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Abstract

Williams’ discussion of dilemmas in his classic paper “Ethical consistency” famously focuses on an example that has not
bothered commentators on and respondents to Williams as much as it should have bothered them: the example of Agamemnon
in Aeschylus’ play. In this paper I try to pick apart what Williams wants to say from what is really going on in the text that
he unfortunately chooses for his example. I compare with Williams’ discussion of Agamemnon four other commentators on
this crucial passage in Aeschylus’ play: Plato, Socrates, Aristotle—and Bernard Williams’ Greats tutor Eduard Fraenkel,
whose epochal Corpus Christi seminars on the play Williams attended (along with Iris Murdoch, Hugh Lloyd Jones, and
other rising stars of the time). I shall argue that these commentators led Williams astray. They are surprisingly prone to the
same flaws of rationalism, impersonality, and moralism in making sense of Aeschylus’ extraordinarily subtle and brilliant
depiction of Agamemnon; and Williams’ discussion inherits these flaws. This is an obviously ironic fact, especially given that
a very fruitful reading of the passage—one that I think makes much better sense of what Aeschylus actually says—points a
deeply Williamsian moral. It takes Agamemnon at Aulis as a study of a key step in the corruption of a character, a study that

gets its power and its horror from its ability to show us how that process looks from Agamemnon’s own viewpoint.

Keywords Ethics - Ancient Greek philosophy - Bernard Williams - Agent-regret

A question that we might think worth moral philosophers’
attention is the question “What is it like to be someone else?”
But as Bernard Williams often pointed out, moral philoso-
phy—as distinct from literature—has tended to overlook this
and adjacent questions because of three things: its rational-
ism, its impersonality, and its moralism. By its rationalism
I mean, here, moral philosophy’s (and indeed philosophy’s)
familiar fixation—on the whole—with the propositional and
the cerebral, and its neglect of the affective and the experien-
tial and the dispositional. By moral philosophy’s imperson-
ality I mean its familiar quest for the absolute conception,
its attempt to move as far as it can towards the point of view
of the universe, the view of reality “as it is anyway”, the
view from nowhere. Finally, moral philosophy’s moralism
is its instinctive rush to judgement: its aversion to taking up
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any viewpoint on reality that is, in one way or another, mor-
ally compromised. Moral philosophy does of course engage
in narrative thinking from time to time, for example in the
construction of examples or thought-experiments. But there
is, pervasively, a tacit assumption that any protagonist of a
narrative with whom we are supposed to engage or identify
will be an innocent, a good person; and that engagement
will be difficult or impossible if s/he is not. Rather as there
is (or is supposed to be) a puzzle of imaginative resistance
in the philosophy of fiction—a puzzle about why it is pos-
sible for someone with normal historical beliefs to imagine
fictionally that Napoleon won at Waterloo, but not possible
for someone.with normal moral beliefs to imagine fictionally
that rape is all right—so there is a marked resistance, in the
narratives that moral philosophy occasionally entertains, to
do anything that comes anywhere near identifying with bad
characters.

Here too there is a marked contrast with narrative art.
To say that narrative art sometimes invites us to imagina-
tively identify with bad people, or with morally ambiguous
people, or with people in bad or morally ambiguous situa-
tions—this is if anything to understate the case. We might
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almost wonder what else narrative art does but precisely
that. And if imaginative identification is indeed identifica-
tion, if it involves me in making someone else’s perspective
my own, albeit temporarily and fictively—then when the
perspective is a truly wicked person’s, it is not hard to see
why the moralistic are worried; indeed we might almost be
inclined to go moralistic ourselves.
Consider for instance Shylock:

SALERIO

Why, I am sure, if he forfeit thou wilt not take his flesh.
What’s that good for?

SHYLOCK

To bait fish withal. If it will feed nothing else, it will
feed my revenge. He hath disgraced me and hindered
me half a million, laughed at my losses, mocked at
my gains, scorned my nation, thwarted my bargains,
cooled my friends, heated mine enemies—and what’s
his reason? I am a Jew. Hath not a Jew eyes? Hath not
a Jew hands, organs, dimensions, senses, affections,
passions? Fed with the same food, hurt with the same
weapons, subject to the same diseases, healed by the
same means, warmed and cooled by the same winter
and summer as a Christian is? If you prick us, do we
not bleed? If you tickle us, do we not laugh? If you
poison us, do we not die? And if you wrong us, shall
we not revenge? If we are like you in the rest, we will
resemble you in that. If a Jew wrong a Christian, what
is his humility? Revenge. If a Christian wrong a Jew,
what should his sufferance be by Christian example?
Why, revenge. The villainy you teach me I will exe-
cute—and it shall go hard but I will better the instruc-
tion.

Shylock’s obsession with revenge, however understandable
in his circumstances, has something very ugly about it. Our
repugnance (and Salerio’s) at the hatred that he evinces,
and the cold murderous cruelty that he is prepared to enact,
brings a reservation to the compassion we feel for his social
alienation.

More complicatedly still: as well as something morally
ugly, there is something aesthetically grand about the inten-
sity of Shylock’s passion, and the bitter eloquence, and the
pathos, with which he vents it. Of course there is, for The
Merchant of Venice, like all Shakespeare’s plays, is not a
sermon; it is an entertainment. And Shylock’s bitterness, as
Shakespeare depicts it, is dazzlingly entertaining. Indeed to
call it “entertaining” is to understate the case: this is great
art. Shylock’s words have a magnificent hauteur, the dig-
nity of disdain we might call it. And the fact that he has
that dignity serves to subvert our repugnance from the ugli-
ness of his vengefulness; it makes it possible for us to move
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back towards imaginatively identifying with him. And this
idea—that the morally ugly can be aesthetically grand, and
that a mindset’s being aesthetically grand is a reason or at
least a motivation for us to imaginatively identify with it—is
one that moralistic moral philosophers from Plato on have
always found very hard to stomach.

Second example. Consider this lament:

I have lived long enough. My way of life

Is fallen into the sere, the yellow leaf,

And that which should accompany old age,

As honour, love, obedience, troops of friends,

I must not look to have, but, in their stead,

Curses, not loud but deep, mouth-honour, breath
Which the poor heart would fain deny and dare not.

Touching? Affecting? Something we naturally empa-
thise, sympathise, and identify with? Why, yes; though of
course an under-informed reader might wonder why the
speaker is so lonely and accursed. As most of my readers
will no doubt have spotted already, the answer is: because
the speaker is Macbeth (Macbeth 5.3.2), and he is speaking
once he has attained the kingship of Scotland and murdered
everyone who gets in his way. He is cursed and deserted,
and rightly cursed and deserted, for being a bloody and
oppressive tyrant. And yet this—his last lament before he
dies in battle—is also beautifully touching. Shakespeare’s
achievement here, as elsewhere in this extraordinary play,
is to make us feel sorry for a monster. He shows us what it
is like to be, to have become, a moral monstrosity; he makes
something that is aesthetically beautiful and delightful and
fascinating out of something ethically repulsive. Shake-
speare’s invitation to his audience to feel what Macbeth
feels, and to get aesthetic pleasure out of contemplating
the morally despicable state of bitterness and self-pity that
Macbeth is in, is an invitation that most of us find irresist-
ible, and reasonably too; but the moralistic may well find
it unsettling.!

Very similar comments apply to my third Shakespearean
example, a sleeper who awakes from a terrible nightmare:

Give me another horse: bind up my wounds.
Have mercy, Jesu!—Soft! I did but dream.

O coward conscience, how dost thou afflict me!
The lights burn blue. It is now dead midnight.

"' In the remarkable film Downfall (Niedergang, refs) there are
moments where we are made to feel sorry for Hitler—moments that
naturally prompted intense debate in Germany. I am not of course
saying that they shouldn’t have. Feeling sorry for Hitler is a morally
uncomfortable condition. What interests me is that it is a possible
response to some art, and an appropriate one too.
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Cold fearful drops stand on my trembling flesh.
What do I fear? myself? there's none else by:
Richard loves Richard; that is, I am 1.

This is Richard III speaking: this is Ais last lament before
he meets his deserved end.? No one, the moralist will say,
should be sympathising with this paragon of wickedness;
yet here too what Shakespeare does is take us right into the
experience of a deeply evil man, and make something out of
it that is not only humanly comprehensible and identifiable-
with, but also both artistically and philosophically remark-
able. (A whole paper could be written on the last line that I
have just quoted—it seems to be one of Shakespeare’s exis-
tentialist moments; indeed a paper, or two, probably has
been written on it. But I can’t pursue that here.)

The charge of moralism against standard-issue moral phi-
losophy is not that it doesn’t or can’t “do things like these”.
These examples that we have been considering are distinc-
tively artistic (and specifically dramatic) achievements.
Moral philosophy is not drama, and does not need to try
to be; it would be absurd to suggest that moral philosophy
ought to attempt to mimic such achievements. But it should
be possible for moral philosophy to find a way or ways of
reflecting on such cases, of making ethical sense of them,
and of the imaginative identifications that they involve; and
it should be possible for moral philosophy to do this without
distorting the cases.

I think these things are indeed possible, and have some-
times even been actual. But my point here is that they are
not very common. Of course some philosophers have writ-
ten movingly and perceptively and even wisely about evil
(one thinks at once of Mary Midgley, Jonathan Glover,
and Hannah Arendt). Still, most moral philosophy makes
no attempt at all to get “under the skin” of atrocities, or of
monsters like Macbeth and Richard III—to parallel, in its
own way, what Shakespeare does with them. Most moral
philosophers, I suspect, would be deeply worried by the very
idea of attempting to imaginatively identify with people as
clearly and profoundly wicked as Macbeth or Richard. They
have little to say except that these characters are wicked, or
evil, which often looks like little more than a way of keep-
ing them at arm’s length. And when moral philosophers do
approach atrocities and monsters, the results are often dis-
torted by, at least, the three factors about moral philosophy
that I have mentioned above—rationalism, impersonality,
moralism. These factors and others have limited the range

2 Richard HI 5.3.176-182. The speech, as written by the Shakespeare
of about 1592, goes on for another 24 lines. An older Shakespeare, 1
suspect, would have deleted most of those lines, which (in my view)
are too close to “telling” as opposed to “showing”, and would have
contented himself with little more than the marvellous compactness
of the dense and mysterious lines that I quote here.

of imaginative identifications that are available to moral phi-
losophy, particularly as compared with narrative art; indeed
they have made it very difficult to see imaginative identifica-
tion as a central part of moral philosophy at all. The result
has been to make moral philosophy shallower, less humane,
and less interesting.

Rationalism, impersonality, and moralism are very old fac-
tors in moral philosophy; pretty well as old as moral philoso-
phy itself, if you assume, as seems reasonable, that moral
philosophy began with Socrates son of Sophroniscus. All of
them are visibly in play in Plato’s famous discussion of art in
Republic 1I-111. The dramatic or epic narrative art that Pla-
to’s character Socrates discusses there is, strikingly, drawn
almost entirely from just two sources: one of them is Homer,
and the other is Aeschylus. With both authors Socrates is
vigilant against the danger that he might contaminate him-
self and his hearers with exactly that unwholesome enthu-
siasm for, and fascination with, bad people and their bad
deeds that might very well be contracted by an avid reader
of Richard III or Macbeth, such as myself. Plato’s Socrates
studiously restricts himself to talking about the effects on the
soul of various snippets of drama and epic that he alludes to,
without ever allowing his allusions to develop any dramatic
momentum of their own, or turn into an Ion-like rhapsodic
performance that (as it were) parasitically colonises space
within his own larger work. (For contrast, notice how this is
exactly what happens when the Player King in Hamlet is put
to reciting from an imaginary Hecuba, which, very clearly, is
meant to be a play that the young Shakespeare himself might
have written: Hamlet 2.2.)

The assumptions underlying Plato’s discussion are
explicitly and avowedly rationalistic, impersonalising, and
moralistic. Aristotle’s discussions of dramatic art are, as
we might expect, less vitiated by such assumptions. In par-
ticular his main discussion, in the Poetics, while not quite
describable as a victory for common sense and realism,
certainly represents some very important kinds of escape
from Socratic and Platonic moralism. In sharp contrast to
the decidedly Soviet austerity of Republic 1I-111, where
nothing is allowed but the depiction of stern virtue (insofar
as any depiction is allowed at all), Aristotle says explicitly
(Poetics 1452b35-1453a27) that the protagonist of the ideal
tragedy is not—heaven forbid—a villain; but not espe-
cially virtuous either. He is 0 pufjte dpeti] drapépov kai
dikaocory pfite d1d kakiov kod poy Onpiav petafdiimy
elg T Svotoyiaw e 81 dpaptiov Tivd, T@Y &V peydiy
86ET) Syt kai edTUYiQ: “someone who is not specially
distinguished for virtue or justice, and who does not fall
into misfortune through wickedness and vice, but because
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of some mistake he makes; and he should be one of those
who live in great honour and good fortune” (1453a10-12).
This is patently an improvement on the stern-virtue view of
narrative art; it is at least a denial that the most important
and worthwhile art must always be concerned, as extreme
moralism from Plato to Stalin has constantly insisted, only
with heroic virtue.

However, Aristotle’s analysis of Attic tragedy is, and is
obviously, wildly over-schematic, and over-schematic in a
way that matters for my purposes here. Aristotle’s analysis
is also obviously inadequate to anything more than a small
selection of the matter that it is supposed to apply to. It
is strange that the philosopher whose approach to drama
can often seem unnervingly reminiscent of his approach to
shellfish (“Find as many different kinds of specimen as you
can, and then look for some generalisations that cover them
all”) should also be the philosopher who at times seems to
think that the only business of tragedy is always and every-
where to aspire to the condition of Oedipus Rex. And why
Aristotle thinks that the natural place to start is with the
decidedly Sellars-and-Yeatman® premiss that the possibili-
ties to consider are that tragedy might be about either Good
Men or Bad Men, who either move from Good Things to
Bad Things or from Bad Things to Good Things—and that
eliminating three of these permutations and passing over the
fourth in silence entitles him to move straight to his own
view, that tragedy is about Morally Middling Men (who, we
may add, have to be aristocrats*) moving from Good Things
to Bad Things—heaven only knows. How does Antigone
fit into this scheme? Is she a Morally Middling Man? How
does Aeschylus’ Eumenides fit into it, or Sophocles’ Philoc-
tetes? If we pretend for a moment that we accept Aristotle’s
way of talking, then why, on that way of talking, aren’t these
both plays where a Good Man moves from Bad Things to
Good Things, and so plain counter-examples to his theory?
There are even Greek plays which were surely known to
Aristotle where the protagonist not only fails to meet with
disaster but is not, heaven help us, an aristocrat at all, at
least not ostensibly: Euripides’ Jon stars a temple slave (as
he is when the play starts) for whom pretty much everything
turns out well.

It is hard not to hear something schematic and moralis-
tic, too, in Aristotle’s famous proposal that the protagonist

3 W.C.Sellar and R.J.Yeatman, 1066 and All That: A Memorable His-
tory of England, comprising all the parts you can remember, includ-
ing 103 Good Things, 5 Bad Kings and 2 Genuine Dates. London:
Methuen. Published in 1930, and still one of the funniest books in the
English language.

* We should bear this requirement in mind when assessing Aristotle’s
remark that tragedy is about those who are better than us, comedy
about those who are worse. This I think is not evidence of moralism.
What Aristotle means, I take it, is that tragedy is about our betters, in
the old-fashioned sense; the comparisons being made here are social,
not moral.
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succumbs to the play’s “reversal” pfte o0 Kakioy Kol
pox Onpiav petafdriov eig thy dvotoyiov GAAe &t
apoptiov Twd (“he does not fall into misfortune through
wickedness and vice, but because of some mistake he
makes”). Despite the New-Testament sense of the word
apoptio this is not, of course, a theory of tragedy as caused
by sin. (There can be no such thing as a tragedy caused.
(simply and solely) by sin (as such), as is amply clear from
the failure of Paradise Lost to count as a tragedy. The rea-
sons why not are interesting; but that’s another paper.) What
it is, is a theory of tragedy where the disaster is caused by
the protagonist’s Fatal Flaw. (Equally familiarly: the Fatal
Flaw is very often hubris, outrage, pride that oversteps.) And
I say this is moralistic, because it moves us back towards the
idea that the protagonist, in order to be someone with whom
we can imaginatively identify, must be—really—morally
good: must be a good person, if only he, or she, did not have
that one crucial weakness.

The trouble here too is that nearly all actual drama simply
does not fit Aristotle’s pattern. And it is not just notoriously
formally-wayward dramas like Shakespeare’s plays that
fail to fit Aristotle’s pattern; most classic Attic drama does
not fit it either. Maybe not even Aristotle’s own pet exam-
ple, Oedipus Tyrannus, fits it, not at any rate if we trans-
late apaptia as “fatal flaw”. It is not a character-flaw that
brings Oedipus down; and there is something wrong about
calling it a mistake, too. The closest concept to Aristotle’s
apoptio that is actually there in Aeschylus and Sophocles is
the Homeric concept of &tn, “ruinous delusion”. But these
are two utterly different concepts, the difference lying above
all in their theological presuppositions: &tn cannot exist at
all unless there are gods like the pagan Greeks’, whereas
apoaptio presupposes no particular theology whatever. In
tone and in content &t is as far from auaptia as the trou-
blingly absolute traditional Christian concept of mortal sin
is from the troublingly relativistic modern secular concept
of inappropriate behaviour.

This lack of fit is worth describing as a trouble, because,
of course, of Aristotle’s enormous influence. In my own
case, I remember hearing at school how a proper tragedy
was supposed to be about a hero destroyed by his Fatal Flaw,
and seeing how that might (might) fit the case of Othello or
Mark Anthony, but scratching my head over the question
what Macbeth’s Fatal Flaw was supposed to be, or how I was
meant to see him as even beginning as a morally middling
man when, fairly patently, Shakespeare makes him a corrupt
figure from the very start—albeit at first a secretly corrupt
one, the real state of whose soul is only evident to those of
dangerously special, perhaps feminine, perceptiveness, such
as the witches and his wife.

Another schematic thing that I was also told at school is
the familiar doctrine that tragedy is all about value-conflict.
This idea is not, so far as I can see, in the Poetics. It does
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seem, inchoately, to be part of what troubles Plato about his
society’s theology and drama in the Republic and Euthyphro.
But I suspect that it was really neither Plato nor Aristotle but
Hegel who made the value-conflict view of tragedy canoni-
cal, when he took up Plato’s approach—or rather took it up
into his own approach—in his famous reading of Sophocles’
Antigone.’

Is tragedy, or drama, all about value-conflict? The doc-
trine looks vulnerable to a false-or-trivial dilemma. Dramas
involve action—in classical Greek this is an analytic truth—
and dramatically interesting action needs to have something
more to it than the Kim-II-Sung-esque “The enlightened
utilitarian conceived his plan to promote utility, and then
enacted it”. (It is not the least of all possible objections
to utilitarianism that it is so boring.) But if a drama could
be made even of that bland and banal scenario, the drama
would be all about the resistances that the enlightened utili-
tarian encountered. A good drama, like any good story, has
a beginning, a muddle, and an end®; it opposes protagonists
and antagonists. And muddles and dramatic oppositions, by
definition, involve forces that pull against each other. In this
sense it is just trivial that drama involves value-conflict. In
any stronger sense—for example the sense that Hegel had
in mind, where Antigone and Creon, for instance, are mere
tokens in a game of Aufhebung, bearing the labels Family
Values and Civic Values respectively—the notion is surely
false. Antigone certainly has values; but she is herself, not
a value. And in any case Antigone understands something
of both family and civic values, whereas Creon, for all his
bluster, understands neither.

One famous instance of how profoundly Aristotle’s formu-
laic account has influenced our thinking about tragedy, is
a case where his influence has been more explicitly moral-
istic; or rather, perhaps, where his moralistic influence has
combined with other moralistic influences such as Hegel’s,
in a way that I think has seriously misled even gifted mod-
ern commentators who are generally speaking as far away
from moralism as it is possible to be. This is the story of
Agamemnon at Aulis. In the remainder of this paper I shall
consider the story, and some philosophical engagements (or
refusals to engage) with it: first Socrates, Plato, and Aristo-
tle, in this section; then Bernard Williams, Eduard Fraenkel,

3 T have written about Hegel on the Antigone in “Socrates and Anti-
gone: two ways not to be martyred”, Prudentia 1999, but more
conveniently online at academia.edu/sophiegrace. See also my
“Autonomy in the Antigone”, forthcoming in Ben Colburn, ed., The
Routledge Handbook of Autonomy.

6 A doctrine that can be found in the Poetics, if we conjoin 1450b3
and 1455b11.

and Martha Nussbaum, in section IV. Apart from any other
reason for being interested in the case of Agamemnon at
Aulis, I think Aeschylus’ masterly treatment of this story
serves to remind us just how long imaginative identification
has been central to narrative art; and just how good narrative
art can be at it.

In barest outline, the story is that Agamemnon and the
Greek army are in their transport ships at Aulis, between
the island of Euboea and the Boeotian mainland of Greece,
awaiting a favourable wind to set sail to Troy and begin their
war of vengeance against Paris, Priam, and their people for
the abduction of Helen. But the goddess Artemis is angry,
and sends adverse winds (antipnoous, Ag.148): and the
priest Calchas announces that only a human sacrifice will
end her anger, change the winds, and make the army’s depar-
ture possible. King Agamemnon, with his brother Menelaus
one of the two leaders of the Greek army, must sacrifice his
daughter Iphigeneia, who has already been brought to Aulis
for a possible marriage to Achilles. He hesitates; but then
he kills her. (For something better than barest outline, see
the Appendix to this paper, which gives a parallel text of
Agamemnon lines 104-253, in the Greek and in my Eng-
lish translation. My English version of the whole play, and
indeed of the rest of the Oresteia, is online at https://open.
academia.edu/Sophiegrace.)

What Plato made of this story of Aeschylus’, we do not
strictly speaking know. Despite his extensive reference to
Aeschylus in Republic II-111, as noted above, he never explicitly
mentions the case of Aeschylus’ Agamemnon. (In the whole of
the Republic in fact, and so far as I know elsewhere in his works,
Plato barely refers at all to any of the various Agamemnons in
the Greek literary canon, though he does mention Palamedes’
comic Agamemnon at Republic 522d, and (presumably)’ Hom-
er’s at 620b.) But it is not hard to guess what Plato might have
thought of Aeschylus’ tale—if we leave aside Plato’s obvious
emotional undertow of ambivalence about drama, an undertow
that surfaces most clearly in the apparently temporary recanta-
tion of the Phaedrus.® At least in the severe mood of his mature
philosophy, Plato, like Socrates before him, must have seen the
tale as a blasphemous, obscene farrago of voodoo and butchery.
So we may surmise; though in truth we have no solid evidence,
because Plato, as I noted above, has little or nothing to say about
such stories. Evidently for him and for Socrates, the best philo-
sophical response to them is to pass over them in (what I take
to be a disdainful) silence. The nearest either of them gets to a
direct response to such tragic material is, as Nussbaum points
out (Fragility p.25), the Euthyphro.

7 Paul Shorey, Loeb Republic volume 2 p.515, footnote c, thinks that
the eagle into which the afterlife Agamemnon is transformed at 620b
alludes to Agamemnon 114 ff. As often with Shorey, the conjecture
seems less than compelling.

8 On which see Nussbaum’s fine paper in Fragility.
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What Aristotle made of Agamemnon at Aulis is something
about which we have no direct evidence either. But we do have
one small wisp of indirect evidence, namely NE 3.1, 11 10a26:

gvia & fowg ovk EoTw dvaykacOfjval, GALd
pdArov amoBavetéov mabovti ta Sewodtoto:
koi yap tov Edpimidov Alkpaiova yeloia
PUIVETO T AVOYKACHVTO P TPOKTOVTCOL.

But some acts, perhaps, we cannot be forced to do, and
ought rather to prefer to them death accompanied by
the worst possible sufferings; thus, for instance, the
things that “forced” Euripides’ Alcmaeon to kill his
mother seem ridiculous.

We no longer have the play of Euripides’ to which Aristo-
tle refers here; moreover Euripides wrote a number of plays
called Alcmaeon, one of them, it seems, a comedy. But in the
best-known version of the myth in question, what “forces”
Alcmaeon to kill his mother Eriphyle is the threats of his dead
father. Eriphyle tricks her husband Amphiaraus into going into
a battle in which she knows he will be killed; Amphiaraus then
appears to Alcmaeon in a dream and tells him to avenge his
death by killing Eriphyle. What Amphiaraus threatens Alc-
maeon with is this: he tells him that the cost of not killing
her is that horrible torments will be visited on Alcmaeon for
his impiety in not avenging his father. So Alcmaeon does kill
her—and the cost of doing so turns out to be that he is pursued
by the Erinyes for his impiety in killing his mother. More than
one element in this narrative ought to sound pretty familiar to
anyone who knows Aeschylus’ Choéphoroi.

The inference seems clear. Aristotle would think (or pos-
sibly Aristotle thinks: maybe this is what he was getting at,
when he issues this obiter dictum on Alcmaeon) that the
threats that drive Orestes into avenging his father are equally
yeroila. (Even if Aristotle’s evident reverence for Aeschylus
makes him less willing to use the word “ridiculous” of him
than of his bugbear Euripides.)

Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates, then, all exemplify one obvi-
ous way for moralism to respond to Agamemnon at Aulis.
This is simply to refuse to go along with the whole story, to
reject the whole thing as horrible, irreligious, and bizarre.'°

9 There is also Aristotle’s remark, Poetics 1461al5-16, that the
question whether something done in a drama was done “kalws e me
kalws” depends, inter alia, on whether it was done to avert a greater
evil or achieve a greater good. Banal moralism is not, unfortunately,
altogether outside Aristotle’s rhetorical range.

10 plutarch, Life Of Themistocles (13, 2): “But Themistocles was sac-
rificing alongside the admiral's trireme. There three prisoners of war
were brought to him, of visage most beautiful to behold, conspicu-
ously adorned with raiment and with gold. They were said to be the
sons of Sandaucé, the King's sister, and Artayctus. When Euphran-
tides the seer caught sight of them, since at one and the same moment
a great and glaring flame shot up from the sacrificial victims and a
sneeze gave forth its good omen on the right, he clasped Themisto-
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Alternatively, moralistic readers can try to sanitise the story,
to make it safe for moralism. And this, I will now argue, is
what—perhaps surprisingly, and perhaps not entirely con-
sciously—all three of Fraenkel, Williams, and Nussbaum do.

v

Bernard Williams discusses Agamemnon at Aulis twice in
his published works: in “Ethical consistency” (in his collec-
tion Problems of the Self, Cambridge UP 1973), and in his
1993 book Shame and Necessity, pp.132—135. At the point
in “Ethical consistency” where Williams comes out with
the example of Agamemnon, his concern is to illustrate his
claim that the demands of ethical reality—in contrast with
those of, say, scientific reality—can pull us irreconcilably in
different directions at once. That is what Williams means by
“tragic cases”. He writes as follows:

One peculiarity of tragic cases is that the notion of
‘acting for the best’ may very well lose its content.
Agamemnon at Aulis may have said “may it be well”
[V yap ein, Agamemnon 217] but he is neither con-
vinced nor convincing. The agonies that a man will
experience after acting in full consciousness of such
a situation are not to be traced to a persistent doubt
that he may not have chosen the better thing but, for
instance, to a clear conviction that he has not done the
better thing because there was no better thing to be
done. It may on the other hand even be the case that by
some not utterly irrational criteria of ‘the better thing’,
he is convinced that he did do the better thing: rational
men no doubt pointed out to Agamemnon his responsi-
bilities as a commander, the many people involved, the
considerations of honour and so forth. If he accepted
all this and acted accordingly: it would seem a glib
moralist who said, as some sort of criticism, that he
must be irrational to lie awake at night having killed

Footnote 10 (continued)

cles by the hand and bade him consecrate the youths, and sacrifice
them all to Dionysus Carnivorous, with prayers of supplication; for
on this wise would the Hellenes have a saving victory. Themistocles
was terrified, feeling that the word of the seer was monstrous and
shocking; but the multitude, who, as is wont to be the case in great
struggles and severe crises, looked for safety rather from unreason-
able than from reasonable measures, invoked the god with one voice,
dragged the prisoners to the altar, and compelled the fulfilment of the
sacrifice, as the seer commanded. At any rate, this is what Phanias
the Lesbian says, and he was a philosopher, and well acquainted with
historical literature.”.

This incident—if it happened at all, which has been doubted—was
just before the Battle of Salamis in 480 BC. We know Aeschylus
fought at Salamis. Was Aeschylus there when Themistocles per-
formed this sacrifice? Was he thinking of it when he wrote the first
choral ode of the Agamemnon (458 BC), about the sacrifice of Iphi-
geneia before the Greek fleet sailed to Troy?
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his daughter. And he lies awake, not because of a
doubt, but because of a certainty. Some may say that
the mythology of Agamemnon and his choice are noth-
ing to us, because we do not move in a world in which
irrational gods order men to kill their own children.
But there is no need of irrational gods to give rise to
tragic situations. (Bernard Williams, Problems of the
Self (CUP 1973) p.173).

The claim that Williams wants to make is that there can be
“tragic situations” in which either “there is no better thing to be
done”—all the available options are appalling. Or else there is
a better thing than all the other options, but that better thing is a
worse one too: better though it is, in some salient way it is also
particularly appalling. Whatever one does, there will be—in a
now-standard phrase—ineliminable agent-regret.

Given that this is Williams’ claim, his choice of Agamem-
non as an illustration of it has struck me as a weird choice from
the moment I first read it as an undergraduate. From a modern
point of view (come to that: from a Platonic or Aristotelian
point of view), the obvious thing to say about Agamemnon is
that his choice is structured by demands at least two of which
are not real at all. If Agamemnon imagines—a modern might
say—that he is under any kind of obligation to sail off to Troy,
kill or rape and enslave the Trojans, and burn their city to the
ground, then he is just wrong. So one of the pressures that sets
up his supposed dilemma simply disappears. But again—the
modern might add—if Agamemnon imagines that, in order
to fulfil that obligation, he is under the further obligation
that Calchas announces to him, to kill Iphigeneia in order to
appease Artemis, then again he is just wrong. So there goes a
second supposed pressure. It is tempting to conclude that Wil-
liams’ example is indeed just weird, and weirdly unconvincing,
because it is a “moral” conflict structured by demands two of
which we might reasonably consider entirely illusory. Though
even if they are not illusory, neither of these demands is obvi-
ously recognisable as a moral demand. (There is of course a
third demand in the conflict too, the demand of parental obliga-
tions to a daughter, which is certainly not illusory, and which
does look like what we call a moral demand. But one demand
on its own creates no conflict of demands.)

Of this objection Williams is uncomfortably aware, as
comes out at the close of his brief discussion of Agamemnon
at Aulis. “There is no need of irrational gods to give rise to
tragic situations,” he says. But the natural retort to that is:
“So why make your prime example of a tragic situation one
that does involve irrational gods?”."!

"' Why not talk instead about, for instance, Sophie’s choice? That
particular case was not available when Williams wrote “Ethical con-
sistency”, as Styron’s book was not published till 1979. But plenty of
cases like it were. Or Williams could have contrived his own, as he
did with “Jim and the Indians”.

At any rate at the level of biography, there seems to be a
fairly clear answer to this question. As an undergraduate at
Balliol, Williams was a pupil of Eduard Fraenkel, the great
Aeschylus scholar from Corpus. Here then is Fraenkel on
Agamemnon at Aulis, in his magisterial two-volume edition
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon (Oxford: Clarendon, 1950, volume
1, pp.98-99):

In the narrative of the chorus the climax is reached
with the monologue of Agamemnon (206 ft.) and the
comments attached to it (218 ff.). The king is faced
with the alternative of two deadly evils. Whichever
course he takes is bound to lead him to unbearable
hamartia. After a violent struggle he resolves to sac-
rifice his daughter, fully aware that what he is doing is
an unpardonable sin and will have to be atoned for. His
fatal step puts him under the yoke of compulsion; there
can be no way back; on and on he must go, and the
end, he knows as well as the Elders, will be utter ruin.
Aeschylus, by using unmistakable language (220-221
and ff., T60ev T0 TOVTOTOAPOV PPOVETY PETEYV®. ..)
makes it clear that all the evil that is to befall Agamem-
non has its first origin in his own voluntary decision...
[this is a] tragic conflict... [Aeschylus wanted] a moral
dilemma... to be the fountain-head of Agamemnon’s
fate.

And again on p.121, Fraenkel adds:

It is in merciless terms that Agamemnon describes,
and implicitly condemns, what he is going to do. And
yet he cannot avoid doing it.

Just as Williams (1929-2003) was a pupil of Frae-
nkel (1888-1970), so Fraenkel was a pupil of Franz
Biicheler (1837-1908) and Biicheler in turn a pupil of Frie-
drich Ritschl (1806-1876). We can almost establish an
academic lineage back to Hegel himself (1770-1831); but
not quite, since so far as [ know,'? there was never a for-
mal pupil-teacher connection between Ritschl and Hegel.
(Though entertainingly enough, there is a connection with
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—-1900), who was also a pupil of
Ritschl’s. So Williams turns out to be Nietzsche’s great-
grand-nephew academically speaking, and perhaps in other
ways t0o.)

But of course there is no need to find a direct connection
with Hegel in order to be able to say what I think is plainly true
anyway: as Fraenkel imagines him Agamemnon is already a
Hegelian hero, caught through no fault of his own between two
irreconcilable ethical imperatives. So he equally is as Williams
imagines him. And both with Williams and with Fraenkel,
“imagines” is the right word. Fraenkel pictures an Agamemnon

12 Not that I've looked very hard (nor intend to). This information is
all from Wikipedia.
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facing a “violent struggle”, a choice between “deadly evils” for
either of which there will be a terrible price; Williams pictures
a man in agonies who lies awake at night because of what he
chose, and thought, rightly or wrongly, that he had no choice
but to choose.

So my objection to Fraenkel’s and Williams’ readings
of Agamemnon at Aulis cannot be that they eschew imagi-
native identification—as an Aristotle or Plato or Socrates
might, reacting to Aeschylus’ story by simply refusing,
or finding themselves unable, to engage with it at all for
moral reasons. To the contrary, both Fraenkel and Williams
give us, albeit en passant, rich and interesting imaginative
descriptions of how they see Agamemnon’s plight as look-
ing from Agamemnon’s own perspective. My objection is
rather that their imaginative identifications presuppose a
misreading of Aeschylus. And theirs is a moralistic mis-
reading, which quietly takes it first that the point about
Agamemnon is that he is the subject of a moral dilemma in
something like the schematic sense that Hegel meant, and
secondly that, as subject of a Hegelian dilemma, Agamem-
non must in some sense be free of guilt. He may be faced
with no blame-free alternatives; but he is not to blame that
that is his predicament. However he chooses at Aulis he
will be at fault, because he is caught; yet it is not his fault
that he is thus caught. At this second-order level, Agam-
emnon is an innocent. So we are still free to identify imagi-
natively with Agammenon without tripping any alarms for
the moralistic; for we are still free to see him through the
lens of the other schematism, Aristotle’s, and to think of
Agamemnon, though perhaps as no saint, still as essentially
a good man, a suitable hero for a great tragedy. And so,
indeed, Fraenkel explicitly accords Agamemnon the cru-
cial Aristotelian honorific—he calls him a megalopsychos:
Fraenkel 1950, II: 119, ad 202 ff.

I find myself, I confess, continually baffled by this soft
spot for Agamemnon among classical commentators; even
ones of the stature of Fraenkel. As Aeschylus presents
Agamemnon, the moment he arrives on stage he displays
rude abruptness to Clytaemestra, telling her her speech
of welcome was too long; superstition, lack of resolution,
and arrogance; not to mention the stunning tactlessness of
showing up after 9 years away from his wife with his mad-
barbarian-princess concubine in tow.

Indeed we might look beyond Aeschylus at this point,
to Homer, whose picture of Agamemnon is I think pretty
strongly normative for the rest of the tradition including
Aeschylus. Homer too very clearly and consistently presents
Agamemnon as a clumsy, tactless, oafish, greedy, cowardly,
brutal, and rather stupid blowhard; though commentators
seem to miss this too, in their eagerness to see “far-king
Agamemnon” as some kind of ideal hero.

One striking example of Homer’s negativity about Agam-
emnon comes in Iliad 8. We may take it in three points.
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First, at Iliad 8.281-284 Agamemnon patronisingly says
to Teucer:

Tedkpe @iln kepart|, Terapbdrie Koipave Aady
BAAL” oBtwe, of kKév Tt OmS Aavaoict yévnat
natpi te 66 Tehapdut, 6 o” Erpee ToTOOV £6VTAL,
ko og vO0ov mep dovta Kopicoato @ EUi olke.
“Teucer, my good man, you Telamon’s son,

leader of the troops—keep up this work!

So doing, you bring light to all the Greeks

and to old Telamon, he who brought you up

in his own house, though illegitimate.”

Why mention Teucer’s illegitimacy here? The obvious
answer is that Agamemnon has no good reason to; he's just
too stupid to prevent himself from mentioning it.

Secondly, Agamemnon continues (8.286-291):

coi & &yo dEepém m¢ ki TeTEAEGPEVOV EGTOL:
of kév po1 86y Zeds T adyioyog kol ABfun
TAiov éEahamaEon EbkTipevov TrolicBpov,
TPHT® TOL T P TpeoPhiov &V x epl Mo,
fj Tpinod’ Mg SV inmovg adTolow 8y eopw
& yovoy’, fj kév Tot opdv Aéy og eicavafaivor.
“And I will tell you what will surely be:

if goat-skin Zeus and Athene ever grant

that we shall lay to waste this fine-built Troy,
then you will get the first prize I award

(after myself); a chariot, or a tripod,

or a lissom concubine to fill your bed.”

Agamemnon’s greedy, lustful gloating here over the prospect
of plunder and rape naturally recalls Achilles’ unforgettable
invective at Iliad 1.149-151:

& pot dvandeinv émeipéve KePOAAEOPPOV

nds Tic To TPdPpV Enecw meibnTon Ax ondy

7| 660V éABEpevan 1j avdpdow {(pl péry ecBor;
“King clothed in shamelessness, in love with loot,
how should a man like you keep the troops in line
for sapping marches, or for mortal fights?”

But setting the gloating aside, and with it the hubris of this
conditional promise to Teucer, just look at those two little
words: pet’ 8ug, “after myself”. Even in the act of promising
something to a fellow warrior, Agamemnon still can't get
over himself. (Homer does not stress this singularly stupid
qualification by enjambing it, as my translation does. But
then conversely, for obvious technical reasons, my trans-
lation doesn’t manage to enjamb everything that he does
enjamb. So I owe him one.)

Thirdly and finally, look ahead from this passage to
8.330: Afag 8 ovk dpéAnce kactyviTolo tecdrtog, “Aias
did not neglect his fallen brother” (i.e. Teucer). By this
point Teucer’s continuing archery-sniping, as ordered by
Agamemnon, has felled Hector's comrade and half-brother
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Gorgythion, and provoked Hector into returning fire with a
rock that hits and wounds Teucer. Yet it is not Agamemnon
who tends to the fallen Teucer; it is Aias—Agamemnon has
made himself prudently scarce. This is hardly the action of
a megalopsychos.

As I say, Williams and his teacher Fraenkel take Agam-
emnon to be far more hero than he is, either in Homer or in
Aeschylus, because their view of Aeschylus’ play requires
them to see Agamemnon as a hero to whom bad things are
happening.

However, make these moralistic assumptions quietly. For a
clear and precise diagnosis and discussion of the assumptions,
it will help if there is someone who turns up the volume a bit:
someone who gives them a more explicit defence. And there is,
namely Martha Nussbaum (Fragility pp.33-35):

No personal guilt of Agamemnon’s has led him into
this tragic predicament. The expedition was com-
manded by Zeus (Ag.55-62) to avenge the violation
of a crime against hospitality... Agamemnon is fight-
ing in a just cause, and a cause that he could not desert
without the most serious impiety... Agamemnon’s
dilemma comes upon him as he is piously executing
Zeus’s command... If Agamemnon does not fulfil
Artemis’s condition, everyone, including Iphigeneia,
will die. He will also be abandoning the expedition
and, therefore, violating the command of Zeus... Both
courses involve him in guilt... [up to this point Agam-
emnon, like Abraham, is] a good and... innocent man.

Small touches on the tiller can add up to send the ship of
exegesis way off-course. There seems little or nothing wrong
with Nussbaum’s saying, for instance, that Agamemnon is not
personally to blame for the tragic predicament he finds himself
in. Yet cumulatively, the moves she makes here are enough to
get her to the conclusion that Agamemnon at Aulis can seriously
be compared with Abraham at Mount Moriah. I suppose this
conclusion nicely brings us back, via a Kierkegaardian byway,
to Hegel. Yet the conclusion, I submit, is wildly wrong. How did
we get so swiftly onto these rocks?

Part of the problem is that Nussbaum, like Fraenkel
and Williams, seems intent (whether consciously or sub-
consciously, I don’t know) on seeing Agamemnon as in a
Hegelian dilemma. This leads her like them to overstress
the Agamemnon-is-innocent claim. Now it is true that
we are given no reason by Aeschylus to think that it is
Agamemnon’s fault that he faces the choice he does face
at Aulis, and it is true, as Williams points out at Shame
and Necessity p.132 (here too following Fraenkel), that
Aeschylus suppresses accounts of a precursor-offence on
Agamemnon’s part that he could have used. Be that as it
may, Agamemnon’s innocence is very far from being what
Aeschylus emphasises. In Aeschylus’ own text no one ever
insists on Agamemnon’s innocence except Agamemnon

himself. And anyone in Aeschylus’s audience would have
been aware of the picture of Agamemnon that derives
from Homer and others, as a brutal, overbearing, bully-
ing warlord. Moreover, what we have in the Agamemnon
up to the point of Agamemnon’s crucial deliberating (and
self-exculpating) speech, 206217, is a picture of Agam-
emnon and Menelaus not as innocents, but as twin and
inseparable forces of nature: dogs of war, pitiless eagles,
bent irrevocably and remorselessly on a war of vengeance.
(See e.g. 108 ff., 122 ff.) And what we have in the rest
of the Agamemnon is not in any way about Agamemnon
as an innocent. It is about Agamemnon as a warlord, an
agent of terrible destruction—and it is about Agamemnon
as so blinded by his own dtn that he cannot see what the
Watchman, Calchas, Cassandra—and Clytaemestra—can
all see: his coming doom.

For Agamemnon’s &t see e.g. the Watchman at 34-39:

And may it be my master, when he comes,

will clasp this hand with his love-hallowed hand.
There’s more, but I won’t say it. The saying goes:
“My tongue's become where the trampling oxen stand.”
You could ask the house. If this house had a mouth,
this house would speak. I mean my words just so.
They’re dark to those in the dark: not to those in the know.

Or Calchas at 146-156:

“And I invoke the healer, 150
Paian, to persuade her

to raise no lingering anti-winds

that pin the fleet in port,

to demand no second sacrifice,

lawless, not to feast on,

cogenerate with blood-feud sets man and wife at ill
For a god-wrath is lurking there,

fearful, resilient,

a homemaker whose smile’s a trap

a child-avenging mind.”

So did Calchas prophesy,

amid the usual blessings,

fateful words upon the march,

to the kings; and still...

Or Clytaemestra in the justly famous speech of 958 ff:

There is the sea. What sun could burn it up?
From cold dark depths I’ll fetch your bright red stain;
your life-warm dye will drench your kingly robes...

For Agamemnon as warlord and agent of destruction—
and also, by the end of this passage, as doomed to destruc-
tion—see e.g. 420 ff.:
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Hidden sorrow reveals itself in dreaming,

delusion appears as delight in the emptied heart:
delusion, since at first light his wife’s seeming

skips from his sleep-sight, unreachably apart.

And the empty ache at each army-family’s hearth

is hidden too, behind eyes dried fresh from streaming
for the dear-faced husbands whom this war returns
as faceless ash in funerary urns.

A refinet’s fire is Ares’; and he makes,

from the counterpoise of spears in his furnace Troy,
a weeping soot that floats in heavy flakes

which, shipped in parcels home, cremates all joy.
Love rocks in anguish over it, commemorates

the fall-, the glory-sign of each dead boy.

Love breathes a question hidden from the State:
“He died to get Menelaus back his toy?”

Not even the sign of an urn returns to some:

their conqueror rots enclosed in the land he won.

The people’s murmur’s heavy with their blame;

what Menelaus has cost them is their curse.

I sense a black night comes. For all these slain

sum to a fate-debt the all-seeing gods rehearse;

who pushes Justice aside from his path of gain,

the slow Furies drag him down through luck reversed
into helpless dark. The highest-daring fame

attracts Zeus’ jealous lightning; not averts.

Enough just to live on, not to draw envy, for me,
neither captor of cities nor captured and slave to be.

Agamemnon is on an irreversible path to inexorable ruin:
no image could tell us that more plainly than the purple
woven way that Clytaemestra lays out for him on his return
to her. (One of the first visual coups de thédtre known to us
in the history of theatre; and still, perhaps, the greatest of
them all.) But if we must speak naively of him as a figure
who stands for something, it is hardly hapless innocence: in
the Agamemnon there are no innocent characters, except the
two women who get killed. He is the sacker of Troy and the
rapist and enslaver of Cassandra.

If Agamemnon must stand for any one thing, then what
he ‘stands for’, I propose, is violation. And indeed, if there
is any one thing that the whole play is about, then vio-
lation is what the Agamemnon is about. The key contrast
that drives the whole action is the contrast so apparent
in the chorus from which I have just quoted, the contrast
between peace—good rule, security, civilisation, home,

@ Springer

antistrophe 2 420
430
strophe 3
440
450
antistrophe 3
460
470

family, philia—and, well, war. It is the contrast between
the well-governed house and the disordered one with which
the Watchman begins the play. It is the contrast between
everything humans can build, and the nothing that is left
when they choose, as Agamemnon does, to tear it all down.
The pregnant hare too is a beautifully chosen image of this
contrast. Helpless, soft, fugitive, she teems with life—until
the eagles, those emblems of death, seize her and disem-
bowel her. If the huntress Artemis is angry it is, apparently,
at the unfairness of this contest; and Agamemnon against
Iphigeneia too is no fair contest.

The Agamemnon is about violation; and it is about Agam-
emnon as the agent of violation. To see his cause as just
and pious, as Fraenkel and Nussbaum and Williams all sug-
gest, is wildly out of line with what Aeschylus’ text actually
tells us about him. It is not, for instance, true to say with
Nussbaum, appealing to Ag.55-62, that “the expedition was
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commanded by Zeus”'3: not at any rate if that is meant to

suggest that we should picture Agamemnon as someone
“piously executing Zeus’s command”. True, Aeschylus does
write (60—62) “Thus mighty Zeus the guest-friend (xenios)
sent (pempei) the sons of Atreus against Paris”. But first, this
is as consistent with saying that Zeus Xenios explicitly com-
mands Agamemnon and Menelaus to make holy war on Troy
as it is with saying that those warlords invoke Zeus Xenios
as their patron, by which I mean their propaganda pretext,
for a war they choose to make because Menelaus has been
insulted. The text is fully consistent with either reading; and
the first is politically naive.'*
And secondly, we should read on:

Thus Zeus almighty sent the sons of Atreus,
Zeus guest-protector set them on Paris,
sent in pursuit of a multi-manned woman:

the individual and private injury that Menelaus suffers from
Paris, and the public and universal calamity whereby he and
Agamemnon avenge it.

In the Agamemnon the Trojan War is not a just war; it is
just a war. Just a war, without the moralism, but with eve-
rything that war means; which is, above all, injustice. And
Agamemnon is not a just warrior; he is just a warrior—a
man of blood and havoc, and a violator. The Chorus get this:
from one end of the play to the other, it is what they sing
about. And we get it too; unless we are taught not to get it,
by readers of the play who are bent on seeing Agamemnon
as a Kierkegaardian or Hegelian hero.

60

sent with them death-bouts and leaden-limbed strugglings,

sent strength of youths’ knees snapped in the dust,
sent with them spear-shafts smashed in the onset,
sent these for Greeks and for Trojans alike.

That’s how things stand. The Fates know no escape-clause.

Nor secret sacrifice, extra libation,
nor private gifts of quiet pleading tears

can bend their spite, their wrath wears out the years.

The Chorus do not, it seems to me, share Nussbaum’s
faithful confidence in the justice of Agamemnon’s war,
even if that war has the patronage of a most powerful
divinity behind it. What they see is, first, a war of terri-
ble suffering and destruction, and secondly a war that is
TOADAVOPOG APl yovaukog: all for the sake of one loose
woman (62). For the Chorus throughout the play there is a
recurring question about whether the whole war can possibly
be worth it at all, given—excuse their misogyny—that it is
only about one girl: we have already considered line 451,
and compare the Chorus at 681-781. The war/peace contrast
comes back here in modulated form: as the contrast between

13 And where Nussbaum gets the notion that if Agamemnon “does not
fulfil Artemis’s condition, everyone, including Iphigeneia, will die”, 1
have no idea. Aulis (modern Paralia Avlidos) to Argos is about fifty
miles. If the army get really hungry, they can always just walk home.

4 And after all, at Ag.125 even the eagles who eat the pregnant hare
are ‘the senders of the force’, pompous archas. Should we take this
the natural way, as meaning merely “portents that set the expedition
on its way”’? Or are they too proclaiming a holy war, issuing a com-
mand that binds Agamemnon on pain of “the most serious impiety”?

For Zeus xenios again, see 362, towards the beginning of the obvi-
ously propagandistic and triumphalistic choral ode W Zeu basileu kai
Nyx philia.

70

What the first chorus of Aeschylus’ play tells us, and tells
us quite explicitly, is that one key step—perhaps the key
step—in the process that makes Agamemnon into a violator
is the sacrifice of Iphigeneia. That is the crucial point about
the narrative of Agamemnon at Aulis: not primarily that he
is in a dilemma—though no doubt he is, of a sort—but how
he responds to that dilemma; not primarily his self-excus-
ing speech ti T®1d’ dvev kak®dr—though that is important
too—but what comes next. Which is this (Ag. 218-221):

dnel 8 dvdrykag 60 AMémadvov
Ppevds Tvémy duooePt Tponaiov
220&varyvov aviepov, TO0ev

TO TOVTOTOALOV PPOVETY PETEYV®.

Literally: “When he put on the yoke-strap of necessity,
breathing!> an impious, unholy, unsanctified change of mind,

15" Ppe-root words for breathing, air, breath, wind are important in the
first chorus of the Agamemnon: katapneiei “breathes inspiration” 105,
antipnoous “‘against-blowing” 147, the marvellously onomatopoeic
empaiois tychaisi sympnewn “blowing together with the fortunes that
hit him” 187, pnoiai “winds” 192, phrenos pnewn dyssebe tropaian
“breathing an unholy changefulness of mind” 219. There is also pau-
sanemou “wind-stopping” at 214, and pneontwn meizon e dikaiws
“puffing themselves up more than is just” 376.
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then he came to recognise the thinking of all-daring.” Or as
I have put it in verse:

So with relief he gave it Necessity’s name.

Ky avtog 0Ok dkpavrot. Calchas is a man of schemes, a
schemer. “Another way”, when he suggests one, is “another
device”, &Moo pijxap, 199.)

strophe 5

Once necked in his yoke, though, we smelt off him something unclean,

something desanctified, something set free to defile;
new look in his face that said .4/ is permitted for me.

Agamemnon here puts on “the yoke-strap of necessity”:
he chooses it, his putting it on is not something that happens
to him, but an action that he performs. In Williams* words
(S & N p.133):

[Denys Page] simply misrepresents the text. Aeschylus
does not say that Agamemnon submitted to necessity.
The word &dv... is a straightforward verb of action,
which means (as Page himself elsewhere translates it)
“put on”, and Agamemnon is said to have put on the
harness of necessity as someone puts on armour.

Now there is indeed, as many commentators (e.g. Nuss-
baum) have seen, something paradoxical about the idea that
Agamemnon here should freely choose not to be free. But
the paradox is deliberate, and it is Aeschylus’s paradox. The
point is that Agamemnon is rationalising. He is claiming
that he must do something—Kkill Iphigeneia—that, in fact,
he does not have to do at all. As indeed Clytaemestra points
out after she has killed him (1415-17), there is something
routine about his killing of Iphigeneia—as if she were just
another lamb'®—that makes it very far from being a spe-
cially forced action. The routine of sacrifice is familiar,
except that it is his daughter he now kills; but Agamemnon
oversteps the inhibition of that detail with horrifying ease.

“But isn’t Agamemnon forced to do it by Calchas’ proph-
ecy?” The short answer to that, as every Athenian knew,
is that if you don’t like a prophet’s divine word, it is usu-
ally possible either to ignore him, or else to get another.
(Another divine word, or another prophet: or indeed both, if
necessary.) Prophecy was (and is) a political business, and
Aeschylus knew it: nearly all his references to Calchas are
loaded with a sinister irony and with sarcastic hints of self-
serving priestcraft. (Consider in particular 249, téxvou 8

16 Comparisons between killings of humans and of ani-
mals are indeed, as Nussbaum insists (pp.32 ff.), pervasive in
the Agamemnon. That does not justify Nussbaum in reading
kThvn mpdcte Td SnpionAnO7 “the people-plenty of herds before
[Troy]” (Ag.129) as meaning that Calchas “predicts only that the
army, in laying siege to Troy, will slaughter many herds of cattle
before its walls”, and erecting an exegetical puzzle on the basis of this
reading: “No significant omen merely predicts a beef dinner”. Indeed
not; which is an excellent reason for not taking Calchas’ words Nuss-
baum’s way. When reading poetry, it is a good idea to be able to rec-
ognise a metaphor when you see one.

@ Springer

220

Agamemnon’s choice to follow Calchas’ augury at Aulis is
just that, a choice. Perhaps Aeschylus intends us to notice the
contrast with /liad Book 1, where Calchas again prophesies
something difficult for Agamemnon—and Agamemnon sim-
ply refuses to comply. Surely it is easier for Agamemnon to do
what Calchas says and give up his trophy-slave Briseis, than it
is for him to do what Calchas says and kill his own daughter.
Yet the Agamemnon who rebuffs the easy command in the
Iliad obeys the hard command in Aeschylus’ play.

Agamemnon, as Aeschylus portrays him, is not forced to
kill Iphigeneia at all; he rationalises that he is forced to, but he
is not. As indeed the Chorus close-to-explicitly say (223-224):
Bpotovg Bpacrer yap aicy pOPNTICTAAXIVA TAPAKOTOL
wpwtonipmy, “shamelessness of thinking makes mortals
bold—wretched infatuation, source of primal sufferings”.

And all this goes to explain why, once Agamemnon—
freely—*“puts on necessity’s yoke-strap”, the soi-disant
witnesses who are the Chorus in the play immediately see
a sinister and frightening change in him. He has stepped
over the edge of the moral abyss; he has become someone
for whom 10 mavtéTolpov @poveiv—seeing nothing as
unthinkable—has become easy and natural; he has lost all
normal moral incapacity.'” In short, he has made a decisive
move from the condition of peace towards the condition of
war; which is also the condition of the rapist or the violator.

Both Nussbaum and Williams, it seems to me, seriously
misunderstand this change in Agamemnon. I think they mis-
understand it because, bluntly, they just misread the text of
Agamemnon 206-227.

Nussbaum (Fragility pp.35-36) is simpler to deal with,
because (as Williams in effect remarks, S&N 134) she is too
plainly driven simply by the desire to see Agamemnon in terms
of the wider schematism of Fragility’s Williams-esque anti-
utilitarian polemic, as merely eliminating the ought that he does
not act on. “Agamemnon seems to have assumed, first, that if he
decided right, the action chosen must be right; and second[ly],
that if an action is right, it is appropriate to want it, even to be
enthusiastic about it” (Fragility p.36). Here we are once more
in Agamemnon-is-innocent territory, and once more I merely

17 Bernard Williams, “Moral incapacity”, Wllliams 1993a.
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remark that Aeschylus goes out of his way from one end of his
play to the other to make that territory unavailable to us, and
to get us to see Agamemnon, instead, as a violator (though
certainly also a violator who is himself violated by becoming a
violator, and who can, for instance, weep at what is happening).

As for Williams: in Shame and Necessity (p.134, cp. note
11, pp.208-210) Williams tells us that “it is entirely clear
what happens” after the end of Agamemnon’s speech at
Agamemnon 206-217: “the father slaughters his daughter
in a state of bloody rage”. But this is not only not entirely
clear; and not only not clear at all; it is not even what hap-
pens. Lines 218-227 contain no word that means “bloody”,
and only one word, Tapakond, that even can mean anything
like “rage”—though it can also mean what I translated it as
meaning a moment ago, “infatuation”. And as we have already
seen, what the lines suggest overall is not that Agamemnon
is somehow suddenly carried away in a frenzy of bloodlust.
Rather—and just as Clytaemestra complains at 1415-17—
what happens, perhaps even clearly happens, is that Agam-
emnon—once he has wiped away his tears—quite coolly and
calmly proceeds to perform what is a perfectly normal pro-
pitiatory sacrifice in every respect except one—that it is the
sacrifice of his daughter.

Anyway, what could it mean, psychologically or dramati-
cally, for Agamemnon suddenly to drop into a rage like the
one that Williams foists on him? And why would it happen?
On Williams’ misreading Agamemnon’s behaviour simply
becomes mystifying, as Williams himself obliquely admits:
“This is not a text,” he writes (134), “that invites us very far
into psychological interpretation”. On the contrary, it seems
to me, these lines most assuredly do invite us to interpret
Agamemnon’s experience at the sacrificial altar of Aulis. But
Aeschylus invites us to see him, not as suddenly filled with
self-induced random rage, but as undergoing, more or less
with open eyes, an icy-calm process of corruption.

In this part of the text, the only thing that Aeschylus has
anyone say about any mental state anything like rage is that
it is themis to wish for Iphigeneia’s blood orga(i) periorgd(i),
“with over-passionate passion” (Ag.215-7; Agamemnon’s
words). But first, as Williams himself agrees (S&N 209), this
does not have to be Agamemnon’s passion. With or without a
textual conjecture that Williams rejects on the same page (con-
trast Sommerstein, who accepts it: Loeb Oresteia pp.26-27),
it is possible to take it to be either the army’s (as I translate
it myself) or indeed no one’s in particular. Saying that a feel-
ing is themis is different from saying that anyone in particular
has it, or should have it. Secondly, even if it is Agamemnon’s
own passion that he speaks of, a passion that you need to tell
yourself it is themis to have does not sound like much of a pas-
sion. Certainly a “state of bloody rage” is not something that
Agamemnon will be able to whip himself up into, simply by
reflecting that it would be themis to be in that state.

How else could Williams read rage into this passage, as
something that is not merely there, but entirely clearly there?
I don’t know. Maybe he is led astray by Lloyd-Jones (in CQ
1962), who correctly identifies parakopa (Ag.223) with até,
then translates both by “derangement”. But this does not get
us to rage either. A#¢é is like English “delusion”: it can mean
madness, but also blindness or misunderstanding. Cp. Iliad
19.91, where Homer’s Agamemnon, apologising for his own
até in the quarrel with Achilles in Bk.1—which patently wasn’t
madness—makes a folk-etymology with aatai, “deceives”.

But what this passage shows us, to repeat, is not so much
a classic moral dilemma in Hegel’s or Kierkegaard’s or even
William Styron’s sense. There is of course a dilemma of a
kind before Agamemnon, but it is not Aeschylus’ main inten-
tion to display an innocent man facing an impossible dilem-
matic choice and thereby incurring ineliminable agent-regret.
It is to describe, in detail and from the inside, the psychologi-
cal processes whereby someone becomes capable of extreme
and horrifying evil. Maybe Agamemnon does feel inelimina-
ble agent-regret; but given that his regret is about “needing”
to sacrifice his daughter in order to keep going his war of
pillage, there is an awkwardness about using him as an exam-
ple of that phenomenon. Maybe Himmler felt ineliminable
agent-regret too; we are still likely to see Himmler as an apter
example of corruption than of regret. And the same applies to
Agamemnon: the most that can be said of him, as an example
of agent-regret, is that it just goes to show how corrupted he
is, that this should be the content of his agent regret.

What Aeschylus shows us is how a man, who is a husband
and a father as well as a king and warrior, can be—and very
quickly—so taken over by his war-making role as to become
the destroyer and enemy of everything that is involved in his
family roles. What Aeschylus is showing us, in short, is how
a man can become a violator. In this dramatic masterpiece
his achievement, as we saw with Shakespeare’s Macbeth
and Richard III, is to draw us psychologically even into the
experience of someone who is in the very throes of being
irreversibly and irremediably corrupted.

Vv

The Agamemnon is then another case—and an outstanding
one—of the power of narrative art to get us its audience inside
all sorts of “views from somewhere’: even into the head even
of someone seriously evil. And much of the philosophical com-
mentary on it that we have had has simply displayed the failure
of ethics, as mostly done, to have anything corresponding to this
power; and the persistence of the usual faults of moral philoso-
phy, such as rationalism, impersonality, and moralism, even in
those who like Williams and Nussbuam have taken good care
to distance their practice of ethics from precisely those faults.
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Appendix: Aeschylus, Agamemnon 104-254

Greek text (Loeb, from Perseus.tufts.edu) with parallel translation by Sophie Grace Chappell.

KOp10g eiput Bpoeiy dd1ov kKpdtog aiciov avdpdv One thing I can still:
105¢kterév: sing of the omen,

parting victory-omen
£t1 yap BedBev koramuedel sent to our war-lords
7e100 poldiv Though age has grown old with me,
GAKOY GOPPLTOG AiMY: age still breathes divinely,

still sends the song-strength
Smog Ay o the winged words
@v 8iBpovov kpd&rog, EAMGSog Tifog Here's how the two-throned
110E0pppova Tarydw, might of Achaia,
TéEUTEL GOV Sopi Kol X epi TpdKTOpL captains of Greek cadets

two grown to one end,
Bovpiog 8puig Tevkpid £ oda, were set on the spear’s way,
olovdv Pactieds Paciredor ve- the hand’s way of mighty deeds,
115&v 6 kehonvde, 8 T Eomw dpydic, by an omen—two eagles—
povévtes i- against Troy and its land:
KTap peddOpmv x epog €k dopirditon ship-kings shown sky-kings
TOPTPETTOLS EV ESpAUGTY, plain, none could miss them,
Bookopievol Aayivaw, EpIKOHOVN PEPLOTL YEVLOW, right over the palace roof,
120BAoPévra AowosBicv Spopwy one black-tailed and one white:

on the well-omened side
owov oMvov eirg, To 8 €D UKET® catching a mother-hare

ripping her offspring unborn into sight
We sense the pain to come; say all come right

kedrog 88 oTpaTOpAVTIC iSMY 500 Afjpact S1660VG Then Calchas diligent,
Atpeidog pory ipovg £66m Aayodaitag military diviner,
Topmong T Gpyds: seeing the Atreids
1250070 & elne tepdlov: twinned in their temper,
twinned in their war-love,
“X POV eV Gypel cast them as the eagles:
Tp1épov oMy &8e kéhevBog, these two generals were the butchers of the hare
Tdvta 8¢ TOpyOY “In time this task-force
kTN 1pdobe T dnpiomAnof will take Priam's city,
130Moip’ dhamdEer Tpog T Pionov: in time all Troy's people
be herded there like cattle
olov P Tig dya Oeobe Kre@d- by its burning towers
o) mpotoney otopov péya Tpoiag to be raped by their fates”—
otpatmbév.olkTo yap Emi- he looked at the omen, saw this meaning there
135@0ovog Aptepig ayve “But how to avoid nemesis,
TTAVOTOWY KOG TATPOG bitter gods' jealousy,
aOTOTOKOV PO AOY 0L HOYEPLY TThKNX BvOpEVOIGIY shadow on the army
oToYel 8¢ Selnvov aieTtdv. sent to halter Troy?
aidvov aidvov eing, 10 8 ) vikdTo Holy Artemis is watching,
she saw Zeus's winged hounds,
hated their butchery:

’

she pitied the embryos, the helpless shredded hare.’
We sense pain comes; we say well all will fare
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140 ‘técov mep eV PPV, KAAL,
dp6oo1oL AeENTOTG HOAEPDY AeOVTOV
TV T Gy pOVOLOY PIAOPEGTOLS
Onpdv oppikdroict TepTUA,

TovTOV aivel EdpPora kpdvat,

1458€€10 pév, KaTdpop@o 8¢ Pacpata 6TpovddY
ifov 8¢ xaréw IMondva,

P TWog auTiTvoovg Aava-

0ig x poviag £xevfjdag d-

150nAoiag Teven), , .
onevdopéva Busiav ETEpar AVOpOV T, AdXToV

VEIKEMV TEKTOVA GOPPLTOV,

00 Setovopa. pipvet yap pofepd Tokivoptog
1550ikovdpog Soia prépav pfjuig Tekvomovog.’
To1&de Kdidy aig EOv peydhoig ayoboic améxioyEey
popoty’ an’ dpribwv 6dinv oikolg faciieions:

1016 & OpéQwvOV

e Py s . \ 9 kd .
aiMvov aiAwov giné, 10 & eV VIKATO

160 Zetg, 8o moT 6TV, £l 168 od-

T® Pilov keKANPEV,

TOVTO VIV TPOCEVVET®

ok &x 0 TpocEIKEGAL

Tt EmoTaOUOUEVOS

MY A16g, €1 10 pétaw and @povtidog &y Bog
x M Podelv ETnTodpmg

008’ 8oTic maporBev M péyac,
moppdey @ Opdoet Ppoav,
1700088 MéEetan mpiv Gv:

o¢ & Enert’ £, Tplo-

ktfipog oiyetan Toy dv

Zijva 8¢ Tig Tpoppoveg Emwikia KAGCwy 175te0Eeton @ppevd TO miv:

TOV Pppoveiv fpotodg 68¢-

covta, TOV Tdder pdbog

Oévta koping Exew

otdler § & 0 Vmve Tpd kapdiog
180pvnoipmy Tévog: koi wap’ &-
Kovtog RABe coppoveiy
Soupovmv 8¢ mov x apig Pionog
GEMLA CEPVOV TPEV®Y

Kod 760’ Myepcov 6 Tpé-

1850Pvg vedv Ay aukdv,

pévtw obtva yeywy,

Eumaiolg TOX MG GOUTVEWY,

eVt amhoig kevoyyel Bapd-

vovt Ay aiikdg Aeds,

190X ahkidog mépav Ex wv TaALppO -
Oo1c v AdAiSoc ToOTOIC:

“Artemis, so merciful

to savage lions' little ones,

sweet to every suckling cub
wandering in the wilds,

let these portents come to good
since they fall auspicious-side,
pass over the sense of dread that we feel lurking still
And I invoke the healer,

Paian, to persuade her

to raise no lingering anti-winds
that pin the fleet in port,

to demand no second sacrifice,
lawless, not to feast on,
cogenerate with blood-feud

sets man and wife at ill

For a god-wrath is lurking there,
fearful, resilient,

a homemaker whose smile's a trap
a child-avenging mind.”

So did Calchas prophesy,

amid the usual blessings,

fateful words upon the march,

to the kings; and still

we like him sense pain to come, say all go well, not ill

Zeus—whoever Zeus may be—

if “Zeus” is for mortals to sing—

by Zeus' name will I call to him,

seeing not even everything

set in one scale counter-balances him

set in the other; to Zeus must I sing

if my false-conceiving mind's to be truly free

of the empty senseless dread that encompasses me

Nor whatever ci-devant

god broiling in all-warring might—

I will not even mention him

nor his successor slight

Zeus's forerunners are no match for him,
his arm puts them to flight

The prudent mind awards Zeus victory:
wisdom gives Zeus first place in piety

For Zeus's law is first in all the world

The law is this: no wisdom without pain

Slow process of the watching soul's unsleep

distils tear-drip of threnody within;

wanted or not by us, such wisdom's gained;

its score, its etch, its scar in us goes deep

The grace of the gods, the bright powers set on high,
is overpowering, sharp, involuntary

The admiral sits there with his sails all furled,

his ships becalmed. No Calchas bears his blame
Nothing to do but whistle across the still deep,

to watch his army watch till they starve thin

So Agamemnon waits on Aulis' plain

where the treacherous strait’s dark undersurges sweep
round the pride of Greece's fleet, trapped, stationary,
round a thousand hulls of seasick infantry
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nvood 8 Gmd Ttpopdrog porodoot
KaKOGX oMot 16T1deg H0GOpHOL,
Bpotdv dAat, vady te Kol
95TEIGpATOV APEIDETC,
noAppnkn x povov Tifeico
Tpifw katéouvov dv-

Bog Apyeiov:

€nel 8¢ kol Tkpod

X€eipartog AAlo pfiyop
200pp10dTEpOV TPOPOICIY

pavtic EKhayEey TPopEPmY
Aprepw, dote x 06va fik-

Tpoig émkpodoavtag Atpei-

dag 6&KpL PN KaTaG K ETV:
2058vaE 8 6 mpécPuc TOT erme POUDY:
‘Bapelo pev xnp T0 pn mbécOou,
Bapeia &, ei Tékvov dati-

Ew, SOPOV dyohua,

peivov tapbevos@dyoroiy
210peibpoig matpovs X Epag
néEAG Popod:

Ti TS’ Avev KoKV,

TOG MTOVADG YEVOpOL

Eoppory fog ApopTdy;
TOCAVEROD Yap Bociag
215mapBeviov O aipartog Op-

Y@ mepropywg Embo-

peiv Bépic. v yap ein.’

énel & dwdykag E5v Aémadvov
Ppevog Tvémv duocefPT) Tponaiow
2204 vayvov dwiepov, TOBev

TO TOVTOTOAIOV PPOVETY PETEYV®
Bpotovg Opaciret yap aicy pounTig
TELOLVOL TXPOKOTOL TPOTOTALOV. ETAN S oLV
2250vtp yevécBan Boyatpog,
YOVUKOTOIV®Y TOAEHOV APOYOV
Kol TPOTELEIN VDY

Mo 88 kad KANSOVOG ToTpeIong
nop’ 0VBEV aid TE TopBEvEtoy
230£€0evto girdpory o1 Ppafiic
ppaocev § 4oGoig matip pet’ edyaw
Sixaw x paipag Vrepe Popod
TETAOICL TEPIMETT] TOVTL BOPD TPOVWTT
235)aety GEpdNV, 6TOPATOS

T€ KOAMTPQPOL PUANKE KaTao K ETY
@BGYYyoV dpatov oikoig,

Bia yoAwdy T dvadde péver
KkpoKov Pagag 8 &g mESov yEovoa
240&BaA)” ExacTov Botip-

oV an’ dppotog PEAEL

@0IKTQ, TPéTOGE 0’ MG &V YpaPais, TPOCEVVETE

0éhovc’, émel moANAKIC
TotpdS Kt wdpdrog evTpanilong

2458uehyer, ayvd 8 dradputog addE TaTpdg

pidov TprtdécTOVdOV V-
TOTHOV IOV PIA®MG ETipo—

The ice-breath that breathes down from the Balkan north
breeds bad idleness, worse settings-forth

Desertions rot the men, mould rots the sails

And still the relentless north's tormenting gales

nag and rub the place already raw

as Argos' flower's bleached to dead white straw

Till Calchas recalls Artemis

the eagles and the leverets

till he tells the generals there's another way

His words rush on the Atreids

his cure's worse than the weather-curse

they stamp their war-staves, hide wet eyes, howl, pray

Silence. Then steps Agamemnon forth,

first of the blood, the elder by his birth

“A hard thing this if our obedience fails;

no less hard for a father—for a trail

of a daughter’s blood—across the altar poured—
tracked by my child-red hands for ever more—

But tell me, what’s the ill-free course?

I can’t turn deserter,

a general double-crossing troops he promised a bounty-day
If virgin blood will stop the winds

they're bound to want to urge her blood

May it be well. May it be well. There is no other way.”

So with relief he gave it Necessity’s name

Once necked in his yoke, though, we smelt off him something
unclean,

something desanctified, something set free to defile;

new look in his face that said All is permitted for me

Bad wisdom sets us out of reach of shame,

then traps us in the oldest snares of all

So he

sensed the barriers dissolve that kept him from killing his child,

from butchering her to steel the Bride-War’s grip;

he’d sacrifice her to give good speed to his ships

Once trapped she wept, called on her father’s name,
as if Iphigeneia’s maidish scream

could move his crew of genocidophiles,

his entourage of death-squads; or move him

He said the prayers, then had them lift her frame,
thin as a goat-kid’s, dress splayed in un-seem,

head lolling shocked, yet still a lovely child

A silken cincture gagged her pale fine lips

lest her last words reverse the spell for the ships,

lest her last words be a curse on her father's home

Her saffron satin fell from her, a stream

of bright cloth flowing to the wet earth, while

her only weapon left, her dazed eyes’ gleam,
shard-of-mirror-sharp, stabbed those hearts of stone

She used to sing for her father’s parties. She now seemed
to fight her gag for one last song: still the child

too young for sex, little girl on Father’s hip,

who performed so sweet at the third libation’s sip
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Q) a7 P ,
Ta & £0ev oVt e1dov obT Evvénm:
téyvon 88 Kdhy avtog odk dxpovtot
250Aixa 8¢ Toig pev nabodo-
w poBely émppémnet:

hY ’ 9 5 N . N ;.
7O péMov &, €mel yévort , dv KADOIG:
PO X APETW:
iocov 8¢ T® npooTévew
TopdV Yap NEel cOVopBpor adyais

And then? Unseen unthinkable unknown

but Calchas does not scheme unenacted schemes
Justice weights her scales, sets you this trial:

no wisdom without pain. And all you dream,
your fragile futureness—best let it go,

best wait until you see, not hope unseen

Clarity comes with time, and it dawns meanwhile
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