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Dramatis personae and plot summaries of the three component plays of the Oresteia

Agamemnon

Watchman, servant of the palace of Argos

Clytemnestra, queen of Argos, wife of Agamemnon, and lover of Aegisthus

Herald, member of the Greek army on its return from Troy

Agamemnon, king of Argos and husband of Clytemnestra

Cassandra, captured princess of Troy, prophetess of Apollo, and concubine of Agamemnon
Aegisthus, cousin of Agamemnon and lover of Clytemnestra

Chorus Leader, old man, member of the Chorus

Chorus, clders of Argos (old men)

+ Alone on the roof of the palace at Argos, the Watchman waits for the fire-signal which will tell the
household that the Greeks have at last captured Troy. The signal appears, and the Watchman rejoices, but
nevertheless offers the oblique hint that all is not well in the palace.

» The Chorus of Argive elders enters and reviews the events of the last ten years: the setting-out for Troy,
the war itself, and especially the stranding of the Greek ships at Aulis and the sacrifice of Iphigeneia.

» After the conclusion of this long choral ode (the most extensive in all of surviving tragedy),
Clytemnestra appears from the palace, and the Chorus members ask her for news. Clytemnestra responds
with two exuberant speeches; the first, the ‘beacon-speech,’ traces the path of the fire-signal from Troy to
Argos, and the second describes conditions in the fallen city.

» The Chorus sings a choral ode whose opening is known as the ‘Hymn to Zeus,’ offering praise to Zeus
for the fall of Troy and vilifying Paris and Helen. But the mood shifts as they reflect upon the Trojan War
and lament the pointless deaths that their side has suffered. By the end of the chorus, they are not sure
whether to believe or not that the war is truly over.

» A Herald from the Greek army enters, overjoyed to have reached home at last. He praises his homeland
and exults over the fall of Troy, his buoyant mood unchanged even by the veiled warnings of the Chorus
that all is not well at home. He describes the harsh conditions under which the armies fought at Troy.
Clytemnestra listens to his story and then tells him to summon Agamemnon as quickly as possible. After
she exits into the palace, the Chorus asks about the fate of Menelaus, and the Herald describes a storm and
shipwreck--setting up, of course, the lost satyr play Profeus which was to follow the Oresteia in
performance (cf. below).

» The Chorus sings of Helen and the destruction she has caused. A digression in their poetry about a lion-
cub which turns on its human family is a particularly famous section of this ode, as is the concluding
section about the incongruity of prosperity and justice.

+ Agamemnon enters in a chariot, accompanied by his Trojan concubine Cassandra. He is acclaimed by
the Chorus, who again offer a warning that not everyone in Argos is well-disposed towards the king.
Agamemnon gives a long speech filled with vivid, bloody imagery about the sack of Troy, then promises to






