
The Oresteia Aeschylus: Delving into the
Timeless Greek Tragedy
Tragedy has always held a special place in the realm of literature, and "The
Oresteia" by Aeschylus occupies a prominent position within this genre.
Comprising of three interconnected plays, namely "Agamemnon," "The Libation
Bearers," and "The Eumenides," this ancient Greek trilogy explores the themes of
justice, revenge, and political turmoil.

The Vengeful Cycle Begins: "Agamemnon"

The first play in the trilogy, "Agamemnon," serves as a gripping starting point for
the vengeful saga of the House of Atreus. The play depicts the return of
Agamemnon, the king of Argos, from the Trojan War. However, his homecoming
is far from harmonious, as hidden resentments and a gruesome family curse
envelope his fate. Aeschylus masterfully portrays the complexities of human
emotions, highlighting the tragic consequences that unfold as Agamemnon's
unfaithfulness and dark secrets come to light.

The Wrath of the Avenging Gods: "The Libation Bearers"

In the second play, "The Libation Bearers," the focus shifts to the strong-willed
Electra and Orestes, the children of Agamemnon. Cursed with a sense of duty to
avenge their father's murder, they face the daunting task of reconciling with their
past and embracing their destinies. Through intense emotional conflicts and
intricate plotting, Aeschylus raises questions about the morality of revenge. This
play showcases the weight of the gods' influence on mortal lives, emphasizing
the eternal struggle between divine vengeance and human justice.
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The Triumph of Reason: "The Eumenides"

"The Eumenides," the final play in Aeschylus' trilogy, takes an unexpected turn as
it explores the transformative power of reason and civilization in the pursuit of
justice. After committing matricide to avenge their father, Orestes finds himself
tormented by the Furies, ancient goddesses of revenge. The play embodies the
struggle between ancient and modern attitudes towards justice, providing a
glimpse into the evolution of society's perception of fairness and the rejection of
primitive forms of vengeance. The of the jury system as a civilized method to
resolve disputes is a fundamental aspect highlighted in this masterpiece, making
it profoundly relevant even after two and a half millenniums.

The Oresteia's Impact on Greek Tragedy

Aeschylus' "The Oresteia" marked a significant milestone in the development of
Greek tragedy. Breaking free from traditional mythological narratives that often
glorified gods and heroes, Aeschylus introduced a more realistic and thought-
provoking aspect to the genre. By delving deep into the complexities of human
nature and societal transformations, he captivated audiences with his profound
exploration of justice, morality, and the consequences of actions.
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The themes presented in "The Oresteia" resonated strongly with the Athenian
society at the time, tackling issues such as shifting power dynamics, the advent of
legal systems, and the gradual shift from primitive retribution to rational judgment.
Aeschylus' trilogy challenged established norms and opened up discussions
about the nature of justice and its role in society.

The Significance in Modern Times

Although written over two thousand years ago, "The Oresteia" continues to hold
immense significance in modern times. Its exploration of justice and its contrast to
revenge remains a timeless theme that transcends cultures and periods. The
trilogy raises profound questions about personal responsibility, the complexities of
morality, and the necessary coexistence of reason and tradition in the pursuit of
justice.

Moreover, Aeschylus' work serves as a reminder of the impact of ancient Greek
tragedy on contemporary drama and literature. Its influence can be seen in
numerous celebrated works, such as Shakespeare's "Hamlet" and "Macbeth,"
both heavily inspired by the themes and narratives presented in "The Oresteia."

Aeschylus' "The Oresteia" is more than just an ancient Greek trilogy; it stands as
a monument to the enduring power of tragedy. Its exploration of justice, revenge,
and the complexities of human nature continues to captivate readers and
audiences alike. This timeless masterpiece serves as a testament to the
significance of Greek tragedy in the world of literature and its lasting impact on
the development of Western drama.
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William von Humbolt wrote of Aeschylus' The Oresteia that "among all the
products of the Greek stage, none can compare with it in tragic power; no other
play shows the same intensity and pureness of belief in the divine and good;
none can surpass the lessons it teaches and the wisdom of which it is the
mouthpiece." A sequence of three plays, The Oresteia relays the final tragedies
which befall the House of Atreus following the end of the Trojan War. The first
play, "Agamemnon," tells of the return of King Agamemnon from Troy and of his
murder by his wife and her lover. The second, "The Libation Bearers," details the
revenge exacted by Agamemnon's son, Orestes, and daughter, Electra, for their
father's death. In the third play of the trilogy, "The Eumenides," Orestes and
Apollo go before an Athenian jury to determine their ultimate fate. The only full
trilogy to have survived from the ancient Greek playwrights, The Oresteia was
first performed at a festival in Athens in 458 B.C. where it won first prize. The
Oresteia today remains one of the most popular plays of all time. These new
dramatic releases provide us once again with that powerful and direct style of
translation for which Professor Johnston has become known.
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