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ai yap tpooei8ov VwKi TfiVje qpdiaT6u a 
81oai v Oveipwv, rav a got, AI o cet' A CIx a 
ei Aev xep'nvev o0X&a, B6o8; eXeaoqopa (Soph. El. 644-646) 

THERE ARE TWO PROPHECIES in Sophokles' Elektra: the oracle of Apollo 
to Orestes, and the dream of Klytaimnestra. Both prophecies are in different 

ways used to emphasize the political theme underlying the play and to enforce 
or reinforce the re-establishment of the proper and legally constituted political 
order, the rule of the Atreidai over Mykenai. Characters who are not necessary 
for the transfer of political power are not mentioned in the prophecies and are 

marginalized in the closure of the play. 
Closure in tragedy is frequently produced by the fulfilment of prophecy 

(cf. Roberts 1984: 27-38) and, according to some critics, by exclusion of the 
feminine.1 In the Elektra the two are united: fulfilment of the prophecies of the 

play, the oracle of Apollo and the dream of Klytaimnestra, entails exclusion of 
the feminine, in the person of Klytaimnestra, who is dead, and Elektra, whose 

primary act, lamentation for her father, has been finally rendered unnecessary. As 
Froma Zeitlin points out, "functionally women are never an end in themselves" in 
Greek tragedy, though they may occupy center stage. They function, however, as 

adjuncts, as catalysts, agents, blockers, destroyers, or, as in the Elektra, assistants 
to the males whose concerns define the play (Zeitlin 1990: 69).2 The enormous 
emotional impact of the play is the product of the central role of Elektra, which 
acts as a vehicle for the representation of the passions raised by abuse, grief, 
and the desire for vengeance; but these emotions are ultimately represented as 
a hindrance to the very vengeance Elektra longs for, and her marginalization is 

represented as necessary to the fulfilment of the prophecies at the end of the play. 
Scholarship on the Elektra has tended to divide into two groups, "optimists" 

and "pessimists," primarily over the evaluation of the revenge of Orestes. The 

optimists hold that the play shows the carriage of justice and the punishment 
of evil, that Orestes is justified, and that his actions bring not only justice, 
but Elektra's salvation and happiness. The pessimists argue that Orestes is not 

justified in the matricide, that the tone of the play is unreservedly dark, that 

My thanks to Michael Haslam for his careful reading and helpful discussion of earlier drafts of this 

paper. 
1Cf. Rabinowitz 1992: 37, 50; Shaw 1975; and Foley 1977, 1981. Goldhill (1986: 58-59, 67-73) 

links the exclusion of women in tragedy to their position in the Athenian polis. 
2Cf. Katz 1994 on the use of female characters to represent the disruptive demands of the 

individual against the needs of the collective in tragedy. 
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Elektra's soul has been destroyed by hatred, and that there is ample evidence in 
the play to suggest that Orestes will be pursued by Furies directly after his final 
exit.3 The role of prophecy in the play has generally been discussed only with 
reference to its use to justify-or not-the murder of Klytaimnestra,4 and the 
dream of Klytaimnestra has rarely been considered in the context of the play at 
all.5 It is not my intention to contribute specifically to this debate, except where 
the function of prophecy in the play bears directly on questions raised by other 
critics. However, as will be seen, the prophecies act to minimize the importance 
of Klytaimnestra and of her death, and thereby to reduce the moral questions 
which would otherwise surround the killing. 

The dream of Klytaimnestra is first revealed to the audience by Chrysothemis 
on her way to sacrifice on Klytaimnestra's orders at Agamemnon's tomb. She 
tells Elektra that Klytaimnestra has ordered the sacrifice after a nightmare, eK 
6Eita,o;S xoo vKwrtEpov (410). Elektra responds ecstatically, even before she hears 

anything more--b Oeo~i iarpoot, ao)yyEv?aOe y' &Xax viv (411), and says she 
will explain her reaction if she is told the dream (o6Ntv, 413). Chrysothemis 
disclaims first-hand knowledge-she has heard all she knows from a bystander 
(424-425)-but gives the following account: 

^y7o na; c, a cmTv v eioatsev raxpob; 
TO5 oo0 te ic&oKaov 8eixepav 6o??^iav 

Xe06vTo; &; (p;S' eiTa 6ov8' c(peorov 
ircact xap[vtca acirpovxa o (p6pei ioret 

aT<rq;, Taviv 8' A'YaoOo;- E,K re ToVB' avco 
pXaaorTv pp{ovxa OaX6v, X Karacamov 

xacoav yeveoOat Tilv MuivrvaiGov %06va. (417-423) 

3Those critics who argue that Orestes' actions can be expected to have negative consequences, 
however nebulous, and those who argue that the play "justifies" his actions rather than simply asking no 
moral questions about them tend to believe that the matricide is given great weight in the play. Thus 
Minadeo (1967: 115), who claims Orestes isjustified, calls the matricide "the event upon which all of 
the divine and human forces in the play converge." Kamerbeek (1974: 17) and Bowra (1944: 218), 
also "justifiers," believe that the matricide is the climax, and the event on which the whole play hinges; 
cf. Kells 1973: 10. Gellie (1972: 106) and Segal (1966: 474), who give more ambivalent readings, 
agree that the matricide is kept in our minds by various means throughout the play. Gellie (1972: 
127) argues that the matricide is designed to showcase Elektra's feelings rather than Klytaimnestra's 
suffering, while Segal (1981: 261) argues that it is the killing itself which awakens "deep emotional 
resonances" in the audience. Critics who claim that the play asks no moral questions of Orestes' act 
argue that the matricide is downplayed, e.g., Wilamowitz 1969: 215-216 or Reinhardt 1979: 161. 

4The debate has centred on the question Orestes asked of the oracle, and on Orestes' use of the 
word MvciKouS to describe the killings in his report of Apollo's response. Segal (1981: 280) points out 
that it is unclear whether the adjective is Orestes' or Apollo's. Bowra (1944: 217) and Gellie (1972: 
107) both assume it comes from the god. Sheppard (1927: 5-9) and Kells (1973: 5-7) argue that 
Orestes has asked the wrong question of the oracle, and that Apollo has not authorized the killings. 
Kirkwood (1958: 76) and Reinhardt (1979: 137, 259) assume without argument that Apollo has 
authorized them. 

Devereux (1976: 219-255) psychoanalyses Klytaimnestra by means of the dream, but with little 
reference to the play. Few other critics have even mentioned it; Bowra (1944: 223-226) is the notable 
exception. His approach is discussed in more detail below, n. 17. 
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Elektra does not interpret the terms of the dream, though she comments that 
she thinks its sending concerns Orestes (olCLat Lev o6v, olgapi t ic&aKeivc p?ILEXtv/ 
xnpl at rS' ar 8i &oxpo6oor' 6veipaxa, 460). She advises Chrysothemis to 
throw away Klytaimnestra's offerings for the tomb, sacrificing instead gifts from 
herself and Elektra, and asking for assistance for themselves and Orestes against 
their enemies (that is, Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos); but she asks Chrysothemis 
to perform the alternative sacrifice not because of the dream, but in order to assist 
herself, Elektra, Orestes and Agamemnon (461-463). 

The chorus, in the following ode, says that unless it is a poor seer (7apadppov 
ja&v?t;, 472), the dream is a favourable one (a&6inv6ov ... 6vetparov, 479-480), 
from which they take courage, and the belief that Justice will shortly arrive 
(476-478); Agamemnon and the axe which killed him have not forgotten, and 
the Erinys is on the way to punish the killers (482-497); they are certain that the 
tepac of the dream will be fulfilled (497). They conclude this section of the ode 
saying that if the dream is not fulfilled, there are no prophecies available for men 
in dreams or from oracles6. 

The chorus is here taking the dream in its entirety as a rEpao, a sign to be 
interpreted like the flight of birds or the results of a sacrifice. Its claim to be a 
gcavrt; is a claim to be able to interpret omens, as av-retg do elsewhere.7 The 
chorus has no doubt that the dream itself portends vengeance on the murderers, 
or more specifically, that justice will be brought by the Erinyes (cf. Winnington- 
Ingram 1980: 217-247, 218-219). It considers dreams and oracles as equally 
trustworthy bearers of prophecy. But the chorus treats the existence, rather 
than the content, of the dream, as a signifier; its existence is portentous and is 
interpreted as signifying disaster for the murderers, but its terms are never given 
specific referents.8 The chorus does not resolve the terms of the dream any more 
than Elektra does. 

Klytaimnestra's reaction to the dream is similar to that of the chorus, in that 
she treats it as a portent, but makes no attempt to interpret its terms. She prays to 
Apollo for deliverance from her fears, but says that she cannot be specific because 

6i/rot Itavreicatt Pporo&v / O5x etiov civ voit 6vei/poi; o65' ev 0ropaTot;, / e{ I n o6Se qpiada 
vvcb=o / e Kcaxatxet, 497-501. 

7Tiresias, for example, expects, as a pxavxt;, to be able to interpret the calls and behaviour of birds 
(Ant. 998 ff.) 

8This dream, like almost all others in tragedy, is without speech; the message is given entirely 
in visual terms, and the dream is in that sense literally a "portent" rather than a "prophecy," a repco 
rather than a OavTrevoV. However, as Manetti (1987: 27-29) points out, despite the ancient distinction 
between the two there is ultimately no difference in their interpretation: both linguistic and visual 
signs must equally by decoded by a skilled or inspired interpreter. (Kalchas in the liad, for example, 
interprets [pxavwEuerat, 2.300] the oir.La of the snake and the nine sparrows [I. 2.308-319]). All 
prophecies in Sophokles besides the dream of Klytaimnestra are spoken, that is, are coded linguistically 
rather than visually, but the methods of interpretation required are the same, and the absence of 
speech here does not disqualify the dream from prophetic status. The dream is, therefore, treated 
here as a srepa not in that its terms are visual-either visual or linguistic terms can be interpreted as 

arvetZa-but in that its terms are not interpreted at all. 
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she is speaking in the presence of enemies (i.e., Elektra and the chorus, 637-640). 
An explanation is thus provided for an absence of any discussion of the actual 
content of the dream in her prayer. She likewise treats the dream as prophetic, 
and asks Apollo to fulfil it if it is favourable, or avert it if it is not: 

a yatp 7pooei8ov vucTI e qsipaouxTa 
&oaaov 6veipov, 'racm& aot, AXKtce' acvo;t 
ei ACVv 7Cqrlvev eo9AX, 86; TXeeapo6pa, 
ci 6' CO0pa, Toi; E%0poiaov CgraXtv gfe9;. (644-647) 

Klytaimnestra had earlier reacted to the dream by sending Chrysothemis to 
sacrifice at Agamemnon's tomb, which shows that she accepted the dream as 
portentous. Her prayer here likewise shows her treating the dream as prophetic; 
that is, she prays as if she believes that it will be fulfilled. She is not capable, 
however, of interpreting it, even as a portent. The dream is 5taaov, doubtful, 
capable of two interpretations, and so she prays for different resolutions of its 
prophetic power, depending on which interpretation is to be fulfilled. Her prayer 
to Apollo, like that of Jocasta in the Oidipous Tyrannos, is immediately followed 
by the entrance of a messenger bringing false news of a relative's death.9 As 
in the O.T., the messenger by implication comes in fulfilment of the prayer; in 
the Elektra, his arrival also sets in motion the fulfilment of the dream. The 
implication that Apollo has sent the dream as in the O.T. he has given the oracle 
is unmistakable. 

This is the last reference to the dream of Klytaimnestra in the play. When 
Orestes arrives and finally identifies himself to Elektra she does not tell him the 
dream, nor does Klytaimnestra recall it in her dying cries offstage. The dream 
remains formally uninterpreted by anyone in the play, although the events of the 
play dearly fulfil it and resolve its terms. 

The dream of Klytaimnestra is treated as prophetic by Elektra, Klytaimnestra, 
and the chorus, all of whom speak of it as a portent to be fulfilled. As a portent, 
the dream is used to motivate Chrysothemis' sacrifice at Agamemnon's tomb, and 
Klytaimnestra's entrance and prayer to Apollo. The content of the dream is never 
directly interpreted, however, and seems to stand to one side of the plot, ultimately 
having no effect on the action. It is this apparent lack of connection between the 
content of the dream and the action of the play which leads Devereux to claim 
that the dream has no literary use whatever in Sophokles' play and is inserted there 
only on the model of Aischylos' Choephoroi.l? But while the content of the dream 

9 Cf. Peradotto 1992: 7. 
10"I cannot persuade myself that it plays any truly necessary role in the Sophoklean tragedy. It 

is, in some respects, a literary heirloom, which tends to clutter up the scene, simply because one 
refuses to get rid of it. One moves it from the mantlepiece to the piano and then to a shelf, one tries 
to renovate it by giving it a new coat of paint (a new manifest content) ... but it still remains an 
encumbrance. Stesichoros and Aeschylos had already squeezed the last drop of dramatic usefulness 
out of it. Euripides quietly turned the old battle-horse out to the pasture .. ." (Devereux 1976: 251). 
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is never interpreted and does not directly affect the action, it precisely describes it 
and is fulfilled in the climax of the play. The use of the dream in interpreting and 

describing the action of the play can best be seen by comparison with the use of 
similar dreams in Aischylos' Choephoroi and Herodotos' Histories.1l 

The three plays of the Oresteia explore the consequences of the disruption of 
different family relationships and the priority to be given each. While there are 
undeniable political consequences to these relationships, as the one who marries 
(or kills) Klytaimnestra will rule Argos, it is the relationships themselves rather 
than their political associations which are emphasized in the trilogy, and especially 
in the Choephoroi. This play examines in detail the relative importance of the 
relationships between a son and his father or mother. Klytaimnestra's role as 
Orestes' mother thus assumes great importance, and both her status and fitness 
as a mother are called into question throughout the play. Elektra claims that 
Klytaimnestra does not deserve the name of mother (Choe. 190-191), as she 
has exchanged her children for a husband and has allowed them to be ignored 
(444-446), treated like slaves or exiled in penury (133-136); she offers Orestes 
the love due a mother, since Klytaimnestra deserves only hatred (240-241). The 
disruption of the relationship between parent and child is commemorated in 
the next ode of the chorus, who sing of Althaea's murder of her son Meleager 
(605-611) and Scylla's betrayal of her father (612-621); the Lemnian women's 
murder of their husbands, a disruption of the tie between husband and wife, 
is mentioned only third (631-634). Klytaimnestra's moderate grief at the news 
of Orestes' death, as shown in her response to the messenger (691-699), is 
contrasted immediately with the uncontrolled maternal emotion of his nurse, who 
recalls her fondness for him as an infant vividly and at length (734-765) and 
whose memories of raising him call into question Klytaimnestra's later claim to 
have done so herself (908). Klytaimnestra pleads for her life on the grounds that 
she is Orestes' mother (cevei-v FIotica, rtExvov, -iv tirkepa, 922), who took 
care of him when young (908) and nursed him (896-898),12 and warns him of 
the power of a mother's curse (912, 924). Orestes cannot deny that she is his 

11The influences on Sophokles' treatment of the story are not limited to Aischylos and Herodotos, 
of course: Homer and, some critics argue, Euripides also affected Sophokles' play. Jebb (1962: 
xl-xlii), in an attempt to explain the Sophoklean treatment of the story, suggested that it completely 
ignored the Aischylean version and presented instead a dramatization of the version of events found in 
Homer; cf. Sheppard 1927. Winnington-Ingram (1954-55) argues for pronounced and deliberate use 
of Aischylean reminiscences throughout the play; cf. Minadeo 1967; but Stevens (1978) argues that 
the Oresteia had been produced so long before the Elektra as to be nearly forgotten by the audience. 
Kamerbeek (1974: 18) argues that Sophokles' play was written after Euripides' and was intended to 
justify Apollo's oracle, criticized in Euripides' Elekira, by justifying Orestes' actions; Kells (1973: 5) 
disagrees. 

12 Devereux (1976: 206-209) sees Klytaimnestra's baring of her breast to Orestes here as an erotic 
rather than a maternal gesture. Whether or not one accepts Devereux' interpretation of this act, 
Klytaimnestra's sexuality is used elsewhere in the play to undermine her status as a mother: the conflict 
between her sexual and maternal roles is raised and resented by Elektra, for example (133-136). 
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mother, but claims instead that it is she herself, and not he, who is responsible 
for her death (923). Her claim to the loyalty due a mother is undercut not only 
by the reminiscences of Elektra and the nurse which show her actual neglect of 
her children, but by her own act: she responds to the news that "the dead are 
killing the living" (obv r&vxa aicavetv Txo; refvrlotxac,q; yo, 886) by saying that 
she understands the riddle, and commanding "May someone-quickly-give me 
a man-killing axe! We'll see if we win or are conquered" (6oi{r Tt; &avporlfiTa 
7X?eruv roG Xaog' / eLtS &ev el vtKiCtev f viK&CeOa-, 889-890). She knows that 
the attacker is her son Orestes, but she is willing, nevertheless, to kill him to save 
her own life. Orestes likewise shows acute awareness of Klytaimnestra's status as 
his mother, and after she reminds him that she suckled him he hesitates and asks, 
"Pylades, what should I do? Should I be ashamed to kill my mother?" (IlTXu d , 
-i Bpaoco; grlXep' atl8eao icravetv;, 899). Pylades' answer that he must before 
all obey the oracle of Apollo (a&navra; EXOpotS; -v 0e&v F1 yov IXeo6v, 902) is the 

turning point of the play. After Orestes kills her, he shows to the light of day the 
net which his mother used to trap Agamemnon, so that Helios can bear witness 
that he has killed her justly (ev5Kico;, 988); he is not concerned to justify his 
killing of Aigisthos (Aiyitov yap o6S ̂ co lt6pov, 989), who has only received 
his deserts as an adulterer. When Orestes begins to fear the arrival of the Furies, 
he reiterates, "I say I killed my mother not without justice!" (Kicaveiv rE <pTrl 
prl/rip' oiKc fve-u 6iT;, 1027), on Apollo's authority (1030); and his mother's 
Furies, visible only to him, chase him offstage at the conclusion of the play.13 

The dream of Klytaimnestra in the Choephoroi vividly emphasizes the blood 
relationship of Klytaimnestra and Orestes and highlights Orestes' double role as 
both child and killer. Klytaimnestra's emotional reaction to the dream, fear, is the 
dream's first interpreter, and the terms of the dream are recounted and resolved 
in detail by both Orestes and Klytaimnestra before her death. 

The chorus of women first mention the dream when they describe how they 
have been sent out of the house to carry libations for Agamemnon's tomb in 
response to Klytaimnestra's nightmare: 

'opb; yap 6pO6Opit 866ov 
6velp6uCvrxK; Et tXvou KOiov 7tVCO 
&cop6vucov &dp36a- 
OCa ipXaXOev 4XaKce repi (p630t, 

yuvatxeiototv Ev 
SCoawcXCTv papic; xITVCov 

13Segal (1986: 351-357) compares the relationship between the mother and children in the 
three plays by focusing specifically on the matricide, and points out in particular the vivid physical 
language describing Klytaimnestra's body and the damage done to it in Aischylos and Euripides, which 
emphasizes in both cases the intimate relationship between mother and son. He does not, however, 
recognize the significance of the lack of such vivid description in Sopholdes: the physical description 
of her body and its wounds serves to emphasize the relationship between Orestes and Klytaimnestra 
in the other two authors, and this relationship in Sopholdes is given as little significance as possible. 
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cKptai <,e> tov68' 6vetpaTov 
Oe60ev [aKov ~KrYDUol 
gegcppeoat Tobq 
ya& vepOev xept9pio; 
roi;q IcavoboIt ' &yKOTeiv. (Aesch. Choe. 32-42) 

The "interpreter of dreams," the 6vetp6o'avrt; (33), is Klytaimnestra's cry of 
fear in the night, her reaction to her dream: and those who are called in to 

interpret the dream (icptrai Tcv8V' 6vetpa&ov, 38) tell her that Agamemnon, 
though buried, is still angry. The interpretation of the dream is given before its 
contents are told to the audience. Klytaimnestra's first reaction to the dream in 
both plays is fear, and she responds in both cases by sending a daughter to sacrifice 
at Agamemnon's tomb. Thus the dream in both plays is treated as prophetic by 
Klytaimnestra. In Aischylos, however, an intermediate step between her dream 
and her response is introduced with the interpretation of the terms of the dream 
to Klytaimnestra by experts. Klytaimnestra in the Choephoroi is acting on an 
informed understanding of the import of her dream, which she is never given in 
the Elektra; and interpretation of the contents of her dream plays an important 
role throughout the Choephoroi. 

After Orestes' entrance and recognition and the kommos of Orestes and Elektra, 
Orestes asks what has motivated Klytaimnestra to send offerings to Agamemnon's 
tomb. The chorus then describes in detail Klytaimnestra's dream and her reaction. 

Klytaimnestra has dreamed that she gave birth to a serpent, which she wrapped 
in swaddling clothes as if it were a human infant; when she nursed it, it bit her 
breast and drank both blood and milk together (Choe. 522-539). Orestes says that 
her dream was not empty ([adxatov, 534) and interprets the details of the dream 
as analogically referring to himself. If the serpent was born from the same place as 
he, was wrapped like him in swaddling clothes,14 and nursed at the same breast, 
whose milk it mixed with blood, then it is dear, says Orestes, that Klytaimnestra 
is to die by violence and that Orestes "becomes" the snake who kills her (Choe. 
540-552). The chorus responds enthusiastically, "Let it be so" (yevooto 5' obvcog, 
552). Klytaimnestra herself interprets her dream in the same terms at the end of 
her interchange with Orestes, directly before they exit to her death: 

KA. o'0 'yO, reicooa xo6v' opqv eOpevaATjLv 
i KcpTa Ctavt & ,v o~ 6vetpa&rcv (p63o. (928-929) 

The terms of the dream are thus of specific importance in Aischylos' play and 
are resolved in detail. Orestes is the snake because he himself has gone through 
the same sequence of birth and nurture, point for point, as the chorus describes 
for the snake in Klytaimnestra's dream; and Klytaimnestra is destined to die by 
violence because the serpent is described as performing a violent act upon the one 

14The text of line 544 is dubious (teT aoa otapyavwlxXe{ieoot Page; tecaGaoaoapyavltnXei~etot 
West), but this seems to be the general sense. 
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who suckles it. It is Klytaimnestra's fear which provides, for her, the interpretation 
of the dream and is described by her as a dtavtS;. Even before she understood 
the terms, she knew the dream portended disaster for her, as Klytaimnestra only 
suspects of her dream in the Elektra. But in Aischylos' treatment, Orestes and 
Klytaimnestra resolve the terms of the dream specifically, by recognizing their 
relationship-that between mother and child-and identifying Orestes as the 
serpent/child. Orestes' identity as Klytaimnestra's son as well as her killer is the 
crux of the play and in fact the trilogy and is symbolized in the dream by the 

serpent's drinking both her milk and her blood. The identical interpretation of 
the dream by mother and son emphasizes that relationship, and Orestes' detailed 

interpretation of the terms of the dream makes clear his consciousness of his filial 
relationship with Klytaimnestra and thus the implications of his act in killing her. 
Both Klytaimnestra and Orestes "understand" the dream, know what it refers to 
and interpret its terms as prophetic. 

Klytaimnestra, as the mother of Orestes, is central to the Choephoroi, and the 
dream emphasizes her role in the play. The dream motivates Klytaimnestra's 
sacrifice at Agamemnon's tomb, and its narration to Orestes and his interpretation 
of it motivates his decision to move ahead and kill Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos. Its 

interpretation by Klytaimnestra is used to close the scene between her and Orestes 
with her acceptance of the inevitability of her death; and it is the dream as much 
as the oracle of Apollo which provides closure for the action of the Choephoroi, 
in that both are resolved in the climax of Klytaimnestra's death, after the killing 
of Aigisthos, to which the play gives little emphasis. By problematizing the 
relationship between Orestes and Klytaimnestra, the dream's content emphasizes 
the basic conflict of the play. Klytaimnestra's and Orestes' identical interpretation 
of the dream underlines that relationship and is necessary to the action of the 
play. 

The use of the dream in the Elektra mirrors that of the Choephoroi in terms 
of the identity of the dreamer and the way in which the dream (and her fear) is 
used to motivate the sacrifice at Agamemnon's tomb. The content of the dream 
in Sophokles' play, however, is modelled rather on the two dreams of Astyages in 
Herodotos' Histories.15 In Herodotos' account, Astyages, the King of the Medes, 
dreamed that his daughter, Mandane, urinated so copiously that she flooded all 

15 Sophokles will have been acquainted with Herodotos' account, or with its sources. According to 
Tertullian (Tert. Dc anim. 46 = FGrH 14), Herodotos took the dreams of Astyages from Charon of 

Lampsacus. However, Jacoby (ad FGrH 14) dates Charon later than Herodotos, ajudgment contested 
by Drews (1973: 24-25), who cites Plut. Mor. 859a-b (who calls Charon ptpeCzopmepo), as well as 
Dion. Hal. Pomp. 3.7 and Suda s.v., concluding that at least Charon's Persika predates Herodotos. 
Fornara (1983: 18-22), however, distrusts Hellenistic dating, which he believes was based largely on 
style. Herodotos gives a fuller account of the dreams than does Charon of Lampsacus and seems more 
likely to have elaborated on Charon than the reverse. A friendship between Sophokles and Herodotos 

existing long before the production of the Elekra is attested by Plutarch (Mor. 785b), who cites a 
poem written for Herodotos by Sophokles when he was 55, i.e., in 445 B.c., if the traditional dating 
of Sophokles' birth is kept. A friendship between the two men does not of course argue a necessary 
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Asia (Hdt. 1.107). Frightened by the detailed interpretation of the dream given 
him by the 6vetpoir6Xot, Astyages married her to Cambyses, who, because he 
was a Persian, was no dynastic threat. After Mandane was married, however, 
Astyages had another dream, in which a vine grew from her private parts which 
shaded all Asia (1.108). He referred this dream also to the 6vEtpoTc6Xot, and 
on hearing their answer he brought his already-pregnant daughter back to his 
palace, and handed the son born to her over to his kinsman Harpages to kill; for 
the 6vetpoto6Xot, Herodotos explains, had interpreted both dreams to mean that 
Mandane would have a son who would be king in his place (1.108)-that is, by 
usurping his throne. The child, Cyrus, does in fact survive and overthrow his 

grandfather Astyages by civil war (1.129). 
Both dreams follow the same pattern: something issuing from Astyages' 

daughter's genitalia overcomes all of Asia, by flooding or by overshading it.16 
We are told that the ovetpocorXot give him a point-for-point interpretation, but 
not what it was: only the general gist, which is that Mandane's son will rule 
in Astyages' place. But it is not hard to perform the detailed interpretation 
Herodotos does not provide. Both the urine and the vine, because they issue from 
his daughter's private parts, signify a child by her: the flooding or the shading of all 
Asia signifies the rule by her child of the country. Astyages reacts as Klytaimnestra 
does in the Choephoroi, with fear and an attempt to avert the fulfilment of the 
dream. 

Herodotos tells the story of the dream at the point in the narrative at which he 
is describing Cyrus' rise to power. Cyrus' power is based partly on his hereditary 
right to rule (as Astyages' grandson) and partly on his having taken the throne by 
force from Astyages. The dream reflects both of these and represents Cyrus' rise 
to power in dynastic terms, as dependent on his birth from his mother, Astyages' 
daughter. For Astyages, however, the importance of the dream is not the family 
relationships it delineates, but its political implications. It is Cyrus' identity as 

familiarity on Sophokles' part with the the contents of Herodotos' Histories, the date of the publication 
of which is uncertain. How and Wells (1912: 1.7), however, cite ancient evidence that Herodotos 
recited parts of his work in Athens in 446-445 B.c., and there are numerous correspondences between 

Sophokles' and Herodotos' work besides the dreams of Astyages and Klytaimnestra, e.g., at Ant. 
904 ff.: Hdt. 3.119.6, or O.C. 337-341: Hdt. 2.35.2. (My thanks to Malcolm Wallace of the 

University of Toronto for these references.) 
The similarities between the dreams and their use in Sophokles and Herodotos, together with 

the other correspondences between the two authors, indicate that Sophokles was acquainted with 
Herodotos' work. However, it is not necessary to prove that Sophokles was necessarily influenced by 
Herodotos here. Even if he was not directly influenced by Herodotos, a comparative analysis of the 
dream in the Elektra and the use of dreams similar by content or structural function in other works of 
the period will reveal the range of possibilities available to Sophokles in his use of a dream here, and 
draw closer attention to the choices he made in his representation of Klytaimnestra's dream and its 
function in the play. 16 Devereux (1976: 237-238) associates Mandane's urine with the fire in the hearth of the palace 
at Mykenai. However, even if his arguments for the identity, in psychoanalytic terms, of fire and urine 
were more convincing, fire is not mentioned in Sophokles' version. 
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his usurper, not his grandson, that concerns him. Cyrus' ability to seize the 
throne is based on his birth from Astyages' daughter, but for Astyages that is her 

only significance in the dream. The importance in Herodotos' narrative of the 

political implications of the dream is shown by its interpretation, which is given 
in the text and which is concerned solely with Astyages' loss of the throne. It is 

necessary for Astyages in his turn to understand the dream-that is, to receive 
the interpretation of it-as he is a primary actor in the ensuing events: it is his 
throne, and the fulfilment of the dream comes about as a result of his attempts to 
evade it, by marrying his daughter to a Persian and by attempting to have her son 
killed.17 

In both Klytaimnestra's dream in the Elektra and Astyages' second dream in 
Herodotos, the dreamer sees a plant grow from an unexpected place to overshadow 
the territory over which they themselves currently rule. Astyages is explicitly told 
that this dream portends rule by another who comes from the source he saw in his 
dream (his daughter), and he takes measures to avert it. The similarity between 
the two dreams in this respect is too striking to be coincidental: the Pp16ovxa 
OaX6v, ) Kxaraactov / ar&oav yevEoaat -iv Mumrivaicov X06va (El. 422-423) of 

Klytaimnestra's dream, like the &a.gekov Ectogciv rTv 'AoiTrv n&oav (Hdt. 1.108) 
of Astyages' dream, signifies a new ruler, in this case over Mykenai. 

The source of the new ruler is as important in Klytaimnestra's dream as it is 
in Astyages'. In Klytaimnestra's dream the source is not a direct representation 
of the genitalia of a parent, but a transparent symbol of these. The "sceptre 

17 Bowra (1944: 223-226) is the only critic to discuss the dream of Klytaimnestra in the context of 
the play in any detail. He argues that the Sophoklean dream does not show Orestes as a snake, as he 

appears in Stesichoros and Aigisthos, because this would depict Orestes as too one-sidedly vengeful 
and because the dream could then bear only one possible interpretation: Klytaimnestra could not but 

immediately understand it and know her doom. The Sophoklean dream, however, is ambiguous. 
Bowra parallels her dream with another dream from Herodotos, the dream of Xerxes that he is 
crowned by the branch of an olive tree, from which boughs spread and cover the earth, but then 
the garland vanishes (Hdt. 7.19), which can equally portend good or ill, and cites Artemidoros and 
Hippocrates to show that by the rules of ancient dream interpretation Klytaimnestra's dream has both 
positive and negative aspects. He argues that Klytaimnestra, like Xerxes, after first being made uneasy 
by the dream, ignores its negative aspects in favour of its favourable ones, and fatally "relapses into her 
old self-satisfaction." The dream is her final warning from the gods, as Xerxes' dream warns him not 
to invade Greece, but both dreamers misinterpret the warning as a favourable omen and are, therefore, 
doomed. Bowra's analysis of the dream from the perspective of ancient dream-interpretation is highly 
enlightening, but contains two errors. First, the origin of the branch in Klytaimnestra's dream, like 
the origin of the vine in Astyages', cannot be ignored, as it is by Bowra, since it is the key to its 
interpretation in the context of the play. Second, while it is true that dreams and oracles in Herodotos 

frequently come to warn the dreamer before they embark on a fatal course of action, and thus do 
represent their 'last chance to amend," prophecy never serves such a function in Sophokles, and does 
not here. There is no hint anywhere in the play that Klytaimnestra is anything but doomed; there is 
nothing she can do to avoid her fate. Her "last chance" came many years before, when she decided to 
kill Agamemnon; the dream does not offer her another. So this dream follows the pattern of Astyages' 
rather than Xerxes', in that it does not supply a final warning, but simply tells the dreamer what will 
happen, if they are equipped to understand it. 
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which once Agamemnon wielded, but now Aigisthos" (ocXrKppov oixopcit roxe 
avtr6 (sc. Agamemnon), Tav%v 6' A'iytOo;, El. 420-421) is a political symbol 
of rule over Mykenai, but also a metaphor for the phallus of the (male) ruler. In 
the dream, Agamemnon appears and takes back the sceptre (= the rule, and the 

procreative function) which he used to wield, before Aigisthos took it; he then 
plants the sceptre in the hearth, which can be seen as a metaphor for the sexual 
act, in which the hearth represents Klytaimnestra's womb. 

The result of this quasi-sexual act is the production of the shoot which springs 
from the sceptre. The sceptre here signifies both Agamemnon's authority as the 
rightful ruler of Mykenai, who has returned to retrieve his power, and his sexual 
and procreative power as a father, the producer of a son.l1 In Homer, the sceptre 
is moreover the symbol of the rule not only of Agamemnon personally, but of 
the whole line of the Atreidai, passing from father to son by divine right (as 
it originates as a gift from Zeus himself to Pelops: Horn. II. 2.100-108). The 

sceptre does not itself grow up to shade Mykenai, but a shoot springing from 
it does. The obvious interpretation is that the rule of the Atreidai will "flower" 
again, that it will be taken away from the interloper Aigisthos and brought back 
to the direct line in the person of Orestes, Agamemnon's son, who will return (as 
Agamemnon "returns") and rule Mykenai. 

Klytaimnestra does not appear in her own dream at all, except faintly and 

metaphorically, as the hearth in which Agamemnon fixes his sceptre. The 

procreative power of the female does not function in the dream except in the 
symbol of the hearth, which is not represented as producing anything itself, but 
instead simply facilitates the creative power of the male in producing offspring 
apparently singlehanded. In the dream the passage of power is from Agamemnon 
via his sceptre directly to his son: the female is not necessary even as a medium 
for transmission. Klytaimnestra has no power: she (as the hearth) is ruled 

l8Segal (1981: 251) points out that 6iLtXia can have sexual connotations, but it is a mistake 
to interpret the Seurepav 6jxtiav Klytaimnestra dreams of as an act of sexual intercourse with 
Agamemnon (cf. Devereux 1976: 247-248). This reading places too much emphasis on the 6{biav, 
and gives Klytaimnestra's role in the dream more importance than it has in the text. The entire dream 
is introduced with the words ̂ Xyos mtK atriv ioctv e{oicetv, and it is represented throughout as a tale 
of what Klytaimnestra saw, not what she did. For the hearth as a metaphor for female genitalia in 

tragedy see Aesch. Ag. 1434-36, in which Klytaimnestra responds to the threats of the chorus, after 
the killing of Agamemnon, with the obvious double entendre: ot pot (p6Oou pga9Opov EiXn, eL&aNei 
/ 'ex; &v oaqir ix p b?p' Etoioa ?qp / ATyta0os; cf. also Artemidorus 1.43 and 1.74, in which the 
hearth represents respectively a woman's reproductive ability and the dreamer's wife. Devereux (1976: 
232-233, 243-244) discusses in this connection the use of the "home" as the domain of the female 
and the hearth as the centre of the home and thus as the female genitalia, and makes the point that 
the hearth here is the hearth of the palace of Mykenai, and thus represents the genitalia of the queen 
(that is, the political entity of the female ruler) rather than the genitalia of Klytaimnestra considered 
as a person or a mother. If one accepts this interpretation, even the female procreative force in this 
dream is considered only in its political aspect: the palace hearth as the mother of a ruler, rather than 
Klytaimnestra as the mother of a son. Vemant (1985: 165-167) discusses in detail the relationship 
between the hearth and the procreative power of Klytaimnestra in her dream. 
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by Agamemnon, Aigisthos, and Agamemnon in turn, but has no independent 
function. The retrieval of the sceptre from Aigisthos and the passage of power to 
Orestes are the active elements of the dream: Klytaimnestra has no importance in 
the story. 

Both the dream of Klytaimnestra in the Elektra and that of Astyages in 
Herodotos use the growth of an unusual plant as a symbol for the transfer of 
political power, to which family relationships are secondary and of interest only 
in so far as they affect the transfer. Mandane's importance in Astyages' dream 
is only as the mother of a potential usurper; Klytaimnestra in her own dream 
has even less importance and does not even figure as the mother of her son. 
The content of both dreams implies the transfer of power without the consent 
of the person currently holding it,19 and Astyages' unwillingness to allow his 
daughter's offspring to take power is made evident by his attempts to avoid it. 
Members of the audience who, like Sophokles, were familiar with the story of 

Astyages' dream and its outcome will thus have had additional reason to expect the 
resolution of Klytaimnestra's dream to involve the violent overthrow of Aigisthos 
by Agamemnon's son Orestes. 

In Aischylos' and Herodotos' versions the understanding of the dreamer 
is necessary because the dreamer is himself or herself essential to the story. 
In Aischylos, the plot centres on the relationship between Klytaimnestra and 
Orestes, and that relationship is given increased emphasis by the interpretation of 
the dream and Klytaimnestra's own understanding of it. Orestes' understanding 
of the dream, moreover, is used as the impetus which finally induces him to 
put his plans in motion. In Herodotos, Astyages' understanding of the dream 
is necessary to the plot, as it motivates his actions which in turn bring about 
its fulfilment. But in Sophokles' treatment the content of the dream is never 
explicitly interpreted; Orestes is not even told of its existence. There are several 
reasons for this omission. 

While the interpretation of the dreams in Aischylos and Herodotos motivates 
the later action of the protagonists, the existence of the dream in Sophokles is itself 
sufficient to motivate the sacrifice at Agamemnon's tomb and Klytaimnestra's 
prayer to Apollo, and thus the scenes between Elektra and Chrysothemis and 
Klytaimnestra, without the necessity of interpretation. The content of the dream 
in Sophokles' play provides a note of dramatic irony in that it informs the audience, 
rather than the protagonists, whose understanding of its terms is irrelevant to the 
action. But finally, the understanding of the dream by the dreamers is necessary 
in Aischylos and Herodotos because the dreamers themselves are central to the 
story. Klytaimnestra, however, is not central to the plot of the Elektra; neither 

19In Astyages' dream the unnatural size of the vine can imply its growth beyond normal bounds, 
hence transfer of power by usurpation. In Klytaimnestra's dream the audience is reminded that 
Aigisthos currently holds the sceptre which the ghost of Agamemnon retrieves and by implication 
that the current holder is likely to be unwilling to relinquish power. 

142 PHOENIX 



KLYTAIMNESTRA'S DREAM 

her political power nor her relationship with Orestes affect the action of the play 
in any significant way. 

Klytaimnestra's dream represents her as an onlooker to the action. She watches 
as Agamemnon returns, retrieves the sceptre and plants it in the hearth, and 
watches the shoot grow up to overshadow Mykenai. She does not see herself 
in the dream, nor does she act in it. Agamemnon retrieves the political power 
signified by the sceptre from Aigisthos and transfers it to Orestes with no reference 
to Klytaimnestra. Klytaimnestra's position in the play is exactly analogous to her 

position in the dream: she is an onlooker, overcome by events in which she is 
not an active participant. In the Choephoroi the climactic confrontation between 
Orestes and Klytaimnestra is the most emotionally powerful scene in that play 
and the turning-point for Orestes' fortunes. In Sophokles' Elektra Orestes and 
Klytaimnestra never meet on the stage at all. She is killed in the palace, and the 
climactic final confrontation between Orestes and Klytaimnestra in the Choephoroi 
is replaced in the Elektra by the confrontation between Orestes and Aigisthos, 
which represents the transfer of political power, the central theme of the play. 

The dream of Klytaimnestra is the only prophecy in the extant corpus of 

Sophokles' work which apparently originates from a female. However, as this 

analysis shows, it does not come "from" her, but only "through" her. Although she 
is the dreamer, she does not "own" the dream, in that she does not understand it, 
and it does not include her: she is only the matrix of the dream just as the hearth in 
the dream is only the matrix from which the shoot can flower, without having any 
direct association with it. Klytaimnestra has the dream, but cannot benefit by it, 
just as she "has" Orestes, but does not benefit from her relationship with him. She 
does not recognize the meaning of the dream, and similarly does not recognize 
the visiting stranger as Orestes. Orestes' plans on his return to Mykenai similarly 
exclude Klytaimnestra, or include her only incidentally as an ally and co-usurper, 
to be cleared out of the way en route to his main objective, the killing of Aigisthos 
and the transfer of the rule to himself. The dream thus underlines the political 
theme of the play: Klytaimnestra's understanding does not matter because her role 
is unimportant in the transfer of political power. Aigisthos' death, which effects 
this transfer, is given correspondingly more significance than Klytaimnestra's, and 
so occurs after hers, at the climax of the play.20 Klytaimnestra's dream, which 
shows the transfer of political power with Klytaimnestra as a mute observer, is 

20The importance of the order of the killings has been contested. Wilamowitz (1969: 218) thought 
that Klytaimnestra's killing introduced and led up to the climactic killing of Aigisthos, while Gellie 
(1972: 119, 127-128) argues that the killing of Aigisthos, not Klytaimnestra, is represented as Orestes' 
and Elektra's most difficult task and the climax of the play. Lloyd-Jones (1972) and Reinhardt (1979: 
225) on the other hand dismiss the killing of Aigisthos as almost irrelevant, necessary simply to tie 
off the loose ends. It is hard to argue that the reversal of the order does not minimize the importance 
of the death of Klytaimnestra, though Kells does (1973: 10); and Winnington-Ingram (1980: 235) 
argues that Klytaimnestra's death comes first so that the audience, distracted by the following scenes, 
will not wonder where the Furies are. I would agree with Blundell (1989: 181), who argues that 
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fulfilled not with her own death, as Klytaimnestra's death in the Choephoroi fulfills 
her dream in that play, but with the death of Aigisthos. 

The oracle of Apollo in the Elektra does not perform the primary function of 
motivating the actions of Orestes, as it does in the Choephoroi. The only explicit 
prophecy of Apollo ever given in the Elektra recommends Orestes' method rather 
than commanding his act, and Orestes is represented as having determined his 
course of action before he ever consulted the oracle. Orestes' motives in returning 
to Mykenai are explicitly political, as given in his opening prayer to the local gods: 

&a', o axpOxxa Ey Oeoi T' yCOptlot, 
8Eao90e I' eT6)xoivTxa caioSe aic 68oi(;, 
0c C', T X 8apoov orgar oo 7ap epXo,mal 
Biqr KaOapzh;S p6o; Oecv opgiPlgevoq' 
cKat i g' acntlov )ia8' &:oor:ei.;lye ylS;, 
a&X' &aptXC ouov cXai Kaaoa&trrlv 5610ov. (67-72) 

Orestes has come to Mykenai to cleanse the house, for which he has divine 

authority, which he uses as justification for requesting a favourable reception. 
The precise kind of favourable reception he asks for reveals his motives for 

coming-that he be able to remain in the land as a wealthy ruler and establisher 
of his household. The oracle of Apollo is referred to only briefly and for the most 
part in Orestes' first speech. On his entrance, after the introductory laying of 
the scene, Orestes gives instructions to his comrades Pylades and the Paidagogos, 
prefacing them with his authority from Apollo: 

eyc) yap hvix' iKcopxv T6 nlv0OK6v 
gavzeiov, u(bq gaOotg' OxTC tpo6rcp arpca 
SiKat apoigplv TC)V (oveuTavTcov xrapa, 
XPt go ToitaV0' b6 oi3po; Jov xE6oT TaXa'x 
atoKeuov acxtov aox (cov re Kai orparoi 
8660ota0 Kic ai Xeip6o; evSicoV o(qayac;. (32-37) 

Orestes has not, as in the Choephoroi, been ordered to kill his mother and 
Aigisthos. Instead he has gone to Delphi to enquire how to take vengeance on his 
father's murderers, and Apollo has told him to come by stealth, rather than with 
an army.21 It is not the deed but the method which is, in this retelling, authorized 

Klytaimnestra's death comes first because the audience is urged to look at the murder as vengeance 
rather than as matricide. 

21 In his defense of his unheroic methods Orestes accepts deception in the cause of victory, saying: 
8OKi& eLv, o)65ev pijpa oi'v KcpSet KXcc6v (61). The word Kep8oq, which never has positive connotations 
in Sophokles, points up Orestes' self-serving motives even further: compare Neoptolemos' question 
when asked to participate in the deception of Philoktetes: Kep85oS 5' olloi oi Tonov ;S Tpoiav poXetv; 
(Phil. 112). On hearing that without Philoktetes he cannot take Troy, Neoptolemos abandons his 
defense of honesty and declares his willingness to lie (Phil. 116). In the Philoktetes the conflict between 
deception and honour is made explicit: here the word Kcp5o8 only hints at the negative implications of 
Orestes' decision to use deceit. Orestes' primary motives, when they are noticed by critics (e.g., Segal 
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by Apollo; the rectitude of the killings themselves is never questioned.22 Apollo 
has also instructed the conspirators to begin by sacrificing at Agamemnon's tomb 
(51-53). As they move to do so, Elektra's voice is heard lamenting inside the 
house, and Orestes wishes to stay to listen; but the Paidagogos urges him to 
begin his mission as the god commanded, by sacrificing (81-85), and they depart. 
Orestes' first act of obedience to the oracle of Apollo in the play is thus to refuse 
to be distracted by the suffering of his sister Elektra. Family relationships which 
have no political importance are by the authority of Apollo firmly given second 
place to political action, and Orestes' relationship with his dead father, which 
gives him the authority to take over the rule of Mykenai, is given priority by 
Apollo, and in obedience to him also by Orestes and the Paidagogos, over his 
relationship with, and concern for, the living and suffering Elektra. 

The same priority is apparent in Orestes' question of the oracle: he asks simply 
how to take vengeance on "my father's murderers." Klytaimnestra's identity as 
Orestes' mother is given no significance. For Orestes' purposes, she exists only as 
Aigisthos' ally in his father's death. In the Choephoroi as well, Orestes' relationship 
with his father ultimately carries more weight than that with his mother, but 
assigning this priority is the central issue of the play and the trilogy. In the Elektra 
the question is not even raised. Klytaimnestra's role as far as Orestes' question 
to the oracle of Apollo is concerned is thus the same as her role in her own 
dream: she is marginalized, an adjunct to the story, no more than the co-killer of 
Agamemnon, whom Orestes must clear from his path together with Aigisthos. If 
Apollo does not explicitly authorize this point of view, neither does his answer to 
Orestes deny it. 

Orestes returns from the palace after killing Klytaimnestra saying "All is well 
in the house (i.e., it is a good thing that Klytaimnestra is dead), if Apollo has 
prophesied well" (rav 86gLotat pav / mKcOS;, 'An6OXXcov Ei / KcaXb;g EOaotoev, 
1424-25). This is the only other explicit reference to the oracle of Apollo in the 
play, and shows that Orestes believes Apollo to have authorized, via prophecy, 
his action in killing Klytaimnestra. Orestes' statement here makes clear his belief 
that the gods do in fact support his actions, as he has claimed in his initial speech 
(67-72). Apollo has also been invoked by both Klytaimnestra and Elektra just 
before the major turning points of the play, and Orestes' success, by implication 
of the events following those prayers-the entrance of the messenger, and the 

1981: 255, 279; Segal 1966: 513; Bowra 1944: 247-249), are usually thought of as somehow ignoble, 
but it has not previously been noted that these motives, by giving political action first priority, explain 
the movement of the play. 

2Zeitlin (1990: 82) points out that the method-guile-must be authorized by Apollo because 
it is not heroic, and that it is authorized in the Elektra and the Choephoroi because it produces exact 
retribution: Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos die as they killed, by deceit. This balance is made explicit 
in the Choephoroi (556-559); Sophokles does not explain why Apollo commands guile, but the same 
mechanism may well be operating in the Elektra. Divine authorization for the use of guile, however, 
should not be taken as authorization for the act as well, which is represented as needing none. 
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death of Klytaimnestra23-as well as by his own statement here, is based on the 

support of Apollo. Orestes' line should not be taken to indicate doubt (which he 
shows nowhere else) that Apollo has prophesied well,24 but rather the reverse, to 

emphasize his certainty that things inside the house have gone very well indeed.25 
Some critics have suggested that Orestes' original question was the wrong one, 

and that by asking how rather than whether he should kill his mother, he lays 
himself open to future torments by his mother's Furies, directly after the close of 
the play.26 In the Choephoroi, by this argument, Apollo authorizes Orestes' murder 
of his mother, and it is ultimately the fact that Orestes acted in obedience to 

23 By Klytaimnestra just before the entrance of the Paidagogos (660) and by Elektra as Orestes 
exits to kill Klytaimnestra (1376-83). 

2It has been argued that this line calls to mind Aischylos' treatment of the story, and by so doing 
both shows Orestes' doubts over his own actions and fear of the consequences and hints at future 
retribution for Orestes (e.g., Segal 1981: 272, 280; Bowra 1944: 252-253; cf. Gellie 1972: 127). But 
this reading receives no support elsewhere in the play, as no other passage hints that Orestes has any 
doubt of the justice of his actions or fear of later retribution. The absence of Furies in the following 
scene, where reminiscence of Aischylos would expect them, and the later absence of any reference to 

negative consequences of the act show that this line has the same function as Aigisthos' references to 
prophecy at the end of the play-that of raising uncertainty in the audience's mind in order to lay it 
to rest. On this point see Minadeo 1967 arguing that Sophokles raises Aischylean references in the 
Elektra in order to challenge Aischylos' treatment. 

25The belief of the conspirators that the gods support them is shown throughout the Elektra. 
Orestes' claim that the gods have sent him to cleanse his father's house (86iict KOaptiS npbS; Oe&v 

F0pjTLe.vo;, 70) indicates that he believes that the gods in general and perhaps Apollo in particular 
(the only god so far mentioned) have authorized him to kill Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos. In Elektra's 

opinion Agamemnon was involved in sending her mother the troubling dream (459-460); the chorus 
believes that Dike will soon come to avenge the murder (476-477); the chorus believes that Elektra 
should be rewarded for her piety towards Zeus (1093-97, where the chorus interprets Elektra's loyalty 
to her father explicitly as piety towards Zeus). When Orestes tells Elektra that he came when the gods 
urged him to (1264), she rejoices at this as a sign of divine support for his mission (1265-70), and 
later speaks of their service to xr nxupovxt 8a&Lovt (1306), again implying a belief in divine support 
for their acts. But while Apollo's authorization-and divine support generally-for the murder of 
Klytaimnestra and Aigisthos is thus assumed throughout the play by conspirators and chorus, and 
frequently critics as well (see, e.g., most recently Batchelder 1995: 28), its terms are never given 
in the form of a prophecy explicitly authorizing the act. The lack of such a prophecy, however, 
does not indicate that the audience should doubt Orestes' assumption that he has divine support. 
Rather, the lack of a specific prophecy indicates that divine support for the killings is to be accepted 
without question, precisely because there is no "authorizing" prophecy for whose terms alternative 
interpretations could be proposed, or which suggest a fulfilment which might surprise Orestes. The 

prophecy of Apollo cited by Orestes at the beginning of the play authorizes his mission precisely by 
not mentioning it, and speaking only of his method of carrying it out. 

26 Sheppard (1927) was the first to argue this, followed by Kells (1973: 1-11). It was within the 
range of possibilities envisioned by fifth-century Athenians to ask the "wrong" question at Delphi, 
as the story of Socrates' criticism of Xenophon's question at Delphi shows (b ... ntfr&to aurov ont 
o-6 oiTxo xip&xov i(ptnxa nOC6rpov Xov eti ao-bx CopeieaOti g jivetv, d&U' aDTro Kp{vwa i*xov elvai 
kovt' bvOavero "oo; &v wa&XXora nopeu0e{l, Xen. Anab. 3.1.7); the god's response is then a "test" 

of the piety of the questioner, who will (if he follows the oracle's advice) be punished for his impiety 
in asking the wrong question to begin with. But as Bowra (1944: 216-217) points out, there is no 
hint that this is such a question or response. In fact, such responses appear only in Herodotos, and 
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Apollo's command that secures his acquittal in the Eumenides. But in fact Apollo's 
authority to so command Orestes is itself questioned in Aischylos' treatment (for 
example, Eum. 148-152, 162-172, 208-210, 321-353). Orestes' obedience to 
Apollo in the Choephoroi does not in fact render him immune to the Furies, but 
rather lays him open to persecution by them. 

Orestes, therefore, does not make himself vulnerable to the charge of murdering 
his mother without proper divine authority by asking the oracle how, rather than 
whether, to take vengeance on his father's murders. In fact, this formulation 
of the question defends him from the charge, in that it does not suggest the 

possibility of wrong-doing on his part. The form of his question signals rather 
that the propriety of the killing of Klytaimnestra will be assumed without question 
throughout the play. And in fact, the justice of the killing of Klytaimnestra is 
never an issue in the Elektra; and no one in the play, not even Klytaimnestra, 
hints at the possibility of the Furies pursuing him as a result of her murder. 

The terms of the Apollo's prophecy, as reported by Orestes in the first scene, 
are fulfilled with the death of Aigisthos at the end of the play. Orestes has asked 
for the best means of taking vengeance on his father's murderers, which goal is 

accomplished only on Aigisthos' death. The prophecy of Apollo thus performs the 
structural function of framing and providing closure to the play. In so doing, it has 
encompassed the murder of Klytaimnestra without ever specifically mentioning 
her, granting her death without giving it any significance. Orestes' actions in 

obeying the oracle began with the neglect of Elektra, and he continues his mission 
only by once again ignoring her. Elektra's distress, although it occupies centre 

stage for most of the play, is represented at the end of the play as a hindrance 
to Orestes, whose sympathy for her delays him and is the final obstacle to be 
overcome in carrying out his mission.27 Orestes is represented as being well aware 
of this, and several times asks Elektra to be silent for fear of jeopardizing his 
plans.28 The Paidagogos finally interrupts to scold them both for staying to talk 
and orders Orestes into the house.29 But lamentation has been Elektra's only 
action in the play. When it is cut off, she is left with no active role and can do 
nothing but look on as Orestes carries out his vengeance. When Orestes kills 

there is no clear example of either a "wrong question" or a "testing" response anywhere else in tragedy; 
nor does Orestes' question here fit the parameters, as no negative consequences of his question arise 
or are suggested. 

2Zeitlin (1990: 81) points out that the success of Orestes' mission is in Aischylos and Euripides 
dependent on his meeting with Elektra, who in Aischylos renders him psychologically capable of 
the act and in Euripides lays the plot which makes Klytaimnestra's murder possible. In Sophokles, 
however, Elektra has no such function: Orestes enters primed for the murders, for which he has 
already laid a plan, and the recognition scene with Elektra only delays its execution. 

28&Xa oiny' xoucaa 7p6apLeve, 1236; oyatv &geivov, .4 1v, C vSoev KXir, 1238; irav xapouoia 
/ <ppd&Tn O&r' {pyov r&vSe pepivfiiaOat Xpedv, 1251-52; otl X4 'a Kcaipo;S )ix xKpav P3oviou XeyeV, 
1259; Ta& p.v lepioplCa ovxa ia&V hyyowv &.9S, 1288; atyav bnwveo', 1322. 

29Kai vuv &cnaXXaO evre x&v gaLKp&v Xycovv / Kcai TfS XTic & ao) fij& obv x%ap P 3ofij / etoo 
rap.eOeO', rb p.ev p eew icx KKOV / iv rxoltS OlOVxoi, or:',... 1335-38. 
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Klytaimnestra Elektra calls from outside the door "Strike, if you have the strength, 
a second time!" (aaioov, el a0evet;, Burqiv, 1415), taking what little part in the 
action she can. But the killing of Klytaimnestra is only an initial step in the 
filfilment of the oracle and does not even figure in fulfilment of the dream, for 
which it is simply an unspoken precondition. Fulfilment of both is accomplished, 
and closure for the play produced, only with the death of Aigisthos; and in this 
climactic action Elektra does not even have a speaking role, but remains silent 
through the final scene of the play. The oracle of Apollo is thus fulfilled in a way 
which robs the women in the play of any significance in the action: Klytaimnestra 
dies not on her own merits but as Aigisthos' partner; Elektra's cause succeeds, but 
through Orestes, not Elektra, who has no active part in the accomplishment of 
the vengeance she has longed for.30 

The fulfilment of the two prophecies in the Elektra thus effectively and finally 
exclude the female presence and the female voice from the play. They do so 
literally, in that by the end of the play Elektra is silent and Klytaimnestra dead, and 
figuratively, in that Elektra's only "action" was the speech-act of her lamentation; 
Orestes' appropriation of all action once his plans are set in motion leaves Elektra 
no part in the denouement. Finally, the prophecies exclude female voice from 
the play by appropriation, just as female procreative power is appropriated by the 
male, for the uses of the male political order, to which that female power would (if 
it remained in the control of women) be an obstacle. Thus Klytaimnestra dreams 
the dream and speaks it to the sun just as she gives birth to Orestes and allows him 
to be sent out into the world, with no control over either; she recognizes the true 
identity, or meaning, of neither and so does not benefit by her own creative power. 
Klytaimnestra is represented as the matrix of the male creative power which works 
through her, not as the source or authorizer of that power. Klytaimnestra's prayer 
to Apollo implies that he is the one who has authorized the dream which spoke 
through her, and brings about its fulfilment without reference to her; in the same 
way Agamemnon, in her dream, was the author of the son she bore, and in the 
course of the play is the motivator of Orestes' actions as well as the source of his 
(political) power. Apollo and Agamemnon are in this way represented as the true 
authors of Klytaimnestra's creations. Both the dream and Orestes are produced 
through Klytaimnestra, but are not part of her, descending, instead, entirely from 
the male. 

There is one further reference to prophecy in the play. As Orestes and 
Aigisthos enter the palace, Aigisthos to die and Orestes to take over rule of 
Mykenai, Aigisthos asks if it is necessary (t&v&ycl, 1497) for this building to 
see "the present and future evils of the Pelopidai" (ra r' 6ova icat gEXXovw a 
neXoirt8&v iaicda, 1497-98). Orestes responds brusquely "Yours, at least-I 

30The silencing and isolation of Elektra at the play's end has been noted by other scholars, cf. 
Kirkwood 1958: 136; Gellie 1972: 123; Winnington-Ingram 1980: 229; Segal 1981: 251, 267; 
Kitzinger 1991: 320, 323-325, 327. Seaford (1985) argues that Elektra's isolation is a product of 
her ritual separation from the community as a mourner; but while her role as mourner has immense 
importance in the play, this reading ignores the political implications of her isolation. 
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am an accurate seer of these things for you" (ra yobv a' - yc ooat guavt; egit 
&ov8' &Kpo;, 1499). This response doses the door to prophecy about the future. 

Orestes is willing to prophesy, to be a 1 Tvrt;, only about those events over which 
he has direct knowledge and control, that is, the death of Aigisthos himself. 
The prophecies which framed the play will be fulfilled with Aigisthos' death, 
and Orestes declines to speculate further. The audience is thus discouraged 
as well from speculation about a future beyond the end of the play. It ends, 
all prophecies resolved, with the death of Aigisthos, and the Furies which 

pursue Orestes offstage at the end of the Choephoroi are nowhere implied in the 

Elekra.31 
The prophecies in the Elektra, the oracle of Apollo and the dream of Klyt- 

aimnestra, have each in their way acted to produce closure and to emphasize 
the basic political thrust of the play. The fulfilment of these prophecies in the 
re-establishment of the legitimate political order, the reign of the Atreidai at 

Mykenai, make unimportant female action and understanding, which have no 
direct role in the transfer of political power from one male to another. According 
to Froma Zeitlin, "In the end, tragedy arrives at closures that generally reassert 
male, often paternal, structures of authority, but before that the work of the drama 
is to open up the masculine view of the universe."32 In the Elektra, this "opening 
of the masculine universe" is performed in the service of the masculine transfer of 

political power. 
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