

affective memory, in order to better reveal the human nature of his character.905 Together 

with the director he is a poietes of his own. Certain directors offered even the actor the 

chance to metamorphose into a micro-director, using his memory of past stage 

experiences in order to cope with the tasks at hand.906 

                                   On the Verge of Mnemonic Tyranny 

    Both Aeschylus’ Oresteia and Euripides’s Orestes and Electra were used as tools of 

political propaganda in the time before 1989, when in the Eastern Bloc each artistic 

gesture was a political manifesto and revisionism was the norm. We use these examples 

because dystopia fits most closely the situations depicted in the plays. Moreover, by its 

                                                        
903 Maria Laiu, Luceafarul (No. 7 (638), 25 Februarie, 2004), 20. 
904 I must admit that for me it is only a stereotype. I never remember owning a toy horse as a child and this 
image does not have any trigger in my personal memory. It could be because it is more a boy’s toy. 
However, I saw it reproduced in many books for children, as well as in stores. It became a symbol of 
childhood, although unrelated to my own unique experience of the playground. 
905 In a manner reminding us of Grotowsky and Stanislavski, the actor has to appeal to his own “affective 
memory” and to the “memory” of his body. See also Ringer (1998), 2, referring to the actor Polus allegedly 
using his dead son’s ashes to act as Sophocles’ Electra after his period of mourning: “Polus’ waiting a 
‘sufficient’ time also has reverberations in the teachings of Stanislavsky and Strasberg. Students studying 
the method are trained to use ‘affective memory’ or ‘emotional recall.’ This process entails an actor 
recalling a personal moment in real life that stimulates an analogous emotional response to the situation 
required by the playwright.” 
906 See the confession of Maia Morgenstern on her role as Clytemnestra in the trilogy Oresteia, directed by 
Silviu Purcarete in 1998 at the Theater of Craiova. Her testimony is recorded in Scena (No. 2, June, 1998), 
8ff. 
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adulterations, totalitarianism challenges social and artistic memory. Under these 

conditions, staging the Oresteian drama was highly problematic. Those dangerous plays 

were speaking about censorship, imposed forgetfulness and subterranean memory. 

Although the leaders of these regimes practiced politics of oppression, they were 

obviously horrified to be identified with Clytemnestra. In response, they pretended to be 

Oresteian in nature. Therefore, their solution was to present the fortunate outcome of 

calm and peace in Oresteia as the anticipation of the “golden age” of communism.907 

     Theater in particular and any form of performance had been manipulated and included 

in the machinery of propaganda for several decades. For example, the Eumenides was 

used by the Nazis and Eastern European communist regimes to show the triumph over the 

old (the Aryan glory over the Untermenschen for the Nazis, and the proletarian triumph 

over the “rotten” bourgeoisie for the communist propaganda).908 

      As Jan Assmann points out, there is an alliance between memory and power. As they 

are preoccupied by this “prospective aspect,” “rulers usurp not only its past but also the 

future, because they want to be remembered.”909 As Terdiman points out, this game of 

memory contains in itself its own demise: 

Dominance, of course, is itself sustained by memory—but a selective highly 
ideologized form of recollection that brackets fully as much as it restores. But 
although memory sustains hegemony, it also subverts it through its capacity to 
recollect and to restore the alternative discourses the dominant world simply bleach 
out and forget. Memory, then, is inherently contestatory.910 

                                                        
907 An interpretation of this kind appears in Contemporanul (March 6th, 1964) 4, “Tragedia Antica in 
Lumina Contemporana.” According to the author of the theatrical review, Oresteia supposedly used to 
terrify earlier modern spectators, as they were haunted by the angst for the chaos of the capitalistic 
societies. This fear was finally solved by the instauration of communism. 
908 As Robert Garland (2003), 86, asserts, referring to this use: “Aeschylus was no more a proto-Nazi than 
Euripides a feminist.” Also Lloyd (2005), 130, regarding a production in 1941 in Munich: “This was part of 
a general interest in reviving Greek tragedy in the early years of the Second World War, when audiences 
were evidently attracted by dramas of heroic struggle and suffering.” 
909 J.Assmann (2011), 54. 
910 Terdiman (1993), 20. 
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     The civic logos is emphasized when it looks particularly threatened by alternative 

narratives. Obsessed in particular with its restructuring, the totalitarian regimes practice 

harsh editing of the past, inducing social and civic amnesia. In a Romanian theatrical 

chronicle back in the 1970s, a smiling picture of the former dictator patronizes the page, 

drawing one’s mind into a swirl of confusion. Above it is written: “Proletari din toate 

tarile uniti-va!”911 Before one even starts to read the chronicle, the whole design of the 

journal places him/her in a certain mindset, as this is a cultural tool of “the glorious 

socialist education.” The agents of these regimes considered the theater a particularly 

prolific producer of “new” and servile Mnēmosynē. It was an age where forgetfulness and 

censorship went hand in hand with a need to organize the social memory by altering 

everything from historical records to fairytales.912 Sophocles was harder to manipulate, 

but the system found a way to present Euripides as an atheist and a proto-socialist,913 

describing him in Electra as occupying a “distinct democratic position, in support of the 

oppressed and against the privileged class of the polis.”914 Aeschylus’s pious perspective 

over the gods was a problem, so the author needed to be excused every time his plays 

were staged. A symptomatic review is that concerning the performance of Oresteia in 

1964 at the Theater Lucia Sturdza-Bulandra.915 The show staged materials that were 

profoundly offensive due to their religious nature and their affiliation with “a slave-based 

                                                        
911 “Proletarians around the World unite!” appears in Ramuri (Year IV, March 15th 1967, no.3 /1967), 20. 
912 The messages in children's books were subtle. I myself witnessed a fairy-tale with a vague hint of 
propaganda; simply put, the fairy was incapable of overturning the unruly king. The masses ultimately 
manage to punish him. 
913 As appears in a chronicle from Familia (Series V, October, 1979), 12. It refers to the age of Euripides. 
914 “Pe o pozitie democratica precisa, sustinator al oprimatilor si impotriva privilegiatilor polis-ului.” 
Chronicle in Teatrul (no. 5, May 1974), 87, regarding Euripides’ Electra, in the version of Satu Mare 
Theater. Also, In Teatrul (November 1979), 93, appears the idea that the destiny is no longer a god in 
Euripides, but it is fully controlled by the human agent in Euripides’ Orestes. 
915 Teatrul (No. 5, May 1964, Year IX), 91-92. 
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democracy.” The regime was worried that this performance of old concepts might induce 

nostalgia among those who witnessed the “undemocratic” times of the bourgeoisie. In 

these conditions, the critics felt the need to create an apology for Aeschylus, who was in 

their view a prisoner of the “old-fashioned” thinking of his own times, the way Balzac 

was tributary to the obsolete idea of monarchy.916 Another way of dealing with the 

problematic memory of the gods was to consider Aeschylus a subversive critic of the 

religious beliefs of his time and a heretic avant la lettre.917 He supposedly would have 

presented Apollo as a trickster in order to undermine his prophetic qualities. In this way, 

Aeschylus was absorbed into the system and installed there as a “comrade” of the people, 

and even as a challenger of religion. This apologetic view of the critics regarding the 

staging of Aeschylus could be regarded as collaboration with the regime, a need to alter 

the memory of the public. However, it also could be a pretense of cooperation in order to 

save the play from censorship. Just like the chorus in Sophocles’ Electra, these voices 

kept the civic memory alive by preserving a wise appearance of submission.918 

                                                        
916 Teatrul (No. 5/1964), 91. According to George Derwent Thomson (1968), Aeschylus was a progressive 
in his views, from the Marxist point of view, blending the old with the new. On page 273, he notes: “The 
significance of this solution is so clear that it may reasonably be supposed that the dramatist himself was 
directly conscious of its social and political implications as distinct from the symbolical form in which it is 
cast.” Also Hall (1997), 126: “Athenian tragedy’s claim to having been a truly democratic art-form is 
therefore, paradoxically, far greater than the claim to democracy of the Athenian state itself. The tension, 
even contradiction, between tragedy’s egalitarian form and the dominantly hierarchical world-view of its 
content is the basis of its transhistorical vitality: it is certainly an important reason why it is proving so 
susceptible to constant political reinterpretation in the theatres of the modern world. […]” 
917 Contemporanul (March 6th, 1964), 4. 
918 One must not forget also that Ceausescu came to power in the 1960s after a tormented period of harsh 
persecution of political opponents and intellectuals during the regime of Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej. In 
opposition to his predecessor, Ceausescu initially appeared as an opened-minded leader, allowing not only 
quite extensive cultural expression, but also the revival of Classics as part of his program to further 
emphasize the difference between the Soviet Union and Romania in terms of national origin and cultural 
orientation. This mild politics lasted until the late 1970s, allowing a plethora of plays to be presented on the 
stage with little or no political “excuses” for their origins in times of “social injustice.” 
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     The fall of communism brought with it a different phenomenon, the troubles of 

Vergangenheitsbewaltigung,919 including a difficult negotiation with the social memory. 

A representation of Oresteia from 1998 shows an intense preoccupation with the idea of 

democracy and constitution. A deep feeling of unease was present nine years after the fall 

of communism, as if it were not clear whether the new political world was entirely 

satisfactory. Purcarete’s Oresteia presented the “glorious” installment of the Areopagus 

as a problematic matter. The production places much emphasis on the ambiguity of the 

democratic game and presents Athena pulling some puppeteer strings on the Areopagus 

so that the elders of the city would vote Orestes’ acquittal. According to the comments of 

Alice Georgescu, some “unknown evil”920 destroys the chorus of the Furies in the 

previous scene. They appear later, more or less “zombified,” as the members of the 

Areopagus. The same actors play the Furies and the elders of the city: it looks as if public 

memory is “washed clean” and then re-used. The confusion between the Furies and the 

Areopagites seems to call a different question:  nova memoria cui prodest?   

                                   The Tricks of Thespian Forgetfulness 

    Halbwachs considered that in order to benefit from the collective memory, one has to 

fulfill two conditions:921 to have some incipient memory of one’s own (private) and to 

have an incomplete private memory that will be enriched by the others’ additions. The 

others help us structure memories in a creative manner. The group (or groups) we inhabit 

                                                        
919 The term is controversial as Erik Maeyer explains: it used to refer to Germany trying to deal with its 
Nazi past, but most recently is used in relation with any society trying to deal with its autocratic past while 
coping with its progress towards democracy. See Maeyer (2011), 173ff. Also Terdiman (1993) 7 recognizes 
the crucial role of memory in fashioning the historical perception: “We say, in a now-familiar formulation, 
that we construct the past. The agent of that construction is what I term ‘memory.’ Memory is the modality 
of our relationship to the past.” Also, at page 27: “Cultural theories are readings of how the past invests the 
present. They read the memory relation.” 
920Alice Georgescu (1998), 12.  
921 Halbwachs (1992), 31. There is no such thing as a total recall, because memories are not stored intact in 
a place in our brain. In addition, any individual resonates at some level to historical memory. 
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functions as a frame for our memories and helps us complete them. Although 

controversial, his theory is confirmed by the introductory words of Jeanette Malkin, 

regarding her own mnemonic experience:  

My own past consists of the memories of Europe’s Jews, of the absences and traumas 
rendered in broken images, in narrative fragments rendered by my parents and all the 
other adults I knew as a child. Later when I began to read I discovered a complex 
historical and cultural narrative to which my inherited images seem to belong.922 
 

       The mistake made by the totalitarian regimes was to entrust propaganda to 

performance. The institution of theater and the performance does not compose itself into 

a memory-machine; quite often it entices the viewer to let go of what he/she knows in 

order to receive a new message. In addition, the theater disrupts the existent logos and 

leaves a void, and sometimes operates in the area of the visual rather than the linguistic. 

The subtlety is that theater by itself does not have a clearly specified mnemonic function. 

Even when it affiliates itself with a programmatic memory it can be deceitful about it: 

this gives dissidents, too, a chance to use theater as a subtle form of resistance. According 

to Garland, in modern performances the classical plays escaped censorship because the 

material was old, and they also attracted approval because the material was “classic.”923 

Therefore, as an act of resistance, the actors and directors used the plays intended for 

propaganda to play a little act of "conspiracy" with the public. Theater can de-construct 

the tyrants’ “over-coding.”924 The speech about metabolē as craving for “change” in 

Orestes escaped the notice (elāthe!) of the communist censors in the representation of the 

Theater of Satu Mare in 1967.      

                                                        
922 Malkin (1999), IX. 
923 Garland (2003), 88. Lloyd (2005), 131, referring to a successful representation in Greece in 1939, during 
the regime of Metaxas: “Metaxas had been known to take offense at performances of ancient tragedies 
which implied criticism of tyranny, and had even censored Pericles’ funeral speech (Thucydides 2.35-47).”  
924 Deleuze and Guatarri (2000), 240-262. 
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        Moreover, even when the director was not interested in transmitting any political 

message, the public was still free to criticize and remember and even see the irony of a 

dictatorial regime using a play like Sophocles’ Electra (about the triumph over dictators) 

for its propagandistic purposes. A student who interpreted such a play in 2012 (more than 

thirty years after its performance) saw a clear resemblance between Clytemnestra and 

Elena Ceausescu, although this interpretation could be subjective: she knew the play was 

performed during the communist regime and expected it to contain subversive messages.  

        Forgetfulness sometimes comes as we break out of groups that cultivate a certain 

memory.925 This breaking–up with a group and even being absent in the middle of such a 

group was part of the forms of resistance to mnemonic manipulation during the 

communist age. Simply put, going to the theater to see an ancient play or even producing 

a play of this sort was considered a beneficial break from being bombarded with the 

symbols of the present everywhere in the architecture and the media of the time, 

especially in a time which was sick of monumentalization, of statuary and architectural 

messaging.926 One might notice the same problem of “empty” agalmata as present in the 

plays themselves. Everything had to have “historical” dimensions and be inscribed. As 

Terdiman noticed, this only brings about a pernicious entombment of memory.927 

Memory was “frozen” and externalized and a need for the recovery of meaningfulness 

was pressing. The legitimate reaction was to de-monumentalize, to use secretive 

                                                        
925 Halbwachs (1992), 24-30. 
926 Terdiman (1993), 48: “It might seem paradoxical that a culture whose memory was threatened should 
have perceived memory as a threat.” This appears to be according to the author a common crisis for any 
modern society. “Memory was coming to seem a mechanism of subjection.” 
927 Terdiman (1993), 31, on the ambivalence of historical scripting: “Positively, history systematized the 
memory problem. […] But though history thereby became guarantor and registrar of the past, its locus 
when ‘natural’ or ‘organic’ memory became problematic, its sedimentation as ‘discipline’ had a subtle 
negative resonance. For history simultaneously became the place to which the mnemonic crisis determined 
by such evacuation could be displaced—at the limit, it became the tomb in which it could be concealed.” 
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signifiers to undermine, while “hiding,” concealing, and bringing up the double and the 

polyvalent to the “unique reading” of the totalitarian message. In response to the 

mnemonic control of space through architecture, and the control of text and language 

through censorship, the theater offered complex signifiers in which an empty space was 

offered to the oppressive monumental, and in that center alternative spaces and linguistic 

codes were at work.928 As Aston and Savona emphasize: 

Whether performing in a designated theatre space or finding an “empty space,” 
whichever tradition has dictated, altering the proxemic relations between audience 
space and playing space remains feasible.929 
  

       On many occasions the bodies were restored their pristine function to carry memory 

and induced Musaic soothing oblivion.930 The actors’ bodies opposed both the 

architectonic glyphae dominating the city and the commanded “mass demonstrations” 

where the citizen “body” was forced into becoming a fixed signifier of adulation.931 The 

Muses of the theater returned to their pristine function of lēsmosynē kakōn. 

                                                        
928 Aston and Savona (1991), 112-115, notice that while the purpose of the theatrical building was to offer a 
designated space for the performance, the theater de-constructed this very locus by creating an alternative 
space. “Building for theatre means giving theatre its own space. Marking out a space specifically, if not 
exclusively, for theatre means establishing a space which is relatively fixed” (112).“Whilst configuration of 
actors within a space constitute a codified method of generating meaning, so too do the movements of 
actors within the space. Studies of the human body as means of communication, i.e. kinesics, have also 
been used by theatre semioticians to analyze and codify gesture in performance” (116). 
929 Aston and Savona (1991), 114.  
930 The use of human bodies to represent the monumental aspect of the triumph of communism was very 
common. Ceausescu in particular appreciated mass choreography where thousands of people marched 
together bearing signs and laudatory inscriptions to testify their “pious” memory of the glorious deliverance 
brought by the communist era, from the bourgeois social “injustice.” Memory was literally both inscribed 
and embodied. Thematic dances were used, where multiple dancers were “articulated” in unison to glorify 
the victory of socialism. 
931 Aston and Savona (1991), 116, notice the deliverance and the freedom of expression attained by the 
actor through usage of his/her body: “In performance, establishing the ‘I am here in this space’ is achieved 
both by verbal and gestural deixis. In speaking the dialogue, the actor is also using the body to point to 
her/his relation to the on-stage dramatic world, her/his action within it. Speaking the text involves speaking 
with the body.” At page 99, they assert that theatrical performance and its semiotics “provided the key to 
unlocking theatre from literature; the ‘way to avoid imprisoning the theater in the text’ (Kaisergruber 1977: 
169).”  
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       Restoration of democracy in some of the countries in Eastern Europe brought with it 

that dreadful malady of civic amnesia. Ceausescu’s grave received floral decorations on 

which the nostalgic “subjects” wrote messages of “pious homage.” Since unemployment 

and poverty haunted the country, the memory of his execution turned slowly among the 

elders of Bucharest into an embellished story of tragic assassination. His association now 

laid more with Agamemnon rather than Aegisthus. The ancient plays ceased to speak the 

same language for the audience, and layers of memory started to show up between 

audiences of various ages. Democracy has also brought a healthy territory of debates and 

constructive memory. Plurality of views also touched the problem of Clytemnestra’s 

demise and the acquittal of Orestes. A more nuanced interpretation of her acts revealed 

that she was, after all, a victim in her own way.932 

       In times of less political turmoil, the civic arena might remain secondary, while other 

forces are at stake. Pierre Nora and Malkin assert that the modern era is in a “crisis of 

representation,” of collective memory infused with a tendency for subjective, 

involuntary, or private memory. On many occasions, affective memory is used more than 

any other form of recollection.933 For example, in the show of Mihai Maniutiu, the accent 

goes to the human values in general and the futility of revenge. Sophocles’ Electra is a 

play that transcends the time and space of the Theater of Timisoara (2004) to speak about 

death, anger and trauma in general. It appeals to a memory that is not just civic, but also 

pre-cultural.934 Even the symbols used take us away from the civic sphere: the above-

mentioned wooden horse is used at the beginning in order to transport the public back to 

                                                        
932 Scena, 2 (Year I, June, 1998), 8. Such “kind” interpretations are not surprising in the scholarly field. The 
pluralism of views is nothing surprising. However, in reading politics and history underneath theatrical 
performances, the public becomes milder in its appreciations of the past, once the crisis has disappeared. 
933 Malkin (1999), XI. 
934 See IZA, the chorus that interprets folkloric songs with no definite belonging to any particular time. 
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a pre-adult stage of memory.935 While the Oresteian epic was sending a powerful 

message about politics, Sophocles’ Electra appeared as a way to escape into an atemporal 

memory, into the generally human realm and its misfortune.936 “The heroes of Mihai 

Maniutiu remain just as unfortunate even after they kill in the name of justice. They are 

only overwhelmed by a limitless alienation.”937 

     Jeanette R. Malkin claims that postmodernism changed the narratives of remembrance 

and the way things are remembered “and gives way to the non-narrative reproduction of 

conflated, disruptive, repetitive and moreover collectively retained and articulated 

fragments.”938 On the other hand, in post-modern theater there is no remembering “self,” 

as “voice and image are privileged over the narrative and the character, the collective 

over the individual, the interactive over the self-sufficient, intact text.”939 In some of the 

representations, theater is not even about an author or about a certain play: themes, myths 

and characters are conflated into plays that pick up whatever is useful and representative 

for a particular director to deliver his own message. For example, Mihai Maniutiu 

preferred to loosely follow the myth of Electra and keep unclear the distinction between 

                                                        
935 As we can see, the critical reviews understood and enjoyed this universal symbol which is central to the 
representation, Familia (No.4, April, 2004), 77-8, Mircea Morariu, “Spectacolul –Izbavire.” Also, 
Luceafarul (No.7, February 25th, 2004) 20, Maria Laiu. She also appreciates the tunes of the IZA chorus 
and their universal message about human sufference.  
936 The show Oresteia in New York in 1992 appeared to have a direct link with the events happening in the 
Balkans, according to the Newsweek Chronicle (October 5th 1992). So did the version presented by 
Cottlesle Theater, 1999. See for these information, Garland, (2003), 196, and the notes. Lloyd-Jones 
(1970), X, referring to the general ability of these plays to speak to any audience: “Today, a generation 
which has known frustration and disillusionment—desperately demanding some private identity within a 
society which seems imprisoned and perhaps doomed by its own prior commitments—can view these plays 
with clearer eyes for what they are: portrayals of human dilemma, which forswear the luxury of moral 
confidence and assured solutions.” 
937 See Maria Laiu (2005), 20: “Eroii lui Mihai Maniutiu ramin la fel de nefericiti chiar si cind ucid in 
numele dreaptatii. Ii cuprinde doar o instrainarea fara margini.”  Also see Lloyd (2005), 134: referring to 
McGuiness’ production of Electra as meant to surpass a certain time and space in order to be a metaphor of 
the human condition. 
938 Malkin (1999), 18. 
939 Ibidem. 
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Euripides and Sophocles. As a result, he named the play “Electra after Sophocles and 

Euripides.” In some other versions, critics noticed “Electras” which were transcending 

ancient time in order to bear the flavor of the theater of Giraudoux and Sartre.940     

        Inducing forgetfulness to promote one’s own message is part of the directorial 

“rights against the dramatist.”941 Nonetheless, this attempt is short-lived: it survives only 

as long as the performance lives, as new directors will go back to the text and not to 

previous performances.942 Sometimes, however, the director himself can perform an act 

of self-cannibalism by undermining his work, de-constructing it and recreating it out of 

its own ashes. Silviu Purcarete presented an Oresteia at Limoges in the early 1990s. Later 

on, in 1998, he called a different group of actors, made them watch his previous work and 

asked them to help him re-stage the same trilogy anew. What initially seemed a “self-

pastiche,” a sterile blockage in the past, turned into creative use of memory, as the old 

play was acknowledged and remembered in order to be buried (much like the Furies) and 

give place to a new act of memory. 943  

                    The Memory of the Audience—Cooperation or Coercion? 

     If Vernant pictured the author as a teacher of memory while the audience is a receiver, 

in the developments of the interaction poietes-audience, the viewer too can shape the 

                                                        
940 Ramuri (Year IV, March 15th, 1967, no. 3/1967), 20. This feeling of transcendence of one’s time and 
age also was visible in the interpretation of the experimental theatre of Athens in the performance of 
Orestes. See for comments, Teatrul (No. 11, November 1979), 93. 
941 Pavis (1982), 91 : “The semiological structures of a given performance are only ‘snapshots’ at certain 
points in the act of interpretation. This interpretation is an act of reading, and therefore, a reconstruction 
process which can be explained and formalized.” 
942 The initial plays were meant for a one-time performance. However, the text, once established and 
preserved in scholarly editions (Alexandria), was re-used even in ancient times. Travelling acting troupes 
used to produce these plays again. See Lloyd (2005), 119, on the work of the Artists of Dionysos. 
943 As Madalina Tulinescu Negrea asserts in “Orestia, Spectacolul Democratiei <victorioase>”, Scena, 2 
(Year I, June, 1998), 8, and Alice Georgescu, “Orestia, Corul si Democratia,” 15. 
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mnemonic filter of the author using Halbwachs’ “social frameworks of memory.”944 The 

viewer's ability to empathize with the characters makes memory a “successful” moral act 

in a tragedy of revenge.945  

       The ancient plays are the most problematic for staging, since the audience’s memory 

of the ancient texts plays such a great role in the acceptance or rejection of the new 

production. For a successful dramatic experience, the public has to be an accomplice and 

the audience needs to cooperate by forgetting certain elements and remembering others.    

       In any performance, the director is not only a poietes and a stage manager but also 

the first receiver of his message.946 When the director takes the role of the poet, he gently 

pushes the memory of the audience to his own codes.947 However, the decoding depends 

on the individuals and the actual public is by no means ideal. The audience is a 

heterogeneous presence with various means of expression and reception.948 The openness 

of the theatrical sign not only enhances the communication between the actors and the 

audience, but it also ensures the public’s freedom of interpretation. According to 

                                                        
944 Vernant (1983), 80-81. 
945 One should consider Pavis (1982) 89, 139, for the way the spectator has to receive and interpret the text. 
Pavis also proclaims the independence of the director at the expense of the dramatist, as Aston (1991) 
specifies at 124. 
946  This idea is hardly a novelty. A director has to step in the shoes of his audience and be aware of its 
“filter.” According to Aston and Savona (1991), 120, the audience has to be taken into consideration in the 
act of theatrical performance: “Quite clearly, although theatre offers a system of signs which have been 
artificially placed and purposively thought out to create meaning, levels of interpretation must vary 
between individual spectators. Just as Barthes identified the ‘non-innocent’ reader (see Barthes 1975:10), 
so the theater is attended by the ‘non-innocent’ spectator whose world-view, cultural understanding or 
placement, class and gender condition and shape her/his response.” 
947 The situation is particularly intense when the director uses a chorus. According to Schlegel, criticized by 
Gould (2001), 398, the chorus represents an ideal audience (Schlegel, Lectures on Dramatic Art and 
Performance, Lecture 5, in Dramatic Theory and Criticism: The Greeks to Grotowsky, ed. Bernard Dukore, 
502-505, Fort Worth, Jovanovich 1974). Also see Ringer’s theory (1998), 9, on the chorus of a play: 
“While their frequently direct involvement in the action precludes members of the chorus from being 
‘idealized spectators’ that Schlegel perceived, they often serve as barometers for the theater audiences’ 
response.” Euripides is very good at converting the chorus into a resonance box for the main 
actor/character. 
948 This nervousness regarding the public’s reception and memory appears very clearly in the confessions 
of Lucia Mara, in the role of Electra in Oresteia of Vlad Mugur. See Romania Libera (25 Ianuarie 1964, 
Nr. 5. 995), 2. 
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Garland's notes, in a re-staging of the Aeschylean Oresteia in Ypsilanti, Michigan, in 

1966, students participating in the audience saw an anti-Vietnam message in the play 

while the critics noticed nothing of the kind.949 One can witness here a tricky and plural 

organism.  

      Elaine Aston says that the illusionist theater asks for a passive complicity from the 

spectator, while the conventional theater asks for an active spectator.950 The public is 

indeed an extremely elusive partner: it comes to the theater for various reasons: culture, 

exotic experience, political interest, curiosity.951 Sometimes, it openly comes to forget the 

present and take refuge in mythology or ancient history.952  

      As Beckerman establishes, in “articulate theaters” the object becomes transparent and 

the public can see beyond it.953 The used props become invisible to the characters and 

visible to the audience as they are involved in “particular” exchanges between the 

director and the audience. This way, according to this author, the objects become secret 

articulations. In Sophocles’ theater in particular, objects become infused with a special 

                                                        
949 Garland (2003), 86 (note) about Oresteia, Ypsilanti, 1966. 
950 Aston and Savona (1991), 91. Also, Pavis (1982), 138: “Such a performance text consisting of several 
codes is sometimes explicitly chosen by the director; but it might equally well be established and decoded 
by the spectator for whom the mise en scène is thus available to be ‘read’ and even to be organized, i.e. 
‘written.’”  
951 Garland (2003), 86. Also, see Aston and Savona (1991), 120, regarding the spectator and the “non-
innocent spectator” and the “production of the meaning”: “Furthermore, before we even purchase a ticket 
for a performance (the sign of a contract between actor and spectator) our expectations of the theatrical 
event may already have been shaped by pre-publicity, location of venue, knowledge of the text, critical 
reviews, judgments of friends who have been to see it. All of these factors have a possible bearing on how 
we shape a meaning from the production.” 
952 My own father admitted he would go to ancient plays (including Electra), because he wanted to  escape 
the obsessive present that seemed to follow him in the newspapers, radio, TV and even on the streets filled 
with Soviet-inspired architecture. Later on, after the installment of democracy, Romanian actors and 
directors admitted the refuge they took in ancient theater/film for the same reasons (interview of S. 
Nicolaescu, February 2012). 
953 The scholar uses a term from television technology to discuss the public’s ability to “scan and probe” 
“the dramatic object” offered to their sight. Beckerman’s view (1979), 163, also was commented on by 
Ringer (1998), 14: “Audiences of these ‘traditional and articulate’ theaters, which include the classical 
Greek, are capable of enjoying performances at multiple levels.”  



368 
 

energy as if they are themselves personae, in Ringer’s view.954 They double characters 

and even borrow their emotions and mental faculties. The sense of indeterminacy and the 

use of doubles play tricks with the memory of the audience and with its ability to 

recognize the original from the mimesis.955 Sometimes props are converted into different 

signifiers. In Mihai Maniutiu’s Electra a food cart became at times a stretcher for the 

corpse of Clytemnestra, while neutral hydrant hammers and kitchen knives turned into 

murder weapons. “Objects stand for people” and their memory: the urn as a sign, a 

symbol, and a prop has multiple functionalities.956  

     Seale remarks on Sophocles’ obsession with the visual: 

The play is an exploration of means, a progressive disclosure of the tragic cost of a 
just cause. This design is formulated as an actual process of revelation in which the 
first triumphant arrival gathers its real and darker visibility. There is a pattern of false 
and true which becomes more and more explicit as the world of visual images 
achieves its realization in the tangible emblems of fact and fiction.957 
  

      Ringer used this visualism to make his points on the metatheatricality in 

Sophocles.958 The audience knows more than the characters, as he “postulates a complex 

form of seeing on the public’s part.”959 We should never forget that the plays were not 

meant for lecture, but rather for display. The increased sight on the part of the audience 

takes away the feeling of fore-knowledge. It is a slight weakness on the part of the public: 

                                                        
954 Ringer (1998), 13, actually discusses an assertion of Calderwood for the theater of Shakespeare: 
“Calderwood sees the duality of the theatrical experiences where action, props, and stage space stand in for 
character, objects, and setting. In Shakespeare (meta)theater, actors and props share the capacity to 
represent differing layers of identity, as in the cases of the joint stool (which plays a stool in Macbeth’s 
castle on which Banquo’s ghost sits) and the stool Lear arraigns in place of Regan.” 
955 Ringer (1998), 16: “The notion of texts feeding off each other finds a responsive chord in the plays of 
Sophocles and Euripides, frequently constructed out of familiar myths that had received previous stage 
treatment.”  
956 Ringer (1998), 13.  
957 Seale (1987), 79. 
958 Seale (1987), 73: “This is the culmination of the elaborate process of visible substantiation. Electra hears 
the false and the true, then she sees the false and the true and holds them in her hands.” Also commented on 
by Ringer (1998), 18, 231, (note); he sees metatheatrical resonances in the oscillations between truth and 
falsehood, between empty signifiers—“props” and substantiation. 
959 Ringer (1998), 14. See also 18-19. 
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this sight affects its independence of memory. The audiences cease to “know” what will 

happen and have to watch in order to “see.” We saw in the previous chapter that sight as 

inspection (and even introspection) does not have superior memory as a necessary 

companion.960 Therefore, we wonder if the director cannot use this aspect to his/her 

advantage by manipulating the public’s ability to see. Sometimes the visual signs are 

simply too hard to ignore. A version of Orestes from 1966 (by Jan Kott), discussed by 

Garland, used images of the Capitol in Washington, DC, and “a chorus of hippies” 

carrying anti-war signs. The public probably had no choice but to notice the signs and 

absorb the message. 961 

         The director uses a complex system of signaling in order to trigger anamnēsis. In 

Aeschylus, the display of rituals appeals to the gregarious nature of humans as zoa 

politika, creating a reference to rituals and to the citizen fellow-feelings of the audience. 

Ultimately, Euripides and his garish visual displays are meant to transpose the audience 

away from their human condition to the universe above.962 One of the reasons for 

Euripides’ popularity is his appeal to the individual Deleuzian disconnection from the 

world of the inscribing socius, as we can see from the theatrical performance of 

Euripides’ Orestes in New York (1986), where the action takes place in a mental 

institution.963 The public is simply transported into a place of social and individual 

oblivion. It appears that the stage can remove the audience from the political realm and 

send it to the contemplation of the inner self. Ancient tragedy in modern performance has 
                                                        
960 See chapter “The Last Bastion of Memory” (284-307), and also Malkin (1999), 1. 
961 As discussed by Robert Garland (2003), 193. We see that in the Bacchae of M. Maniutiu, there was this 
amplification of the idea of murder: not just Agave had his head but also the entire chorus, as in a brutal 
repetition of her murderous act. The audience was forced to see the head. 
962 The article in Sipario (Luglio, 1968, No. 267, pp.32-33), discusses the vertical layers in Euripides’ 
Orestes. 
963 The play is discussed by Robert Garland (2003), 195. See also M. McDonald (1992), 75-87, in particular 
45-58, for the social cirsis and its staging in Suzuki Tadashi's Clytemnestra. 
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the role once played by satyr drama: to set the public free from involvement in the city 

and put it more in contact with its instinctual side.964  Oblivious of the outside realm and 

disconnected from it, they recover a more precious form of memory. Theater becomes 

more therapeutic. 

                                  Petrified Memory, Uncooperative Public 

       If the previous section discussed the connections between actors and the public, as 

well as the interdependency between them, this last section will discuss failed attempts to 

construct memory through theatrical experience.  

     As Pavis claims in his work: 
 

What is fundamental to the stage, much more so than the signifieds of the text, is the 
iconization (mise en vue) of the word: the text is revealed in all its fragility, constantly 
menaced as it is by the gesturality which might at any time interrupt its emission, and 
which always guides the spectator in the rhythm of his reception.965 
 

      This complexity of signs helps the public innoculate its own memory, becoming more 

and more encouraged in its empathy, more self-conscious about the exchanges between 

the plays and actors, characters and dramatist.966  On occasion, however, using exterior 

memory (monuments, façades, etc.) adds to the problems of manipulation of memory.967 

Malkin believes once the past is monumentalized, it ceases to occupy our minds.968 

                                                        
964 Easterling (1997), 38: he wonders whether the satyr plays used to make the audience “strongly aware of 
their own animal spirits,” as well as of their interest in “hard or moral existential problems.”  He adds on 
page 39, that the audience expectation was supposed to shape the performance. Also, see John Hesk (2007), 
72-91.  
965 Pavis (1982), 80. 
966 Malkin (1999), 17-37: According to Malkin, modernism focuses on time, while postmodernism 
concentrates on space and its symbolic arrangement. 
967 Goette (2007), 122-149, discusses the rise of monuments as memorials of the plays staged and the 
individuals involved in their production. He notices the variety of choregic monuments, with or without 
inscriptions, as well as the oscillation between subtlety and more monumental memorials. All of them were 
meant to be reminders of victories within dithyrambic competitions, commemorating mostly the producers 
of the theatrical performances. However, the author notices a decrease in this practice until their 
abolishment (317-307 B.C.). The memory they constructed was always meant to be within certain 
boundaries (148): “Although Athenian choregoi commemorated their victories in monumental form, they 
always portrayed themselves as part of a larger civic entity. They surely celebrated their own civic –
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        In 1979, the director Lucian Pintilie turned the play Oresteia into an operatic drama, 

using the music of Aurel Stroe.969 His initial intention was to use the exterior of the 

Cloître des Célestins of Avignon as a skene. With its monumental façade, the place 

deeply disappointed him from the beginning, as it carried its own memory, its testimony 

of a past that was not Aeschylean in nature. This past was also dead, transformed into 

what he called “the touristic kitsch, repertoire of postal cards.”970 Only by exploiting the 

crepuscular natural light, as opposed to that of the reflectors, did the director feel that he 

could reach a sacred relationship between the space and time in order to bring his 

characters to life. The petrified memory around him prevented his characters from 

becoming statuary, filled with Delphic Mnēmosynē. Lucian Pintilie imagined his Orestes 

and Clytemnestra tinted in grey and silver, while his Furies were literally turning into 

Easter Island heads (in a later version) in their slow but stubborn pursuit of Orestes. They 

came out of the tomb of Agamemnon, which metamorphosed into a crater, a sign of 

turbulent metamorphoses of divine and social memory. Trying to replace old agalmata 

(the decor) by new ones (his “statue” characters), the director failed at first in his attempt 

to monumentalize his work. The public, too, blocked his vision. Some members of the 

audience arrived late and knocked with stones at the closed doors of the monastery. The 

noise disturbed the play and the ambience of the sacred twilight was lost. Literally, the 

audio-recording of the play failed due to this incident. It therefore failed in becoming a 

                                                                                                                                                                     
mindedness and generosity, but the individual was presented within the context of the city’s cultural 
programme.” Also, see Peter Wilson's ideas (2003), 191-216, in his book on choregic monuments, rituals 
and administration. The indicated pages refer in particular to the monumentalization and the public 
inscription of this function of  the choregoi. 
968 Malkin (1999), 18. As Halbwachs suggested, modern times are saturated with exterior memory. 
969 This passage is based on the director’s journal notes, recorded in his essay in Secolul 20 (Revista de 
Literatura Universala, editata de Uniunea Scriitorilor din Republica Socialista Romania, No, 1-3, 1980), 
138-148. 
970 On page 140. Also on page 139, he declares he was criticized by the locals for his disappointment in the 
place that was a memorial of so many historical events. 
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mnemonic object, consigned to an official archive of memory. A surprising duel between 

the director and the audience rose in a moment when the public should have been at least 

a partial accomplice. The audience had the last word, which seemed to be a denial of the 

director’s attempt to construct and structure their memory.971 The response of the director 

was to impose a protective “screen” between himself and the public in order to work 

further on his statuary construction: he wished to turn the play into a movie, this way 

entrusting his hopes for memory to celluloid rather than to the memory of the living.972 

I will make this movie in 1981, or maybe later. Nonetheless, I will make it because 
my projects have, most often, the obstinacy of those statues that step quietly on the 
surface of the sea.973  
 

      He referred to his Furies-statues who chased Orestes on the surface of the sea, 

ignoring their own weight and futility. The movie, however, was never made.  

      This old story brings to memory a different attempt made by the film director Pier 

Paolo Pasolini to construct a unique Oresteia. In his preliminary film, titled Notes 

towards an African Orestes (1970), the director simply evaluated the possibility of 

finding a suitable African frame for the ancient Greek tragedy.974 A developing country, 

in its steps towards industrialization, caught his attention due to its painful memory of 

earlier civil war and destruction. Where Lucian Pintilie tried to isolate a felicitous 

crepuscular time (the sunset at Cloître des Celestine) for revitalization of a mythical 

                                                        
971 Lucian Pintilie even recorded a verbal fight between him and an elder of the audience who laughed at 
his theory regarding the sacred relationship between time, space and light (138). 
972 Cinema, however, does invite the audience to further cooperation. See Aston and Savona (1991), 176: 
“The cinema spectator, conversely, is habituated to a convention analogous to that of ‘fourth wall’ theatre. 
The narrative conventions of mainstream cinema develop from those of the nineteenth-century realist novel 
and the bourgeois dramatic text. Hence the implicit contract of cinematic spectatorship is breached by 
address to camera, a device which leaves a space for the spectator to enter and thereby complete the work’ 
(Harvey 1982: 49).” 
973 Lucian Pintilie mentions on page 148: “Voi face acest film in 1981, sau poate mai tirziu. Dar il voi face 
pentru ca proiectele mele au, cel mai adesea, incapatinarea statuilor ce pasesc linistitie pe suprafata marii.”  
974 I watched this documentary on an old VCR and I was very impressed with his attempt to find traces of 
Orestes, Athena, Electra, or Clytemnestra in the expressive faces of the street. 
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memory, Pasolini attempted to restore a mythical memory, through an “atemporal” 

synthesis of the modern and the primeval elements present in Africa. His comments 

showed his tribulations in finding reservoirs of memory in this highly visual 

environment. The memory he hoped to construct was not a logocentric one: he even 

attempted to record the tragic dialogue of the plays as a moody song played in jazz tunes, 

as if to counter the supremacy of the usual logos in motion pictures. It was also the 

supreme embodiment of memory, as he was searching for expressiveness in common 

individuals, groups of passers-by in the market place, libraries and urban architecture, 

and even in wild nature. He did not look for actors, but for “bodies” and postures of 

memory in the anonymous individuals he found on the site, in their beauty or expressive 

ugliness. The Furial memory was particularly difficult, as it seemed to find embodiment 

everywhere: in trees, in a wounded lion, in everything that appeared crippled, ancient, 

and exposed to extinction. He would later find reminiscences of them in wedding 

ceremonies and ritual dances, a memory that thrived through what he called “synthesis” 

of the past: in other words, partial memory, partial oblivion.  

       Nonetheless, these meaningful bodies, scenes, and rituals crashed against the young 

African logos. Pasolini interviewed a group of African youths who studied in Italy at the 

time and exposed to them his vision of Oresteia. He even envisioned them as variations 

of a travelling Orestes, fresh with energies, richer for the experiences he accumulated in 

different poleis. A discussion with these youths discouraged an attempt to “transplant” 

the Aeschylean memory on an African site. To the director’s certain disappointment, they 

replied that the African world has nothing to do with such mythical realms, since it is 

forever on the path to a modern lifestyle. In their view, that land simply had a memory of 
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its own and modern times have placed their permanent imprint, obvious in architecture, 

culture, and lifestyle. These youthful representations of Orestes were once more reacting 

against any new entries in what they perceived as a clear historical record: they refused to 

become characters.975  This time, it was no longer just a block of vision from the part of 

the audience; it was as if characters themselves rebelled against their potential author, in 

a case which could be considered the opposite of Pirandello’s masterpiece. The young, 

“heroic” logos, engaged for good on the path of oblivion, progress and transformation, 

stifled the spirit of Thespian memory. 

                                                        
975 As seen in the chapter on Orestes’ memory, the young prince reacts against modifications of narratives 
he perceives as definitive (86-94). 



375 
 

Sources Cited: 

Primary Sources (I have used Perseus Digital Library for the Greek text and translation 
quoted in my work): 
 
Aeschylus, 1926. The Libation Bearers. The Eumenides, vol. 2, tr. Herbert Weir Smyth. 
Cambridge, Massachussetts: Harvard University Press; London, William Heinemann, 
Ltd.  
 
                   1963. The Libation Bearers. The Eumenides, vol.2, tr. Herbert Weir Smyth, 
ed. Hugh Lloyd-Jones. Cambridge, Massachussets: Harvard Univeristy Press. 
 
Euripides, 1913. Euripidis Fabulae, vol. 3. ed. Gilbert Murray. Oxford: Oxford 
Clarendon Press.  
 
                    1938. The Complete Greek Drama, Electra. Orestes, vol. 2. ed. Whitney J. 
Oates and Eugene O'Neill, Jr., tr. E. P. Coleridge. New York: Random House.  
 
                   1988. Electra. Orestes vol. 2, tr. Arthur S. Way, ed. G.P. Goold. Cambridge, 
Massachussets: Harvard Univeristy Press. 
                                
Hesiod, 1914. The Homeric Hymns and Homerica. Theogony, tr. by Hugh G. Evelyn-
White. Cambridge, MA., London: Harvard University Press; William Heinemann Ltd.  
 
Homer, 1919. The Odyssey, tr. A.T. Murray, 2 volumes. Cambridge, MA., London: 
Harvard University Press; William Heinemann, Ltd.  
 
               1920. Homeri Opera, 5 volumes. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
  
               1924. The Iliad, tr. A.T. Murray, 2 volumes. Cambridge, MA., London: Harvard 
University Press; William Heinemann, Ltd.  
 
Sophocles, 1894. The Electra of Sophocles. ed. intr. and notes Richard Jebb. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  
 
                    1977. Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. Sophocles, vol 4, ed. Stefan Radt. 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.  
                     
                     1994. Electra, vol. 1, tr. and ed. Hugh Lloyd-Jones. Cambridge, 
Massachussets, London: Harvard Univeristy Press. 
 
Secondary Sources: 
 
Alcock, Susan, 2002. Archaeologies of the Greek Past: Landscape, Monuments, and 
Memories. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press. 



376 
 

                         2003. Archaeologies of Memory, ed. Ruth M. Van Dyke, Susan Alcock. 
Malden, MA: Blackwell. 
 
Ament, Ernest J. 1993. "Aspects of Androgyny in Classical Greece" in Woman’s Power, 
Man’s Game, ed. Mary De Forest. Wauconda: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, pp. 1-31. 
 
Apfel, Lauren J. 2011. The Advent of Pluralism: Diversity and Conflict in the Age of 
Sophocles. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press. 
 
Ardener, Shirley, 1975. "Sexual Insult and Female Militancy" in Perceiving Women, ed. 
Shirley Ardener. London: Malaby Press, pp. 29-55. 
 
Arrowsmith, William, 1968. “Euripides’ Theater of Ideas”, in Euripides; a Collection of 
Critical Essays, ed. Erich Segal. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, pp. 13-33. 
 
Assmann, Aleida, 2008. “Canon and Archive”, in Cultural Memory Studies, An 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll, Ansgar Nünning. Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, pp. 97-106. 
 
                              2011. Cultural Memory and Western Civilization. Functions, Media, 
Archives. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Assmann, Jan, 1995. “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity”. New German Critique 
65, Milwaukee: University of Wisconsin Press, pp. 125-133.  
 
                          2011. Cultural Memory and Early Civilization: Writing, Remembrance, 
and Political Imagination. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Aston, Elaine, Savona Eric, 1991. Theatre as Sign-System: A Semiotics of Text and 
Performance. London, New York: Routledge. 
 
Bailly, Anatole, 1930. Dictionnaire Grec-Français. Paris: Hachette, 3rd ed. 
 
Barber, E. J. W. 1994. Women’s Work: The First 20,000 Years. New York, London: 
Norton & Company. 
 
Batchelder, Ann G., 1995. The Seal of Orestes, Self-Reference and Authority in 
Sophocles’ Electra.  Lanham, MD.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 
 
Baudrillard, Jean, 1993. Symbolic Exchanges and Death, tr. Ian Hamilton Grant; intr. 
Mike Gane. London: Sage, 1st English ed. 
 
Baumann, Gerd, 2002. “Collective Identity as a Dual Discursive Construction: Dominant 
vs. Demotic Discourses of Culture and the Negotiation of Historical Memory” in 
Identities: Time, Difference, and Boundaries, ed. Aleida Assmann and Heidrun Friese. 
New York: Berghahn Books, pp. 189-200.  



377 
 

 
Becker, Carl, 1993. “Everyman His Own Historian” in American Historical Review 37 
(2). Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 221-236. 
 
Beckerman, Bernard, 1979. “Theatrical Perception” in Theater Research International, 
4.5. London: Cambridge University Press, pp. 157-171. 
 
Di Benedetto, Vincenzo, 1967. Euripidis. Orestes. Firenze: <<La Nuova Italia>> 
Editrice. 
 
Benhabib, Sheila, 1999. “Sexual Difference and Collective Identities: The New 
Constellation” in Virtual Gender, Fantasies of Subjectivity and Embodiment, ed. Mary 
Ann O’Farrell and Lynne Vallone, Ann Arbor, The University of Michigan Press, pp. 
217-245. 
 
Benjamin, Walter, 1969. “The Storyteller” in Illuminations. New York: Schocken Books, 
pp. 83-98. 
 
Bergren, Ann, Weaving Truth, Essays on Language and the Female in the Greek 
Thought. Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press, 2008. 
 
Bille, Mikke, 2010. "Introduction" in An Anthropology of Absence. ed. Mikke Bille. 
Dordracht: Springer, pp. 3-23. 
 
Billig, M. 2000. Banal Nationalism. London: Sage Bjørn, C. 2nd ed. 
 
Blok, Josine, 2001. “Virtual Voices, Toward a Choreography of Women’s Speech In 
Classical Athens”, in Making Silence Speak Women’s Voices in Greek Literature and 
Society, ed. André Lardinois and Laura McClure. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton 
University Press, pp. 95-117.  
 
Bloom, Harold, 1988. “Introduction,” Aeschylus, The Oresteia, ed. Harold Bloom. New 
York, New Haven, Philadelphia: Chelsea House, pp. 1-4. 
 
Blundell, Mary Whitlock, 1990. Helping Friends and Harming Enemies. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2nd ed. 
 
Boisacq, Émile, 1950. Dictionaire Étymologique de la LAngue Grecque. Heidelberg: C. 
Winter, 4th ed. 
 
Boyer, M. Christine P. 2011. “The City of Collective Memory: Its Historical Imagery and 
Architectural Entertainments” in The Collective Memory Reader, ed. Jeffrey Olick, Vered 
Vinitzky-Serroussi and Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 365-371.  
 
Bratcher, Nathan, 1996. "Review, Les Abus de la Mémoire by Tzvetan Todorov " in 
Contemporary French Civilization, Vol. 20 Issue 2. Bozeman Mont. p. 342. 



378 
 

Brook, Peter, 1996. The Empty Space. New York: Touchstone, 1st ed. 
 
Calder, W.M., III, Autumn 1963, “The End of Sophocles’ Electra,”in Greek, Roman and 
Byzantine Studies, Vol. 4, No. 4. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University, pp. 213-216. 
 
Carrawan, Edwin, 2008 “What the Mnemones know?” in Orality, Literacy, Memory in 
the Ancient Greek and Roman World, ed. Ann Mackay. Leiden, Boston: Brill, pp. 163-
184.  
 
Cartledge, Paul, 1997. “‘Deep Plays’ Theater as Process in Greek Civic life” in 
Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy, ed. P. E. Easterling. Cambridge, New York:  
pp. 3-35. 
 
Chantraine, Pierre, 1984. Dictionnaire tymologique de la Langue Grecque: Histoire des 
Mots, Paris: Klincksiek.  
 
Chinen, Allan B. 1993. Beyond the Hero, New York.: G.P. Putnam's Sons. 
 
Clader, Linda, 1976. “Helen, the Evolution from Divine to Heroic” in Greek Epic 
Tradition, Lugduni Batavorum: E. J. Brill, pp. 63-81. 
 
Clay, J. 1989. The Politics of Olympus: Form and Meaning in the Major Homeric 
Hymns, Princeton N.J.: Princeton University Press.  
 
Conacher, D.J. 1987. Aeschylus’ Oresteia. A Literary Commentary, Toronto, Buffalo, 
London: University of Toronto Press.  
 
Creed, Barbara, 2000. "Alien and the Monstrous-Feminine", in The Gendered Cyborg: a 
Reader, ed. Gill Kirkup. London, New York: Routledge, pp. 122-135.  
 
Cronin, M. 2006. Translation and Identity. New York: Routledge.  
 
Cropp, J.H. 1988. Euripides, Electra. Warminster Wilshire: Aris and Phillip Ltd. 
 
DeForest, Mary, 1993. “Clytemnestra’s Breast and the Evil Eye”, in Women’s Power, 
Men’s Game, edited by Mary De Forest. Wauconda: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, pp. 
129-148.  
 
Deleuze, Gilles, 1994. Difference and Repetition, tr. Paul Patton. New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1st English ed. 
 
Deleuze, Gilles, and Guattari, Felix, 2000. Anti-Oedipus: capitalism and schizophrenia / 
by Gilles Deleuze; tr. Robert Hurley, Mark Seem, and Helen R. Lane; preface by Michel 
Foucault. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2nd ed.  
 
Denniston, J. D. 1964. Euripides. Electra. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/9789047433842;jsessionid=1k21c91qpu1gg.x-brill-live-01
http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/9789047433842;jsessionid=1k21c91qpu1gg.x-brill-live-01


379 
 

 
Derrida, Jacque, 1981. Disseminations, tr. Barbara Johnson. Chicago: University Press. 
 
Detienne, Marcel, 1988. Les Savoirs de l’Έcriture en Grèce Ancienne. Lille: Presses 
Universitaires de Lille. 
                
                             1996. The Masters of Truth in Archaic Greece, tr. Janet Lloyd. New 
York: Zone Books.  
 
Dougherty, Carol, 1993. The Poetics of Colonization: from City to Text in Archaic 
Greece. New York: Oxford University Press.  
 
Drong, Lezeck, 1999. “The Looped Branches-An Interpretation of the Motif of Magic 
Forgetfulness in Shakespeare Pericles and Cymbeline” in Memory--Remembering—
Forgetting, (ed), Wojciech Kalaga, Tadeusz Rachwał. Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, 
New York, Paris, Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 109-122.  
 
Easterling P. 1985. "Sophocles" in The Cambridge History of Classical Literature I: 
Greek Literature, ed. P. Easterling and B. Knox. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, pp. 295-315. 
 
                         1997. “A show for Dionysos” in The Cambridge Companion to Greek 
Tragedy, ed. E.P. Easterling. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press pp. 36-53.                   
 
Edmonds, Radcliffe, 2009. “Who Are You? Mythic Narrative and Identity in the ‘Orphic’ 
Gold Tablets” in Mystic Cults, in Magna Graecia, ed. Giovanni Casadio and Patricia A. 
Johnston. Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, pp. 73-94. 
 
Edmunds, Susan, 1990. Homeric Nēpios. New York: Garland Publisher. 
 
Edwards, Catharine, 1996. Writing Rome, Textual Approaches to the City. Cambridge; 
New York: Cambridge University Press.  
 
Eliade, Mircea, 1961. The Sacred and the Profane; the Nature of Religion, New York: 
Harper & Row. 
 
Ender, Evelyne, 2005. Architexts of Memory: Literature, Science, and Autobiography. 
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 
Erll, Astrid, (ed.) 2008. Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary 
Handbook. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. 
 
                      (ed.) 2011. Memory in Culture. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire, New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 



380 
 

Esposito, Elena, 2008. “Social Forgetting: A Systems-Theory Approach”, in, Cultural 
Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll. 
Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 181-191. 
 
Ferrari, Franco, 2011. “Oral Bricolage and Ritual Context in the Golden Tablets” in 
International Conference on Orality and Literacy in the Ancient World, ed. A. P. M. H. 
Lardinois, J. H. Blok, M. G. M. van der Poel. Leiden, Boston: BRILL, pp. 205-216.  
 
Finglass, P. J. 2007. Sophocles. Electra. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Flower, Harriett, 2001. “Damnatio Memoriae and Epigraphy” in From Caligula to 
Constantine: Tyranny and Transformation in Roman Portraiture, ed. E.R. Varner. 
Atlanta: Michael C. Carlos Museum, pp. 58-69. 
 
                            2006. Art of Forgetting: Disgrace and Oblivion in Roman Political 
Culture. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press. 
 
Foucault, Michel 1980. Power/Knowledge. Selected Interviews and Other Writings-
109732-1977, ed. Colin Gordon. New York: Pantheon Books. 
                               
                            2003. Abnormal, vol. 4, tr. by David Burchell. New York: Picador. 
 
                            2005. The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de 
France, 1981-82. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Fredricksmeyer, Erhardt, 1996. The Many Faces of Helen in Archaic and Classical Greek 
Poetry. University of Texas at Austin. 
 
Gagarin, Michael, 1987. Early Greek Law. Berkely, Los Angeles: University of 
California Press. 
                                                               
                                2001. “Women’s Voice in Attic Oratory”, in Making Silence Speak 
Women’s Voices in Greek Literature and Society, ed. André Lardinois and Laura 
McClure. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, pp. 161-177. 
 
Galinsky, Karl, 2008. “Recarved Imperial Portraits: Nuances and Wider Context” in 
Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome, Vol.III. New York, Bergamo: Istituto 
Italiano d'arti grafiche, pp. 1-25. 
 
Gardiner, Cynthia, 1987. Sophoclean Chorus. Iowa: University of Iowa Press. 
 
Garland, Robert, 2003. “Up-Staging Greek Tragedy: The Use (and Abuse) of Gender?” 
in Poetry, Theory, Praxis: The Social Life of Myth, Word and Image in Ancient Greece. 
Essays in Honour of William J. Slater. Oxford: Oxbow Books, pp. 185-202.  
 
Gellie, G. H., 1972. Sophocles. A Reading. Carlton, Vic.: Melbourne University Press.  



381 
 

Van Gennepp, Arnold, 1960. The Rites of Passage. Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press. 
 
Gentili, Bruno, 1979. Theatrical Performances in the Ancient World, Hellenistic and 
Early Roman Theatre. Amsterdam/Uithoorn: J.C. Gieben. 
 
Goette, Hans Rupprecht 2007. “Choregic Monuments and the Athenian Democracy”, in 
The Greek Theatre and Festivals: Documentary Studies on Choregic Monuments, ed. 
Peter Wilson. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 122-149. 
 
Goldhill, Simon, 1992.  Aeschylus. The Oresteia. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  
 
                            1993,  “Reading Performance Criticism”, in Greek Tragedy, ed. I. 
McAuslan & P., Walcot, Greece and Rome Studies, 2. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
pp. 1-11.  
                           
                            1997. “The Audience of Athenian Tragedy” in Cambridge Companion 
to Greek Tragedy, ed. P. E. Easterling. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University 
Press, pp. 54-68.   
 
                           1997. “The Language of Tragedy, Rhetoric and Communication” in 
Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy, ed. P. E. Easterling. Cambridge, New York: 
Cambridge University Press, pp.127-150. 
                      
Gould, John, 2001. Myth, Ritual Memory and Exchange. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.  
 
Gredley, B. Winter 1968. “Is Orestes 1503-36 an Interpolation?” in Greek, Roman and 
Byzantine Studies, vol. 9, No. 4. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, pp. 
409-419. 
 
Griffith, Mark, April, 1995. “The Brilliant Dynasts”, in Classical Antiquity, Vol. 14/No. 
1. Berkely, CA: University of California Press, pp. 62-129. 
 
Grotanelli, 1997. "Faithful Bodies: Ancient Greek Sources on Oriental Eunuchs" in Self, 
Soul and Body in Religious Experience, ed. A. I. Baumgarten. Leiden, Boston: Brill, pp. 
404-416. 
 
Grube, G.M. A. 1968. “Euripides and the Gods”, in Euripides; a Collection of Critical 
Essays, edited by Erich Segal. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, pp. 34-50. 
 
Halbwachs, Maurice, 1992. On Collective Memory, edited, translated, and with an 
introduction by Lewis A. Coser. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
 



382 
 

Hall, Edith, 1991. Inventing the Barbarian, Greek Self-Definition through Tragedy. 
Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
 
                    1993. “Political and Cosmic Turbulence in Euripides’ Orestes”, in Tragedy, 
Comedy and the Polis, Papers from the Greek Drama Conference. Nottingham, 18-20 
July 1990. ed.Alan H. Sommerstein [et al.]. Bari: Levante Editori, pp. 263-284. 
                     
                     1997. “The Sociology of Athenian Tragedy” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Greek Tragedy, ed. E.P. Easterling. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 93-
126. 
 
Hartigan, Karelisa, 1991. Ambiguity and Self-Deception: the Apollo and Artemis Plays of 
Euripides. Frankfurt am Main, New York: Peter Lang. 
 
Heath, John, 2005. The Talking Greeks: Speech, Animals, and the Other in Homer, 
Aeschylus, and Plato. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Hedrick, Charles, 2000. History and Silence: Purge and Rehabilitation of Memory in 
Late Antiquity. Austin: University of Texas Press. 
 
Herington, John, 1988. "No-Man's Land of Dark and Light," in Aeschylus, The Oresteia, 
ed. Harold Bloom. New York, New Haven, Philadelphia: Chelsea House, pp. 121-154. 
 
Hervieu-Leger, Daniele, 2000. Religion as a Chain of Memory. Piscataway: Rutgers 
University Press. 
 
Hesk, John, 2007. “The Socio-Political Dimension of Ancient Tragedy” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Theater, ed. Marianne McDonald and 
Michael J. Walton. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press, pp. 72-91.  
 
Hobsbawm, Eric, 1992. The Invention of the Tradition, edited by Eric Hobsbawm and 
Terence Ranger. Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Hogan, J.C. 1984. A Commentary on the Complete Greek Tragedies. Aeschylus. Chicago 
and London: University of Chicago Press.  
 
Holst-Warhaft, 1992. Gail, Dangerous Voices, Women’s Lament in Greek Literature. 
London, New York: Routledge. 
 
Houser Rick A. and Domokos-Cheng Ham, Mary Anna, 2004. Gaining Power and 
Control through Diversity and Group Affiliation, Westport, Connecticut, London: 
Praeger. 
 
Hubbard, Thomas, 1985. The Pindaric Mind, A study of Logical Structure in Early Greek 
Poetry, Leiden: Brill. 
 



383 
 

                               1990. “Envy and the Invisible Roar: Pindar, Pythian 11.3 0," in Greek, 
Roman, and Byzantine Studies 31. Durham N.C.: Duke University Press, pp. 343-351. 
                        
                                 2009. “Ephebic Liminality and the Ambiguities of Apolline 
Sexuality” in Apolline Politics and Poetics: International Symposium.  Athens:  European 
Cultural Centre of Delphi, pp. 607-621. 
 
Jaeger, Mary, 1997. Livy’s Written Rome. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 
Janko, Richard, 1984. “Forgetfulness in the Golden Tablets of Memory,” in Classical 
Quarterly 34. Oxford: Clarendon Press, pp. 89-100. 
 
Johnston, Sarah Isles, 1997. "Corinthian Medea and the Cutl of Hera Akraia" in Medea: 
Essays on Medea in Myth, Literature, Philosophy, and Art, eds. James Joseph Clauss and 
Sarah Iles Johnston. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, pp. 44-70. 
 
Jones, John, 1988. “The House of Atreidai” in Aeschylus, The Oresteia, ed. Harold 
Bloom. New York, New Haven, Philadelphia: Chelsea House, pp. 5-30. 
 
Jung, Karl, 1969. The archetypes and the collective unconscious, translated by R. F. C. 
Hull. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2nd ed. 
  
                  1982. Aspects of the Feminine, tr. R.F.C. Hull. Princeton NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1st ed. 
 
Kalaga, Wojciech, 1999. “Memory and Ontology” in Memory--Remembering—
Forgetting,. (ed), Wojciech Kalaga, Tadeusz Rachwał. Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, 
New York, Paris, Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 29-40. 
 
Kells, H.J., 1973. Electra. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Keuls, Eva, 1993. The Reign Of Phallus: Sexual Politics in Ancient Anthens. Berkeley: 
University of California Press. 
 
Koselleck, Reinhardt, 2011. “War Memorials: Identity Formation of the Survivors” in 
The Collective Memory Reader, edited by Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Serroussi and 
Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 361-365. 
 
Kovacs, David, 1984. Euripides, IV. Cambridge, Massachusetts, London: Harvard 
University Press. 
 
Knox, M.W., 1983. The Heroic Temper, Studies in Sophoclean Tragedy. Berkeley, Los 
Angeles, London: University of California Press. 
 



384 
 

                       1985. "Euripides" in The Cambridge History of Classical Literature I: 
Greek Literature, ed. P. Easterling and B. Knox. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, pp. 316-338. 
 
Kubisz, M. 1999. "Permutations of the Absolute; Archetypal Memory of Mass Culture", 
in Memory—Remembering—Forgetting, ed. Wojciech Kalaga, Tadeusz Rachwał. 
Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, New York, Paris, Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 51-61.  
 
Lang, Gladys and Kurt, 2011, "From Recognition and Renown: The Survival of Artstic 
Reprutation" in The Collective Memory Reader, edited by Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-
Serroussi and Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 291-296. 
 
Lesky, Albin, 1965, Greek Tragedy, tr. H.A. Frankfurt. London: New York: Ernest benn 
Limited, Barnes and Nobles Inc. 1st English ed. 
 
Lidell Henry George and Scott, Robert, 1939. Greek-English Lexicon. Oxford: Oxford 
Clarendon Press, 2nd ed. 
 
Llewellyn-Jones, Margaret, 1999. “Reality or Nothing? Virtuality, Memory and Death”, 
in Memory-Remembering-Forgetting, ed. Wojciech Kalaga, Tadeusz Rachwał, Frankfurt 
am Main, Berlin, Bern, New York, Paris, Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 123-144.  
 
Lloyd, Michael, 2005. Sophocles: Electra. Blatimore: Duckworth.  
 
Lloyd-Jones, Hugh, 1970. The Libation Bearers by Aeschylus. Englewood Cliffs, N.J: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc.  
 
Longo, Oddone, 1990. “The Theater of the Polis” in Nothing to Do with Dionysos? ed. J. 
Winkler and F. Zeitlin. Pinceton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, pp. 12-19. 
 
Loraux, Nicole, 1987. Tragic Ways of Killing a Woman, tr. Anthony Forster. Harvard,  
Cambridge, Massachusetts and London: Harvard University Press. 
                           
                           2002. The Divided City: on Memory and Forgetting in Ancient Athens, 
tr. Corinne Pache and Jeff Fort. New York: Zone Books. 
 
Maeyer, Erik, 2008. “Memory and Politics” in Cultural Memory Studies: An 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll. Berlin: Walter de Gruyere, 
pp. 173-181. 
 
Malkin, Jeanette, 1999. Memory-Theater and Postmodern Drama. Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press. 
 
Martin, Richard, 1989. The Language of Heroes: Speech and Performance in the Iliad. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 
 



385 
 

                            2007. “Ancient Theater and Performance Culture” in Cambridge 
Companion to Greek and Roman Theater, ed. Marianne McDonald and J. Michael 
Walton. Cambridge, New York:  Cambridge University Press, pp. 36-54. 
 
Maurizio, Lisa, 2001. "The Voice at the Center of the World: Pythias' Ambiguity and 
Authority" in Making Silence Speak: Women's Voices in Greek Literature and Society, 
ed. André Lardinois and Laura McClure,.Princeton, N.J.  Princeton University Press, pp.  
38-54. 
 
McDonald, M., 1992. Ancient Sun, Modern Light: Greek Drama on the Modern Stage. 
New York: Columbis University Press. 
 
Meanye, Gerardine, 1993. (Un)like subjects: Women, Theory, Fiction. London, New 
York: Routledge.  
 
Mole, Richard, 2007. “Discursive Identities/Identity Discourses and Political Power”, in 
Discursive Constructions of Identity in European Politics, ed. R. Mole. Besingstoke, New 
York: Macmillan Palgrave, pp. 1-25. 
 
Montiglio, Silvia, 2000. Silence in the Land of Logos. Princeton University, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press.  
 
Most, Glenn W., 1986. “Pindar, O. 2.83-90”, in Classical Quarterly, 36. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, pp. 304-317. 
  
Mydƚa, Jacek, 1999. “Poor Retention and the Rehearsing of Being: The Claim to Poetical 
Immortality in Shakespear’s Sonnets” in Memory-Remembering-Forgetting, ed. 
Wojciech Kalaga, Tadeusz Rachwał. Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, New York, Paris, 
Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 145-163. 
 
Nalbantian, Suzanne, 2004. Memory in Literature, From Rousseau to Neuroscience. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 
 
Natoli, Bart Anthony, 2009. Speech, Art and Community: the 'Logos Nexus' in Ovid. 
University of Texas at Austin. 
 
                                           2010. "Ovidian Metamorphoses, Tristia and Pontica: Ovid 
Interrupted: Collective Memory and Aphasia in the Ovidian Corpus," presented at the 
Memoria Romana conference, April 17th, Session Poetry, Myths, and Memory in the Age 
of Augustus, University of Texas at Austin. 
 
Nielsen, Joyce McCarl, 1978. Sex and Gender in Society, Perspectives on Stratification. 
Belmont, Calif.: Wadsworth Pub. Co. 
 
Nietzsche, Friedrich, 1997. On the Genealogy of Morals, tr. Douglas Smith. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 



386 
 

 
                                     2011, "From On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life" 
in The Collective Memory Reader, edited by Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Serroussi and 
Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 73-79. 
 
Nisetich, Frank, 1995. "Introduction" in Euripides. Orestes, ed. William Arrowsmith and 
Herbert Golder, tr. John Peck and Frank Nisetich. New York, Oxford: Oxofrd University 
Press, pp. 1-5. 
 
Nora, Pierre, 1996-1998. Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past. New York: 
Columbia University Press.  
 
                          2011. “Reasons for the Current Upsurge of Memory” in The Collective 
Memory Reader, edited by Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Serroussi and Daniel Levy. 
New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 437-442. 
 
Norman, Austin, 1994. Helen and Her Shameless Phantom. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press.  
 
O’Brien, Joan, 1993. “Hera Nurse fo Monsters”, in Woman’s Power, Man’s Game, ed. 
Mary De Forest. Wauconda: Bolchazy-Carducci Publishers, pp.109-128. 
 
O’Brien, Michael J., January 1964. “Orestes and the Gorgon: Euripides’ Electra”, 
American Journal of Philology, vol. 85, No. 1. Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, pp. 13-39. 
 
 Olick, Jeffrey, 1998. "Social Memory Studies: From ‘Collective Memory’ to the 
Historical Sociology of Mnemonic Practices", Annual Review of Sociology 24. Palo Alto, 
Calif.: Annual Reviews Inc. pp. 105-140. 
 
                           2007. Politics of Regret, On Collective Memory and Historical 
Responsibility. New York, London: Routledge. 
 
                            2011. “From Collective Memory to the Sociology of Menmonic 
Practices and Products”, in The Collective Memory Reader, ed. Jeffrey Olick, Vered 
Vinitzky-Serroussi and Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 151-163. 
 
Onians, Richard Broxton, 1988. Origins of the European Thought. Cambridge, New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2nd ed. 
 
Otto, Walter, 1995. Zeii Greciei, imaginea divinitatii in spiritualitatea greaca, tr Ileana 
Snagoveanu-Spiegelberg. Bucharest: Humanitas.  
 
Őzcan, Őmer 2011, "The Intimate Prison. Home in a State of Emergency," presented at 
the Graduate Annual Conference, New Directions in Anthropology, University of Texas 
at Austin, Department of Anthropology, April 20th, 2011. 



387 
 

 
Paglia, Camille, 1991. Sexual Persona, Art and Decadence from Nefertiti to Emily 
Dickinson. New York: Vintage Books.  
 
Passman, Kristina, 1993. “Re(de)fining Women”, in  Women’s Power, Men’s Game, ed. 
Mary DeForest. Wauconda: Bochalzy-Carducci Publishers, pp. 54-77. 
 
Pavis, Patrice, 1982. Language of the Stage: Essays in the Semiology of the Theatre. New 
York: Performing Arts Journal Publications. 
 
Pierce, Simon, 2012. "Memory and Ancient Greece", in Historical and Religious 
Memory in the Ancient World, ed. Beate Dignas and R.R. Smith. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, pp. 15-36. 
 
Pintilie, Lucian, 1980. “Oresteia II” in Secolul 20. Revista de Literatura Universala. 
Bucureşti: Uniunea Scriitorilor din Republica Socialista Romania, No, 1-3, pp. 138-148. 
 
Podlecki, A.J. 1992. Aeschylus, Eumenides. Warminster: Aris and Phillips.  
 
Porter, John R. 2003. “Orestes the Ephebe” in Poetry, Theory, Praxis: The Social Life of 
Myth, Word and Image in Ancient Greece, ed. Eric Csapo, Margaret Christina Miller. 
Oxford: Oxbow, pp. 146-177. 
 
Prower, Emanuel, 1999. “Memory as Sign”, in Memory-Remembering-Forgetting, ed. 
Wojciech Kalaga, Tadeusz Rachwał. Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, New York, Paris, 
Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 11-28.  
 
Rail, Sarah Elizabeth, 2001. Ethics and Eugenics : the Politics of Birth in Euripides' 
Electra and Ion. University of Texas at Austin.  
 
Redfield, James M. 1994. Nature and Culture in the Iliad: the Tragedy of Hector. 
Durham: Duke University Press.  
 
Rehm, Rush, 1994. Marriage to Death: The Conflation of Wedding and Funeral Rituals 
in Greek Tragedy. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.  
 
Reinhardt, Karl, 1979. Sophocles. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 

Revermann, Martin, 2000. “Euripides, Tragedy and Macedon: Some Conditions of 
Reception”in Illinois Classical Studies 24-25. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, Stipes 
Publishing LLS, pp. 451-467. 
 
Ricoeur, Paul, 2010. Memory, History, Forgetting, tr. Kathleen Blamey; David Pellauer. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
 



388 
 

Rigney, Ann, 2008. “The Dynamics of Remembrance: Texts between Monumentality and 
Morphing”, in Cultural Memory Studies, An International and Interdisciplinary 
Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 345-357. 
 
Ringer, Mark, 1998. Electra and the Empty Urn: Metatheater and Role Playing in 
Sophocles. Chapel Hill: University of North Caroline Press. 
 
Rosenmeyer, Thomas G. 1968. “Tragedy and Religion: The Bacchae” in Euripides; a 
Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Erich Segal. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, pp. 
150-170. 
 
Samuel, Raphael, 2011. "From Theaters of Memory" in The Collective Memory Reader, 
edited by Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Serroussi and Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford 
University Press, pp. 261-265. 
 
Sansone, David, 1975. Aeschylian Metaphors for Intellectual Activity, Steiner Pub.  
 
Schmidt, Siegfried, 2008. “Memory and Recollection: A Constructivist Approach”, in 
Cultural Memory Studies, An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid 
Erll. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 191-203. 
 
Scodel, Ruth, “Social Memory in Aeschylus Oresteia”, Orality, Literacy, Memory in the 
Ancient Greek and Roman World, edited by E. Anne Mackay.  Leiden, Boston: Brill, 
2008, pp. 115-142. 
 
Seaford, Richard, 1994. Reciprocity and Ritual. Homer and Tragedy in the Developing 
City-State. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 
 
Seale, David, 1987. Vision and Stagecraft. Chicago: University of Chicago, 2nd ed.  
 
Segal, Charles, 1961, “The Character and the Cults of Dionysus and the Unity of the 
Frogs” in Harvard Studies in Classical Philology, Vol. LXV. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, pp. 207-242. 
 
                           1981. Tragedy and Civilization: An Interpretation of Sophocles. 
Cambridge, Mass.: Published for Oberlin College by Harvard University Press.  
 
                           1986. Interpreting Greek Tragedy. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University 
Press. 
 
Segal, Erich, “Introduction” in Euripides; a Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Erich 
Segal. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, pp. 1-12. 
 
Shaw, Michael, 2001. Sophocles. Electra. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
 



389 
 

Sheldon, Wolin, 1994. “Norm and Form: The Constitutionalizing of Democracy”, in 
Athenian Political Thought and the Reconstruction of American Democracy, ed. J. Peter 
Euben, John R. Wallach, and Josiah Ober. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 
pp. 29-59. 
 
Shimada, Shingo, 2002. “Construction of Cultural Identity and Problems of Translation”, 
in Identities: Time, Difference, and Boundaries, ed. Aleida Assmann and Heidrun Friese. 
New York: Berghahn Books, pp. 133-153. 
 
Simondon, Michèle, 1982. La mémoire et l'oubli: dans la pensée grecque jusqu'à la fin 
du Ve siècle avant J.-C.: psychologie archaïque, mythes et doctrines. Paris: Les Belles 
Letters. 
 
Small, Jocelyn Penny, 1997. Wax Tablets of the Mind: Cognitive Studies of Memory and 
Literacy in Classical Antiquity. London, New York: Routledge.  
 
Solmsen, F. 1967. Electra and Orestes: Three recognitions in Greek tragedy. 
Amsterdam: Noord-Hollandsche U.M.  
 
Sommerstein, Alan H. 2010. Aeschylean Tragedy. London: Duckworth, 2nd ed. 
 
Strasser, Jean-Yves, 2004. “La fête des Daidala de Platées et la »Grande Année« 
d'Oinopidès”, Hermes, vol. 132, no. 3. Weisbaden: Franz Steiner Verlag, pp. 338-351. 
 
Straub, Jűrger, 2002. “Personal and Collective Identities: A Conceptual Analysis”, in 
Identities: Time, Difference, and Boundaries, ed. Aleida Assmann and Heidrun Friese. 
New York: Berghahn Books, pp. 56-77. 
 
Sullivan, Shirley Darcus, 1997. Aeschylus' Use of Psychological Terminology. Montreal: 
McGill-Queen's University Press. 
 
Terdiman, Richard, 1993. Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis. Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press. 
 
Thomas, Jacqueline, 2005, "The Swan Maiden’s Flight Over Time: Rituals, Fairytales 
and Matriarchy" in Menstruation- A Cultural History ed. Andrew Shall, Gillian Howle. 
Besingtoke, Hampshire, New York: Palgrave Macmillan. pp. 162-175. 
 
Thompson, J.P. 2011. "From Tradition and Self in a Mediated World" in The Collective 
Memory Reader, ed. Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Serroussi and Daniel Levy. New 
York: Oxford University Press, pp. 348-352. 
 
Thomson, George Derwent, 1968, Aeschylus and Athens. A Study in the Social Origins of 
Drama. New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 3rd ed. 
 



390 
 

Todorov, Tzvetan, 2003. Hope and Memory: Lessons from the Twentieth Century, tr. 
David Bellos. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press.  
 
Vellacott, Phillip, 1986. Ironic Drama: A Study of Euripides’ Method and Meaning. 
London: Cambridge University Press.  
 
Vernant, Jean Pierre, 1983. Myth and Thought among the Ancient Greeks, tr. Janet Llyod 
and Jeff Ford. London, Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul. 
 
Vesely, Dalibor, 2002. "The architectonics of Embodiment" in Body and Building: 
Essays on the Changing Relation of Body and Architecture, ed. George Dods, Robert 
Tavernor, and Joseph Rykwert. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, pp. 27-43. 
 
Vygotsky, Lev, 2011. "From Mind in Society" in The Collective Memory Reader, edited 
by Jeffrey Olick, Vered Vinitzky-Serroussi and Daniel Levy. New York: Oxford: 
University Press, pp. 113-115. 
 
Wagner, Peter, 2002. “Identity and Selfhood as a Problématique”, in Identities: Time, 
Difference, and Boundaries, ed. Aleida Assmann and Heidrun Friese. New York: 
Berghahn Books, pp. 32-56. 
 
Wagner-Pacifi, Robin, 1996. "Memories in the Making: The Shape of Things that Went”, 
in Qualitative Sociology 19(6). New York: Human Sciences Press, pp. 301-322. 
 
Walker, F., 2001. “Like Father like Son: Oedipus, Tartuffe and the Patriarchal Paradox” 
in Gendered Memories, the XVth Congress of the International Association for the 
Comparative Literature, Vol. IV, ed. John Neubauer and Helga Geyer-Ryan. Amsterdam: 
Atlanta, pp. 121-128. 
 
Warner, Marina, 1985. Monuments and Maidens: the Allegory of the Female Form. 
London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson. 
 
Welzer, Harald, 2008. “Communicative Memory” in Cultural Memory Studies, An 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
pp. 285-301. 
 
West, L.M, 1987. (ed.) Euripides. Orestes. Oxford: Aris and Phillips LTD.  
 
Whitman, Cedric Hubbell, 1951. Sophocles, a Study of Heroic Humanism. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press.  
 
Widzisz, Marcel Andrew, 2005. Ritual and Civic Temporalities in Greek Tragedy. 
University of Texas at Austin. 
 
Willink, C.W., 1986. Euripides, Orestes. Oxford: Clarendon Press.  
 

http://catalog.lib.utexas.edu/search~S29?/Xonians&searchscope=29&SORT=D/Xonians&searchscope=29&SORT=D&SUBKEY=onians/1%2C17%2C17%2CB/frameset&FF=Xonians&searchscope=29&SORT=D&14%2C14%2C
http://catalog.lib.utexas.edu/search~S29?/Xonians&searchscope=29&SORT=D/Xonians&searchscope=29&SORT=D&SUBKEY=onians/1%2C17%2C17%2CB/frameset&FF=Xonians&searchscope=29&SORT=D&14%2C14%2C


391 
 

Wilson, Peter, 2003. The Athenian Institution of the Khoregia: The Chorus, the City and 
the Stage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Winkler, John, 1990. “The Ephebe’s Song: Tragoedia and the Polis”, in Nothing to Do 
with Dionysos? ed. J. Winkler and F. Zeitlin. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 
20-62. 
 
Winnington-Ingram, R.P. 1980. Sophocles. An Interpretation. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  
  
                                            1983. Studies in Aeschylus. Cambridge, New York: 
Cambridge University Press.  
 
                                            1985. "Aeschylus" in The Cambridge History of Classical 
Literature I: Greek Literature, ed. P. Easterling and B. Knox. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 281-294. 
 
Wohl, Victoria, 1998. Intimate Commerce: Exchange, Gender, and Subjectivity in Greek 
Tragedy. Austin: University of Texas Press. 
 
                           2011. “The Politics of Enmity in Euripides’ Orestes.” In Greek Drama 
IV: Texts, Contexts, Performance ed. D. Rosenbloom and J. Davidson. Oxford: Aris and 
Phillips. 
 
Wolff, Christian, 1968. “Orestes”, in Euripides, A Collection of Critical Essays, edited by 
Erich Segal. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, pp. 132-149. 
 
Woodruff, Paul, 2006. First Democracy, The Challenge of an Ancient Idea. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 
                                     
                            2008. The Necessity of Theater: The Art of Watching and Being 
Watched. Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press. 
  
                           2009.  Empathy, Agency, and Oedipus, presented at the Sophocles 
Seminar, March, 11th, University of Texas at Austin. 
 
Worman, Nancy, 2001. “The Voice Which Is Not One: Helen’s Verbal Guises in 
Homeric Epic”, in Making silence speak: women's voices in Greek literature and society, 
ed. by André Lardinois and Laura McClure. Princeton: Princeton University Press, pp. 
19-38.                      
 
                              2012, "Cutting to the Bone: Recalcitrant Bodies in Sophocles" in A 
Companion to Sophocles, ed Kirk Ormand. Hoboken: John Wiley and Sons, pp. 351-366. 
Woodard, Thomas, 1966. “The Electra of Sophocles” in Sophocles: A collection of 
Critical Essays, ed. Thomas Woodard. Eaglewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, pp. 125-
145. 



392 
 

Wright, F. A. 1923. Feminism in Greek Literature, From Homer to Aristotle. London: 
George Routledge and Sons, LTD. 
 
Yates, Frances, 1966. The Art of Memory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  

Yunker-Kenny, Maureen, 2008. “Memory and Forgetting in Paul Ricoeur’s Theory of the 
Capable Self” in Cultural Memory Studies, An International and Interdisciplinary 
Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 203-215. 
 
Zajaç, Marta, 1999. "Non-Memory of L'Ecriture Feminine, or Stepping Out of Paradise", 
in Memory--Remembering—Forgetting, ed. Wojciech Kalaga. Tadeusz Rachwał, 
Frankfurt am Main, Berlin, Bern, New York, Paris, Wien: Peter Lang, pp. 41-50. 
 
Zeitlin, Froma, 1988. “The Dynamics of Mysogyny: Myth and Mythmaking in the 
Oresteia”, in Oresteia, ed. Harold Bloom. New York, New Haven, Philadelphia: Chelsea 
House, pp. 47-72. 
 
Zerubavel, Eviatar, 1996. “Social Memories: Steps towards a Sociology of the Past”, 
Qualitative Sociology 19. New York: Human Sciences Press, pp. 283-299. 



393 
 

 
                                                              VITA 
 
Catalina Popescu attended “Spiru Haret” High School, Bucharest, Romania. In 1998 she 

entered The University of Bucharest, Romania, in the Department of Classics. She 

graduated in 2002 with a degree of Bachelor of Liberal Arts in Classical Studies. She 

obtained her Master Degree from the same University in 2004, in Classical Studies-

Philosophy. In 2004 she travelled to United States as a Fulbright grantee and entered the 

Graduate School at Ohio State University, Department of Greek And Latin. She obtained 

another Master Degree in Classical Studies in 2006. In August 2006 she entered The 

University of Texas at Austin for a Doctoral program in the Department of Classics.  

 

 

Permanent Address: Bd. Lacul Tei, Nr. 107, Bl. 14, Sc. B, Et. 8, Ap. 81, Sec. 2, 

Bucharest, Romania, 020376. 

 

This manuscript was typed by the author. 

 


	Joining the Social Memory: the “Surrogate” Logos of Electra in the Libation
	Bearers...............................................................................................................122
	Recognition, Self-Mirroring, Replica of Self................................................127
	The Father Emerging. When Anamnēsis Rests..............................................132
	Electra’s Leap into Mnemonic Silence..........................................................138
	The “Other” Memory. The Code of the “Beast”.............................................142
	Failure of Private Memory..............................................................................146
	When Clytemnestra Utters Memory and There Is None to Hear It,
	Euripides and the Memory of the Womb.......................................................159
	Forgetfulness and Change of Identity—A Royal Disease.............................167
	Androgynous Electra, Fertile Clytemnestra—A daughter “in Drag” and a
	Mother in Disguise..........................................................................................177
	The Unusual Suspect—Olympian Lēthē.....................................................268
	The Last Bastion of Memory—The Furies...................................................284
	Apollonian fluctuations.................................................................................307
	Furies, Mothers, Athena: Empty Signifiers and the Hijacked Memory........325
	CHPATER SIX: MEMORY AND THEATRE..............................................................341
	CHAPTER THREE: FEMININE SOCIAL MEMORY
	The Need for Mnēmē is Male; The Anamnēsis is Female
	As its title establishes, this chapter will create a “bridge” between the previous discussion of Orestes and a more in-depth look into the three tragedians’ constructions of Electra and Clytemnestra. As the analysis of Orestes showed, epic he...
	Joining the Social Memory:
	Recognition, Self-Mirroring, Replica of Self
	The Father Emerging. When Anamnēsis Rests
	Electra’s Leap into Mnemonic Silence
	The “Other” Memory. The Code of the “Beast”
	Failure of Private Memory
	When Clytemnestra Utters Memory and There Is None to Hear It,
	The Last Word of Mnēmosynē
	Euripides and the Memory of the Womb
	Forgetfulness and Change of Identity— A Royal Disease
	Androgynous Electra, Fertile Clytemnestra—A daughter “in Drag”
	The Queen of Lēthē in the Land of Memory
	CHAPTER FIVE: DIVINE MEMORY
	The Unusual Suspect—Olympian Lēthē
	The Last Bastion of Memory—The Furies
	Apollonian fluctuations
	Furies, Mothers, Athena: Empty Signifiers and the Hijacked Memory
	Boisacq, Émile, 1950. Dictionaire Étymologique de la LAngue Grecque. Heidelberg: C. Winter, 4th ed.
	Carrawan, Edwin, 2008 “What the Mnemones know?” in Orality, Literacy, Memory in the Ancient Greek and Roman World, ed. Ann Mackay. Leiden, Boston: Brill, pp. 163-184.


	Edmunds, Susan, 1990. Homeric Nēpios. New York: Garland Publisher.
	Ferrari, Franco, 2011. “Oral Bricolage and Ritual Context in the Golden Tablets” in International Conference on Orality and Literacy in the Ancient World, ed. A. P. M. H. Lardinois, J. H. Blok, M. G. M. van der Poel. Leiden, Boston: BRILL, pp. 205-216.

	Maurizio, Lisa, 2001. "The Voice at the Center of the World: Pythias' Ambiguity and Authority" in Making Silence Speak: Women's Voices in Greek Literature and Society, ed. André Lardinois and Laura McClure,.Princeton, N.J.  Princeton University Press,...
	Natoli, Bart Anthony, 2009. Speech, Art and Community: the 'Logos Nexus' in Ovid. University of Texas at Austin.
	Wilson, Peter, 2003. The Athenian Institution of the Khoregia: The Chorus, the City and the Stage. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

