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Wx x HEN ARISTOPHANES POKED FUN at Aeschylus in the Frogs, he re- 
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,1 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 advip socafpilS, "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 

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."4 

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.6 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 0coi 
EyXoptot 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 v6v 6' eS; LeXaOpa Kai b66uou s(pexTio)ug). 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): 

vuv Taiza LTdvTa TkXo' dtInevOrTw ppevi 895 

X0yotv' av av6pa T6v6e TzV oTae90gov Kuva, 

cy0Tipa va6qS p6OTovov, 6WrnXi; oGTyrlq 
oTrXov 7co6ipr, LovoYev?q TcKVOV lraTpi, 
Kai yfv (pavcioav vauriXot 7cap' eXniSa, 
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KicXXAkkov qilap eiCtBeiv ?K XeihpaToS, 900 

66ot76pO 8WI6&)Ivt xqyalov poc;. 
TEp7rv6v 8 TrdvayKalov K(pUIYEiv arnav. 

TOtoioYS Toi vtv dti5o 7tpoo0(p0ey7[aotv. 

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.9 
Later rhetorical handbooks would have a formal name for Clytemnestra's 
speech at 855-903. She delivers the X6yoqS rc3paTr|ptoS, "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): 

aVX' fiKE1S jPV n' aiacioI;S ouGp36kotS ?K pactt)c(o; kapitp6o, (Danop [kiou cpat6pdi rt; 

aKKTi; &voOa v iflv 6p0seiC oia- OTo rdXkal t V dyaC0l pinr[ir1 61iyyetie TIV ErC' aioiot; 

acpitiv Kai eiKTatoTdTflv polpav T()V U6IqtlKOO. [10-14] 

VUKTOS Kai 6(0pou zTa TdvTa KaTtXir0(poTOS at66q KactOdap ijto; 6(p0ciS rdvTa dOp6Wo; T 

vuoXepf tIkXUoag, Kai ?pydori TOOTO Kai oU napa6paCptgs, OTI ToiVUV dvirvEucvav 

airavTre; 6oiTp v(pouS TtIVO6 T;V 61tvCv 7tapeXk6vTOv. [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): 

AT6a; yvce0Xov, 6owpdvT v pov (pu6ka, 

dxoouoia ,ltv Esla;ag EiKOT6CS pf 
paKpav yap 4TEtivact dXX' EvatcTipato 
aivtiv. tcap' &Xwov XPi] Tr6' pXEcGoat PaSq. 

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 
y7paS, a formal prize or privilege, to address the returning pactkoi5e be- 
longs to someone else, definitely a man and probably someone who is not 
OIKEco;, 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, "Lesefrichte," 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.10 "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."ll 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."13 Trampling 
the cloth is only a symbol that points backwards in time to Agamemnon's 
true offense, the sacrifice of his daughter at Aulis,14 or perhaps merely an 
indication of Agamemnon's stupidity.15 

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."16 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."17 

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. J. 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 pq16? pappapou (poqizg 6iKqv / XapalsUETs; 

36apa npooXdvrls :poi). 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: 

KX. Ti 6' &v 6OKei OIt npiapocS, ei Td6' qVUoEV; 

Ay. iv ToIKiXOIS av Kapra pot 3fvat 6OKEI. 

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 Tairc)l8 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.19 

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 

vUv 6s [pot, (piXov Kdpa, 

EKPatv' d7nivr%l Tito6e, p[ Xacpai :t0ilO 

TOv o6v 7t68', Jvat, 'IXiou 7copoiTopa. 

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: 

6Ot6Oe 56 Kai (aTiO TOU appaZOq KCatiot, (proci, paaotsEu, o6Tz Ka0lXXerTO 6Xiyou 6vTOq ErCi 

Tiv yiv TOO iiWou;U oUzTe 6it Xetpiv pset66p8voq, daXX' aies aUcok XpuCooOqS 8ippoq; ti0ETO 

Kai TOUTO) sct3paivov KaTzlEt Kai 6 3acyltXEoq 6t(ppo(p6poS EiS TOUTO EseTO. 

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 Xpuaoo; 6i(ppoS, a golden 
stool. The 6t(ppo(p6po; appears in Persian art,21 and Herodotus (3.146.3) 
terms Persians of highest rank 6tppo(popEi5pE vot, 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. Tdirln. 
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. 
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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): 

KaifL 61Et b t OUT6OV akx f CSc; TIEo6;S noIR0etEvov WtiXooTaci(iv EapaltvCOv, E9p' 

o6biSq a&Xoq Ent3patvev f paM3tXEls. 0T1E 6i 8i TV zv ?oxzdTV a6ukv eX0ot, &dvpatvEv nri 
TO [apia, tVioTE 68 Kai I(p' TIrTov' nE6 86 oU6t0oZre E&pd90r. 

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 nc'n:kot.22 

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 Plataea. 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): 

TaOUa kapLctv 6 HIauoavia Tla ypdatItra, cv Kai p6zpov Kav Tp [sydTCp d?ti)ipati Ut6O TCV 

'EXXivcov 6it Tzlv rIkaTatiaitv lyEuPoviav, 7noXkk TOTE PtaXkov ipTO Kai OUK?TI 56UvaTo 
?v T) Ka0eCTsoTti Tp6O7p P3oTeuetV, adX& oGKEuda; T Mr15tK&qS vOu6iCevoq K TO0 

BuLavriou 94iSt Kai 6tb Tzq OpKrl cq ntopEu6pevov aTObv Mfi6ot Kai Aiyu6nzot E6opu- 
(p6pouv, Tpdaeldcv TE HIepot1KV TiapeTiOeTo Kta KaTzXstv Tnv 6&dvoiav O0K e6uvaTo, 
daX' epyotq ppaXcnt 7rpou65kou a Tf yvlc&jn peir6vox ?E :nreTa ive[tks npd4etv. 

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 Kai noXOoi zTa ildTta auTlo)v soTaooav Ei; Tz/lv 666v, .ot 8 E oTtl3dbaS, Ko6avTec; K T OV 
dypcov. 

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 nokkX& 6t' Fs- 
ouoiav Kai O7yKov dv6rTov ppioovToO) and Diodorus to the Persian 
luxury (11.44.5 TrV 1I?pCtK]V TputpTiv) 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."24 

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 TO56E 
TOe Mbc6wv 7ys[t6voq I dappooivrq). 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.25 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. 

124 



POLITICS OF CONSUMPTION AND GENEROSITY 

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 8itL' ?g 
660o)v pEXaOpa iopcpTpag aTCaiov (957). His diction suggests that he still 
sees his action as improper. Elsewhere in the Agamemnon, the verb rcacCo 
describes a damaging, disrespectful, and shocking act.27 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 
nTcadopaTa (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 
ctitaza (921, 963), "garments," while Agamemnon nervously frets about 
the dpyupcvrqTot i(pai (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 nokkil yap ai65b 
6opaTro(pOopiTv ntooiv / (pOeipovTa rnkoiTov dpyupoviTJroug 

' 60 pd;). 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 TOTE jtEv yap iz T z ?K 

rlepo&iv natsaiia Kai tfyKpaTrita Xpi)VTO). They appear in Persian society 
as a sign of "Median softness" ( zTCov Mi&5ov pakaKia). 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 EfvSct d&?epoo tx nasTOvUwt) when he commits 
adultery with Atreus' wife; the Chorus says that Clytemnestra and Aegisthus trample underfoot the house's 
name (1356-57 oi 65 xTq; !ekXoS5 KkECO / nI0ot Tnaouv?eovE). The unequivocally negative term is XaKri(co 
(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: 

Kai 7tpO 6Pv TI XprlWT()ov 

KT1j'Giov 6KVO( pakoXv 

c(pev66vac dir' eUOjT-po-- 1010 

OUK ?6u p6OnaC 686ptoc 

t[kra[pov&S y?w)v ayav, 
o6U' r6ovCrtoe (ictKpoq. 

The commentaries clearly document GKOXki, the idea to which this pas- 
sage alludes. Aristotle refers in the Nicomachean Ethics (3.1110a8-11) to 
ai ?v TOIt XEtClPsTv EKp3okai, 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 5aiptov 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. 
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Aeschylean." For Goldhill, the incurable evil "is the ultimate lack of nar- 
rative control."29 

The Kp,3oXlI of 1008-13, however, connects very naturally to the action 
that precedes it. An eicpoXoi 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 EcKpoXr!. 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 sKcpoXoi, 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): 
ToXXd TOI t66ot ?K ALtb dtKpiXta- 
(pfig T? Kcai E4 dX6Kov 1ETErtdav 

vioatv 6SXoYv v6oov. 

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): 

?ozTv OdkXaoaa--TiS 65 vtv KaTaoTpoct;- 

Tp(cpouaa ioXXkk (; 7op(pupac ioYdpyupov 
KT1Ki&a rtayKaivtoTov, elidT6ov 3a(pdqS. 960 

olKOq 6' Uj6dpXE T OV6e GoV O1oit, avat, 

XEiV' RTVEGo0ac 6' OUK nioriTaTait 66iog. 

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 OdXaooa 
... Tpcpouoa), Zeus' flourishing gift from the yearly furrows annihilates 
famine (1014-16). An KKPoXfi, however painful, is a short-term problem 
and the cyclical nature of fortune may have occupied a conventional role 
in the rhetoric of ?Kporil: 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.31 

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."32 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 titled)33 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 pi vuv Tzv dv- 
Opo7ctov ai68eo0f viyov). 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 KEE6u- 
otavTog Kpoi{cou TO-v E6kXova 60pdr0ovTcS 7zEptfYov KaTa TOUO 09rioaupoiS. 
Kai rc76e?iKv UcYav dvzTa 6vzTa peydXka T? Kai oXI3ta). 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 OTKOg 6' 
UTcdOztPX Tziv6 v oig0 CitXl / ?iiX V' 7rVFCOJat 6' OVK 'Tio CTaTa' l 61Oio). 

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 Ok13tog un- 
til he has completed his life (1.32.7 ci 6i &npoq TOUTOtoIt TF TE T TCk?UTfl OV 

piiov E;, OUTro ?K1tVO TO'V O6 rTe1C;q, 06 okp3to KSKfGOlOt ai0tOq eoG'i 

Tipiv 6' av TeEkCUTTiOl, EItUGX iv, Prl6i KKaE?LV K0) O(ItV aX' EUTUXaL). 

The conqueror Agamemnon anticipates the exact point that Solon would 
make in Herodotus' history (Ag. 925-30): 

Xiyt0 KaTr' &avpa, pl 08e6v, o3petv ?pi. 

X(Opiq 7rO6O\^iloCTpOV Tce K(ai zTOV TOtKikOV 

K'6)V dUT?- Ki TO K . TO t KKCOi (ppOVEiV 
0eo0 Pty1cTOv &6pov. 6Opiogat 6i Xpi 

Piov 'TeLkEUrioctv' v 6EuoTa oi (piXn. 

ei TCdvrca 
' 6t Tipdoootto ' av, 850apoflS Ey). 

We must not judge anyone 0k3ptoS until he has "completed his life (Piov 
TkXEvTflcr avTca) with dear good fortune." Sophocles and Euripides express 
this sentiment in strikingly similar terms, combining forms of okI3ptog and 
TCXeuTcL0),35 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 Histories ca. 450, or just a few 
years after the Oresteia had been produced.36 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 topoi about wealth and 
5Xp3oq. 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 Xpq 6' OUtnoT' inctlv oU6Ev' 6XO tov 3poTPv, / erptv &v Oav6vrTOq T'V TrXe;uTaiav 

Tbr6g, Soph. OT 1528-30 OvqT6v OVT' EKeivrqv TrV TreXUTtaiaV i6eiv / fPEpav EcrtKOTCoouVTa I5tqe v' 6X- 

3igtiv, rp'lv av / TEp[a TOU lou 7o rEpdo| lnEy&v dXysEtvv a90v, frag. 646.1-3 o6u Xpf 7rOT' EU T[pdaoovTOg 

6opiMant T6Xat / dv8p6q, Epitv caVTO rtavTX(tE q 86r piog / 8IEKTsrpa6O] Kat TekEuTcon ?p6[pov. The Pandora 

(system 2.3 [Harvard, 1990]) search program applied to the entire Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (Pilot CD 

ROM #C [Irvine, 1987]) for okX3- and -TE?EUT- 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 6oktog and TscvuTTd), 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 ok3- and -TEXVUT- in the TLG, outside of Aeschylus only 6 passages in 

Pindar predate Herodotus. All of these six passages (01. 2.30-35, 01. 5.22-24, Pyth. 12.28-32, Nem. 

11.13-16, frags. 131a and 137 S.-M.) discuss the relationship between oXpo; 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 niopcpup6oTpCoTOi n;6pos). 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 iopcpupav 
Kai TOv Xpuo6v 0sopopgEv). Outside of the Agamemnon, only one other 
text from the classical period refers to T7opqcppsa ep4ara.38 ropq(ppea 
ci'paTa 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 ntopqcpupov Espa (Hdt. 1.152.4), but his lavish Ionian style leaves 
the Spartans unmoved. Later, Cambyses sends the Ethiopians, among 
other luxuries, a nopcpU6pov cpla 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): 

PET& r TCaUi a uoTinr oit peydXrCno TOV ?V Ev AeX(P1oi 06v iCKKETo' KTiVCed Te yap a& 

06otca ridvTa TptcrXiXta 0ucGs, KXivag rTe iZXp6cUou; Kai rctapy6pouS; Kai (ptdXdi 

XpuocTga KaLi eiYia rop(pupEa Ktai ) Kova vlcy Tuaq npS1v pseydr|V, KaITKali , eXIitcOV 
TOV v 0T6v paL6v TTOt oICotI dKvacKTZ(esTeOat Au6olii ZT? Traclt TpoeiTx 06s1v TCdvIa ztva 

aUTclV TOUTzcp Tl ?Xot lKaGTOq. 

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 7rop(pqpsa ei'taTa and anoint their soft bodies with myrrh (15-16: 
pIpotso[v / pcilaacov Xp&cTa tr7atv6pevo[g). 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 iravTi 6 
T-D oiKOi) [Lt&Xkov il dvOpCncp). 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 i66vzTa 6 TOV 
Kpoioov y7?ocS norf0e). 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 e17yako- 
npenir whom Aristotle would systematically describe in the Nicoma- 
chean Ethics (4.1122a18-23a20). Agamemnon, by contrast, is hesitant 
and cannot accept the burden of PecyakoTRpP}rca. 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 t7yakoTrpIretta, 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 
ps7yaXorpErci;: it is proper for the 6Xkptoq to yield to those beneath him (941 
To 5' o6piotq yc Kai TOi vtKaioactt p'nrcEt). 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 understanding of 
Pc^yaoiopEctcta and its use in the archaic and classical period.39 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): 

eT Tt KCai tp)aupov 7Tapatl0Joot, Ptya TOt (pepeTat 

nrap o0eov. ntokXo&v Tacpiac s aCoi rtoXoi l dpTupeq d(POTopotq ntoIaTi. 

euav0ei 5' ?v 6pya napjpvcov. 
EtnTp TI (ptXiIS KOV a6eTv & clV aii KXUDIV, Pi KcdpvE Xicav 6atdvatqS 90 

E4iet 6' dO07?p KupepvdrTas dvip 
ioCiov dvEcpEv. piT 6oXco0fi, (c piXo, K,p5ecInv eUTpdinkot; 6On06tOPpoTov 

auiXrta b66aS 

otov d7dotIXo[vcov dv6pipv 6iarTav Pav6el 
Kai Xoyiot; Kai dot6oi<- o6 (pOivet Kpoioou (pItk6ppwv dpE-Td 

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" (01. 5.15-16 aili 6' dacp' &pETaItct TOvoS 6aodva cT? tpapvaTat 
Tpo?S cpyov / KtI vcp6 KcKaXUI[tivov). 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 ei ydp ztI dvOpcrwcv 6anidva T?E apuig 
/ Kai ntOVC) rpd6oti eo6pLTdo uq appcTdS, / oav TC oi baituov (puT?ete 66bav 

itnflpaTOV, cYXatauil iiSrl npO6S O5POU / Pd6kTXe' aryKupav 0Ec6tgIo ECbv). 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 ou6' 
6Oictalt bacdvat / IXrci6ov Kcvrt' 6Ontv). 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 o56i riavayupiov w uvav dTiEiXov / KapCITTuo v 

40. Isthm. 1.51 is the only passage in which Pindar does treat Kcp6$o as a clearly negative goal, and in 
this context Pindar is reinterpreting the quality: the highest Kcp605 is not monetary, but a good name 
among one's friends at home and abroad (1.51 ebayoprl0eiS Kcp60o UitioCov 6&K?tat. TtnoXta-v Kai ?vcWv 
yXokaaoa aoTov). 
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5i(ppov, rIaveXXdaveco 6' :pit6pEvot 6anrdva xcapov ?TIntov. / T-cv daIt- 
pdacov yap ayvoczot ooctai). 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 6' dpeTa 
KaToaKerTat 7ncacav opydv, / dq(p6cpTpov 6acdvatS T Kai Lc6votu, / XP vtv 
eVp6vzTEoav aydvopa KOp6TOV / Pa (p0ovEpactit (qmp?Eiv / yvdpaiti). 

We already noted that Agamemnon does not measure up to the open- 
heartedness implied by true atgyakXoripneta, 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.41 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 ai dpezai, 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: 

Kai oi TCpeafop6Tpot aUToi ; Tv eU6atcp6vcov 6t& TO6 adpo6iaTov o06 noXU6O Xp6voq rbiE16 

XtTrcvd'S T? XtvouSq ta6Uaavro popoUvVTe Kai Xpuoaov TceTTi7yv Ev?poEt Kp0op3uov tva- 

o6ouievoI TCOV V tfl KctpaX TpXfl Ov' d p' o0 Kai 'I bvv TOUi ipeoof3uT:poui KraT TO 

UyyEvvE en7i niOX ai;zUT l OKEUTl KaTZcXev. perpita 6' au Ea09Tt Kai E; TOV vuv zp6Orov 

ItpCi)ot AcaKeS6Ct6vtot EXP1oTaVTO Kai gS T& X aXka 7T np TOgU noXIoXoS oi T& seieC KEKTr- 

p?vot ioo6iaTzot p[idXtca KaTcGozTariv. 

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 possible.44 This ideological position evolved to protect 
the entrenched dyaOoi 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 tragedies.45 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 pEyakonpoeig. 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 modem 
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 
pETpI6Trl;, "moderation," and KOG0[OTT1l, "balanced behavior," in their 
law-courts, collectively played the PeyaXo(ppcov 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 p?Yyao7pEitrfg, 
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): 

Kai Tz& E dpCTfv ?vrlVTi6P?i0a Toik toXXkoi,1 O0 yap ntoXovTcq EL, dXX& 6p&VTzS5 KTcO- 

p60a ToUS (piXous. pacor3ttTpog ? 6 6pdOcag Tsv xdpv 6oTe i 6petiXoiP?vv 6i' e6Uvoia[; 
?66OKc GotE1V' 6 & d&vTO(peiXov dp3;uT?Epo;, Eio OOK C XZptV, cOiX' c i;rlc opirka TP1v 

dpE?Tv dnroSCoiov. Kaci O6vot oU TOO tU)t(PpOVTOg iatkkov koytlop7 iP TrZ EeU0epia T6O 

7ttuTc d&eO & Tiva OpPEXoUCPv. 

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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