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OMBRETTA CESCA™

About Information Sources in Aeschylus’
Agamemnon and Choephori

Abstract

This paper investigates the topics of information and information sources in
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Choephori. The emphasis placed by the author on these
issues is clearly noticeable from the beginning of the Agamemnon in the famous
scene of the relay of beacons. A comparison with the Odyssey (4.514-37) suggests that
communication through beacons is an Aeschylean invention, one specifically adopted
in this version of the myth of Agamemnon’s return. The beacon scene constitutes
an initial opportunity for Aeschylus to engage in a large-scale reflection about
information sources and their degree of reliability. Throughout the play, the beacon
system is put in relation to news, verbal reports, ominous dreams, and rumours. The
characters’ assessment of the reliability of different information sources plays an
important role in their characterization, notably in the cases of Clytemnestra and
Cassandra. Nevertheless, many differences can be found between the Agamemnon and
the Choephori concerning the treatment of this topic. A comparative reading of the
two plays allows Aeschylus’ reflection on the human condition emerge more vividly.

Keywords: Aeschylus, Agamemnon, Choephori, communication, information, news,
rumour.

Introduction

This article will take issue with information sources in Aeschylus’ Agam-
emnon and Choephori, with a view to bringing out their relevance in those
plays.* I propose to explore Aeschylus’ treatment of these sources, as well as
the way in which the characters deal with them. I will first consider the Ag-
amemnon, with particular regard to the debate between Clytemnestra and
the chorus over the reliability of information sources in relation to the news

' I would like to thank Deborah Beck, Elena Ierrera, Fiona Sweet Formiatti, and
Pierre Voelke for taking the time to read my article and provide precious suggestions,
as well as the two anonymous reviewers who helped me to improve this work. I am al-
so indebted to the participants of the AMPAH meeting in Newcastle University (March
2016), where I had the opportunity to present a first version of this paper.

* University of Lausanne — ombretta.cesca@unil.ch.
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about the fall of Troy. Then, after briefly commenting upon Cassandra’s
foreknowledge of her destiny, I will turn to the Choephori and focus on the
(false) news of Orestes’ death. Finally, I will examine Clytemnestra’s chang-
ing attitude towards information sources in the two plays and I will produce
a tentative explanation of why Aeschylus chose to focus on this topic.
Before engaging in this task, though, I believe that the use of the term
‘information sources’ in the context of Greek Archaic and Classical culture
needs to be clarified. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, ‘informa-
tion’ is “the imparting of knowledge in general” (n., I). In Aeschylus’ time, the
transmission of news and messages was generally oral, while written trans-
mission was not so widespread (Longo 1981: 59-73). Nevertheless, human me-
dia were not the only way of exchanging knowledge or intelligence. If we
look at the poetic representation of distance communication in the Homeric
poems, we may see that this phenomenon is closely linked to the divine.? The
spectrum of information sources is much broader in Ancient Greece, in that
it is not limited to the human scale (Detienne 1989: 137-41). The communica-
tion between gods and mortals — which is pervasive in the Homeric poems, if
less so in tragedy — is a way through which mortals obtain knowledge or get
an insight into the past, the present, and the future. That is why experiences
such as dream and possession — two divine strategies of communication with
mortals — have an informative potential. Hence, I deem it necessary to include
dreams and prophecies among the information sources that I will consider
here, together with signals, messengers’ oral communications, and rumours.

1. The News of the Fall of Troy in the Agamemnon

Aeschylus’ Agamemnon starts with an impressive image. After he has been
waiting for a year, Clytemnestra’s watchman finally sees the signal announcing
the fall of Troy (22ff.). This is made possible by a complex communication sys-
tem of beacons, that is, eight beacons stretching between Troy and Argos, on
mountains or elevated sites.? Fire leaps from one site to the next, and the news
travels with it, eventually reaching Agamemnon’s palace (281-316). A messenger
(or maybe Agamemnon himself)* has triggered the chain announcing the fall
of Troy, and Clytemnestra’s watchman, crouched on the roof of Agamemnon’s

2 See Larran’s chapter on the divine origin of Ossa ‘Fame’ (2011: 23-30).

3 On the functioning of the relay of fires, see Longo 1976. The text, as we have it,
mentions eight sites, although Quincey (1963: 123) proposed to interpolate a ninth one,
between Athos and Macistus, in the lacuna after 1. 287.

4+ Aesch. Ag. 315-16: Tékpap Tol00TOV GOUPOAOV Té GoL Aéyw / dvEpog maparyyeidavTog
¢k Tpoiog époi (“This is the kind of proof and token I give you, the message of my hus-
band from Troy to me”). Unless otherwise stated, English translations of Greek texts are
taken from the editions included in the bibliography. All translations of the Iliad are mine.
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palace, ends it.5 This scene is a famous one and has been widely commented on.®
I will therefore reconsider it, together with the whole of the Agamemnon, from
the standpoint of what I believe is its import on distance communication.

1.1 Beacons and the Greater Reliability of Verbal Communication

The beacon system is a form of non-verbal communication and is present-
ed in the play as an unusual one. As I will discuss further in detail, the
chorus is very sceptical about the reliability of this system, as it is the first
time its members hear about it. It is indeed most likely that such commu-
nicative arrangement was regarded as exceptional in Aeschylus’ time too,
and the Athenian public may have been as surprised as the chorus when
presented with it. The beacon system is a combination of fire signs and
communication by relay (Longo 1976: 133), and if the former was probably
used in wartime to transmit simple messages, the latter was not as com-
mon.” As Oddone Longo points out, this type of communication would
have required a large and politically homogeneous area, a specific organi-
zation, and a centralized power (1976: 134; 1981: 100), and these conditions
did not apply to Greece in 458 BC. Nevertheless, the Athenians might
have known of the existence of structured relay systems in the Persian
Empire (see, for example, Herodotus’ description of Xerxes’ messengers

5 The long-standing debate about the journey of the signal and the location of the
beacon-sites is presented, together with the author’s point of view, in Quincey 1963.
See also Longo 1976: 124-5.

¢ Some scholars have highlighted the symbolism hiding behind the image of the relay
of fires. According to Timothy Gantz (1977), the spreading of fire symbolizes the spread-
ing of retribution from generation to generation. Andrea Blasina (2003: 77-92) stressed
the link with other scenes dealing with light in the Agamemnon and in the whole Orest-
eia, with special regard to the end of the Eumenides. Other scholars have focused on the
Homeric elements disseminated in this prologue (see Pace 2013); John Vaughn (1976) has
studied the characterization of the watchman. Others have drawn attention to terminol-
ogy and semantic fields (Fornieles Sanchez 2015: 157-62) or tried to reconstruct the scenic
apparatus (Blasina 1998 and 2003: 92-9). Stephen Tracy (1986) suggested a link with the
so-called angareion, a Persian messenger system described by Herodotus in 8.98. Oddone
Longo conducted a fine semiotic analysis of the system of beacons (1976) and interesting-
ly commented on its reliability compared to the transmission via a messenger (1981: 94).

7 The possibility of encoding a message in fire signs is limited, the only possibilities
being a binary encoding o/1 (sign = alarm) or a triple encoding o/1/2, if the sign moves
(Longo 1976: 130-1 and 1981: 89). One significant example of fire signs can be found in II.
18.207-14, where Achilles is compared to a besieged city: the fires of the siege and the
rising smoke function as a signal for the neighbours. Another one is found in Theognis’
corpus (1.549-50). The poet tells Cyrnus about a silent messenger (Gryyelog upBoyyoq)
who, appearing (@otvopevog) from a far-shining watch-place (qd tnAavyéog oxomiig),
stirs the battle up (oAepov ToAdSakpuv éyeiper). In this passage, the silent messenger is
clearly a beacon shining from a watch-site. See also Hdt. 7.182-3 and Thuc. 3.80.2, 8.102.1.
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system called &yyaprov in 8.98).%

The beacon relay is not a mere communication-related innovation, but if
one considers the most famous accounts of the myth of Agamemnon’s re-
turn, it appears to be in fact a new invention in its own right. In the Odys-
sey (4.514-37), Agamemnon is shipwrecked on the shore of Argos when Aeg-
isthus’ watchman sees him.? This version differs from Aeschylus’ one. First of
all, it is Aegisthus and not Clytemnestra who has set up the watch; secondly,
the watchman is expecting to see Agamemnon coming back from Troy instead
of a signal announcing the fall of the city. Thirdly, the watchman of the Odys-
sey directly witnesses the comeback, while in Aeschylus’ play he spots a signal
from far away (10 cOpfoAov, 8). Remarkably enough, there is no beacon relay
in the Odyssey and, more generally, there are very few examples of non-verbal
communication in the Homeric epics.” In the Iliad and in the Odyssey, distance
communication is mostly verbal and often involves mediators, like messengers
(aryyehor) and heralds (kfjpukeg); * multiple mediation is generally avoided.”

& See also Mardonios’ system in Hdt. 9.3. Xenophon in the Cyropaedia describes a
similar system (8.6.17-18).

9 Od. 4.524-7: tov & &p &md oxomifig ide okomdg, Ov pa kabeicev / AlyioBog
SoAopnTig dywv, vmo & €oxeto poBov / xpuood dowr tdhavta: gVAacce § O Y eig
gviawtov, / pr € AdBor taprov (“Now from his place of watch a watchman saw him, whom
guileful Aegisthus took and set there, promising him as a reward two talents of gold; and
he had been keeping guard for a year, lest Agamemnon should pass by him unseen”).

*° The only example to be found in the Iliad is 18.207-14.

" In the Homeric poems, both angeloi and kerykes perform a mediating function, even
though they do not belong to different categories of mediators. Rather, as Fornielez San-
chez has shown (2015: 52-62), angelos is a temporary function that many characters can
perform, while the keryx is a professional figure (see also Duran Lopez 1999: 30). Since
the heralds’ tasks often involve a communicative function, these figures are particularly
suited to being charged with delivering messages or news (e.g. IL. 3.247-58, 4.192-7, 7.354-
97, 12.342-63, Od. 16.327-32, 468-9). In this case, they act as angeloi. The keryx is placed
side by side with other professional figures, named demioergoi, such as seers, doctors
and carpenters in Od. 16.383-5. Both in the Iliad and in the Odyssey, the keryx’s under-
takings are heterogeneous; for this reason, Duran Lopez (1999: 30) has labelled the ker-
yx “the factotum of the Homeric world”. Also, the keryx performs a ritual function in a re-
ligious context (Barrett 2002: 57). According to Pisano (2014: 59), he is an expert in com-
munication tasks in a broad sense, since he takes care of the exchanges between mortals
and gods by helping with the sacrifices and preparing the meals. On the kerykes tasks in
the Homeric poems, see Mondi 1978: 9-13; Duran Lopez 1999: 29; Mader 1991; Palli Bonet
1956: 346; Pisano 2014: 56-66; Oehler 1921; Thalmann 2011. In the Homeric poems, the term
keryx only applies to mortals, but in Hesiod, Hermes is the herald of gods (Be®dv kfjpv€ in
Op. 80 and fr. 170" Merkelbach-West; xfjpv§ &Bavatdv in Th. 939). On the contrary, an-
gelos applies both to mortals and gods. In the Iliad, the heralds are called “messengers of
Zeus and men” (Aog &yyehot 1d¢ ki avdpdv) on two occasions (Il 1.334, 2.374). On the
analogies between the Homeric keryx and the Vedic kart, see Mondi 1978: 74-89 and Bar-
rett 2002: 57. On the difference between angeloi and kerykes in Greek tragedy, see Avezzu
2015: 14-17; Campos Daroca 2014: 87-9; Fornieles Sanchez 2015: 153-80.

> On multiple mediation in the messenger-scenes of the Iliad, see Cesca 2017.
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The peculiar nature of a system of communication based on signals al-
so emerges in Aeschylus’ peculiar definition of it through the voice of his
characters. In the passages of the Agamemnon in which the beacon sys-
tem is described, the lexicon related to verbal communication plays an im-
portant role. Even if fire is not a verbal medium, its spreading and func-
tion are illustrated through terms referring to the semantic field of the an-
gelos. The fire is called ed&yyehog (“bringer of good news”, 21 and 475),
ayyapog (‘courier”, 282), Gyyelog (“messenger”, 588), and its function is
designated as &yyélov pépog (“the part as messenger”, 291). At L. 280, the
chorus startles and asks: “what messenger could reach here with such
speed?” (tig T6&’ é€ikorT av ayyélwv tayog;) to which Clytemnestra an-
swers: “Hephaistos”, thus drawing another analogy between the messen-
ger and the fire.® The verbs used to refer to the information provided by
beacons and sites are ayyéAlw (“to announce”, 30) and mapayyéAio (“to
transmit a message”, 289, 294, 316). datig (‘report”, 9), f&€ig (“tidings”, 10
and 477), and mapayyelpo (“transmitted message”, 480) designate the news
of the fall of Troy and are in turn related to verbs describing speech: gnpui
(“to say”), palw (“to say”, “to speak”) and mapayyéAdw. The lexicon of ver-
bal communication, which is the standard medium for distance communi-
cation, is employed by Aeschylus to describe a non-verbal transmission of
information. On the one hand, as Raquel Fornieles Sanchez has pointed out,
this state of things shows that, in Aeschylus, &yyelog (“messenger”) and
its derivatives (&yyéAw, mopayyéAdw, mapayyeApa, etc.) are employed as
technical terms to allude to the transmission of news. On the other hand,
the vocabulary of transmission of the news closely pertains to the action of
a messenger (Fornieles Sanchez 2015: 162).

Having examined the issue from a vocabulary-related point of view, let
us now analyse Clytemnestra’s so-called ‘beacon-speech’ (281-316) from
the perspective of the narrative mode chosen by Aeschylus. In describing
the spreading of the light from site to site, Clytemnestra heavily relies on
litotes:™

3 Longo 1976: 143-4. Clytemnestra’s reply reminds of Herodotus’s claim that Xerx-
es’ messengers system is similar to the Greek torch-bearers’ race in honour of Hephais-
tos (Hdt. 8.98.2).

“ The text is corrupted, but another litotes could perhaps be found at 1. 304 (see
Fraenkel 1950: 162). Aesch. Ag. 302-4: Aipvnv & Onép Topydmv Eoknyev @d&og, 6pog /
T e’ Alyimhayktov €€ikvovpevov / dtpuve Beopov Tun xapilesbart mopodg (“Across
Gorgopus’ water shot the light, reached the mount of Aegiplanctus, and urged the or-
dinance of fire to make no delay”). Since pn xapiCecBou does not make sense, editors
have suggested other solutions: prj yartiCeobou (accepted by G. Murray, see Aeschy-
lus 1937) and pr) xpoviCesOot (which I accept, following E. Page and W. H. D. Rouse, see
Aeschylus 1926, and P. Mazon, see Aeschylus 1983).
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0 & oDTL pEAN WV 00 APpacPOVKG DITVY
VIKOHEVOG TTapiikeV &yyéAOL pPéPog.
(Ag. 290-1, my emphasis)

[He, delaying not nor carelessly overcome by sleep, did not neglect his part
as messenger. ]

obévovoa Aopmdg & 00SET® PHOLPOLPEVT),
onepBopotoa mediov Acwmnod, diknv
Qoudpag oeAfjvng, tpog Kibaupdvog Aémog
fyelpev GAANV éxdoxrv mopmod Tupdg.
@Gog 8¢ TnAémoptov oLk Hvaiveto
QPOLPA TAEOV KOLOLOQ TAOV EPTHEVV.
(Ag. 296-301, my emphasis)

[The flame, now gathering strength and in no way dimmed, like a radiant
moon overleaped the plain of Asopus to Cithaeron’s ridges, and roused an-
other relay of missive fire. Nor did the warders there disdain the far-flung
light, but made a blaze higher than their commands.]

In the Homeric poems, litotes are often used in narrative contexts where
the characters are portrayed in the act of obeying orders. This happens in
particular in the Iliad’s messenger-scenes. These scenes revolve around
a recurrent narrative pattern which has ‘Character A’ give the messen-
ger a set of directions normally followed by a litotic negation signalling
the carrying out of the received instructions. In the lines following the in-
struction-speech, a negative sentence expresses the transition from A’s in-
structions to the messenger’s action as in “He spoke and the goddess sil-
ver-foot Thetis did not disobey him” (&g €pat’, 008 anifnoe Oedt Oétig
apyvpomela, Il. 24.120). The same narrative scheme becomes apparent in
Clytemnestra’s speech, where fire acts as a messenger. It is worth noting
that, in this speech, the transmission of news is shaped by verbal commu-
nication, even when the medium is not a verbal one. The above-mentioned
question asked by the chorus (“what messenger could reach here with such
speed?”) suggests that an alternative to verbal communication is not even
conceivable.

5 To identify these scenes I refer to Irene de Jong’s Appendix V (2004: 241-2), where
she collects twenty-two messenger-speeches. Only some of them are included in mes-
senger scenes, according to my use of the term; I do not consider H 38-40 = H 49-51, K
208-10 = K [406-8+] 409-11, K 308-12 = K 395-9, IT 454-7 = II 671-5 as authentic messen-
ger scenes but rather as simple cases of repeated speeches. Moreover, I am not dealing
with the embassy to Achilles in Book 9, which would require a specific study (and see
on this Cesca forthcoming).

1 See also L. 2.166, 4.68, 4.198, 6.102, 12.351, 24.120.
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After Clytemnestra has explained how the beacon system works, the
chorus, being only partially persuaded, asks her to repeat her speech. How-
ever, the queen prefers to tell of the sack of Troy, evoking the voices and
feelings of the Trojans and the Greeks. Of course, she cannot but give a fic-
tional description of it. The chorus is well-aware of that, and yet is happy
with her words, taking them as “certain proofs” (ot Texpnpia, 352). As
Longo wrote:

The chorus proves itself more inclined to trust a message presented
through the traditional framework of the oral &yyelia (here Clytem-
nestra behaves as a proper &yyelog), even though her report is clear-
ly unreal, as she herself acknowledges (321: olopoun), rather than the
news conveyed by the beacons’ technical innovation. (1976: 155, my
translation)”

Albeit being fictional, Clytemnestra’s account is more convincing than
her previous and very meticulous report about fires.® As Longo has re-
marked, this is another piece of evidence that the chorus is more respon-
sive to the traditional form of oral angelia rather than to other ways of
communication. This is further confirmed by the subsequent dialogues be-
tween the chorus and Clytemnestra, in which the beacon system is often
discredited. In fact, the credibility gained by Clytemnestra at 1l. 320-54 will
not last long. At Il. 479-82, the chorus says that only a very naive or upset
person would trust news coming through fire:

Tig O8e ToudVOG i PPEVOV KEKOPPEVOG,
QAOYOG TOpayYEAHAGLY

véolg mupwbévta kapdiav Emelt
AAAOyq AOYOU KopELv;

(Ag. 479-82)

[Who is so childish or so bereft of sense, once he has let his heart be fired
by sudden news of a beacon fire, to despair if the story changes?]

At 1. 590-3, after a herald has confirmed the fall of Troy, Clytemnestra
recalls the accusations she has been charged with:

7 “Il coro mostra cosi di prestare maggior fede ad un messaggio che gli viene recato
secondo i modi tradizionali dell’&yyeAio orale (Clitennestra ricopre qui il ruolo di vero
e proprio &yyeAog), benché si tratti di un racconto palesemente immaginario e come ta-
le connotato dalla sua autrice (v. 321 oiopat), che non alla testimonianza del messaggio
trasmesso per il tramite della innovatrice tecnica di segnalazione luminosa”.

¥ In Betensky’s opinion (1978: 14), the mention of geographical names in Clytem-
nestra’s description aims precisely at convincing the old men of her perfect knowledge
of the beacon system.
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kol Tig P évintev elne, ‘@pukTOPOV dia
neoBeioa Tpoiav vov memopOricBon Sokelg;
7 k&pTo TPOG Yuvoukog odpecBon kéap.
A6YOLG TOLOVTOLG TAXYKTOG 0UG £Qouvounyv.
(Ag. 590-3)

[Then there were some who chided me and said: “Are you so convinced by
beacon-fires as to think that Troy has now been sacked? Truly, it is just like
a woman to be elated in heart” By such taunts I was made to seem as if my
wits were wandering. ]

1.2 The Herald and the Importance of Autopsia

Despite being faster than any angelos could ever be, the beacon system does
not have the same credibility, and indeed the chorus praises the herald’s
words as he appears on stage” assuring that, unlike the travelling flames, he
will not be speechless (o0t dGvavdog, 496) and will speak the truth through
words (Aéywv, 498) and not through smoke (xavé mupoc, 497):

HOPTLPEL 8¢ oL KAGLG

nnAod EOvovpog Sufiia kovLg TAdE,

&g 00T dvavdog olte ool daiwv PAOY
VANG opeiag onpovel Kave mupog,
QAN 1) TO xaipewv paAlov éxPhter Aéywv
OV avtiov 8¢ t0i6d’ dmooTépywm Adyov.
(Ag. 494-9)

[The thirsty dust, consorting sister of the mud, assures me that neither by
pantomime nor by kindling a flame of mountain wood will he signal with
smoke of fire. Either in plain words he will bid us to rejoice the more, or -
but I have little love for the report opposite to this!]

In other passages, Aeschylus employs the adjective &vavdog in connec-
tion with angelos. In the Suppliant Women (180) and Seven against Thebes
(81-2), the epithet “voiceless messenger” (&vavdog Gyyelog) is applied to
the clouds dust raised by marching soldiers. Viewed as a harbinger of the
approaching army, dust becomes a “voiceless, clear and reliable messenger”
(&vawdog caghig étupog ayyelog, Sept. 82, my translation). In the Sacred
Delegation (fr. 78a.20 Radt), a tOnog (“image”) is described as “messenger,

¥ The herald appears on stage at. 1. 503. Brioso Sanchez points out the pre-eminence
of the information transmitted through a messenger in Aeschylus’ plays (2011: 171). On
the question of the lapse of time between the night when the beacon-flame appears for
the first time and the arrival of the herald, see Fraenkel 1950: 254-6.



About Information Sources in Aeschylus' Agamemnon and Choephori 37

voiceless herald” (&yyehov, kfjpuk’ &vavdov). An analogous statement can
be found in the Choephori, when Electra, finding a lock of hair on Agam-
emnon’s tomb, is uncertain about its meaning, and wishes that it could take
on a “kind voice” (pwvnv épgpova), “like a messenger” (GyyéAdov Sixknv,
195), and tell her whether Orestes has returned.

In Electra’s words, as well as in the chorus’ view, visual and acoustic da-
ta stand in opposition to each other, although this does not mean that the
former is actually inferior to the latter. We later learn that the herald has
personally witnessed the events,” which is precisely what makes him reli-
able in the chorus’ eyes.” Indeed, not only is Clytemnestra’s chosen medi-
um of communication peculiar in itself, but her knowledge is the product
of mediation by relay. Each step of this relay increases the distance from
facts, thus generating the chorus’ mistrust. Contrariwise, the herald, being
an eyewitness, can be regarded as the primary source of information of the
event.” In the Persians, the messenger makes this very point before starting
to illustrate the facts. He declares that, since he was present during the bat-
tle, he can testify its disastrous outcome (mapov, 266) and, accordingly, he
also stresses that his knowledge is not based on reports of others:

KO PV Top@dV Y€ KOO Adyoug GAA®Y KAVWV,
[Tépoou, ppéooyl’ &v ol émopasivon kakd.
(Pers. 266-7)

2> On the chorus’ demand, the herald reports that a storm dispersed the fleet on the
way back from Troy (651-73). However, he refuses to report the events that he has not
witnessed, such as Menelaus’ alleged death. On the ambiguous status of the tragic mes-
senger (dramatis persona and poetic tool), see Barrett 1995: 546-50 and 2002: 32-40.

2 At 11. 988-9, the chorus tries to disperse a bad feeling by reporting the return of
Agamemnon’s army as a sure fact: “Of their coming home I learn with my own eyes
and need no other witness” (evBopon 8’ &’ OPPATWY / VOGTOV AVTOPAPTUG (V).

22 On the importance of direct witness in the Greek polis, see Lewis 1996: 10 and 89-
91; on the testimonial evidence used in trials, see Butti de Lima 1996: 42-76. The op-
position between direct witness and second-hand accounts emerges also in the Ili-
ad. In 2.485-6, the poet asks for the help of the Muses; unlike the mortals who can on-
ly go by hearsay (fjpeig 8¢ kAéog olov dxovopev, “we hear but a rumour”), knowing
nothing (008¢ T idpev “and we know nothing”), the Muses know everything (ioté te
évta, “you [scil. Muses] know all things”). The forms iote and i8pev, just like the verb
nhpecte, “being present” (485), stress the importance of a kind of knowledge based on
eyewitness (Kirk 1985: 167). For a comparison of this passage with the narrative practice
of the tragic messenger, see Barrett 1995: 552-4 and 2002: 40-5. The claim of the mes-
senger in Aeschylus’ Persians (429-30): “The multitude of evils, not even if I went on for
ten days, I could never recount for you in full” (trans. by ]J. Barrett; kak®dv 8¢ mAf0oc,
ovdav el déxfjpata / otorynyopoiny, ovk av ékmAnoayl cot) closely resembles the
claim of the epic poet in Il 2.485-6, but “unlike the epic narrator, the messenger claims
to have seen the events himself” (Barrett 2002: 44).
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[Since I myself was present and did not merely hear what happened
from the report of others, I can tell you exactly what kind of disaster was
wrought.]

This need for autopsia in order to verify events, or information, which
are only inferred from sub-optimal evidence, appears elsewhere in the Or-
esteia.® At the end of the Agamemnon, when the chorus hears the king’s
cries coming from within the palace, some of its members refuse to draw
any conclusion about what may have happened before they have been
given clear proof that their lord is actually dead. Although their scepti-
cism is unjustified, their reaction illustrates their concern over autoptic
examination:

7 Yop Tekpnpiolotv €€ olpwypdtwv
povtevodpesBo Tavdpog wg dOAWAOTOC; —
— oy’ eldoTog xpr) T@OVde Bupodoban mépL:
TO yop Tomalewv tod o’ eidévon diyo. —
(Ag. 1366-9)

[— And shall we, upon the evidence of mere groans, divine that our lord is
dead? // — We should be sure of the facts before we indulge our wrath. For
surmise differs from assurance.]

Going back to the fall of Troy, we should bear in mind that the report of
a herald, of a messenger or of anyone who witnessed the actual events, is
considered to be the most reliable source of information. However, many
other sources can contribute to — or, more often, interfere with — human
knowledge of the events. At . 272 the chorus, displeased with Clytemn-
estra’s claims, asks for further verification: “What then is the proof? Have
you evidence of this?” (ti yop 10 motdv; €0t TOVOE oot Tékpap;).* They
inquire about other possible, if untrustworthy, sources of information a
naive Clytemnestra could have relied upon, such as dreams and rumours:

Xoroz notepa & Ovelpwv paopat eOmBN oéPelg;
KAYTAIMHETPA o0 d6Eav av AdPouut Pprlovong ppevaoc.
Xoroz AN A o émiovév Tig &Tepog PATIC;
KAYTAIMHETPA TodOG VEUG DG KAPT EPOUTCW PPEVOGS.
(Ag. 274-7)

3 See also Electra’s cautious attitude in the Choephori when she finds Orestes’ lock
and footprints, and even when her brother finally stands in front of her (164-234). Her
scepticism is unjustified, but reveals her anxiety about not having the means to verify
Orestes’ identity.

T choose here Prien’s punctuation (the philological debate on this line is resumed
in Fraenkel 1950: 150).
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[CHORUS Do you believe the persuasive visions of dreams? // KLYTAEMNES-
TRA I would not heed the fancies of a slumbering brain. // CHORUs But can
it be some pleasing rumor that has fed your hopes? // KLYTAEMNESTRA Tru-
ly you scorn my understanding as if it were a child’s.]

1.3 Dreams

Aeschylus has been defined as a poet of dreams (Rousseau 1963: 103), and
indeed in his plays - and in particular in the Oresteia — dreams and visions
repeatedly appear. The cases of Atossa’s dream at the beginning of the
Persians (181-200) and of Clytemnestra’s one in the Choephori (523-39 and
928-9) show the ominous nature of this phenomenon. Dreams foresee trag-
ic events, which eventually prove to be veridical.*® Nevertheless, they are
not always easily understandable; they are sometimes obscure (§0ckpitot,
981) and in some cases they can even deceive the mortals. In fact, at 1. 489-
92, the chorus compares the beacon’s light to a dream (6veipdtwv diknv,
“dream-like”, 491), which may have come to fool their minds,”” and asks:
“Do you believe the persuasive visions of dreams?”, insinuating that noc-
turnal visions are not to be trusted. Once more, this conception of the
oneiric dimension as deceitful is close to the epic model (Catenaccio 2011:
205). In the Homeric poems, dreams are a communication tool between
gods and mortals.®® They may anticipate future events, transmit divine ex-
hortations, or mirror reality, even though they are never free from ambi-
guity (Brillante 1991: 144-73). In some cases they truly need to be interpret-
ed, while in others they are totally transparent. Nevertheless, even clear vi-
sions risk being deceptive, as we can observe in Il 2.1-15, when Zeus sends
a dream to fool Agamemnon into arming his troops, deluding him about

% On dreams in the Oresteia, see Rousseau 1963 and Catenaccio 2011. For a survey
on dreams in Greek tragedy, see Messer 1918: 59-102 and Devereux 1976. On dreams in
antiquity, see Guidorizzi 1988; Brillante 1991; Harris 2009.

26 Not all dreams in Aeschylus are prophetical. See for example the dream of the Er-
inyes in Eum. 94-139: Clytemnestra’s ghost appears in their sleep and urges them to
wake up and persecute matricidal Orestes.

7 Aesch. Ag. 489-92: “We shall soon know about this passing on of flaming lights
and beacon signals and fires, whether they perhaps are true or whether, dream-
like, this light’s glad coming has beguiled our senses” (téy eicOpecBo Aopmddwv
POEGPOPWV / PPUKTOPLOV Te Kol TUPOG TTapadharyds, / el oOv &AnOeig it dvelpdtwv
diknv / tepmvov 168" EABOV G EpriAwaev Ppévac).

28 In the Homeric poems, dreams are divine. Cf. Il. 1.72 (“in fact, the dream is from
Zeus”, xai yap TOvap €k AOg €oTiv,), 2.1-15 and 26 (Zeus), 10.497 (Athena), 24.677-88
(Hermes), Od. 4.795-803, 828-9, 6.13-24 (Athena), 20.87 (Saipwv). In Il. 2.5-72, Dream
('Ovepog) acts as a messenger of Zeus (‘I am a messenger to you from Zeus”, Awog 8¢
ToL Gryyelog i, 26 and 63).
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conquering Troy if he attacks immediately at full strength.? This treacher-
ous dream (Ovelpog) is both divine and evil,* in that it fools not only Ag-
amemnon, but the entire Council, which underpins the king’s authority by
agreeing with his decision to follow the instructions he has been given dur-
ing his sleep.®

As we have seen, the information one can get from dreams can be either
exceptionally helpful or completely deceptive. The choice between trusting or
calling into doubt that information is given to men, whose skills are neverthe-
less inadequate to pursue the right decision (Brillante 1991: 157). In the Odys-
sey, Penelope uses the image of the two gates to describe this state of things:3*

iV, 1 Tol pév dvetpot dprfyovol &kprtopvdol
ylyvovt, o0d¢ TL mhvta teAeieTon avBpdmolot.
Sotal yép e OO Gpevn vV eioiv Oveipwv:

ol pev yop kepdeoot tetebyortal, al & eAépavtu
TV ot pév K EABwaot d1a TpLoTod EAEPavTOG,

ol p’ élepaipovrtal, Ee AKPAAVTA PEPOVTEG:

ol 8¢ dux EeotdV kephwv ENOwaL BOpale,

ol p’ €Tupa kpaivovast, Ppotdv Ote kév Tig IdnTaL.
(0d. 19.560-7)

[Stranger, dreams verily are baffling and unclear of meaning, and in no wise
do they find fulfillment in all things for men. For two are the gates of shad-
owy dreams, and one is fashioned of horn and one of ivory. Those dreams
that pass through the gate of sawn ivory deceive men, bringing words that
find no fulfillment. But those that come forth through the gate of polished
horn bring true issues to pass, when any mortal sees them.]

Considering this, we can better understand the chorus’ question about
“persuasive visions of dreams” (doveipwv @aopat eOmO7, 274), which, in the
Agamemnon, might have deceived Clytemnestra about the fall of Troy. Her
offended reaction (“I would not heed the fancies of a slumbering brain”, O0
S6Eav av AdPoytt Bplovong ppevog, 275) testifies to her awareness of the
weak reliability of that source of information, and the use of the term 56&a
(“opinion”, “conjecture”) at L. 275 strengthens the idea that dreams, which
come through sleep, are both illusory and undependable.

» Zeus sends this dream to Agamemnon because he wants to please Thetis by
harming the Greeks, who have dishonoured her son Achilles.

3© Agamemnon’s dream (8veipog) is divine (Belog) in IL 2.22 and 56, and evil (o0\og)
in 2.6 and 8.

3 Nestor gives credit to Agamemnon’s report only because he is the king, claiming
that he would not have believed any other Achaean (IL. 2.80-2).

32 On the symbolism in this metaphor, see Lévy 1982: 40-1.
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1.4 Rumours

The other source of information that rouses the chorus’ apprehension is ru-
mour (patig, 276). The term @&tig occurs seventeen times in the surviving
corpus of Aeschylus’ plays, and more than half of these occurrences can be
found in the Oresteia (eight of them in the Agamemnon).** Although its primary
meaning is ‘voice’, ‘utterance’, it more often designates a ‘rumour’® If in terms
of reliability phatis does not bear a negative connotation per se* it still defines
verbal information that may not be traced back to a sure and clearly recogniz-
able source.” For example, it is never used to define the herald’s speech,® and
at ll. 671-3, the herald himself shows scepticism about the rumours on Mene-
laus’ fate. When the chorus asks him about “the general voice of other voyag-
ers” (partig Tpog GAAwv vavtidwy, 631), he explains that a storm has scattered
the fleet and the sailors are dispersed. This may easily give rise to false news:

Kol VOV €keivov el Tig 0Ty Epmvéwy,
AEyouoLY MHAG OC OAWAOTOG, TL pr);
Nelg T ékelvoug tadT Exev do&dlopev.
(Ag. 671-3)

[So now, if any of them still draw the breath of life, they speak of us as lost
- and why should they not? We think the same of them.]

Ao&&lopev (673) reminds us of Clytemnestra’s mention of d6€a at 1. 275.
Despite being a verbal medium of communication, phatis draws on the do-
main of doxa, like dreams and signals, as it cannot offer satisfactory evi-
dence and is therefore not the proof (tékpap, 272) the chorus is seeking.
Clytemnestra shows she is aware of that.

33 On the vocabulary of rumour in Greek tragedy, see Brioso Sanchez 2011: 93.

3 Cf. Aesch. Ag. 9, 276, 456, 611, 631, 868, 1132, 1254, Ch. 736, 839, Eum. 380, Pers. 521,
227, Suppl. 293, Sept. 841, Aetn. fr. 6.3 Radt.

35 For ‘voice’, ‘utterance’ see Ag. 456, 1254 and Eum. 380. This meaning can also be
found in Odyssey 6.29, 21.323, and 23.362. No occurrences of @drig are found in the Ili-
ad. For ‘rumour’, see Ag. 9, 276, 611, 631, 868, 1132, Ch. 736, 839.

3¢ In the Agamemnon, p&rig is used indifferently by the watchman (9), by Clytem-
nestra (868), and by the chorus (631). At L. 276, the inquiring chorus attributes a nega-
tive connotation to it by adding the indefinite pronoun tig and by employing, if meta-
phorically, the verb maivw, ‘to fatten’. On émiavev (276), see Fraenkel 1950: 152. On the
interpretation of the adjective dstepog in the same line, (see 152-3).

37 The spreading of unofficial news, which could have been false or redundant, was
a real problem in the Greek polis. Many criteria could help to test the reliability of an
unofficial messenger (see on this Lewis 1996: 75-96).

% On the opposition between rumour and message in Greek tragedy, see Brioso
Sanchez 2011: 137-40.



42 OMBRETTA CESCA

With regard to this, a comparison with the Odyssey may prove particu-
larly apt because of the common topic of nostos, (“return home”). Both Od-
ysseus and Agamemnon are on their way back from Troy, and in both cas-
es their own people are eager for news about them. The term @d&rtig occurs
three times in the Odyssey with the meaning of ‘voice’, while the recur-
rent concept of ‘rumour’ is expressed by d&yyelin (“message”) and dkovn
(“thing heard”), both rare words in Aeschylus’ plays.? The absence of sure
information about Odysseus is indeed a central theme in the poem. Pe-
nelope and Telemachus are impatiently committed to gathering news, but
this does not mean that they would welcome the d&yyeAion uncritically.«
Although Penelope keeps questioning foreigners,” she eventually refus-
es to believe her husband has returned even when he is sitting in front of
her. As is well-known, only his mention of the secret of the marriage bed
carved into an olive tree can eventually convince her and gain her trust.+
In his turn, Telemachus (1.414) maintains that he will no longer confide in
any ayyeAin: “No longer do I put trust in tidings, whencesoever they may
come” (00T odv &yyelin #tu meibopou, el mobev #ABor), and for this reason
he early sets sail to Pylos and Sparta to visit his father’s companions. Even
the swineherd Eumaeus is very cautious about the news of Odysseus’ re-
turn, as he had been tricked already by an Aetolian, who provided false in-
formation in order to gain hospitality (Od. 14.378-85).

Clytemnestra herself, another waiting wife, though with decidedly dif-
ferent feelings,”* complains about the amount of untrustworthy news she

% In the Odyssey, ayyelin is the commonest way to indicate ‘rumour’, ‘news’ (1.414,
1.408, 2.30, 2.42, 2.255, 10.245, 14.374, 15.41, 15.447, 15.314, 15.329, 16.334, 16.467, 24.48)
and, more rarely, ‘message’ (2.92, 5.150, 7.263, 13.381, 16.355, 24.354). Axovr] (‘thing
heard’, ‘tidings’) occurs five times to describe the attempt of Telemachus to learn about
his father’s whereabouts. It is always paired with the genitive tatpog (“concerning the
father”, 2.308, 4.701, 5.19, 14.179, 17.43). ‘Ococa (‘fame’) belongs to the same semantic
field, and in Od. 1.282, 2.216 comes from Zeus (¢x Aldg); in 24.413 fame is a “swift mes-
senger” (&yyelog @xa), while in Il 2.93 it acts as Zeus’ messenger (Awdg &yyelog). See
also kAéog (“fame”, “glory”) in Od. 2.217, 23.137, and x¥Anndwv (“information contained
in a chance utterance”) in Od. 4.317 (cf. Fornieles Sanchez 2015: 101-3). In Aeschylus,
ayyeAin occurs only twice: in Ag. 86 as “news”, and Prom. 1040 as “message”, “order”. In
general, the term is uncommon in Greek tragedy (cf. Fornielez Sanchez 2015: 219-27 and
263). Axour] appears only once with the meaning of ‘listening’, while dcoa is complete-
ly absent. B&€ig appears twice in the Agamemnon as “rumour” (10 and 477), as well as
in Prom. 663 and Suppl. 976. On the semantic field of rumour in Greek Literature, see
also Larran 2010 and 2011.

4 On the characters’ suspicious attitude towards news in the Odyssey, see Fornieles
Sanchez 2015: 105-7.

4 See Od. 1.415-16, 14.373-4.

4 Od. 24.166-217.

4 On the opposition between Clytemnestra and Penelope, see Moreau 1992: 165.
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has received during Agamemnon’s absence. She says that if all the reports
(patig, 868) about her husband’s being injured or dead were true, Agam-
emnon would have more holes in his body than a net, and he would have
died three times at least:

KoL TPOHATOV PEV €l TOoWV ETOYYVEV
avhp 88, g TPoOG oikov HYeTEVETO

Qatic, TéTprTol SIKTVOL TAEOV AéyeLy.

el & Qv 1ebvnrdg, dg éAnOvov Adyol,
TPLoOPATOG &V [Mpuddv 6 devtepog
TOAANV Gvwbev, Thv K&To yop o Aéyw,
x0ovog Tpipotpov yAaivav éEnvyet AaPelv,
Qo EKAOTE KATOXVOV HOPPOUATL.

(Ag. 866-73)

[And as for wounds, had my husband received so many as rumour kept
pouring into the house, no net would have been pierced so full of holes as
he. Or if he had died as often as reports claimed, then truly he might have
had three bodies, a second Geryon, and have boasted of having taken on
him a triple cloak of earth ample that above, of that below I speak not, one
death for each different shape.]

The sole reliable herald is the one who refuses to speak about Menelaus’
death because he did not see it, since only the words of a direct witness are
worthy of being trusted. As is well-known, in Greek tragedy it is precise-
ly a herald, or a messenger, who reports about action performed off-stage.+
The messenger acts as a mediator between scenic and extra-scenic — or ret-
ro-scenic — space (Avezzu 2015: 18; Longo 1978: 77; Bremer 1976). Like the
literary messenger of the Homeric poems, “he is swift, reliable, and always
tells all” (Barrett 2002: 23).% Just like the herald of the Agamemnon, he does
not give an account of phatis but of facts, and reports exclusively what he
has beheld.*

Before carrying on our scrutiny of information and information sourc-
es in Aeschylus plays, it is worth summarizing the main issues we have dis-
cussed so far. By opening his play with the beacon scene, an Aeschylean in-

4 In Greek tragedy, messengers are often entrusted with the task of reporting brutal
events which are too violent to be performed on stage, such as military defeats (Aesch.
Pers. 249-514) and murders (see Avezzu 2015; Zeppezauer 2011). A listing of messen-
ger-scenes in Greek tragedy can be found in Barrett 2002: 224; Campos Daroca 2014:
97-102; Fornieles Sanchez 2015: 197-216.

4 Cf. also Barrett 1995: 542-5.

4 On the tragic messenger as eyewitness, see Barrett 1995: 546-50 and 2002: 31-40,
108-31; Campos Daroca 2014: 76-7; Lewis 1996: 9o0; de Jong 1991: 9 (mostly on Euripides’
plays); Pellegrino 2015: 34-8.
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novation, the author knowingly decides to put particular emphasis on the
topic of information. The standard messenger scene is delayed, and the bea-
con scene functions as a preparatory messenger scene. The fire stands for
the angelos but is not considered as reliable; in the chorus’ view, light can-
not replace voice just as relay cannot replace eyewitness. This is the is-
sue at the core of the debate between Clytemnestra and the chorus, which
opens up a large-scale reflection about information sources (Longo 1976:
153), and I will later clarify the role of this initial argument in the play. For
now, we must bear in mind that, despite the doubts of the chorus, the bea-
con system turns out to be a reliable medium. Clytemnestra rightly trusts
it, even if, in principle, she cannot possess any objective guarantee of its
credibility. And yet, the queen, a woman with a heart “of manly counsel”
(avdpoPovlog, 11), emerges victorious from the Aeschylean riddle of infor-
mation sources, at least in the Agamemnon.

2. Cassandra in the Agamemnon

When we deal with the topic of information in the Agamemnon, we can-
not ignore Cassandra, who received from Apollo the gift of prophecy but
was condemned by the same god never to be believed. In fact, prophecy is a
medium of communication between gods and mortals, which provides men
with information about their future (Pisano 2012).77 The semantic field of
prescience and revelation is generously employed in the long and pathetic
dialogue between Cassandra and the chorus,* and the word @artig is used
at . 1132 in order to underline the link between oracles and information.
After drawing a brief summary of the scene dedicated to Cassandra, which
has been the object of much scholarly investigation,* I will focus on the as-
pects that are relevant to my survey, only to return to this scene in the last
section of this paper.

Cassandra makes her appearance towards the end of the Agamem-
non. As a slave to the king, she silently enters the stage on his chariot,
and never speaks until Clytemnestra leaves her alone on the stage (1072).

47 Of course, if compared to the piece of information Clytemnestra and the chorus
have lengthily discussed in the first part of the play, the one Cassandra possesses is of
a different type: the fall of Troy is an event that has recently taken place, while Cassan-
dra’s knowledge, which she derives from prophetic skills, concerns the future.

# See pavtikog (“prophetic”, 1098), mpogrtng (“prophet”, 1099), péavrevpo (‘ora-
cle”, 1105), Oécparog (“divinely decreed”, 1113, 1130, and 1132), Oeoméoin 086¢ (‘the way
of divination”, 1154), Yevdopavtig (“false prophet”, 1195), and &AnBoépavtig (“prophet of
truth”, 1241).

# See, among others, Doyle 2008; Harris 2012; Schein 1982, and the related sections
of the commentaries cited in the final bibliography.
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She then starts prophesizing about the bloody future of the house of Ag-
amemnon, the legacy of Atreus’ horrendous crimes. At first, her prophet-
ical language is obscure and enigmatic (1072-177), but very soon Cassan-
dra makes it clear that Clytemnestra will slay both her husband and her-
self (1214ff.).>° The prophetess knows what the queen is planning, as she
draws this information from Apollo himself. However, since nobody will
believe her words, she cannot but wait for her divination to be fulfilled. Al-
though at the beginning the chorus appears to trust her oracles (1213), her
words are only partially taken into account. If, on the one hand, the chorus
accepts the idea that she is foretelling her own death, on the other hand,
it seems to pay little attention to the prediction of Agamemnon’s murder.
In fact, the chorus’ final questions and comments exclusively regard Cas-
sandra’s death: “But if, in truth, you have knowledge of your own death”
(el §&tnTOpPLG / popov TOV adThg oloba, 1296-7), and “Poor woman, I pity
you for your death foretold” (Q tAfjpov, oiktipw oe Becpdtov, 1321). Once
again, as she understands, the only way to be believed is to be a direct wit-
ness of the reported events (mapwv, 1240), someone who has seen them
(émoyesBau, 1246), a requirement with which of course she cannot comply:

TO péAAoV fi€eL. xal o0 P €v TéiyeL Topav
ayov Yy aAnBopavty olktipog €peig.
(Ag. 1240-1)

[What is to come, will come. And soon you, yourself present here, shall
with great pity pronounce me all too true a prophetess.]

And again, “I say you shall look upon Agamemnon dead” (Ayopépvovog
oé enéndPecBon popov, Ag. 1246). Also, after having heard Agamemnon’s
cries, some members of the chorus still maintain that mere groans are not
sufficient to prove the king’s murder (1366-9).

As has been noted, Clytemnestra and Cassandra, two women who are
doomed to confront one another as murderer and victim, have something in
common as both of them know the truth, but neither can really convince their
interlocutor (Moreau 1992: 162), even though the chorus’ mistrust clearly bears
different consequences in the two cases. As we have discussed above, Clytem-
nestra’s assertions are discredited because of the peculiarity of the beacon sys-
tem, and also because — as we will see — she is a woman dealing with male af-
fairs. On the contrary, the fact that the chorus does not pay attention to Cas-

5° By declaring that “a woman is murderer of a man” (0fAvg &poevog povevg /
€oTwv, 1231-2; my translation), Cassandra reveals Clytemnestra’s true intentions. Nev-
ertheless, later on the chorus seems to disregard the detail of the murderer’s gender,
since they use the masculine participle To0 tedodvtog at 1. 1253: ToD yop teAodvVTOG OV
Eovijka pnyaviv (‘I do not understand the scheme of him who is to do the deed”).



46 OMBRETTA CESCA

sandra’s words about Agamemnon’s imminent death derives from Apollo’s
punishment.®

At this point of the Agamemnon, the burden Cassandra has to carry is
double. Not only has she been mocked and insulted because of her gory or-
acles, but now realizes, thanks to those same prophetical skills, that Apollo
himself has condemned her to a violent death in a foreign land:

1800 & AOAAWV abTog EkdVWV Epe
xpnompiav éo0fT, énontedoag O¢ pe

KOV TOI6OE KOGHOLG KATOYEAWHEVIV HEYQL
@idwv OIT ExOpdV 00 Siyoppdnwg, pdTnv —
KoAoLpévT 8¢ poLtag wg aydpTpLa

TTWYOG TOALva ApoBvr)g nvesxopunv —
KoL VOV 0 HAVTIG PAVTLY EKTTPAES ELE
amnyay’ ég tothode Bavacipovg TS
(Ag. 1269-76)

[Look, Apollo himself is stripping me of my prophetic garb - he that saw
me mocked to bitter scorn, even in this bravery, by friends turned foes, with
one accord, in vain — but, like some vagrant mountebank, called ‘beggar’,
‘wretch’, ‘starveling’, I bore it all. And now the prophet, having undone me,
his prophetess, has brought me to this lethal pass.]*

Cassandra realizes that she will die and that the god who condemned her
is the same who discloses this fatal information. The prophetess is also ful-
ly aware that she cannot escape her doom. In fact, her knowledge of the fu-
ture does not allow her to save her own life, but only increases her suffering
and anger against Apollo.® To the chorus who asks her why she is determined
to face her death, she answers by stating the unavoidability of her destiny:
“There is no escape; no, my friends, there is none any more” (Ag. 1299: o0k 0T
GAVELS, o, Eévol, xpdvov TAéw) and “The day has come; flight would profit me
but little” (Ag. 1301: fixel TOSqpop: opikpd kepdaved @uyT)). After Clytemnestra
has defeated the mistrust of the chorus with the help of her great mastery of
information sources, the death of Cassandra marks a tragic impasse, since pos-
sessing (or not) the information does not seem to be a discriminant for suc-
cess or safety anymore. A more powerful force directs the outcome of mor-
tal actions. Now that Cassandra’s last words have instilled this doubt into the

5 Cassandra tells the chorus about this at 1. 1209-12. The god punished her for refusing
to comply with his desires by making her vaticinations veridical but ineffective. On the de-
bate about the sexual relationship between Cassandra and Apollo, see Debnar 2010: 131-3.

52 On the interpretation of 1l. 1269-76, see Mazzoldi (2001), who proposes an inter-
esting option: “And now the prophet, having undone me, his prophetess” (kai vOv 6
HAVTLG HAVTLY EKTTPAEQG ELLE).

53 At 1L. 1264-8, Cassandra blames Apollo’s insignia and gets rid of them.
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audience’s minds, the play can move towards its ending. However, the topic
of information sources is not exhausted, and Aeschylus will further pursue it,
though by means of a less systematic argumentation, in the Choephori.

3. The News of Orestes’ Death in the Choephori

In the Choephori, Troy has been taken, Agamemnon has come back and
has been killed by his wife, and the focus, in terms of information, has now
shifted on the (false) news of Orestes’ death. Compared to the ending of
the Agamemnon, the position of Clytemnestra towards informative me-
dia is completely overthrown. In the Agamemnon, in front of the chorus’
malicious allusions to her naivety, she had declared that she did not trust
dreams, nor rumours. In the Choephori, she deals precisely with these two
sources of information, although she fails to use them to her advantage.
She is deeply impressed by a dream she had the night before Orestes’ re-
turn, but its exact meaning remains unclear to her; she then trusts the false
report of his death that is clearly presented as unreliable as a rumour. Para-
doxically, she does not give her dream the careful consideration it deserves
— as she should have done -, but relies on news that turn out to be lies.

When a stranger comes to Argos, bringing the news of Orestes’ death,
Clytemnestra trusts him without questioning his reliability. Should he have
been a herald, or someone known to her, or at least an eyewitness, Clytem-
nestra’s behaviour would not have been that surprising. But this is not the
case. The stranger — who is Orestes himself — admits he has not seen the
hero dead but - he explains - on his way to Argos, he has run into a man
who asked him to report the news at court:

dryvarg TPOG SyvadT ele cupfalav dvip,
¢€loToprioog kol cagnvicag 66ov,
Stpogiog 6 Pwkedg: mevBopot yop év AOYw
¢neinmep dAlwg, ® E4V, eic Apyog ielg,
TPOG TOVG TEKOVTOG TAVIIKWG HEPVIHEVOG
tebvedT Opéotnv eimé, pndopdg Addn.
(Ch. 677-82)

[A man, a stranger to me as I to him, fell in with me, and inquired about my
destination and told me his. He was Strophius, a Phocian (for as we talked
I learned his name, and he said to me, “Stranger, since in any case you are
bound for Argos, keep my message in mind most faithfully and tell his par-
ents Orestes is dead, and by no means let it escape you”.]

Many elements should make Clytemnestra suspicious of his words. First-
ly, the news bearer is a stranger to her. Secondly, he has not witnessed the
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event, but reports someone else’s words. Thirdly, this someone else is him-
self a stranger. Orestes explicitly designates him as “a stranger to me as I to
him” (677), whose name he knows only because the man himself told him.5
Not only is his report a second-hand account, the product of transmission
by relay, but the information it contains is conveyed by two strangers.’

If we compare this scene with the same episode in Sophocles’ Electra,
we find significant differences. In Sophocles, the news is conveyed by an
old man (Orestes’ Pedagogue), who claims to come on the behalf of an ally
of Clytemnestra (670). Though the man is a stranger to the queen, as in the
Agamemnon, the fact of being an acquaintance of her ally Phanotheus iden-
tifies him as a trustable and friendly messenger:*

10 Tolov, O E&V; elmé: mapd pidov yap v
4vdpodg, chg’ oida, Tpoo@ileig AéEeig Adyoug.
(Soph. EL 671-2)

[And what is it, sir? Tell me. Coming from a friend you will bring, I know, a
kindly message.]

A second difference between the two strangers is that the one in the Elec-
tra declares he has witnessed the fact (762), and relates the circumstances of
Orestes’ death providing a surprising amount of details. The report of the
horse race in which Orestes would have died and his subsequent cremation
occupies eighty lines (681-760), and affords a full description of the beholders,
the sounds, and the emotions of the dire event.5” Besides, the presence of the
messenger at the moment of Orestes’ death reinforces his reliability:

54 As Bowen (1986: 120) points out, the expression mevBopan yap év Aoy (679) “un-
derlines the impression of a throwaway detail”.

55 The identity of the messenger was one of the main criteria to judge the reliability
of unofficial news in the Greek polis (Lewis 1996: 80-5).

5 An analogous trick, based on the principle of the source’s supposed reliability, is
the one that causes Aegisthus’ death in Aeschylus’ Choephori. Following the advice of
the Corypheus (770-2), the Nurse adds an important detail to the message Clytemnes-
tra has entrusted her with: she says that Aegisthus must go alone to meet the strang-
ers (734-7). This will allow Orestes to slay him. The Nurse’s message does not raise any
suspicion partly because Aegisthus trusts the ‘source’ of the message (i.e. Clytemnes-
tra), just as she did with Phanotheus in Sophocles’ Electra.

57 An amazing amount of detail, as Marshall comments: “The Pedagogue presents de-
tails in his narrative that strictly speaking go beyond the perception of a spectator in the
horserace, such as mention of the horses’ breath on the drivers’ backs in 718-19: do such de-
tails add verisimilitude to the narrative, or are they another potential clue for the on-stage
characters that the narrative is invented?” (2006: 210). On the construction of this false an-
gelia on Homeric inheritance and its metatheatrical implications, see Barrett 2002: 132-
67. On the reasons that might explain the choice of a chariot race as a setting for Orestes’
death, see Finglass 2007: 300-4. On the relation of this passage to other literary material,
see Barrett 2002: 132-67; Campos Daroca 2014: 85-6; Finglass 2007: 300-4; Marshall 2006.
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TOLD TG 6oL TADT 0TIV, WG HEV €V AOY®
ahyewa, toig & 1dodowv, otmep eidopev,
HEYLOTOL TAVTOV OV OO Y0 KOKOV.
(Soph. EL 761-3)

[Such is my story - it is grievous even to hear, but for us witnesses who
looked on, it was the greatest of sorrows that these eyes have seen.]

In the Electra, Orestes’ trickery is much better conceived than in the
Choephori, where there are sufficient elements for unmasking the false news, al-
though Clytemnestra simply ignores them. Comparing it with Sophocles’ Elec-
tra, we can understand how Aeschylus openly decided to insist on the obvious-
ness of the deception by contrasting it with Clytemnestra’s inability to expose it.
Her blindness is made even more striking by the contrast with the accurateness
she has shown in the previous play with respect to information sources. Her
mind is now “open to quick encroachment”, as the chorus was insinuating in the
Agamemnon (485-6).5* She no longer speaks “as wisely as a prudent man” (Ag.
35L: KT Gvdpa cdPpov’ edPPOVWC), but she becomes credulous as a woman.

Aegisthus, on the contrary, appears to be more cautious. First of all, he
defines the news he has just learnt from the newcomers as @é&tig. Second-
ly, in order to test the reliability of that gd&rtig, he wants to see (id¢iv, Ch.
851) the messenger, and verify directly whether he was present at Orestes’
death or is just reporting a second-hand account:

i8eiv éAéyEal T od BéAw TOV dyyelov,

lT abTog fv Ovijokovtog dyy0Bev maphv,
it €€ apavpag kAndovog Aéyel pabv.
(Ch. 851-3)

[I wish to see the messenger and put him to the test again — whether he
himself was present at the death or merely repeats from vague reports what
he has heard.]

Aegisthus is sure that his “mind with eyes open” (ppéva Gppotwpévny,
854) will not be deceived. Unfortunately he does not have the time to verify
the news, since the messenger kills him right after he enters the house. As
Barrett points out, “[h]is skepticism . . . serves to underscore the absence of
any such skepticism on Clytemnestra’s part” (2002: 153).

Another element that should have arisen suspicion about the immi-
nence of Orestes’ revenge is the dream Clytemnestra had the night before

58°0 OfAug Opog émvépeton / toyOopog, (“a woman’s mind has boundaries open to
quick encroachment”).

% Aesch. Ch. 839-40: véav @ativ 8¢ mevBopan Aéyew Tvag / Eévoug porovrog (1
heard startling news told by some strangers who have arrived”).
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receiving the news of her son’s death. In the Choephori (527-39), the chorus
relates that she dreamt of giving birth to a snake that later sucked a blood
clot out of her breast. If Aeschylus’ public is well aware of the true mean-
ing of the queen’s nightmare - the snake is of course Orestes, ready to re-
venge Agamemnon’s death on his mother —, Clytemnestra is unable to read
the signs. Although she is very upset and orders libations, she fails to un-
derstand the ominous dream’s authentic message. As related by the cho-
rus (527-31), many details suggest a link with motherhood: the queen gives
birth (tekelv) to a snake, she lays it (0Oppicar) in swaddling clothes (év
omapyavolol) as a baby (waudog diknv), and she herself offers her breast
to it (a0tr) mpocéoye pootov), but when she hears about Orestes’ death,
she feels relieved, and almost forgets about it. She will gain awareness of
its true meaning only a moment before being slain by her son (928-9). On
the contrary, Orestes is able to interpret his mother’s oneiric vision, as if he
were a seer (548-51).

In the Agamemnon, Clytemnestra had haughtily rejected the chorus’
idea that dreams (0veipwv @doporta, 274) may be trustworthy sources of
information. Here, at the beginning of the Choephori, upset by her dream,
she shows a completely different attitude. What is paradoxical is that, de-
spite her worries, she puts no effort into the interpretation of its real mean-
ing. As Penelope had it in the Odyssey (ctf. above), some dreams are deceiv-
ing, others are not. This one is trustworthy and provides useful information
about future events, but Clytemnestra fails to understand it.

Aeschylus presents us a different Clytemnestra in the Choephori. How-
ever clear-headed she might have been in the Agamemnon, once she has
accomplished her revenge she grows careless and almost unconcerned,
and this transformation could not go unnoticed in the eyes of Aeschylus’
audience.

4. The Attitude of Clytemnestra Towards Information Sources:
Agamemnon vs Choephori

In the Agamemnon, as we have pointed out above, Aeschylus greatly em-
phasizes the topic and the role of information sources. In particular, the de-
bate over their reliability serves the characterization of Clytemnestra as
an ingenious, self-confident, and powerful woman, thus relating her rep-
resentation on stage to the question of her royal power. Let us explore then
how the play develops this dynamic relation.

As shows the debate over the reliability of the beacon system between
the queen and the chorus, the reception of information may not be car-
ried out passively, but requires intelligence and lucidity, since it involves an
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examination of the sources. The capacity to distinguish between true and
false information is presented as an essential attribute of power and au-
thority. In fact, in calling Clytemnestra’s discernment into question, the
chorus explicitly attacks the legitimacy of her power. Right before the her-
ald’s arrival, the chorus speaks its own contempt for the queen’s womanly
tendency to believe too quickly:

€V YOVOULKOG iY@ TTpéTteL

p0 TOD PavévTog XapLv Evvouvécal.
mBovog Gyov 0 BfjAvg 6pog émvépeTon
T VOIOPOG: AAAY T OHOPOV
yuvoukoyrputov OAAvToL KA£0G.

(Ag. 483-7)

[It is just like a woman’s eager nature to yield assent to pleasing news be-
fore yet the truth is clear. Too credulous, a woman’s mind has boundaries
open to quick encroachment; but quick to perish is rumor spread by a wom-
an.] %

In Greek society, power and control of communication were tightly in-
tertwined (Longo 1976: 150 and 1978: 85). The latter was a prerogative of
the former and a privilege of men. Yet, in the Agamemnon, both are in the
hands of a woman. Clytemnestra is the one who is familiar with the func-
tioning of the beacon system; it is she who has set up the watch (10-11), and
not — as happens in the Odyssey — Aegisthus, who makes his first appear-
ance on stage only at . 1577 and takes no active part in preparing Agamem-
non’s murder: he explains to the chorus that “to ensnare him (scil. Agam-
emnon) was clearly the woman’s part” (td yop SoAdcon mpdg yovaukog fv
oap®ds, 1636)." As Froma Zeitlin correctly pointed out, Clytemnestra is “por-
trayed as monstrous androgyne” who “demands and usurps male power and
prerogatives” (1978: 150).°* Undoubtedly, Clytemnestra’s control of commu-
nication enhances the image of a queen behaving as a king, even though,
according to the chorus, only a very naive (maudvog) or upset (ppevdv
Kekoppévog) person could have trusted a message coming from a fire (479).

 On the interpretation of this sentence, see Fraenkel 1950: 241-3.

 Aegisthus is clearly more interested in taking possession of Agamemnon’s goods
and power, rather than to kill him out of revenge. See Aesch. Ag. 1638-9: “Howev-
er, with his gold I shall endeavour to control the people” (éx t@v 8¢ T008e Ypnpdtwv
TELPAGOOL / EPYELY TTOATEV).

 In Ag. 1, Clytemnestra’s heart (xéop) is designed as “of manly counsel”
(avdpoPovrog). The term was probably coined by Aeschylus in order to define specifi-
cally this character (Fraenkel 1950: 10). In Ag. 351, the chorus congratulates Clytemnes-
tra for speaking as wisely as a man. Scholarship has widely commented this characteri-
zation; see Longo 1976: 151 and note 91.
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“Truly, it is just like a woman to be elated in heart” (1] k&pto TPOG yovoukog
aipecBot kéap, 594), the chorus said. In the Choephori, Aegisthus makes a
similar statement, as he wishes to verify whether the news of Orestes’ death
is true or is “merely a panic-stricken report spread by women which leaps
up to die away in nothingness” (845-6),° since women hearts are supposed
to be exposed to easy and uncontrolled enthusiasm. Dreams, rumours, and
a capricious temperament are for women, while solid evidence is for men.*
However, Clytemnestra is far from being fickle and naive. Despite the cho-
rus’ disapproval, she kept trusting the news and making sacrifices; she also
imposed on the citizens to raise “a shout of happy praise” (6AoAvypov, 595),
following the feminine custom (yvvoukeiey vopw, 594; cf. Moreau 1992: 162).%
She is also extremely perceptive, and knows very well how to read signs and
distinguish true from false news. The chorus’ calling into doubt the beacon
system, which in fact works perfectly and allows the queen to set up a plan
to kill her husband, adds to Clytemnestra’s determination and self-confi-
dence.*® Likewise, the chorus’ allusions to the human inability to tell the dif-
ference between reliable and unreliable sources, trustworthiness and deceit,
true and false, sets off by contrast her cunning and malicious cleverness.

What happens to Clytemnestra in the Choephori? Once she has accom-
plished her revenge, her mastery of information sources no longer supports
her. As I have already noted, many elements could have raised her suspicion
and revealed the truth, but she failed to recognize them. This Clytemnestra
has nothing in common with the heedful and clear-headed queen of the Ag-
amemnon; in the Choephori, she is a woman unable to solve the puzzle of ev-
idence. In the Agamemnon, she had been sensible and alert in defending the
reliability of the beacon system against dreams and rumours, while in the
Choephori, she is totally unable to interpret the informative potential of an
ominous dream and to expose false news. Unlike her, Aeschylus’ public ful-
ly understood the signs, and could easily predict what would come next; be-
sides, in the eyes of the audience, Clytemnestra’s previous cleverness strik-
ingly enhanced the contrast between her present interpretative blindness
and the plain evidence of the signs she is presented with.

% f] mpog yvvaukdv delpatovpevor Adyor / meddpoior Bppokovat, Bvrjokovteg
paTnv.

4 Aesch. Ag. 351-3: “Lady, you speak as wisely as a prudent man. And, for my
part, now that I have listened to your certain proofs, I prepare to address due prayers
of thanksgiving to the gods” (yovai, kot avdpa cd@pov’ edepdvwg Aéyels. / €yen &
dxovoag moté 6oL TekprpLe / Beodg TpoceLTEly £0 Tapackev&lopoL).

% The dAoAvypog was a loud cry of joy in honour of the gods, mostly performed by
women.

% See also Betensky’s remarks about the beacon-speech as a mean of characteriza-
tion of Clytemnestra (1978: 13-14).
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Clytemnestra’s earlier command of information sources was one of the
elements that led her to success in the Agamemnon and characterized her
as an ingenious, powerful woman. In the Choephori, her faded control of
them serves another purpose, as it foreshadows her ruin, which will come
not only because of Orestes’ revenge but also, as Orestes himself reminds
us, because of fate:

KAYTAIMHETPA 1) Moipa To0TwV, & Tékvov, Tapaltia.
OPE=THE kol TOve Toivuv Moip’ émdpouvev pdpov.
(Ch. 910-11)

[KLYTAEMNESTRA Fate, my child, must share the blame for this. // ORESTES
And fate now brings this destiny to pass.]

By having Cassandra appear at the end of the Agamemnon, Aeschy-
lus had already casted a shadow on the optimistic idea that the ability of
gathering or seizing the right information can suffice to avoid ruin. That is
why the triumph of Clytemnestra’s intelligence does not last long, and the
Choephori realizes that suggestion. It is only by comparing the two plays
with regard to the use and interpretation of information sources, then, that
we may recognize how the ability to gather and seize information does not
guarantee the control of the events, nor of fate.

Conclusion

Starting from the initial beacon scene and throughout the whole play,
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon presents a large-scale scrutiny of information
sources and their degree of reliability. The Choephori carries on this perus-
al by deepening the analysis of men’s attitude towards information sourc-
es, getting to the conclusion that it is impossible for human beings, even
for those who master information, to change or direct the course of their
destiny.

Aeschylus’ staging of the potential and limits of possessing information
shows that mortals are powerless towards the unfathomable plans of desti-
ny. Cassandra’s last words in the Agamemnon precisely bear on the fragili-
ty of human fate: “if misfortune strikes, the dash of a wet sponge blots out
the drawing” (1328-9).” Mortals can be shrewd or obtuse, accurate or inac-
curate, they can achieve ephemeral success thanks to their skills, but they
will eventually succumb to the superior and arbitrary will of the gods.®®

7 el 8¢ dvoTuy), / Poraig LYpOOG®Y 6TOYYOS OAECEV YpOoPTiv.
% On the arbitrary nature of divine punishment, which indeed is a central theme in
Greek tragedy, see Fornaro 2009.
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They share a tiny part in determining the consequences of their own ac-
tions, and may exercise little control on future events. In his attempt to
portray the tragic nature of human condition, Aeschylus made use of many
narrative devices. The staging of the debate about information sources in
the Agamemnon and the Choephori can be considered one of them, and a
very effective one.
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