THE ORESTES MYTH IN
EIGHTEENTH CENTURY DRAMA

by P. J. Conradie
(University of Stellenbosch)

The most striking aspect of the Orestes myth is undoubtedly the murder
of Clytaemnestra by her son. Every dramatist treating this myth has to give
a plausible version of the events leading up to this act. This depends
especially on the way in which the principal characters are portrayed,
whether Clytaemnestra is a sympathetic character or not, and whether
Orestes’ motives are clearly explained.

In Aeschylus and Sophocles Clytaemnestra shows no remorse for the
murder of Agamemnon, but in Euripides she is an affectionate mother who
would like to forget everything connected with the killing of her husband.
In his Agamemnon Seneca went much further in portraying her as a woman
torn by conflicting emotions — her passion for Aegisthus and her respect
for Agamemnon. This conception of Clytaemnestra is extremely popular
with later dramatists, but does not make it easier to justify the matricide.
Orestes, in Aeschylus, is a purposeful character who executes his plan of
vengeance in a competent manner and only hesitates for a moment when
he faces his mother. Later dramatists, however, portray him as a character
who is unable to cope with the situation in which he finds himself and has
to be guided by others. Electra’s role is interesting. In reality she has no
active part in the killing of Aegisthus and Clytaemnestra, and in Aeschylus
she disappears after the first half of the play. In Sophocles, however, she
is the principal character and all the events are seen through her eyes.
Sophocles does not really try to analyse Orestes’ motives. Later dramatists
have followed him in giving a prominent part to Electra and frequently
portray her as a much more forceful character than Orestes. In the portrayal
of the other two principal characters we do not find much variation.
Pylades is the faithful friend who assists Orestes in all he does, and Aegisthus
is the unscrupulous tyrant. *

Apart from the matricide, there is also an element of suspense in this
myth. The story of how Orestes and Pylades, with only one or two support-
ers, succeed in killing a powerful tyrant, is really very thrilling. They are in
constant danger of being discovered and arrested. Therefore they need
some pretext to enable them to enter the palace without arousing suspicion.
In Aeschylus they pretend to be strangers bringing the news of Orestes’
death, and this stratagem has been adopted by nearly all later dramatists.
Even so, from a realistic point of view, it is rather improbable that they
would have succeeded so easily in killing Aegisthus without any interference
from his bodyguard. Euripides realised this and gives a completely different
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