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AESCHYLUS' PANDORA — HELEN IN THE AGAMEMNON
A Doyle (University of Johannesburg)

The myth of Pandora forges the identity of the Bad Wife, the Deathly Bride who
brings calamity to the peaceful society of men. The construction of the first
Woman who is also the first Bride and therefore the prototype for all Brides,
contributes to the ancient Greek conception of Woman as Other. As a
manufactured artefact designed as a trap for men, her origins ensure her
difference and her purpose as a beautiful but necessary evil. Her myth provides
justification for the necessity of female subjugation. This article examines
Aeschylus’ treatment of Helen in thdgamemnon| will discuss how the
playwright uses the Hesiodic Pandora to frame and influence his portrayal of the
famous Helen of Troy. Helen is a character in@mesteia in the same way that
Iphigenia is — she is a presence evoked by the memory of other characters. One
could say that Aeschylus’ treatment of her recalls the tradition of the Phantom of
Helen® This phantom presence of Helen is a powerful and terrible one that
figures her as the Bride of Destruction who renders soldiers into ashes returning
in funerary urns to their fatherland, having fought for her release.

Throughout Greek mythology [Helen] is associated with mimesis, re-
presentation, imitation (Wohl 1998:86).

Introduction

The phantom of Helen haunts the first plAgamemnon. She is the most expensive
female subject in tragedy, her autonomous transaction in taking charge of her
sexuality by abandoning Menelaus for a new lover, Paris, results in a multitude of
corpses: Greek and Trojan, male and female. Helen’s presence, like that of Iphigenia,
haunts the play through evocation, memory and allusion. While she is not a physical
protagonist in the drama, her presence is a powerful one redolent with the destruction
she is blamed for — the carnage in the fall of Troy.

This article looks at Helen iAgamemnon as Aeschylus’ own Pandora. First |
shall look briefly at the depiction of Pandora in Hesiod. Then | shall discuss Helen as
evocative of Pandora focusing in particular on the following aspects: as Harbinger of
the end of the Age of Heroes; as Object, Copy and Phantom, as Deathly Bride, and as
both Agent and Instrument.

Hesiod’'s Pandora

... the origin of all the sufferings by the men of iron — trials, wretchedness,
sickness and anxiety. It is Pandora (Vernant 1983:21).

For a full discussion of the tradition of the “Phantom Helen” see Austin 1994. Helen as phantom
is also treated by Euripides’ helen
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Pandora is our mythic model of the first bride as Deathly Bride. Pandora’s
myth explores all the anxieties inherent in the marital process when the male takes an
outsider into his home as a wife. Hesiod’seogonyand Works & Daysare our
earliest literary accounts of the creation of the first woman and the first bride. Let us
begin with the following extract from the Theogony

avtiko 8’ vl Tupog TEHEEV KOKOV AvOpmToIot

yaing yop cOUTAAGGE TEPIKAVTOS "AUPLYVNELS

napOEéve aidoin Tkelov Kpovidew 610 fovdg

{doe 8¢ kol kdounoe Oed yhoavkdTc ’AdONvn
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dardarény yeipeosot katéoyebe, Oodpa idéchar

Auel 8¢ ot otePdvoLe veonAEag, dvOea moing,

iueptovg mepidnke kaprott ITadiag "ABHvn
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doknoag Toldunot, yapilopevog Au motpl.
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THE yap OAoitdv éott YEvog kol DA yuvaik@v,

T péyo Bvyntoiot, oLV AvopAct VOETAOLGOL,

ovAouévng Ieving od odugopot, dara Kdpoto.

®G &’ OmOT’ &V CUNVESTL KATNPEPEEGTL HEMGTOL (595)
Kknoefivag Pockmwat, kakdv Evviovag Epymv:

oi pév e mpdmav Nuap £¢ HEMov KoTadvvio

nudtion orevdovot Tt e knpia Aevkd,

ol 8’ &vtoobe pévovieg Emnpepéng KaTo oipPAOLE
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Zevg Vy1Bpepétng Ofike, Evvnovag Epyav

dpyoarémv.

2 All quotations and citations from the Greek are fréhresaurus Linguae Graecae Canon of

Greek Authors and Work&nless otherwise specified, translations from the Greek are my own.
In general | have used the Latin spelling for Greek names.
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At once he made an affliction for mankind to set against the fire. The renowned
Ambidexter moulded from earth the likeness of a modest maiden, by Kronos’
son’s design. The pale-eyed goddess Athena dressed and adorned her in a
gleaming white garment; down over her head she drew an embroidered veil, a
wonder to behold; and about her head she placed a golden diadem, which the
renowned Ambidexter made with his own hands to please Zeus the father. On it
were many designs fashioned, a wonder to behold, all the formidable creatures
that the land and sea foster: many of them he put in, charm breathing over them
all, wonderful designs, like living creatures with a voice of their own. When he
had made the pretty bane to set against a blessing, he led her out where the
other gods and men were, resplendent in the finery of the pale-eyed one whose
father is stern. Both immortal gods and mortal men were seized with wonder
when they saw that precipitous trap, more than mankind can manage. For from
her is descended the female sex, a great affliction to mortals as they dwell with
their husbands — no fit partners for accursed Poverty, but only for Plenty. As
the bees in their sheltered nests feed the drones, those conspirators in badness,
and while they busy themselves all day and every day till sundown making the
white honeycomb, the drones stay inside in the sheltered cells and pile the toll
of others into their own bellies, even so as a bane for mortal men has high-
thundering Zeus created women, conspirators in causing difffculty.

avtap énel dOAoV aimvv apnyavov EEeTElEcTEY,

eic ’Emun0éa téume motnp klotov "Apyeipoveny
o@pov dyovta, Oe®dv Taydv dyyelov ovd' Emun0edg 85
gppdoad’ &g ol Eeume ITpoundedg un mwote d@pov
dé€aoBar map Znvog ‘OAvumiov, GAN' dronépuney
géomicw, un mov Tl kakov Bvnroiot yévnra

adTdp O de&duevoc, Ete o1 kakov iy, vonoe.

Ipiv pev yap (heokov émi xOovi DA’ avBpomwv 90
VoGV ATEP TE KAKMDV Kol ATEP YOAETOT0 TOHVOLO0
vovowv T dpyarémv, ai T dvdpdot kijpag EdmKay.
oy Yap &V KakOTNTL BPOTol KTy PEGKOUGLY.

GG yovT| yeipeosot Tibov péya TdW' deperodoa
gokédao’, avBpmmnotot ' Eufoato kKNdea Avypd. 95
pobdvn &' avtdo1 EATic &v dpprikToist dOpHotsty

gvoov Eueve mibov Vo yeiheov 00dE BOpale

gEEnt: mpdobev yap EnépPolre mdua wiboto

aiydyov PovAijotl Ao vepeAnyepEtao.

dAAa OE popia Avypad kot avOpdTovg dAdAnTo: 100
TAEIN HEV yap Yoo kak®dv, TAein 8¢ Bdlacoa:

voboot &' avBpanotsty £¢' uépn, al &' &l vokti
aTOLOTOL POLTDGL KaKa Bvntoict pépovcat

owyfy, énel povny é€eileto untieta Zeic.

3 Theogonyb71-603. All translations of Hesiod are by West 1988 unless otherwise specified.
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When he had completed the precipitous, unmanageable trap, the father sent the
renowned dog-killer to Epimetheus taking the gift, swift messenger of the gods.
Epimetheus gave no thought to what Prometheus had told him, never to accept
a gift from Olympian Zeus but to send it back lest some affliction befall
mortals: he accepted, and had the bane before he realised it. For formerly the
tribes of men on earth lived remote from ills, without harsh toil and the
grievous sicknesses that are deadly to men. But the woman unstopped the jar
and let it all out, and brought grim cares upon mankind. Only Hope remained
there inside in her secure dwelling, under the lip of the jar, and did not fly out,
because the woman put the lid back in time by providence of Zeus the cloud-
gatherer who bears the aegis. But for the rest, countless troubles roam among
men: full of ills is the earth, and full the sea. Sicknesses visit men by day, and
others by night, uninvited, bringing ill to mortals, silently, because Zeus is the
resourceful deprived them of voice. Thus there is no way to evade the purpose
of Zeus(Works & Days83—104).

Theogony571-602 emphasises that woman or specifically, her prototype, is an
unnatural being; she is not named in this text but rather defined by the roles the text
assigns her. Thus she is first an im&@elov, 572), then a trapd¢rov, 589), and
finally, a curseriua, 592).

This aetiological myth provides the ancient Greeks with the reason for the
human condition, that is, one afflicted with sorrow, hardship, labour and illness and
death. Pandora is fashioned as a revenge gift. She is Zeus’ way of getting even with
Prometheus and ensuring the continued and unbridgeable separation between the
world of men and the world of gods. Prometheus’ gift of the Fire of Enlightenment
threatened to allow men to breach the status of divinity or at any rate an
approximation too close for the comfort of Zeus. Pandora, the ingenious retaliation,
ensures the downfall of man as he is forevermore occupied with the evils she
launches on the world:

avtiko &' avti Tupog TeDEEV KaKOV AvOpMOTOLGL

in retaliation for the fire he made her an evil tarrkind
(Theog. 570, trans. mine).

Pandora is cleverly designed and attractively packaged, masterminded by the great
patriarch himself. She is also the product of a joint venture by the other divinities who
all assist in her cosmetic augmentation. The world’s first bride is created as visually
irresistible while concealing the sorrows of the world within. Zeus gives Pandora to
Epimetheus for a wife in a parody of gift-giving and bridal custom and its
implications. The giving of gifts was a homosocial institution designed to establish
and solidify bonds of kinship between giver and receiver as was the giving of brides.
Pandora as aolov kaxov (beautiful evil, Theog585) is a gift that is negated and
corrupted.

In essence the Pandora myth collapses marriage and the birth of woman
making it synchronous with the expulsion of man from the world of gods. Paradise is
lost due to the punishing by Zeus with his instrument — woman. She arises from the
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authorship of Zeus, conceived for a particular purpose. The description of Pandora on
the advent of her exchange is replete with wedding imagery. The world’s first bride is
veiled:

apyveén Ec0fiTL Kotd kpfifev 8¢ kaAdmTpny /dadarény yeipeosot
Kotéoyebe, Oadpo idécban

[Athena dressed her] in silvery robes and a veit ghith silver,
wondrous to beholdTheog. 574-575 trans. mine).

Pandora is also virginaltapféve aidoiy ikelov (the image of a chaste virgin,
Theog. 572). Yet sheeems to be a copy that does not have an origirabhgix
1993:82§, she is a creature made up of exterior with no interior. The sum of her
adornments, veiled and crowned she goes to her husband as the misrepresentation,
albeit a beautiful one, of a “real” woman. The following lines frdieogony
513-514 combine most strikingly the concept of Pandora as bride and as ornament:

TPOTOC Yap pa Ao TAAGTHV DnédekTo Yovaika / Topdévov.

He [Epimetheus] was the first one to receive fromsZehe artificial virgin
as a wife Theog. 513-514 emphasis & trans. mine).

Hephaestus is the one who fashions her alluding to her artifice from the first. His role
as master craftsman further serves to emphasise Pandora as a skillfully fashioned
object rather than an autonomous being. Athena is the one who “decorates” the object
by clothing her and veiling her as a bride. Athena’s contribution to Zeus’ project is
fitting, not only because, as goddess of weaving it is appropriate she clothe Pandora
but more subtly because of her reputation as the goddess consummate in the art of
disguise and dissimulation.

Works & Daygells of the creation of the first woman in greater detail than the
TheogonyIn this text, Aphrodite and Hermes make contributions to the project that is
Pandora while the roles of Hephaestus and Athena are elaborated upon. Hephaestus
moulds Pandora from the substance potters use to make utensils and works of art: the
earth she is made of is clay rather than the fertile soil from which the autochthonous
Athenians are born: yoiov $5e1 pOpgr¢earth mixed with watéWorks & Days61)°

Works & Daysalso gives us an account of the jar — or “Pandora’s box” as it
has come to be known. Given to her by her father she brings the jar with her as her
dowry. Her first act on arrival in her new home is to open the jar, an act which
releases the evils that will evermore characterise the human condition: pain, hardship,
toil, disease and death. All that remains of the jar, contained by the will of Zeus is
Hope Works & Days83-104). Pandora’s jar contains death for all mortals, while
simultaneously functioning as the literal foreshadowing of their post-mortem
existence as ashes in urns.

See p. 81 and note 54 for Pandora’s questionable corporeality.
mhootiv has several useful meanings with the connotations of artificiality, among plesstic,
counterfeit forged

6 See Loraux 1993:78.
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Pandora as &eautiful evil (kaAdv kokov), embodies, in addition the
problematic transactions between male figures in the myth — the modes of giving
and its ensuing corruptions that manifest in the stealing and giving of gifts that are not
what they seem or given through concealment and trickery. Pandora personifies the
corrupted chain of exchanges that establishes the enmity between Prometheus and
Zeus. Thus our first mythical instance of bridal exchange is motivated by agonistic
homosocial relations and is aimed at ensuring the continuing disharmony between the
giver and recipient. Although marital exchange is intended to solidify homosocial
relations or establish those relations for purposes of co-operation, our mythical
prototype is fraught with enmity and unforeseen calamities notably for the part of the
recipient (Zeitlin 1996:56).

As an intruder into the male hegemony, a separate creation, alien and
artificial, Pandora as bride brings to the patriarchal house the threat of
impoverishment and ruin by means of her vampire-like appetite for food and sex and
by the possibility of a multitude of dependents. What is more, as Zeitlin points out,
Pandora “seems to retain an intrinsic power over man ... Man has no effective means
of retaliation, no sure way of exercising his authority” (199671).

We might expect that as Bride and Wife, Pandora also embodies the role of
Mother but curiously, there is no hint of her fertility or nurturing, life-giving qualities.
Hesiod seems determined not to detract in any way from her unnaturalness or artifice.
All that comes from Pandora is the race of wometvog ... yvvoukdv) — the
perpetuation of that artifice, eternally separate from the race of men. The use of the
wordsyévog (race) andpdlra (tribe) in lines 590-591k tfig yop yévog £6Ti YoVaIKDY
InAvtepdav, / The yap dholdv éott yévog kai eDAa yovauk®dv,) seems to indicate that
Hesiod uses both terms to enforce the idea of the “separateness” of women from the
groups of men. Loraux (1993:77) discusses these as being at one and the same time
complementary to the world of men and isolated from that world as they are termed
both yévog (a race) anadia (a tribe), that is, a social unit not incorporatedever
integrated with the race of méiMNot only is woman created after man, she is created
in the second category, one that, according to Loraux, is continuously implicitly and
explicitly described as being outside and separate from the world of men.

The reproductive functions of Pandora as wife are not dwelt on by Hesiod in
positive terms. Loraux (1993:77) and others have pointed out that unlike the bountiful
earth, Pandora’s fertility functions are occluded and what is more, there is no hint of
sexual union with Epimetheus or engendering of children (Zeitlin 1996:66). Zeitlin
equates the image of the jar containifgric (Hope) with the womb of Pandora
conceiving a child or the promise of a child (1996:64-66jope as it is here,
contained within the jar, is an ambiguous quality. For here it is synonymous with the
concept of one son being beneficial as a source of wealth to a family while a
proliferation of children would merely drain the family resources thus imitating the

Here Zeitlin also discusses the vampire-like qualities of Pandora.

“... what we can read in this text are the dreaded effects of woman and theyywerdhe
woman is no sooner named than #rehropoi are transformed intandre$. Cf. also Loraux
1993:85 and note 28.

See also du Bois 1988 on the linguistic and imagistic similaritipghafsandgasterand womb.
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earlier image of the wife as drone draining all the husband can prodbheeg(
598-600).

Hesiod has used this myth to undermine the power of the female in her role as
a nurturer and mother, the personification of the natural cycle — Gaia, Rhea and
Demeter. Pandora is the antithesis of nature; she is pure artifice whose role as mother
and nurturer of children is dramatically sidelined.

Helen — bride who brings tearsvupdoxiovtog Epwvic Ag. 749)

Just aPandora brings about the end of the Golden Age, Helen precipitates the end of
the Age of Heroes who die fighting for her in the Trojan War. Greeks and Trojans
alike are broken by Helen. Undiscriminating she causes the death of all those who
fight in her cause. The description that follows uses language of toil and hardship
reminiscent of the condition of mortals heralded by her Hesiodic counterpart:

oVTo &' "ATpEmG TOTdAG O KPEIGOMV And so mighty Zeus the Guest God
&' "ANeEavope méumel EEviog sends the son of Atreus against Alexandros
Z&0g TOAVAVOPOC ALl YUVoKoOC, for the sake of a promiscuous woman.
ToAG TodaicpoTa kol yuroPapi, Struggling multitudes, their limbs like lead
y6vaTog Koviatotv Epetdopévon knees staggering in the dust
drakvaropévne T &v mpotedeiolg their spears destroyed before beginning,
Kapakog, MMowv Aavaoictv Greeks and Trojans in the same plitht
Tpwoi 0' dpoimc.

(Ag. 60—67)

In Works & DaysAphrodite endows Pandora wifldpig (charm or grace) and the
power to weaken men’s limbs with longing and lusti(ydpwv dueryéor ke@aiiy
ypuoénv "Aepoditny /kal mdbov dpyaréov kol yviofdpovc peredovog 65—66).
A similar word toyviopdpovg (consuming obsession or, literally, gnawing theblén
is used in connection with Helen in the above linesspapfi (63). Pandora’s ability
to inflict on men “painful desire and limb-gnawing anxiety¥drks & Days66)",
resonates in Helen’s effect on Paris, Menelaus and those who fight for her.

Helen as object

Wohl (1998:84) makes the point that Helen is described predominantly in adjectival
terms of possession rather than description:

She is “a woman of many menidivdvopoc ... yovaikdég 62) and “another
man’s woman” {Alotpiog ... yvvoukdc-448-449), “wooed in battle, much-
contestedHelen” (tav dopiyauppov duewvekiy 6 Erévov 686—87), a woman
whose price is measured by men and in terms of men.

10

All translations of Aeschylus are my own unless otherwise specified.
11

Loraux 1993 trans.
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In the lliad, Helen’s object status is emphasised in that she is constantly linked
with the other valuables Paris stole from Menelaus. The object of the war is always,
Helen and the valuable§EAévn xai xtipota):* she is a commodity wrongfully
appropriated like the other goods, Paris stole from his hostgdmemnonthe term
she is referred byjyaipo (741) designates a gift or object associated withctipec
(lovelinessy of works of art.

gk @V apponvev / TpokoAlvpudtov Enievoe

Away from the delicate and costly / veils of seasshe sailed (690—691).
The bridal imagery in these lines is reminiscent of the bridal imagery associated with
Pandora in Theogorg74-575, highlighting the parody of a marriage ceremony.

The following passage froligamemnon echoes the legacy of Pandora in this
description of Helen and her arrival as Paris’ bride at Troy:

napovta &' EAOETV &g Thiov oA and that which came to the city of Ilium

Aéyow av epoOvIUoL HEV let us call it a thought

VIVELOV YOAGVOLG, of a calm sea bereft of a breath of wind

dkackoiov T’ dyolua TAOHTOL, a gentle, priceless thing of worth,

porBokov Oppdtov BEAOG melting glances of the eyes.
(738-742)

Helen is transitive, elusive and hard to pin down and as such she represents the
inherent fears regarding the potential instability of the virgin transfered to become
wife. She is the realisation of male anxieties surrounding the female intruder. Like
Pandora, who strikes men’s limbs with longing thus weakening and destroying them
(mdBov dpyaréov kai yvroPdpovg ueredwvag — painful yearning and limb-gnawing
anxiety, Works & Days66), so Helen’s beauty i8n&ibvpov Epwtog dvbog (the
blossom that breaks the heart with longihgitimore trans. 743). Yet, like Pandora,

her beauty conceals havoc:

napakAivas' Enékpovev She turned to make bitter the consummation
d& yapov TKpag TEAEVTAG, of marriage

dboedpog kai dusoUhog bringing ruin and disaster in her wake
ovpéva Iplapidaioty, to Priam’s people,

nound Awog Egviov, Zeus the guest god sent her

vopedkiovtog Epvic. (744-749) a Fury, a bride bringing nothing but tears

12 supparet aue' Erévn kol ktipooct maot péyeodar (3.70)

otoug aue' ‘EAEv kal koot taot pdysobot (3.91)

antog Ened' ‘EAéviy éyéto kol ktiuato ndvto (3.282)

Tpdog Enetd' ‘EAévny kal ktpota ndvt' drododvor (3.285)

uelc &' "Apyeinv ‘EAévny kal ktipad’ dp' odth (3.458)

3edt' dyet' "Apyeinv ‘EAévnv kol ktAuad' dp' adtf (7.350)

kol ot vdoympor EAévny kai ktqpod' du' avtij (22.114).

Most often translated as “grace”, it is a term almost impossible to translate. Here it is more likely
to mean “loveliness” or “visual charm”.

13
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Like Pandora, she is sent by Zeus as a Filybc) — in Hesiod she is a
kodov kaxov (beautiful evil, Theog. 585) and anfin' dvdpdowv (bane to men,
Works & Days82). She is a “Curse” sent to the people of Troy, but it is not only
Trojans who die because of her, it is Greeks as well.

Helen as phantom orcopy

In Odyssey4.304-317, Helen's power of mimesis nearly brings an end to the
Greek plans of ambush in the Trojan horse. Herodd#istqries 2.112-120) and
Euripides in hisHelen are just some of the writers who refer to the alternative
tradition of Helen residing in Egypt while her phantoridgrov) replaces
her. So she who goes to Troy is merely an image, “a copy of an uncertain
original” (Wohl 1998:86.), for which so many fall. One can’t help but recall
Pandora described as the “image of a chaste bride”, all artifice and trap, devoid of
substance.

Aeschylus’ play invites a more subversive reading on the topic of the Trojan
War. It is Helen's very illusiveness and transience that defy her objectification.
Like a Will - o’- the - Wisp olgnis Fatuu$® Helen is always receding. As Wohl puts
it: “A subject only of departure, even as an object Helen is defined by absgnce”.

Mrodoat® §' dotoisty donicTtopag She left among her people a confusion
KAOVOLC AOYIGHOVG TE Kol of fighters with spears and shields,
vowBatac Omhouoie, of sailors and arms,

dyovod T avtigepvov Thim @Bopav taking death to llium in place of a dowry.
BePdxer pippoa dia With lightness she had stepped

TOAGY dTAnto TAdoar oAl &' Eotevov  through the gates having dared what no one
160" &vvémovteg dOL@V TpogRToL: else would dare

1o i ddpa ddpo kol Tpduot, and the prophets of the house lamented and
i Aéyoc kai otifotl prAdvopec. mourn.

TAPESTL 61YGG ATIOG AA01d0pOg Alas, Alas the house, the royal house and its
BAGTOC APEUEVMY 1OETV. kings

100 &' VepmovTiog Alas for the bed and the traces of love
edopo 86&et dopwv dvdooey.’ between man and wife.

To see him there, silent, dishonoured but
not reviling, in such pain and sitting alone
in longing for her who is beyond the waves.

14

s A thing that deludes or misleads by fugitive appearances.

Wohl 1998:93 oefdxer in 407, “... she is gone before she was ever really possessed: she had
already gone” (note the peculiar pluperfefbdxer).

18 Amoboa, according to Wohl 1998:93, is “Helen’s first verb of active agency”.
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EOUOPP®V dE KOAOGGRV A phantom Queen will seem to rule
EyxOeton xapig avopi: while the grace and beauty of exquisite
oupdtov &' &v dymvioug sculptures he despises

Eppel mac' 'Appodita. for in the eyes’ hollow gaze

all love is gone to ruin.

dVEPSPAVTOL 8¢ TENLOVEC Dream phantoms they appear to convince
népeot d6Em pépovoat ydpw patoafav.  But only bring a hollow pleasure.
ndrav yap, e0t' dv &¢ Orydc dokdv 6pa,  Foritis in vain when one seems to see good
noparhdEaca S10 xep®dv PéPakev Syic,  and noble things
o nedvoTEPOV But to have the vision slipping out of ones
n1EPOIS OTad0dG’ Vvov keehborc. arms

AQ. 403-426 as one reaches to touch it escapes, never to
(Ag. —426) return

on wings chartering the pathways of sleep.

In the lament beginning in 411, it is not just the identity of the singers of the lament
which is occluded! but also that of th&®oyal house and its kings 411. At first

sight, one assumes it is the Trojan royal house referred to, especially considering the
line that follows: “Alas for the bed and the traces of love between man and wife”, for
the chorus seem to be lamenting the destructive union between Paris and Helen. But
the next two lines, 413-414 reveal that it is possibly the Spartan royal house and
Menelaus’ broken marriage meant, for he is sitting alone and longing for Helen “who
is beyond the wavesBut he is not named and thus confusion creeps in as to which
Royal house and which marriage bed is being described. As Wohl notes, it becomes
impossible to distinguish Trojans from Greeks and the bed of Paris from that of
Menelaus. The phrasertifor eildvopeg in 412 is similarly opaquecrtifol are
“imprints” or “traces”. Are they the imprints of their bodies on the bed, and if so,
whose bed, Paris’ or Menelaus'? “Or are they Helen'’s footprints, and if so, where is
she going? Off to Paris or back to Menelaus? And asopfbéivopeg (literally,
“‘man-loving”), who is the man? Her husband, Menelaus, or her lover, Paris?”
(Wohl 1998:94).

Vernant (1991:102), commenting on the above extract, sees Helen as such a
powerful object of desire that she takes on almost supernatural status. He seems to
imagine her as possessing the uncanny ability to appeafats morgana intruding
upon the minds and dreams of those who desire her — Menelaos, Paris, Greeks and
Trojans.

. it is the amoroupothosfor Helen that, reigning supreme over Menelaos’
heart, populates the palace deserted by his wife with phanfadmasnjata) of
the beloved, with her apparitions in dreamsgirophantoj (406). Radiant with

It is more than likely the chorus of Argive elders who lament Helen's alliance with Paris, but

Lattimore puts these laments into the mouths optphets of the hougd09) thereby recalling,
with Fraenkel (1950:115) the allusionlt@ad 111, where the Trojan elders lament the impending
disaster brought upon them by the marriage of Paris and Helen. See also Wohl 1998:233 n.43.
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charm, haunting and ungraspable, Helen is like a person from the beyond,
doubled in this life and on this earth in herself and her phantom, her eidélon. A
fatal beauty created by Zeus to destroy human beings, to make them kill one
another at the walls of Troy, she, more so than her sister Klytemnestra, deserves
the appellation, “slayer of men” (749).

The marriages of Helen

In 681-749, the chorus sings of Helen’s marriage in terms of death but not, as is
conventional of tragedy, of the death of Helen, but of the death for those implicated in
her marriage — those who fight for possession of her, both Greek and Trojan. The
ode also contains the “Lion cub parable” (714-736) which elaborates further on the
concept of Helen as a bride bringing death:

1ic moT' GVopLEV OF'

¢ 1O TaV ETNTOUOG—

un TIg vty ovy OpdUEV
npovoioict ToD TETPOUEVOD
YA@ooav &v TOYQ VEL®V;

—10v doplyauPpov Auevelk

0’ ‘EXévav; énel Tpendvimg
ELEVOG, ELaVOPOC, EAEMTOMG,

gk @V apponvev
TPOKOADUUATOV ETAEVOE
ZepOpov yiyavtog avpa,
noAbavdpol 1€ Pepdomideg Kuvayol
Kot Tyvog TAOTAV BpovTov
KEAGAVTOV Z1OEVTOG

aktog &’ deElpvuAlovg

o Epw atpatdecoav. (681-96)

A woman did all this. One woman

They called her Helen — that was a prophecy
Helen the destroyer.

Not a name but a title.

The bride of the spear’s broad blade.
Helen the homicidal

Epidemic fury

That would possess nations.

Not a face or name but a poison

To send whole fleets to perdition

As if their captains were madmen —
Chewing and spitting her name —

Helen. The name Helen

Not so much a name as an earthquake
To bounce a city to burning rubble

Not a name but a plague.

Spreading scream by scream from city to
city,

As houses become tombs.

The essence of the lion cub (and Helen, by implication), is its savage nature which
cannot be tamed, cannot remain hidden under the ephemeral condition of youth and
beauty or the artifice of culture. For despite the fact that the cub is exposed to the
nurturing structure of the family and that its needs, both physical and social, are met,
its true nature surfaces, unbidden, and lays waste to the house which gave it shelter.
In many ways the same is true of the anxieties surrounding the Greek bride as
“female intruder”, but it is especially true of Pandora. The lion, like our first bride of
mortal men is akaAov kaxov (Theog.585): abeautiful creature on the outside,

brimming with evilfor men on the inside:
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E0peyev 8¢ Aéovtoc viv
dOUO1G GyGAaKTOV 0VTMG
avnp eUOHacTOV,

&v Protov mpotedeiolg
auepov, EDEIAOTOUdO,

Kol YEPOPOTG EmiyopTOV.

noléa &’ ok’ &v dykdlong

VEOTPOPOL TEKVOL diKav,

QudPOTOC TOTL XEIPO SOVOV

1€ YOO TPOG AVAYKAILC.

ypovicBeic &’ anéderlev nOoc
10 TPOG TOKEWV" YAPV

yop TpogedoY Aueifov
UNAo@HVOLGT pHATOLGLY

dalt’ dxélevotog Etevtey,
ofpott §° oikog &pvpon,
dpayov dAyog oikétoug,

péya oivog ToAvKTOVOV.

€k B0 &’ 1epeg Tig dtag
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Once a man nurtured a lion cub in his house
bereft of its mother’s breast and still
suckling,

it was tame in its early years

it loved children

and brought joy to the elderly.

It went about cradled in their arms

like a newborn child,

with bright joyous eyes it fawned

on the hand to satisfy the pangs of appetite.

But as time passed, it grew

and its true nature began to show itself.

To those who had nurtured it, it returned
the favour with frenzied sheep slaughtering
it made a feast of the forbidden

the house was foul with blood,

its people were helpless in the face of the
calamity—

the great ravager and the multiple killings.

dopoic tpocedpéeon. (716—736) Sent by God it was raised in the house

as some dread priest of ruin.

The essence of the lion cub (and Helen, by implication), is that its savage nature

which cannot be tamed, cannot remain hidden under the ephemeral condition of youth
and beauty or the artifice of culture. For despite the fact that the cub is exposed to the
nurturing structure of the family and that its needs both physical and social, are met,

its true nature surfaces, unbidden and lays waste to the house which sheltered it. This
parable is couched in the story of Helen as the bride of Paris, sung by the chorus who
introduce her as a dopiyauppov auewvewgpride of spears and blood, 685):

0’ ‘EXévav; énel mpemdvtog / Elévac, EAavopog, EMETTONG ...

Helen[...] fittingly named / “death to ships”, “dedihhmen”,
“death to cities”(685-688)'

The parallels with Pandora are clear and, given Clytemnestra’s imminent deeds, one
gets a sense that the parable does not apply exclusively to Helen but rather to the
“race of women” yévoc yvvaik@v (Theog. 590) as brides who are essentially

“untamable” Wohl sees the parable as applying to any woman entering a new house

18 Wohl's translation 1998:98 is perhaps the most apt: “Hell for ships, hell for men, hell for cities”.
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as bride and thus also to Iphigenia in terms of potential violence already lurking in
her emergent sexuality which Aeschylus so subtly revéals.

Pandora’s jar, Helen’s urns

Helen differs from Pandora in that she is not given in marriage — she actively
chooses both her first husband Menelaus, and her second one Paris. As Helen is the
subject in her own exchange (in both her “marriages”) she takes on the masculine
gualities of circulating in the world beyond thé&os making an active choice in the
selection of a new husband or sexual parthés she becomes a subject so the men
who were once subjects in her exchange, that is, those who actively sought her hand,
become objects — the corpses of the war dead whose bodies are converted into ashes,
stored in urns and shipped back to Greece:

TO pev kat' otkovg £¢' Eotiog dyn Weep for the sorrows in the house at the
100" €01l Kol T@®VY' VIepPatdTEP. hearth

10 mav &' an' aiog “EAladog such as they are, and far worse than these,
GUVOPUEVOLS for all of Hellas mourns for those who set
névOgio TANGIKAPSI0G forth together

dOU® 'v EKAoTOL TPETEL. The unbearable heartbreak that abounds
TOAAGL YOOV Bryydver mpdg Nmop- in the house of each.

0VG HEV YApP TIC EMEUYEV And these touched the hearts of many,
01dev, GvTl 88 OTOV they sent out those they knew

10N Kol 6TT000¢G €1G £KA- but now in the place of the men,

610V ddpovg dgikveltal. (427-436) urns filled with the ashes of the dead.

This passage, with its multiple men reduced to multiple urns evokes Pandora and her
jar with chilling effectiveness. In thidiad, it is stressed that heroes are the result of
Helen’s theft. The bond of guest friendshipnia that Paris breaks puts him into an
agonistic homosocial relationship with Menelaus which escalates to the war of
heroes, Greek versus Trojan, each confrontation allowing for the individual to
outshine his “equals” in valour and glofyWar is the vehicle whereby heroes are
made, a forum where they can achieve the unachievable in times of peace. Aeschylus,
however, refuses the heroic aspects of the war in his imagery, concentrating on the

19 1998:77: “Would it [the parable] hold true for Iphigenia, too, were she to reach maturity? Is

Iphigenia doomed to repeat the story of Pandora, to be true gehes to become Helen?”

Although the chorus in 402 imply that she was stolen by Rargoict yovoukdg, the majority

of references in the text strongly assert Helen’s active participation in her abduction / seduction,
an assertion which is far more damaging to the female implicated.

“Thus exchange is simultaneously cooperative and competitive; at one poterligs‘guest-
friendship”, an amicable relation between equals often institutionalised through the reciprocal
exchange of gifts; at the other, thgon, competition, be it a wrestling match, a lawsuit, or a war.
But these two poles collapse constantly into one another:aghe contains a seed of
homoeroticismxenia a latent hostility. The two especially tend to collapse when the object of
exchange is a woman” (Wohl 1998: xxvii).

20

21
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grim outcome of a multitude of undifferentiated vessels returning in the place of
mortal men.

Helen is an example of the destructive, Deathly Bride on a scale almost as
grand and universal as Pandora, while her sister functions similarly but on a smaller
scale — within that of theoikos Helen destroys nations, citadels, societies.
Clytemnestra destroys her husband, family unit, and political structure of Argos.
Helen’s destructions render as objects the soldiers who fight for her and return home
in urns; Clytemnestra turns Agamemnon into an object for display, calling him “the
work of my right hand” (vekpoc 8¢ thicde de&iac yxepds, / Epyov 1405) The
Agamemnon ends with this inversion of objectification as the corpse of Agamemnon
himself is displayed on the stage. The vessel or bathtub in which he meets his death is
described in terms that recall the urns that the soldiers have besddyen tevyet /
dolopdvov AéPntog (a water carrying vessel, a treacherous urn of erufd 28—-29)
and,&pyvpotoiyov /Spoitnc (a silver-sidedbath, 1539—-1548) recalling thersdyn xai
omodog (urns filled with the ashes of the deady434.

Agent or instrument?

Interestingly enough, just as Pandora is the passive “plastic” instrument of Zeus’
destruction, Aeschylus takes care not to attribute agency solely to Helen. The text
offers up a number of conflicting judgements on the autonomy and agency of Helen.
And so the chorus blames Agamemnon for launching the attack on Troy for the sake
of Helen, simultaneously blaming her promiscuity:

oV 3¢ pot 10te pev oté v otpatiav / Erévng gvex’

When you marshalled this armament / for Helen’s $aR6—800)

Yet the chorus cannot decide on just how active Helen is, sometimes she is a Fury
sent by Zeus, thus reminiscent of Pandora, sometimes she is the very destroyer:

o 1o mapdvovg ‘Eréva Alas, alas, Helen, we mourn

gpuuv. For the multitude, for the multitudes

pio Tag TOAAGC, TOG TAVL TOAAAS And their demented souls you destroyed
Yoyag 0Aécac’ vro Tpoia under the shadow of Troy.

(1455-1461)

% For Wohl 1998:97-98, the mechanism of remembrance mitigates the objectification and

commodification of male corpses and in this way a form of subject status is regained. This is not
fully successful in theAgamemnoras full reparation is impossible, but tEgimenideswill

achieve it once the problem is successfully deflected onto the female subjects and Orestes is
reintegrated into the polis and established as legitimate ruler of Argos.
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In this passage, however, it is Paris who has stolen Helen:

otog kai ITdpig EM0dv And Paris came

¢ d6pov Tov "Atpeldav to the house of the Atreidae,

floyvve Eeviav tpdmelav and shaming the tables of guest friendship,
KAOTOAG1 YOVOUKOC. he stole Helen away. (39804)

Agamemnon blames her at 822—-828:
Kol Yovaukog ovveka, /méAy dinudadovey Apyeiov ddikog

and for the sake of a woman / the fanged beast @bs\ground the
city to a powder.

Cassandra indicts Paris at one point:
i yauot, ydpot Iapidoc,/ dOAEOpLotL Qikmy.
Oh marriage of Paris / death to the men beloygtb6-1157),

At the very end of the drama Clytemnestra says:

undev Bovdtov poipav Emedyov You cannot change what has happened.
10160¢ Papvvieic Stop whining for death.
und’ €ig ‘EAEvny kdtov EKTpéYNG, And stop blaming Helen
¢ avéporételp’, ¢ pio TOADV For the annihilation of armies
AvopdV Youyag Aovadv OAécas’ As if her little flutter, all on its own
a&votatov dhyoc Empale. Could have loosed
(1462-1467) All this misery on so many.
Conclusion

The descriptions of Helen in the choral songs (371-454 and 681-781) are reminiscent
of the beauty of Pandora and the evil that results from it. Like Pandora who strikes
men’s limbs with longing thus weakening and destroying themad8ev dpyaiéov

Kol yvwoPopovg pereddvag (painful yearning and limb-gnawing anxietWorks &

Days 66) — so Helen’s beauty &)&ibvuov Epmtoc dvbog (the blossom that breaks

the heart with longing 743, trans. Lattimore).

Like Pandora her marriage brings ruin upon men, and, like Pandorajithe
avdpdov (Theog.585) and kolov kakoWorks & Days82) she is sent by Zeus as an
‘Epwvig (Fury). It is also worth noting that Helen’s role as a mother is severely
downplayed while the mythic tradition itself accords her no progeny but Hermione,
her only child by Menelaus.

The Helen of Aeschylus resonates with the qualities of Hesiod’s Pandora, the
archetypal beauty who brings nothing but ruin to mortal men. As if anticipating her
phantom status of later mythic treatments, Helen moves thrAggmemnon as a
memory and a curse. Despite the widespread destruction that is attributed to her,
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despite her portrayal as a “mass murderess”, myth cannot arrange for her destruction
as it could for her sister Clytemnestra. This is because Helen is partly divine and as a
daughter of Zeus, she must not be harmed. But physical inviolability does not prevent
the vilification process Helen undergoes at the hands of the playwright: for all her
exquisite beauty she is no less thaneoxiavtog Epivic (a Fury, a bride bringing
nothing but tears, 749).
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