Agamemnon at the Hearth


Although the inversion of gender roles and the perversion of ritual in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon have been much discussed by scholars (Zeitlin 1965; Hame 2008), little attention has been given to this pattern of ritual corruption in the depiction of Agamemnon.  Though he appears for only a short time, Agamemnon is a persona as complex as any other character in the play (Pope 1986).  Indeed, his speech even employs a type of double meaning similar to that of Clytemnestra and Cassandra that is rarely discussed (Alexanderson 1969).  One unexplored example of verbal ambiguity, as I will show in this paper, occurs at a critical moment in his homecoming speech, when Agamemnon foreshadows his own death through the use of sacrificial vocabulary associated with the hearth.

As a physical location, the hearth stood at the center of the home; indeed, the words hestia and oikos are so closely associated that they often act as synonyms.  The hearth also served as a space for rituals and sacrifices to be carried out in the home (Vernant 1965).  The noun hestia appears throughout Agamemnon and nearly always expresses these two facets each time it occurs, a pattern established early in the play and present in the entire trilogy (e.g. 703, Cho. 966).  Additionally, Agamemnon employs both the ritual and spatial aspects of the hearth through the use of the adjective ephestios, a term used twice in the play (851, 1310).  However, as I will show, the underlying meaning in both cases indicates a perversion of ritual that heightens the degree of discrepant awareness.

To begin with the second example first, the chorus unknowingly uses ephestios to describe the impending slaughter of Agamemnon as a perverse sacrifice after Cassandra’s prophecy (1308-1312; Zeitlin 1965).  Once Cassandra has established a sense of imminent sacrifice, she begins to enter the home, but recoils at the smell of blood; the chorus misinterprets her premonition and tells her that she is only smelling thumatôn ephestiôn (1310).  Here the ritual meaning of ephestios suits the reading, with actual sacrificial animals “at the hearth.”  The literal interpretation of the chorus belies the true meaning of the prophet’s premonition: the thumatôn ephestiôn refer not to actual animals but to the murders of Cassandra and Agamemnon.
In his speech earlier in the play, Agamemnon has just returned from Troy, es melathra kai domous ephestios | elthôn (851-52).  The reading ephestios has been emended from ephestious in the codices by Page (1972), but it is supported by consideration with ephestiôn at line 1310.  Agamemnon is calling himself ephestios here, which seems at the time to be solely explaining his location at home; however, once we know that his impending death will be portrayed as a sacrifice, and that he will be referred to later as one of the thumatôn ephestiôn, another interpretation becomes clear.  This use of ephestios holds both connotations, spatial and ritual.  Just as later in the play, Agamemnon is denoted as a victim “at the hearth.”  
The fact that Agamemnon himself first says he is ephestios makes the correlation more striking.  Because Cassandra is a seer, we expect her words to be foreboding; it should not be surprising that in speaking to her, the chorus unknowingly uses ephestiôn with a double meaning.  This is a clear moment of discrepant awareness (Alexanderson 1969), where Cassandra – along with the audience – knows the horror that is to come, while the chorus refuses to understand the truth, preferring instead the notion of a normative ritual.  Agamemnon is a more obtuse character, who at times seems unaware of his fate.  By putting the word ephestios into Agamemnon’s mouth, Aeschylus is granting a similar clarity and forethought to the king’s words, although Agamemnon does not know what he is saying.  This fact should not be surprising; throughout his speech, Agamemnon’s words have one meaning for himself and another for the audience (Alexanderson 1969).  While line 851 is not explicitly mentioned by Alexanderson, we can apply the same idea to show that the discrepant awareness that is present with ephestiôn (1310) should also be understood here with ephestios, further linking the two moments as portents of murder.
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