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Filippomaria Pontani

ALLUSIONS IN EURIPIDES’ ELECTRA

Intertextuality in Euripides has been explored in a number of ways.!
The modest ambition of this note is to draw attention to two promising
instances of this phenomenon in the last scenes of Electra, a play that
has just benefited of two new, learned and insightful commentaries.?
I shall leave aside intertextual games revolving around a single word,
although there may be still room for suggestions. For example, Electra
wailing on her isolation in the parodos (EL 181) says dGkpvot voyedm
“I spend the night in tears”:3 despite the different context (grief vs.
eros), this looks like a deliberate allusion to another virgin a contre-
coeur, Antigone, and particularly to the hymn to Eros in Sophocles’
play (Ant. 782-784):

"Epwg, 0¢ v ktpact win-
TE1G, OC €V LoAaKOoic TapEL-
aig vedvidog EVvuyeDeLs.

Note in particular the compound évvuyedbm (with a sort of military
overtone “act as a guard”), and the direct correspondence between
Electra’s tears and the cheeks of Sophocles’ vedvic.

I See e.g. Michelini 1987; Torrance 2013.

2 Avezzu 2025; Seidensticker 2025.

3 Nuyebw, proposed by Hermann for the manuscript’s yedw® (see the
discussion in Distilo 2012, 96-97 and Seidensticker 2025, 144: the conjecture
has been criticized, but is still the best available), is a very rare verb, labelled
by the most recent commentator (Avezzu 2025, 199) as “lessico assente negli
altri tragici”: it also pops up in Eur. Hyps. fr. 753 ¢ and in Ps.-Eur. Rhes. 520
(see Fries ad loc.; at Eur. Suppl. 1136 voyevpa is conjectural, and Adygopa is
more likely).
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I

In a stern dialogue with Clytemnestra, Electra reproaches her for
eliminating the “best man of Greece”, and compares her with her
sister Helen (£ 1065—-1066):

N pev yap apracheic’ éxodo’ dnmdieto
oV 0" Gvdp” dpiotov EALGSOC didiecag.

The praise of Agamemnon’s excellence is later confirmed and
expanded by way of a litotes (£/. 1081-1082):

P ) ¥ ) r ) s 7 7
Gvop’ eryeg ob kaxkiov’ AlyicBov moowv,
ov ‘EAMag avtiic €iheto otpatnidny.

This theme, in opposition to Aegisthus’ baseness, is very popular
since at least the Hesiodic Catalogue of Women,* particularly in the
frame of the comparison between Clytemnestra and Helen, another
well-established fopos since Homer.> What is peculiar to Euripides’
passage, however, is Electra’s insistence on both sisters’ pernicious
beauty (£l 1062—-1063):

70 P&V yap eldog aivov dEov pépety
‘EAévNG 1€ KOl 60D, 300 & Epute GLYYOV®.

Now, while the fopos of Helen’s beauty is of course ubiquitous
throughout Euripides’ oeuvre and beyond,® the same move

4 See Hes. fr. 176 M.—W. (= 247 M.), 5-7 Kivtoapunotpn npoimods’
Ayapépvova diov / AlyicBe mapéhekto kal giheto yeipov’ axoitny / &g &
‘EAévn fioyovve Aéyog EavBod Meveldov, and the discussion in Seidensticker
2025, 389.

5 L 438-439 EAévng pev anomloped’ giveko moddlot, / oot 8¢ Khlvtovnotpn
0oV fjptue TNAOO™ €6vtL, which inter alia also explains in EI. 1065—1066 the
game on OAAvpt and its compounds, unjustly suspected by Pierson (see Distilo
2012, 534).

6 See e.g. Eur. Hec. 269 1| Tuvdapic yép eldoc éxmpeneotdr (with Battez-
zato’s note evoking I' 156—158 as well as Eur. Andr. 629-630, Hel. 27 etc.),
a particularly important passage because it invokes punishment on Helen (266:
Ketvn yop drecév viv € Tpoiav T°dyet: the object is Achilles).
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from the argument of beauty, coupled with the insistence on the
betrayed husband’s excellence (the shift of the superlative épiotov
from Menelaus to Agamemnon), famously occurs in Sappho’s
fr. 16 Neri, 1. 6-9:

& yop molv mepokédoica
KGALOG [avO]pdmv EAéva [T]ov dvdpa
oV [ Jotov
KoAA[imot]o” &Ba " Tpoiav mAfoi[ca

The rationale of this emphasis in the context of Sappho’s poem has
been hotly debated by scholars: Glenn Most’s plausible explanation
views excellence in beauty as the feature that lends Helen the
necessary authority in judging what is kdAAotov, and simultaneously
obliterates or downplays her traditional negative stigma.’

That in E/. 1065-1066 Euripides had Sappho in mind, as he did
in a number of allusions detected by recent scholarship,® can be
suggested on the basis of both contextual and textual arguments. First
of all, beauty is not only the “general heading” of Electra’s speech,
but it also becomes her substantial objection to Clytemnestra’s
behaviour — the latter’s obsession with physical appearance right upon
Agamemnon’s departure (the combing and the mirror in £/ 1071)
becomes proof of her plan to betray her husband from the very start.
Beauty is thus transformed in a vehicle of guilt rather than in a token
of excellence.

Also Electra’s reference to Clytemnestra’s daughter can be read
against the model of Sappho’s evocation of Hermione. In Sappho,
Hermione is left behind and “forgotten” by Helen sailing for Troy
(fr. 16 Neri, 11. 9-12):

7 Most 1981. See also the discussion in Hutchinson 2001, 163, and in
Patrick Finglass’ forthcoming edition and commentary, which I was able to
see by courtesy of the author.

8 Cavallini 1986, 38—47. See in particular on fr. 16, Scodel 1997 (echoes
in Phoenissae, Hypsipyle and Iphigenia at Aulis) and Lopez Cruces — Garcia
Gonzalez 2012, 197-205 (echoes in Hypsipyle). Most conspicuous is the case
of Cycl. 185-186 Mevérewv, avBpomiov / Adotov, Mrodca, about which see
di Marco 1980.
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KaAA[inoi]o” &Ba "¢ Tpolav mAéoi[ca.
KOOO[€ ma]idog 00dE eidmV To[K]|HOV
mé[unav] EuvacO<n>, GALG Tapdyay” adtav

In Euripides, Iphigenia is summoned to Troy by her father and
then used a posteriori by Clytemnestra as the okfjy1g,!? the excuse for
her adultery and subsequent killing of her husband, which in reality
had been planned right after his sailing for Troy (1. 1070 véov t° an’
olk®V avopog EE@PUNUEVOD).

In textual terms, Euripides’ dpiotov matches the universally
accepted dpiotov (be it péy’ dpiotov, Tavapiotov, or more likely mep
dpiotov!!) in the lacuna of fr. 16, 1. 8. More interestingly, Euripides’
ékodoa might lend support to the (also widely accepted) idea that
a participle describing Helen’s will should be restored in fr. 16, 1. 12.
Since a grave accent (carried by the scrap POxy 2166 (a) 2, joined
with the main fragment by Lobel in POxy vol. XXI, p. 122) appears
on the (lost) first syllable of the line, earlier supplements such as
Kounpig €kowoav (Pesenti) or koK dékolsov (ovk dékoilcav Page)
have become untenable. Martinelli Tempesta’s o000 0élolsav!? or
Ferrari’s ko0dap ékowoav,!3 which give the image of an unwilling
Helen abducted by Aphrodite in spite of her fundamental integrity,'

9 Once again the Homeric prototype is at work: 6 263-264 moidd. T gunyv
vooPLoGopévn BdAopdv T TOGY T€ / 00 TEL dgVOEVOV, OVT Ap PPEVOS OVTE TL
g1d0¢ (note here &160¢ standing once again for ‘beauty’, and schol. & 264 a on
the disappointment of men postponed to rivals on the ground of physical beauty,
as was the case with Paris).

10 El1. 1067-1068 oxijyiv Tpoteivovs’ d¢ vmep Tékvov ooty / EKTEWVOG:
The word may recall Aesch. Agam. 886 1014d¢ péEVTOL oKTYIG 00 dOAOV PEPEL
(Clytemnestra’s excusatio for Orestes’ absence).

I tov mep Gplotov was proposed by B. Marzullo on the basis of the
comparison with T 95-96: see Pfeijffer 2000, 3 and n. 9, and Neri 2021, 579.

12 Martinelli Tempesta 1999 (but is it likely that the accent should just
serve to mark the distinction between 0élw and €0éhw, which are normally
interchangeable in Aeolic poetry?).

13 See the discussion in Neri 2021, 579-580.

14 Contrast the image of a strongly responsible and willing Helen, the
symbol of a personal choice and of self-consciousness, detected in Sappho’s
fragment by Marzullo 1978-1979 — this might lead to semantically opposite
solutions such as e.g. k®vd™ déxotoav (but see Neri ad loc.).
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work very well in this frame, as it is well-known that Euripides con-
sistently presented Helen in a negative light in the story of Paris’
rape.’> At the beginning of a speech whose solemnity and frankness
is underlined by the speakers themselves,'¢ Electra takes her cue from
the association of Clytemnestra with her sister and insists on her
determination not to improve at all on Helen in terms of cowppocivn
(El. 1083-1085): much like Hecuba in her famous tirade in the
Trojan Women,7 she finds a powerful starting-point in the reversal of
Sappho’s “iconoclastic” argument about Helen’s innocence.

II

1) The links of Electra with the Oresteia are intrinsic, manifold,
and largely apparent.'® One that to my knowledge has never been
noticed (but may perhaps belong to the parallels too obvious to
deserve a special mention'?) concerns the last line of the proper action
of the play — the last line, that is, before the final anapaests recited by
Castor, Orestes, and Electra (£l 1291):

€DOUHOVIGELS TV dmoAlayDeig TOVOV.
The line rounds off Castor’s prophecy about Orestes’ future salva-

tion from toil and from the Erinyes after the vote in Athens and an
appropriate purification. The iunctura dnoil- névov (whether verbal

15 See in particular (with Cavallini 1986, 39-43) Eur. Iph. Aul. 781-
783; Hel. 696—697 (with Marzullo 1978-1979); Tro. 373 ékovong kov Pig
Aeanopévne, where Cassandra also points out that Agamemnon 6 co@dg
(probably ironic) ta @iktat’ dGres” (371) in exchange of the most hateful, i.e.
Helen, &yfiot@v drep (370).

16 Electra had preliminarily asked her mother for permission to use
nmappnoia (11. 1049, 1056).

17 See Eur. Tro. 969-1032, particularly 988 0 60g 8’ 10V viv voig émotimn
Konpig with the quasi allegorical idea that “Aphrodite” is in fact just Helen’s
mind and her folly.

18 The main fieldwork was carried out by Krausse 1905, 101-113 and Aélion
1983. On the Agamemnon see the discussion in Torrance 2013, 14-33, part.
31-33; there is frequent reference to Aeschylus in Michelini 1987, 181-230.

19°A category evoked by lerano 2006, 79—80 about Kd&dpov moAitat
occurring in both Eur. Phoen. 1399 and Aesch. Sept. 1.
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or nominal) is recurrent throughout Greek tragedy,?° but there is little
doubt that this particular line evokes directly the Oresteia, on the one
hand Apollo’s identical claim in the Libation Bearers (83 dot’ g 10
o o€ T®VO™ amoAidEon movav), on the other (and more closely, see
the pronoun t@vé™ and the idea of happiness): Ogovg pev aitd TV
amoilayny tovav (Agam. 1) and viv 6" gotuyng yévort' amaidoyn
novov (Agam. 20), the beginning and the end of the first speech of
the first play in Aeschylus’ trilogy. If the Athenian public can be
credited with some kind of memoria incipitaria,?' 1 find it likely that
the dénouement of Orestes’ tragedy as prospected by Castor alludes
to the beginning of the poor watchman’s rhesis. In purely literary
terms, Euripides vindicates for Electra the role of closing the action
inaugurated by the first line of the Oresteia, and of thus truly fulfilling
the “deliverance from toil” repeatedly invoked by characters in the
Aeschylean coup d'envoi.

2) Although the end of Electra is fraught with allusions to the
Agamemnon,? only passing attention has been devoted to the words
by which Electra introduces her mother in her house — these are
in fact the very last words she speaks to her, for 1l. 1142—1146 are
pronounced seule en scene after she has walked in (E/. 1139-1141):

YDPEL TEVNTOG £G SOUOVG PPOVPEL &€ Lot
i 6 aiboddon ToADKATVOV GTEYOG TETAOVG.
0voe1g Yap olo ypf o€ daipocty OO,

The declared reason of Electra’s reference to soiling mémiot is that
Clytemnestra is going to perform rites to the gods (1. 1141), although,
by a transparent irony, she is in fact going to end up as “the ‘proper’
sacrifical victim”.2? There can be no doubt that moAvkamvov otéyog

20 See Eur. Med. 333; Heracl. 586, 811; Andr. 424.

2l See Conte 1985.

22 See e.g. the chorus song in 1l. 1147-1164, “unter dessen Klangen Kly-
taimnestra ihrem Geschick entgegengeht, in grossen Ziigen den Inhalt des
Agamemnon” (so Steiger quoted by Krausse 1905, 107, who also compares
11. 1142-1146 with Aesch. Cho. 904-908).

23 Cropp 2013 ad loc.; Torrance 2013, 32-33, rightly arguing against the idea
(Hammond 1984, 381-386) that these allusions should have anything ludicrous
or farcical; on 1. 1141 “chargé d’un sens sinistre”, see Aélion 1983, II. 68.
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evokes the chorus’ prophecy in the Agamemnon “Justice shines in
smoke-soiled dwellings”;?* and this is all the more relevant in a play
marked by its (highly unusual) setting, namely the poor and filthy
house of Electra’s husband, the Peasant who plays a decisive role in
the first part of the play. The inadequacy of this house is often evoked
in the play,” also in opposition to the grandeur of Clytemnestra’s
palace and in affinity with the experience of Orestes’ exile.2¢

The first comparandum for this scene is the carpet scene in the
Agamemnon,?’ for textual and contextual reasons:

— El 1139 névnrag €g 06povg is a hint to Clytemnestra’s denial in
Agam. 962 wévesBan 6 o0k émiotaton d0poc; and the purple tapestry
laid down before the king’s feet upon his arrival in the Agamemnon
stands as a clear and memorable symbol of the wealth of the house;?8

— Clytemnestra entering Electra’s house in her most beautiful and
shining garments (£/. 966 ctolf] Aapunpoverar)?? is about to be killed
just as is Agamemnon upon entering the palace in Agam. 957.

Still, it has gone unnoticed that Electra’s words introducing her
mother into her house (E£/. 1139—-1040) also imply an allusion to the
topical moment of Agamemnon’s arrival at Argos. Electra’s recom-
mendation to her mother about the danger of soiling her clothes by
stepping into the house (uf ¢’ aifaidon...), while perhaps alluding

2 Agam. 774775 Alka 6¢ Mapme pev év / duokamvolg dopaoty: see O’Brien
1964, 35 n. 38; Torrance 2013, 33; Medda 2007, 62-63; Avezzu 2025, 404.

25 Since Electra’s first exchange with the Chorus, and then in her rkesis to
the disguised Orestes in 300-322: see Medda 2007, 55-61.

26 The peculiar setting also entails some “comic” moments, such as the
scene (El. 404-419) where Electra reproaches her husband for inviting people
without making sure in advance of how much food is in store — a very important
moment in the definition of those who “belong” to the house and of those who
do not: see Medda 2007, 60-62.

27 See Zeitlin 1970, 657: “It is a brilliant entrance, reminiscent of Aga-
memnon’s fateful entrance in Aeschylus”, taken up by Michelini 1987, 222:
“This moment’s obvious analogy is the ‘carpet scene’”: but no details are given
(see also Torrance 2013, 33 and Seidensticker 2025, 403).

28 Cropp 2013 ad loc. refers to Clytemnestra’s hybristic words in Agam.
958-962.

29 On the antithetical modesty of Electra's self-woven clothes (£/. 307, but
also Clytemnestra’s own words evoking Electra as dAovtog kol dvoeipotog
during her alleged childbirth in 1. 1107) see Torrance 2013, 17—18 and Raeburn
2000, 153.
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to Clytemnestra’s recommendation to Agamemnon about the oppor-
tunity to step on the carpet rather than on bare earth (4gam. 906—
907 un yapod ti0eilg / Tov oov m66’),3" matches closely Agamemnon’s
reluctance to walk on the carpet, a reluctance that rests on a number
of reasons. He argues namely that such a honour is womanly
(Agam. 918 yvvowkog &v tpomolg), that it is a “barbarian” custom
(919 BapPdpov emtdc diknv), that it might elicit the envy of the
gods (918-924, part. 921-922 éripBovov mopov), and also — this he
adds after a tense stichomythy with her wife, thus qualifying his final
decision to acquiesce to Clytemnestra’s invitation and to step on the
tapestry barefoot (1. 957 mope¥pag matdv will be his last words) —
that he finds it a shame (moAAn aidmg) to soil the purple carpet, and
thus to ruin the house’s goods (dopatopOopeiv), particularly those
expensive tapestries (Agam. 948-949):

TOAMY Yap aiddS dwpatophopelv Tociv
eBsipovta mhobtov dpyvpmviTovg 8 Heac.!

It looks as if Euripides’ Electra were obliquely and ironically re-
enacting her father’s attention to the cleanness and tidiness of the
house’s goods, be they garments or tapestries: by a curious game of
mirrors, the sources of dirt are no longer Agamemnon’s sandals soiling
and contaminating Clytemnestra’s tapestry, but rather Electra’s house
soiling and contaminating Clytemnestra’s robe.

In Aeschylus the purple tapestry stands for a path that will
lead Agamemnon, under Clytemnestra’s control, towards the dikn
of vengeance in her house (Agam. 910-911 gv0vg yevécBw mop-
ELPOGTPMTOG TOPOC / £€C O delmtov (¢ Gv Myftot Aikn), leaving
the soil of Argos untouched and simultaneously arousing the gods’

30 Both Clytemnestra and Electra conclude by invoking, in a gruesomely
deceitful irony, the gods’ will — one that both addressees (in the former
case Agamemnon, in the latter Clytemnestra) completely misunderstand:
EL 1141 0Vceic yap ola xpfy o€ dodpooty 0vn — Agam. 912-913 é &’ dha,
@povTig 0Oy Vv Vikopévn / Onoet dikaimg oLV Beolg eiapuéva.

31 In 1. 948 all editors accept Schiitz’s conjecture dopatopbopeiv for
copatopopeiv, and are happy with the repetition of @bgipovta in 1. 949
(Hermann’s conjecture gupovta is a secondary option, that has ended up in
Medda’s text by mistake — communication of the author).
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and the citizens’ O6vog.3? Similarly, in Euripides it is Clytemnestra’s
turn to risk contamination and to follow with dirty garments the
path leading inside her daughter’s house, and to her own dikn of
vengeance. In both scenes, the women are strong enough to state
almost explicitly (and with a cruel hypocrisy) the terms of this fraud,
and thus to manipulate verbal communication so as to deceive their
respective antagonists.’3 The interplay with the Aeschylean prototype,
not least due to the transformation of the deceiving character into the
victim, is thus crucial in order to appreciate Euripides’ literary fabric.
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The paper discusses a couple of passages in Euripides’ Electra that might
show signs of intertextual allusion to Sappho, Sophocles, and above all to
Aeschylus’ Agamemnon.

B cratbe paccMaTpuBarOTCs HECKOJIBKO MECT U3 “ONeKTpbl” DBPUMHJA, B KO-
TOPBIX MOKHO 3aMETHTBH CJI/Ibl MHTEPTEKCTyallbHBIX aiutos3uii Ha Cando,
Codokiia 1 I1aBHBIM 00pa30M Ha “AraMeMHOHA” DcXuia.
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