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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the relationship between T.S.

Eliot's The Family Reunion and Aeschylus’ Oresteia. In Chapter One, Eliot's

indebtedness to the Oresteia in his The Familv Reunion is established. In

Chapters Two through Five, themes to be found in both plays are examined
and compared. In Chapter Two, the presence of Time in both plays is con-
sidered. In Chapter Three, the themes of light and darkness as they occur in
both plays are examined. In Chapter Four, the theme of medicine is consi-
dered. In Chapter Five, the attention that each dramatist has given to the
difference he sees between appearances and reality is analyzed. In each chap-

ter, new possibilities for interpretation of The Family Reunion that are

afforded by comparison with the Qresteia are presented. In Chapter Six,
these possibilitics for interpretation are synthesized into a new interpretation

of The Famiiy Reunion, which is compared with existing interpretations of

The Famij'v Reunion which do not take into consideration the influence of the

rasteia.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to thank Professor Mozejko and Professor Robberecht for
their contributions and comments. 1 would especially like to thank Professor
Lynn-George whose commitment and support, even in the face of split infini-
tives, enabled me to complete this thesis. I would also like to thank my Ffather
for solving my computing difficulties and for developing my interest in litera-

ture from the beginning.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

INTRODUGCTION. L.ttt et ettt e et ir e et et maa s s e et e s et e s caba s b st saaaes s aenreaeenes 1
B 8. 1 R T PO OO G TS 6
LIGHT AND DARKNESS. ... ittt e s s sav s s eebra e s eeee e e s 37
MEDICINE. ... oottt eittte ettt eett e e e e hat e s s ababs tentas s bbsas s her e sasanssaerannssasernsaesans o 63
SEEMING AND BEING .. .ottt s 80
CONCLUSION . ...t tttts ettt et e er bt eesteetaisrs st e s b s s abn s as btaessubsabta e nbnenssbbereatennasans 118

BIBLIOGRAPHY ... iecrire ittt ens s s e e s e eean b sssresreass s sas e 126



INTRODUCTION
In his writings, whether prose or poetry. T.S. Eliot proves himself to be very
much aware of the significance of past literary traditions for modern literature. In
“Tradition and the Individual Talent!", Eliot describes his perception of the value of

a literary work as follows:

No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete significance alone. His
significance. his appreciation, is the appreciation of his relation to the
dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him.
for contrast and comparison, among the dead. 1 mean this as a principle
of aesthetic. not merely historical, criticism... The existing monuments
form an ideal order among themselves, which is modified by the
introduction of the new... work of art among them. The existing order is
complete before the new work arrives: for order to persist after the
supervention of novelty, the whole existing order must be, if ever so
slightly altered: and so the relations, propottions, values of each work of
art toward the whole are readjusted; and this is conformity between the
old 2nd the new. Whoever has approved this idea of order, of the form
of European, of English literature will not find it preposterous that the
past should be altered by the present as much as the present is directed
by the past.2

This stztement expresses Eliot’'s concern with the omnipresence of past tra-
ditions in modern writing, inciuding his own.

While critics tend to examine the literary influences which have provided
inspiration for Eliot in his other works. particularly in his poetry, the pre-
sence of the ancient tradition in Eliot's The Family Reunion has not been

dealt sufficient consideration. In his essay, “Poetry and Drama3" Eliot admits

to having borrowed extensively from the Oresteia: "1 should have stuck closer

! T.S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent" in Selected Prose of T.S.
Eliot, ed. Frank Kermode (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975}

2 Ibid., pp. 38-9.

3 T.S. Eliot, "Poetry and Drama”, in Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot, ed. Frank
Kermode (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 19795).
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to Aeschylus or else taken a great deal more liberty with his myth.”"+ De-
spite statements such as these on the part of its author, the criticism which

The Familv Reunion has received is marked by a failure to recognize the

significance of the presence of the ancient tradition in the play.

For example. Helen Gardner. in her work The Art of T.S. Eliot5says of

The Familv Reunion:

What Greek influence there is in this play is to te looked for in the link
between the plot and the Orestes myth, and seems tc me to be quite
superficial. Paradoxicaily. Mr. Eliot’s Greek play, Murder in the Cathedral,
is far more Greek in spirit and form than this play in which Christian
terminology and explicitly Christian refereace are deliberately avoided,
and which at first sight demands comparison with the Oresteia to which
it so often refers. ©

Rather than examine any similarities to the Oresteia contained within The

Family Reunion herself. Gardner instead cites aude Bodkin's earlier The

Quest for Salvation in an Ancient and a Modern Play’¢s a “"thoroughly deve-

loped treatment”8 of the relationship between the Oresteia and The Family
Reunion.

In this work. Bodkin undertakes a comparative study of The Family Reu-

+ Ibid., p.143.

S Helen Gardner. The Art of T.S. Eliot (New York: E.P. Dutton,
1950.

b Ibid., p.140.

7 Maude Bodkin. The Quest for Salvation in an Ancient and Modern
Play. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1941).

8 Helen Gardner. The Art of T.S. Eliot, (New York: E.P. Dutton
1950) p. 140.




union and the third play of the Oresteia, the Eumenides. However. as the
Eumenides is the only play of Aeschylus’ trilogy to which she gives her con-
sideration, and Eliot makes use of the entire Oresteia in his play, she there-
fore omits two-thirds of the ancient drama from her study. in addition, her
study considers only the theme of salvation, as her title suggests, and while
she includes an examinatic . - 7 some of the similarities in plot structure bet-
ween these plays. she it explore any other points of comparison bet-
ween them. In addition. this study only makes use of an English translation
of the Eumenides. whereas Eliot himself examined the original Greek, and
was aware of the variety of interpretations that the denseness of Aeschylus’
use of language permits. Certainly Eliot incorporates some of the amnbiguities
created by Aeschylus' use of language into his own play.

Unlike these critics, George Steiner. in The Death of Tragedy? places

greater emphasis on the presence of the classical play within The Family

Reunion, although it is not within the scope of that work to analyze these

similarities in detail. He notes Eliot's use of the Oresteia as follows:

in The Familv Reunion, Eliot makes wary use of the Oresteia. He keeps
posed in our minds the near presence of the Aeschylean tragedy. This
presence glows and darkens behind the frail structure of the modern
work. For a time the dual focus is effective. We do seem to hear above

the nerve-tight cadence of genteel speech the overtones of ancient disaster.'0

® George Steiner, The Death of Tragedy (New York: Alfred A. Knopf.
1961).

10 |bid., p.328.



These "echoes’ of the ancient play which Steiner perceives to be present in

The Family Reunion are in part due to the similarity in plot between the

ancient and the modern play -- a son returns to his home and his return
results in the death of his mother. This course of events, however. is insuf-
ficient in itself to create the "overtones of ancient disaster” to which Steiner
refers. The presence of the dread goddesses. the Eumenides. within the drama
is an obvious point of reference with the Oresteia, yet it is at this point in
the drama that Steiner and. indeed. Eliot himself consider the play to become
unsatisfactory.!' In other words. it is when the Eumenides make their appea-
rance, that the interplay of modern and ancient dramatic techniques disinte-
grates. There are alio references to be found within the drama which refer
directly to the Oresteia, for example, references are made to hot baths and
to the city of Argos. These allusions to the ancient play, however, are too
sparse and undeveloped to create the illusion which Steiner depicts n ne
Death of Tragedy.

Perhaps Eliot's most extensive use of the ancient drama, and one which
could sustainthe "overtones of ancient disaster” to which Steiner refers, is
thematic in nature. In the Oresteia, Aeschylus incorporates many motifs
which may be viewed as reflecting the level of moral awareness on the part
of the chavacters of the drama. For example, the themes of time, medicine,
light and darkness, and the nature of appearances, may ail be perceived to be

inverted or “corrupted” ir vhe Azamemnon, but have their natural “"redeeming”
1 1bid., p.329.




properties restored to them in the Eumenides. Eliot. however, wiile employ-

ing them in his play ir a similar way. omits the resolution of these themes

at the end of The Family Reunion. The consiceration of this borrowing of

ancient themes, and the manner in which it has been done. may result in a

darker and more ironic interpretation of The Family Reunion than it has

hitherto received.
It will be within the scope of this study then, to examine closely any

thematic similarities between the Oresteia and The Family Reunion. The use

of the themes of time, light. medicine and the reality behind appearances,
will be given particularly close attention. Finally, possibilities of interpreta-
tion that arise from consideration of these themes borrowed from the ancient
play will be examined and compared with those of critics who have not

examined the Oresteia in any detail.

While special consideration is given to the Greek text of the Oresteia in

this study, English translation of the Greek is provided for those readers wi-
thout Greek. The source of these translations is that of Hugh Lloyd-Jones,

except where otherwise noted.
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TIME

In the Oresteia. Aeschylus reveals a fascination with the role of time
in human affairs and its corresponding role in the plan of Zeus. Aeschylus’
perception of time suggests the influence of the philosophy of Heraclitus. as
it can be discerned from the surviving fragments of that philosopher. T.S.
Eliot incorporates many of Aeschylus’ perceptions of time into The Family
Reunion. and like Aeschylus. he incorporates Heraclitean philosophy into his
treatment of the Orestes myth. For Aeschylus. time brings all things to pass.
and reveals even the most hidden of crimes. In addition. past actions always
remain in the present, and have a bearing on the future. The result of this
view is a cyclic perspective of time. Eliot, too, sees the past and the future
as integral parts of the present, and he, too, presents a cyclic perspective of
time in his play: however. from his perspective the cycle of time is inescap-
able. with the result that permanence becomes almost impossible. In Aeschy-
lus' Oresteia, it becomes possible to establish a legal system for all time.

The single surviving fragment of the pre-Socratic philosopher, Anaximan-
der. suggests a view of nature which entails the conflict of opposites and
the raiz of time within these oppositions:

E v 8¢ 11 YEveoLs ton tots ovoL, xai v cp{)opolv gls tauta yiveodon

XKOTO T6 YPEWV, Stdove YAE abte Sixny xai oy a)\)\n)\o's ‘tT]S aSLxlas

A o
xxtd TV tou Ypdvou TA&ELy, TOLNUXWIEPOLS OUTWS duLaOLY oLt

Aévwv.!

1Chartes Kahn, Anaximander and the Origins of Greek Cosmology (New York:
Columbia ! ‘‘versity Press, 1980) p.3S.




(Out of those things (namely, the opposing powers) from which
their generation comes. into these again does the destruction of
things take place. in accordance with what is right and necessary:
for they make amends and pay the penaity to one ancther for
their aggression according to the ordinance of Time.Z

Charles Kahn. in his edition of the fragments of Heraclitus. The Art and
Thought of Heraclitus,3 notes the debt the philosopher owes to Anaximander.
Here the pattern of physical change and transformation, the birth
of what is new and the death of what is old, is seen as a conflict
regulated by an ordinance of time. where the contestants appear in
turn as victor and vanquished... This Milesian notion of cosmic
order as one of opposition, reciprocity and inevitable justice, is
faithfully taken over by Heraclitus with all its poetic resonance
and association with older mythical ideas.+
Aeschylus, a younger contemporary of Heraclitus, incorporates Heraclitean
philosophy into his plays, employing the same cryptic use of language as the
philosopher. In the Oresteia, one sees a cycle of violence, in which opposites.
(male and female. young and old. those associated with light, and those with
darkness), conflict in a series of murders. with justice as the inevitable

outcome.

The Watchman's speech introduces several temporal themes central to the
Oresteia:

2 Charles Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979) p.18.

3 Ibid.

1 Ibid., p. 18
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1 . Lo . J A A
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0y ~ s . . .
Xol VUV PUARSCOW AQUmddos 10 aupforov,
1o . . ! , .
auynv mueds @epoucsav tx Tpolas @Aty
J . . ©~ N o)
a ‘owodv tz Pallv: @de YA XPATEL
. 1 . J . .
ruvaixcs &vdpsfoudov zAwlov xéap...
. WD A Ry .
xAlw 6T OUXOU TOUdE GUULPOEAV CTEVWVY
] { . . . .
oUY WS TA MEPOGH ZELoTa SLATOVOUUEVOU.
A . J . . .
vuv § zutuyns yévolT amaAdoayn WOV,
J . . 3 . .
svayyéAou gaviévios opevaiou mupds. (Ag: 1-20)

(The gods I beg for deliverance from these toils, From my watch a
year long, through which, sleeping upon the house of the Atreidae,
like a dog, 1 hav¢ learned to know the assembly of the stars of
night and those who bring winter and summer to meortals, the
bright potentates, shining in the sky, the stars, when they set and
at their rising. and now I am watching for the signal of the torch,
the gleam of fire bringing news from Troy and the tidings of
capture: for such is the rule of a woman's man-counseling, ever
hopeful, heart... then | weep, lamenting the misfertune of this
house, not now, as in time past, excellently kept in order. But
now may there come a happy deliverence from toil, as the fire
that brings good news shines through the darkness.)

The first statement of the play is a requsst to the gods that they bring a
release from suffering and from his year-long vigil: the Watchman is seeking
an "end” to his waiting. These are two themes which recur throughout the

play. Perhaps the central question of the play is whether release from the

suffering brought about by the curse on the House of Atreus can be abated



in terms of existing methods c;f justice. In addition, the theme of waiting is
also central to the trilogy. The Watchman waits for the return of Agamem-
non. as does Clyteranestra for different reasons, and the chorus of Argive
elders wait for the future to unfold in the Agamemnon: Orestes. Electra, and
the chorus of serving women await revenge in the Choephoroi, the chorus of
the Furies in the Eumenides wait for justice to take place while Orestes
awaits acquittal. In all these plays, an end to the cycle of violence is sought.

The Watchman remarks on the procession of the stars at night, "bright
potentates” (AaympoUs Jduvdotas) who bring winter and summer to mortals. In
this passage, the lordly stars are viewed as eternal and unchanging, while
mortals are perceived as transient beings who directly experience the passage
of time through the change of the seasons. The Watchman also indicates
that it is night. suggesting that the beacon’s flame will bring the light of
day to night. The fact that it is night adds an element of foreboding to the
process of waiting.

Time not only reveals all things but brings all things to pass. For
Aeschylus, the hidden crime will be made manifest in the future. In the fol-
lowing passage, the chorus of the Agamemnon compare Helen of Troy to a
lion cub, the point of the comparison being that time reveals that which is
hidden.

molta & ls'c))(' v &yxakats,
vEOTEOPOU TEXVOU dixav,

paLSpomds mott Yetpa oai-
VWV TE YOOTEOS OVAYHOLS.
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xeoviodets § amidetEstv N~
$nos tH TEOS TOAEWWV. ..

(And often he took it in his arms like a new-born child
bright-eyed, and fawning on the hand as its belly’s needs

compelled it. But in time it showed the temper it had from its
parents...)

(Ag: 723-8) Here. the hidden, destructive nature of the lion makes itself ma-
nifest over time.

Jacqueline de Romilly, in her work, Time in Greek TragedyS suggests that

Aeschylus “trusted time"® and she cites a fragment of Athenaeus which sug-
gests that Aeschyus “dedicated his work to time.”7 For Aeschylus, time
brings about justice and teaches a lesson, in the form of divine punishment.
de Romilly argues that it is necessary, if one believes in divine justice, for
time to play a role in the dispensation of justice as justice may often be
"surprisingly late"8. In fact, divine justice may be dispensed only in later
generations, as if part of some incomprehensible plan. An example of this
view of justice may be found in lines 58-9 of the Agamemnon. In this pas-
sage. the chorus relate how Zeus will send the botepomotvov 'Eptvuv (late-
avenging Fury! to the transgressor of the vultures’ nest. The term Uotepomot

vov stresses the temporal aspect of divine retribution in the Oresteia.

S Jacqueline de Romilly, Time in Greek Tragedy (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1968).

6 Ibid.. p.59.
7 Ibid., p.59.

8 Ibid., p.60.



For Aeschylus, the past is an inescapable dimension. Once an action has
been committed, it is irrevocable: past crimes cannot be forgotten because
they will be atoned for in the future, according te the plan of Zeus. The
chorus of the Choephoroi say of the criminal:

. s A
Spaxoavto  mabetv,
TeLyipwy udos tads povet.(Ch: 313-5)

("Let the doer suffer”: so goes a saying three times ancient.)

in addition, the irrevocability of death is stressed repeatedly in the play, a
ifoature of death which necessitates the irreparable nature of the crime of
murder. In the Eumenides, Apollo remarks upon the fact that even Zeus is
incapable of remedying the death of a mortal: .

&vSpds

§' cmelddv oy’ VX OTAONL XOVLS

anaf Yovovios, oUTLS Yot dvdotaots.

toutov Emwdds oux ano'tnosv TP

oués”...(Eu: 647-50)
(But once a man is dead, and the earth has sucked up his blood, there is no
way to raise him up. For against this my father has furnished no spell)

While death is irrevocable for mortals, the averging spirit of the dead

may remain. Agamemnon's spirit is invoked in the Choephoroi, and “the

dream” of Clytemnestra invokes the Furies to justice in the Eumenides. The

chorus of serving women tells Orestes:



o A . B
téxvov, peiviua tou davdvios ol dapa-~
Tet mupos porepa yvoados

. S 1 .
paivel § UGTEQPOV OpYAS:
) . L ,
ototulstat & © Fvioxwy,
3 4 or L . .
avaeaivetat 8 o BAdmimv.

(My son, the dead man's mind is not subdued by the fire's ravening

jaw: but late in time he shows his anger. The dead is lamented.
and the punisher is revealed.)

(Ch: 324-28) Not only is it stressed that the spirit of the murdered man is
vengeful, but that this vengeance will take place aided by time. Clearly,
crimes committed in the past live very much in the present in the drama of
House of Atreus by her vision of the spectres of the Aeschylus. For example,
Cassandra is able to discern the history of the murdered children and the
Furies who inhabit the house.

Throughout the Oresteia, however, various characters are unwittingly
caught up in the cycle of murder and imagine that by their act of vengeance,
they will end the curse upon the House of Atreus. The herald imagines that
the past deaths at Troy can be forgotten and that the future should only be
considered in the light of Agamemnon's victory:

i taUte TEvOELy St rapolyetar TOVOS;
Tapolyston d¢; Lot pev tedvnxo oLy

™ wirot abous und' &vaorﬁvoa pEAeLy;

L A~ A N 1 . A
ULV 3¢ tols AoLTOLoly TApYELWwV GTEATOU
vaGZL t© %x€pdos, nﬂua 5 obx ix\mppéna;
1 ToUs dvadwdtvias tv dripy Adyery,

. A o J [ .
tov Cwvta & aAyYslv Yeh tUYns maAlyxdtou:
xal moAAa yalpstv GULLPOPALS xotofL...(Ag: 567-74)
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Why should I lament for this? Our toil is past. past so that the
dead, for their partcare not even to rise again. Why must 1 tell
the tale of those who perished, and why must the living groan
again over malignant fortune? | hold that what has happened
warrants us even to feel great joy. And for us who are left from
the Argive army gain prevails, and sorrow does not counterveil
it...)

The Herald has not considered the guilt Agamemnon has incurred upon him-
self, through both the murder of his daughter and the excessive revenge he
has taken on Troy. to the extent that he has de.:royed even the temples of
the gods. Again, the spirits of the dead men at Troy may be vengeful. as

well as the gods themselves.

Clytemnestra imagines that the murder of her husband will end the curse

upon the house:

L EYO S 08\1

922w Saipovt tf{) Metodeviday

‘o'pxous Yeptvn téds pev otépyeLy
dYotAnta wep Sve', & 52 Aotmov, Wt
tx thvde Sopwv fik)\nv YeEVEQV

1plPfetv Javartots ad9evtatoy:

wtehvwv ds pépos Patdv éxm)on

TV fmo‘xpn pot povias perddpwv
Iarnhopévous dpsiovon. (Ag: 1568-76)

(But I for my part am willing to swear a covenant with the demon
of the Pleisthenids so that | bear all this, hard though it is to
endure; and he may go for the future from this house and wear
away some other family through deaths at the hands of kindred.
Even if my share of possessions is small, I shall be content with
all things if I have rid our halls of the frenzies in which we shed
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each other’s blood.)

Clytemnestra fails to realize. however. that with the murder of Agamemnon,
rather than ridding the house of a vengeful spirit. she will instead introduce
a new and vengeful spirit to the house, and one that will certainly not leave
until she herself has been slain. Similarly., the chorus of the Choephoroi
believe that Orestes’ murder of his mother will end the curse:
tayxe 8% mavisAns Ypovos Jozusir.]asrou
TESHupa SWULATWY, Grav ' totlas
unGos aray ]S)\Cxﬁﬁl
xadop uotoLy &tav thatypiots...(Ch: 965-8)
(And soon shall all-accomplishing time pass the portals of the
palace, when from its hearth all poliution shall be driven by
means of cleansing which expels destruction.)
While time will indeed bring the murder to fulfillment because of Clytemne-
stra’s past guilt, Orestes’ crime of matricide cannot remain in the past, but
will remain with him. The chorus of Argive elders have already remarked on
the inevitability of Paris’ punishment in the Agamemnon in these terms:
1, e L A
EOTL O omn VUV
cott Teheltor 8 Es 16 TETEPWUEVOY-
Lo L , L) .
ovd umoxaiwv out amoAisifwv
Ja'm)pm\: lLsp(Tw ’op‘yds atevels mapadeAEet. (Ag: 67-71)
(The matter stands where it now stands: and it shall be
accomplished to its destined end. Not by the persuasion of burnt

offerings nor of libations. of sacrifices that know no fire shall he
cajole aside unflinching wrath.)
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Clearly, the means the chorus of the Choephoroi hopes to employ in order
to purify both Orestes and the hearth of the house will be largely inade-
quate.

According to the Argive elders. the future cannot be known until it hap-
pens. Clytemnestra's dream in the Choephoroi. however. indicates that there
are means of divining the future, although not perhaps the time of the future
within the plan of Zeus. The divinely inspired Cassandra is able to discover
the future through visions which encompass both the past and the present.
However, she is unal .e to communicate her knowledge to the chorus. or to
anvone for that matter. The characters of the Oresteia know the future so
far as they know when they shall have their moment of vengeance. For
example. C lytemnestra, once she hears of Agamemnon’s return, knows when
she will take her revenge. and she makes her preparations in anticipation of
that event. In the Choephoroi, despite her prophetic dream, Clytemnestra
does not know when the moment of her death will take place, certainly she
does not know that it will occur that night. Beyond the knowledge of their
immediate plans. the characters of the Oresteia are unable to know the fu-

ture.
Clytemnestra demonstrates an acute awareness of time in the Agamem-

non. She appears almost to "manipulate time,” transcending space and time in
both the "beacon speech” and also when she imaginatively depicts the de-

struction of Troy. In addition, she speeds to make her preparations, denying



16

Agamemnon the chance to “learn in time" who has been faithful to him and
who has not. Clytemnestra also remarks on the changes that occur in time
to mortals. for example, the fading of modesty. She speaks ironically throug-
hout the play. et this irony is double-edged: she speaks with intentional
irony when referring to Agamemnon's future, but with unintentional irony
when her words signify her own future. beyond the death of Agamemnon. For

example, she describes Agamemnon’'s return in these terms:

biCns Yap o‘ﬁons p UAAAsS txer ks dbuous.

oHLAVY fmeptsivaca oetplou XUves:

xal 500 WoAGVTOS Swuat?tw totiav,

Sdarmos pev v YELLOVL SHUAiVEL LONSV,

Btav 82 tevyn Zeus & r]jucpaxos mxp&s

01:\)0\4. @t 159 QUyss ty Sduocts mehet,

&vSpds TEASlOU 88;1' Js.motp(n(pmué\.rou;

Zel Zeh téhete, tds Lsuézs sﬁxo‘ts TEAEL;

péior 3¢ tol oot t(':wnap &v uék)\{]s tels?v.(Ag: 966-72)

For while the root survives. the leaves return to the house,
stretching their shade over against the dogstar; and with your
return to the hearth of the palace. you signal warmth in winter by
your coming. And when Zeus makes from the unripe grape wine.

then at once is there coolness in the house, while a man of power

walks about the palace. Zeus, Zeus with power to accomplish,
accomplish my prayer.

This passage suggests the passing of the seasons and mortality -- to the
mind of the audience, Agamemnon's mortality specifically. However, Clytem-
nestra’s use of nature imagery in this instance also suggests her own mor-
tality. For Orestes, her son and slayer, may be thought of as the root, whi:h

preserves the tree, or the House of Atreus.?

9 John Peradotto, "Some Patterns of Nature Imagery in the Oresteia,” AJP, 85
(1964) 378-93, p.381.
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The question of the Oresteia becomes how to reconcile the suffering in-
curred in the past with future well-being -- in other words. how may the
curse be revoked? Heraclitus commented on the inadequacy of the ancient

definition of justice as retribution:

They are purified in vain with blood. those polluted with blood, as
if someone who stepped in mud would try to wash himself with

mud. Anyone who noticed him doing this would think h2 was
mad. 10

Clearly. this mode of justice will mean the utter destruction of the House of

Atreus as it does for the House of Laius in Aeschylus’ play. Septem Contra

Thebas!l. Justice as a legal process is., to Aeschylus’ mind. the answer. How-
ever. to arrive at a system of justice which will enable the curse on the
house of Atreus to be lifted, a balance between ancient views of justice as
retribution. and modern views of justice as legal process. must be achieved.
This concern is echoed by the conflict between generations which moves
throughout the play and culminates in the trial scene in the Eumenides. The
Furies are representative of the past. the age-old wisdom of justice s retri-

bution. Their office was established ir the past and for all time:

10 Charles Kahn. The Art and Thought of Heraclitus, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979) p.81.

1 Aeschylus, Septem Quae Supersunt Tragoediae, ed. Gilbert Murray, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press. 1955).
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wiite  yap  Aayes Stavtoia
Mo’ EMEHAWTEY

Jsuna'Sms Ja'xsw.
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334-6)

(For this is the office that Fate with her piercing stroke has ordained
that [ should hold fast: that after mortals toc whom has come wanton
murder of their own. | should follow, until they descend below the
earth: and after death no wide liberty is theirs.)
Orestes and Apollo, on the other hand, represent the younger powers. In
addition, Apollo already has a reputation for undermining the authority of the
older gods. The Furies recall that Apollo previously flouted the authority of
the Fates:
ol tol maAaids dtovopds xotaedioas
olver TapnTaencas Jozp)(cziots Yeas.(Eu: 727-8)
{It was you who violated the ancient dispensations and with wine
beguiled primeval goddesses.)
Athene, in her role as mediatrix must ensure that she does not undermine
the authority of the Furies who are concerned that matricide will become the
order of the day should their office become invalid. Furthermore, they intend
to destroy her city in the event that the murderer. Orestes, goes free. On

the other hand. if justice is accomplished in the ancient fashion, the House

of Atreus will be utterly destroved. The fact that Orestes is acquitted by a
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(roughly) equal vote and the honor Athene accords to the Furies. indicates
that in order to achieve a complete reconciliation between the two opposing
forces. as opposed to a series of temporary vengeances. she must accord
respect to both old and young gods alike.

Eliot introduces The Familv Reunion with a speech which incorporates

the theme of Time, and recalls the Watchman's speech in the Agamemnon.

Not yet! I will ring for you. It is still quite light./ I have nothing

to do but watch the days draw out./ Now that I sit in the house

from October to June,” And the swallow comes too soon and the

spring will be over/ And the cuckoo will be gone before 1 am out

again./ O Sun. that was once so warm O Light that was taken for

granted/ When | wes young and strong, and sun and light unsou-

ght for/ Ard the n:ight unfeared and the day expected/ And clocks

could be tr. :«:d, temorrow assured/ And time would not stop in

the dark! Put on the lights. But leave the curtains undrawn./ Make

up the fire. Will the spring never come? | am cold. (FR: p.11)
It is Amy. the mother-figure of the drama, however, who has been awaiting
her son's return for eight years, who speaks. Her first words are, "Not yet!”,
two words central to the play as the characters feel themselves overcome by
the passage of Time and the change it elicits in them. Amy does not want
the curtains drawn because there is still light left in the day; it is not yet
evening. She follows this command with her comment that all she does is
watch the days draw out, and that the seasons pass far too quickly. Unlike

"Watchman. she fears sleep, being afraid of death, whereas he is afraid
t! e sleep, he will miss the beacon's signal, unaware that it too.

sig) ~ath. Amy recalls that in her youth the passage of time did not

mean as much to her; she did not fear age nor the approach of death. Both
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Amy and the Watchman rsocall the past with fondness, and the present and
future with appretiznsio. Am: then has a fire drawn for warmth. and ske
wonders when spring will come. Spring, however, she reflects. will probably
come and go far too quickly. Amy's speech lacks the fixed. unchanging.
aspect of the Watchman's speech. provided by the reference to the stars.
This lack of correspondence suggests that Amy sees nothing permanent and
unchanging in existence, aithough she strives to attain stasis before the time
of the play. and continues to attempt to achieve it during the course of the
evening.

Agatha responds to Amy's opening with, "Wishwood was always a cold
place Amy. (FR: p.11)" In this passage, Agatha announces that she at least
sees some permanence. She also reveals the name of the house, a name
which suggests another shared theme with the Oresteia.

Throughout the Oresteia, the wish is often expressed that the future may
hold what the characters desire. The "wood"” in "Wishwood” is a homonym

for "would.” the subjunctive employed in wishes for the future. As Carol

Smith suggests in T.S. Eliot's Dramatic Theory and Practice!? "The name of
her (Amy's) domain, Wishwood, indicates the illusion of her desires, and the

events of the play indicate the impossibility of her plan.*!3

12 Carol Smith. T.S. Eliot's Dramatic Theory and Practice: From Sweeney Agonistes
to The Elder Statesman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963).

3 Ibid.. p.136.



As in the Or steia. the opening speech introduces the theme of waiting.
Amy is waiting for spring. and she has been waiting for eight years for her
son to return. Agatha later describes both herself and Mary as “watchers and
waiters.” to which Mary replies: "Waiting, » iting, always waiting. I think this
house means to keep us waiting (ER: p.50)." Here. Mary imagines herself to
be part of some grander design that determines that she should wait. Cer-
tainly, this is the classical role for women, as the examples of Clytemnestra
and Penelope illustrate. The chorus of the play awaits an end to the curse,
as do those of the Agamemnon and the Choephoroi, however. the circular
nature of Time in the play entails that an end is necessarily another beginn-
ing, and so this proves impossible. The cry of "Not yet!", recurs in the play.
as each time a character believes himself to have achieved an end, this end
proves to be merely another beginning to the cycle.

Eliot, like Aeschylus, may be seen to dedicate a great quantity of his
work to time. In addition, Eliot was grgatly influenced by Heraclitus,
although Eliot was. of course. only able to study the fragments which remain
of He. . litus' text. Eliot's work of poetry, Four Quartets, 1+ is primarily con-
cerned with Time, and was published around the same time as The Family

Reunion was first presented. It features two epigraphs. both fragments of



Heraclitus. In The Family Reunion itself. there are clear references made to

the Heraclitean perspective of time. For Eliot, however. justice does not
appear as the inevitable end of the conflict of opposing forces brought about
by the family curse. Instead. a cyclic pattern of opposition is achieved. The
establishment of this pattern results in a view of time and history in which
“Accident is design/ And design is accident/ In a cloud of unknowing./ (FR:
p.110)

In Four Quartets, Eliot demonstrates a fascination with the possibility

that the past and the future may both be present in the present:
Time present and time past/ Are both perhaps present in time future/
And time future contained in time past./ If all time is eternally present/

All time is unredeemable. (FQ: p.13)

The perspective of time to be observed in The Family Reunion, is a circular

one. As in the Oresteia, past curses breed with the generations; and the fu-
ture fulfills past curses. As in the Oresteia, there is a wish for this cycle of
curses to be ended. Throughout the play. Agatha voices the hope that the
chain of curses and the "knot of confusion” wrought by family unhappiness
will end: "May the knot that was tied/ become unknotted... (ER: p.70)". The
curse, unlike that of the Oresteia, is too much embedded in both the past
(and the future) to be unravelled.

Both Harry and Agatha demonstrate an awareness of the power and eter-
nal presence of both the past and future. Harry replies to Dr. Warburton,

who has just told him to forget his past and to concentrate instead on



Amy's future: "How can we be concerned with the past/ and not with the
future? or with the future/ And not with the past? (FR: p.75)". Harry is
aware of the power of the past and past guilt to shape the future. and
realizes the dependence of these temporal aspects upon one another.

Amy attempts to ignore the past. and imagines that it can be forgotten
so that Harry may take his rightful place as the master of Wishwood. In this
attempt, she resembles those characters of the Oresteia who hope to leave
past events in the past.

Harry is to take command at Wishwood/ And | hope we can

contrive his future happiness./ Do not discs.  his absence. Please

behave only/ As if nothing had happened in the last eight

years.(FR: p.21)

Here Amy imagines that she can shape Harry's future if they can only treat
the past eight years and the events which took place in them as non-exi-
stent. Considering the length of time involved, and the fact that it becomes
apparent that her son was responsible for the death of his wife in that time,
Amy's hope takes on ludicrous proportions. Agatha had previously discussed
Harry's homecoming in terms of the impossibility of constructing the future
without the past: "I mean painful, because everything is irrevocable./ Because
the past is irremediable,/ Because the future can only be built/ Upon the
real past.(FR: p.17)" In these terms, Amy would certainly be "contriving Har-

ry's future” were it possible to abandon the events of the past, for this

would be to abandon "the real past.”



Amy did attempt to change the “real past” so that the future would cor-
respond with her ideal. Amy. as she remarks to Agatha, "forces sons on an
unwilling father.” in order to mold the future by her design. Furthermore,
Amy did not keep so much as a photograph of Harry's father. nor permit any
mention of him. and in this way attempted to silence the past by denying its
presence. In addition. Amy attempted to create a happy childhood for both
Harry and Mary, a chiidhood from which she wished to contrive a happy
future of the two at Wishwood as man and wife. Despite Amy's efforts, as
Harry and Mary remark, Amy's attempts at creating happiness for them as
children merely took away their genuine happiness:

Harry: Why were we not happy?

Mary: Well, it all seemed to be imposed upon us:/ Even the nice

things were laid out ready,/ And the treats were always so

carefully prepared;/ there was never any time to invent our own
enjoyments./ But perhaps it was all designed for you, not for

us. (FR:p.53)

Their only memory of genuine happiness is of a naturally hollow tree; the
next summer. Amy had it torn down and replaced with a summer house “to
please the chiidren.” This summer house was an imposition of an adult ideal
of childhood happiness on what in fact was their actual source of happiness.
In this way, Amy attempted to contrive a happy childhood far Harry, of the
sort she felt appropriate to the future master of Wishwood.

Harry has returned to his point of departure in order to begin anew and

to forget his past. He has, however, only gathered new memories:



It seems I shall get rid of nothing./ Of none of the shadows that
I wanted to escape:/ And at the same time. other memories./
Earlier, forgotten, begin to return/ Out of my childhood. (FR: p.
52)

In fact. Harry seeks out more of the past on his return. guided by the
Eumenides. both discovering a resemblance between himself and his father.
and uncovering the initial curse on himself and on Wishwood:

Here 1 have been finding/ A misery long forgotten. and a new

torture./ The shadow of something behind our meagre childhood./

Some origin of wretchedness. Is that what they would show me?/

And now I want you to tell me about my father. (ER: p.100)

Harry feels that he has been brought back to Wishwood to understand his
hereditary guilt.

Once Harry eloped with his wife, Amy forbade any changes to be made
to Wishwood. This behavior is in marked contrast with that of Clytemnestra,
who deliberately brought about many changes to the House of Atreus in
Agamemnon's absence, including sending away her son. Amy determined that
Wishwood was to remain exactly as it was when Harry left it in preparation
for her son's return. Her plan succeeds to the extent that she herself
appears not to have aged in ten years, yet, according to Dr. Warburton, her
health has fallen into decline. In any event, Amy's attempts to prevent
change meet with failure: the rock garden has gone to rack and ruin, the
housekeeper has become senile, and Harry's pony has had to be killed. Amy's

ban on change is incapable of preventing the onset of death and decay. The



26

furniture may be exactly as it was when Harry left: nothing. however. can
prevent the effects of time on living things.

Harry views this attempt to prevent change on his mother's part as
impossible, Harry remarks to Mary that the apparent changelessness of
Wishwood -- Amy's attempt to deny the passage of time -- "makes the
changes which have occurred more manifest.” He informs his relatives upon
his arrival: "Changed? nothing changed? how can you say that nothing is
changed? You all look so withered and young (FR: p.26)." Agatha remarks
that when Harry returns to Wishwood, he will run into himself as a boy,
suggesting that Harry is a different person than he was when he left. Fur-
thermore. as Harry tells the Eumenides, he was a different person when he
"killed” his wife.

I tell you. it is not me you are looking at,/ Not me your

confidential/ looks/ Incriminate, but that other person, if person/

You thought I was: let your necrophily/ Feed upon that carcase.

They will not go.(FR: p.62)

Clearly. while Harry feels that he has changed since his wife's death. to the
extent that he considers himself to be an entirely different person, the
Eumenides still possess the values they possessed in the Oresteia -- a con-
viction that murder remains present and is a crime for which there must be
atonement.

The view of time shared by the characters of the play holds further

implications. Agatha remarks: "We do not pass twice through the same door/



Or return to the door through which we did not pass...” (ER: p.109) -- a sen-
timent recalling Heraclitus. Aeschylus’ contemporary. According to Heraclitus.
nature is in a state of flux. a condition which he illustrates with the meta-
phor of a river:
One cannot step twice into the same river. nor can one grasp any
mortal substance in a stable condition, but it scatters and again

gathers: it forms and dissolves, and approaches and departs.!*

In addition. the chorus of The Familv Reunion comment, "We do not like to

look out of the same window. and see quite a different landscape/ We do
not like to climb a stair, and find it takes us/ down/." {ER: p.132), a state-
ment which not only recalls the preceding fragment of Heraclitus, but also
that which Eliot employed as an epigraph for "Burnt Norton™: “"The way up
and down is one and the same{EQ: p.10)." Not only do these statements
recall Heraclitus. but they also suggest the fact that the chorus finds both
the state of constant flux and the cyclical perspective of time to be found in
the play disturbing. The chorus remark on the way in which the cyclic per-
spective of time has made a mockery of attempts to order history into a
diachronic perspective.
And the past is about to happen, and the future was/ long since

settled.”/ And the wings of the future darken the past, the beak/
and claws have desecrated/ History.(FR: p.69)

14 Charles Kahn. The Art and Thought of Heraclitus {Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979) p.53.



In this passage. the bird imagery is suggestive of the phoenix, the mythical
bird with an eternally circular lifespan. Throughout the play., anomalies of the
past and present occur. For example. it was “too late” in the past for Mary
to apply for a fellowship and leave Wishwood. In the future, it becomes the
"right” time to do these things.

This view of nature as being in constant flux with the passage of time.
results in the fact that it becomes impossible to recapture or redeem the
past:

[ was not there, you were not there, only our phantasms/ And

what did not happen is as true as what did/ happen/ O my dear,

and you walked through the little door/ And | ran to meet you in

the rose-garden.(FP:p.108)

This passage recalls the first verse of "Burnt Norton". in which Eliot may be
perceived to be commenting on the elusive nature of the past:

Footfalls echo in the memory/ Down the passage which we did not

take/ Towards the door we never opened/ Into the rose-garden.

My words echo/ Thus, in your mind,” but to what purpose/

Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves/ ! do not know.(FQ:

p-13)

Here, the past is inhabited by echoes. When one attempts to recapture the
past. one does not achieve the rose-garden of the past. but rather. the dust
on dead rose-petals which the passage of time has wrought. In The Family

Reunion, the phantoms of the past are as elusive as the echoes of the past

in "Burnt Norton." Memories, like echoes and phantoms, are only images of
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the past; one can never truly recapture the past and re-enter the rose-gar-
den. Harry. upon discovering the relationship that took place between his
father and Agatha in the past. claims that he has “been wounded in a war of
phantoms.” Here. he notes that this past has shaped his future. Howzver. it
is also clear that the past is present in the form of spectres -- it is not
tangible. Again. Amy describes Harry's father as "a discontented ghost.”
These references to the past as inhabited by spectres suggests the fact that
while Harry may learn something of his father. he will not be able to gra
the “real past.” but rather a pale reflection of it.

The passage of the seasons. which suggests the unchanging nature of the
stars in contrast with the inexorable process of change and age that takes
place in mortals to whom they bring the seasons in the Watchman's speech

in the Agamemnon, suggests the irrevocability of change in The Family Reu-

nion. as well as the cyclic nature of time. The Family Reunion takes place in

early spring, the winter has not yet ended. and the family awaits the arrival
of spring, or at least the return of warmth. There is, however, the concern
that spring will pass far too quickly. that it will soon be winter again. Later
in the play. Agatha recalls a long vacation she had which ended with the
arrival of autumn “which came too soon,” but also "not soon enough:”
Agatha: 1 came once for a long vacation. 1 remember/ A summer
day of unusual heat/ For this cold country.

Harry: And then?
Agatha: Theie are hours when there seems to be no past or
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future,/ only a present moment of pointed light...(FR: p.102)

The summer day appeared to Agatha as a moment fixed eternally in the pre-
sent. It. too. came to an end. despite her wish and that of Harry's father.
Harry, too. hopes for a delay. He cries out as he senses the arrival of the
Eumenides. "Not yet! Not y~t!", for he has only then been able to grasp part
of his past. and therefore the meaning of his guilty existence. They appear
immediately. however, to take him off to uncertain territory. Harry has only
achieved an end which proves to be yet another beginning.

The spring which is awaited in the play takes on sinister overtones. Tra-
ditionally, spring is a time of rebirth and growth, but Mary depicts this birth
in terms of death imagery. inverting the image:

The cold spring now is the time/ For the ache in the moving root/

The agony in the dark/ The slow flow throbbing the trunk/ The

pain of the breaking bud.(ER: p.59)

This passage not only suggests the pain of birth but the agony of the human
condition. as trees and leaves are symbolic of mankind, as can be seen in
Clytemnestra's speech as she describes the return of Agamemnon to his
house. Mary inverts this image of birth still further, to the extent that birth
becomes merely the beginning of the process of death. “I bel'-ve the moment
of birth/ Is when we have knowledge of death/ I belicve the season of
birth/ Is the season of sacrifice...(FR: p.60)." Clearly, Eliot had much the

same thing in mind when he wrote "The Wasteland”: "April is the cruellest
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month. breeding/ Lilacs out of the dead land. mixing/ Memory and desire,
stirring/ Dull roots with spring rain." 'S In this poem. the speaker regrets the
passing of winter. and the comfort of death and sleep. with which he asso-
ciates winter. Certainly. Mary's view that birth is merely the beginning of
death recalls this sentiment. This cyclic perspective of the beginning as the
end recalls a fragment of Heraclitus: "The beginning and the end are shared
in the circumference of a circle.”1¢ In light of the circular nature of time. it
is significant that Amy's birthday becomes her day of death. Reinforcing this
theme is the fact that Amy repeats lines from her first speech in her last
words. In the opening lines of the play, Amy voices her fear "that the clock
will stop in the dark”, a fear which comes to fruition as indicated by her
final words: "The clock has stopped in the dark! (ER: p. 130"

In addition, the family curse is described in terms of birth as it pro-
gresss from generation to generation:

A curse comes to being/ As a child is formed./ In both. the

incredible/ Becomes the actual/ Without our intention/ Knowing

what is intended.”/ A curse is like a child, formed. In a moment of

unconsciousness...(FR: p.110)

In The Familv Reunion, curses appear to "breed” as they do in the Oresteia.

Clytemnestra has given birth to her own slayer, Orestes, who fulfills the wi-

1S T.S. Eliot, Selected Poetry (London: Faber & Faber, 1954) p.51.

16 Charles Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979) p. 75.



ashes of his father. as Amy has given birth to Harry, who causes her death,
however indirectly. Harrv in fact completes the slaying of his mother which
his father had contemplated before he was born. Harry. therefore. may be
perceived to have become an extension of his father.

In The Familv Reunion. as in the Oresteia. the conflict between the past

and the future and the fear of change may be seen as resulting in a conflict
between generations. Charles. a representative of the traditional values, says
of the younger generation:

It's the cocktail-drinking does the harm:/ Therc's nothing on earth

so bad for the young./ All that a civilized person needs/ Is a

glass of dry sherry or two before dinner./ "~"he modern young

people don’t know what they're drinking.(FR: p.15;
Here. Charles imagines his generation to be civilized. and embraces older tra-
ditions. while “modern young people” clearly ignore these traditions and are

therefore “"uncivilized.” The representatives of the older generation in The

Family Reunion are all members of the aristocracy who can trace their ance-

stry back for generations. They are therefore concerned by the fact that
"people with money from goodness knows where” are undermining traditions.
As traditions are undermined, the aristocracy will be displaced, and this
upheaval is a source of concern for them. In order to achieve an understand-
ing of the principles that govern the new generation, Gerald asks Mary to
explain them. Mary however. is caught in a conflict between generations. She

is without family and therefore under Amy's thumb, yet she is also part of
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Harry's generation. the “younger generation.” and so she claims to be part ot
no generation:
Really Cousin Gerald. if you want information/ About the younger
generation. you must ask someone/ else./ I'm afraid that 1 don't
deserve the compliment:/ 1 don't belong to any generation.(FR:
pp.14-5)
At the end of the play. Mary decides to apply for a feilowship and joins
Harry and Agatha -- both representatives of the younger generation in the

otay -- in leaving Wishwood. thereby abandoning Amy and traditionai values.

In The Family Reunion, traditional and modern values are not reconciled as

they are in the Eumenides. rather, the division becomes more pronounced, as
members of the younger generation make plans to leave Wishwood and the
older generation.

The consequences of old age which are manifest in the Oresteia are also

apparent in The Family Reunion. The chorus of Argive Elders comment on old

age in the Agamemnon in this way:
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(For the fresh stuff of life that within the breast holds sway is
like an old man's, and the war-god is not at his post: and great
age with the leaf already withering on three feet walks, and with
strength no greater than a child's like a dream seen by day
wanders.)
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In this passage. the concept of the beginning and the end arriving at the
same point is apparent. for old age has brought for the elders a second

childhood. " The Family Reunion. Violet says of the housekeeper whom Amy

has kept on: "Mrs. Packell is too old to know what she is doing./{FR: p.27)."
a remark which indicates that old age has brought to the housekeeper the
mind of a child. Harry's comment that his family all look so “"withered and
syoung.” again recalls this statement. Amy declares. "I do not know very
much:/ And as | get older, I am coming to think/ How little I have ever
known./(FR: p.126)." Remarks such as these suggest that while old age may

be perceived as a return to youth in The Familv Reunion, as it is in the

Oresteia, this return may be considered more mental than physical. as
opposed to the Greek tragedy in which the body is shown to deteriorate, as
the mind grows in wisdom.!?” The Argive elaers grow old and feeble in body
only. while Amy does not appear to have aged in ten years. For Aeschylus,
the old men of the chorus have obtained some wisdom over the years. For
Eliot, the old either forget everything they ever knew, or discover what they
know to be meaningless.

At the end of the play, the chorus remarks that "there are immutable
laws in Argos and England of music,” which transcend time. Despite this sta-
tement. the chorus do not find any permanence or immutable laws on which

they may depend, and so theyv remain in the dark, as opposed to the end of

17 Jacqueline de Romilly. Time in Greek Tragedv (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
1968) p.146.
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the Eumenides. in which conflicting forces are reconciled and a code of ju-
stice is established "for all time.” Mary strikes out on her own. rejecting the
future Amy sought for her. thereby adding her death blow to Harry's. While
Agatha suggests that Harry's departure will expiate the curse, it only serves
to perpetuate it. Harry's departure has only brought his father's wishes to

fulfillment. The Family Reunion ends with the darkness of the Choephoroi,

rather than the light of the Eumenides. Significantly, Downing has a "presen-
timent” that Harry will not require him much longer. This belief suggests
that the cycle may include yet another death in the family. The last choral

ode of The Familv Reunion expresses wishing and unknowing:

..And what is being done to us? And what are we doing? To each
and all of these questions/ There is no conceivable answer./ We
have suffered far saore than a personal loss -- we have lost our
way in the dark. (FR: p.130)”

The characters of both the Oresteia and The Family Reunion are awaiting
an end. However. only in the Oresteia is this end achieved, due to Aeschylus’
belief that once justice is achieved, as it must be in the course of time., then
the cycle of vengeance may be ended. Eliot's perception that an end is always
the beginning of something new, entails that an end can never be achieved.
For Eliot, change is an inexorable process; despite the attempts of the cka-
racters of The Familv Reunion to prevent it, Change accompanies Time. The
only permanence on which one may depend in this play, is that of the lasting

nature of guilt. For both authors. the past is intrinsically linked with the
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future and both the past and the future exist in the present. In both plays,
traditional values and therefore values tied to the past must be reconciled
with modern values: only in the Oresteia is this reconciliation achieved. and a
new code of justice established that will last for all time. In The Family

Reunion. this reconciliation is not achieved. with the result that the cycle of

curses continues.
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LIGHT AND DARKNESS

“The benevolence or hostility of nature in the Oresteia may be seen
to depend upon the moral decisions of man!.” John Peradotto remarks in his
article. "Some Patterns of Mature Imagery in the Oresteia.” He conti-
nues.

In the Agamemnon man is surrounded by a hostile world.

blossoming with ugliness. evil, and pain under a shower of blood

where flowers are blighted and leaves withered, a world of
dreadful darkness and terrible light.?
Indeed. light. which is generally a "positive” force to the Classical mind,
takes on sinister properties in the Agamemnon. Darkness. however, is also a
fearsome quality in this play and even more so in the Choephoroi; in the
latter play. light is sought to release the House of Atreus from the darkness

into which it has sunk through the series of kindred murders committed in

it. Not until the Eumenides however. are both light and darkness reconciled

and transformed into truly “positive” qualities. Light resumes its naturally

"positive” character, while night is no longer merely euphemistically ghepovn 3

(kindly).

1 John Peradotto, "Some Patterns of Nature Imagery in the Oresteia,” AJP, 85 (1964)
278-93, p.378.

2 Ibid., pp.378-9.

3 Ibid., p.389.
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in The Family Reunion. T.S. Eliot adapts this classical conflict between

the forces of light and darkness. Like Aeschylus. Eliot employs light imagery
to reflect the "family curse”. which in turn is the result of the moral deci-

sions made by members of the family. The Family Reunicn, unlike the Ore-

steia. does not end with a reconciliation between light and darkness. The

Family Reunion contains elements of the final harmonizing torchlit procession

of the Eumenides, but these are parodic. rather than purely imitative. The

conclusion of The Family Reunion employs the corruption of light imagery to

be found in the Agamemnon, as well as the enveloping darkness to be found
in the Choephoroi. The forces of light and darkness do not achieve final

reconciliation in The Family Reunion: rather, darkness overcomes light entire-

ly.

The passage of time in the Agamemnon is that of night to day, or dark-
ness to light. However, in terms of the moral decisions made in the play,
and the light imagery that is employed. the existing darkness which covers
the House of Atreus through the murder of its children is in turn only made
darker. This procession from night to day, despite the fact that on a moral
plane, darkness has only grown darker, is indicative of the corruption of the
image of light which is prevalent in the play.

The play begins with the Watchman awaiting the arrival of the beacon's
light which he hopes will signal not only the fall of Troy, but the restora-

tion of the house to its past glory.
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A e J 0 o N \ .
VOu 8§ suTuyds YEVALT amMaAAQYT TOVWV.
ZVAYYEANY QAVEVINS CEEVALOU tupds.lAg: 20-1)

(But now may there be deliverance from toil. as the fire that
brings good news shines through the darkness!)

Already there is the suggestion that the house is covered in darkness. moral-
ly as well as physically. The Watchman has already remarked that the house
is no longer “excellently managed” as it was in the past, and he equates the
light of the flare with redemption for the house. and blackness with the
distress from which he hopes the house will be delivered. Ironically. one of
the possibilities of translation for the term bpevdiov which is used to de-
scribe the beacon’s light suggests that the light provided by the beacon will
be "dark and murky.”* Once the light of the beacon appears. the Watchman
hails it, declaring.
oA \ ot .
L ydtps Aaumtip VUXICS fUEENOLOV
Poios TLPAUTHWY xol xop(’fw HAUTAGTAGLY
TOAAOV £V 1'A@Y'sl. tr’foSE ouuzpop&s APV,
ou ou:
]A'mps'uvovos vuvatxt orpaive top@s
s{wﬁs travteidaoay b)s tayos Sopots
) \ ) ~ ~, .
DAOAUYUOV sLENUOLVTA I‘QSE Ao mast
]s'itopa‘)v.ét?;sw... (Ag: 21-9)
(Hail, lamp that shows by night the light of day, and ordains the
setting-up of many dances in Argos for the sake of this event!
Hurrah. hurrah! To Agamemnon’'s wife 1 give clear signal, that she

may rise from her bed in all speed and raise a jubilant cry of
thanksgiving at this torch..)

4 ed. J.D. Denniston and D. Page, Aeschylus. Agamemnon(Oxford; Oxford University Press
1957) p.68.
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The irony of this passage increases as the play progresses. Not only does the
beacon's fire signify to Clytemnestra that the time for the violent death of
Agamemnon is approaching -~ an action on her part which will plunge the
house into deeper gloom -~ but the yopot (choruses) that the Watchman
imagines the beacon to summon do not consist entirely of the Argive elders.
Rather. the beacon's fire also summons the Furies whom Cassandra later
perceives to be a yopds (chorus) associated with the House of Atreus:
. . oo Jo ol . .
v ydp stéyny 14V oUmot’ TxAgimet Yopos
Evupdoyyos nUx sb’cp(.)vos- ol Tap 3 Agyst
xol piv memoxws ¥ s Spacuvecar TALov,
Bpdtetov &ua xauos £v Jopols pévet,
Suomesumtos FEw, ouyysvwy 'Eptviwv.(Ag: 1186-90)
For this house is never left by a choir that sings in unison. yet
with no pleasant sounds; for not pleasant are its words. Yes, and
it has drunk -- so that it grows all the bolder -- of human blood,
and stays in the house. a band of revelers not easily sent away,
composed of the Erinyes bred in the family.

In addition. the Agamemnon is followed by the Choephoroi and the Eume-

nides. and therefore, the choruses summoned may also be viewed as including

the mourning serving women and the avenging Furies.5

The chorus of elders is made uneasy by the beacon, which causes the
chorus to recount the events of ten years previously, all of which clearly in-
dicate the guilt of Agamemnon. Rather thanspeculate idly, the chorus

chooses to put its faith in the light of the sun.

S John Peradotto. "Some Patterns of Nature Imagery in the Oresteia,” AJP, 85
(1964) 379-93. p.389.
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. LY ~ LY ~
Alxa 82 tots psv madou -
A . v o
o pudsty Emppénst: 10 HEAAOV b
vévolT Qv xAuots: RS ot cw:

1y . .
foov 82 thit meostevaty:

TLEov Yap €t suvopHpov a\':r,'oz?s...(Ag: 250-4)
(And Justice sways the balance. bringing to some learning by
suffering. The future you may learn when it comes. Rejoice in it
before it comes! But all is one if we lament before; for it will
come clear with the rays of dawn.)
However. the knowledge that the arrival of daylight and justice provides for
the chorus is the fulfillment of its worst fears: the light of the sun will
shine on Agamemnon's corpse.
Clytemnestra greets the chorus awaiting the dawn with:
s{)o'w'{s)\os uev, MOTEQ h rapotuia,
%ws yévorto unteds shppdvns mapa...(Ag: 264-5)
(Happy tidings, as the proverb has it. may the dawn bring as she
comes from night her mother.)
Here, Clytemnestra. who is associated with the light throughout the trilogy.
is speaking ironically. Unlike the chorus. which “"remains in the dark™. Cly-
temnestra realizes that the “kindly night” will give birth to Agamemnon’'s sa-

crifice in requital for the sacrifice of her daughter. When the chorus depicts

the sacrifice of Iphigegenia, they describe her in association with a saffron-

colored garment of an ambiguous nature.6 Whatever this garment may be,
the color saffron is a color associated with the dawn, and therefore. Iphige-

6 ed J.D. Denniston and D. Page, Aeschylus, Agamemnon, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press. 1957) pp.90-1.



neia may also be viewed as being associated with dawn.? In this way, Cly-
temnestra may be perceived as Mother-night who has given birth to the
dawn-child: certainly. the events of the following day will be of her own
creation.

The chorus is made uneasy not only by the light of the beacon. but also
by the sacrifices which Clytemnestra supervises once she has received the
message of the beacon. The chorus say of these sacrificial fires,

TAVTWY 8% JeOV TOV AGTUVSLLVY,

brdtov. ySovimv. tov te Supatemv

Tov T &Yopau.w.

Buuol Sheotot pAéyoviar

éi)\k'r] 8 aAXodev O\J)pavopﬁxns

AOUTTES &vioxa.

pappansoiivy yelpatos &Yvoﬁ

pa)\rxxa'fs &SéAoLaL rapnyogtats... (Ag: 88-95)

(The altars of all the gods that guide the city. gods on high and

gods below the earth, gods of the doors and of the market-place,

blaze with offerings; and from this side and that as high as heaven

torches send up their light, charmed by the hallowed unguent's

soft guileless coaxing...)

The term o{)pavol.m'xns (as high as heaven) becomes indicative of the extent of
Clytemnestra's daring. Once the day's events have unfolded. it is clear that
these sacrifices are representative of her "sacrifice” of Agamemnon. and are

in fact employed to bring about his death. as sacrifices, creatures associated
7 This Homeric association is suggested by Michael Lynn-George in a forth-

coming article, "Daybreak’'s Designs: The Image of Iphigeneia in Agamem-
non."”
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Clytemnestra has not ignored the Chthonic deities. the Furies. in her
with both darkness and death. In addition. the term magnyoptots (coaxing or
persuasion) suggests the death of Agamemnon. which is achieved by Clytem-
nestra's powers of persuasion. These words, therefore. cast a sinister empha-
sis on the sacrificial fires. The flames of the sacrifices come to signify the
destruction of Agamemnon. "medicined” by Clytemnestra’'s persuasion.

Upon his arrival. the Herald describes Agamemnon and his homecoming
as "bearing light in gloom .8" This statement recalls the properties of the si-
nister beacon in the Watchman's speech. Again, light is associated with the
homecoming of Agamemnon. and his subsequent death. In addition, light
appears to abandon its traditional and natural role in the Herald's speech.
For example, fire denies its nature and allies itself with water, its traditional
enemy, in order to destroy the Argive fleet on its homecoming journey.

"Euvedyoooy Yeip. Svies exhotol 0 mplv,
=0p xol Sdhaooa, xai t& mOT %Sstgdtnv
@9sipovis tHV Suotnvov Apysiov orpatdv... (Ag: 650-2)

(For a covenant was sworn by those former enemies, fire and sea,

and they gave earnest of their friendship by destroying the

unhappy host of the Argives...)

The next day. the light of the sun reveals the destruction wrought by the

storm to the Argives:

8 Aeschylus, Aeschylus I: Oresteia, trans. Richmond Lattimore, The Complete
Greek Tragedies, ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore (Chicago: Un-
iversity of Chicago Press. 1953} p.50.
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tret & &w';\)\.!')s AQUTEOV L!])\.LCU wios,
obusy av¥elv méiayos ‘Aryoilov vexpdls
AuSphdv Axudy vautxdis T fpstmiats... (Ag: 658-60)
(And when the sun's bright light arose. we saw the Aegean sea flower
with the corpses of Achaean men and with the wrecks of ships.)
This is a statement which inverts natural imagery. Not only does the sun re-
veal horrors, but the term &v%olv (flower) suggests that the sun's light is
nourishing death rather than life. The Herald also suggests that only the sun
knows the location of Menelaus. a statement which suggests that the image
of the sun may vet possess life-giving connotations. The audience of the
Oresteia. already familiar with the legend through Homer, must be aware
that Menelaus is alive. However. it is also clear that Menelaus, who is indeed
in sunlight, is too far away to prevent the death of Agamemnon.
P | } [P L ~
gt & ouv tus axtls MmAlou vy LGTOEEL
xal TOvie paAtoto xol BAZmovta, unxava’c\s Acs
oUmw  9¢hovios EEavordoor  YEvos,
tamls ws &utdv meds Stpous TEstv maAtv (Ag: 676-9).
(Well, if some ray of the sun finds him out still flourishing in
life, by the contrivance of a Zeus who does not yet wish to
exterminate his house. there is some hope that he may come back
home.)
Despite the fact that this statement indicates the powerlessness of Menelaus,
it equates light with life. and therefore with £éAwis (hope).

Before the arrival of Agamemnon, the chorus express their fears, again

employing the image of light.
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Atxa 82 A&pmsr pcv v

SUGHATVOLS SWHLKSLY,

v 8 fvaiapov tiet Biov:

Ta YpuscmacTa & E8e9ra ouv

Tive xepﬁw TAALVIPCSTTOLS

Lugast Amons’ Sowa TeoodBa

o), Suvay ol GEPousa TAG-

TOU TAPATNULV cxjiwg-

mav & Bl tépua vopg (Ag: 773-81).

( Justice shines beneath smoky rafters and honors the righteous
life; but the gold-bespangled halls where there are hands unciean
she quits with eyes averted and goes to what is holy. having no
respect for the power of wealth made counterfeit with praise. And
she guides all things to their appointed end.)

The House of Atreus is a wealthy one, as Clytemnestra stresses to
Agamemno+ and Cassandra when she attempts to persuade both of them to
enter. However. as the chorus have already stressed. members of the family
have committed grave atrocities in the house. The “light of Dike” is clearly
missing from the house of Atreus, and therefore, Agamemnon's homecoming
is not secure.

Cassandra. attempting to make her prophecies plain to the chorus declares:

xal unv b Yonouds obxet Ex XaluppdTov
toton SeSopxws veoyduou vipens Sixnv:
v e b Ly ] .
haumpeds § Foxev nAiou TEOS AVICAAS
TVEWV lscpriﬁsw, wote aVUATos Sxnv
®AUCsty TTEOS abyds toLds Tipatos TOAU weov... ( Ag: 1178-82)

(Now shall my oracle be no longer one that looks forth from a
veil, like a newly wedded bride, but as a bright, clear wind it shall
rush toward the sunrise. so that like a wave there shall surge
toward the light a woe far greater than this...)



16

Cassandra hopes to make her prophecies clear and bright, rather than veiled
and murky. However. uer prophecies. t:,ugh bright. wil! be of destruction.
and therefore. the image of light attaches "negative” connotations to itself.
In addition. the chorus is unable to understand her prophecies even after her
vow to make herself understood: Cassandra is unable to bring the light of
clarity to her veiled words.

Before Cassandra enters the house. she calls upon the sun as a witness:

'"L”X“‘J & énsx)xouat

TEGS fistaroy @os tots ]suo?s TLLASPOLS

Ly9pdls  povela tors  tuols  tivery  opcd
SoUuAqs Yavouons, zbgapo(fs Yitphpotos. (Ag:1323-6)

{I pray to the sun's last light that to my avengers my enemies may

pay for my murder also. for the death of a slave. an easy

overthrow.)

From this passage. it is clear that the light of the sun will shine upon the
bodies of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus in the future. However, it is also clear
from this prophecy that the sun’'s light will shine first upon the corpses of
Agamemnon and Cassandra.

Aegisthus. vaunting over the body of Agamemnon. hails the huipas
Suenpopou (Ag: 1577), unaware that he too will be similarly displayed on an-
other “"justice- bearing day" in the Choephoroi. In addition, Aegisthus employs
the term siippwv  (kindly) to describe this day.

However. slippwy suggests the euphemism for night, shepdvn (the kindly time),

and therefore. Aegisthus may be viewed as hailing the arrival of night rather
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than day.9 Justice is to be equated with light as lines 773-81 of the Aga-
memnon suggest. yet Aegisthus has unwittingly associated the day with night
and therefore. with darkness.

The final hope of the chorus of the Agamemnon is expressed in terms
of light: ‘Opcots %pd rou PAémer w&os... (Ag: 1646). (Does Orestes somewhere
see the light...) Despite the onset of moral darkness in the House of Atreus
the reference to @acs (day-light) in this passage suggests that light retains
some of its life-giving connotations: certainly it provides the chorus with
some hope that this darkness may be lifted in the future.

In the Oresteia, Aeschvlus can be observed to be weighing the comparative
merits and disadvantages of the various arts of his day. References are made in the
Ore: eia to sculpture, music. and escpecially to painting. Aeschylus attempts to
convey the powers of the visual arts through his poetry. most conspicuously in the
“beacon speech” of Clytemnestra. and in Cassandra's final speech. In the “beacon
speech” Clytemnestra is able to provide a very detailed picture of the passage of

the beacon's light, as in a painting, yet she is also able to provide this picture with

motion. and the ability to traverse a great distance. a quality painting cannot con-

Cassandra depicts the fleeting existence of man in terms which suggest
his mortality, and also suggest a weakness in the nature of painting which is
not present in the nature of literature.

9 John Peradotto., "Some Patterns of Nature Imagery in the Oresteia,” A]P. 85
(1964) 378-93, p.390.
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IS . . . J A N
th BeAtste  aYHAT e SUTHYOLUVTH UEY

A A RS . -~
oHLL TLS PELEV Tt 82 Suotuym.
3 1o~ .
forods ., V GTAYYGS WAIGEV Y@y

xalt talT Exsivov u@Aaov dxtigw moXy (Ag:1327-30)

(Alas for the affairs of men! When they are fortunate. one may

liken them to a shadow: and of they are unfortunate a wet sponge

with one dash blots out the picture. And [ pity this far more than

that.)

This depiction of the tenuous nature of man's existence and his accomplish-
ments is a view which differs from that presented in the Eumenides, in which
god and man establish together a law court to last for all time. In contrast,
the actions of some of the characters of the Agamemnon may be viewed as
SusceBys (ungodly) as the chorus view Agamemnon’s choice to sacrifice his
daughter in line 220. The violent actions of the characters of the Agamemnon
incite revenge. and therefore embroil those who have committ.d these acts
of revenge within a cycle of vengeance. in which any triumph must be fleet-
ing.

In the Agamemnon, the image of light is associated with supernatural
vengeance. and is therefore also associated with mortality. In the Choephoroi,
this image of darkness persists. while light becomes symbolic of hope: light
' is associated with life, rather than with loss of life.

The action of the Choephoroi progresses from day towards nightfall.
Despite the fact that this action takes place during the day, the Choephoroi

is dominated by images of darkness. The first line of this play is an invoca-

tion to lEpuﬁ 96 vie (Hermes of the earth) (Ch: 1). an .nvocation that stres-
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ses Hermes' relationship with the underworld and its deities.!0 a place which
is referred to as one of unutterable blackness and the total absence of the
sun's light.
The House of Atreus is described by the chorus in these terms:
aviitol BeotostuyEls
SVBQoL KAAUTTOUGL dOUOUS
Szomntav Savatctst (Ch: S1-3).
(Sunless. hateful to mankind is the darkness that shrouds the
house through the death of its master.)
The hope of the chorus of serving women is that Orestes, whom they per-
ceive as the "light of the house.” will rid the House of Atreus of its dark-
ness. Certainly Orestes has been charged by Apollo. on whom Cassandra

bestows the epithet Auxiaxv (Lykian) suggestive of light.!! to commit matri-
cide.

Clytemnestra demonstrates an almost supernatural power over light in
the Agamemnon: she creates fires which leap "as high as the heavens”, and
she also envisions the path of the beacon's light from Troy to Argos. In
addition, she is associated with night and darkness. It is during the night.

after all. that she has made her sacrifice to the Furies, as is revealed in the

the Eumenides. However. Clytemnestra's dominance over the powers of light

10 ed. A.F. Garvie. Aeschylus, Choephoroi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986)
p.48.

11 Liddell and Scott. Greek English Lexicon (Oxford: Oxford University Press.
1984) s.v.
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and darkness proves short-lived. In the Agamemnon, she boasts that as long
as Aegisthus tends her hearth she has nothing to fear. In the Choephoroi,
the security of the image of the hearth is nullified by Agamemnon's angr)

spirit.

Ln S i Uruou  xEXAAYYEV éntonus‘vn.

- ] » ol . .
moAacl §  avhitdovt EXTUQAWBEVIES OXOTMLL
1 . . .
hapmtipss v Sopotor Seomotvns  yaptv(Ch: 535-7).

(And in her sleep she screamed in terror. And many lamps that

darkness had made blind were kindled in the palace for the

mistress’ sake.)
Because of her guilt. Clytemnestra has torches lit for very different reasons
in the Choephoroi than she did in the Agamemnon. Clytemnestra now lights
torches literally against the darkness of night. and metaphorically against the
darkness into which the House of Atreus has fallen following the murder of
Agamemnon.

These torches prove ineffectual against the darkness, possibly because
light may be viewed as a punitive force in the Choephoroi, as is darkness.

The chorus says of a murderer:

] . oL 8
avagaivetar 8 o BAamiwy,

ratspwy 88 xal TEXOVIWV
. .ol .

¥50s £vdxos pateuEt

movay dueuhaeds tapaydcis(Ch: 328-31)



{The punisher is revealed. and the lament due to fathers and
begetters hunts down the guilty one. when raised full loud and
strong.)

Clearly. light does not sy ibolize only life in this passage. but the inevitabil-
ity of divine retribution.

In addition. Orestes ca!ls upon Helios to witness the justice of the re-

venge he has taken upon his mother and her lover.

I Col .- .
bxtsivas aUTC ol XUXAGL TAPUOTAICV

. Lo s 8oL I ,
sréyasteny avdpss delfad). bs B matip.
8 L | < . . ) . .
SOy ouuds. AR 6 TAVT TTMOTIDNWY Tdds
SH . FUR) ~ALoA

LoS. Gvayva gntess foya NS Iuns.

L 1. " . . 1y
©S oV TAONL POl HAETUS TV XNt TOTE
{ f Y . A b oo »
S THVS 270 LETHAROY Sudlaws poviv

10V uNTEss...

(Spread it out! Stand by in a circle. and display her covering for

her husband. that the father may behold -- not my father, but he

wha looks upon this whole world. the Sun!-- may behold my

mother's unholy work. so that he may beat me witness on the day

of judgment when it comes that it was with justice that | pursued

this killing that of my mother...)
(Ch: 981-9) However. at the time Orestes makes this declaration. it would
appear that night has already fallen and the sun is no longer in the sky. This
sequence of events allows fer the possibility that, with the murder of his
mother. Orestes may not have rid the house of its derkness. but rather may
have increased it. Indeed. at the end of the “hoephoroi. Orestes is pursued

by the daughters of night who have naturally allied themselves with Clytem-

nestra.



In the Eumenides. the forces of light and darkness become personified.
. pollo and Orestes are both associated with ligat and youth. in contrast to
Clvte mnestra and the Furies. who are both as:ociated with darkness, night.
and age.

At the beginning ° the Eumenides. the Furies drink the "black blood of

mortals!2.” wear black robes. and live in the darkest part of the underworld:

J « Jo e .2 .
Lot atietor Stopsvoat Adyn
A . A L) . .
Bewv Styostatouvt aviilw Aduna,
SuoSoTmalmaAa SEEHOUEVOLOL
TN . L A
xol SLGOUUATOLS OUMS...
Je .
ST 8¢ pot
N . N 1o 4 . ~
uévet yepas maiaiov, oud’ QTHHLAS XUEG),
. i . 5 J
walrse und YBova tallv Eyouoo
xol Sushiiwov xvégpas (Eu: 385-96).

(...unhonored and unesteemed is the office we pursue, apart from
the gods in the sunless slime: it makes rough the path of the
seeing and of the blind alike... Still for me remains my ancient
privilege. nor do I lack honor. though it is beneath the ground
that | have my station. inhabiting the sunless gloom.)

Clearly, the Furies believe that they have no place in daylight. The Furies
view the function of their existence in terms of darkness:

mimtov & obx offev 16§ L’ 1'o’uppo\n Avpo
tqov Emt xvepas ovdpl wicnus memétatar,
xal dvopzpdv TV '&x)\x‘w HUTA SWUATOS
aLS@ton molictovns eats (Eu: 377-80).

12 Aeschylus, Aeschylus I: Oresteia, trans. Richmond Lattimore, The Complete Greek
Tragedies. ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press. 1953) p.141




(And as he falls he knows it not. by reason of the blight that

drives him mad; such is the darkness of pollution that hovers over

a man: and a murky mist spreads over his house. as is proclaimed

by rumor, bringing many a sigh.)

The darkness of which the Furies speak is suggestive of the state of the
House of Atreus at this point in the drama, as Orestes still bears the guilt
of matricide.

Orestes. however. is acquitted by the "luminous evidence of Zeus.,” 13 a
statement which suggests that the House of Atreus has now escaped its
darkness. In order to persuade the Furies to be well-disposed towards her
city, Athene suggests to them the possibility of a transformation in their
stature irn terms of light imagery. No longer will the Furies be entirely
excluded from the light of day. She tells them:

wxolpa MENALUNT) KUULATOS TLXpoV UEVOS.
fos szuvétpos xat Euvorxrtwe cpol (Eu: 832-3)
(Lull to repose the bitter force of your black wave of anger. since

you shall be honored and revered and dwell with me!)

In return, she promises:

13 [bid.. p.163.
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(For in all justice | promise you skl have a seat and a cavern in

this righteous land. sitting on gleaming thrones hard by your

altars. honored by these my citizens.)

Not or’. will the fulfillment of this promise transform the Furies and their
office. but it will also restore the image of the hearth. which was corrupted
in the Agamemnon and the Choephoroi, to its traditional image of security.
When the Furies take up their new offices. their black robes are exchanged
for purple. a color which had previously been an agent of Agamemnon's
death, but is now worn appropriately by goddesses worthy of this splendor,
and so loses its sinister connotations. In addition, these purple robes are
brighter than the traditional black robes of the Furies. and are therefore
suggestive of the new harmony between night and day.

The torchlit procession which marks the =2nd of the play suggests the re-
conciliation of the forces of light and darkness. These torches are not lit for
the purpose of destruction. as they are in Agamemnon, nor are they lit to
ward off the darkness as they are in the Choephoroi: rather, they are lit in
order to symbolize the unity between the powers of light and darkness.

Just as the mother-figure of the Choephoroi. Clytemnestra, fears the

dark. so too. does Amy. the mother-figure of The Family Reunion. For Amy.

light signifies youth and life. while darkness signifies old age and death -- a
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perspective that is also to be found in the Oresteia. Amy insists that the
curtains remain open to catch the last light of day. and she orders Denman
to put on the lights. She laments the passing of her youth, a time

When | was young and strong. and sun and iight unsought for/

And the night unfeared and the day expected/ And clocks could be
trusted. tomorrow assured/ And time would not stop in the

dark.(ER: p.11)

When Amy voices her fear that the clock will stop in the dark, it is clear
that she equates night with death and mortality.

Upon his arrival at Wishwood. Harry views light negatively, primarily be-
cause it reveals to him the ugliness of life as he perceives it. When he
observes his family through the window, he is disgusted by their appearance
in the light: the light reveals them to him and he is horrified by what he
sees:

How can you sit in a blaze of light for all the world to look at?/

If yvyou knew how you looked when | saw you through the

window!/ Do you like to be stared at by eyes through a window?

(FR: p.24)

Mary too, views light as something to be feared, a view which reflects
her own perception of existence. Mary has been afraid of life; in the past she
turned down a fellowship and chose instead to live at Wishwood according
to Amy's plans. Like Amy. Mary equates darkness with death, and light with

life. Unlike Amy. however. Mary, as she says to Harry before dinner, prefers

the comfort of darkness and death:
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The cold spring now is the time/ For the ache in the moving root/

The agony in the dark/ The slow flow throbbing the trunk/ The

pain of the breaking bud./ These are the ones that suffer least:/

The aconite under the snow/ And the snowdrop crying or a

moment in the wood. (FR: p.59
Characteristically. Mary depicts birth in terms of suffering and sorrow. Dark-
ness is equated with agony in this passage. only because growth is occurring:
for growth to occur. the light of the sun must be touching the plant. Mary
imagines these plants emerging from their dormancy to be suffering, ana
considers those plants that are to be buried under the snow in darkness, the
Aconite and the Snowdrop. to be fortunate. Ironically. Aconite is a poiso-
nous plant which. according to Ovid in his Miatamorphoses. t+ sprang from
the foam of Cerberus' jaws. This plant. therefore. is life which is creat- by
a creature associated with death and the underworld. The Snowdrop’s entire
lifespan takes place in early spring: therefore. Mary has once again equated
life with death.

Not only are darkness and death preferable to Mary. but light and life
are qualities to be feared:

Pa.» is 12 opposite of joy/ But joy is a kind of pain/ 1 believe

the swcson of birth/ is the season of sacrifice/ For the tree and

the beast, and the fish/ Thrashing itself upstream/ And what of

the terrified spirit/ Compelled to be reborn/ To rise toward the

violent sun...(FR: p.60)

Hewz. Mary depicts life as a painful and even an unnatural process, illu-

strated by her depiction of the life-cyvcle of fish. For Mary. birth is merely

1+ Ovid. Metamorphoses. trans. Mary Innes (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books
Limited. 1955) p.166.

1S OCD s.v.
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the beginning of death. Life. from Mary's perspective. is terrifying, and there-
fore. the sun. traditionally the source of both light and life. becomes the
source of all suifering.

Despite his own reaction to the reveiations of light ..nd Mar\'s depiction
of light, Harry strives to attain light. Harry imagines his past at Wisan- '
in terms of light and music. This past took place before Harry brought the
guilt of his wife's death upon himself and came to imagine light as revealing
only hcrror. He tells Mary. who has enabled him to understand something of
his past:

You bring me news of a door that opens at the end of a

corridor,/ Sunlight and singing; when I had felt sure that every

corridor only led to another./ Or to a blank wall; that [ kept
moving/ Only so as not to stay still. Singing and light. (ER:

pp-60-1)
At this moment. Harry imagines that Wishwood will be the end of his jour-
ney, and the beginning of a new life. He therefore equates Wishwood with
light. However, this realization is immediately followed by the appearance of
the Eumenides. traditionally creatures of darkness. who apparently disapprove

of his intended course of action.

They are roused again, the sleepless hunters/ That will not let me
sleep. At the moment before sleep/ | always see their claws
distended/ Quietly, as if they had never stirred./ It was only a
moment. it was only one moment/ That I stood in sunlight, and
thought 1 might stay there. (ER: p.ol)
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Harry. who imagined that he might start a new life as the master of Wish-
wood is snatched from the light to return to the nightmare of his guilt-rid-
den existence. Similarly. the chorus of the Choephoroi hope that once Ore-
stes has slain his mother. the House of Atreus will be freed from darkness
and Orestes be permitted to live there. Instead. the black-robed Furies appear
Lefore Orestes and he is forced to flee to Athens. Orestes. however, is under
the guidance of Auxiav (Lykian) Apollo. while Harry will have only the Eume-
nides as guides, and he is ignorant of his destination.

As Clytemnestra is disturbed by nightmares arising from her guilt, so too
is the conscience-stricken Harry. While Clytemnestra's nightmares are said to
be caused by the vengeful Agamemnon and take place in her sleep. Harry's
are produced by his own sense of guilt. and he perceives the whole of his
evistence to be a nightmare. Harry tells the chorus. "You have gone through
life in sleep/ never woken to the nightmare. I tell you. life would be un-
endurable/ If »ou were wide awake..” FR: p.28). For Harry, neither being
asleep nor awake is desirable. Life for Harry is a nightmare. vet the form of
existence which his relatives have adopted is not desirable to him either.
Harry considers his family to be spiritually and intellectually comatose: in
fact. for the duration of the play his brother John is literally in a coma, a
state which Harry feeis will make little difference to his brother's usual

mode of existence.
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The Famil. Reunion is dominated by the image of darkness. as is the

Choephoroi. In the past. Harry's wife was killed on » moonless night. and his
departure from Wishwood at the end of the play. which proves to be the
death of his mother. also takes place on a night in which visibility is limited.
Not only is Wishwood covered by darkness. but it is covered by a fog
throughout the play. Wishwood. therefore. physically resembles the metapho-
rical state of the House of Atreus, which the chorus of the Choephroi per-
ceive as being shrouded in a murky darkness owing to the stain of blood.

Orestes is the flame they hope will save the house; in The Family Reunion,

Harry is looked upon by his mother as the savior of Wishwood. In the
Eumenides, the Furies describe the plight of the murderer, who. surrounded

by the mist created by his crime, stumbles and falls. In The Familv Reunion,

fog literally causes John's accident, and will certainly be present for Har-
ry's departure.

Harry's wife is depicted by Amy in terms suggestive of the view of man's
mortality presented in the Agamemnon. "A restless shivering painted shadow/
n life. she is less than a shadow in death”(ER: p.21). This description recalls
the plight of mankind as Cassandra envisions it. This similarity suggests that

in The Familv Reunion. man and his accomplishments are the shadowy fleet-

ing entities that they are in the Agamemnon. Unlike the Oresteia. The Family

Reunion does not enu with the harmony of the Eumenides, wherein torches

are lit not agains: the darkness but as a symbol of unity with it. In The
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Family Reunion. flames are extinguished. rather than lit. and the stage be-

comes shrouded in darkness. Light. therefore. does not lose the negative
(. .otations that are attached to it throughout the play. The candles on the
cake, wiich represent every year of Amy's life. are to be extinguished in a
clockwisc motion. according to the stage directions. which suggests that

the passage o! time leads to death. and the increased brightness of added
candles will ~aally be extinguished once death has occurred. In addition,
this equation of the passage of time with increasing darkness suggests that
the future. beyond Amy's death. will be a bleak one.

In their last speech, the chorus of The Family Reunion gloomily await the

morning and the information they must reveal to both John and Arthur, ra-
ther than awaiting the revelations of the day with hope. The fate of the
House of Atreus would have been similar. had Orestes not wen his case, and
the Furies not been reconciled by the persuasion of Athene. In the following
passage. the chorus of the Choephoroi examine the possible outcomes of

Orestes’ vengeance:

~ N ~
vuv Yo pEAAdoudt pravdstoot

1y . J o s e
TaLpal XAV AVIPOIAIX TV
1. ) . H .
i mdwu  Ynosv  Avopzpvoviwv
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olxwv UAsdpov dd Tavios,
1. N s ~ P |
N mup xal @ws T EAsudeplat
. . ) , .
dotwv  apyds Te TWAAUGOVOUOUS
L. . . I
Zfz matéowv pEyav oAfBov. (Ch: 859-65)

(For now blond shall stain the edges of the blades that slaughter
men: these will either bring disaster complete on Agamemnon's
house, or else. kindling a torch to win freedom and power to rule
the city Orestes shall possess the great wealth of his fathers.
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While the latter possibility is not realized until the Eumenides. nevertheless.
the House of Atreus is returned to light. The Family Reunion, however, ends
with the gloom of the Choephoroi and its et to be atoned-for matricide.

The chorus of The Familv Reunion laments:

To each and all of these questio:s/ there is no conceivable
answer./ We have suffered far more than a personal loss -- / We
have lost our way in the dark. (ER: p.133)

Clearly, the chorus has not progressed beyond its development at the point

when Agatha takes on her mantic powers. “A curse is like a child, formed/

To grow to maturity: Accident is design/ And design is accident/ In a cloud

of unknowing” (FR: p. 110). In The Family Reunion, the chorus fumbles blindly
in a "cloud of unknowing.”its members unable to control their destinies as
design and accident are interchangeable.

In the Oresteia. Aeschylus has light. as an aspect of nature, reflect the
moral development in the play. Accordingly. the image of light, as it is pre-
sented in the Agamemnon, signifies evil and death, rather than life. In the
Choephoroi, the House of Atrtus s depicted as being covered by a spiritual
darkness from which only Oreste;, the “light of the house,” and Dike. which
is equated with light, may deliver it. In the Eumenides, the forces of light
and darkness are embroiled in a court battle which results in a final harmo-
ny, in which images of light and darkness are both made favorable. T.S. Eliot

inverts the image of light from its positive role to a negative one in order to



reflect moral development on the part of the characters. as does Aeschylus
in the Agamemnon and the Choephoroi. In addition. he depicts Wishwood as
being covered by fog and darkness. as the House of Atreus is metaphorically
shrouded in the Choephoroi. However. Eliot does not reconcile the forces of
light and darkness at the end of his play. Instead. the stage is enveloped by
darkness. and therefore darkness and death may be seen to defeat utterly
light and life. Eliot’s Orestes. Harry. must continue his jouriey in the dark

and mist of his curse.
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MEDICINE

The theme of medicine may be observed in both the Oresteia and

in The Familv Reunion. In the Oresteia. Aeschylus equates morality with phys-

ical health. Criminal activity is depicted in terms of disease. and therefore
remedies for disease such as surgery and medication become metaphors for
justice and punishment. Morally upright behavior is depicted in terms of

health. Eliot adapts the image of disease as moral corruption in The Family

Reunion. In Eliot's play. however. physical health is literally. rather than
purely metaphorically. equated with moral awareness.

In the Oresteia. disease may be perceived as a metaphor for the
state of sin into which the House of Atreus has fallen. The Watchman intro-
duces this theme by referring to song as a “remedy of incision”! against
sleep. in order to ease his vigil. Later. he prays for a release from Tovwv.
presumably for both himself and the House of Atreus. a release which he
imagines will be achieved by the light of the beacon. In the following pas-
sage. the chorus of the Choephoroi describes the state of the house in terms

of disease:

.
-

O moves fyyevis,

xal Topdpoucos dtas
AR TOEOoa TAAYA.

il dUsToV despta XN,

! ed. J.D. Denniston and D. Page. Aeschylus. Agamemnon (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1957) p.68.



o4

L0 SUTHATXTAITTLV AAYOS.
SMATLY FUoIOV
-Ova' Bxos Lux AT ARGV
FrtoBey & AT AT AITOV
ol ey ferv adpatnpdv.. ACh: $06-74)
(Ah. sorrow inbred in the race. and bloody stroke of ruin discordant! Ah.
woes lamentable. unbearable! Ah. pain not to be quelled! The house has a
remedy for this. a remedy of suppuration: not from others. without. but
from its own children must it come. by means of cruel, bloody strife.
Here. the crimes committed by members of the house are presented as a
disease which transmits itself down through th: generations. and one which
can only be healed “from within.” The term Yuuctov refers to “plugs of lint
for dressing festering wounds. or. more precisely. for keeping them open
until they suppurate and can heal from within."? Moreover. with the excep-
tion of this passage. this term is found only in medical writers.3 Aeschylus.
therefore. has borrowed a very specific e\spression from medical terminolog)
to express the way in which a cure may be applied to the House of Atreus.
lronically. this cure may merely prolong the disease. rather than cure it com-

pletely. The &t (folly) referred to by the chorus is ambiguous: it may refer

to either Clytemnestra or Orestes.? which suggesiw that their actions may

2 ed. A.F. Garvie. Aeschylus. Choephoroi (Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1986) p.172.

3 Ibid.. p.172.

+ Ibid.. p.172.
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hold equal penalties. Since the cure must come from within the house. it will
require the shedding of kindred blood. and therefore, with the murder of h's
mother. Orestes will incur upon himself the same guilt and corruption -
Clytemnestra has incurred upon herself through the murder of Agamemnon.
Vengeance. therefore. may be viewed as a purely “"symptomatic” remedy for
the sickness of the House of Atreus.

Throughout the Oresteia. the view that crime is an incurable mala-
dy is stressed. For example. the chorus of the Agamemnon speaks of the in-
evorable fate of Paris. a man whom they believe to have scorned the altar of
Justice:

Pratan ' & ténouva TTetHa
TeoPouioy Tals decptos “Atas
Bxos 8¢ mav pdtatovs ohx Expdedn.
rEsTeL 8. pos alvorapnis civos... (Ag:385-Y)
(He is overborne by relentless Persuasion. child irresistible of forecoun-
seling Destruction. And every remeds is vain: not hidden. but conspicu-
ous. a lurid-shining light is the plague.)
In this passage. the chorus of the Agamemnon suggests that the only oS
(cure) for offences committed against the altar of justice is total destruction.
External cures such as rites of purification will prove inadequate to nullify

the guilt of the transgressor.

This view of the nature of crime as incurable is due to the aware-
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ness on the part of Aeschylus that all actions are irrevocablz. Once an action
has been completed. it remains unretractibly in the past. and its consequen-
ces remain eternally present. Therefore. a .n2: who has committed a criminal
act shall be punished in his own lifetime or the penalty of his sin may be
transmitted to future generations -- nevertheless the penalty will be paid.

The chorus of the Choephoroi suggests that a criminal action remains as

irrevocable as the loss of virginity:

S aiuat’ fxmeRdvy Ume yYovds tpogcu
titas @oves WEMNYEV M) SLApEVdav:
Staayhs dta Stapéipst oV altiov
TavapxETaAs visou Bevstv

Hybvte & ot \mprxf.\)v ESwAlov
AXCS. TOHEOL TE TAVISS EX gu&s 3500
Statvovtss tHY xspouuoﬁ PoHvoY xabali-
povtes iBusav patav. (Ch: 66-75)

(Because of blood drained by the fostering earth the vengeful gore
stands clotted. and will not dissolve away. Calamity, inilicting grievous
pain. keeps the guilty man forever infeted with an all-destroying sick-
ness. For him that has violated a bridal bower there is no remedy: and
though all streams flow in one channel to cleanse the blood from a
polluted hand. they speed their course in vain.)

The crime of murder, of which members of the Huuse of Atreus

are guilty. is perhaps the most serious of all crimes. as its results cannot be

altered. not even by the gods. As Apollo remarks in the Eumenides, not even

Zeus may restore a man's iife once it has been taken. Furthermore. once



blood has been shed. it requires the blood of the murderer to be shed in
requital, as Agamemnon’s spirit demands the death of Clytemnestra and
Clytemnestra's spirit demands the death of her son. Through the spilling of
kindred blood. infection is spread from one member of the House of Atreus
to another.

Medicine may be considered to possess a duzl nature in the Aga-
memnon. Medicinal draughts may possess restorative properties. or they may
be poisonous and lethal. For example. the Argive Elders employ the verb
papudgsw (medicate) to describe the effects of unguent on the flames of
Clytemnestra’'s sacrificial fires.

... Bogol §b potoL gaiyoviat

EAAT 8 dAXoBsv ovpavopnxns

AOUTTAS &vioyst

POpUADOOUEVN YpiHaToS &yvon

prx)\axo{t\s &85 hotor maparopias...(Ag: 92-5)

(.. the altars blaze with offerings: and from this side and that as high as

the heaven torches send up their light. charmei by the unguent's soft guileless

coaxing...)

This verb suggests both the capacity of the unguent to heal and

the capacity to “bewitch ... or to poison~> Clytemnestra's sacrifices, therefore.

S Lidde!l and Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press) s.v.
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possess supernatural and menacing qualities. In addition. it is the persuasion
of the unguent that “medicines” the flames of the sacrifices in honor of
Agamemnon. and it is persuasion that will prove the destructicn of the man
who scorned the altar of Justice. The chorus expresses the hope in lines
97-103 of the Agamemnon that Clytemnestra may consent to be the “healer”
of their fears. However. as the term paguassouévn (medicating) is employed
to describe the sacrifices she has revealed. there remains the possibility that
she may employ her powers in a destructive rather than a healing capacity.
The remedy. which Talchas claims will alleviate the winds which
hold the Argive fleet in Aulis. reinforces this idea that medicine is capable of
providing both life or death. The prophet speaks of a "bitter remedy” to free
the ships. one which will eventually prove to be the death of Agamemnon. as
well as that of his daughter:
o Emel 82 xod mxpos
YElLatos &A Ao uﬁxap
Bei¥itzpov TELUOLGLY
pavits ExAayfsv TEo@ipwy
"Aptegty, Gote y¥ova Ba-
xtpots Emxpoucavias Atpei-
Sas Séoepu ul xotacystv...(Ag: 198-201)
(And when another remedy against the cruel storm more grievous for the
chiefs, was shrieked out by the prophet, putting forward Artemis as

cause, so that the Atreidae beat the ground with their staves and could
not hold back a tear.)
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he remedy Calchas suggests is both “additional to the disease and worse
than it.”® Clearly. this remed) is a sinister one. While it serves to free the
ships. the guilt which it will bring upon Agamemnon will prove worse than
the setback provided by the weather. With the death of Iphigeneia. Kindred
blood has once again been spilled in the House of Atreus and the infection
of guilt increased.

Throughout the Oresteia, a complete cure. rather than a temporary
remedy which merely prolongs the disease. is sought for the House of Atreus.
Agamemnon. upon his return. imagines himseif in the role of physician: by means
of burning and amputation he believes that he will cure any sin and corrup-
tion in Argos:

4t 8% xal Sl Q@AGUANMV TCOLOVLWV,
fitor xfaviss i tepdvss 2VPEdvws
TELpanduEs ta m’fu' dmootpddar vicou. (Ag: 848-50)
( But as for that which has need of healing remedies. either by burning
or by the kindly knife we shall try to turn back the pain of the disease.)
Agamemnon, however, does not realize that he himself is stained with cor-
ruption. and that Clytemnestra will be assuming the role of surgeon. Aga-
memnon employs the term pagudxwv (medicine) to suggest healing. Ironically,

Kassandra later employs his term to describe Clytemnestra's intended murder

6 ed. Denniston and Page. Aeschylus. Agamemnon, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press. 1957) p.87
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of herself and Agamemnon. In this context. qdguaxcv takes on supernatural

and deadly connotations:

.. IS &2 @olpraxcy

18Uy ousa Kapoh podsy tviiocst ®GTY
Fraiyztat. Myousa @OTl PACYAVOV,
s'u';fs ywyns gvrttzicssdar eovov.

(..and as though brewing a potion she will put in the cup a wage for

me also.)

(Ag: 1260-63) Here Ciytemnestra will employ the same means to destroy her
guilty husband. pdppaxct and a blade. that he thought to employ against
the guilty in Argos. While Agamemnon employs the term ¢dppaxov to refer

to healing. if not the patient. then the city. Clytemnestra's use of qdppaxot

serves entirely destructive purposes.7

Aegisthus also perceives himself as occupying the role of surgeon. He
threatens the Argive elders with starvation. which he claims to be both a
Seopuds 8% xal 1 yipas af te viotdes
SUuat Stddaoxsty oywTatot PPEVRV

fatpopaviaes.(Ag: 1621-3)

(Bonds and whips and the pangs of hunger are excellent prophet-doctors

for the wits.)

7 Jean Dumortier. Le vocabulaire medicale d' Eschvle et les écrits Hippocrati-
ques (Paris: Societe d'edition “Les Belies Lettres.” 1975) pp.58-9.



In this way, Aegisthus assumes Agamemnon's characteristics. The fact that
both the king and the usurper imagine themselves in the role of surgeon
suggests the way in which infection is passed from one member of the fam-
ilv to another. Once Agamemnon has been slain. Aegisthus adopts the per-
spective of his guilty cousin. In addition. this similarity between the two men
reinforces the symmetry between Aegisthus' death in the Choephoroi and that
of Agamemnon.

Orestes is considered by the chorus of the Choephoroi to be the one
who may. by avenging his father's death. end the cycle of violence and there-
fore provide the cure to the House of Atreus “from within.” Yet once the
son has slain his mother. her blood stains his hands and he too bears the
stamp of corruptionwhich the Furies sense. Not only is Orestes contami-

nated by his mother's blood, but he is pursued by the Furies who. according

to the oracle of Apollo inflict sickness on their victims:

L. TS 8 alvv vdoous.

oapxﬂw s‘n:auﬁat'ffpas arplats yvalots.,

)\SLxﬁvas tEinYovias qpyaiav Quoty.

AsUxas 8¢ wopoous TR EmavieA ety vosu...(Ch: 279-82)

(...leprous ulcers that mount upon the flesh with cruel fangs. eating
away its primal nature: An a white down sprouting forth upon this in-

fection.)

Clearly. the murder of Clytemnestra has not removed the stain of corruption



from the House of Atreus.

The role of Apolic in the play is consistent with his association
with medicine. as may be int»ved by the use of his title as the god of heal-
ing. Apollo may be perceived ) reflect the dual nature of medicine: he pos-
sesses the ability to save lives or *o destroy them. In the Agamemnon, Cal-
chas attempts to invoke the god's healing properties:

iftov 08 X AZwm Madva.

HA TLvas GviLmvoous Aavacts X o VL=

as éxeviﬁas AmAcLas

tsujﬁp, omeudopiva Suciav ttédpav dvoudy v ddattov,

vaxiwy TEXTOVX oSUpEuTov, o Sstonvopa...(Ag: 146-53)
(1 call upon the blessed healer. that Artemis may not bring to pass delay
through adverse winds. long lasting. holding fast the ships. working to

bring about another sacrifice. one without song or feast, an architect of
quarrels grown up with the family, with no fear of the husband.)

Despite the plea of the prophet for Apollo to invoke his healing
powers, only the "bitter remedy” is provided. The Herald too. invokes Apollo
as the god of healing without effect.

AAS THpA THAPAVIPOV ?1\01‘) avapoLos-

viv § abte swthp 9 xad moncvios,

avaf "AmoiAov...(Ag: Si1-3)

(The enmity you showed us by Scamander's banks was enough; but now
be once more our preserver and healer, lord Apollo.)
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In fact. Cassandra later informs the chorus that the god of healing will be
absent in the Agamemnon: &AR  oltt TALWY IQ)S' fmstatel Ay (Ag: 1249) (But
no healer stands by while this word is uttered.) Cassandra. unlike the Herald.
is aware that Apollo will behave only in his capacity as Amoarov (destroyer)
the destructive side of his dual nature. Not until the Choephoroi. in which
killing is carried out with more justice. does Apollo begin to facilitate the
healing of the House of Atreus. In the Agamemnon. justice is entirely absent
from the house. As justice is the remedy for crime. it is natural that the god
of healing should be absent since there are no tools with which he may
operate in the play. In the Choephoroi. Apollo believes Orestes to have ju-
stice on his side while the guilt of Klytemnestra infects the house. Accord-
ingly. he directs .iis oracles towards the release of the house from its mala-
dy. The god coi 'nues to operate in his capacity as destroyer. however. for
he demands the « ath of Clytemnestra. and this death could conceivably

bring about the death of Orestes. In the Eumenides. in which the nature of

justice is redefined. the god makes a physical appearance and acts directly to
save Orestes.

The Furies. who are represented in the play as foul and diseased
creatures. dripping poison. may be viewed as representative of the irrevocable

nature of criminal actions and the inevitability of retribution. Their physical
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< ppearance reflects the moral state of the criminal. These goddesses pursue
the murderer much as disease persists in a human being. Once Orestes is
liberated from their pursuit. the Furies prepare to transfer their venom to
the city of Athens. It is their intention to infest the land with disease and
make it barren. However. in the way that Justice is transformed so that it
possesses both a healing capacity as well as a destructive capacity, so too
are the Furies. who represent a retributive form of justice. transformed. In
their new role. the Furies. or Eumenides. will see to it that no sickness shall
fall upon Athens. and will work to promote the health of the land. With the
acquittal of Orestes and the transformation of tke Furies. a cure is finally
provided for the characters of the play.

In The Familv Reunion, Eliot attributes to medicine many of the

qualities given it in the Oresteia. For example, Gerald suggests before

Harry's arrival that the family should overlook his nephew’'s unsuitable mar-
riage: "Make him feel that what has happened doesn't matter. He's taken his
medicine, I've no doubt”(FR: p.18). The cliché, "to take one's medicine.”
assumes ironic overtones when the image of medicine as it is emnloyed in
the Oresteia is taken intc consideration. Once Harry's guilt has been made
manifest to the audience. this reference to medicine is suggestive of the view

that medicine is both a means of healing and a means of inflicting destruc-



tion. The "medicine” Harry has taken is very much like the "bitter remedy”
that is presented to Agamemnon in Aulis. Like Agamemnon. Harry has rid
himself of one of the greatest obstacles of his life while at sea. and like
Agamemnon. Harry has incurred guilt upon himself. or "taken a bitter medi-
cine,” through his action.

Once Harry announces that he is responsible for his wife's death.
members of his family react naively. unaware of the magnitude of his guilt.
Harry's version of his wife's death is not consistent with that of the new-
spapers. and it is the newspapers on which Harry's relatives rely for infor-
mation. The members of the chorus. who believe everything they read in the
papers. and who perceive themselves to be well-versed in scientific matters
because of their dependence on the media. consider Harry's guilt to be a physical
illness, rather than a metaphysical one. lvy says of Harry's mental condition:

I have heard of such cases before -- that people in his condition/
Often betray the most immoderate resentment/ At such a suggestion.
They can be very cunning/ -- Their malady makes them so. They do not
want to be cured/ And they know what you are thinking. (ER: p.33)
The family accordingly brings in a doctor to remedy what it perceives to be
Harry's “malady.” unaware that the words of the doctor will be largely in-
adequate to alter Harry's condition. The family cannot conceive of the guilt

attached to Harry both through the death of his wife, and through the work-
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ings of the family curse. both subjects not to be found in newspapers.

Harry. however. is aware that it is within the capacity of Doctor
Warburt~n t- cure only physical maladies. rather than spiritual ones. Harry
remarks that if the Fumenides were not external entities. the doctor would

probabiy be able to provide him with a cure:

| have a private puzzle. Were they simply outside./ I might escape so-
mewhere. perhaps. Were they simply inside/ | could cheat them perhaps
with the aid of Dr. Warburton/ -- or any other doctor. who would be
another Warburton./ if you decided to set another doctor on me. But
this is too real for sour words to alter. {FR: p.u3)

In the Family Reunion. the Eumenides represent the irrevocable na-

ture c;f actions. in particular. the irrevocable nature of murder. as they do in
the Oresteia. As the Eumenides are external entities and may be seen by
other characters. as well as by himself. their appearance is clearly not a
symptom of Harry's madness, and no drug will rid him of their presence. But
as the Eumenides are in part manifestaticns of his guilt. there is no way for
him to escape their presence physically. In this way, Harry finds himself in
the same situation as Orestes at the beginning of the Eumenides: there are
no physical means by which the infection of his guilt may be removed.

In his conversation with Doctor Warburton, Harry dwells upon the

relationship between the nature of murder and cancer:



Not at all extraordinary./ It is really harder to believe in murder/ than
it is to believe in cancer. Cancer is here:/ The lump. the dull pain. the
occasional sickness:/ Murder a reversal of sleep and waking./ Murder
was there. Your ordinary murderer/ Regards himself as an innocent vic-
tim./ To himself he is still what he used to be/ Or what he would be.
He cannot realize that everithing is irrevocable./ The past unredeemable.
But cancer. now./ That is something real. (ER: p.t7)
To Harry. while cancer is clearly real and cannot be denied. the act of mur-
der. while equally irrevocable and incurable. does not appear to be tangible.
primarily because actions committed in the past do not appear to exist in
the present. Harry. at this point in the drama. has difficulty reconciling
himself with the eternal presence of the past in his life. While he may
wish to forget his past and continuc his life as if nothing has happened in
the last seven years. the cancerous guilt which he has incurved upon himself
will remain eternally present. as the presence of the Eumenides suggests.

Harry. as he realizes the difficulty the chorus has grasping the na-
ture of his guilt, suggests that it is not he himself who is ill. but the world
around him:

It goes a good deal deeper/ Than what people call their conscience: it is just the
cancer/ That eats away the self. I knew how you would take it./ First of all, you
isolate the single event/ As something so dreadful that it couldn't have happened/
Because you could not bear it. So you must believe/ That | suffer from delusions.

It is not my conscience./ Not my mind. that is diseased, but the world [ have
to live in. (FR: p. 31

At this point in the drama, Harry is unaware of the workings of
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the family curse. and how it has been passed down to him by his father. He
senses. however. that there is a sickness in the world in which he lives. As
has already been noted. the Furies depict the state of the transgressor in
terms of disease in the Eumenides (Eu: 377-79). The criminal is said to
be surrounded by an infection. owing to his guilt which obscures the light
and causes him to fall. The same may be said of Harry who perceives the
world around him as diseased. once he has assumed the responsibility for his
wife's death. Harry. like Orestes at the end of the Choephoroi. is sur-
rounded by the infection of his family’'s guilt and by that of his own guilt.
While the Oresteia marks a progression from sickness to health. as

Apollo progresses from “"destroyer” to "healer.” The Family Reunion contains

no such resolution. but rather the play ends with the death of one of its

central figures. Healing is not achieved at the end of The Familv Reunion.
despite the presence of the Eumenides in the drama whom Harry coasiders to
have become "bright angeis.” Instead. Harry indirectly slays his mother, and
will presumably draw more guilt upon himself through this action.

In the Oresteia, Aeschylus employs the theme of medicine as an index of
the state of rmoral development in the play. While Justice is absent
from the House of Atreus. the house is characterized by illness and disease.

Throughout the play, a cure is sought for the sickness that infests the
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house. but healing may only be achieved by means of Justice. which is
absent. Once Justice has been accomplished. and the House of Atreus freed
from its guilt. the play abounds with metaphors of growth and new life. In
addition. medicine may be seen to possess a “dual nature.” which is also
reflected by the role of Apotio in the play. Medicine may either heal or
destroy. and these ends are both within the capacity of Apollo. the god of

healing. in The Family Reunion. physical health may also be shown to reflect

the state of of moral development in the play. Harry perceives the crime of

murder to be akin to cancer. and he becomes aware of the sickness of the
world around him. The chorus attempts to contrive a cure for what they
consider to be his malady. ret the general practitioner they solicit proves

ineffectual in matters that require spiritual healing. In The Family Reunion. a

cure is not achieved: rather. the play ends with death and the mere hope that

there may yet be atonement for the curse.
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SEEMING AND BEING

Both Aeschylus and T.S. Eliot are concerned with the difference between
reality and appearance in their works. In the Oresteia. Aeschylus explores
the means by which it is possible to distinguish the real from that which merely
appears to be real. This concern on the part of Aeschylus is reflected in the
use of language in the Oresteia. Eliot too. may be seen to examine the ade-
quacy of language to express the real in his play. Both authors speculate on
the role of god and the supernatural in human affairs. and the ability of
language to express this role.

In this matter of distinguishing appearance from reality, Aeschylus again
reveals himself tc have been influenced by his older contemporary. Heracli-
tus. Many of the surviving fra »+»ms e:..outed to Heraclitus suggest that
the philosopher dealt extensively with this problem in his work. as fragments
XIV-XVI illustrate:

Whatever comes from sight. hearing. learning from experience, this [ pre-

fer. Eyes are surer witnesses than ears. Eves and ears are poor witnesses

for men if their souls do not understand the language.!
These comments could well apply to the Agamemnon, as its characters
struggle to make sense of cvents. et are frequently unable to process the

information they receive. Clytemnestra adopts a congenia! aprearance and

! Charles Kahn, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 1979) p. 35.
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speaks with deliberate irony. so that the chorus is unable to grasp her true
intent. Cassandra. by the nature of her curse. cannot make her oracles un-
derstood. The Watchman and the chorus avoid both speaking and hearing
ill-omened words. fearing that by voicing their fears. they will inadvertently
bring them to pass. The Watchman employs “ritual” terminology in his
speech.2 He claims to speak only to those who understand: to those who

do not. he will remain silent. He is deliberately vague. yet his language is
unwittingly ironic. because of his ignorance of future events.

The Watchman speaks of Clytemnestra as a woman possessing an
KuigsBonuacy xfap (manly-purposed heart3). He associates masculine characte-
ristics with a female character. an association which Aeschylus presumably
intended to jar the audience. Clearly. Clytemnestra is overstepping the bounds
of her role as the wife of Agamemnon. This equation of Klytemnestra with
masculine roles. later serves to reveal to the audience some of the irony of
her speech as she refers to her husband in lines 604-12 of the Agamemnon.

The Watchman heralds the arrival of the beacon's light to the queen in

terms which refer to sacrificiat ritual. He suggests that Clytemnestra should

2 ed. J.D. Denniston and Dennis Page, Aeschylus, Agamemnon, (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1957) p.70

3 Ibid.. p. 68



raise an Aanaurecs (a loud cry)over the beacon and the fall of Troy it he-
ralds. Since the #roiuvuds is a ritual cry uttered by women at the moment
a victim is sacrificed.* the Watchman has unconsciously associated the home-
coming of Agamemnon with a sacrifice. In his speech. the Watchman inti-
mates to his audience that he is uneasy concerning the fate of the House of
Atre . but he never states these fears outright. presumably for fear that
sho: . . - suspicions be voiced. they will come about. Rather. he suggests.
obxos o widtes, ot p¥oyyv Adfol. sapiotat %v Aifsizv. (But the house itself,
if it could take voice. could tell the tale most .‘-arly... -- m) translation)
(Ag: 37-8). When Cassandra stands before the h::: . she is able to read bcth
the ancient crimes which have been perpetrated within it and those about to
take place. The house. while incapable of speech. is capable of a form of
communication of which the Watchman is unaware. The house has retained
the stain of the crimes committed within it, enabling the seer tc "read its
history.” The Watchman. despite his guarded speech. has spoken with un-
irtentionai irony.

Clytemnestra. as she informs the chorus after the murder of her hus-

band, has spoken deliberately ironically throughout the play in order to

4 Walter Burkert. Homo Necans. trans. Peter Bing (Berkeley: University of
Culifornia Press. 1983) p.54.
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achieve Agamemnon's death:

-~ = ~ » I, . .
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rodpleatzy SLns HEIEEOY TS ALt S:
fuol 8 ayhv A8 cdx appdvtictes madat
velxns TaAotAs hA%: oy Eeve ve pdv. (Ag: 1372-8)
(Before I said much to suit the time. but 1 shall ieel no shame to sa)
the opposite. For if one has in hand acts of enmity against enemies who
seem to be friends. how else can one fence up the nets of harm to a
height beyond overleaping? For me this contest. sprung from an ancient
quarrel. has a matter for thought long since: but in time it has come.)
Clytemnestra has employed the same means to sacrifice her husband as he
employed to sacrifice their daughter: she has made herself appear to have
friendly intentions. lulling her victim into a sense of false security. Klytem-
nestra "sets the nets” about her husband beyond overleaping by her use of
language. as he set the nets "beyond overleaping” around Troy (Ag: 358-9)
with an army.
Clytemnestra instructs the herald to a report a message to her husband
in which she declares her loyalty. Ironically. before she dispatches the herald.
she orders him to end his description of the events at Troy as she would

rather hear them first hand from Agamemnon. Clytemnestra clearly realizes

the possibilities of misrepresentation through “second-hand” communications:
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tan T Amayyihoy "écse

gty Bmws TdyLst fpaGutov moOREL
',"./\Joc’fxa TotAy & Fu dduus fpal porGv
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ol TN buolay mAvTa. SapavTaptoy
oYedy StagBsipacay v unxat xedvon
ps A téediy o dnldoyoy paTiv

Aracu mpos &udpss pXAAov f yarxoy Pagds.(Ag: 604-12)
(Take this message ic my husband! Ma) he come as soon as possible. the
city's darling. and may he find his wife faithful in his house. just as he
Jeft her. the watchdog of the palace. loyal to him. an enemy to his ill-
wishers. one alike in all things: in the length of time she has destroyed
no seal set there by him. I know no more of delight -- nor censorious
rumor -- coming from another man. than I know how bronze is dipped.)

Agamemnon is persuaded to return home quickly. by the use of reported

speech. and does not permit himself the time to discover first hand who has
been faithful to him and who has not. as does. for example. his ally., Odys-
seus. Clytemnestra's reference to herself as the “watchdug” of the house
recalls the homecoming of Odysseus. in which his dog both recognizes him
and proves faithful. Clytemnestra’s speech. therefore. reinforces the difference
between the two returning heroes. The fact that Clytemnestra employs the
optative of chpioxw (to find). sVigot(may he find) rather than the future.

cbpriost the shali find) suggests that the statements to follow are unreal:

they exist only as wishes for the future. While Agamemmnon may hope to

find his wife as faithful to him as on the day he left, there is nc guarantee



of this. as Clytemnestra's failure to use the indicative mood indicates. Kly-
temnestra carefully avoids claiming that Agamemnon will find these things
which she has listed upon his arrival. There remains. however. some truth to
her statements. These truths depend largely upon her knowledge of the
manly art of tempering bronze. with which she assures her faithfulness. The
art of tempering bronze belongs to warcraft, and has no part in the manage-
ment of domestic affairs which is the traditional voman's role. to the mind
of the returning army. The Watchman. however. has «.ieady declared that she
has an &wdgifoulov xfap (manly-purposed heart). which suggests that a
knowledge of bronze is something she may well possess. Certainly when
Clytemnestra slays Agamemnon, she demonstrates a knowledge of the use of
bronze. In addition, Clytemnestra assumes a masculine role which would be
more appropriate to Aegisthus. as the chorus later remark at lines 1643-5 of
the Agamemnon,

In her triumph speech. Clytemnestra remarks that she has been planning
her husband's death for a great deal of time. In addition. the term she has
employed to refer to tempering bronze is yakxoll Bagas, (tempering or
dipping of bronzeS) which recalls the xgixou Pagds (saffron dipped) which

the chorus have incorporated into their depiction of the death of Iphigeneia.

S ed. J.D. Dennistor and D. Page. Aeschylus, Agamemnon (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1957) 0.126.
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Clytemnestra, therefore. is not speaking far from the truth when she addres-
ses the Herald. She will be as faithful to her husband on his return as on
the day he killed her child. Lines 013-14+ of the Agamemnon indicate that
Aeschyvius intends the audience to be aware of the irony of Ciytemnestra's

words.

13 SNe N - o .
toldsd’ b xdumos, s Aandelas yigwv.
ol odoyeds tos yuvaixl yevvalg Aax<iv.

(Suca is the vaunt. being full of the truth. that it is not shameful for

a noL'e woman to proclaim. -- my translation)

Whether the Herald or Clytemnestra utters these words. it is clear that
there is a discrepancy between truth and the appearance of truth in her
words. While Clytemnestra's statements are loaded with truth. this truth is
ironic. Her words are merely "becoming” -- they are not sincere and do not
accurately reflect reality. Clytemnestra is able to speak ironically at this
point in the play, because she is in a position to know more than anyone
else. For example. the Herald believes himself to possess knowledge: togaiT
hkxoioas to9 thandf xAuvav(Ag: 680). (Know that in hearing so much jyou have
the truth!) The Herald. however. is in fact ignorant of how matters
stand in the House of Atreus, which. in retrospect makes Clytemnestra's

speech all the more ironic. While the chorus harbor unvoiced suspicions. only

heard
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Clytemnestra knows what she intends to accomplish.

Continuing this pattern of deceit. Orestes achieves the death of his
mother by claiming to be somebod) else. In additicn. Clytemnestra is placed
in a situation in which she must guess a riddle -- as the characters of the
Agamemnon are placed in a situation in which they must decipher Klytemne-
stra's riddling speech.

"Oue: oy Tovta xadvety tovs tedunxdtas Ayw.

Ka: o yo. éuvﬁxa toimos €E alviypa Ty

SéaoLs daonusd bomap ohv Extetvaysey.

Snln s AvSpoxunta mikexuy s tdyos. (Ch: 886-9)

(Slave: A living man. I say. is slain by the dead.

Clvtemnestra: Ah, Woe!

I understand your words. despite the riddle! By guile shall we perish. just

as we slew by guile! In all speed give me a man-slaying axe.)
Clytemnestra correctly answers the riddle. unlike the chorus of
the Agamemnon. but not quickly enough to save her life. Her manly heart
proves ineffective against her avenging son. who has the favor of the gods
on his side. Clytemnestra is slain by Orestes because her son has returned in
the way his father ought to have -- with stealth. In addition, Orestes denies
his tnother the time necessary to exert her persuasion. Orestes uses Klytem-
nestra's treacherous means against her Orestes has knowledge of the future.

and he too lies in order to accomplish it.

In the Agamemnon, Cassandra stands before the House of Atreus and
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“reads” its h'story. Through her mantic powers. she is able tc divine infor-
mation beyond even Civtemnestra's powers. for Kassandra is able to divine
t.e . .entity of her own avenger. Clytemnestra does not and cannot know
anything of the future beyond the death of her husband. Cassandra’'s prophe-
cies. however. prove unintelligible to the chorus. who might have been in a
position to prevent the murder of Agamemnon. The deaths of Agamemnon
and Cassandra. however, are firmly and irrevocably fixed in the future
according to the plan of Zeus: a knc viedge of future events cannot prevent
them from taking place in the world of the Oresteia.

Cassandra rejscts Klytemnestra's persuasion. and refuses to make a sign
to indicate her understanding of Clytemnestra’'s orders. Unlike Agamemnon,
Cassandra immediately recognizes the evil of the house and the intentions of
its mistress. through her prophetic insight. which Agamemnon lacks. Kassan-
dra's prophecies. conveyed in metaphorical language. prove bevond the capacity

of the chorus to understand.

xal unv b yxenouds chxdt 2x xaluppdtev

dotan Sedopxds veoydpoy VUEENS Sixnv-
Aapmess 8 fouxev Miiou mpds Aviohds
nvEwv teifay, Bote winates Sixnv
xAUTsty mpos ablrrds AT TARLATOS TOUAY
petlov: @pzviicw §' olst EE
advypdtmv... (Ag: 1178-83)

(Now shall my oracle no longer one that looks forth from a veil. like a
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newly wedded bride. but as a bright. clear wind it shall rush toward the

sunrise. so that like a wave there shail surge toward the light a woe far

greater than this: no more in riddles shall I instruct you.)
Here. Cassandra claims that she will speak plainly. yvet her announcement is
comprised of extremely dense similes. Rather than speaking more plainly.
Cassandra continues to speak in oracular and metaphorical language.

The semblance of the truth which Clytemnestra has projected to aid her
treachery clouds her true motives. An atmosphere of doubt and unknowing,
therefore. has been created for the other characters of the play. The chorus
comments on the disparity between appearance and genuine nature suggest-
ing that the true nature of any given thing will be revealed with time.

fe x e B
yoovodels § anddstlev -
Sus 1) MESS TOXEWVY YAGLY
v&p tpogesty dpsiBov
unAdpovota (ovlv dtoes
Sott dxéhzustos Krsubevw

A

atpat & olxos teupdn..(Ag: 727-32)

(But in time it showed the temper it had from its parents: for returning

kindness to those that reared it with horrid slaughter of their cattle it

made a beast unbidden and the house was befouled with blood...)

In this passage. the Argive elders are speaking of Helen. but their analogy is

true of her sister, Clytemnestra. as well. Certainly if Helen is a lion. then
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members of her family must be also. The "lion in the blood-strain”® appears
over time. much as C!:temnestra has plotted her husband's murder cver time
and caused the house to “reek with blood”7 once more. Clytemnestra. like
Agamemnon. is also referred to as a lion by Kassandra.

The son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, Orestes. also reveals family
traits. #9ct. over time.8 He has been raised in another city, yet he reveals
traits upon his return which he shares with both his parents. He is the aven-
ger of his father. yet he employs his mother’s techniques to accomplish his
vengeance. He is both the son of the eagle. Agamemnorn. anu the son of the
viper. Clytemnestra. but it is in the persona of the viper that he slays his
mother.

Agamemnon seeks the truth behind treacherous appearances, but his
judgment is clouded by his wife's use of language. despite his statement that

he can readily distinguish the real from that which merely appears to be real:

t Aeschylus, Aeschylus [: Oresteia, trans. Richmond Lattimore, The Com-

~lete Greek Tragedies. ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore {Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1953) p.57

7 Ibid.. p. 57.

8 John Peradotto. "The Omen of the Eagles and the 'HOOZX of Agamemnon.”
Phoenix. 23 (1969) 237-63. p.251- 2.
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(I can speak from knowledge (or I can speak having scen) -- well I know the
of society. the image of a shadow. those who seem most kindly towards
me. But only Odysseus. who sailed against his will. once yoked proved a
ready trace-horse for me: whether he is alive or dead. I say this of him. --
my modification of Lloyd-Jones’ translation)
Here. Agamemnon claims to be able to discriminate between
true friends and treacherous ones. He supports his ciaim that he knows true
friends from false ones by suggesting that "he has seen” and has therefore
gained knowledge from experience. He uses 250s (having seen) the perfect
participle of 8w, "to see” . which also has the sense of "to know". There-
fore. Agamemnon's knowledge stems from what he has seen. A further ambi-
guity is caused by his reference to huihias xdtomtpov. which, as Denniston
and Page suggest. could mean that "the image seen in the mirror is a true
reflection of the real thing ... neverthezless only a reflection. as opposed to
the reality."? They suggest that:

huthtas x&tomtpov here might imply that the king in society sees nothing
but flatterers aping himself: slSwiov ow:axs, the reflection of a shadow,

Y ed. J.D. Denniston and D. Page. Aeschylus: Agamemnon (Oxford: Oxford
University Press. 1957) pp. 142-3.

mirror
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then foilows well for the flatterers are shadows of the king. and what

he sees in society’s mirror is merely the reflection of those shadows...10
Agamemunon's language sremains ambiguous despite this interpretation. for
sx&s may also refer to a “shade” or the “spirit of a dead man.”!! term
which wouid be ironic if referring to Agamemnon in this context. as he is
soon to become a shade. If Denniston and Page are correct. Agamemnon's
flatterers could also be viewed as the reflection of a shade. Agamemnon
employs unwitting irony in contrast to the deliberate irony of Clytemnestra's
speech.

While Agamemnon cleims that he is aware of the difference between
a pleasant appearance and sinister intentions, he does not employ this ability
for his homecoming. His wife is unduly pleasant. to the point that he re-
marks upon it. yet he suspects nothing of her underlying motivations. Aga-
memnon's method of attaining knowledge requires time: he views the actions
of men and on the basis of this observation. passes judgment. Clytemnestra
does not allow Agamemnon the time to decide the matter of her loyalty. The
reference to Odysseus again reinforces the contrast between these men:

Odysseus takes time to discern who has been loyal to him in his absence.

10 |bid.. p. 143

11 Liddell and Scott. Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1984) s
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while Agamemnon. imagining that he possesses & profound insight into human
nature. does not take this time. and is promptly struck down.
Cassandra's claim. despite her failure to make the cherus understand her.

is indicative of a need for clarity on the part of the characters of the Aga-

memnon as Clytemnestra. through her deceit. has created an atmosphere of
confusion. Throughout the play, this need for clarity is reflected by a need
to define terms. Frequently. Aeschylus examines the etymology of words and
names as if the name of an object may reveal its nature in some way. The

chorus of the Agamemnon in their initial ode. ponder upon the name of Zeus:

Zzus Eous mot fonv, 2l a8 ab-

TP @LAoV MEXANUEvE.

i
A +
TOUTO VLV TEOGSVVETW:
ol Exm mpossLxdcat

tmictadudpzves

mavt’
ARy Ads. sl 10 patav dnd ppoviidos dydos
yoni Beretv Etnuipws:

o0’ Bots mapordev Av pevas.

oy dx g Bpaoct Peliov.

ol8é AéEztar meiv Giv. {Ag: 160-70)

(Whoever Zeus may be, if this name is pleasing to him. by this name I
address him. | can compare with him, measuring all things against him,
none but Zeus, if from my mind the vain burden may be cast in sincerity.
Not even he who in time past was great, abounding in boldness irresi-
stible, he shall not even be counted. since he was of the past.)

Here. the members of the chorus are in doubt as to the nature of Zeus. This

confusion may reflect the doubt and ignorance which Clytemnestra's illusions.
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and the chain of violence already begun in the House of Atreus. have
wrought in them. The chori, know little of Zeus other than that he defeated
his father. whom they will not name since he is perceived as inferior to Zeus
once conquered by him. The chorus believe that Zeus has a plan and that all
events unfold according to it. et they do not understand the nature or the
workings of this plan. Because of their ignorance of the nature of Zeus, they
are uncertain as to the accuracy of the utle. "Zeus.” as they knecw nothing of
its origins. Pondering his name to gain insight into his nature, therefore
proves fruitless. In the Choephoroi and the Eumenides. both the role of Zeus
in human affairs and his nature are clarified. Not only do the gods appear on
stage to save the House of Atreus, but their lineage is strictly traced by the
Pythia. The increased role of the gods in human affairs reflects the deepened
sense of moral awareness on the part of the characters of the Oresteia at
this point. For example. Orestes kills his mother because justice demands it,
but he does not do it readily. as his father slew Ipkhigeneia, or as his mother
slew both Agamemnon and Cassandra.

The chorus analyze the effects of Helen and ironically suggest that her

name is entirely appropriate:

tis met bvdpatsy B
ts 1o mav Erpmipoms:

ph s Butiv oby Epf-\)usv TEovoi-
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s Ton TETEOEEVOY
*{)\('.\mﬂdv ty TR VELO:

v Sopivauleny Appruet-

xn W'EXSvav: dmsi mpsmdviws

tadvas, Eravdeos. Tasmiods.. (Ag: 681-9)

(Who can have named her with such utter truth? Was it perhaps some
unseen one who in foreknowledge of what was fated guided his tongue
rightly? Her. the bride of the spear. the object of contention. Helen? For
in a manner fitting to her name destrover of ships. destrover cof men.
destroyer of cities...)
Helen's name. according to the Argive elders. signifies her true nature, the
nature which brought destruction to those who took her in. as did the ma-
rauding lion-cub. Here, the chorus again suggest that the name of an object,
perhaps divinely inspired in accordance with destiny, may serve as an indica-
tor of the trize nature of an object.
Cassandra. standing before the statue of Apollo, suggests that the name
of the god is indicative of his role in her destiny.
bhrorov. bhrorrov.
dyuat’ dmEAAWY fucs-
amiresas (dp oh wéAts 16 Sevtzpov.(ig: 1080-2)
(Apciisa. Apollo! You of the roadside. my destroyer. For you have a se-
cond time easily destroved me.)

Kassandra is punning on the similarits of “"Apollo,” and éinolkuw.. “to de-

troy.” She suggests that the god has behaved consistently with his name in
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regard to her destiny. In addition. she refers to his identity as the god of
healing. and suggests that he will not be acting in this capacity in this play.

So. too. did Calchas at Agamemnon 146-52. before the expedition set sail for Tro
from Aulis and again Apollo did not act in this capacity.

Throughout the Oresteja. characters strive to find a working definition of
justice. If justice is purely reciprocal. as it has been in the past. then the
cycle of violence that has begun in the House of Atreus cannot end without
the destruction of tke house and all its members. Clearly. a new definition of
justice is necessary. but one that still incorporates traditional definitions of
justice. as represented by the Furies. For example. Electra ponders the way
in which she should formulate her prayer for vengeance:

Ha. 1 pox Sidaox &mzigov EEnyoupsva.
Xo. $AYetv v abtols Saipov’ § Bpot@v Tiva

J . 3 1y . .
H). mitzpa Stxactiv 1 Stxngdpov AEYEts:
he s ) . v ”~
Xo. Amhwoti ppalous’. Bous dvtamox svel.(Ch: 118-22)

(El: What shall I say? Prescribe the form, instruct my inexperience!
Ch: Pray that there may come to them some god or mortal...
El: Do you mean a judge or one who does justice?
Ch: Express it plainly -- one who shall take life for life!
Here. the chorus advocate the ancient law of reciprocal punish-

ment. while Electra suggests the possibility of justice as legal process. Fur-

thermore, Electra suggests that reciprocal murder may carry the same penalty
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as the original murder in the eves of the gods:

dArd vipos piv povias ctavyovas
Ycvas s midnv HA Ao KQOCQLIE?V
afua- fool v&p rotios ‘Eptviv

AL T rEoTIEny pHEvey ETav
etipay Emdvouoav ¢ dtne (Ch: 100-1)

(But it is the law that drops of blood spilt on the ground demand fur-

ther bloodshed: for murder calls the Erinys. who from those who pe-

rished before brings one ruin in another’s wake.)
The chorus state the traditional definition of justice: Clytemnesctra
must be struck down accordingly. However. the wording also suggests that
Orestes. too. must be punished should he strike down his mother. For by this
reasoning, her blood will also demand an avenger.

Once the definition of justice has been transformed in the Eumenides. it
becomes nevessary to modify the role of the Furies. the representatives of
the traditional mode of distributing justice. Their role will now employ some
life-giving aspects. such as blessing marriages. rather than merely life-de-
stroying aspects, in accordance with the new definition of justice as legal
process. Justice may still require the death of the transgressor but this will
not necessarily be the case. The criminal may be spared should a jury find

that he acted with justice. Accordingly. the "Erinyes” are now referred to as

“Eumenides.” a name which is no longer euphemis' ¢ but denotes their new
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~N . .
role in society.

The need to discover and define laws or truths which will endure for all
time is the result of an awareness that man is merely a “creature of a day.”
His fleeting life. therefore. requires some form of permanence to be mea-
ningful. The chorus of the Agamemnon describe man in his old age as bva o
husgéeavtov &raivet (a dream. appearing by day. that wanders -- my transla-
tion) (Ag: 81). while Cassandra likens the fleeting nature of existence to
painting.

Lo Bertoto mETRHAT E{)t\);ﬁoﬁvtd piv

NG TS Av megdztave st a. Snomx’rj.

BoAols b-(p('.no'mv GTOYTOS hzoov Toophv:

xal Tt Exeivev pBAAGY alxtipm Toan.(Ag: 1327-30)

(Alas for the affairs of men' When they are fortunate, one may liken

them to a shadow: and if they are unfortunate a wet sponge with one

dash blots out the picture. And I pity this far more than that.)
In this passage, Cassandra remarks on the fragile nature of man's existence,
by employing terminology more commonly associated with painting. This
metaphor not only si.ggests man's transient nature. but also suggests ways
in which man may attempt to create some form of permanence for his exi-
stence. This possibility is somewhat ill-fated as Cassandra suggests. for a
painting, which is designed to give both artist and subject immortality, may

be wiped away by the stroke of a sponge. Aeschylus. however, may be ironi-

cally contrasting the value of painting with that of poetry. To his mind,
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poetry does not suffer the ravages of physical decay which is exacted by
time on the visual arts. To his mind. a poem cannot be physically destroyved
so long as it exists in the minds of men. While Cassandra envisions the
destruction of painting. Aeschylus immortalizes het lament in his poetry.

The visual arts also prcve to be a source of knowledge. as well as re-
membrance in the Oresteia. For example, the Pythia is able to compare the

Furies to a painting she has seen

SELTVOV pIpoIsAS ]cim::pm N mivt’Ss’Ev
abhtar, pEiatvar § s 15 mdv Sz hxtpomot
LOE"‘{XOUGL 5 o mAatolo pustdpactv.(Eu: 50-2)
(I have seen before now pictures of those that carried off the feast of
Phineus: but these appear wingless. black. altogether hateful in their
ways.)
While the Pythia perceives only a resemblance. this resemblance enables her
to understand some of the nature of the Furies. In addition. the fabrics which
were woven to destroy Agamemnon provide proof of the guilt of Klytemne-
stra. as they are stained by his blood. Orestes displays them as proof before
the sun. The stains which mar the fabric become the evidence of Klytemne-
stra’s crime.

Omens or portents may also provide knowledge and reveal the future in

the Oresteia. The omen of the birds clearly represents Agamemnon and Me-
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nelaus. and reveals the guilt which Agamemnon will bring upon himself
through his destruction of Troy and his daughter. The chorus tell of:
Bmws 'Ayatou sidpovoy xedtns. Exldios nias
TULEE oY TATAV.
mépmet Eiv Sopl ol Yepl mpAxtoet
Youptos bouvts Tauxpld dav.
Awvov Bastisis Basthsuot ve-
Ov. b xahawves B T EEomv hpvas...(Ag: 131-7)
{...how the tw: wed command of the Achaeans. of the youth of Hel-
las the conco: ieadarship. was sped with avenging spear and arm by
the warlike bird .f omen to the Teucrian land. the king of birds appear-
ing to the king of ships. the black eagle and behind it the white one...)
Artemis demands the sacrifice of Agamemnon’'s daughter in requital for the
eagle’s slaughter of the hare-mother. If Agamemnon wishes to wreak total
devastation on Troy. then he must first wreak simifar destruction upon his
own family and therefore incur guilt upon himself. The omen is a metaphor
for the total destruction of Troy, and it is this crime on the part of Aga-
memnon to which Artemis takes offence. The denseness of the language of
the text suggests that the portent itself is the cause of her anger. rather
than a representation of the original source of that anger. Apollo. Artemis’
brother. also involves himself in the fate of the House of Atreus. His oracle

orders Orestes’ act of matricide in the Choephoroi. while in the Eumenides.

the god himse!f intervenes directly to alter Orestes’ destini-. In both cases.
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these divine communications prove somewhat bevond the grasp of those for
whom they are intended. Agamemnon imagines that it is right and just to
sacrifice his daughter -- Calchas does not suggest otherwise. Orestes ima-
gines that he may slay his mother with justice. yet the appearance of the
Furies proves this belief to be false. Not until the Eumenides. in which the
gods make their appearance on stage. is the divine will made clear.

Not only do words from divine sources have power in the Oresteia, but
words spoken by mere mortals may be viewed as bringing events to pass.
Despite the fact that in lines 636-7 of the Agamemnon he has attempted to
refraitn from speaking “ill-omzned” words. the Herald remarks naively at
671-2.

A S .-f Loty 4 2
AL VUV ZHKILVWYVY & TS 20TV SUTTVIWV.
0] ~ . . .
Aeyounty fuas bs brwidtas, 1iopghv:

(And now. if any of them yet breathes. they speak of us as dead. of

course...)
To the audience already familiar with the fate of Agamemnon. this statement
is clearly ironic. Not only will Agamemnon be spoken of as a dead man in
the near future. but quite correctly.

When Cassandra finally states clearly the fate of Agamemnon. the chorus

balks at her prophecy:
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Ko 'Avapipvovss st e’ imodiogh gipov.
~
Xo: etipnuov. Iy TEAYLVA. KEIERGOY T4,

A

- 1 . D ‘. ~ v - .
Ka: AAX" ot mothu o8 ITCTHTEt 24y 6.

Xo: obx. stmwen fotan ¥ &7 A% uf yivertd Tws (Ag: 1246-9)

(Ka: I say that vou shall look upon Agamemnon's end.

Ch: Unhappy one. lull your voice to utter no ill-omened word!

Ka: But no healer stands by while this word is uttered.

Ch: No. if indeed it must be so: but may it not happen!)
Here. the chorus fears Cassandra's unambiguous use of language: at last she
has directly stated the fate of Agamemnon and they are concerned that the
utterance of these words will somehow bring the event to pass. The chorus
orders Cassandra to avoid words of ill-omen. and attempts to counteract
what she has said by employing the optative mood. While she has directly
stated the future. the chorus perceive her statement to be only one of many
possibilities. Yet throughout the play. it is clear that the chorus fears for
Agamemnon. The chorus has recounted his deeds from before he set out for
Troy until his return from that city. and by its analysis of divine justice. he
must be found guilty, despite the fact that the chorus never puts this fear
into words. Before the actual moment of Agamemnon's death. the Argive
elders voice their fear for Agamemnon. not actually stating as specifically as
Cassandra that Agamemnon will die on that very day. but stating their
awareness tha® Agamemnon has brought guilt upon himself and must pay for

it.
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. A~ . N N
xal iz moALY piv SAav Eocav
udxapss IHetdpou.
Bezotiuntos § obxad ixdvst
~ s H 0 . +
wov 8zl meotipev aly &moteioy

LY ~ ~ . e = -
xol oot Bavoust Ydvev EAAwv
movds Bauktov Erixedvy,

1 . ”~ ~

s xdv shfatte Beotov &oivet

Saigowe @hvar 1as’ &xobwv...(Ag: 1335-42)
(To this man the biessed ones granted That he should take Priam's city.
and honored by the gods he returns home. But now if he is to atone for
the blood of some who are of the past and by dying for the dead is to
ordain a penalty that consists in otherr deaths. who. whec among mortals
may boast himself born with a fortune beyond reach of harm.)
The fact that as soon as the chorus names its fear. Agamemnon is struck
down cannot be attributed to mere coincidence.

The chcrus of Argive elders. despite their ignorance of the exact nature of
Zeus. are convinced that events occur according to his plan. Throughout the
play. they attempt to interpret events in accordance with this will. including
the justification of Agamemnon's devastation of Troy. As Peradotto remarks.

After the event, the chorus sees the destruction of Troy as retribution

fulfilled for a crime hateful to Zeus Xenios. and can. therefore. speak of

the war as the stroke... or the work... of Zeus. and of the Atreidae as
his avenging instruments.12

The chorus is convinced that the punishment of Paris unfolded according to

{2 John Peradotto: “The Omen of the Eagles and the 'H8ss of Agamemnon”,
Phoenix. 23 (1969), 237-63. pp. 251-2.
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this plan of Zeus. While the exact nature of Zeus remains an enigma to the

chorus, the accomplishments of his will are made manifest over time:

Atds maoyay dyoudiy bty
T&EEATLV TONTH ¥ EELYvEUnAL:
tnpafsy bs dxpavev. obx 2pa us
$zoUs Bpotov &flonodar udasty
Boots &%ixtwv ydets

ratotd: b & o zhesPis
ndpaviatr § Eyydvols

(ktoduftwv &pnl

TVESVTOV usf{ov i Sueaios.
EAEbVTmV dwpdtmv hidppeu.
Urdp t Bhuotov: stw § &mi-
pavioy, Hot &mapxaty

z0) TEamidwy Aayovit.

ob vdp 46Ty Fraills

wAoUTou Teds Kopov budpl
roaxticavty péyav Atxas

Bupsv sts &pd vetav. (Ag: 367-80)

(They may speak of a stroke from Zeus: that at least can be traced out.
He has accomplished it as he ordained. Men have said that the gods did
not deign to attend to mortals by whom the grace of things inviolable
was trampled: but such men are impious. And the penalty for daring
what may not be dared has been revealed to the descendants of those
whose pride is greater than is right. when their house abounds with
wealth in excess. beyond what is best. May it be granted me to have
good sense. so that the gods are content to leave me free from harm!
For there is no defense for a man who in the surfeit of his wealth has
kicked the great altar of Justice out of sight.)

Yet the chorus’ condemnation of Paris’ behavior also suggests the guilt of
Agamemnon. The chorus suggest that Paris. whose house enjoyed a wealth

"bevond what is just” trampled the altar of justice to nothingness. Agamem-
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non. too. belongs to a wealthy house from which justice is absent. and he.
as the herald reveals. has literally destroyed altars at Troy. In addition. it is
the persuasion of Clyvtemnestra that will prove his downfall. Clearly. the
death of Agamemnon must also be part of the plan of Zeus. if the

chorus has divined some fraction of its nature.

Since tne death of Agamemnon is part of this plan, so too are the death of
Clytemnestra and the acquittal of Orestes. Not only does Athene act on her
father's authority -- she reminds the Furies that the key to her father's
thunderbolt lies in her possession (Fu: 826-28) -- but it is Zeus who has
provided evidence for Orestes’ acquittal:

LENAY &Andos. obx hryia oédev-
AN Ex As YOO AQUTTEA HOETUELY TTOETiv.
abités § b xenoas autds Ay b uxptugiv...(Eu: 796-8)

(..but in equal votes the trial resulted in all truth. bringing you no

dishonor. Why. clear testimony from Zeus was there. and he who had

given the oracle himself bore witness...)
Orestes too, attributes his freedom to both Pallas Athene and Apollo, and to

the “"all ordaining god, the Savior."!3 cutip being an epithet of Zeus. With
the Eumenides. Zeus is no longer the offended "Zeus Xenios.” but the saving
13 Aeschylus. Aeschylus I: Oresteia, trans. Richmond Lattimore, The Complete

Greek Tragedies. ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press. 1955) p.162.




[A VAN

“Zeus Soter.”

#rom the outset of The Family Reunion. it is made clear that events will

not unfold the way in which the characters may wish. Amy remarks:

[ am/ Only certain of Arthur and John./ Arthur in London. John in
Leicestershire:/ They should both be here in good time for dinner./
Harry telephoned to me from Marseilles, / He would come by air to
Paris. and so to london./ And hoped to arrive in the course of the
evening. (FR: p.16)
Amy states that the punctual arrivals of Arthur and John are the only
events of which she may be certain. Ironically. it is Harry. rather than his
“predictable” brothers. who arrives before dinner. and who. as it later deve-
lops. will arrive at all. Clearly, if the punctual arrival of Arthur and John is
Amy's only certainty. as she declares it to be. then there is nothing on which
she may depend in the course of the drama.

This speech on the part of Amy contains parodic elements of Clytemne-
stra's beacon speech: she imagines the journe) of Harry over space and time.
however she lacks the imagination and the accuracy of Clytemnestra’s vision
as she visualizes the passage of the beacon between Troy and Argos. Amy.
like Clytemnestra. creates illusions. Whereas Clytemnestra’'s distortions of

the truth are meant for others, rather than herself. Amy believes in the fan-

tastic world she has created. She imagines that by allowing nothing to be



10/

touched at Wishwood., the house and all its members will remain just as
when Harry left. in readiness for him should he return to take over as the
master. Amy. however. has been unable to prevent the onslaught of decay
and death. While time may appear to have stopped at Wishwood, it has, in
fact. brought changes, even if these are not immediately apparent.

Not only is the appearance of “"changelessness” that Amy has created
artificial. but the future she attempts to contrive for Harry is also an illu-
sion based entirely on her own fantasies. Agatha remarks upon the impossi-
bility of Amy's plans. For Agatha. the future can only be built upon the
"real” past. Furthermore. she perceives the futility of Am)’s attempts to stop
the progression of time:

Agatha: He will find a new Wishwood. Adaptation is hard.

Amy: Nothing is changed. Agatha. at Wishwood. Everything is kept as it

was when he left it./ Except the old pony, and the mongrel setter/

Which | had to have destroyved. Nothing has been changed. | have seen to

that. (FR: pp. 17-18)

Members of the chorus comment upon the artificial nature of Amy's plans by
likening themselves to actors -- in the wrong play.

Why do we feel embarassed, impatient, fretful, ill at ease, assembled

like amateur actors who have not been assigned their parts? like amateur

actors in a dream when the curtain rises to find themselves dressed for

a different play, or having rehearsed the wrong parts,/ Waiting for the

rustling in the stalls. the titter in the dress circle, the laughter and
catcalls in the gallery.(ER: p. 22)



Like the chorus of the Agamemnon. the chorus of The Familv Reunion is

apprehensive. aware that appearance and reality have become disparate quali-

ties. The uneasiness of the chorus of The Family Reunion. which arises from

the fact that its members fear themselves to be in the wrong play. suggests
that all courses of action. and therefore all possibilities of reality. are equ-
ally artificial. Anything they do becomes merely acting out a role in a drama.
Here the chorus projects an even more hegative view of man’s existence than
Kassandra has done in the Agamemnon: the chorus compares life to an
artform as she does, but for these characters. life is in fact only a drama:
drama does not lend immortality to tae l!ives of the members of the chorus.
In the Oresteia. there is the hope that art will lend some permanence to

man's otherwise transitory existence: in The Family Reunion, the fact that

life is art means that the existence of the family is devoid of reality.

Mary suggests the possibility to Harry that all realities are of equal
value. "You bring your own landscape ... no more real than any other...(FR:
p.56)." In addition, she suggests, "Even if as vou say, Wishwood is a cheat,
vour famiiy a delusion -- then it's all a delusion (FR: p.58)." Here. Mary
presents to Harry the possibility that Wishwood may be the place for him to
cease his journeving. Harry accepts her reasoning. but once he imagines his

pilgrimage has ended at its starting point. the Fumenides appear. From Har-
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ryv's interpretation of their manifestation. it would seem that Amy's plans for
Harry at Wishwood are not permissable. Harry must expiate his curse and
that of his family with continued wandering.

The essential characters of both Amy and Agatha have not changed
despite the passage of time. "I know one thing. Amy: That you have never
changed. And perhaps I have not. | thought that 1 had. until this evening (FR:
p-117)." Not only do the personalities of the characters remain unchanged. but,
because of the absolute value of actions. once an action has been com-
mitted. it exists eternally in the past. present. and future. as in the QOresteia.
For example. Harry imagines himself to be a different person than he was on
the night of his wife's death. The Eumenides., however. dispute this belief.
They indicate by their presence that the stigma of crime remains with the
criminal. despite changes in his personality and his own inability to believe in
his crime. Harry is in a state similar to that in which Orestes finds himself
at the beginning of the Eumenides. Orestes has performed rituals of purifica-
tion. yet these rites have not cleansed the metaphysical s:ain of matricide
from him which the Furies sense. Harry believes himself to be a changed
man. from the time of his wife's death. vet the stain of her death and the
family curse remain with him.

Upon his arrival at Wishwood, Harry is aware that the future Amy in-
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between his perspective and those of his relatives. so much so. that he
perceives communication to be impossible between them. For this reason.
irony dominates conversations between Harry and his family. While Harry's
relatives imagine that they know more of him and of life than he thinks they
do. their conversation in fact belies their argument. For example. Harry finds
that his part in the death of his wife is an action which he is unable to
communicate by means of language. as it do:  not fit into the ordinary
scheme of reality to which his relations are accustomed. “This is what mat-
ters. But it is unspeakable./ untranslatable. | talk in general terms./ Because
the particular has no language(ER: p.30)." Harry considers language to be
inadequate for communication because with it. he is only able to describe
events rather than communicate their significance:
But how can I explain it to you? You will understand it less after 1 have
explained it./ All that I could hope to make you understand is only
events: not what has happened./ And people to whom nothing has hap-
pened cannot understand the importance of events. (FR: p.128)
Despite their plea for explanation and protests that they are more capable of
understanding Harry's past than he believes them to be, Harry's relatives
promptly misunderstand him. They protest that they have great experience

with life, unaware of the magnitude of what Harry has done.
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Harry's conversation with Doctor Warburton is an evample of misunder-
standing used as a means of creating irony. It also suggests the consequen-
ces of Susgnuia (ill-omened language). to be found in the Oresteia. Doctor
Warburton finally succeeds in informing Harry of his reasons for fearing for
Amy's life. on the basis that this information will "make an endless differ-
ence to the future:”

She has only lived for our return to Wishwood./ for you to take com-

mand at Wishwood.”/ And for that reason, it is most essential/ That

nothing should disturb or excite her.(FR: p.78)

Clearly. Amy's life depends on Harry assuming his role in her plans: should
he reject this role, her death will result. Consciously. or unconsciously.
Harry provides Amy with the disturbance that will end her life. the fear that
Doctor Warburton has put into words. Doctor Warburton's statement may in
fact "make an endless difference to the future” as the curse that Harry will
bring upon himself from his mother's death will remain eternally present.

Harry's conversation with Doctor Warburton also furnishes Harry with
the desire to find out more about the father whom he has never seen. The
doctor grudgingly admits that there is indeed a strong physical resemblance
between Harry and his father. Clearly. Amy's attemptto remove all aspects

of his father from Harry's life cannot alter the ties of blood, which have de-



veloped into physical resemblance over time. Later. Agatha reveals to Harry
his father's attempts to murder Am): once Harry has learned this aspect of
his father's nature. his next action is to accomplish those things which. as he
has been informed by Doctor Warburton. will result in his mother's death. In
addition. Harry has enacted his mother’'s will by allowing the death of his
wife to take place. which suggests that he has ties with her as well. Harry is
as much a victim of the %Sos (character) of his family as Orestes. but his
separation from his family has instead resulted in the fulfiliment of this
f9cs . Harry. however. is already guilty of murder at this point in the dra-
ma. and his guilt only imposes more guilt upon him.

When Harry attempts to communicate with his mother, the resuit is
increased misunderstanding and irony. He informs Amy that he must leave
Wishwood and ae is able to provide only a very ambiguous explanation for
his departure. Amy imagines that her son will become a missionary -- a
misunderstanding which provides both comic relief and an example of the
impossibility of communication between familv members. The chorus with
unconscious irony delivers well-meant and misinformed advice on the life of
a missionary to Harry, who has no intention whatsoever of becoming one.

Harry. Agatha, Mary and Downing all rely upon a "sixth sense” to gain

knowledge. in particular. knowledge of the future. These characters do not
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rely purely on language or appearances to gain knowledge. Mary knows "in-
stinctively” that if Wishwood is all a cheat then ever)thing is:
| am not a wise person./ And in the ordinary sense I don't know »)ou
very well./ Although I remember you better than you think./ And what is
the real vou. | haven't much experience./ But | see something now which
doesn't come from tutors./ Or from books or from thinking or from
observation:/ Something which I didn't know I knew. (ER: p.58)
Agatha. as she stands in the embrasure which the Eumenides have
recently occupied. enters into a trance and becomes their mouthpiece. While
she is occupied by the mantic frenzy. Agatha suggests to Harry that he "is a
curse that must be fulfilled.” Once her prophetic moment has passed. she
interprets the message of the Eumeuides to mean that Harry must go on a
long journey. Agatha abandons her normal means of communication and be-
comes the voice of the gods and therefore speaks in a poetic, oracular lan-

guage of a prophet. like Cassandra. The Eumenides are silent figures in

The Familv Reunion; they require human beings as mouth-pieces to communi-

cate their will. While Downing perceives their intent. Harry. although sensi~
tive to the presence of the Eumenides. is unable to divine what they intend

for him. Downing. however. has seen the Eumenides even before Harry. He
has also kept Harry's car in readiness at Wishwood. sensing that the Eume-

nides will not allow Harry to remain there. More ominously. Downing alsa



...has a kind of feeling that his Lordship won't need me/ Ver) long now.
I can't give you any reasons./ But to show jou what I mean. though
you'd hardly credit it./ I've always said. whatever happened to his Lord-
ship/ Was just a preparation for something else./ I've no gift of lan-
guage. but I'm sure of what I mean. (ER: p.129)
Downing's knowledge is not derived from language or events. nor does he
speak in the poetic runes of Agatha. He does. however. interpret the divine
will more accurately than his more eloquent Lordship. Since Downing is more
sensitive to the requirements of the Eumenides. this premonition on his part

suggests that expiation of the family curse may require Harry's death.

In the Familv Reunion. the presence of divine forces is evident. These

powers. how.ver. cannot communicate directly with the recipients of their
will. but require prophetic media. like Agatha and Downing. for communica-
tion. This need is suggestive of the Agamemnon and the Choephoroi. in which
characters act on human interpretations of the will of the gods. as Agamem-
non obeys Artemis at the suggestion of Calchas. with dire results. In the
Eumenides. the gods are present and speak for themselves, in order to free
the House of Atreus from the difficulties its members have bronght upon it

due to a failure to comprehend the plan of Zeus. In The Family Reunion the

Eumenides are present., as they are in the Eumenides of Aeschylus. but they
remain mute. and must rely solely on human interpretation for communica-

tion. There may have been a more politic approach for Harry to adopt in his
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dealings with Amy. one that might have prevented her death. but tlis option
is not suggested to Harry by Agatha's interpretation. Harry. like Agamemnon.
obevs the words of an interpreter without question. and this blind faith in
human interpretation leads to death.

The chorus believes that all knowledge may be attained from newspapers.
They argue that Harry could not have killed his wife because that is not how
the papers recorded it. Charles informs Harry .

You mustn't indulge such dangerous fancies./ It's only doing

harm to »our mother and jourself./ Of course we know what

really happened. we read it in/ the papers --/ no need to re-

vert to it. (FR: p.31)

The chorus’ trust in the newspaper as a source of knowledge is proven to be
misplaced. not only by the fact that the newspapers reported Harry's wife's
death inaccurately. but also by the fact that the chorus failed to notice what
the paper has already reported concerning Arthur's accident. Despite the fact
that the newspaper has been in Charles’ possession for the duration of the
play. the relations do not read it until Arthur phones and tells them perso-
nally. Later. Arthur attempts t- conceal events from his mother by means of
a telegram. or written communication. The chorus however. has read the

paper at last. and realizes that this is an attempt on his part to keep the

truth concerning events rrom his mother. and does not deliver the message.



116

Reported communication proves to be an untrustworthy means of attaining

knowledge.

The chorus of The Family Reunion finds itself in a state of confusion at

the end of the play. The relations remarks.

We understand the ordinary business of living. We know how to work
the machine. We can usually avoid accidents./ We are insured against
fire./ Against larceny and illness./ Against defective plumbing./ But not
against the act of God.(ER: pp.132-3)
The chorus has been shaken by the death of Amy and Harry's revelation that
he is a murderer. The newspapers and other sources of knowledge have
proved inadequ.:¢ in light of the violence of events and the intervention of
divine agencies. The chorus. due to its faith in conventional means of inter-
preting events cannot resort to the means of interpreting events that Harry.
Mary and Agatha use to fathom divine intervention. Modern instruments of
communication such as newspapers and the telephone are not adequate to
explain acts of god. Yet the oracular means of divining the will of God prove

inadequate or at least very open to interpretation. While the divine actually

manifests itself in the drawing room. it cannot communicate its purpose

directly. In The Family Reunion. communication between human beings and
vine is impossible, and therefore this avenue to knowledge of the divine

B . 30 impossible.
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In the Oresteia. it becomes necessary for the characters to distinguish

the difference betiween realits and appearance. a difference which has become
distorted b: various characters for their own purposes. Some characters use
language with del!iberate irony. while those who have less knowledge of the
future speak with unintentional irony. In the Oresteia. language becomes a

means both to cloud the truth and to reveal it. In The Family Reunion. cha-

racters must also distinguish between what is real and what appears to be
real. As the characters fail to understand this differeance. the language they
employ becomes increasingiy ironic. but unintentionally so. For the characters

of The Family Reunion. the possibility of direct communication does not

exist: language proves inadequate for communication between characters.
while direct communication with the powers that guide existence proves

impossible.



18
CONCLUSION

Many critics have either ignored Eliot's ironic adaptation of classical themes

The Family Reunion or. if theyx have made note of them. see only very few

points of comparison.! In fact. Eliot makes use of the themes of medicine.
time. light and darkness. and the nature of appearances in his play. However.
Eliot's transposition of these classical concerns to a modern context results
in the creation of irony. This irony is achieved ‘. part through the fact that
while Eliot's play superficially resembles Aeschylus’ Eumenides. through the
presence of the goddesses. it lacks the resolution of Aeschylean themes
which takes place in the last play of Aeschylus’ trilogy. Instead. Eliot's use
of these themes is similar tc Aeschylus’ employment of them in the Aga-
memnon and the Choephoroi i  Monchensey family may be viewed as re-
maining trapped in a circular pattern f curses: the house is literally sha-
dowed in darknessat the end of the drama. no cure is found for the "“dis-
ease” from which Harry suffers. the divine presences in the play are incapable
of communicating their will. Rather than rejoicing that unalterable laws that
will last an eternity have been established. as do the songs of the Eumenides

at the end of the Oresteia. members of the chorus of the Family Reunion

regret that they “"have lost their way in the dark.™ The consideration of this

ironic treatment results in a darker interpretation of the play than that which

! David. E. Jones. The Plavs of T.S. Eliot (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1960) p.90.

in
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it has traditionally received.

Certainly there was doubt in Eliot's mind as to whether Harry's "salva-
tion” outweighs the death of his mother in significance. The author in fact
suggests that his play leaves his audience with a "divided frame of mind. not
knowing whether to consider the play the tragedy of the mother or the sal-
vation of the son."2 Gardner certainly considers the salvation of the son to
be of central importance. dismissing the death of Amy as a fairly inconse-
quential event:

The true meaning of the drama of the play is not. however. in Amy's

death. which is merely a consequence. but in Harry's conversion: and

that. like Thomas' sanctity. we have to take for granted. It cannot be
expressed in dramatic terms... We can use psychological terms and say
that Harry's departure is an act by which he expresses the end of his
mother-fixation. or we can use religious terms and say that Harry's
departure expresses his discovery that his obligation is not to his mother
but to God...3

There is room for doubt as to whether Harry is in fact saved in the play.

Causing the death of one’s mother is not a normal way of ending a mother-

fixation. if indeed Harry suffers from such. Certainly he imagines himself to

be following the path to expiation. yet as the Eumenides are voiceless. it is

never made entirely clear what their true intentions are. This inability on the

2 T.S. Eliot, "Poetry and Drama”. in Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot, ed. Frank

Kermode {(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975) p.143.

3 Helen Gardner. The Art of T.S. Eliot (New York: E.F. Dutton 1950}
p-15S.
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part of divine agents to communicate directly in the play is significant. De-
spite the fact that the Eumenides are referred to as "bright angels” by Harry
(FR: p.115). this view is only an interpretation on the part of a mortal of
unfathomable events. There is no apparent physical change in the Eumenides.
nor do they voice their intentions as they do in Aeschylus’ drama.

While some critics perceive Harry's departure as a journey on the path to
sainthood.* the attainment of sainthood does not necessitate abandoning one's
mother without concrete explanation when one has already been informed
that such an action will likely result in her death. Harry's inability to act in
this matter is akin to his reaction to his wife's death -- a total lack of
response. Eliot notes this inability on the part of his hero. and the guilt it
brings upon him in this way:

In what other simple way can one person imagine that he has killed an-

other. except by pushing? Suppose that the desire for heir death was

strong in his mind, out of touch with reality in her company. He is

standing on the deck. perhaps a few feet away. and she is leaning over
the rail. She has sometimes talked of suicide. The whole scene of push-

ing her over -- or giving her just a little tip -- passes through his mind.
She is trying to play one of her comedies with him -- to arouse an)
emotion in him is better than to fee! that he is not noticing her -- and she

overdoes it. and just at that moment. plump. in she goes. Harry thinks

4 john D. Margolis, T.S. Eliot's Intellectual Development 1922-39 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1972) p.217.
cf. Helen Gardner The Art of T.S. Eliot (New York: E.F. Dutton & Co. Inc..
p.155.

cf. also Carol Smith. T.S. Eliot's Dramatic Theory and Practice: From Sweeney

Agonistes to The Elder Statesman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963)

p.17.
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he has pushed her: and certainly. he has not called for help. or behaved
in any normal way. to say nothing of jumping in after her.S

Harry's inability to respond to his wife's needs both in life and in death has
proven as deadly as if he had in fact pushed her. In this way. the guilt of
his wife's death is attached to him. and the question of whether nhe pushed
her or not becomes immateria!: he is still responsible for her death.

Amy's death. too. may be viewed as a result of Harry's inability to act.
and in this way. his decision to follow the Eumenides may in fact be a mere
repetition of the death of his wife. In addition, the death of Amy suggests
that Harry has in fact brought his father's curse to pass. In the Oresteia, the
return of the son parallels the return of the father, yet he avoids the traps

in which his father was snared. and slays his mother. in The Familv Reunion.

Harry completes his father's unfulfilled wish -- as does Orestes in the Choe-
phoroi -- and causes the death of Amy. Certainly, the way in which Eliot

employs classical themes tends to reinforce this interpretation. Eliot employs
classical images in the way Aeschylus makes use of them in the Agamemnon
and in the Choephoroi. In these ancient plays. members of the House of
Atreus remain embroiled in the workings of a circular curse. and it therefore
seems quite possible that the Monchensey family will remain entangled in

their curse once Amy has died and Harry has departed from Wishwood.

S E. Martin Browne. The Writing of T.S. Eliot's Plays (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. 196Y) pp.107-8.




In fact. Eliot later commented on the dual nature of the tragedy of the

play as follows:
The two situations are not reconciled. 1 find a confirmation of this in
the fact that my sympathies now have come to be all with the mother.
who seems to me. except for the chauffeur. the only complete human
being in the play. and my hero now strikes me as an insufferable prig.®
Clearly. the hero's actions. and his abandonment of his mother. to Eliot's
mind do not suggest a “positive” end to the play. Rather. it is quite possible
that Harry has only "brought to fruition” et another cycle of the family

curse.

Eliot's inclusion of the Eumenides in The Family Reunion is perhaps a

feature of the play which contributes most to the ambiguity of the ending.
For the Eumenides are accompanied by their significance not only in the
classical literary tradition. but within the context of Western literature. Just
as the modern author cannot disassociate himself and his work from the
classical tradition.? neither can the figures he has borrowed from ancient
drama be disassociated from their traditional significance. In the Oresteia, the
Furies are the agents of divine punishment. and it is their function to punish

the perpetrators of particularly heinous crimes. in particular, the murder of

6 T.S. Eliot. Poetry and Drama. in Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot, ed. Frank Kermode
(New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975) pp.143-44.

7 T.S. Eliot. "Tradition and the Individual Talent”. in Selected Prose of T.S. Eliot
ed. Frank Kermode (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. 1975) p.44.
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family members. (This function of tiie Furies had not changed even in the
time of the later classical writer Plutarch.)8 Even in their transformed role
in the Eumenides. these goddesses do not rehabilitate criminals or enable
them to expiate their crimes: rather. they destroy those who are proven
guilty in a court of law. and leave unharmed those who are found innocent.
Certainly this feature of their nature would make them less than ideal as
guides for Harry's redemption. In the Christian tradition. most notably in

Dante's The Divine Comedyv.? a work to which Eliot devoted much attention.

the Furies again have a function which suggests that they would be unlikely
representatives of a God interested in Harry's redemption. and indeed. elec-
tion. In the Inferno. the Furies are the guardians the gates of the city of Dis.
and as such. represent “"the fruitless remorse that does not lead to

penitence”!® In The Dictionary of Swvmbols!''. A.D. deVries indicates that the

Furies symbolize "remorse. or guilt turned upon itself to the destruction of

$ C.J. Gianakaris, Plutarch. in Twayne's World Authors Series. ed. Sylvia E. Bowman
(New York: Twayne Publishers. Inc.. 1970) p.118.

Y Dante. The Divine Comedy I: Hell. trans. Dorothy L. Sayers. (Harmondsworth:
Penguin Books Ltd.. 1949),

10 Ibid., p. 127.

11 A.D. deVries Dictionary of Svmbols and Imagery (Amsterdam: North Holland
Press. 1974}
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the guilty.”!2 Eliot's use of the Furies as Harry's guides on the path to
redemption then. can only allow for an ironic interpretation of Harry's depar-
ture in order to e\piate the family curse. particularly when his mother dies
immediately afterwards. Traditionally. the Furies symbolize self-destructive
remorse. and this attribute suggests that they would be highly inappropriate
spiritual guides for Harry's “election.” Certainly. they have led him to commit
an action which may inspire a great deal of remorse and self-condemnation.
In the period of writing the play. immediately before the outbreak of the
Second World War. Eliot had grown convinced that society was no longer
based on Christian values. Rather. he considered the society of his time to be
rapidly disintegrating. and Christianity to have been replaced by Fascism as
its foundation.
It was Eliot's belief that if Christianity disappeared our civilizaticn would
disappear with it, and in his letters to friends during this period he gave
the impression that this process was already far advanced. By tlie be-
ginning of 1939, he saw only the unpleasant alternatives of uninterrupted
decay or some form of authoritarian political leadership which might
arrest it artificially. and exactly a year later he described the fatal wea-
knesses of Western democracy, and how the progress of industrialization

was creating an apathetic citizenry -- the kind of people who could only
be aroused by despots like Hitler.!3

12 Ibid.. p.168.

13 peter Ackrovd. T.S. Eliot (London: Hamish Hamilton. 1984) p.249
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This view of his society may account for the curious silence of God and his
instruments in Eliot's play. a silence which does not e\ist in the Oresteia.
Rather. the gods make their appearance in the Eumenides in order to make
clear their requirements and to liberate the House of Atreus from its curse.
The Oresteia is a play written by a poet whose country had recently won a
major war and who was convinced that his society was based on divine and
unalterable foundations of justice.!* As Eliot did not share this conviction,
the silence of the gods in his parallel drama is significant. Perhaps the gods
are unable to speak, or mortals incapable of listening. Certainly. one cannot

assume. as some critics do. that Harry is on his way to sainthood and re-

demption.

4 Hugh Lloyd-Jones, The Justice of Zeus (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1971) pp.88-9.
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