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Darius, Greece, 490 BC
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SEPTEMBER 8, 480 BC THERMOPYLAE
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KING LEONIDAS OF SPARTA WITH THE SPARTANS
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GREECE THE FIFTH CENTURY BC
528 Death of Athenian tyrant Peisistratus
525 BIRTH OF AESCHYLUS
514 Assassination of Hipparchus, brother of Athenian tyrant Hippias
510 Deposition of Athenian tyrant Hippias, son of Peisistratus
507 Cleisthenes reforms the Athenian constitution
490 First Persian invasion of Greece;
490 Battle of Marathon  Aeschylus and his brothers fight at Marathon.
480 Second Persian invasion of Greece; battles of Thermopylae and Salamis
479 The Persians are defeated by the Greeks at the battle of Plataea .
464 Sparta devastated by earthquake; revolt of the Spartan helots
460 democratic reform of the Athenian Areopagus Hall,
458 Aeschylus’s tragic trilogy the Oresteia first performed, at Athens
455 DEATH OF AESCHYLUS
451 Pericles proposes a law restricting access to Athenian citizenship
444 Foundation of Panhellenic colony at Thurii in south Italy
432 Completion of the new Parthenon
431 Outbreak of Peloponnesian War;
431 first performance of Euripides’ tragedy Medea
430 Pericles’ funeral oration
429 Plague begins at Athens
425 Athenians score success against the Spartans at the battle of Sphacteria
413 Athenian campaign in Sicily ends in disaster
411 Oligarchic coup at Athens xt
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Pisistratus of Athen
               visionary who did much good

-established festivals that united the Athenians culturally, 
-boosted economy by creating a market for Athenian exports 
-stabilized Attic (i.e. Athenian) coinage, making it widely respected t
-brought himself to power through force and
-he used the position he assumed to better the lives of his city
-in power for many years and, when he died
- died 528, sons inherited his power. While they did not manage
Athens as well as their father had and were eventually ousted, 
Pisistratus' lasting contributions laid the groundwork for the 
Athenians' rise to prominence in the next century, the fifth century
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SPARTANS

SPARTANS lose but delay PERSIANS
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    AESCHYLUS 

525 BC to 455 BC
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525 AESCHYLUS  born 
born of a noble family at 525 BC in Eleusis, a small town about 
27 kilometers northwest of Athens, which is nestled in the fertile valleys of 
western Attica,near Athens B.C. 

490 He took part in the Persian Wars. He fought at Marathon. 

470?At some time in his life he appears to have been prosecuted for 
divulging the Eleusinian mysteries, but he apparently proved himself 
innocent. 

Aeschylus wrote more than seventy plays, of which seven have survived: 
The Suppliants, The Persians, Seven Against Thebes, Prometheus Bound, 
Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and The Eumenides. 

460. He visited Syracuse more than once at the invitation of King Hieron I.

455 he died at Gela in Sicily in 455 B.C. Aeschylus was recognized as a 
classic writer soon after his death.
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The Oresteia is our rite of passage 
from savagery to civilization.
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Homer and Athenian Democracy
How to interpret Homeric themes in a democracy.

How to understand militant heroism in a society that 
requires communal co-operation.
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Homer
and

Athenian 
Democracy

The Dilemma.  The Iliad and Athens
Achilles and Agamemnon.

At the center of the Heroic Ideal is a terrible dilemma.

The hero must always test himself against his own 
conscience.  

That is the only court of opinion that matters.  

Has he been true to his own self, true to his 
convictions, has he fought as hard as he should?

Thus the Heroic Ideal centers on the individual.

But the goal of all Heroic behavior is finally the 
applause of one's fellow men.  

Honor and fame are worthwhile in this code.

So what happens when one's own conscience  sets 
oneself 
" against one's fellow men?  
" " " Which is more important?

This is the theme of the Iliad.  

Homer and all others understood the terrible dilemma 
here with the character of Achilles.

"Sing the anger of Peleus' son Achilles
  and its devastation
  which put pains thousandfold 
  upon the Achaens ,
  hurled in their multitudes
  to the house of Hades
  strong souls of heroes
  but gave their bodies
  to be the delicate feasting
  of dogs....." ext

SaturdayJanuary 25, 2020



Homer
and

Athenian 
Democracy

The Dilemma.  The Iliad and Athens
Achilles and Agamemnon.

At the center of the Heroic Ideal is a terrible dilemma.

The hero must always test himself against his own 
conscience.  

That is the only court of opinion that matters.  

Has he been true to his own self, true to his 
convictions, has he fought as hard as he should?

Thus the Heroic Ideal centers on the individual.

But the goal of all Heroic behavior is finally the 
applause of one's fellow men.  

Honor and fame are worthwhile in this code.

So what happens when one's own conscience  sets 
oneself against one's fellow men?  
" " " Which is more important?

This is the theme of the Iliad.  

Homer and all others understood the terrible dilemma 
"Sing the anger of Peleus' son Achilles
  and its devastation
  which put pains thousandfold 
  upon the Achaens ,
  hurled in their multitudes
  to the house of Hades
  strong souls of heroes
  but gave their bodies
  to be the delicate feasting
  of dogs....." 

SaturdayJanuary 25, 2020



Homer and Athenian Democracy
How to interpret Homeric themes in a democracy.

How to understand militant heroism in a society that 
requires communal co-operaation.

The Dilemma.  The Iliad and Athens
Achilles and Agamemnon.

At the center of the Heroic Ideal is a terrible dilemma.

The hero must always test himself against his own 
conscience.  

That is the only court of opinion that matters.  

Has he been true to his own self, true to his 
convictions, has he fought as hard as he should?

Thus the Heroic Ideal centers on the individual.

But the goal of all Heroic behavior is finally the 
applause of one's fellow men.  

Honor and fame are worthwhile in this code.

So what happens when one's own conscience  sets 
oneself against one's fellow men?  
" " " Which is more important?

This is the theme of the Iliad.  

Homer and all others understood the terrible dilemma 
"Sing the anger of Peleus' son Achilles
  and its devastation
  which put pains thousandfold 
  upon the Achaens ,
  hurled in their multitudes
  to the house of Hades
  strong souls of heroes
  but gave their bodies
  to be the delicate feasting
  of dogs....." 

SaturdayJanuary 25, 2020



Aeschylus celebrates man’s capacity for suffering, his courage 
to endure hereditary guilt and ethical conflicts, his battle battle 
for freedom in the teeth of fate, and his strenuous collaboration 

with his gods to create a better world.

Zeus, as the old men of Argos tell us, ‘lays it down as law/that 
we must suffer, suffer into truth.’

The human life and suffering
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The Oresteia is our rite of passage 
from savagery to civilization.
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The Agamemnon is like the rite of separation; the 
king is cut off from his society. The Libation Bearers is 
like the rite of transition; the son is at the threshold 

of maturity. But The Eumenides, the rite of 
aggregation, celebrates Orestes’ initiation into 

Argos and our initiation into Athens.
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The action of the Oresteia begins more than nine years 
later, just after the fall of Troy and Agamemnon’s seizure 

of Cassandra, the daughter of Priam and priestess of 
Apollo, whom he abducts to Argos as his mistress. The 

Agamemnon describes how Clytemnestra kills her 
husband for the death of their daughter and the insult of 

Cassandra, and establishes herself and Aegisthus, her 
paramour and also the avenger of his father, as rulers 

over Argos.  

Agamemnon
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And its sequel, The Libation Bearers there 
erupts into a moral struggle never told by 

Homer. In The Libation Bearers the only son 
of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, Orestes, 
obeys the command of Apollo and kills the 

murderers in revenge; but his mother’s 
Furies drive him mad. 

The Libation 
Bearers
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In the final play, The Eumenides, pursue him to Apollo’s shrine at Delphi. 
The god can purify Orestes of blood-guilt but cannot release him from the 
Furies and refers him to Athens and Athena for their judgement. There the 

goddess appoints a group of men to conduct a trial for manslaughter and so 
establishes the Areopagus, her famous court of law. Orestes is acquitted and 
restored to his fathers’ lands in Argos, while Athena persuades the Furies, 
the demons of the primitive vendetta-law, to become benevolent patrons, 

changing their names to ‘Eumenides’, the Kindly Ones of Athens. The final 
choruses are in the mood of Beethoven’s Hymn to Joy: let us rejoice, the 

spirit of man has triumphed over the harsher elements of life—a new order 
has been born.

Aeschylus. The Oresteia: Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, The 
Eumenides (pp. 15-16). Penguin Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. xt

The 
Eumenides
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Text
Text

Agamemnon Act I

In the immediate aftermath of the fall of Troy, the play opens at King 
Agamemnon's palace in Argos with the lonely Watchman's soliloquy. From the 
roof of the palace, the Watchman begs the gods for respite from his 
interminable watch. The stars, his sole, plentiful and steadfast, companions 
seem to him like so many "dynasties" revolving in endless cycles, waxing and 
waning, moving out of winter into summer and back again. What he wishes is 
rest. He relates how he has been obliged by the queen to keep watch for a fire. 
Further he cannot sleep for restless fear. In his musings he hints of a great 
bygone woe, "the pity of this house," which he hopes will soon be redeemed. 
The flames, he says, would presage positively. Far off in the distance, then, a 
light glows, and the Watchman spies a messenger's blaze that hails the fall of 
Troy. He draws a joyous analogy to a sunrise. The soliloquy closes with the 
Watchman hopeful that his king will return home, since the house, he says, has 
too long wallowed in a dismal sadness. The Chorus enters and begins its 
recapitulation of the commencement of the Trojan war tens years previous: the 
call to action, the deploying of the one thousand ships, the loss of so many 
young Argive lives. They go on to explain that the devastating fall is the exacting 
of a procrastinated punishment by angry gods upon the transgressors, mainly, 
Paris and Helen
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AGAMEMNON turns to the leader. 
And your concern, old man, is on my mind. 
I hear you and agree, I will support you. 
How rare, men with the character to praise 
a friend’s success without a trace of envy, 
poison to the heart - it deals a double blow. 
Your own losses weigh you down but then, 
look at your neighbor’s fortune and you weep. 
Well I know. I understand society, 
the flattering mirror of the proud. 
My comrades .
they’re shadows, I tell you, ghosts of men 
who swore they’d die for me. Only Odysseus: 
I dragged that man to the wars but once in harness 
he was a trace-horse, he gave his all for me. 
Dead or alive, no matter, I can praise him. 
And now this cause involving men and gods. 
We must summon the city for a trial, 
found a national tribunal. Whatever’s healthy, 
shore it up with law and help it flourish. 
Wherever something calls for drastic cures 
we make our noblest effort : amputate or wield 
the healing iron, burn the cancer at the roots. Now I go to my father’s house - 
I give the gods my right hand, my first salute. 
The ones who sent me forth have brought me home. 
He starts down from the chariot, looks at 
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CHORUS: 
But the lust for power never dies - 

men cannot have enough. 
No one will lift a hand to send it 
from his door, to give it warning, 
‘Power, never come again!’ 
Take this man: the gods in glory 
gave him Priam’s city to plunder, 
brought him home in splendour like a god. 
But now if he must pay for the blood 
his fathers shed, and die for the deaths 
he brought to pass, and bring more death 
to avenge his dying, show us one 
who boasts himself born free 
of the raging angel, once he hears- 
Cries break out within the palace. 

SaturdayJanuary 25, 2020



CLYTAEMNESTRA: 
Words, endless words I’ve said to serve the moment - 
now it makes me proud to tell the truth. 
How else to prepare a death for deadly men 
who seem to love you? How to rig the nets 
of pain so high no man can overleap them?
I brooded on this trial, this ancient blood feud 
year by year. At last my hour came. 
Here I stand and here I struck 
and here my work is done. 
I did it all. I don’t deny it, no. 
He had no way to flee or fight his destiny - 

(Unwinding the robes from AGAMEMNON’ S body, 
spreading them before the altar where the old men cluster around them, unified as a chorus 
once again. )

our never-ending, all embracing net, I cast it 
wide for the royal haul, I coil him round and round 
in the wealth, the robes of doom, and then I strike him 
once, twice, and at each stroke he cries in agony- 
he buckles at the knees and crashes here! 
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LEADER: 
You appall me, 
you, your brazen words - 
exulting over your fallen king. 

CLYTAEMNESTRA: 
And you, 
you try me like some desperate woman. 
My heart is steel, well you know. Praise me, 
blame me as you choose. It’s all one. 
Here is Agamemnon, my husband made a corpse 
by this right hand - a masterpiece of Justice. 
Done is done.
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The Oresteia is our rite of passage 
from savagery to civilization.
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