POLITICS OF CONSUMPTION AND GENEROSITY IN THE
CARPET SCENE OF THE AGAMEMNON

GREGORY CRANE

marked that Aeschylus used to place characters such as a grieving

Achilles or Niobe on stage, entirely muffled up, sitting silently for
long stretches of time without so much as grunting (911-13). The “Aeschyl-
ean silence” was a powerful dramatic tool,! which Aeschylus skillfully ex-
ploited to combine dignity and tension. In the Agamemnon, however,
Aeschylus goes beyond silence. Agamemnon’s unfortunate arrival from Troy
and rapid departure for Hades is the central event of the play, to which the
returning hero lends his name. He does not, however, appear on stage until
line 783 or speak until line 810, almost exactly halfway through the play
(1673 lines total). Once on stage, his presence is brief. Less than 180 lines
later, he vanishes from the stage and enters the palace, to complete his per-
formance a few lines later as a bloody corpse rolled out before the audience
as a ghastly spectacle. Yet, Agamemnon’s brief appearance, though just over
10 percent of the play, is the pivot around which all action turns. This scene
dramatizes both visually and verbally the transition from victor to victim, us-
ing gesture and action to foreshadow and, in some measure, explain the fate
that awaits the returning hero. While some have argued against placing too
much emphasis on this part of the play, Agamemnon’s rapid trip across the
stage is one of the most controversial and complexly signifying events in
Aeschylus’ most heavily studied play.

Students of Aeschylus quickly learn how complex and problematic a text
can be. Long before modern critics had begun to question whether deter-
minate, normative interpretations were the appropriate goal for literary
analysis, Aeschylean scholarship had provided ample evidence that con-
sensus on a closely studied literary text was not a realistic goal. Virtually
every sentence in the Aeschylean corpus has provoked dispute of one kind
or another, and the figure of Agamemnon is no exception. To Eduard Fraen-
kel, Agamemnon presents himself as an dvfp edoeBrig, “a pious man.” He
is a lawful monarch who is “at pains to emphasize the constitutional checks
to his authority.” Above all, he appears, just before leaving the stage, “as
the true gentleman he always is.”* Lloyd-Jones once even alluded to “the

WHEN ARISTOPHANES POKED FUN at Aeschylus in the Frogs, he re-

1. O. Taplin, “Aeschylean Silences and Silences in Aeschylus,” HSCP 76 (1972): 57-97.
2. E. Fraenkel, ed., Aeschylus “Agamemnon,” vol. 2 (Oxford, 1950) on 811 (p. 374), 845 (p. 388), and
944 ff. (p. 429).
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empirical fact” that “we find ourselves at this point regarding Agamemnon
not with contempt but with compassion.”3 Others such as Denniston and
Page, however, took a dimmer view of the king. Agamemnon secretly longs
for “oriental luxuriance” and “grovelling prostrations abominated by the
Greeks,” and privately wishes that he could freely indulge in a proud pos-
ture that “outrages the feelings of decent men and insults the gods.”*

To many readers of the play, these comments, however, say as much
about British society as they do about fifth-century Athens, and some
more recent critics have tried to retreat from such judgmental questions.
According to Thomas Rosenmeyer, Agamemnon “is a victorious general,
the embodiment of a literary type, but he has no dramatic life of his own.
His only function in the play, other than his initial speech of homecom-
ing, is to be tempted to step on the materials, and thereby to fall. What-
ever else is said or sung about him in the play concerns the Agamemnon
of tradition, and perhaps the Agamemnon whose underworld existence
will be of some importance in the rest of the trilogy.”5

Rosenmeyer’s approach, however, goes too far and cuts the interpreta-
tive knot. Agamemnon enters in dramatic fashion. He makes a strong im-
pression on the audience and we should not underinterpret the text
because the questions posed reveal additional complexity and remind us
of how subjective our own reactions must necessarily be. We can, I think,
safely assume that Agamemnon’s appearance may have been as ambigu-
ous and as polysemic in the fifth century as it is in modern times.® The
remainder of this paper will examine the central act of Agamemnon’s en-
try—his hesitant decision to enter his home on a path strewn with purple
cloth—and will explore various perspectives on this event. Agamemnon’s
walk upon the purple was a highly tendentious spectacle that did not re-
flect universal Hellenic values. Rather, Aeschylus has constructed a scene
that provides a biased and ideologically charged picture of consumption
and expenditure. The Carpet Scene is intensely political, but its politics
are of a type that traditional political analysis of the Oresteia has over-
looked, playing against the subtle “moral foundations and instrumenta-
tions of men living in groups”7 rather than articulating any party or
factional perspective.8 It is constructed in such a way as to reflect and to
legitimate prescriptive social norms that not all Athenians, and certainly
not all Hellenes, would have shared. This paper argues that the traditional
terms in which critics have framed Agamemnon’s gesture have escaped
closer scrutiny because they fall in line with the assumptions of western
capitalist society and are thus largely invisible.

3. H. Lloyd-Jones, “The Guilt of Agamemnon,” CQ 56 (1962): 196.

4. J. D. Denniston and D. Page, eds., Aeschylus “Agamemnon” (Oxford, 1957) on 915 ff. (p. 149); for
a survey of the interpretations that scholars have offered for Agamemnon’s behavior, see, for example,
S. Goldhill, Language, Sexuality, Narrative: The “Oresteia” (Cambridge, 1984), pp. 69-74 and 167-69.

5. T. Rosenmeyer, The Art of Aeschylus (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1982), p. 221.

6. For a complex (though generally negative) analysis of Agamemnon, see A. J. Podlecki, “Polis and
Monarch in Early Attic Tragedy,” in Greek Tragedy and Political Theory, ed. J. Peter Euben (Berkeley
and Los Angeles, 1986), pp. 87-94.

7. R. Kuhns, The House, the City and the Judge (New York, 1962), p. v.

8. Thus A. J. Podlecki, The Political Background of Aeschylean Tragedy (Ann Arbor, 1966) and
M. Gagarin, Aeschylean Drama (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1976) scarcely mention the Carpet Scene.
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Agamemnon’s behavior, it will be argued, is problematic from at least
two perspectives. If the dominant Athenian demos was shocked that he
walked upon the carpet, others in Greece and doubtless in Athens would
have faulted him for the hesitant and pusillanimous manner in which he
performed this gesture. At the same time, however, the Chorus presents a
third interpretation, assuming that Agamemnon’s action is an apotropaic
destruction of wealth, calculated to bleed off, as it were, a bit of his ex-
cessive good fortune. If we accept the interpretation of the Chorus, then
there is nothing improper about Agamemnon’s actions at all. This paper
attempts to give shape to the latter two interpretations, which have gener-
ally escaped notice.

WHAT AGAMEMNON DOES

Agamemnon’s first utterance is an extended and formal speech announc-
ing his return from Troy. His first words are directed to the polis and to
its particular divinities. (We should note that he neither addresses the di-
vinities to which an aristocrat would have had peculiar access through
cults restricted to the genos, nor does he call upon divinities of interna-
tional, panhellenic influence.) He carefully directs his gratitude to the 6got
gyyxoprot of Argos (810). Following the conventions of his time, he treats
his success as manifest proof of divine support (811-12, 821-22). The
gods were his partners and were responsible for both his return and the
ultimate success of his expedition. The Greeks annihilated Troy as instru-
ments of divine justice.

Once done with the gods of the polis, Agamemnon turns his attention
to the chorus of elders who greet him, acknowledging the proper center of
authority within this patriarchal society. After praising the trustworthi-
ness of the aged chorus, Agamemnon seeks to take his leave of the public
sphere. He moves to enter his palace and the household within which lies
his personal hearth (851 viv & é¢ puélabpa kai dépovg épectiovg). Once
again, he promises to offer his greetings to the gods, but this time he will
face the divinities associated with his particular oikos. To these he at-
tributes his safe return (853) and the victory, which he prays will remain
at his side (854).

Clytemnestra interrupts her husband’s transition from the public to the
private space of the household. As a respectable wife she would normally
restrict her actions to the oikos and to its maintenance. Not only does she
physically leave this circumscribed area, she pushes her reunion with Ag-
amemnon out into the street and renders public an act that should remain
private and that is properly located within the home.

Much has been made of the exaggerated flattering rhetoric that Clytem-
nestra employs (895-903):

viv tadta ndvta TAGs’ anevBrite @pevi 895
Aéyop” &v avdpa tévde TdV oTABUdV Kiva,

cotfipa vaog npdtovov, Hyniiic otéyng

othhov mod1ipn, povoyevig tékvov matpi,

xai Yiv eaveioav vavtidowg nap’ EAnida,
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KdAMoTov fuop eictdeiv &k yeipatog, 900
6do1ndpw drydvtt nnyaiov péog.

tepnvdV 8¢ tdvaykaiov éKeuyeiv dnav.

1010168¢ toi Viv 4&1d mpooeBiypacty.

Wilamowitz compared the tone of Clytemnestra’s remarks as well as sev-
eral specific metaphors to a hymn of the Middle Kingdom to Khakaure
Sesostris III, and her speech probably reflects a consciousness of the
flowery rhetoric generally employed for the potentates of the Near East.’
Later rhetorical handbooks would have a formal name for Clytemnestra’s
speech at 855-903. She delivers the Aoyog émPatnprog, “arrival speech,”
such as provincial officials later delivered when men of importance ar-
rived to take up office. Menander Rhetor’s description of a typical wel-
coming address suggests that such effusiveness had, at least by the
imperial period, begun to shape Greek rhetoric generally (Treatise 2 378):

AN fikelg piv én’ aioiog ovpPoroig ék Baciiéwg haprpds, @onep HAiov eaidpd Tig
akTig Aveolev Auiv dgbeica” oUteo mdiar puév dyadn enun Sufyyeithe v én’ aiciolg
ag€v kai edkTarotdtnv poipav 1dv vmnkdwv. [10-14]

VUKo Kai {Opov T& mdvTa KaTetAnedtos avtodg kabdnep HAtog d¢beic mdvta dBpdwg ta
duoyepf| diElvoag, kai épydon ToDTO Kol ob mapadpopeic, 6t toivuv dGvémvevoav
AMAVTEG BOTEP VEQOLG TLVOG TOV devav mtaperdovimv. [22-26]

Agamemnon, as we will see, shows himself keenly sensitive to the behav-
ioral boundaries that he, as a returning monarch, might outrage. He does
not, however, object to Clytemnestra’s speech, and in fact praises it in a
way that we might expect Menander Rhetor to approve (914-17):

Andog yévebrov, dwpdtov udv eirag,
anovoiq pEv eimac eikdtog Euf-

pakpav yap &€étetvag” aAL’ évarsipog
aiveiv. map’ GAA@V xpR 108° Epyecbar yépag.

Agamemnon has been gone a long time and Clytemnestra rightly drew
out her speech, giving her words enough length to lend them weight (just
as Menander Rhetor urges the speaker “to elaborate” his topic and “not to
pass it quickly”). Agamemnon’s measured response suggests a conscious-
ness and acceptance of the rhetoric appropriate to the occasion.

Agamemnon does not object to the message but the messenger. The
vépag, a formal prize or privilege, to address the returning fociiedg be-
longs to someone else, definitely a man and probably someone who is not
oikeiog, i.e., a member of the same household as Agamemnon. Clytem-
nestra transgresses her proper space in the oikos as she transgresses her
position as a woman. Her actions and location together violate the ex-
pected norms of her society and she initiates the chain of transgressions
that will encircle Agamemnon in this scene.

9. U. von Wilamowitz, “Lesefriichte,” Hermes 62 (1927): 287-88; E. Hall, Inventing the Barbarian
(Oxford, 1989), p. 206; for a translation, see M. Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: A Book of Read-
ings, vol. 1 (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1973-80), pp. 199-200.
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Clytemnestra’s major challenge to Agamemnon is not effusive rhetoric
but the suggestion that Agamemnon walk from his chariot to his home
over purple cloth. Agamemnon finds the idea horrifying and at first re-
fuses to do such a thing, yielding only to his wife’s determined requests.
Virtually all critics of the play have felt that when Agamemnon placed his
feet on the expensive cloth pathway, he somehow sealed his fate. Those
who emphasize repeated images, such as Anne Lebeck, see in the gesture
a sign that points outwards to other actions.'® “Thus the force of this
scene, the theatrical center of the play, is almost entirely symbolic. As
Xerxes’ ‘outrageous’ bridging of the Hellespont is a symbol of his real
hybris in contravening the moira of the Persians by his attack on Greece,
so, too, Agamemnon’s treading on the purple serves as a spectacular, on-
stage symbol of his hybristic deed at Aulis, his real outrage against gods
and men.”!! In the carpet scene, “the arrogance and folly in the heart
of Troy’s conqueror are given magnificent external expression.”12 “It is
open to doubt whether this is in fact an impious deed in itself, and it is
certainly not for this trivial offense that Agamemnon dies.”!3 Trampling
the cloth is only a symbol that points backwards in time to Agamemnon’s
true offense, the sacrifice of his daughter at Aulis,!* or perhaps merely an
indication of Agamemnon’s stupidity.

Others such as John Jones and, more recently, Simon Goldhill stress the
act itself: “Agamemnon at first refuses to step on the cloths spread for
him. He recognizes a meaning in the act of stepping on the tapestries
which is not befitting his status as a mortal, Greek male. He cannot tread
that path ‘without fear’. This reluctance has been well analyzed in terms of
traditional Greek attitudes. The wanton destruction of the household prop-
erty that his trampling of ‘these tinted splendours’ represents, is in absolute
opposition to the normal ethos of the household, which aims at continuity
and stability of wealth and possessions.”!® Jones speaks of “a wanton
wounding of the body of the house. . . . his homecoming is a harming of
his house, the lucid externality of this equivalence presenting a complete
and painful dramatic sense: the thing is done, it shows itself.”!

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT FOR THE CARPET SCENE

Before pursuing the internal significance of the cloth-strewn path, we
need to locate its position within the wider cultural context. Agamemnon
instantly recognizes and misrecognizes the complex signification of the

10. A.Lebeck, The “Oresteia”: A Study in Language and Structure (Cambridge, Mass., 1971), pp. 74-79.

11. D. J. Conacher, Aeschylus’ “Oresteia”: A Literary Commentary (Toronto, 1987), p-38,n. 71.

12. C. J. Herington, Aeschylus (New Haven, 1986), p. 120.

13. O. Taplin, The Stagecraft of Aeschylus (Oxford, 1977), p. 311.

14. Taplin, Stagecraft, pp. 311-12; K. J. Dover, “The Red Fabric in the Agamemnon,” in Greek and
the Greeks: Collected Papers, vol. 1 (Oxford, 1987), p. 154.

15. Dover, “Red Fabric,” p. 158: “The act is more like that of a man smoking a cigarette while filling
a tank with petrol in hot weather than that of a man planting an explosive device in a rival’s car. Our reac-
tion to stupidity is different from our reaction to evil.”

16. S. Goldhill, Reading Greek Tragedy (Oxford, 1986), p. 11.

17. 1. Jones, On Aristotle and Greek Tragedy (London, 1962), pp. 86-87.
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cloth: “Do not, as if I were some foreigner, grovel before me with wide-
mouthed acclaim” (919-20 und¢ PopPdpov ewTOg diknv / YopoumetEg
Boopa mpooyavng époi). Later (935-36), Clytemnestra argues that Ag-
amemnon should not hesitate to perform a gesture that Priam, seen here
as a type of the eastern despot, would have willingly embraced:

KA. i 8 &v dokel oot Ipiapog, €l 1ad’ fivuoev;
Ay. £v mowkilowg Gv kdpta pot PAvar dokel.

Carpets were not a regular part of Greek culture—even among the upper
classes—until the time of Alexander, and even then, the use of carpets (like
the term mnng) 18 seems to have been a foreign import, a custom long prac-
ticed by the potentates of the Near East and only lately adopted by Greeks.!

Clytemnestra precedes her reference to the carpet with a more general
observation that points eastward to the daily rituals by which the great
king dramatized his power (905- 7):20

viv 8¢ pot, gidov Kapa,
gxBatv’ anfvng tHode, pf yapal Tleig
1OV 6oV 168’, dva, "Ihiov mopBritopa.

The conqueror of Troy should not place his foot upon the ground. Accord-
ing to Athenaeus (12.514B = FGrH 690, frag. 2b), the fourth-century his-
torian Dinon claimed that the Persian king never set foot upon the ground
when he, as Agamemnon is about to do at 908, stepped out of his chariot:

omdte 8& Kai Gnod Tod dpuatog katiot, enoi, Bacihedg, obte kKabHIreto SAiyov dvrog émi
v yfiv 100 Syoug obte Sid xeipdv Epetddpevog, GAL’ aiel adtd ypucoig dippog Etibeto
Kol toVte dmBaivov katfer kot 6 Paciléwng dippopdpog eig TobTo EineTo.

The king would not hop down even a little way or lower himself down with
his arms, but always placed his foot first upon a ypvcotg digpog, a golden
stool. The dippopdpog appears in Persian art, 21 and Herodotus (3.146.3)
terms Persians of highest rank dippogopebpevor, presumably since they im-
itated this custom of the king.

Once the king had made his decorous descent from the chariot, he still re-
frained from placing his feet directly upon the ground. The fourth-century
historian, Herakleides of Cyme (FGrH 689), apparently described the way
in which the Persian king converted his life into a theater that dramatized
his power even for those of the inner circle. None outside of the palace ever
caught sight of the king when he was on foot—he was always mounted on
a chariot or, occasionally, on horseback. At one point, Herakleides describes

18. See P. Chantraine, Dictionnaire Etymologique de la langue grecque, vol. 4 (Paris, 1977), s.v. tdnng.

19. See A. Schroff, “Tapes,” RE 4A (1932): 2252; see for example the carpet which appears in Callix-
enus of Rhodes’ description of Ptolemy Philadelphus in Ath. 5.197.

20. Plut. Alex. 37.4, Them. 16.2; Chares of Mitylene at Ath. 12.514E; for other Greek sources, see S. K.
Eddy, The King is Dead: Studies in the Near Eastern Resistance to Hellenism, 334-31 BC (Lincoln,
Neb.,1961), p. 44, n. 16; for a general survey of the Persian kingship (as seen through our Greek sources),
ibid., pp. 37-64. The author wishes to thank E. McIntosh and M. Cool Root for help on the Persian material.

21. See E. F. Schmidt, Persepolis, vol. 1 (Chicago, 1953), pl. 51; reprinted in D. B. Thompson, “The Per-
sian Spoils in Athens,” in The Aegean and the Near East: Studies Presented to Hetty Goldman, ed. S. Weinberg
(Locust Valley, NY, 1956), pl. xxxvii; on these customs generally, see Thompson, “‘Persian Spoils,” p. 288.



PoLitics oF CONSUMPTION AND GENEROSITY 123

the precise manner in which the king would move through the elite 1,000
troops of his palace guard (Ath. 12.517B—C = FGrH 689, frag. 4):

kai Sufjer Sa TG TovteV avrfic nefdg VmotTiBepivov yilotanidov Zapdiavdv, i@’ Gv
obdeilg dAhog EnéParvev i Pacireds. Ste 8t eig THvV doydtnv adAnv EABot, avéPaivev émi
10 dppa, Eviote 8¢ kol é¢” Tnmov: neldg 8¢ 008émote Ewpdn.

The regularized procession portrayed in Herakleides depicts, in reverse,
Agamemnon’s passage from the chariot into his inner household. “Rolling
out the red carpet for royalty” seems to have been an old custom in the
Near East—thus, in the Gospel according to Mark, for example, the popu-
lation of Jerusalem hails the arrival of Jesus of Nazareth and strews his
way both with palms and with their own wénhot.

The Athenian audience that first looked on as Agamemnon descended
from his chariot had recently pondered similar ostentation in a Greek who
had returned home triumphant over the wealthy foreigners to the east. The
general Pausanias, a member of the Spartan royal family, was the leader of
the Greek forces at Plataea, the allied victory that crushed the Persian in-
vasion force and vastly augmented Spartan prestige.23 Athenians were
long used to watching their victors for new and unacceptable ambitions. In
the seventh century, the aristocrat Cylon, victor in the Olympic games,
sought unsuccessfully to make himself tyrant of Athens (e.g., Thuc.
1.126). The Athenian tyrant Peisistratus acquired prominence in military
campaigns against the neighboring Megarians (Plut. Sol. 8, Arist. Ath. Pol.
14.1). Pausanias had, however, carried his ambitions a stage further, pre-
senting himself not as a tyrant but aping instead the arrogance and preten-
sion of the Persian king, whose forces he had destroyed.

Pausanias had begun to cultivate the friendship of the Persian king
shortly after Plataca. He rescued some friends and relatives of the king
when he took the city of Byzantium and surreptitiously sent them home
safely as an act of good-will (Thuc. 1.128). They carried with them a
message that offered Pausanias’ help in subjugating Greece in return for
marriage to his daughter. Xerxes responded favorably, but his encourage-
ment seems to have unbalanced Pausanias (Thuc. 1.130.1):

tadta AaBov 6 Mavsaviag td ypdppata, Gv Kai npdtepov év peydre alidpatt Hrd tdV
‘EAMvov 81a thv IThataidoty fyepoviav, modd téte pdilov fpto kol obkéTt £80vato
&v 1@ k0BeotdTL TPM® Protevely, dAAd okevdg te Mndikag &vSudpevoc Ek Tod
BuGavtiov é&jet kai Sia tfig Opdkng mopevdpevov abtov MAdor kai Alydmtior £80pu-
@opouv, tpdneldv e IMepoikfv napetibeto kai Katéyewv thv Sidvoav odk d6vato,
6L Epyotg Bpayéot mpovdnitov & T yvdun pewldvag &g Enerta Epelde mpatetv.

Ultimately, Pausanias became increasingly harsh and arrogant towards
the allied forces, and his impolitic leadership alienated the allies, driving
them to seek leadership from Athens. The “trifles” or minor affairs to
which Thucydides alludes are, however, more germane than Pausanias’

22. Mark 11:8 xai moMhol ta ipdtia adtdv Eotwoay eig Thv 636v, GAAot 8 oTiddac, kKOyavies éx TdV
dypdv.
23. See, for example, Dover, “Red Fabric,” pp. 156-57; Hall, Inventing the Barbarian, p. 204.
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manner to his subordinates. Thucydides generally expresses little interest
in external appearance, and apologetically includes Pausanias’ Median
and Egyptian bodyguards, his Median dress, and luxurious Persian dining
habits because of the great impression that they made—such a retinue,
surrounding a Spartan general, evidently made a strong, probably garish
and outlandish, impression on the Greek world.

Pausanias’ excesses also made a strong impression on later tradition.
Plutarch refers to the many overbearing acts in which he engaged “be-
cause of his excessive power and silly pomposity” (Cim. 6.2 toArd 8" &&-
ovoiav kol Oykov Gvénrov OPpilovtoc) and Diodorus to the Persian
luxury (11.44.5 tnv Ilepoiknyv tpuenv) that Pausanias affected. Herodo-
tus’ account of Pausanias is the most peculiar and simultaneously perhaps
the most revealing of all. He alludes in passing to Pausanias’ intrigues
with Xerxes (5.32) and to his subsequent arrogance (8.3.2), but he loyally
praises Pausanias’ achievement at Plataea (9.64). “Much of the utterance
attributed to Pausanias (9.45-82 passim) shows an officer of traditional
rectitude, diplomatic in dealing with his allies, difficult as they could be,
and restrained in victory. An anecdote shows his consideration for an un-
fortunate lady, and can hardly have been included for any other purpose
than to praise the victor.”?*

One story that follows the Greek victory is particularly striking (Hdt.
9.82). Pausanias comes upon the luxurious tent that Mardonios had lately
occupied. Amused at its luxuries, he ordered Mardonios’ servants to pre-
pare the regular meal that they would have prepared for their master,
while giving the same command to his own Spartan servants. When the
elaborate Persian feast was set beside his own simple meal, he pointed to
this spectacle as evidence of Mardonios’ foolishness (Hdt. 9.82.3 todde
100 Mndwv fyepdvog 1 depoovvn). As How and Wells remark in their
commentary on this passage: “This contrast (cf. ch. 78n.) between Persian
luxury and Spartan hardiness is rather strangely assigned to Pausanias,
who himself within a year or two fell into the luxurious and despotic hab-
its of an Eastern Sultan.” Strange it may have been, but we should note
that Pausanias does not scorn Persian luxury. Rather, he acknowledges
the value and attraction of such material comforts and ridicules Mar-
donios for seeking such things from men as poor as the Spartans.

Pausanias had indulged in his bizarre behavior twenty years before the
tritagonist playing Agamemnon climbed into his stage-prop chariot and
rolled down the parados to face the audience.?’ It would be too much to
say that Agamemnon had become a second Pausanias when his foot hit
the purple cloth strewn before him, but Pausanias’ behavior and the spec-
tacle of a Spartan aping Persian luxury had clearly seized the Greek imag-
ination (otherwise, these details would not have found their way, however

24. K. H. Waters, Herodotos the Historian (Norman, Oklahoma, 1985), p. 142.

25. Others have assumed that the third actor would have played Cassandra (e.g., B. Knox, Word and Ac-
tion (Baltimore, 1979], p. 42), but Cassandra’s role was extremely demanding, with a long, difficult choral
section. It seems unlikely that the third actor would receive such a choice role. The same actor would proba-
bly have played Pylades in the Libation Bearers and Apollo in the Eumenides, neither of whom performs
lyric passages and both of whom are almost bluff exponents of traditional patriarchal authority.
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reluctantly, into the austere text of Thucydides).26 Pausanias’ example
had prepared the older members of the audience to assess Agamemnon’s
procession. Once again, the great leader of a Panhellenic force had fallen
to the customs of a people whom militarily he had crushed.

But if Agamemnon’s gesture of proceeding from chariot to home across
a path of expensive cloth imitates the pomp of the great king, it misrecog-
nizes, or at the least misrepresents, the act to which it alludes. After
Agamemnon yields to Clytemnestra, his last words on stage are i’ &c
dopev péhabpa mopevpag matdv (957). His diction suggests that he still
sees his action as improper. Elsewhere in the Agamemnon, the verb natén
describes a damaging, disrespectful, and shocking act.?” The language of
the text makes it clear that Agamemnon is not going to walk upon car-
pets—tough fabric designed from the start for others to tread upon it.
Clytemnestra introduces the issue by urging her attendants to lay down the
netaopata (909), a word used to describe cloth that is to be spread out and
viewed in its full width. Both Agamemnon and Clytemnestra term them
gipata (921, 963), “garments,” while Agamemnon nervously frets about
the dpyvpadvntol Ygai (949), “fabric purchased with silver.” Agamemnon
and Clytemnestra both seem to assume that this material was not designed
to be walked upon and that Agamemnon’s actions will damage the cloth:
“There is great shame to squander one’s household, destroying with one’s
feet wealth and fabric purchased with silver” (948-49 mol\7 yap aidicg
dopoatopBopeiv nociv / @beipovra mholtov dpyvpwviitovg 8 Vedg). Cly-
temnestra does not object that carpets are designed for this purpose. In-
stead, she agrees that the cloth will be destroyed but argues that more can
be obtained (958-65).

We cannot now determine precisely how Aeschylus intended this pas-
sage to be viewed. He and his audience could conceivably have misunder-
stood the Near Eastern ritual. Unfamiliar with rugs, they could have
assumed that every step the great king took consumed expensive cloth.
Certainly the use of carpets shocked Xenophon’s puritanical sensibilities.
Carpets were, in his account, a recent innovation foreign to the “upbring-
ing and self-control of the Persians” (Cyr. 8.8.15 téte uév yap &t tf éx
[Tepodv maudeiq kai yxpateia éyxpdvto). They appear in Persian society
as a sign of “Median softness” (1] 1@v Mnd@v palokia). In any event, the
Aeschylean narrative heightens even further the meaning of the Persian
gesture, adding to its pomp even greater extravagance.

OTHER INTERPRETATIONS OF THE CARPET SCENE

Virtually all readers of the play acknowledge the extravagance implicit in
the carpet scene. Whether or not we draw specific connections between

26. So Dover, “Red Fabric,” p. 157, and Hall, Inventing the Barbarian, p. 204, likewise emphasize
that there is no reason to think that Aeschylus wanted his audience to make a direct connection between
Agamemnon and Pausanias.

27. Thyestes “treads upon his brother’s bed” (1193 ebvag ¢3eApod 1@ matodvti) when he commits
adultery with Atreus’ wife; the Chorus says that Clytemnestra and Aegisthus trample underfoot the house’s
name (1356-57 oi 8¢ tfjg pelholg kAéog / nédor matobvrec). The unequivocally negative term is Aaxtife
(Ag. 383, 885, 1624). On the imagery of treading underfoot, see Lebeck, “Oresteia,” pp. 74-75.
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Agamemnon and such historical figures as Pausanias, we analyze
Agamemnon’s actions as part of a conventional dialectic between Hel-
lenic restraint and foreign excess. Agamemnon clearly oversteps the
boundaries of moderation, and his act points towards, even if it does not
justify, his subsequent murder. His own misgivings and reluctance make
such an interpretation clear. If we follow Agamemnon’s lead, however,
we take as self-evident a position that is highly tendentious, and render
flat and static a highly charged and forceful position. The Carpet Scene
does not reproduce conventional Greek norms, but instead functions like
a filter that selects one strain of thought and one marked ideological posi-
tion. The Carpet Scene does not so much reproduce as produce normative
values of Athenian society.

Even within the play itself, the Chorus offers an interpretation of
Agamemnon’s actions which differs from that of Agamemnon and which
readers, focused on the preceding scene, have normally overlooked. In the
second strophe of the following ode (1008—13), the Chorus remarks:

KOi PO HEV TL YPMHATOV

Ktnoiov dkvog Baldv

oeevdovag Gn’ EVPETPOL— 1010
oUK £8v mpomag d6pog

nAnopovdg yépwv dyav,

008’ £ndvTioe OKAPOG.

The commentaries clearly document ékpoin, the idea to which this pas-
sage alludes. Aristotle refers in the Nicomachean Ethics (3.1110a8-11) to
at &v toig yewdowv ékPorai, the fact that sailors will throw cargo over-
board during a storm to lighten the ship, and the concept seems to have
been well known. Another chorus in Aeschylus, in fact, mentions it in
passing (though the usage is different, on which see Hutchinson on Sep-
tem 769-71). Later in the play (Ag. 1567-76), Clytemnestra will vainly
appeal to the same principle, praying that the doipov that has troubled the
house will spare them what little remains and leave them alone.

Critics of the play have paid relatively little attention to the third stasi-
mon, other than to ponder the difficult textual problems that this chorus
contains. Neither Fraenkel nor Denniston and Page make any attempt to
connect this stanza with the preceding scene. (In his note titled “the third
stasimon as a whole,”28 Fraenkel in fact only discusses 975-1000.)
Rosenmeyer explores the relationship between 1001 ff. and the murder of
Cassandra that follows rather than with the scene that precedes. Conacher
and Goldhill emphasize the contrast at 1001 ff. between curable and in-
curable. Conacher notes ‘“a faintly Solonian reminiscence in the se-
quences of ‘weal and woe’” but concludes that “the contrast between
‘blood once shed,” for which there is no remedy, and the dangers of
mere wealth, which prudent jettisoning can cure (1008-21) is . . . surely

28. Fraenkel, “Agamemnon,” 2:451-52, following the note on 998 f.



PoLiTics oF CONSUMPTION AND GENEROSITY 127

Aeschylean.” For Goldhill, the incurable evil “is the ultimate lack of nar-
rative control.”??

The ¢éxBoAn of 1008—13, however, connects very naturally to the action
that precedes it. An ékPoAin represents a conscious attempt to ward off
misfortune by willingly giving up a portion of one’s current wealth. The
reference points back to the destruction of the cloth, which the Chorus
here chooses to interpret as an apotropaic gesture. The Chorus, despite its
misgivings and criticisms, remains staunchly loyal to Agamemnon, and it
is not surprising that they place his actions with the carpet in the most
positive light they can. The locus classicus for calculated, apotropaic de-
struction of wealth occurs in Book 3 of Herodotus, where Amasis urges
Polycrates, the tyrant of Samos, to do something about his excessive
prosperity before something truly terrible happens. Polycrates subse-
quently performs a literal £ékBoAn. He formally enters a warship, orders its
crew to row far out to sea and then throws his most precious treasure, a
seal-ring, overboard (3.41). This gesture alludes to normal éxBolrrj, and
this theatrical allusion reinforces Polycrates’ goal: he tosses the ring into
the sea—an act that, Herodotus tells us, caused him great pain—because
he wishes to ward off total disaster.

The Chorus goes on to echo one of Clytemnestra’s arguments (1014-16):

TOAAG TOL 8001 £k ALdG Gugiia-
@1iG e Kol ¢€ GAékwV Eneteldv
vijotiv dAecev vooov.

Material loss, if not catastrophic, is incomplete. Wealth regenerates itself
over time, and Agamemnon should not begrudge the destruction of cloth,
however valuable (958-62):

£otv Badacoca—rig 88 viv kataoPéoel;—

Tpépovoa MoAATIG TopeUpag icapyvpov

KNKida maykaiviotov, eipdtov Papdg. 960
olkog & Omapyel TdVSE oV Beoig, dvak,

Eyewv: méveoBar 8 odk émictatar Sépoc.

The land and the sea are inexhaustible. Just as the sea nurtures the shell-
fish from which the precious purple dye is extracted (958-59 8dlacoa
.. . tpépovca), Zeus’ flourishing gift from the yearly furrows annihilates
famine (1014-16). An éxBoln, however painful, is a short-term problem
and the cyclical nature of fortune may have occupied a conventional role
in the rhetoric of ékpoAn: in Herodotus (3.40), Amasis begins his advice
to Polycrates by stressing that mortals should seek to alternate good for-
tune with bad and should hope for a natural rhythm that varies success
with occasional failure.

Agamemnon, of course, gives voice to an immediate interpretation of
the purple carpet. He is, at least initially, horrified at the prospect of
damaging the expensive cloth and at indulging in such wanton, public

29. Goldhill, “Oresteia,” p. 81.
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consumption. His reaction has guided almost all readers of the play, but
his horror is deceptively familiar. Agamemnon is, in one respect, a good
example of homo economicus, carefully husbanding his material re-
sources so that he can accumulate wealth and so that he can avoid unnec-
essary outlays. Phrases such as “the wanton destruction of the household
property”30 implicitly accept this perspective, and Agamemnon’s hesita-
tion certainly anticipates prejudices that Max Weber would make famous
in his study, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. There are,
however, other ways in which to view the destruction of this expensive
cloth. The thrifty homo economicus is not such a universal phenomenon,
for economic decisions are often “embedded” (to use the term made fa-
mous by the economic historian Karl Polanyi) within a social context. In
other words, people often expend large quantities of wealth not to gener-
ate additional revenue but to serve some purely social goal that produces
no material return.

Before pursuing different perspectives within the Greek world, let us
first turn to the ethnographic records for a different perspective on the
Carpet Scene. The ethics of consumption are not universal, and we can, at
least to illustrate the existence of other habits of thought, point to value-
systems within which Agamemnon’s actions would have provoked very
different reactions. The Kwakiutl Indians of the Northwest Pacific area of
North America, for example, attracted considerable attention in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They had evolved a complex
series of feasting and gift-giving called potlach that had evolved over
centuries. In the late nineteenth century, with inexpensive European-made
goods moving into the region through trade, this institution developed
very rapidly and reached new levels of intensity. Chiefs and clans con-
ducted an on-going “war of property,” each challenging rivals to exceed
costly gifts that could not be refused. Most of the potlach centered on the
exchange of valuables, but the rivalry between chiefs and clans found “its
strongest expression in the destruction of property. A chief will burn
blankets, a canoe, or break a copper, thus indicating his disregard for the
amount of property destroyed and showing that his mind is stronger, his
power greater, than that of his rival. If the latter is not able to destroy an
equal amount of property without much delay, his name is ‘broken.” He
is vanquished by his rival and his influence with the tribe is lost, while
the name of the other chief gains correspondingly in renown.”>? The
Kwakiutl are particularly well-known because they were studied by the
famous anthropologist Franz Boas, but “fighting with property” (as one

30. Goldhill, Reading, p. 11.

31. On the problems inherent in applying the rational decision-making assumed by neo-classical eco-
nomic theory in non-capital societies and for a summary of the bitter controversy that this problem in-
spired, see, for example, S. Plattner, Economic Anthropology (Stanford, 1989), pp. 6-15; for a discussion
of Polanyi’s work, see W. C. Neale and A. Mayhew, “Polanyi, Institutional Economics, and Economic
Anthropology,” in Economic Anthropology: Topics and Theories, ed. S. Ortiz (Lanham, Md., 1983),
pp. 11-20; S. C. Humphreys, Anthropology and the Greeks (London, 1978), pp. 31-75.

32. F. Boas, Kwakiutl Ethnography, ed. H. Codere (Chicago, 1966), p. 93.
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monograph on the potlach has been titledg33 is a widespread phenomenon
well known to economic anthropologists. 4

A Kwakiutl audience would certainly respond to the Carpet Scene very
differently from most modern European critics. The destruction of cloth
would probably be familiar, for Agamemnon’s gesture would be an asser-
tion of power and status. Such an interpretation is, in fact, appropriate
and finds oblique expression in the play. Clytemnestra urges Agamemnon
“not to feel shame at the blame apportioned by men” (937 pur} vov 10v Gv-
Opimetov aidecBfic yoyov). In treading upon the cloth, Agamemnon
should show disregard for the blame that his actions will inspire. The de-
struction is an assertion of power, both economically (since Agamemnon
can afford to destroy the cloth) and socially (since he is sufficiently pow-
erful to ignore his fellow citizens).

Nevertheless, our hypothetical Kwakiutl audience may well have found
Agamemnon’s behavior as scandalous as traditional critics, but for pre-
cisely the opposite reason. Agamemnon’s performance is embarrassing
because he does not understand the ethics of generosity. Agamemnon
does not err when he walks upon the purple. He errs because of the nig-
gardly, hesitant, and small-minded way in which he gradually allows
himself to be convinced. He frets about the expense (948—49) and cannot
even fully embrace the gesture. He does agree to walk upon the cloth, but
nervously calls upon his servants to remove his boots beforehand (944—
47). He cannot rid himself of his misgivings and sturdily tramp his
muddy boots over the fine cloth, but seeks half measures that satisfy no
one. Neither a proud conqueror nor a successful Solonic exponent of re-
straint, he walks barefoot into the house, an indecisive figure, groping for
a middle ground that is not open to him.

The Kwakiutl perspective may contrast with that of the Athenian
demos, but there were, as will be argued below, members of the Greek
world who also admired conspicuous consumption. Before exploring the
praise of consumption, however, we will first consider the opposite per-
spective. “Solonic” restraint is, in fact, an issue of some importance in
this scene, for Agamemnon’s exchange with Clytemnestra anticipates the
dramatic (and fictitious) encounter of Solon and Croesus in Book 1 of
Herodotus. Broadly speaking, the acting head of the household (Croesus/
Clytemnestra) receives a newcomer (Solon/Agamemnon) in a manner cal-
culated to display the overwhelming wealth of the household. Croesus or-
ders his servants to lead Solon around to all his treasuries and to point out
to him all the great and prosperous things that he had (Hdt. 1.30.1 kehet-
cavtog Kpoicov 10v Zéhwva Bepdnovieg meptijyov katd todg Oncavpoic.
kal gmedeixkvocav mdvta é6vta peydha te kai SAPia). Likewise, as
Agamemnon uneasily walks across the fabric, Clytemnestra comments

33. H. Codere, Fighting with Property: A Study of Kwakiutl Potlaching and Warfare 1792—1930 (New
York, 1950).

34. For a succinct survey of ethnographic materials that relate generosity to the establishment of rank
and power, see M. Sahlins, Stone Age Economics (Chicago, 1972), pp. 246-63.
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upon this act with boasts about the wealth of the house (961-62 oikog &’
drapyel 1dvde oLV Beoig alig / Eyetv: méveoBar 8 odk éniotatar d6pog).

In both cases, the newcomer does not (at least immediately) accept the
simplistic equation of wealth and prosperity. Solon, of course, dismisses
Croesus’ material wealth as at best a partial help. Wealth can help one
weather misfortune, but it is better to be lucky and not face misfortune in
the first place (Hdt. 1.32.6). Summarizing his long analysis of human ex-
perience, Solon explicitly states that a mortal cannot be judged 6\piog un-
til he has completed his life (1.32.7 &i 8¢ npbg TovTOLoL €Tt re)\aorﬁcn oV
Biov gv, oo‘rog gkelvog tOV ob (niéewg, 6 GAProg kekAfioBar d&iog éotit
mplv & dv tehevtnon, Emoyeiv, pnde koréetv ko OAProv GAA’ edtuyéa).
The conqueror Agamemnon anticipates the exact point that Solon would
make in Herodotus’ history (Ag. 925-30):

Ayo kat’ dvdpa, pt) Bedv, oéfetv épé.
Xwpig TodoynoTpwv T8 Kai 1@V motkilov
KANSOV GuTel” Kal TO Ut KaK®dG Ppovelv
Beol péyiotov ddpov. dABicar 8¢ xpn
Biov tedevtioavt’ év edecTol GiAY.

el mdvta 8 &g npdcoow’ dv, edBapong Eyd.

We must not judge anyone SABtog until he has “completed his life (Biov
tedevtoavta) with dear good fortune.” Sophocles and Euripides express
this sentiment in strikingly similar terms, combining forms of dApiog and
tehevtdo,>> but the later tragic passages were all probably composed after
Herodotus’ Solon. On the other hand, most scholars assume that Herodo-
tus probably began active work on his sttortes ca. 450, or just a few
years after the Oresteia had been produced While it is not impossible
that Herodotus’ Solon specifically echoes Agamemnon,37 it is at least as
likely that both passages draw upon more general fopoi about wealth and
S\Boc. The contrast between Agamemnon and Solon is, however, espe-
cially revealing. The wealth heaped up in Croesus’ storerooms, great and
spectacular as it may be, has no effect upon Solon, and he shocks Croesus
with his tales of Tellus and of Cleobis and Biton. Agamemnon, on the

35. Eur. Andr. 100-2 xp7 & odnot’ eineiv o0dév’ SAProv Ppotdv, / mpiv &v Bavovtog THv tehevtaiov
¥ng, Soph OT 1528-30 Bvntov Svt’ éxeivnv thv tedevtaiav i8eiv / Nuépav emcxonouvm ur|5£v Oh-
Bigerv, npw av / téppa tod Blou nepdon undEv dAyevov nabov, frag. 646.1-3 od ypn not’ €0 TPAGGOVTOG
d\Bioat tHyag / Gvdpds, mpiv avtd maviehds AT Piog / Sieknepabf kail tehevtion dpdpov. The Pandora
(system 2.3 [Harvard, 1990]) search program applied to the entire Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (Pilot CD
ROM #C [Irvine, 1987]) for oAB- and -tehevt- within four lines of one another locates 26 references, of
which 8 come from Herodotus and 6 from Hdt. 1.30-33. For an example of this sentiment expressed with-
out forms of 6ABiog and terevtdo, see Eur. Heracl. 863-66.

36. The latest datable events mentioned by Herodotus take place at the opening of the Peloponnesian
War, but Herodotus had clearly been at work on the Histories for some time. “Its ‘ideal’ date is closer to
the 440s than the 420s,” according to The Cambridge History of Greek Literature (Cambridge, 1985),
p. 428. The date at which Herodotus ceased work is more controversial than his starting point: for an argu-
ment that Herodotus was still working between 420 and 414, see Ch. Fornara, “Evidence for the Date of
Herodotus’ Publication,” JHS 91 (1971): 25-34; idem, “Herodotus’ Knowledge of the Archidamian War,”
Hermes 109 (1981): 149-56.

37. Of the 26 collocations of oAB- and -tedevt- in the TLG, outside of Aeschylus only 6 passages in
Pindar predate Herodotus. All of these six passages (Ol 2.30-35, Ol. 5.22-24, Pyth. 12.28-32, Nem.
11.13-16, frags. 131a and 137 S.-M.) discuss the relationship between 6ABog and the limited term of mor-
tal life, but, despite a general similarity of theme, none of them echoes the striking similarity of phrase
and utterance that the Aeschylean and Herodotean passages share.
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other hand, gives clear expression to the basic ideas on which the Hero-
dotean Solon would develop, but, unlike Solon, he cannot adhere to his
proper sentiments. Agamemnon briefly plays the Solonic role of wise
man, uninterested in material wealth, but only so that he can with his own
words recall a moral standard that is beyond him.

The cloth spread before Agamemnon is expensive not simply because it
is embroidered (and thus required a large surplus of labor to produce) but
because Clytemnestra boasts that her husband will cross “a path strewn
with purple” (910 mopgvpdctpwtog moépog). The dye porphyra was ex-
tremely expensive, and purple cloth signified great wealth. The orators
mention porphyra only once, where Isocrates refers to the peculiar fasci-
nation with which men view porphyra and gold (Panath. 12.39 nopgipav
Kol TOv xpuoov Bewpobpev). Outside of the Agamemnon, only one other
text from the classical period refers to mopeUpea sipata.”® ITopevpea
eipata play a role in three passages of Herodotus. When Pythermos of
Phocaea comes to Sparta as a representative of the Ionians, he (unwisely)
puts on a nopedpeov eipa (Hdt. 1.152.4), but his lavish Ionian style leaves
the Spartans unmoved. Later, Cambyses sends the Ethiopians, among
other luxuries, a nopgUpeov eipa at Herodotus 3.20.4. Just as the flamboy-
ant garment contrasts Ionian with Spartan, this gift forms the basis of a
story that makes a similar comparison of Persian and Ethiopian. The Ethi-
opian king (3.22.6) scorns the expensively dyed cloth as “trickery,” and
similarly dismisses gifts of expensive gold jewelry. In both of these
cases, possession of porphyra implies something foreign, soft, and adul-
terated. In defending Persian life, Xenophon explicitly tells us that purple
cloths were in fact a Median, not a Persian, custom (Cyr. 1.3.2).

The third Herodotus passage in which “purple cloths” appear is of
greatest interest. Herodotus carefully describes a gesture at Delphi by
Croesus, one of the most famous near-Greeks (1.50.1):

petd 8¢ tadta Bucinot peydinot tov év Aghgoioct Bedv ildoketo' KTNVed Te Yap Ta
BVoua mdavta tpioyidia €6voe, kAivag te Emypdoovg kai Emapyvpovg Kol QLAAdG
Xpuogag Kai lpata mopeUpea kai Kibdvag, viicag muphv peydAny, katékate, éAmilov
1OV Be6v pAAAOV TL ToUTOoL GvakTHoecBar Avdoict Te maot mpoeine Bdely mavTa TV
adTdv TovTE & T £Y01 EKacToC.

Croesus’ sacrifice and his overall behavior in Herodotus provide some in-
teresting points of comparison with Agamemnon. Here, as in Aeschylus,
the purple cloth is presented only to be destroyed. Croesus is, for all his
ties to Greece, a Lydian and, because of these close ties, served as the
paradigm of eastern luxury in the Greek imagination. Both Aeschylus and
Herodotus associate such destruction of luxury goods with a sacrifice to
the gods. Clytemnestra argues that Agamemnon might have vowed to de-
stroy the cloth as a gift to the gods (see Ag. 933-34), but Agamemnon’s
initial reaction implies that the cloth is a sacrifice to him personally, as if

38. Note, also, Supplementum Hellenisticum 958.13: a fragmentary elegy speaks of wealthy Medes
and goes on to scorn those who dress in nopgipea eipata and anoint their soft bodies with myrrh (15-16:
uéporgftv / pakaxodv ypdra Mnaivépevolg). Though post-classical in date, this text draws upon older tradi-
tions about Medes and Persians.
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he were himself divine. In Aeschylus, the object of the sacrifice is, at
best, ambiguous and raises disturbing questions.

The Herodotean Croesus offers one further point of comparison with
Agamemnon. In return for previous benefits, Croesus invited Alcmeon of
Athens to visit him at Sardis and presented him a gift of all the wealth
that Alcmeon could carry out of his storeroom (Hdt. 6.125). Alcmeon lit-
erally rolled back and forth in piles of gold-dust, stuffing his clothes and
even his mouth with gold. When, bulging with wealth, he staggered out of
the treasury, he looked like anything but a normal man (125.4 navti 8¢
€@ olkdG pdrdov fi dvBpdnw). Croesus’ reaction is especially relevant to
this discussion. Rather than being outraged at Alcmeon’s rapacity or dis-
mayed at the magnitude of what Alcmeon had acquired, Croesus is filled
with laughter at the sight of the greedy Alcmeon (125.5 i36vta 8¢ tov
Kpoiocov yéhog éofAbe). Croesus answered greed with a gesture of trium-
phant generosity. He gave Alcmeon all the gold that he already had and
an equal amount besides. Here, Croesus serves as the classic figure whose
great-heartedness and generosity are inexhaustible. He is the peyaio-
npennc whom Aristotle would systematically describe in the Nicoma-
chean Ethics (4.1122a18-23a20). Agamemnon, by contrast, is hesitant
and cannot accept the burden of peyalonpéneia. He cannot reconcile him-
self to the destruction of his wealth and is thus shown to lack the stature
that a Croesus attains.

If Agamemnon falls short of peyalonpéneia, Aeschylus provides us with
a character who knows full well the rhetoric of generosity. Clytemnestra
plays the role of open-handed head of the household, for she conceives the
gesture of walking upon the cloth and she shames Agamemnon into car-
rying it through. She, not Agamemnon, understands the psychology of the
ueyaronpenng: it is proper for the SAProg to yield to those beneath him (941
toig &8 OABiolg ye kai 16 vikdobor npénet). As Agamemnon steps upon the
purple cloth, she exults in the act and in the destruction of this valuable
property (958-60). With Agamemnon alive, the household, like a tree with
healthy roots, will easily restore itself and will prosper indefinitely.
Clytemnestra’s words at 958—74 assume the great-heartedness that her hus-
band cannot himself achieve. Her actions not only show Agamemnon to be
pusillanimous, but establish the strength of her own transgressive nature;
for she acts the dominant male role that one would expect Agamemnon
to fill.

Recent work on Pindar has greatly expanded our understandlng of
peyoronpéneia and its use in the archaic and classical perlod Pindar’s
patrons had the time and wherewithal not only to be victorious at the Pan-
hellenic competitions, but were able to commission one of the leading po-
ets of the day to compose poems that would place these victories in the
permanent poetic canon of Greek literature. Along with Simonides (who
seems to have invented the genre) and Bacchylides, Pindar constructed

39. L. Kurke, The Traffic in Praise: Pindar and the Poetics of Social Economy (Ithaca, 1991),
pp. 163-256.
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poems that framed the achievements of this elite in the conservative values
of their class. Their work thus served not only to record in permanent lit-
erary form the specific victories but also to construct a picture of the victor,
his family, and his polis, which in some sense justified their success.

Consider for example the flattering advice that Pindar offers Hieron—flat-
tering, because Pindar is urging on Hieron a course of action that the poem
by its existence implies that he has already taken (Pyth. 1.87-94):

el T kai phabpov mapaBiooet, péya tol PépeTal

nap cé0ev. TOADV tapiog 061" TOAAOL HAPTLPES GAUEPOTEPOLS TGTOL.

ebavOel 8’ év dpyd mappévav.

einep 11 PrAeig droav adeiav aiel kAVewv, uf) kdpve Aiav dandvaig 90

8Eie1 8’ domep KvBepvatag Gvrip

iotiov dvepdev. pt Sorwbiic, ® girog, Képdeaiv edtpdniolg SmBSuPpotov
abynpa d6&ag

olov dmotyopévev Gvdpdv diattav pavist

kai Aoyiowg kai dodoig ob @biver Kpoicov @ddppav dpetad-

As tyrant of Syracuse, Hieron was the richest and most powerful individ-
ual Greek of his time. The historical sources indicate that he was also one
of the most ruthless, but Pindar denies this aspect of the accumulation and
maintenance of power. Instead, power and wealth are the source for inex-
haustible and limitless generosity. They allow Hieron to scorn expense
and give him the material foundation on which he can base a persona that
transcends petty jealousies. Pindar scorns, here as always, “glib pursuit of
proﬁt,”40 and stresses that his patrons are beyond such mean concerns.
Pindar’s advice does not only apply to tyrants. In his ode for Psaumis
of Camarina, Pindar declares: “Always, when it is a question of excel-
lence, toil and expense strive to accomplish a deed that is shrouded in
danger” (Ol 5.15-16 aiet & dpe’ dpetaiol movog damava te papvatal
npog Epyov / xvdive kekaAivppévov). In his ode for Phylacidas of Ae-
gina, we hear: “for if a man, rejoicing in expense and toil, achieves godly
excellence, and a divinity sows the seed of lovely fame in him, then he al-
ready casts his anchor on the farthest shore of prosperity, since he is hon-
ored by the gods” (Isthm. 6.10—13 &i ydp T dvBpdnwv dandve te Yapeig
/ xail move mpaooel Beodpdtovg Gpetdg, / Vv té ol daipmv eutedel 6Eav
émnpatov, éoyatiaic RN npodg GABov / Bdiiet’ dykupav Bedtipog Edv). In
Isthmian 5, he praises the family of Cleonicus because “no thought of the
expense fretted away their devotion to their hopes” (Isthm. 5.57-58 o0b&’
ondoot dandvol / ¢Anidwv Exvic’ dmv). Likewise, the family of Melissus
from Thebes “did not keep their curved chariot from competing in the
general contests; striving against all of Greece, they rejoiced in spending
their wealth on their horses. Those who attempt nothing face silence and
obscurity” (Isthm. 4.28-30 038¢ navayvpiov Euvav dneiyov / xapmdiov

40. Isthm. 1.51 is the only passage in which Pindar does treat képSog as a clearly negative goal, and in
this context Pindar is reinterpreting the quality: the highest kép8og is not monetary, but a good name
among one’s friends at home and abroad (1.51 edayopnfeig xépdog Vyiotov déketat. mohatdv Kai Eéveov
YAdooag Gwtov).
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digpov, IMaverrdavecor &’ épwdpevol danave yoipov inmov. / t@®v Gnet-
patov yap dyvwotol cwwnai). In his poem for Herodotus of Thebes, we
hear: “If a man has devoted his whole spirit to excellence, sparing neither
expense nor toils, it is right to grant the boast of manliness to those who
achieve excellence, with an ungrudging mind” (Isthm 1.42-45 i &’ apetd
Katdkeltar micav dpydv, / duedtepov dandvoug te Kol movolg, / xpn viv
gVPOVTESOIV dydvopa Kéumov / puf ebovepaiot @épely / yvdpalg).

We already noted that Agamemnon does not measure up to the open-
heartedness implied by true peyorompéneia, and a further comparison
with the norms prescribed by Pindar reveals how far Agamemnon falls
short of this quality. Aeschylus does not, however, simply depict an Ag-
amemnon who does not meet “Pindaric” standards. He subtly portrays a
type of consumption that would offend his audience even if Agamemnon
embraced this consumption freely. Pindar’s patrons can boast of their
wealth not only because they pretend to despise it, but because they con-
sume their property in ways that allay the envy of others.*! Hieron, for
example, lavishes his wealth on hospitality and uses it to be a generous
and kindly host. For Hieron, wealth is a tool whereby he can be a more
affable host and treat his friends with greater consideration. He acquires
wealth to expend it in the service of others. At the same time, the other
victors, private citizens within their poleis, freely expend their stored
wealth to pursue al dpetai, the prized qualities admired by all citizens,
and to produce a glory in the Panhellenic games that will reflect on their
polis and its citizens as a whole.

Agamemnon, however, destroys the expensive cloth for no useful pur-
pose. He is not using his wealth to be more hospitable to his friends or to
serve some grand design. Clytemnestra urges him to indulge in this ges-
ture to dramatize pleasure at his return and the prosperity that allows him
to perform this gesture in the first place. Pindar presents the rich man’s
case for justifying his wealth: he does not use it for his own pleasures, but
to serve some other higher goal. Aeschylus sketches the opposing view:
the wealth belongs solely to the rich man’s household and serves to dra-
matize his status and superiority to his fellows.

CONCLUSION:
EGALITARIAN ETHICS AND THE POLITICS OF GENEROSITY AT ATHENS

We will conclude this paper by briefly relating Aeschylus’ treatment of
Agamemnon to the shared values of democratic Athenian society. Tradi-
tional humanist analysis has praised the evolution of justice and of a
stable polis that emerges during the Oresteia. Others have been more
critical, emphasizing the ideological justification of male domination that
takes place in the trilogy.42 Almost all critics have, however, seen the
Oresteia as a formative literary work that, far from being a passive mirror

41. Kurke, Traffic, pp. 163-94.
42. E.g., F. Zeitlin, “The Dynamics of Misogyny: Myth and Myth-Making in the Oresteia,” Arethusa
11 (1978): 149-84.
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of its time, contributed to the “invention of Athens” and to the definition
of what it meant to be an Athenian citizen in the mid-fifth century. The
Carpet Scene focuses attention on a major attitude that was general
among the Greek elite of the time and that also played a major role in the
maintenance of Athenian democracy: the suspicion of material symbols
of wealth and prestige. Thucydides (1.6.3—4), for example, remarks that
the Greeks had only recently adopted a more egalitarian lifestyle:

Kal ot mpeoPitepol adtoig TdV ebdarpdvov dd 10 aPpodicrtov od moAdg Ypovog Emerdn
XTdVAg te Avolg émadoavto gopolvieg Kol xpuodv tettiyov évépoet kpmfBvlov dva-
Sobpevol T@v &v T} keQaAf TPIX®V' G’ ob kal ‘ldveov Todg mpeoPuvTEpovg KaTA TO
Evyyevig émi moAD abtn 1) okevl) katéoyev. petpiq 8 ad £00fiTt kai ¢ TOV ViV Tpdmov
npdtor Aakedaipdvior dypricavto kol g T dAla mpdg Tovg MOAAOVG ot ta peilw kekTn-
pévot icodiattol pdAloTa KatEoTNoay.

The luxuriant clothing, which advertised the wealth of its owner, gave
way to a more moderate form of dress. 43 Cloth could be expensive and
served as a powerful signifier of wealth. Agamemnon’s gesture harkens
back to an earlier generation that had exploited finely made cloth as an
emblem of power.

This pretended disdain for material prosperity came from elites who
feared the social mobility that money and fluid wealth in the sixth century
made increasingly poss1b1e This ideological position evolved to protect
the entrenched dyafoi from those who converted wealth into status, but it
was also admirably suited to the needs of Athenian democracy. The
wealthy of Athens maintained their position by ostentatiously expending
their wealth in public services, obligatory and volunteer, such as the
fitting out of a trireme or the production of tragedles The Carpet Scene
reproduces in dramatic form the suspicions and mistrust that Athenians
still harbored about the rich and the powerful. Aeschylus presents an Ag-
amemnon who expends wealth for no communal purpose and who cannot
even match the fearless generosity to which Pindaric rhetoric lays claim.
Aeschylus does not reject Pindar’s construction of the peyahonpentc. He
simply replaces it with a different and less flattering model of the rich
man’s behavior.

This anti-elitism may have helped to hold Athenian society together,
creating a framework in which the rich survived but purchased their
survival by ostentatious and constant service to their community. Never-
theless, the anti-elitism remained an ideological stance, an argument ex-
ploited by its practitioners to maintain their own position rather than a

43. For a detailed discussion of this passage in Thucydides and of its significance, see A. E. Geddes,
“Rags and Riches: The Costume of Athenian Men in the Fifth Century,” CQ 37 (1987): 307-31.

44. On this, see Kurke, Traffic, esp. her discussion of Isthm. 2, pp. 252-56; L. Gernet, The Anthropol-
ogy of Ancient Greece, trans. J. Hamilton and S. J. and B. Nagy (Baltimore and London, 1981), pp. 286—
87. There is a large literature exploring the effect of money exchange on traditional societies in modern
times and its unsettling effects; see, for example, J. C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak (New Haven, 1985);
S. Gudeman, The Demise of a Rural Economy (New Haven, 1978).

45. For an extensive discussion of the dynamics of this system, see J. Ober, Mass and Elite in Demo-
cratic Athens (Princeton, 1989), pp. 192-247 and passim.
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principle rigorously enforced. The Athenians who spoke so warmly of
petpotng, “moderation,” and koouotng, “balanced behavior,” in their
law-courts, collectively played the peyardgpov in their dealings with the
rest of Greece during the empire. Plays such as the Suppliants and Hera-
clidae of Euripides portrayed an Athens that was above petty disputes,
and the final recourse of help from the weak and the oppressed. Over-
whelming power and wealth, the open-handedness of the peyaronpenig,
are major themes that underlie the funeral oration of Pericles. The Athe-
nians as a whole live beyond the need for fear and secrecy. Because they
were free men, they did not need to exercise constantly as professional
soldiers. No statement better combines the dialectic of generosity and
domination than Pericles’ proud boast (Thuc. 2.40.4-5):

Kol & &¢ dpeti|v vivTidpeda Toig TOANOIC ob ydp mdoyovieg €0, GAAL Spdvieg KTd-
neba Todg girovg. Befatdtepog 88 6 dpdoag TV xaptv Gote dpethopévny & edvoiag @
Sédwke odletv' 6 8¢ dvtogeilwv duBrvTepog, €iddg ovk &g ydpiv, dAA’ € dpeiinpa THv
GpeTTV Gmoddomy. kal pdvot ob Tod Eupeépovtog parrov Aoyiopd i tiig élevbepiag T
TOTH AdeDS TLVA GPENODHEV.

The Athenians seek no return for their help and confer benefits without
regard to expediency. Pericles is open to criticism because his words are
manifestly untrue (at least in the analysis of self-serving Athenian actions
that Thucydides presents). At the same time, however, his generosity
should, in light of the foregoing analysis of the Agamemnon, seem at the
least more complex. Like the Kwakiutl chief who smothers his guest in a
generosity that he cannot repay, Pericles’ open-handed, selfless support
dramatizes the gulf that separates Athens from all other states, belittling
their status and praising Athens. For Pericles’ assertion of generosity
without expectation of return goes hand in hand with Athens’ assertion of
power and domination over its allies. If Athens’ internal adherence to an
ethic of material restraint rendered it stronger, its external power politics
of generosity must have incurred as much hatred and resentment as they
did gratitude. The Oresteia outlined a brilliant, but partial, vision of what
Athens could be.

Tufts University
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