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Abstract of Thesis 

 

 

The Brides of Achilles: an Exploration of Maternal Revenge in Greek Tragedy 

 

 

 This thesis will explore themes of maternal revenge in Greek tragedy as women 

who express agency through acts of revenge are repudiated from society. Specifically 

considering the acts of Clytemnestra in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Hekabe in 

Euripides’ Hekabe, Clytemnestra and Hekabe’s acts of revenge will be analyzed in 

relation to gender performativity and these women’s understandings of societally-

prescribed gender roles. Clytemnestra and Hekabe express this understanding through 

their use of rhetoric and physical acts of vengeance to expose the fragility and 

manipulability of the patriarchy. Despite the positions of power that these characters 

temporarily assume, they are ultimately rejected from socio-normative society for their 

acts of agency.  
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Section 1: Introduction 

 

Literature created by the ancient Greeks acts as a cornerstone in exposing the 

unfettered misogyny that upholds the gendered power hierarchy within society. As a tool 

of suppression, this misogyny allows both male characters and play-watchers alike to 

villainize the woman who is viewed as expressing agency. Her actions of independence 

are ultimately seen to be misaligned from the systems rooted within the patriarchy as 

institutions of male power. Contrarily, within male systems of power, the woman who 

submits both cognitively and corporeally to the male figure, whether that be to the 

individual or to the collective, is exalted as a model female character to whom women of 

society should aspire to emulate. Within this thesis, the Greek tragedies of Aeschylus’ 

Agamemnon and Euripides’ Hekabe will be utilized as tools to extrapolate the fragility of 

the socio-political patriarchy. Through acts of agency performed by female characters, 

these texts complicate understandings of female power within society as women who 

point out the manipulatable nature of societally-established gender roles to find moments 

of power are ultimately repudiated from society. The vilification of these women is 

further amplified within mother-daughter relationships as the vengeful mother is 

juxtaposed with that of her idealized virgin daughter as female relationships are presented 

as spaces for female comparison. 
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Section 2: Mother-Daughter Relationships in Greek Myth 

 

The mother-daughter relationship becomes a point of fixation for Greek 

playwrights as a thematic site that is dedicated to the feminine. Specifically in relation to 

the rebellious woman who is repudiated and the submissive woman who becomes 

idolized within Greek tragedy, the juxtaposition of the vengeful mother and virgin 

daughter is posited, with each woman fulfilling these roles respectively. Within this 

familial relationship, themes of maternal revenge are explored within Euripides’ Hekabe 

and Aeschylus’ Agamemnon as both Hekabe and Clytemnestra are seen enacting revenge 

on their children’s murderers. Murderer, however, must be utilized as a term that is 

prescribed by the maternal figure. Specifically, as the deaths of Poluxene and Iphigenia 

are categorized by male Greeks as necessary sacrifices, the dominant male figure would 

not see these young women’s deaths as murder by any means but rather as an act that 

must be performed for something, or someone, that is deemed as being greater in value 

than these children’s lives. However, from the perspective of their mothers, and the 

female perspective in general, Iphigenia and Poluxene were, and are, victims of male 

power. This begs the question as to how one can value the placation and absolving of 

men’s transgressions over that of an innocent child. These narratives are further expanded 

within other works of Greek tragedy and pieces of literature as various understandings 

and adaptations of the myths are presented in works such as Euripides’ Iphigenia in 

Aulis, the remaining two plays of Aeschylus’ The Oresteia trilogy, and Ovid’s 

Metamorphoses. 
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Section 3: Relevant Greek Tragedy Synopses 

 

The killings of Iphigenia and Poluxene frame the time period in which the Trojan 

War occurs as Iphigenia’s death signals the onset of the war and Poluxene’s occurs upon 

the war’s ending. The death of Iphigenia is most explicitly outlined in Euripides’ 

Iphigenia in Aulis, serving as a supplement to Aeschylus’ Agamemnon when considering 

Clytemnestra’s motivations to murdering Agamemnon. Opening with Agamemnon 

pondering “the silence of winds” that “hold hushed the Euripus strait”, Agamemnon is 

held within the snares of a prophesy dictated by the seer Calchas as Calchas demands the 

death of Agamemnon’s daughter (Iphigenia in Aulis 10-11). Iphigenia, daughter of 

Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, “must be slaughtered / for Artemis” so that the Greeks 

“would sail / and overthrow the Phrygians”, thus promoting male power over that of an 

innocent girl’s life (Iphigenia in Aulis 90-93). It must also be noted that Artemis is 

halting the winds due to Agamemnon’s actions of hubris as he has killed a sacred stag 

belonging to her herd and hubristically boasted his hunting prowess as being greater than 

Artemis’. To lure Iphigenia to her death to appease the goddess, Agamemnon sends for 

his wife, Clytemnestra, who is under the impression that in bringing their daughter to 

Aulis, Iphigenia will be married to the famed Greek Achilles. In doing so, Clytemnestra 

unknowingly trades her daughter’s marriage altar for one of sacrifice. With language that 

mirrors later rhetoric that describes the situation of Hekabe, both Clytemnestra’s and 

Iphigenia’s fates are considered “pitiable”; Iphigenia loses her life, Clytemnestra loses 

her daughter, and they both lose the trust that they had placed within Agamemnon 

(Iphigenia in Aulis 887).  

Despite her ever-looming death, Iphigenia expresses learned gendered behaviors 
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as she scolds Clytemnestra for having anger within her soul “against her husband”, 

deeming it “far better that ten thousand women die / if this keep one man only facing the 

light and alive” (Iphigenia in Aulis 1369, 1394). Rooted within a misogynistic society, 

Iphigenia simultaneously rejects Clytemnestra’s protection and anger at her fate, whilst 

also valuing the life of a singular man over that of all women. Further, she embodies 

religious expectations as she notes that “if Artemis / wishes to take the life of [her] body, 

/ shall [she], who am mortal, oppose / the divine will? No—that is unthinkable!” 

(Iphigenia in Aulis 1396). In complying with the societal expectations that have been 

placed upon her, Iphigenia is deemed as noble by male figures, such as the Chorus leader 

and Achilles, thus exalting her as a figure in which other women are expected to emulate 

through their actions.  

Clytemnestra acts as a character foil to Iphigenia as she dictates that Agamemnon 

“must run a course of agony and terror” for the “sake” of Iphigenia, thus outlining her 

revenge against the king of Argos. This plot is touched on within a few different pieces of 

Greek literature, but it is developed the most comprehensively within Aeschylus’ 

Agamemnon, the first play of The Oresteia trilogy. Agamemnon, despite being named 

after the male lead, focuses on Clytemnestra’s revenge plot against Agamemnon after he 

returns from the Trojan war. Opening with Clytemnestra ruling Argos in Agamemnon’s 

stead, Clytemnestra is immediately placed within a position that disrupts the male-

dominated social hierarchy. This tension through disruption is most heavily felt by male 

characters within the text. It becomes specifically addressed early within the play by the 

watchman as he waits for the lights that signal Agamemnon’s return from the war, stating 

that upon Agamemnon’s homecoming, there will be “again redemption from distress, / 
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the flare burning from the blackness in good augury” (Agamemnon 19-21). Relating 

Clytemnestra’s rule to a period of darkness, the watchman portrays the misogynistic 

ideologies that have been firmly embedded within the society. Tension within the tragedy 

builds as Agamemnon returns, bringing his new lover, Cassandra, with him. 

Clytemnestra grants Agamemnon the illusion of returning his political power back to 

him, but as the play progresses, it is evident that Clytemnestra still maintains control 

through both her rhetoric, as she Otherizes Agamemnon, and ultimately her physical 

domination as her and her lover, Aegisthus, lure and murder Agamemnon. Clytemnestra 

explicitly expresses that she feels “no shame…in the death given / this man” as “did he 

not first of all in this house wreak death / by treachery?” (Agamemnon 1521-1524). 

Leaning into the law of Zeus that the doer must suffer, Clytemnestra states that 

Agamemnon “dealt with her even as he has suffered now”, displaying the reciprocal 

nature of her actions (Agamemnon 1527). As Clytemnestra enacts her revenge, so too do 

her and Agamemnon’s children see a need for reciprocity as they plan, and ultimately 

commit, her murder, as is represented in texts such as Euripides’ Electra and Aeschylus’ 

second installation of The Oresteia, The Libation Bearers.  

Within Euripides’ Hekabe, the main character Hekabe employs a similar tactic of 

utilizing the law of Zeus as a form of justification as she blinds Polumestor, king of 

Thrace, and kills his sons. Taking place immediately after the fall of Troy, Hekabe, the 

dethroned queen of Troy, has been taken captive by the Greek army. Originally bearing 

19 children to King Priam, including the likes of Hector and Paris, at the opening of the 

tragedy, all but three of Hekabe’s children have been killed. The remaining heirs, 

Poluxene, Poludoros, and Cassandra, maintain similar positions of subjugation as 
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Hekabe; Poluxene occupies the social position of slave with Hekabe as a captive of the 

Greeks on Thrace, Poludoros is supposedly further removed as he is being hosted by 

King Polumestor as an act of friendship and safekeeping during wartime, and Cassandra 

has been claimed by Agamemnon as his war prize and lover.  

In a blatant portrayal of the misogyny that runs rampant within ancient Greek 

society, the sacrifice of Poluxene is requested by the ghost of Achilles as he “lay[s] 

claim” to her “as victim and trophy to mark his remains” (Hekabe 2). Reducing Poluxene 

to an object that claims can be made over, Poluxene is moved into the subjugated female 

position of Other within the male-centered society. Like Iphigenia’s speech in which she 

prioritizes the male life, the Chorus displays a similar prioritization as they question 

Hekabe’s request that her daughter be “exempt…from what by now is Fate” (Hekabe 4). 

Within their speech, the Chorus of Trojan women ask, “Shall [they] slight the best of the 

Greeks / To spare [their] hands / Some slavewoman’s blood?” (Hekabe 5). Specifically as 

it comes from a group of women, this exclamation portrays the gendered hierarchy that 

continues to be present within the society, not only placing Poluxene as lesser because of 

her slave status, but also because of her position as woman. In making the word 

“slavewoman” a compound term, the chorus demonstrates that Poluxene’s Otherness is 

rooted within both her lack of political and gendered freedom. Despite the restrictions 

that are being placed upon her body, Poluxene embodies a similar sense of composure as 

Iphigenia, acknowledging that within her death, it is her choice to die, as “it would be the 

mark of a base soul to resist” the Greeks (Hekabe 14). Establishing her sense of nobility 

even within her state of slavehood, Poluxene is described as “the loveliest of statues” 

upon the sacrificial altar, falling “in modest form / and covered from the eyes of men / 
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what was not theirs to see” even in the throes of death (Hekabe 23). In her final moments, 

Poluxene sets up the ideal image of virgin woman that will ultimately be juxtaposed with 

that of the barbaric vengeful mother that Hekabe is ultimately transformed into.  

Upon preparing Poluxene’s body for burial, Hekabe is faced with yet another 

tragedy, the death of her son Poludoros. In exchange for money, it is revealed that 

Polumestor has killed Hekabe’s sole remaining male child, casting his body out to sea 

where it will wash up on the shore of Thrace where the Greek war camp resides. Hekabe 

pleads with Agamemnon to aid her in taking revenge upon Polumestor for the death, but 

her efforts are to no avail. Through tact and an alliance with the other Trojan female 

slaves, Hekabe tricks Polumestor and his sons as they visit the Greek war camp to follow 

her into the women slaves’ tent through the false promise of providing him access to the 

treasure of Troy. It is here that she and the other slavewomen blind Polumestor and kill 

his sons. As punishment for this cross-gender and cross-class act of violence, Hekabe is 

transformed into a dog. Despite her change, “old Hecuba long remembered / her ancient 

wrongs, and the plains of Thrace were filled / with her doleful / howling” 

(Metamorphoses 570-572). As a final act of agency, Hekabe refuses to allow her voice to 

be suppressed in relation to the tragedies that continue to bombard her, thus making her 

barks still able to be heard across the plains.  

In displays of dominance over male figures of power, the characters of Hekabe 

and Clytemnestra exact their moments of revenge. However, after reconfiguring the 

justice system into a space that allows room for women, these mothers are repudiated 

from society, whether that be via physical transformation or in literal death, for their 

actions of disruption. As Albert Henrichs suggests in “Drama and Dromena: Bloodshed, 
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Violence, and Sacrificial Metaphor in Euripides”, the law of Zeus, or Lex talionis, is 

enacted upon these women as it is established that the doer must suffer (Henrichs 182). 

Through this system of justice, suffering is inevitable. However, both Hekabe and 

Clytemnestra commit acts of revenge that are seemingly justified even at the cosmic 

level. The punishment of supposedly warranted acts of revenge creates the question as to 

why these women are so heavily villainized by members of the patriarchally-led society 

for their actions of vengeance. Further, why must the figures of Hekabe and Clytemnestra 

be led to their social and literal demises as a solution to righting the male system that they 

have disrupted?  
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Section 4: Gendered Constructs in Mythology 

 

Feminist theorists, such as Simone De Beauvoir, further develop these questions 

in the modern purview. In The Second Sex, Beauvoir posits woman as “the absolute 

Other, without reciprocity, refusing against experience, that she could be a subject, a 

peer,” thus disallowing her to step into roles of power that have been previously occupied 

by male figures without being punished (Beauvoir 1214). Judith Butler offers further 

analysis of gender in general within Gender Trouble. Within this text, Butler conveys an 

interest in gender performativity. Through her exploration of gender, modern readers are 

posed with the idea that due to the performative nature of gender, a fluidity within gender 

results. Both of Butler’s gender-based ideologies allow female characters to perform 

within the masculine as a tool to obtain power. Despite the seemingly limiting nature of 

the gender power disparity, this ultimately allows modern readers to recognize that 

gender is a “kind of persistent impersonation,” promoting its mimetic qualities, and 

further, the unstable and performative nature of gender (Butler 2376). Butler is ultimately 

defining actions performed within gender that the women of antiquity seem to already 

have an understanding of as characters such as Hekabe and Clytemnestra perform 

masculinely gendered acts to gain agency and power over the male characters that have 

wronged them. As gender becomes fluid through repeated acts of performance, if one can 

express an understanding of the manipulatable nature of gender, they are then able to 

work within the confines of binaried gender constructs to gain agency. Understandings of 

these systems as they are expressed by women ultimately allows them to move between 

the position of the oppressed and oppressor, pointing to the fragility of the patriarchal 

society that has been firmly established by men in power. The exposition of malleable 
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gender roles ultimately places Hekabe and Clytemnestra into potential positions of 

power. Throughout texts written by Euripides and Aeschylus, amongst others, actions 

performed by Hekabe and Clytemnestra portray the manipulability of the male-dominated 

hierarchy, causing male characters to vilify these women in an attempt to reobtain the 

power that was shifted to these respective queens.  
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Section 5: Gender in Athenian Society 

 

To fully consider the societally established gender roles in which Hekabe and 

Clytemnestra are working within, and arguably against, one must first turn to the literal 

societies in which these tragedies were constructed. The time period and physical spaces 

in which playwrights were creating, and audiences were viewing, these tragedies 

ultimately influenced the worlds in which characters were posited as they reflect the 

societally-created structures characters are performing in. As suggested by Marilyn Katz 

in “Ideology and ‘The Status of Women’ in Ancient Greece”, the “communis opinio” of 

this era was that “the Ionians…under the influence of the neighboring peoples of Asia 

Minor, inaugurated the exclusion of women from the public sphere and their confinement 

to the home and to the company of female friends” (Katz 72). This ideology then spread 

as “the Athenians adopted the practice from their fellow Ionians” (Katz 72). However, 

despite this suppression, there were “a few women [who] rejected traditional roles and 

turned to the study of philosophy; the notion of marriage for the sake of children began to 

yield to an ideal of companionate union for mutual fulfillment” (Katz 73). This 

progression was ultimately resisted, causing reactions of misogyny to develop (Katz 73). 

Furthermore, as the “democratic ideals of liberty” became popularized, women attempted 

to “devise a counterweight to their husbands’ boundless striving for freedom”, causing 

the “hetairas”, or female companions, to rise in number to sate the “female intellectual 

stimulation which [the men] had “sought at home in vain’” (Katz 73). Despite the 

intellectual stimulation the hetairas provided, these men of antiquity continued to return 

home to their wives, preferring the subjugated woman as a marital partner.  

As men of Athenian society repudiate the idea of marrying a woman who has an 
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interest in furthering her education and rejecting the traditional gender roles that are 

rooted within marriage, then so too is this ideology reflected in Greek tragedy. Within 

Athenian society, it is blatantly portrayed by men that there is no room for minimizing 

the power disparity within the gender hierarchy. This is not only applicable to the home, 

but to the public sphere as well. It is firmly established that “to the man belongs the right 

of rule, derived from the fact of his physical and intellectual superiority” (Katz 74). 

However, this is complicated by the notion that the duty of the woman extends into 

having “the authority and duty to execute the laws set down by the man”, which 

technically Clytemnestra does accomplish in taking up Agamemnon’s stead as leader 

whilst he is away fighting in the Trojan War (Katz 75). The tension then lies within his 

return as the transfer of power back to the dominant male figure becomes a driving point 

of conflict within the text. This instance establishes that while woman may “execute” the 

laws set forth by men, it is still “a general rule that it is proper for the woman to obey the 

man” (Katz 75). 
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Section 6: Gender Roles and Societal Status in Ancient Greece 

 

Gendered structures put forth by society, and the power dynamics within them, 

also extend into societal status. Brooke Holmes explores this concept in her chapter “The 

Practice of Gender, the Gender of Practice” in Gender Antiquity and Its Legacy. Within 

this text, Holmes explores the “misalignment of gender with the sexed body” as it poses a 

point of concern specifically “for freeborn men” (Homes 111). Within this concept, as 

gender and sex are separated, this would allow one who was born as female to perform 

within the masculine, theoretically garnering societal power through this gendered 

performance. This acts as a disruption to the patriarchy as those who were born male face 

potential opposition not only from other born men, but also from those who have born as 

women. As a freeborn man, the threat to male power is further expanded as the “concept 

of a real man…is heavily dependent on status and, more specifically, on whether one is 

free or a slave” (Holmes 24). This relationship of gender and societal status also is 

reflected in Euripides’ Hekabe as Hekabe and Poluxene’s statuses are defined as 

“slavewoman.” As mentioned previously, in having a total lack of a space or separation 

between the words “slave” and “woman”, Hekabe’s Greek-prescribed term portrays the 

inseparability between gender and societal status. As the ruling Greeks occupy part of the 

population who are at risk of losing the very things that grant them power such as “legal 

status, political power and social privilege” if they do not “uphold the cultural norms of 

manhood”, this risk is amplified through the understandings of gender performativity that 

both Clytemnestra and Hekabe exhibit. Further noting the potential delineating properties 

of the feminine, Holmes establishes that “the ‘feminine’…dominates the space of the 

political imaginary as a means of representing threats to the social cohesion of the city 
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and the integrity (corporeal and ethical) of the (male) citizen” (Holmes 22-23). The 

masculinization of the Athenian political realm is not only rooted within the members 

who are allowed to participate and have voices within it, but it goes so far as to be rooted 

within the Greek language itself. The Greek term for citizen is polit𝑒̅s, a masculinely 

gendered term, thus leaning into the ideology that the Greek citizen populace is 

comprised of men, leaving no space for these women who would pose a disruption to 

male political power.  

In establishing the ideal citizen as both “free” and “man”, the figures of Hekabe 

and Clytemnestra directly contradict this ideology through their gender and societal 

states. These women do so by threatening the culturally established norms of manhood in 

their legal status, political power, and social privilege. First considering Hekabe’s 

perip𝑒́teia, or her reversal of fortunes, Hekabe’s descent of power lies within the 

feminine, transforming her from “first a queen” to “now a slave” (Hekabe 3). Within 

Charles Segal’s “Violence and the Other: Greek, Female, and Barbarian in Euripides’ 

Hecuba”, Segal points to the inexplicable nature of “the otherness of the female by 

combining it…with the otherness of the barbarian” (Segal 109). Through both her 

position as woman and slave, Hekabe is firmly positioned within the role of Other, yet 

she still threatens the male dominated space as she blinds Polumestor and kills his sons 

for murdering her son, leaning into Lex talionis. In her exertion of both physical and 

intellectual dominance over the King of Thrace, Hekabe enacts a double breach of the 

political patriarchy through both her gender and political status, pointing to the 

disruptable nature of the currently male-controlled social hierarchy that is rooted in 

gender and status, showing that even within the role of Other, she may obtain physical 
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agency. 
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Section 7: The Gendered Physical Space 

 

As Hekabe transitions between the positions of subjugated and subject, 

Clytemnestra similarly poses a threat to the system. Clytemnestra, however, complicates 

this movement in positions as she occupies the roles of both the subjugated and subject 

simultaneously. David Cohen notes in “Seclusion, Separation, and the Status of Women 

in Classical Athens” that the binaried gender roles that are posed by Pierre Bourdieu in 

Outline of a Theory of Practice represent an “opposition between the inside and the 

outside…concretely expressed in the clear-cut distinction between the feminine area, the 

house and its garden, and the masculine area, the place of assembly, the mosque, the café, 

etc.” (Cohen 6). As Clytemnestra operates both within the interior and the exterior, these 

distinctions become less concrete, pointing to the potential obscurity of the gendered 

system. Katz draws upon Helen Foley to further this concept, establishing that the polis, 

the city-state, and the oikos, the household, “are mutually defining institutions; order in 

one sphere is inextricably related to the other” (Katz 84-85). However, despite this 

inseparable relationship, these locational dichotomies remain polarized to a certain extent 

as the house becomes “the domain of secrecy” and “of intimate life”, thus connoting its 

relationship to the female body within Greek society as it is shown within Greek texts 

(Cohen 6).  

As interior spaces become gendered as feminine, the interior, and the 

connotations that are prescribed to it, reflect the attributes of Pandora, the first woman. In 

Hesiod’s Works & Days, Hesiod establishes that all women are descendants of Pandora. 

Due to this divinely established lineage, all women, including Clytemnestra and Hekabe, 

will exhibit the characteristics that have been bestowed upon Pandora by the gods. As a 
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tool to make “life hard for humans”, Zeus sent Pandora as a tool of punishment for all 

“human beings” (Works & Days 67,102). As the first woman, if she is being used as a 

tool of punishment for humanity, that would deem Hesiod’s base figure of human as 

being male. As Pandora is bestowed with traits by the various gods, she is given 

“strength” and “the face like an immortal goddess’ face”, but she also has “painful desire 

and knee-weakening anguish” thrust upon her, as well as “a bitchy mind and a cheating 

heart” (Works & Days 80,81,85,87). Hesiod furthers the image of the treacherous woman 

in his Theogony as he describes the creation of women as a “lovely evil to balance the 

good”, “irresistible to men”, “a great infestation” of a “deadly race” (Theogony 

588,591,594,595). Mirroring the concept of the woman’s space as a “domain of secrecy”, 

Hesiod dictates that if one were to “trust a woman…you’d as well trust a thief”, thus 

outlining the gendered expectations of the duplicitous nature of the woman (Works & 

Days 421).  

As the inside becomes a gendered place, both Hekabe and Clytemnestra adhere to 

feminine standards of physical and verbal behavior as they commit their acts of murder 

within the interior, drawing in Polumestor and Agamemnon respectively. Not only is the 

interior as a workspace a sign of femininity, but it is also a sign of class. To earn money 

for their families, financially disparaged Athenian women would have “work[ed] in the 

field, [sold] produce in the market, act[ed] as a nurse or midwife” amongst other 

economic activities, thus thrusting them to the outside (Cohen 7-8). Specifically in the 

case of Hekabe, within her position of slavewoman, to commit her crime within the 

interior, this is not only a claiming of her femininity, but it is also a reclaiming of her 

social status as she commands a space that would have been reserved for higher class 
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women.  

Despite the gendered distinction between the interior and the exterior, the worth 

of men bleeds into the purity of the home despite the gendered lines that have been 

drawn. This occurs due to the heavily prioritized notion of virginity within this 

patriarchally established society. As the interior represents the woman, the violation of 

this space can negatively affect the worth of man in a multitude of ways including: the 

forced violation of a home as a metaphorical assault, thus portraying the inability of a 

man to protect his home, or the welcoming in of a man for the purpose of an affair or 

unsanctioned sexual endeavor, placing a light on the potential sexual inadequacy of the 

man and his inability to control the women within his household. Cohen suggests that 

“any violation of the house is an attack on the honour of its men and the chastity of its 

women…The separation of women from men and the man’s public sphere within this 

protected domain is the chief means by which sexual purity is both guarded and 

demonstrated to the community” (Cohen 6). Specifically in the case of Clytemnestra 

participating in Agamemnon’s murder within their home, despite the layered affront of 

the female wife killing the male husband, there is also the basest insult to the man’s 

inability to protect his own home, thus debasing his honor. Hekabe does complicate this 

notion as it is not her home within Troy that she leads Polumestor into, but rather a tent. 

However, Hekabe notes that the “bag of priceless jewels” she is luring Polumestor with 

are “hidden in [her] tent”, a “small sphere” where the Greeks “leave [the] captive women 

/ to [their] own devices” (Hekabe 44). Noting that it is her tent, there lies a sort of 

ownership, reinforcing her reclaimed social status and designating this as a solely female 

space. Because it is a female space that has been established by the Greek army, this also 
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further reinforces the idealization of chastity in their need to seclude women. In meeting 

both criteria that the tent is an interior space of both femininity and one that upholds 

chastity, Hekabe’s bringing of men into this place to maim and slaughter then also 

jeopardizes the male honor. 
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Section 8: Woman as Vengeful 
 

 Just as women are cast out for being the racial Other by Hesiod, created with 

deceit in their hearts, so too is revenge deeply rooted within the feminine. Hesiod embeds 

the dichotomy that “a man couldn’t steal anything better than a good wife, / Just as 

nothing is more horrible than a bad one”, furthering the notion that there is at least some 

inherent sort of “badness” within all women while also positing that there is a potential 

“good wife” (Works & Days 777-788). This badness is ultimately attributed to their 

vengeful nature as the Greek author instructs to not “wash in a woman’s bath-water, / 

Which for a time has a bitter vengeance in it” (Works & Days 833-834). Female revenge 

specifically becomes intertwined with familial relationships, oftentimes as women take 

vengeance as forms of retribution in protection of those within her family she feels have 

been wronged. Not only is this explored through the characters of Hekabe and 

Clytemnestra, but this is also evident in other female familial relationships such as the 

sibling relationship between Proce and Philomela. After Procne’s husband, Tereus, rapes 

and cuts out her sister Philomela’s tongue, Procne kills the child that her and Tereus had 

born, serving him to Tereus in a meal. Reflective of the curse that has been placed upon 

the House of Atreus, readers of Greek myth are faced with another instance of 

infanticide, yet unlike Tantalus, these sisters are not punished as Tantalus was in his 

attempt to fool the gods. Instead, the pair is transformed by the gods into a swallow and a 

nightingale respectively, thus serving as symbols of freedom, portraying the inexplicable 

relationship between freedom and revenge. Although this treatment from the gods seems 

to resolve the situation, the fact remains that Procne and Philomela were removed from 

society for their acts of revenge. This notion is furthered, and ultimately extremified, 
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within the narratives of Clytemnestra and Hekabe as they are either cast out from society 

or turned into an animal-like figure. 

The violence that is inflicted upon women in their revenge becomes inexplicably 

related to their position as mothers. In Natalie Hayne’s chapter “Clytemnestra” of 

Pandora’s Jar, Haynes points to Clytemnestra’s response to the Chorus after their 

exclamation that they “come honouring your power, Clytemnestra” (Haynes 151). The 

hyperfixation upon motherhood becomes inextricably linked with Agamemnon’s return 

as she responds with the proverb, “Let dawn be born from mother night” (Haynes 151). 

Specifically noting the maternal nature of the power that Clytemnestra is calling upon, 

one can then turn to the children of the goddess Night herself to explore what powers are 

being called upon by Clytemnestra upon Agamemnon’s return. In Hesiod’s Theogony, 

Hesiod explores the “Other Early Gods” which includes the offspring of Night. Included 

in her known children are Doom, Fate, Death, the Destinies, Fate, Nemesis, and 

Deception (Theogony 211-223). In calling upon the children of Night, Clytemnestra 

weaves together the notion of motherhood and revenge through the rhetoric and actions 

she utilizes to enact her revenge upon Agamemnon.  

Within Elizabeth Hutcheon’s “Medea and The Merchant of Venice”, Hutcheon 

explores the ideologies focused on by Seneca as he links “Medea’s formal speech acts 

and capacity for child murder” (Hutcheon 327). Specifically, Seneca views: 

Medea’s capacity for revenge, and thus the destabilization of the patriarchal order, 

is grounded by [the author] in her specific identity as a mother: “gravior exsurgat 

dolor: / maiora iam me scelera post partus decent.” (But sith my wombe hath 

yielded fruict, it doth mee well behove, / The strength and parlous puissance of 

weightier illes to proue.”) Medea is capable of doing the worst precisely because 

she has borne children. (Hutcheon 327) 

 

Medea further points to this in her first soliloquy as she states that “now it is born, [her] 
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revenge is born: [she has] given birth” (Medea 25-26). As motherhood and revenge are 

linked, through Medea’s birth of the children in which she will utilize to punish Jason, 

“she has also birth revenge itself” (Hutcheon 327).  

 Despite the explicit links between motherhood and revenge that are portrayed by 

figures such as Clytemnestra and Hekabe, revenge should not, and cannot, be limited to 

being enacted solely by maternal figures. When considering Clytemnestra’s murder 

specifically, one must turn to the continuations of Clytemnestra’s narrative to create a 

fuller understanding of the relationship between revenge and womanhood. Within both 

Aeschylus’ and Euripides’ version of the tragedy, Clytemnestra and Agamemnon’s 

remaining daughter, Electra, acts as a focal point as a driver of revenge. In Euripides’ 

Electra, Electra performs within a more masculine role, utilizing ironically very similar 

tactics as Clytemnestra did when she tricked Agamemnon into both a position of 

emasculation and as he entered his death space despite Electra’s own personal 

villainization of her mother. Electra uses these similar methods to convince her brother, 

Orestes, to aid her in the murder of their mother. Utilizing Apollo’s judgement of 

Clytemnestra’s sins as a tool within her rhetoric to convince Orestes that they should kill 

Clytemnestra “the way she slaughtered [Orestes’] father and [hers]”, Electra utilizes the 

judgement of the gods upon mortal affairs to dictate her own actions of revenge just as 

Clytemnestra used the law of Zeus (Electra 1005, 1007). Electra further uses her 

understanding of rhetoric as a compulsory tool in establishing the honor that Orestes 

brings her (The Libation Bearers 244). Specifically, as Clytemnestra threatened the honor 

of the men within her family as she committed her crime within the domain of the 

household, Electra is utilizing the reestablishment of the male honor that Clytemnestra 
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allegedly took away as a tool of persuasion. 
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Section 9: Good and Bad Forms of Revenge 

 

Electra expands the female revenge trope to the female gender as a whole rather 

than limiting it to specifically maternal figures. By doing so, Hesiod’s ideas are echoed 

that there is woman as bad and woman as good, thus leading to the ideology that there is 

also bad and good forms of female revenge. Similar to Iphigenia and Poluxene acting as 

models of female nobility, Electra’s justifications of her acts of revenge are found to be 

upholding the patrilineal hierarchy of male order. In Electra, Electra’s husband, Farmer, 

first notes that when Agamemnon was killed, “a long line of kingship was broken” as 

“Agisthos wears the country’s crown / and holds both Agamemnon’s scepter and his 

wife”, thus blatantly exhibiting the breach in the traditional transfer of male power, 

upsetting the male-established social hierarchy (Electra 11-13). To further disrupt this 

order, when Electra reached sexual maturity, Aegisthus was “terrified that she’d bear 

princely sons / to avenge Agamemnon”, causing him to choose to hold “her under house 

arrest…and den[y] her any marriage” (Electra 22-24). In an attempt to save Electra from 

death at the hand of a fearful Aegisthus, Clytemnestra convinces Aegisthus to marry 

Electra to a “powerless man” so as to not risk Aegisthus and Clytemnestra’s power with a 

male heir (Electra 40). Despite Clytemnestra’s saving of her child, her actions portray a 

double breach of the social system; her first transgression is in breaking the line of the 

male transfer of power from father to son, and the second is rooted within a cross-class 

marriage, disrupting marital expectations and the upholding of class standards. As the 

first part of Electra’s revenge plot is enacted and Aegisthus is killed, the messenger 

establishes that after the murder of Aegisthus, the crowd “put a crown on [Orestes’] 

head”, thus righting the male transfer of power (Electra 885). Further, as Castor, 



25 
 

Clytemnestra’s brother, enters the narrative after Clytemnestra has been killed, he 

dictates that Electra will marry Pylades, the son of Orestes’ protector, thus allowing her 

to marry a more societally acceptable suitor (Electra 1295). Through the trial that ensues 

in Aeschylus’ The Eumenides, in an act of democracy that is set forth by the jurymen 

called upon by Athena, Orestes is judged as “escaped” from the “charge of blood” as it is 

deemed that his murder of specifically Clytemnestra was justified (The Eumenides 751). 

Throughout this judicial process, Orestes’ right to rule was put in question, but through 

the power of the male-established judicial system, Orestes’ “house” has been kept 

“alive”, fully reversing the disruptions of Clytemnestra’s actions. Through the actions of 

female-instigated revenge as they were pushed by Electra, audiences are faced with a 

societally palatable form of female revenge as it returns order to the male hierarchy. 

 The distinction between varying forms of female revenge as good or bad 

ultimately depends on how it affects male power. This is further explored in the reactions 

to Hekabe’s societal expulsion and Clytemnestra’s physical death. Hekabe’s fate is 

deemed as pitiable by all, including the gods, as Ovid notes that “even Jupiter’s sister and 

consort / declared that Hecuba hadn’t deserved such an ending as / that”, and yet, her fate 

seems as if it is irreversible despite the gods being all-powerful (Metamorphoses, Book 

13 573-575). As the Furies chase Orestes across the world in The Eumenides in 

retribution for Clytemnestra’s death, so too are their efforts thwarted as Clytemnestra’s 

death is deemed as justified by the jury. Natalie Haynes points out in her chapter “The 

Furies” in Divine Might that in rejecting the Furies’ claims that Orestes is guilty, there is 

a “profound moment in the development of society, of what it means to live by the law” 

(Haynes 233). Representing universal laws, the Furies argue that those who do harm 
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upon a blood relative have no defense. However, it is explicitly portrayed by Athena and 

Apollo, that the rise of the new legal system is meant as a tool to maintain patriarchal 

values. Specifically in prioritizing marriage laws as a reflection of the bond between Zeus 

and Hera, this places the life of the husband over that of the wife. This causes the value of 

Agamemnon’s life to outweigh that of Clytemnestra’s, invalidating the Furies’ attempts 

at avenging Clytemnestra. The judgement of whether one’s acts of vengeance are 

societally acceptable or not then ultimately lies within whether they are working in 

junction with the patriarchy or against it. However, the answer to this question does not 

mean that if one’s acts of vengeance are deemed as palatable, they are allowed to remain 

within society. Alessandra Abbattista suggests in her chapter “The Vengeful Lioness in 

Greek Tragedy: A Posthumanist Perspective” that all female vengeance “caused by intra-

familial tensions…brings about loss and suffering” (Abbattista 206). This analysis notes 

that there is not a woman within Greek tragedy that will escape free from suffering if she 

pursues revenge. This concept is furthered as while they are technically designated as 

guilt free, women such as Procne, Philomela, and Electra are still rejected from normative 

society; it is simply done in a less tonally violent way than that of Hekabe and 

Clytemnestra. All acts of female agency must be suppressed as they represent a 

disruption in the gender hierarchy as women display power, but how they are suppressed 

remains societally subjective. 
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Section 10: Rhetoric as a Tool of Power 

 

Within “Medea and The Merchant of Venice”, Hutcheon further develops the power 

of speech and the type of agency that it takes to speak, as well as the agency it takes to be 

heard. Relating Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice to Seneca’s Medea, Hutcheon leans 

into “the double bind of rhetorical prowess”, noting that “the skilled rhetor is both agent, 

in that he has the power to speak persuasively, and subject, insofar as in order to be 

understood his speech must conform to normative conventions of discourse” (Hutcheon 

324). The successful speaker then must not only possess the ability to speak, but to be 

heard, they must also possess an understanding of the societal expectations that are placed 

upon rhetoric. This is made difficult when one party (i.e. male characters) consistently 

occupies the dominant position, as they have been born into these positions of power, 

becoming a master of rhetor as a first instinct. Similar to expressing an understanding of 

gender performativity and the power that it can allot the performer, as the subjected figure 

learns, and ultimately expresses, a full understanding of the normative conventions of 

rhetoric, they then may portray the skills necessary to advance themselves into the 

dominant position. As woman, and in the case of Hekuba, the slavewoman, reaches and 

exceeds these standards as master rhetor, they enter into the position of “the ambivalent 

figure of the accomplished rhetor” (Hutcheon 324). In Rethinking the Rhetorical Tradition: 

From Plato to Postmodernism, James Kastely posits “persuasions as an alternative to 

force”, thus allowing “reason a role in human affairs” to “present an account of the world 

in which people have some control over their lives” (Kastely 114). As democratic ideals 

become a prominent driving force within Athenian society, rhetoric becomes connected 

with freedom, aiding in the “ongoing project of articulating a community’s understanding 
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of justice, utility, and honor” (Kastely 114). Within these tragedies, as women utilize 

rhetoric as a tool of power, this outlines the dichotomy of the power of persuasion, or 

peitho, and force, or bia. If one is able to express an explicit understanding of the societally 

constructed peitho that is needed to work within the dominant culture, are they then able 

to not only threaten these predisposed positions of power, but maintain a position of power 

through their use of peitho to disrupt a society previously driven by bia? If this were to be 

the case, this would threaten the gendered power structures as female characters are 

provided an opportunity to disrupt the male hierarchy. 
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Section 11: Rhetoric within Tragedy 

 

In her first appeal to Odysseus to save her daughter Poluxene’s life, Hekabe 

expresses an understanding of the forces that drive society and how to appeal to them 

through the use of rhetoric. Hekabe first employs charis, or grace and charity, leaning 

into the Greek custom that as one spares another or shows them kindness, this ultimately 

places that individual in their debt. This force permeates the universe as it is rooted in 

religion, specifically in its establishment by Zeus, mandating that one owes another the 

same treatment in which they were initially given. This ideology becomes a mirror Lex 

talionis; as the doer must suffer, so too must the receiver give. Hekabe leans into this 

need for reciprocity as she prescribes that “as Odysseus “fell to [his] knees before [her]”, 

he was in her “position…a slave” (Hekabe 10). Within this parallel position of their 

current situation, she chose to spare his life, and further, she sent him “on [his] way” 

(Hekabe 10). Hekabe’s decision ultimately would require Poluxene to not only be spared 

from sacrifice, but also to be reinstated as a free person. However, in returning to a 

Homeric form of Odysseus, Odysseus reasons that he “found what words [he] could / to 

talk [his] way out of death”, thus attempting to excuse himself from having to submit to 

the law of charis (Hekabe 10). However, showing a mastery of rhetoric, not simply as a 

speaker, but also as a listener, Hekabe pivots in her tactics of persuasion, acknowledging 

that Odysseus is employing logic. Not only does Hekabe utilize an appeal to logic, but 

she masterfully ties the sacrifice of Poluxene into the upholding of the structure of the 

Athenian power hierarchy. Hekabe asks to: 

 Show them what they are doing and its shamefulness. 

 When they tore [the Greek women] from [their] homes in Troy, 

  They could easily have cut [them] down then and there. 

 But they took pity, spared [them their] lives and made [them] salves. 
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 That is where matters stand. 

 [Their] law is clear on this. Point that out. 

 To kill a slave or to kill a freewoman come to the same thing. 

 Murder! (Hekabe 12) 

Despite her appeal to both charis, and now dik𝑒̅, or justice, Odysseus expresses that these 

appeals are simply not enough whilst also attempting to maintain his position of power as 

the intellectual hero. He notes that while Hekabe did “spare [his] life” and he “stand[s] no 

less ready to spare [hers]”, thus fulfilling the concept of charis, Hekabe’s “daughter…is 

another matter”; she has been “called for” (Hekabe 12). Signifying his positionality as 

polytropos, or the man of many turns, Odysseus successfully maneuvers through 

Hekabe’s second appeal to logic and the law as he states the Poluxene is “the least we can 

do for [Achilles]”, noting that “among some other race this might not happen” (Hekabe 

13). In utilizing this tactic, Odysseus Otherizes Hekabe’s rhetoric. He demonizes the 

Other as he notes that “some people pay no more honor to the best and the bravest / than 

they do to the least among them”, and it is because of this that “their strength and spirit 

wane[s]” (Hekabe 13). Intertwining a lack of morality and honor to the Other, Odysseus 

posits the Greeks as an established, civilized community, further distancing himself from 

Hekabe. Odysseus also creates a greater disparity in their positions of understanding in 

referring to Hekabe as “Woman” rather than her given name immediately after describing 

how the barbarian Other does not have the same standards of honoring the brave fallen 

(Hekabe 13). While there could be a question as to whether Odysseus refers to all slave 

women as “woman”, earlier in this same speech, he refers to Hekabe by her given name 

(Hekabe 12). As an intellectual hero, this turn in language effectively ostracizes Hekabe.  

In “Women in Greek Myth”, Mary Lefkowitz establishes that “women who 

consciously denied their femininity, like the Amazons, or ones who killed their husbands 
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and fathers, like the women of Lemnos were regarded as enemies and monsters” 

(Lefkowitz 215). While this ideology can most easily be seen in the case of Clytemnestra, 

so too is Hekabe transformed into the monstrous enemy through both her actions in the 

murder of Polumestor, as well as more subtly in her mastery of rhetoric, thus 

interweaving the woman and barbarian. Hekabe abandons her femininity in her speech to 

Odysseus as she moves into a position of power, utilizing a masculine form of speech by 

relying on the laws of Zeus and logic as tools of persuasion. Mary Douglas’ Purity and 

Danger suggests that “it is only by exaggerating the difference between within and 

without, male and female, with and against, that a semblance of order is created” 

(Douglas 4). This order is ultimately disrupted by Hekabe’s understanding of the 

performative nature of gender, illustrating Judith Butler’s notion that gender 

performativity consists of a “perpetual displacement constitut[ing] a fluidity of identities 

that suggests an openness to resignification and recontextualization” (Butler 2386). 

Hekabe fluidly transitions between the feminine and masculine as she adopts a masculine 

form of rhetoric, leaning into the notion Butler describes that is prescribed by Douglas 

that there is “a structuralist distinction between an inherently unruly nature and an order 

imposed by cultural means, the “untidiness” to which she refers can be redescribed as a 

region of cultural unruliness and disorder” (Butler 2380). The untidiness presented by 

Hekabe presents a disruption in the gender binary, thus placing the power of male 

characters, such as Odysseus, at risk. If a female slave is able to enter into a position that 

rivals that of male Greek heroes by performing verbally within the masculine, the Greek 

hero then must repudiate her from this role, thus reinforcing a “semblance of order” to 

place Hekabe back into both her gendered and politically established position. By 
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establishing that she is both woman and slave through his speech, Odysseus creates the 

furthest gap possible between himself and Hekabe, whilst also denying her pleas of aid. 

This move ultimately displays that Hekabe’s use of masculine rhetoric is essentially 

ineffective, rooting her back within the feminine.  

 Despite Odysseus’ rejection of Hekabe’s rhetorical advances, she continues to 

utilize rhetoric as a form of persuasion when interacting with Agamemnon after the 

deaths of Poluxene and Poludoros. While some literary critics would deem Hekabe as 

again unsuccessful in her attempts to gain support from a male Greek figure of power, it 

could also be argued that her persuasive tactics are a semi-success as Agamemnon allows 

Hekabe’s handmaiden through the Greek ranks to go to Polumestor to summon him and 

his sons. Through her speech to Agamemnon, Hekabe expresses a more expansive 

understanding of the forces that drive societal order, calling upon them as tools that may 

help in the convincing of Agamemnon. First noting the more nuanced aspects of charis, 

Hekabe references the two requirements of charis: philia and xenia. Philia, the concept 

of friendship, combined with xenia, hospitality and guest-friendship, make up the rules of 

hospitality that dictate relationships within this society. Hekabe notes that as Polumestor 

“call[ed] himself [their] friend”, eating “at [their] table”, he has firmly entered into a 

relationship that would be applicable to adhering to the rules of hospitality as he has 

established both philia and xenia. Differing from her conversation with Odysseus, instead 

of trying to make herself an almost political equal to Agamemnon, she reaffirms that she 

is “a slave”, thus securing Agamemnon’s position of power over her (Hekabe 33). 

However, despite this disparity in position, “even the gods, in all their awful strength, / 

are accountable to law” and Agamemnon, “like a god”, too is “ruled by law” (Hekabe 
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33). Utilizing tools of flattery, Hekabe establishes that if the laws of hospitality have the 

power to span the breadth of one as lowly as Hekabe up to a figure of such political 

distinction as Agamemnon, then they must also be applicable to someone such as 

Polumestor who would fall in the middle. This application to nomos, or a law or 

convention, creates a “connection between human action and universal moral order”, thus 

requiring action from Agamemnon (Kastely 120). 

 As a final attempt to persuade Agamemnon through her mastery of rhetoric, 

Hekabe leans into the ideology that her and Agamemnon share a sort of familial 

relationship through his relationship with Cassandra that creates a sense of obligation for 

Agamemnon to aid her. Hekabe asks if there is “not some debt or bond incurred in love’s 

embrace”, that as “the mother of [his] love”, and as Poludoros is “the brother of [his] 

gladness”, Agamemnon must “do right by him” as he will also then “do right by 

Kassandra” (Hekabe 34). However, Agamemnon remains unmoved, leaving “all that now 

remains for [Hekabe] to do is to plead”, causing her to implore that Agamemnon “prove 

[him]self the man [he is]” (Hekabe 34).  

While Agamemnon recognizes that “Polumestor is a villain”, “not unfeeling 

toward [her] pain”, he asks that Hekabe reverse their positions, attempting to see the 

situation “with Greek eyes” (Hekabe 35). Similar to Odysseus, Agamemnon recognizes 

his political obligations, noting that “to the Greeks he is a friend. / And when he kills a 

prince of Troy, / he is all the more a friend” (Hekabe 35). In asking Hekabe to attempt to 

uptake the Greek perspective, and more specifically the political Greek perspective, 

Agamemnon, like Odysseus, furthers the gap between himself and Hekabe. By requesting 

that she alter her mindset, Agamemnon places her in the position of the gendered Other, 
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acknowledging that he must verbalize the political constraints that bind him for Hekabe 

to understand them from her outsider perspective. However, by noting that he is 

operating within the constraints of the expectations that the “city’s mob” is placing upon 

him, Agamemnon simultaneously becomes ruled by plethos poleos (Kastely 125). This 

admittance causes Hekabe to ponder if “there is such a thing as freedom” as it seems that 

“mortals all are slaves” to varying kinds of ruling forces (Hekabe 35). Hekabe 

acknowledges her and Agamemnon’s “masters may well vary, / but their yoke is the 

same” (Hekabe 36). The language that Hekabe utilizes is also particularly important as 

she utilizes the word “yoke”, reflecting verbiage used in Aeschylus’ Agamemnon as 

Iphigenia’s sacrifice is referred to as “necessity’s yoke” (Agamemnon 217). Not only do 

the societal constraints that are placed upon Hekabe and Agamemnon bring them 

together, but so too do the losses of their daughters via sacrifice, thus further closing the 

gap between these two seemingly incredibly different characters. This lack in disparity 

puts Agamemnon’s position of power in danger, creating a need for him to repudiate 

Hekabe’s pleas in an attempt to maintain his male authority. Agamemnon does so in 

establishing that Hekabe is “alone in what [she] plan[s] to do / and thus seem doomed to 

fail”, thus alienating Hekabe’s position, in both the metaphorical and the physical sense, 

from him, as well as from normative society (Hekabe 36).  

 Agamemnon’s and Odysseus’ decisions to deny Hekabe aid point to the fragility 

and disruptability of the gender hierarchy through female speech. Despite this, Hekabe 

pushes on, noting that she is not just “a woman”, but rather, she is “many”, establishing 

that “when [women] count [their] common strength / [they] soon add up to one of 

[men]”, finding a strength in community (Hekabe 36-37). This moment serves as both a 
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disruption of male power as well as a prioritization of bia over peitho as a tool of 

dominance. Within this instance, it is ultimately established that within this society that is 

evidently ruled by physical force, to truly obtain power, a woman must perform within 

the physically masculine domain. 

 Further demonstrating the ideology that both rhetoric and physical violence must 

be utilized to gain dominance is Clytemnestra. As she rules in the stead of Agamemnon 

during his absence, she expresses an extensive knowledge of government affairs and their 

innerworkings. The Chorus Leader specifically notes that he comes “in reverence” to 

Clytemnestra’s power, acknowledging that “when the man is gone and the throne void, 

his right / falls to the prince’s lady, and honor must be given” (Agamemnon 258-260). 

Within this opening, it is portrayed that not only is Clytemnestra sitting upon the throne, 

but she is so successful within this position that she is being honored by male characters. 

This break in gender norms leans into the concept outlined by Chloe Preedy in her 

chapter “‘Women’s Weapons’: Education and Female Revenge on the Early Modern 

Stage” that the educated woman violates the “social code of modest silence”, posing “a 

threat in the social and sexual sphere” (Preedy 182). Clytemnestra simply refuses to live 

within a mode of silence, utilizing her rhetorical abilities as tools of dominance.  

Clytemnestra’s skills within speech are most blatantly portrayed within the scene 

in which she convinces Agamemnon to walk upon the red carpet that she has had laid 

between the chariot he has arrived in and the door to their home. It is within this scene 

that Clytemnestra outwardly threatens Agamemnon’s masculinity and political status 

within the social sphere, placing him on display in front of the public. In “The Critique of 

the Female Stereotype in Greek Tragedy”, Leonard Moss suggests that “stereotypical 
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descriptions of females” establishing “qualities distinguishing the female gender form an 

image precisely opposite in every respect to the image of heroic manhood…one way of 

defining the noble male, in fact, is to contrast him with the ignoble female, who embodies 

all that he should not be” (Moss 516). Clytemnestra ultimately complicates this gender 

binary by tricking Agamemnon into expressing ignobility through his walking upon the 

tapestries.  

Upon Agamemnon’s return, Clytemnestra tells Agamemnon to “step from [his] 

chariot; yet let not [his] foot, [her] lord, / sacker of Ilium, touch the earth” (Agamemnon 

906-907). Laying out a “crimson path” made up of richly colored tapestries dyed in the 

hue of scarlet, Clytemnestra invites Agamemnon to walk upon the metaphorical path of 

blood that has led him to this moment (Agamemnon 911). In his position of famed 

warlord, the trail of blood that Agamemnon leaves in his wake can most easily be seen. 

Further, as Agamemnon’s sacrifice of Iphigenia serves as a focal point of Clytemnestra’s 

revenge, so too has this trail of blood guided both Agamemnon and Clytemnestra to this 

moment in time. Clytemnestra connotes this as she states that this instance of reentry is 

“where Justice leads him in, a crimson path” (Agamemnon 911). Using her mastery of 

rhetoric, Clytemnestra creates a turn in language as Agamemnon and the public 

understand her use of “Justice” as to what they believe Agamemnon deserves, a grand 

entrance upon his return. However, Clytemnestra establishes that Agamemnon’s grand 

reentrance is not an act of exultation, but rather, one that marks the beginning of his 

demise. Specifically as Clytemnestra states that within “[her] heart’s unsleeping care 

shall act / with the gods’ aid to set aright what fate ordained”, she signals that within her 

purview, her revenge upon Agamemnon is predestined by the Fates (Agamemnon 912-
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913). 

Agamemnon’s push-back on Clytemnestra’s efforts in convincing him to walk 

upon the tapestries ultimately reinforces Clytemnestra’s mastery of rhetoric rather than 

negates it. While one could assume that to show a true mastery of rhetoric, Clytemnestra 

would be successful in her first attempt of convincing Agamemnon, but in being able to 

navigate through, and adequately address, Agamemnon’s concerns, Clytemnestra 

portrays more of an understanding of rhetoric than if she were to be immediately 

successful. In excelling through this setback, Clytemnestra portrays an explicit 

understanding of the innerworkings of conversation and how to perform within the 

seemingly subjugated position to create turns in language that subtly guide characters, 

such as Agamemnon, to do her bidding. 

In response to Clytemnestra’s request, Agamemnon refuses to walk upon the 

tapestries under the pretense that this is a “woman’s way to make / [him] delicate”, or “as 

if [he] were some Asian prince” (Agamemnon 918-920). Those within Asia minor, whom 

the Greeks fought in the Persian War, were often stereotyped as finding comfort within 

luxury. This luxurious lifestyle emphasized their delicate and fine attributes, leaning into 

their feminine nature. In relating the feminine figure and what the Greeks would have 

deemed as the barbaric Other, Agamemnon portrays the inexplicable relationship of the 

woman and the racial Other within the purview of the male understanding. Further, 

within normative ancient Greek civilization, women would be deemed the chief agents of 

the conspicuous consumption of eastern luxury goods. This continues to embed the links 

between the female body and its habits and the racial Other as a social function that male-

dominated society lynchpins itself upon. Agamemnon further deems the action of 
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walking upon the tapestries as an act that is rooted within the gendered feminine by 

emphasizing the “traditional exhibitionist role women” perform within (Mulvey 1959). In 

Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema, Laura Mulvey expands on this idea, noting that a 

woman’s “appearance [is] coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be 

said to connote to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey 1959). This ultimately leans into the 

concept of the “active/passive heterosexual division of labour” that controls the narrative 

structure as the male figures become the active gazers and the women become the erotic 

figure who becomes the object of the male gaze (Mulvey 1960). In establishing women 

as the passive Other, to avoid being rooted in a similar position, Agamemnon must 

maintain his position as active gazer and not be located within the physical space on the 

tapestries under the unfiltered view of society’s gaze. 

Agamemnon does complicate the idea that to walk upon the tapestries would be 

beneath him as he notes that such an honor “befits the gods, and none beside” and as “a 

mortal, man; [he] cannot trample upon / these tinted splendors without fear thrown in 

[his] path” (Agamemnon 922-924). Through his use of rhetoric, Agamemnon thus places 

himself above the feminized barbarian and below that of the gods, situating himself in a 

socially and religiously acceptable position. Agamemnon further cements himself within 

a masculinely gendered role as he proclaims that his “will is [his]. [He] shall not make it 

soft for Clytemnestra” (Agamemnon 932). In establishing that he will not be swayed by 

Clytemnestra’s attempts at convincing, Agamemnon’s ultimate decision to walk upon the 

tapestries portrays Clytemnestra’s mastery of language and her understanding of the 

nuances of rhetoric as she recognizes the points she must lean into to convince 

Agamemnon.  
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Clytemnestra’s understanding of the male psyche goes beyond what drives the 

general male population as she tailors her responses specifically to Agamemnon’s 

desires. This further shows her knowledge of rhetoric as she first must have mastered the 

dynamics of what drives men to then be able to a create a more specific understanding 

that is suited to Agamemnon’s desires. As it is also seen in Hekabe, a ruling force of 

Agamemnon is plethos poleos, or the city’s mob. Agamemnon treats his public image as 

a form of self-enslavement, thus allowing himself to be controlled by having to maintain 

his public image. In the purview of Agamemnon, as well as many other male rulers, to 

have a strong public image means maintaining a sense of power within the public eye, 

further establishing their dominance. Clytemnestra recognizes this as she asks, “If Priam 

had won as [Agamemnon has], what would he have done?”, connoting that if King Priam 

had won the war, he would have accepted the sign of exaltation and walked upon the trail 

of tapestries (Agamemnon 935). Agamemnon acknowledges this same line of thinking as 

he mulls over the proposition that he “well believe[s] he might have walked on 

tapestries” (Agamemnon 936). In a moment of understanding of the socio-political forces 

that hinder Agamemnon, Clytemnestra expresses that he should “be not ashamed before 

the criticism of men” (Agamemnon 937). Falling into the back-and-forth bickering styles 

that is commonly shown between that of married couples, Agamemnon shoots back that 

“the people murmur, and their voice is great in strength”, finally explicitly revealing his 

fear of losing status within his public image (Agamemnon 938). In her two final attempts 

of making Agamemnon walk upon the tapestry, Clytemnestra heavily leans into the two 

things that she knows drive Agamemnon: his image within the public eye and the power 

that he believes to be rooted within his manhood. She retorts with the simple statements 
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that “he who goes unenvied shall not be admired”, forcing his hand that if he wants the 

admiration of the people, as well as the acknowledgement that she “yield[s]”, the “power 

is [Agamemnon’s]” to choose what he shall do (Agamemnon 939, 943). Here, 

Clytemnestra is “giving” Agamemnon’s power back to him, specifically as there was an 

invisible power struggle as Clytemnestra ruled in Agamemnon’s absence. This provides 

the illusion of Agamemnon having power, convincing him that it his decision to “crush 

these garments stained from the rich sea” under his feet completely of his own volition 

rather than from the convincing tactics of Clytemnestra (Agamemnon 946). 

Clytemnestra’s navigation throughout this scene is completely calculated as she acts as 

the diminutive wife who is attempting to aid her husband in his homecoming into a 

position of power as best she can whilst sabotaging his return, putting his agency, power, 

and public image into question through the simple act of walking upon a set of tapestries. 

By convincing Agamemnon to walk upon the tapestries, Agamemnon’s worst fears will 

have been fulfilled: a disgraceful decent within the public eye due to his gendered 

performance as the feminine Other. 

In her final acts of finding power through rhetoric, Clytemnestra establishes that 

“with the sword [Agamemnon] paid for his own act” (Agamemnon 1530). In explicitly 

revealing the reasoning behind her revenge, Clytemnestra shows this was not an 

uncalculated event on her part. To cause further disruption as a female avenger, in the 

wake of the death of Agamemnon, “there will be no tears in this house for him”, as 

“through [them] he fell, by[them] he died; [they] shall bury”, thus finally bringing 

Aegisthus into her revenge plot as a coconspirator (Agamemnon 1552-1554). As 

Clytemnestra dictates that she will be taking control of the burial rites, she assumes her 
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final position within this tragedy that is rooted within masculinity. In “Female Control of 

Funeral Rites in Greek Tragedy: Kylaimestra, Medea, and Antigone”, Kerri Hame 

explores the gender roles that are rooted within the burial rituals of the Greeks of 

antiquity. Men dominate much of the funeral rites, specifically in the physical act of 

burying the body. The portion of the process that lies within the female purview is the 

preparation of the body, including the bathing, anointing, crowning, and clothing of the 

body (Hame 1). As this act is rooted within beautifying the deceased, so too is it then 

rooted in femininity as beauty and the trait of vanity relate to physical appearances as 

they are associated most closely with the feminine.  

Within a culturally normative atmosphere, the responsibility for, and the 

management of, performing funeral rites is not only left to men, but more specifically, 

this duty is allotted to male relatives, or male family friends if a relative is not available 

(Hame 3). Clytemnestra offers disruptions to this funerary process on all levels through 

both the use of her speech and through her actions. She does so by performing within the 

masculine while also disrupting the expected preparation rites of the body, further 

distancing herself from the normatively female performances.  

Clytemnestra establishes her first deviance from the established process as she 

notes that due to the constant rumors of their son Orestes’ death, Clytemnestra sent him, 

for “in whom [her] love and [Agamemnon’s] / are sealed and pledged, not here to stand 

with [them] today, / Orestes” (Agamemnon 877-879). Within this short passage, 

Clytemnestra does a number of things. First, she provides evidence, whether it is baseless 

or not, to Agamemnon as to why Orestes is not at his homecoming whilst also painting 

herself in the image of the thoughtful mother who is cognizant of the dangers that their 
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son is faced with. Second, in the absence of the sole male heir, upon Agamemnon’s 

murder, this creates a space for Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus to step into, thus 

granting them uncontested power. Lastly, in relation to the funeral rites specifically, with 

the removal Orestes, in lieu of his presence, there is no longer a male relative to uptake 

the duties of burial and lamentation. This situation of confusion would potentially offer 

an opportunity for a male family friend to enter as the figure who will uptake these 

duties, specifically as this question is literally posed by the Chorus as they inquire “who 

over this great man’s grave shall lay / the blessing of tears / worked soberly from a true 

heart?” (Agamemnon 1548-1550). Clytemnestra immediately responds utilizing her 

mastery of rhetoric to establish her complete control over the situation as she establishes 

that it is “not for [them] to speak of such tendance”, granting herself the power to 

navigate through the funeral rites (Agamemnon 1551). In doing so, she assumes a 

performance within the masculine, thus situating herself within a position of power. As 

Clytemnestra establishes that her and Aegisthus shall bury Agamemnon, so too does she 

go onto to say that “there will be no tears in this house for him”, giving herself further 

power over the rites that are typically assigned to men (Agamemnon 1554). Within the 

Greek funerary process, there are varying stages of lamentation that are controlled by 

men, and in establishing that there will be “no tears”, Clytemnestra completely revokes 

any opportunity for these processes to ensue. In doing so, Clytemnestra not only uptakes 

a formerly male-prescribed position, but she also disallows any men from partaking in 

any form of their own personal lamentation by banning it within the household. This 

move grants her not only the power to dictate the burial process, but it also takes away 

the agency of other male figures to publicly grieve. As a final display of control within 
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the funerary process, Clytemnestra performs within the feminine as female figures 

typically act as receivers of the body, garnering permission from men to bathe, anoint, 

and clothe the body for burial (Hame 4). Clytemnestra offers a complete disruption of 

this process in two distinct ways. First, in performing the murder with the assistance of 

Aegisthus, Clytemnestra disallows any opportunities to receive the body of her husband 

from a male figure, instead taking ownership of the body through the killing. Second, 

rather than performing a preparation of Agamemnon’s body, Clytemnestra mutilates his 

flesh through the act of stabbing. Further, in casting a net upon the body of Agamemnon 

at the time of his murder, this covering of the body could be contrasted with the long 

white shrouds, or endymas, that bodies typically would have been buried in at the time. 

As it is emphasized in other ancient Greek literature, the omission or disruption of any of 

the rites within the burial process would be considered an insult to human dignity (Iliad 

23: 71). Further, as covering the body with an endymas was considered necessary to 

facilitating the soul’s successful passage into the afterlife, in providing a covering for 

Agamemnon’s body literally riddled with holes, Clytemnestra creates disfunction within 

his descent into the Underworld. Through her use of rhetoric that allows her to assume 

control over all components of the funeral process, Clytemnestra not only effectively 

performs within both the masculine and feminine, but she also revokes any basic sense of 

dignity from Agamemnon post-mortem.  

While both Clytemnestra and Hekabe’s use, and ultimate mastery, of rhetoric 

does not allow them to escape their respective tragic demises, it does ultimately allow 

them to obtain instances of power as various male figures, as well as the normative 

patriarchal society in general, attempt to suppress them into figures of submission. 
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However, in a society that ostensively values bia over peithos, to ultimately find the most 

freedom within their positions of oppression, both Clytemnestra and Hekabe must lean 

into acts of performatively male physical violence to find power. 
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Section 12: Physical Act of Female Revenge 

 

Through utilizing physical acts of violence to enact their forms of revenge, rather 

than having brief moments of power, Clytemnestra and Hekabe solidify their positions as 

they eradicate those who have wronged them and their families. Specifically as these now 

disgraced queens are enacting violence upon male figures of political power, within these 

instances of female empowerment, Clytemnestra and Hekabe most explicitly disrupt 

institutions of male power to both the characters in the play and to the male audience 

members. As these two women previously were exerting power through their mastery of 

rhetoric, if one were to not recognize the linguistic turns and nuances that these 

characters were utilizing, then the prowess that they were displaying would mean little to 

none. However, as physical acts of violence can generally be understood as a universal 

language, everyone is able to understand them for their intended purpose: acts of 

domination.  

 As Clytemnestra and Hekabe disrupt the political sphere through their acts of 

revenge, it must be recognized how deeply patriarchal ideologies have been sewn into the 

antiquitous Greek social sphere. The tendency to lean into the masculine is rooted even 

so far as the language as the Greek term for power is kratos, a term that can be 

recognized as the root word of democracy, autocracy, and kleptocracy. While this term 

would carry a hefty weight even if it were to connote power in general, it more 

specifically is the power that is in relation to one’s political might or ruling power. As a 

term that is gendered as masculine within the Greek language, so too then does the right 

to rule become rooted within masculinity. Further, this ideology is personified in the 

figure Kraitos, a daimon from Greek myth who represents might, strength, and 
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sovereignty, thus creating a figure of male political power that mortal men may try to 

emulate. Through the culmination of these varying factors, the space in which ruling 

power and democracy are situated become male-dominated spaces from which women 

are primarily excluded. This further extends to the lower-class citizens that would have 

made up the all-male juries as democratic ideals arise in texts such as Aeschylus’ The 

Eumenides. As both Hekabe and Clytemnestra obtain positions of power over male 

figures of political power through their physical embodiments of revenge, they ultimately 

threaten and disrupt the concept that the political and ruling sphere is entirely masculine. 

 Clytemnestra most forcefully exerts her dominance through a physical act of 

revenge as she kills Agamemnon, thus deposing him completely. However, an image that 

Clytemnestra emphasizes multiple times throughout her murder of Agamemnon is not 

that it is simply a slaughter, but rather that it is a borderline religious experience that is 

ritualistic nature. The Chorus initially attempts to refute these claims and diminish her 

actions as an act of indecency and treachery. Specifically, the Chorus inquires: 

 How shall [they] weep for [Agamemnon]? 

 What can [they] say out of [their] heart of pity? 

 Caught in this spider’s web [Agamemnon] lie[s]. 

 [His] life gasped out in indecent death, 

 Struck prone to this shameful bed 

 by [his] lady’s hand of treachery 

 and the stroke twin-edged of the iron. (Agamemnon 1490-1496) 

 

In relatively few lines, the Chorus makes a few very key points, first acknowledging that 

Agamemnon’s death is pitiable. Removing his ultimate death from the equation, readers 

and audiences are considering the life of a man who killed Clytemnestra’s first husband 

and son, unjustly slaughtered his daughter for a mistake that was in relation to his own 

doing, was a ruthless warlord, and brought home a concubine to flaunt in front of his wife 
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upon his homecoming whilst also requesting she stepdown from the position of ruling 

power she has held for the past decade. The concept that audiences should be pitying this 

man rather than the woman who has lost her home, husband, son, daughter, marital 

fidelity, and position of power is almost laughable. However, this ideology is ultimately 

reflective of the concepts initially presented by Iphigenia and Poluxene that the life of the 

man should, and will, be valued above that of the woman’s. Clytemnestra’s actions are 

further admonished as they become rooted within femininity, thus portraying 

Agamemnon’s death as not honorable. The theme of entrapment is repeated as images 

such as the spider’s web and the “lady’s hand of treachery” are brought forth. In utilizing 

such imagery, the Chorus attempts to make this a female gendered performance by 

establishing that Agamemnon’s death occurred due to the woman’s hand in the interior of 

the house upon his bed, thus locating it in the physical domain of womanhood. Further, 

the characteristics that are frequently attributed to women in Greek myth include having 

that of a duplicitous and treacherous nature. As the Chorus notes specifically that it was a 

“twin-edged” blade that struck down Agamemnon, this can be understood as the 

duplicitous nature that they deem women as possessing.  

 Clytemnestra ultimately refutes these attempts at diminishing her acts of physical 

revenge by establishing their rootedness in a religious nature, thus also further leaning 

into the concept that the doer must suffer as she creates an image of sacrifice within 

Agamemnon’s death. An expert move that Clytemnestra performs is acknowledging and 

accepting that women are understood as being duplicitous. She goes on to express how 

she “arm[ed] hate against hateful men / disguised in seeming tenderness” to perform 

essentially as a wolf in sheep’s clothing (Agamemnon 1374-1375). She understands that it 
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would be harmful to refute the allegations, thus weakening her case. Further, if she were 

to falsely lean into the notion that she had not been falsely performing as a doting wife, 

she would have lessened her authority due to the fact that it would seem as if her revenge 

plot was based upon rash actions. Additionally, if she had claimed she was genuinely 

performing within the feminine, this would have discredited her understanding of 

societally gendered expectations. Clytemnestra continues to establish that this was not an 

act of rashness as she reveals the development of the planning that went into 

Agamemnon’s demise as she notes that she utilized a “deadly abundance of rich robes, 

and caught him fast” so that “he might not escape nor beat aside his death”, showing that 

this was a well-developed plot in which she thought out the potential scenarios that would 

allow Agamemnon to potentially escape (Agamemnon 1381, 1383).  

 Because violence in Greek tragedy takes place offstage, Clytemnestra must walk 

the Chorus through the events that occurred which also allows her to extrapolate the 

rationale behind her actions. Upon delivering Agamemnon’s deathblow, Clytemnestra 

did so “in thanks and reverence / to Zeus beneath the ground” (Agamemnon 1386-1387). 

In noting the reverential aspects of Clytemnestra’s actions, this physical form of revenge 

begins to take on undertones that carry a religious subtext. Clytemnestra furthers this 

rhetoric as she states that “if libations were proper to pour above the slain, / this man 

deserved, more than deserved, such sacrament” (Agamemnon 1395-1396). While 

Clytemnestra uses explicit language such as the word “sacrament” to connote the 

religious aspects of her killing, in also noting that through proper libations, 

Agamemnon’s killing was well-deserved, she further alludes to the law of Zeus that the 

doer must suffer. As it was through the manner of sacrifice that Iphigenia was killed, 
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through actions of reciprocity, so too does Agamemnon’s murder become sacrificial in 

nature. After the Chorus pushes back upon her reasoning, claiming that her speech is 

rooted in pride, Clytemnestra must explicitly state the intentionality behind her actions to 

refute their claims of hubris. Leaning further into the ideology that her actions were 

righteous in nature, Clytemnestra describes that “the right behind [her] sacrament: / By 

[her] child’s Justice driven to fulfillment, by / her Wrath and Fury, to whom [she] 

sacrificed this man” (Agamemnon 1431-1433). Thus rooting her actions within holy 

sacrifice that is meant to appease the gods, Clytemnestra’s actions become seemingly 

justified.  

 Within her revenge, Clytemnestra frees herself from her tethers to Agamemnon 

whilst also placing herself into a position of political and physical power. Clytemnestra 

goes on to establish her independence as she demands that they “speak of [her] never / 

more as the wife of Agamemnon”, further distancing herself from the subjugated state 

that she would be in as the wife whose husband has returned to reclaim his power 

(Agamemnon 1598-1599). Within this same speech, she expands the scope of her power 

as she becomes “the old stark avenger / of Atreus for his revel of hate / struck down this 

man, / last blood for the slaughtered children” (Agamemnon 1501-1504). The curse that 

has been placed upon the House of Atreus causes various members within the line to 

commit cross-generational violence, as is specifically seen in Iphigenia’s sacrifice at 

Agamemnon’s hand. In striking down Agamemnon, Clytemnestra is making an attempt 

to become the avenger of the lost children within the familial line as she finally enacts 

revenge upon those who have done harm upon the innocent. In doing so, Clytemnestra is 

placed into a position of strength that would theoretically bring her honor as a defender of 
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the defenseless through her use of physical violence. She further leans into the image of 

female avenger in her response to Aegisthus as she claims there will be “no / more / 

violence” as “there is pain enough already”, thus taking up a very righteous position that 

is seemingly rooted in peace (Agamemnon 1652-1654, 1656). After she performs her 

physical acts of violence, through her various statements, it is clear that Clytemnestra 

truly believes that her revenge is justified and executed in a manner that exalts the laws 

that rule the gods. Through this masculine performance of violence, once it has finished 

and she has achieved her desired outcome, Clytemnestra allows herself to fall back into a 

femininely gendered performance of peacekeeper.  

Despite Clytemnestra’s reasoning, the Chorus still maintains that “the house is 

glue to ruin” as they repeat the sentiment that Agamemnon should be pitied within what 

they deem as an indecent death for a king (Agamemnon 1566). Noting the patriarchal 

nature of the judicial system, the Chorus inquires “what man shall testify / [her] hands are 

clean of this murder” besides that of “some fiend to assist [her]” (Agamemnon 1505-

1506, 1508). Within this question, the Chorus acknowledges that there is specifically no 

honorable man that would be able to justify Clytemnestra’s violence against her husband, 

with the exception of those who are undoubtedly morally corrupt. Within this dismissal 

of Clytemnestra’s actions as they are deemed as unwarranted, Clytemnestra continues to 

express an understanding of the gender roles that dictate their society as she questions 

that as “a woman speaks among [them]. Shall men deign to / understand?” further 

acknowledging that misogynistic resistance in response to her actions and justifications 

continues to be all too possible of an outcome. Despite the Chorus’s negative reactions, 

Clytemnestra still maintains a position of power as her and Aegisthus ascend to the 
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throne, thus establishing that public approval is not entirely necessary to obtain political 

power. This realization completely disrupts the notions that initially guided 

Agamemnon’s actions as he frequently treated the opinions of the city’s mob as a ruling 

force that shackled him within a form of self-enslavement. Further, Clytemnestra shows 

that not only can these societal norms be disrupted, but they can be disrupted by the 

actions of a woman. This ultimately forces society to eliminate her as a threat to male 

power through her own death to exemplify that women who attempt to obtain political 

power will be eradicated. 

Hekabe similarly poses a threat to the male-dominated political framework 

through her physical acts of revenge. Unlike Clytemnestra, Hekabe does not obtain a 

position of political power upon her revenge, but rather, she exhibits a threat as to what 

may occur if the subjugated collective female community gathers together to enact 

physical violence on the male body. Agamemnon notes the lack of physical power that is 

located in the individual woman as he responds to Hekabe’s pleas for aid that: 

These are big words coming from a woman, Hekabe. 

Just how do[es] [she] proposed to do what [she] describe[s]? 

[He] doubt[s] [her] aged arm could life a sword like this 

 Much less wield it with the speed [she]’ll need 

  To slice apart a man of half [her] years. 

Poison serves a woman’s anger best, 

 uless she has a man to do her killing for her. 

And [she] [has] no one at [her] side, 

 no manly arm to raise against [her] foe. 

[She is] alone in what [she] plan[s] to do 

 And thus seem doomed to fail. (Hekabe 36) 

In the position of aged woman who is also a slave, Agamemnon deems Hekabe as 

threatless whilst also alienating her from any forces who would come to her aid. In her 

plan to execute Polumestor’s sons and blind Polumestor, Agamemnon is correct in the 
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sense that Hekabe as an individual would not pose a threat. Hekabe acknowledges what 

men of power cannot bear to understand, that she is “not a woman. [She is] many. [They] 

are many” and Agamemnon proves himself a fool as “there are many women in those 

tents, / who are not fond of men who slay their sons / [She is] not alone” (Hekabe 36-37). 

Despite this proclamation, Agamemnon still fails to understand the might of the Trojan 

women who have been enslaved as he questions if she means their “slaves...Greek 

hunters’ prey?”, further designating that he “know[s] that women are weak” (Hekabe 37). 

Within the purview of the male Greek conqueror, it seems nye impossible that a female 

slave could pose any semblance of a threat.  

Hekabe rejects and acts upon this ideology as she calls upon the “Women of 

Troy” to come to her aid as they have nothing but their “memories” and their “anger” to 

“summon rage” (Hekabe 39-40). Upon Polumestor’s entrance into the tent of the Trojan 

women, the Chorus of Trojan women make a nod to the law of Zeus as they state that “all 

debts come due, / Even for a man who wears a crown” (Hekabe 45). The Chorus reflects 

ideas already expressed by Hekabe as they note the power of the collective female force 

as they ask “what man is equal to the ocean’s rage” (Hekabe 45). Within the process of 

Hekabe’s physical acts of revenge, Polumestor exclaims that “you’re blinding me” and 

that “you’ve murdered by sons”, which is an incredibly pointed choice in diction as it 

would suggest that the Trojan women, including Hekabe, have become a collective “you” 

rather than a set of individuals (Hekabe 45). Through this rhetorical decision, power is 

associated with the unified front of women as a collective entity, thus posing a threat to 

individual men of political power. The collective then is deemed as having the potential 

to overpower the individual. In an attempt to regain a semblance of control, as it was 
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specifically Hekabe who gathered these forces, she ultimately must be the figure who is 

punished by the male Greek populace. Similar to Clytemnestra’s punishment, this display 

portrays to other women that if they were to incite violence through unifying their forces, 

they will be repudiated from society in a similar manner. 

 In completing their physical acts of revenge, both Clytemnestra and Hekabe 

juxtapose the bounded categories of femininity that women are expected to perform 

within that are explored in Leonard Moss’s “The Critique of the Female Stereotype in 

Greek Tragedy”. Through their rejection of solely feminine performativity, Clytemnestra 

and Hekabe solidify their positions as threats to masculine power. Women within Greek 

tragedy are meant to perform within (1) the physical, portraying no physical strength 

causing their physical deficiencies to lead to vanities (2) the rational, disallowing women 

to master logic and rhetoric which causes a chaotic mentality (3) the volitional, resulting 

in a lack of aggression, confidence, and honesty and (4) the emotional, causing a lack of 

constancy and an undisciplined nature (Moss 516-517). Clytemnestra and Hekabe 

perform in opposition to these stereotypical gender norms as they portray a mastery of 

rhetoric, an emotionally regulated constancy in their revenge plots, and finally, through 

their physical acts of revenge, they exhibit aggression through their performances of 

physical strength. Through their disruption of gendered stereotypes on the physical, 

emotional, and logistical levels, and through their acts of revenge, Hekabe and 

Clytemnestra portray how easily disruptable the confines that have been placed upon the 

female body by men in power are. 
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Section 13: The Pure Virgin and the Blemished Mother 

 

As Clytemnestra and Hekabe perform against gendered expectations, their actions 

become juxtaposed with those of the daughters whom they are ironically avenging. The 

image of the blemished mother who has experienced, and continues to experience, 

peripeteia is compared to that of the virginal daughter who is exalted due to the actions 

she performs within her sacrifice, thus further alienating these maternal figures through 

the process of vilification.  

 Within both the sacrifices of Poluxene and Iphigenia, these young girls embrace 

their deaths as forms of honor. Poluxene establishes that to rebuke cowardice, she shall 

not resist, leaning into the idea that within her current slave status, she may find freedom 

within the decision to go willingly to her death. For such actions, the Greek “army roared 

its supported”, allowing for her to die with her hands untied as a sign of respect (Hekabe 

23). In offering no resistance to her death, but rather embracing her position as sacrificial 

lamb, the men of Greece recognize this as a societally expected gender performance, thus 

causing them to offer cheers of encouragement to portray that if one performs as 

expected, they will be exalted. Poluxene further reflects societally-imposed expectations 

that are rooted within misogyny as she acts as the submissive woman whilst honoring 

Achilles by valuing his need for a war prize over that of her own life. Poluxene continues 

to perform within gender norms within her death as she falls “in modest form / and 

covered from the eyes of men / what was not theirs to see” (Hekabe 23). Throughout the 

events leading up to her death, Poluxene ultimately presents an ideal image of 

womanhood as she performs in a subjugated state whilst maintaining her modesty within 

her final gesture of life. 
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 Iphigenia performs in a similar manner within Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis as she 

proclaims that she is “resolved” to be sacrificed, ultimately wanting “to die / well and 

gloriously, putting away / from [her] whatever is weak and ignoble” (Iphigenia in Aulis 

1375-1378). Finding honor within her sacrifice, Iphigenia values the life of men above 

her own as she views her death for that of the greater good, with the greater good being 

the Greeks’ success at warfare. Within Iphigenia’s death, audiences are presented once 

again with the concept of violence against women being viewed as beautiful. Similar to 

Poluxene’s body in death being like “the loveliest of statues”, Iphigenia’s death is 

portrayed as “a lovely painted scene” (Hekabe 23, Agamemnon 242). Not only are such 

violent scenes described with an emphasis on their beauty, but in comparing them to 

artwork, so too do these women become static works that are intended to be objectified 

for their untouched sexuality as virgins. Further, as fixed objects, these women offer no 

opposition to their treatment, connoting the to-be-looked-at-ness that Agamemnon 

himself was trying to avoid in his fear of becoming feminized.  

 This image of the submissive virgin is ultimately juxtaposed with that of the 

rebellious mother who is plotting and performing her acts of revenge. Maternal figures 

such as Clytemnestra and Hekabe are immediately at a disadvantage due to their sexual 

impureness that is connoted in having children. Clytemnestra furthers her sexually 

promiscuous nature in adopting Aegisthus as a lover. Hekabe is also placed into a 

position of sexual questioning as she becomes a widow. Specifically as a woman in the 

enemy’s war camp, the possibility remains that she would be claimed as a war prize, thus 

further demeaning her as a sexually impure object that is meant to be utilized. These 

images of sexuality are in sharp contrast to that of the pure virgin. 
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 As Clytemnestra and Hekabe plan and execute their acts of revenge, so too are 

they further alienated from the images of their pure daughters. As the actions of Iphigenia 

and Poluxene are exalted by the Greeks, Hekabe and Clytemnestra are contrarily rejected 

from society in dishonorable manners. Upon Agamemnon’s murder, the Chorus dictates 

that Clytemnestra “shall go homeless now, / crushed with men’s bitterness” in the wake 

of her actions (Agamemnon 1410). Gone are the moments of acceptance of female power 

that the Chorus and others have shown Iphigenia; instead of being uplifted as Iphigenia 

has, the Greek majority attempts to “crush” Clytemnestra through bitterness for daring to 

push back upon male figures of power. Similar sentiments towards women are offered by 

Polumestor as he expresses within his rage that there is “no sea nor soil nor womb of any 

sort yields creatures / so vile and worth of [their] hate as women” (Hekabe 51). 

Polumestor then goes on to utilize rhetoric that reflects the language used in Agamemnon 

as he proclaims that in being “bested by a woman”, he received a “bitter judgement” 

(Hekabe 52). In using similar verbiage, bitterness becomes rooted within female revenge, 

further diminishing their effects as instances of female power, instead debasing them to 

an emotion based in bitterness. 

 The language that is utilized by male characters specifically is what creates the 

distinction between the virgin daughter who will be honored by the Greeks, if even for 

the briefest of moments, for her submission and the vilification of mothers within their 

acts of revenge. Noting that it would be male audience members who are viewing these 

plays, with the social understanding that is established through various texts such as 

Hesiod’s Works and Days, as well as in his Theogony, that the woman is a duplicitous 

and treacherous being, the language in which female characters utilize, no matter their 
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validity, will be scrutinized and rejected in ways that the language used by male 

characters will not be. Instead, as male figures of power reject women such as 

Clytemnestra and Hekabe to maintain the patriarchal political sphere, this upholding of 

male power is aimed to be exalted and accepted by the audience members of these 

tragedies. The collective societal repudiation of these women signifies the unacceptable 

nature of acts of female agency, thus allowing men within society to similarly maintain 

their power through the rejection of gender performativity that is disaligned from societal 

expectations. Further, through the male idolization of the submissive virginal figure as 

she is portrayed as a figure of honor, this continues to enable the Greek men of antiquity 

to maintain their practices of female seclusion from the social sphere to maintain the 

purity of women and dissuade them from societal disruptions. 
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Conclusion 

 

Despite finding instances of power throughout the narratives of Hekabe and 

Clytemnestra, the fact remains that even though the actions of these women exposed the 

fragility of the patriarchal socio-political sphere, the system was never truly broken and 

eradicated. Instead, readers and audience members are left with women being once again 

rejected from society for their actions of agency despite outsmarting and physically 

overpowering figures within the male populace. This revelation seems quite dismal in 

nature and seems to leave little hope left to be had. However, I would ask the question if 

the total annihilation of the patriarchy was really ever the desired end result? For Hekabe, 

the answer is arguably no. She understood that in the loss of her husband and state, there 

was truly no place for her to go. Her success lay within her revenge upon the one that did 

unconscionable harm to her child. Yes, she gained power by portraying her knowledge 

and skills within acts gender performativity, but she also gained a more infinite sense of 

power through the execution of her revenge plot. Her physical being may be transformed, 

but her revenge against Polumestor and his sons is irreversible. Clytemnestra’s success 

lies within a similar approach as she has avenged the death of her daughter, thus allowing 

her to finally move into a state of peace.  

 Perhaps the aim of these women was never to maintain an infinite state of power, 

but it was rather to find moments of agency within a society dictated by male desire. This 

suggestion ultimately alters the narrative of our understandings of female power 

specifically as modern female voices translate and re-write Greek myths and tragedy. 

Through voices such as Jennifer Saint and Madeline Miller, the stories of these Greek 

women are told not through the voice of a man, but finally through that of one who may 
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offer insights and sense of understanding towards female motivations and character 

development. These modern authors do not deny that these characters of antiquity were 

working within, and ultimately against, patriarchal systems of power, but they do offer 

retellings that do not suppress the female perspective, allocating moments of power back 

to these female characters despite their positions of subjugation. Further, as audience 

members of Greek tragedies were faced with the validation of the male perspective by 

male authors, so too may the Greek female characters of antiquity finally find validity 

within their reasonings and actions through female authorship and readership. Similar 

notions of female power can be seen within recently translated versions of Homer’s Iliad 

and The Odyssey. As Emily Wilson offers the first translation of these texts done by a 

woman, even through the simple act of translating, Wilson finds power in a niche part of 

the world of academia that was previously entirely dominated by men. These women’s 

offerings of literature do not tear down the patriarchy, but instead, they disrupt. They 

disrupt in ways that are not dissimilar to that of Hekabe and Clytemnestra as they find 

their moments of power through both their understandings of the patriarchal systems they 

are working within, as well as through their power as the collective, portraying that male-

dominated systems of power are not as unbreachable as society may lead us to believe. 
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