Agamemnon

By Aeschylus; adapted by Albert Cullum

CAST OF CHARACTERS

CHORUS

CHORUS LEADER

CLYTEMNESTRA, Queen of Argos

HERALD

AGAMEMNON, King of Argos

CASSANDRA, a captured princess of Troy

AEGISTHUS, Agamemnon's cousin

CHORUS:
Queen Clytemnestra, we come obediently to do your bidding.

CHORUS LEADER:
Since our King, Agamemnon, is away at war and his throne is empty, we pay homage to his wife, our Queen!

CHORUS:
Have you received some message? Is it good news? Pray speak. We long to hear!

CLYTEMNESTRA:
I bring good news as certain as the dawn that springs from the night.

CHORUS:
Share your news, oh mighty Queen.

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Our armies have captured Troy!

CHORUS:
Troy is ours? Troy is in the hands of the Greeks?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Troy is ours! Is that not plain enough for you?

CHORUS:
What proof have you? Could it be but a dream?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
A dream! I do not deal with the fancies of my sleep. I am not an ignorant woman!

CHORUS:
Happiness fills our eyes with tears! When was Troy captured?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
This very night.

CHORUS:
What messenger could fly so fast from Troy to here?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
The god of fire! Beacon lit beacon in relays of flame to bring me the news!

CHORUS:
We offer thanks to heaven! Tell us the good news again!

CLYTEMNESTRA:
(Turning to the audience.)

Today, the Greeks hold Troy! The women of Troy are prostrate over dead husbands and brothers; aged grandfathers mourn the deaths of their sons and grandsons. The people of Troy are now our servants! Our soldiers have earned their rest, a blissful sleep without the care of standing guard. After a night and day of plunder, all that remains for them is a safe journey home.

CHORUS:
We prepare ourselves to praise the gods!

(Clytemnestra exits.)

CHORUS LEADER:
Oh Zeus, supreme of heavenly powers!

CHORUS:
Great Zeus, we revere thee!

CHORUS LEADER:
Look! A herald approaches our shores with his brow covered with olive leaves.

CHORUS:
Now may the proof be good.

(Enter the Herald.)

HERALD:
After ten years, this dawn has brought me home. Hear my prayer of thanks, Greek gods!

CHORUS:
Herald of the Greek army, welcome home! We bid you joy!

HERALD:
For ten years I prayed for this moment! Come death, for now I am content! My cloak is wet with tears of joy. Having taken Troy, the glory of Greece is sung in every temple.

CHORUS LEADER:
This news belongs by right first to Clytemnestra, our Queen.

(Enter Clytemnestra.)

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Long before this, I shouted at the joyful news when the first fiery midnight message told me that Troy was sacked and shattered! Now citizens, do you believe that Troy is ours? Soon my husband, King Agamemnon, will tell me all about it. Announce to my husband to come home with all speed and he will find a wife as loyal as he left her, a wife who was the watchdog of his house.

(Clytemnestra exits. The Herald follows.)

CHORUS:
Come then, King Agamemnon, destroyer of Troy! We hail you and give you honor!

CHORUS LEADER:
We thought you were wrong, our King, when you first attempted this war.

We felt you were sailing far off the course of wisdom.

CHORUS:
We thought you wrong when you offered your daughter in sacrifice!

CHORUS LEADER:
But you have come home victorious!

CHORUS:
From our open hearts we wish you well!

(Enter Agamemnon, followed by Cassandra.)

AGAMEMNON:
My first act on returning to my royal hearth is to thank the gods who led me home again. May victory never leave my side!

(Enter Clytemnestra.)

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Citizens of the city, I unashamedly announce my loyalty and love for my husband who has returned after ten long years. To sit and wait at home for so long has been extreme cruelty, but now all this has passed. The rumors of his being wounded and dead were more painful, however. Yes, these rumors of your death, oh mighty King, convinced me to send away your young son Orestes, far away from any revolt within this city. He is safe, have no fear. The late night vigils awaiting your return to safety have worn out my eyes. Even in my dreams I would start up, imagining all the ills that had befallen you. But now, all my grief is ended. Servants, spread the royal cloth for King Agamemnon to step upon.

(Servants spread the cloth.)

AGAMEMNON:
Guardian of my home, call him fortunate whose life will end harbored in tranquility.

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Now you have come back to your home. Your return is like the spring warmth that comes after a bitter winter.

AGAMEMNON:
I will enter the house with an easy mind. Servants take in this girl called Cassandra. She is part of the spoils of victory. Treat her with kindness. The man who is the gentle master, the gods will look upon complacently. No one likes to bear the yoke of servant-hood.

(Agamemnon exits.)

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Alleluia! Zeus! Zeus! Fulfill my dreams! Ripen my prayers, and your part, oh mighty Zeus, is to make sure the ripe fruit fall!

(Clytemnestra exits quickly.)

CHORUS:
What is this insistent fear that sets a steady beat within our hearts?

CHORUS LEADER:
What is this evil omen that haunts us?

CHORUS:
What is this sore dream that we cannot spit out?

CHORUS LEADER:
My heart is outrunning my tongue to unravel this scheme!

CHORUS:
We hear a dissonant dirge… a dissonant dirge!

(Enter Clytemnestra; Cassandra turns away from her.)

CLYTEMNESTRA:
You there! You called Cassandra! Come here! It has been your fortune to have the gods place you in this house to share our holy water. I need to speak to you, Cassandra!

CHORUS:
(To Cassandra)

It is you she has addressed.

CHORUS LEADER:
Obey her. Clytemnestra waits!

CHORUS:
You must obey her, Cassandra!

CHORUS:
Cassandra, do you choose defiance?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
I had hoped to persuade her.

CHORUS:
Clytemnestra speaks the best for you. Obey!

(Cassandra looks to the heavens.)

CHORUS LEADER:
She bears herself like a wild beast.

CLYTEMNESTRA:
She is mad. She hears only her frenzied thoughts! I'll speak no more thoughts to demean myself.

(Clytemnestra exits.)

CHORUS:
Unhappy girl! Yield to your fate and wear the yoke of servant-hood!

CASSANDRA:
Apollo! Apollo! Alas!

CHORUS:
Why call upon Apollo? He is not the god of sadness.

CASSANDRA:
Oh horror! Horror! Apollo!

CHORUS:
Again she calls upon him.

CASSANDRA:
All this way you have led me just to destroy me again!

CHORUS LEADER:
She speaks of her own sufferings.

CASSANDRA:
What is this fearful house to which you have led me?

CHORUS:
This is the house of Agamemnon, our beloved King. It is not a false house.

CASSANDRA:
(Looking quickly around the stage.)

What is she planning? What is she plotting? She who hunts is called wife and queen!

CHORUS LEADER:
This strange girl seems like a hound with a keen scent.

CHORUS:
She is picking up a trail that leads to murder!

CASSANDRA:
Soon, very soon, it will fall. Oh horrible treachery. I call it treachery!

CHORUS:
We are baffled by her pronouncements.

CASSANDRA:
(To the audience:)

I fear and fear again. Not alone will he suffer, for I see myself entangled in his death net!

(Looks back towards heaven.)

Oh cruel Apollo! Why have you led me here? Why must I share the death that he must die?

CHORUS:
This strange girl is insane!

CASSANDRA:
(To the audience:)

Quick! Be on your guard! The bull, keep him away from the cow! Too late! Ooohhh! She strikes! He falls… murdered!

CHORUS:
Are her words void of meaning or do we fail to understand her message?

CASSANDRA:
(To the chorus:)

Someone is plotting vengeance! A lion? Yes, but a cowardly lion! Female murders male. Yet she posed so glad at his return… Listen to her shouts of triumph! If you distrust my words, what does it matter, for soon that which will come will come. Soon your eyes will see and you will cry out in pity, “Cassandra spoke the truth!”

CHORUS LEADER:
If you speak the truth, why do you stay? Why do you not run?

CASSANDRA:
There is no escape. There is no cure. What the gods have decreed will come to pass!

CHORUS:
Arrows of prophecy, I cannot guess your target.

CHORUS LEADER:
Let us pray to the gods.

CASSANDRA:
While you are praying, others prepare to kill...

CHORUS:
Alas, I pity you for the death you have foretold.

CASSANDRA:
My only prayer is that the blow be mortal and my eyes closed in sleep without a struggle.

CHORUS LEADER:
What man could boast he was born secure who heard this tale?

CASSANDRA:
I go. I go into the land of the defeated, the end of Agamemnon and of me.

(Cassandra starts to exit, but suddenly turns away.)

CHORUS:
What is it?

CHORUS LEADER:
What do you see?

CHORUS:
What terror has turned you back?

CASSANDRA:
In this house, I sense that death is certain! This house reeks with the fumes of murder!

CHORUS:
Poor soul!

(Cassandra exits. There is a long silence as the Chorus remains frozen in place.)

AGAMEMNON:
(From off stage.)

Help! Help! She murders me!

CHORUS:
Listen to the cry… the stroke of death!

AGAMEMNON:
She strikes again! Help!

CHORUS:
We are wasting time!

CHORUS LEADER:
We must know the facts for sure and then be angry!

(Agamemnon and Cassandra come stumbling on stage and fall at the feet of the chorus.)

(Clytemnestra enters slowly and stands next to Agamemnon and Cassandra, looking down at them.)

CLYTEMNESTRA:
I stand where I struck, above my victims. I will not deny that I contrived it. My task has been achieved. I struck him twice, then the third stroke was his death knell.

CHORUS:
Your words astonish us!

CHORUS LEADER:
You boast about the murder of your husband, our King!

CLYTEMNESTRA:
(Turning to the Chorus.)

Approve or censure as you will!

CHORUS:
What poison did you eat or drink that drove you to such an action?

CHORUS LEADER:
The people will surely banish you from the city!

CLYTEMNESTRA:
(Pointing to Agamemnon.)

This man you called King and I called husband took my child, Iphigenia, and sacrificed her to appease the gods. He sacrificed his own daughter. He is the one you should have banished from the city! And now to bring home this strange girl named Cassandra and perhaps take her as his new wife? They both received their just desserts.

CHORUS:
Oh evil spirit falling upon this house!

CHORUS LEADER:
Then you dare say you are not guilty of this double murder?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
When he sacrificed my dear daughter Iphigenia, was he not the one who began the horror that runs through this house? My tears in rivers ran. He paid with death for this act, dealt by the sword of his own beginning.

CHORUS:
We are at a loss for thought. Where lies that which is right?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
This is not for you to decide. Do not mourn, for Iphigenia, his daughter, will greet him with kisses in the land below.

CHORUS:
Reproach answers reproach.

(Enter Aegisthus, surrounded by soldiers.)

AEGISTHUS:
Oh blessed day, when justice speaks! This man lying here warms my heart. I was condemned to banishment by Agamemnon's father, but I am the rightful heir to the throne, and now it is mine! This killing was planned by me all along!

CHORUS:
Justice will curse you Aegisthus!

CHORUS LEADER:
Your head will not escape the curses of the people, mixed with stones.

AEGISTHUS:
Be careful, lest you stumble and be hurt…

CHORUS:
You weakling! Agamemnon went to war while you stayed at home!

CHORUS LEADER:
So you are now King, you who planned for Agamemnon's death, but did not dare to do the deed yourself!

AEGISTHUS:
The trick was to have it be the work of another! And now I rule in Agamemnon's place! And as King, know that I shall marry the widowed Queen Clytemnestra! Whoever is disobedient will wear a most heavy yoke!

CHORUS:
What of Orestes, the son of Agamemnon?

CHORUS LEADER:
Perhaps fortune may have him return and prove the final victor?

CLYTEMNESTRA:
Go home, citizens! Go home and yield to fate, before you suffer! I do not fear having avenged my daughter's death! My true vengeance has set right the unnatural cycle of violence and death that has long haunted this house!

CHORUS LEADER:
We will never lie at your feet!

AEGISTHUS:
On some later day these scores will be settled!

CHORUS:
Grow fat defiling justice!

CHORUS LEADER:
Perhaps Orestes will return!

CHORUS:
Perhaps Orestes will return!

AEGISTHUS:
You will all pay a severe price for your words!

CLYTEMNESTRA:
(To Aegisthus:)

Pay no heed to their foolish sounds! You and I are now rulers of this house! You and I shall ever be strong! And we shall order all things well!

(Exit Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.)

CHORUS:
(To the heavens, spoken slowly :)

Oh Gods! Bring our words to Orestes, son of Agamemnon!

(Pause.)

Orestes! Can you return to your home and set right these wrongs? Orestes, can you be the one to destroy this evil? Orestes! Son of Agamemnon! Can you return in triumph?

(Chorus slowly exits, leaving the stage empty.)
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