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Background

and

Brief Synopses

of

Aeschylus’ Oresteian Trilogy

(c. 458BCE)
I.  Aeschylus (525–456BCE)

II.  The Persian Wars (490–449BCE)


A.  the dual crisis, identified by Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy



1.  the slave revolt at home 



2.  imperial temptation


B.  How seriously should one take this hypotesis, indeed among all the many 



others in Nietzsche first great text?

III.  The Problem in the Ancestral Background of The Oresteian Trilogy: The Children of 

Tantalus and the House of Atreus

 
A.  Tantalus, King of Phrygia, son of Zeus

  

1.  Tantalus tastes the nectar and ambrosia of the gods, which he then 



shares with his son, Pelops

  

2.  Tantalus kills his son, boils him in a cauldron, and serves him to the  



gods

  

3.  Pelops is brought back to life by the gods

  

4.  Pelops won the throne of Elis, slew his accomplice, and married the 

daughter, Hippodameia, of the king he had deceived and killed

 
B.  Pelops and Hippodameia have three children:

1.  Thyestes, who seduces Aerope (later to become the wife of Atreus, 

mother of Agamemnon)

  

2.  Aerope, who is seduced by Thyestes and then later becomes the wife of 

Atreus and the mother of Agamemnon 

  

3.  Atreus, who avenges Aerope, then later marries her

   


a.  to avenge his sister, Atreus serves up his brother’s children to 

him at a banquet     

   


b.  Aegisthus, son of Thyestes by Thyestes’ daughter, then vows 

vengeance on Atreus and his line

 
C.  Atreus then marries Aerope; they have two sons

  

1.  Agamemnon

  

2.  Menalaos

 
D.  Agamemnon marries Clytemnestra; they have two daughters and one son

  

1.  Iphigenia

  

2.  Electra

  

3.  Orestes

IV.  The Problem in the Immediate Background of the Agamemnon

  
A.  Agamemnon’s ships, along with the rest of the Greek fleet en route to Troy, 

are stopped by strong northerly winds at Aulis    

B.  Calchas, the soothsayer, declares that the gods have revealed to him that 

Artemis, goddess of the woods and the wild chase over the mountain, was 

angry

   

1.  the Greeks had slain one of her favorite hares, along with the hare’s 




young

   

2.  the only way to appease Artemis would be by sacrificing to her a royal 

maiden, Iphigenia, the eldest daughter of Agamemnon

  
C.  Agamemnon, Commander in Chief, does not at all like the idea, but he desires 

a good reputation with the army and the glory of leading the Greeks to victory in Troy

   

1.  he sends word for his daughter, telling Clytemnestra that he has 

arranged for Iphigenia to marry Achilles, the greatest of all 

chieftains

   

2.  but when it is time for the wedding, she was killed on the sacrificial 

altar

  
D.  the northerly winds die down and the Greek ships sail onwards

V.  The Agamemnon
VI.  The Choephoroe, or Libation Bearers (the chorus of women who bring offerings to 

the grave of the king)

 
A.  Clytemnestra sends Orestes away to Phocis so that he might forget his father’s 

death

 
B.  the old men in Phocis, however, teach him the ancient law of vengeance 

 
C.  the state leaves vengeance to the deceased’s kin; the deceased cannot rest in 

peace until he is avenged

 
D.  Orestes is not too comfortable with the idea of killing his mother, 

Clytemnestra, and her lover, Aegisthus

 
E.  Orestes arrives secretly in Argo, accompanied by Pylades

  

1.  Orestes he finds his father’s tomb and lays a lock of hair on it

  

2.  then they hear the approaching libation bearers and withdraw

  

3.  they listen as Electra, Orestes’ sister, calls to Agamemnon’s spirit, 

pleading that Orestes be aroused to avenge Agamemnon’s murder: Clytemnestra must be killed

  

4.  disguised, Orestes and Pylades make their way to the royal house

  

5.  Clytemnestra is hospitable, but is secretly gleeful to hear that Orestes is 

dead

  

6.  she calls Aegisthus to share the news that the potential avenger of 

Agamemnon’s death is no longer to feared

 
F.  Orestes kills Aegisthus and then Clytemnestra, too; the dizzying weight of 

being a matricide

VII.  The Euminides  
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