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The Justice of the Chimaira: Goat, Snake,
Lion, and Almost the Entire Oresteia in a
Little Monstrous Image
JOHAN TRALAU

T

he second time we hear the word δίκη, dikē—
which usually means “justice”—in Aischylos’ Oresteia, we
may just read by, overlooking how strange an image it conveys. The tragic poet tells us that Agamemnon sacrificed his
daughter Iphigeneia, ordering his servants to lift her above the
altar δίκαν χιμαίρας (Ag. 232). The expression is often taken to
mean “like a one-year-old she-goat,” a fairly simple simile
comparing the killing of the woman to a normal sacrifice. Recently, as we will see, critics have pointed out that the wording could be understood as a reference to a mythic monster,
the Chimaira. In the following, however, a new interpretation
will be suggested. First, it will be argued that the words address the troubled relation between animals and justice in a
very special way, and that the expression is consequently a
wonderfully monstrous compound of two spheres that are, in
the Greek cosmos, incommensurable. In short, the incongruent amalgamation of words in the expression, the incongruent body of the mythic creature alluded to in those words,
and the incongruity of the spheres that coalesce in the human
sacrifice all mirror each other. Second, it will be claimed that
if we read the Oresteia through the lens of the Chimaira
image, we will see a great part of the entire tale, from the prehistory of the Trojan war to the persecution of Orestes, in
this three-bodied body, lion, goat and snake—that is, that the
body of the monster incarnates the story told by Aischylos. If
we accept this interpretation there are important implications
for our understanding of Aischylos and his use of images in
general. Aischylos’ poetry is an exercise in massive sensory
overload which defies most attempts to establish strict “eiarion 24.2 fall 2016
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ther-or” interpretations. Yet the interpretation laid out below
will provide a counter-understanding against some influential
readings that emphasise the wild, promiscuous or arbitrary
nature of his metaphors and similes.1 I will try to show that
Aischylos’ imagery is intoxicatingly systematic in its use of
monsters, images and animal species.
The argument will unfold in accordance with the body of
the Chimaira. After relating previous scholarship, we will
explore the hermeneutic potential of the image of the woman
as a goat and the possibility of understanding her not only as
a goat, but as the mythic creature from whose middle part a
goat protrudes. We will then follow the lion imagery, continue with the series of images pertaining to snakes, and then go
on to discuss conclusions and the implications of this interpretation.
previous interpretations,
from straightforward images to monsters
the image of the goat-girl is to be found at the beginning of
Agamemnon, the first play in the trilogy. After a watchman,
lying on the roof κυνὸς δίκην (Ag. 3)—”like a dog,” perhaps—has seen beacons signalling that Troy has fallen, the
chorus sing of the Trojan expedition. Agamemnon, the king
of Mycenae, was forced to sacrifice his daughter in order to
assuage Artemis, who had been slighted and who hence prevented the Greek force from sailing on from Aulis to Troy.
After the first choral song we witness how Agamemnon
returns home and is murdered by his wife Klytaimestra and
her lover, Aigisthos. In the second play, Agamemnon and
Klytaimestra’s son Orestes returns in disguise and retaliates.
At the behest of Apollo, he murders his mother and her lover.
He is then prosecuted by the Erinyes, the goddesses of
revenge conjured by his mother. In the final play, Orestes
reaches Athens where he is tried in court—specifically, the
Areopagos institued by Athena for the purpose of trying
homicide cases. Apollo and Orestes plead his case, the
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Erinyes plead theirs, the jury vote is tied, and Athena finally
decides, acquitting Orestes. The Erinyes are then placated
and introduced at Athens, where they will henceforth receive
due honors and cult. So much for the story, which is the
history—or rather, the great etiological myth—of the supersession of the archaic system of “private” retaliatory violence, and the advent of legal procedure and political authority in a narrower sense.2 The Oresteia is arguably, in the
words of Christian Meier, the “großartigste Manifestation”
of Hellenic political thought in the 5th century.3
The image of Iphigeneia being slaughtered “like a goat” in
the first choral song has not always attracted much attention. Eduard Fraenkel claimed that it involves a comparison
with a sacrifice before a battle, and that it is natural to liken
Iphigeneia to a goat since she is made to serve a similar purpose in Aischylos’ plot.4 This appears to be straightforward,
but the question is if that is all there is to it. By contrast,
Simon Goldhill has argued that the point of the image is that
the young woman and the animal are not similar.5 But the
question is if the χίμαιρα in the passage must be taken to be
a year-old she-goat. John Heath, in a brief footnote, states
that the word could instead allude to the Chimaira, the
mythic monster.6 In an innovative essay, Peter Wilson goes
one step further.7 He draws attention to the fact that the construction of δίκαν with a genitive, hitherto almost invariably
understood as an adverbial expression signifying similarity,
is most unusual, that its overwhelming presence precisely in
the Oresteia—and almost only there in extant Greek literature—is significant, and that it resonates with a larger theme
in the trilogy and in Hellenic thought, that of law and animals. The peculiar δίκαν/δίκην has typically been understood
as a mere “quasi-preposition” meaning “like” or “in the
manner of.”8 But the expression is unusual and eccentric,
and Nicole Loraux has pointed out that “le silence des commentateurs . . . est remarquable” in this regard.9 Others have
downplayed the strangeness of the expression and its possible connotations vis-à-vis the theme of justice.10 By con-
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trast, Wilson says that it is certainly telling that the human
sacrifice in question is depicted by means of an image of a
monster.11 Yet we need to ask of what this image is telling,
what the point of the image is, that is, why Aischylos would
want to employ the Chimaira in this context. In the following, a new interpretation will be ventured. Our answer
will be twofold. First, this singular combination of words
denoting a certain animal and justice, this conceptual
“monstrosity,” reveals the perceived monstrosity of the
sacrifice and events depicted in the Oresteia. Second, the
sequence of animals in the Chimaira’s body mirrors the tale
itself.
beginning in medias res: goat and monster
φράσεν δ᾽ ἀόζοις πατὴρ μετ᾽ εὐχὰν
δίκαν χιμαίρας ὕπερθε βωμοῦ
πέπλοισι περιπετῆ παντὶ θυμῶι προνωπῆ
λαβεῖν ἀέρδην,
στόματός τε καλλιπρώιρου
φυλακᾶι κατασχεῖν
φθόγγον ἀραῖον οἴκοις,
βιαι χαλινῶν τ᾽ ἀναύδωι μένει.12
Her father, after a prayer, told his servants to lift her like a year-old
she-goat over the altar with all their strength—facing down, her
garment falling round her—and to restrain, with a guard on her
beautifully-prowed mouth, any sound cursing the house, by the
bridle’s force and speechless power.

The scene is impressive, and so is the imagery. There are
several remarkable metaphors. We learn that the servants gagged the woman so as to stop her from laying a curse on the
house. Specifically, they impede her στόματος τε καλλιπρώιρου.
Sommerstein glosses these words as “her fair-prowed mouth,”
a naval metaphor of the body. Several commentators have let
the expression pass without comment.13 J. D. Denniston and
Denys Page argued that the word καλλιπρώιρου is “an extreme
example of its type, the compound adjective of which the lat-
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ter element is meaningless.”14 Fraenkel claimed that in this
passage the -πρῳρος element is employed as “simply the forward end of something.”15 D. van Nes has, however, pointed
out that the prows of ancient ships actually resembled, and
were thought of as, faces with their ram and painted eyes in
front.16 And it could be argued that καλλιπρώιρου as “fairprowed” is neither “meaningless” nor “simply the forward
end” in this context. We know that the Greek expedition
could not sail on from Aulis, and that this sacrifice was
undertaken for the purpose of redemption. The word
καλλιπρώιρου is thus, as a naval metaphor, significant. The
slaughtering of Iphigeneia instrumentalizes her, and it reduces
her to a means that makes the further voyage of the Greeks
possible. The victim is metaphorically reduced to an object, a
ship, corresponding to the purpose of the sacrifice itself. This
is, then, arguably a further indication that the order of the
world has been subverted in the Oresteia: humans are not
only treated as animals, but as things, as objects.
And these images continue their work. The young woman is
muzzled βιαι χαλινῶν τ᾽ ἀναύδωι μένει, literally something like
“by the force and speechless power of bridles.” And ἀναύδωι,
“speechless,” is probably a disconcerting word, not just in the
sense that it describes the violent act of silencing the victim,
but also because it evokes subversion of the cosmological hierarchy of animals and human beings. As forcefully argued by
Heath, the Greeks conceptualized the radical difference
between beasts and men as that of beings without language as
opposed to those who possess language.17 “Speechless power”
thus in a very special way resonates with the horrifying treatment of the woman as a sacrificial animal: it very explicitly,
very symbolically turns her into what she as a human being is
not meant to be. Moreover, the object, possibly cloth, with
which she is controlled is likened to a bridle or bit, χαλινῶν
(χαλινός was used of both the bit and the bridle in general).18
In a different tragic context, Charles Segal has argued that the
bit is a “traditional metaphor for civil order” and “self-control.”19 But this is simply not correct. When bits and bridles
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are to be found in tragedy, they are typically and—like yokes,
goads and whips—unequivocally reminiscent of despotism, of
political tyranny.20 Similar to the evocation of speechlessness,
the metaphorical use of tools that are constructed for the purpose of controlling animals is deeply alarming when these
tools are applied on humans. The image of the bit thus subverts political and cosmological order.
But most importantly, Agamemnon orders the servants to
lift his daughter δίκαν χιμαίρας (Ag. 232). Sommerstein, in
his translation, renders it by “like a yearling goat.” Some
commentators seem to have found the expression less than
spectacular, omitting any discussion of it.21 Others, such as
Petrus Groeneboom, have just seen a touching image of the
girl, a “beeld der weerlosheid,” “an image of defenselessness.”22 Denniston and Page argue that the image is “specially apt, for it was customary to sacrifice a χίμαιρα to Artemis
Agrotera.”23 Likewise, Headlam and Thomson say that the
she-goat was “the normal victim.”24 Yet like “apt,” “normal” is of course, to begin with, a problematic concept in the
context of human sacrifice. As has been noted, the image is
“revolting to us” but must have been “more revolting still”
to the Greeks, used to the sight of the bloody sacrifice of animals.25 The treatment of a woman as if she were a goat is,
then, scandalous to Greek sensibilities.26 But as we will see,
the words cannot (as has been suggested) plausibly be rendered by the unspecific “like some sacrificial animal.”27 It
would appear that the species of this sacrificial beast is significant—or rather, possibly, the three species.
As we saw, two scholars have pointed to the possibility of
understanding this χίμαιρα not as a year-old goat, but as the
monster named for it.28 Neither of them develops the implications of such an interpretation. Yet the Chimaira is a
mysterious creature—perhaps more so than many others of
Greek myth. Homer tells us that she is of “divine descent,”
θεῖον γένος—though of course θεῖον is so much more elastic
a concept than our “divine”—and has the body of a lion, a
goat, a snake’s tail, and that she breathes fire.29 Many find
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the combination of the fierce lion, the terrible snake and the
domesticated she-goat alienating or ridiculous since the goat
is not (seems not to be) as horrifying as the other species
represented in the monster’s body.30 Jenny Strauss Clay thus
argues that “there is an almost comic incongruity in the combination of a fierce lion and huge serpent with a young
female goat—hardly a terrifying beast.”31 In this vein, Martin
West has claimed that the Chimaira is the “oddest and least
satifying of the mythical monsters.”32 In Hesiod’s Theogony
the origins of the Chimaira are slightly enigmatic and unclear, or at least open to debate.33
Why the Chimaira, then? Why this strange composite?
How would it make sense to read Aischylos’ expression as an
allusion to the monstrous creature? The solution to this
enigma is perhaps to be found in another strange composite,
linguistic this time—in fact, the very words that we are
discussing. For in δίκαν χιμαίρας there is the problem of δίκη,
“right.” Some have, as we said, denied the connotation of
conceptions of “right” and “justice”—undeniably one of the
great themes of the Oresteia—in δίκαν/δίκην with a genitive.
Garvie claims, in the context of such a construction in the
Libation Bearers, that “it is going too far to connect this with
the general δίκη-motif of the trilogy.”34 Evangelos Petrounias
argues that the word “justice” is in fact to be heard in these
constructions, yet adds that Aischylos does this for reasons of
euphony, as a mere decoration.35 Previous scholarship has
thus typically downplayed the possibility of references to
justice. The construction has most often been interpreted
simply as “like” a goat, a dog, the moon and so on—in this
vein, Groeneboom says that it equals τρόπον, meaning simply
“in the manner of.”36 Yet even a brief inventory of such constructions in Greek shows us how unusual and peculiar they
are. In Aischylos, almost all other examples are in the
Oresteia itself, and outside of him, the only other tragic
examples are from two Sophoklean fragments (one an image
of a woman compared to a maltreated foal, the other to
Sirius, the “dog star”) and once in Euripides, once again in a
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comparison with an animal, an octopus.37 All animals and
rights, then—but the ”all” is a small number. Apart from
that, the construction is used once in Pindar, Archilochos and
Semonides.38 These are the instances enumerated by Wilson.
It could be argued that he overstates the eccentricity of the
expression, given the other examples. Moreover, one could
add Anaximenes, who is reported to have said that the stars
are fastened to the sky ἥλων δίκην, probably meaning “like
nail-heads,” though the source, Aetios, is very late and possibly dubious.39 Furthermore, Empedokles actually speaks of
humans rising to the sky καπνοῖο δίκην, “like smoke.”40
If the expression is probably not as strange as argued by
Wilson—allowing, in fact, the understanding of δίκην as
τρόπον, “in the manner of”—the trilogy’s massive δίκην
bombardment of the audience is in fact singular. And more
recent scholarship has discovered new possibilities of interpretation pertaining to δίκην as right in the Oresteia. Wilson
has argued that the wording is used to convey an image of a
cosmological distortion, of a world in which the distinction
between man and animal has been subverted.41 The Oresteia
depicts a world of corrupted sacrifice, where humans beings
are treated as if they were beasts. In the trilogy we thus find
the expression in linguistic images pertaining to dogs, a goat
or the Chimaira, the moon, dreams, a baby, barbarians, a
swallow, a bride, a wave, a cow, a swan, a crow, a messenger,
sailors, a child, the Gorgons, a hare, a fawn, a coachman and
a gardener (and someone may wish to add blood).42 This is
a remarkable series of unorthodox and irregular uses of δίκη,
in a trilogy grappling with right, humans, and animals.
Understanding the words at hand only as “like a goat” is
arguably not plausible. On the contrary, we may expect
something disconcerting.
What, then, of δίκη if “justice” and “right” are to be heard
here? To begin with, δίκη in the sense of justice is a divine and
human affair. It does prima facie not pertain to the sphere of
animals and their behavior. The combination of “right” and
“animal” is hence, to mainstream Greek thought, a concept-
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ual aberration. In Hesiod’s account of the order and ordering
of the world, δίκη is decidedly an entity that is exclusively
pertinent to humans and gods.
τόνδε γὰρ ἀνθρώποισι νόμον διέταξε Κρονίων
ἰχθύσι μὲν καὶ θηρσὶ καὶ οἰωνοῖς πετεηνοῖς
ἐσθέμεν ἀλλήλους, ἐπεὶ οὐ δίκη ἐστὶ μετ᾽ αὐτοῖς·
ἀνθρώποισι δ᾽ ἔδωκε δίκην, ἣ πολλὸν ἀρίστη
(Hes. Op. 276–79)
For the son of Kronos ordained this law for humans: fishes and
beasts and winged birds eat one another, since right is not among
them; but to human beings he gave right, which is by far the finest.

Hesiod thus explicitly opposes δίκη and the animals. The
latter may devour each other; humans may not, for they
partake in δίκη and are thus subject to it. It is surely significant that Hesiod chooses to present the moral distinction
between man and animal in terms of eating.43 Cannibalism
is fine for fish, birds and so on. Animals and humans
belong to different conceptual worlds in the sense that the
former have no part in “right,” except as objects of the
acts of sacrifice that maintain social and cosmological harmony. The Greeks had no Holy Scripture, yet it is clear
that Hesiod’s etiological tale of sacrifice is as close as one
comes to a standard account.44 And though there are
exceptions to this fundamental principle of Greek morality—e.g., sectarian vegetarians such as the Orphics—this
cosmology likewise underlies the universe of Aischylos. A
polis is, as convincingly argued by Jean-Louis Durand, a
community of people sacrificing together, united by virtue
of the bloody public sacrifice of animals and the corresponding prohibition to spill the blood of others belonging
to the community.45 Justice and beasts are thus radically
different from each other. An expression such as δίκαν
χιμαίρας is consequently a terminological monstrosity, for
it connects the beast and justice. And in this sense, the
wording mirrors the “object of comparison,” the Chimaira.
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This monster is made up of parts belonging to different species. Homer sings in the Iliad:
πρόσθε λέων, ὄπισθεν δὲ δράκων, μέσση δὲ χίμαιρα
(Il. 6.181)
the fore part a lion, the back part a serpent, in the middle she is a
goat

These species, goat, lion, snake, are unthinkable in one and
the same animal, except in this curious deviation, deriving
from the strange prehistory of the world, an epoch that still
gave birth to monsters. And in the same vein, the conglomerate δίκαν χιμαίρας is composed of phenomena that do not
belong together. Δίκη on the one hand and the Chimaira or the
goat on the other hand are parts of different conceptual spheres, the substance of which is determined by mutual exclusion.
The expression thus reflects the monster involved in it. Just
like the mythic creature itself, “the justice of the Chimaira” is
a monstrosity—a conceptual monster created by Aischylos.
It could be objected that the Greeks had no real interest in
the creatures that we label monsters.46 Yet the terms—τέρας,
πέλωρ—used of this group of mythic beings seem to mirror
the conception of the monstrous inherent in many modern
languages. They can be used of something terrifying,
something huge, but also of something that is an aberration
in being a mixed body, a hybrid the body parts of which are
incommensurable in “natural” species.47 A conglomerate,
then, a combination of things that do not belong together. In
this exact sense, the Chimaira is a monster, and in this sense,
δίκαν χιμαίρας is a conceptual monstrosity.
The point of this interpretation is not to argue that
Aischylos’ χίμαιρα is not a goat. The goat was in fact typically sacrificed to Artemis.48 The χίμαιρα is in this case arguably ambiguous, goat and monster—and of course, the
monster reading presupposes the goat, as the middle part
mediating between snake and lion. And intriguingly, the con-
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ceptual monstrosity mirrors that of the phantasmagorical
creature itself, as well as the monstrosity of the atrocious act
of treating a human being like a sacrificial animal.
No one has, to the best of my knowledge, ventured this
interpretation before. Yet it resonates with and complements
other, perhaps almost uncontroversial, strands of interpretation. For the world depicted in the Oresteia, before the trial
and aquittal of Orestes and the incorporation of the Furies
into the city-state, is one in which the relation between
humans and beasts is distorted and perverted.49 In the following, as I said, we will look at images pertaining to lions
and snakes, yet these are a part—though perhaps the dominant part—of an enormous web of animalic imagery that
suggests that the world is out of joint. In the parode, the watchman will say nothing of what happens “in the house,”
adding that “a big ox has stepped on [stands on] my tongue,”
βοῦς ἐπὶ γλώσσῃ μέγας | βέβηκεν (Ag. 35–36). The expression
has been duly debated, and some have defended the view, originating in Pollux (9.61) that the “ox” is the coin introduced
by Theseus, sporting an ox, and that the expression thus
implies that the silence of the watchman has been bought.50
It has, however, also been argued that the “ox” may just be a
way of expressing how heavy the burden of silence is.51
Others have claimed that it is “a widespread proverbial
phrase,” or a “homely phrase.”52 Given that there is but one
single parallel in which we actually find an ox that has stepped on a tongue—in Theognis—the expression is still remarkable in the context of Agamemnon. The image of an ox stepping on a man’s tongue is bizarre and terrible—particularly
when we consider the great number of instances in which
humans are treated as animals in the Oresteia. In the final
phase of this theme, before the world appears to be wrestled
back into order, the Furies repeatedly complain that they are
treated like horses, and at one point they say that
Klytaimestra drives a goad “up into the midriff, up into my
liver,” ὑπὸ φρένας, ὑπὸ λοβόν (Eu. 158). Sommerstein renders

52

the justice of the chimaira

ὑπό as “up into,” but it can of course imply place as well as
direction, “under” or “in under,” “up into.”53 Some commentators have hence chosen to understand the expression as
“under,” others as “up into.”54 Yet the goad would arguably
not just be held, but pressed into the body, and this should
make us sensitive to the hermeneutic possibilities inherent in
“up into the liver” (metonymically, the lobe of the liver).
Regardless of whether we visualize the Furies in their “natural,” quasi-human shape or as metaphorical horses, this
image is uncanny.55 The horse’s liver is well protected in its
body, inside the ribs, and a goad that pierces the chest in that
way would of course no longer serve the metaphorical purpose of prodding the horse in order to make it run faster.56
Clearly, then, the Furies—capable of speech and worthy of
some sort of awe—are being treated in a way that is not even
appropriate for an animal.57 The abyss between gods,
humans and animals has been bridged, and the order of the
world is thus distorted. The Chimaira may in fact be the perfect representation of this distortion, for it unites what must
otherwise be kept apart.
up front, the lion
in Agamemnon, we find a much-discussed passage devoted
to an image of a lion cub.
ἔθρεψεν δὲ λέοντος ἶνιν δόμοις ἀγάλακτον οὕτως ἀνὴρ φιλόμαστον
(Ag. 717–19)
In this way a man nourished a lion child in his house, loving the
breast yet deprived of its milk

Yet of course the lion then developed its true nature, and
the “house was defiled with blood” (αἵματι δ᾽ οἶκος ἐφύρθη,
Ag. 732). Interpretations of this ode have been diverse and
divergent. The lion cub has been construed as an image of
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Helen and her destructive nature, as equally destructive Paris
who received her in Troy, as Agamemnon—likewise destructive, in his own way—and as the events themselves.58 The
passage involves an image of suckling: the lion cub is not fed
by its mother, and as we shall see, this notion anticipates an
image of breastfeeding that will be of great importance to the
trilogy. We cannot deal with the complex problems of interpretation here, but will proceed on the assumption that all of
these interpretations of the lion cub are at least possible, and
may or should have been perceived as such by a Greek listener. Indeed, the lack of clarity in the image may be significant,
for as we will see, Aischylos’ images seem to contaminate
each other. The image of the lion is transmitted from one
character to another, in exact analogy to pollution. It may
hence be quite appropriate for this original metaphorical
lion to be indeterminate in its ascription to a particular character. In this drama, where boundaries are constantly transgressed, the distinctions between images and persons are
likewise subverted. And regardless of the possibility of
understanding the lion cub as Agamemnon, other images
unequivocally connect the king and the great predator.59
Agamemnon himself speaks of the conqueror at the sack of
Troy in the image of a lion leaping over its walls—and he is
of course himself the commander of this expedition (Ag.
827).60 In prophetic frenzy, Kassandra speaks of the history
and the terrible future of the house of Atreus, mentioning
Klytaimestra, Aigisthos and Agamemnon: Klytaimestra is
αὕτη δίπους λέαινα, συγκοιμωμένη
λύκωι λέοντος εὐγενοῦς ἀπουσίαι
(Ag. 1258–59)
This is the two-footed lioness, who sleeps with the wolf in the
absence of the noble lion

The absent lion must be Agamemnon. This creature is, we
hear, εὐγενοῦς, noble. The Greek history of lion images is
long, and one of the remarkable features of Agamemnon is
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arguably the extent to which the lion represents ferocity
rather than a noble temper and valour—and this is probably
the single unequivocal exception in the text.61 The wolf sleeping with the lioness would appear to be Aigisthos, and the
lioness is Klytaimestra. The cultural history of the wolf in
ancient Greece is of great interest, but we cannot address it in
this context.62 Two things are especially interesting. The first
is that a metaphorical wolf sleeps with the adulterer-lioness,
a transgression of species that would not occur in the realm
of nature, and arguably a disconcerting image. The second is
that the lioness is in fact a monstrosity: she is δίπους, “twofooted,” an expression “presumably” deriving from “oracular language.”63 It has recently been claimed that this bipedality “underline[s] Clytemnestra’s power.”64 Yet this kind of
distortion of natural form and behavior is in fact pervasive in
the Oresteia. Likewise, it is connected with a fundamental
instability of species. For a little earlier, Aigisthos may—
though the text is uncertain—be referred to as a “cowardly
lion,” λέοντ᾽ ἄναλκιν in bed with Klytaimestra (Ag. 1224).65
As pointed out by Judet de la Combe, this is “contre les lois
de la nature,” yet makes perfect sense as a metaphor expressing the status of Aigisthos in the play.66 And as argued by
Heath, the “blending of the two worlds,” human and animal,
bed and predator, is remarkable in this image.67 The leonine
connotation begins in Helen, Paris or Agamemnon, passes on
to Agamemnon, then to Klytaimestra, and from her to
Aigisthos—from the prehistory of the Trojan war to its aftermath in the murder in the bath tub in Mycenae.
Yet the lion image continues. It morphs. In the Libation
Bearers, at the moment when Orestes kills Klytaimestra, the
chorus sing that a “twofold lion,” δίπλους λέων (Ch. 938),
has come. This “double lion,” which surely recalls the twofooted lioness Klytaimestra, δίπους λέαινα (Ag. 1258), has
been much discussed. Some have argued that it refers to
Klytaimestra again, or Klytaimestra and Orestes, while
others have made the case that it signifies Orestes and
Pylades, or indeed Orestes alone, or even the killing of
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Klytaimestra and Aigisthos.68 Garvie, who seems to choose
none of these options, notes that the lion image “recur[s]
with changing reference throughout the trilogy.”69 And as
argued by Kurt Sier, the wording may be “mit Absicht paradox.”70 Perhaps we should read the opacity of this image of
the “double lion” as well as that of the first leonine metaphor, the lion cub, as instances of systematic ambiguity.
What begins in obscurity of reference and is transmitted
through a chain of persons—Agamemnon, Klytaimestra,
Aigisthos, Orestes—ends in obscurity of reference. The images have been passed on, like a contagion, polluting one
character after another. The very last reference to a lion is to
be found in the scene where Apollo ousts the Furies from his
temple, saying that they should live in “the den of a blooddrinking lion,” λέοντος ἄντρον αἱματορρόφου (Eu. 193). This
series of images ends, then, on a “dark note.”71 Apollo
indirectly uses the predatory image of the Erinyes. But the
serpentine imagery has already begun.
at the end of the tale, the serpent
orestes has appeared as a lion. As pointed out by Pierre
Vidal-Naquet, he is a “personnage double . . . serpent et
lion.”72 Yet this is not only true of Orestes. Like the lion imagery, the images pertaining to snakes are passed on from one
character to the next. And this chain begins before Aischylos.
In a fragment from the Oresteia of Stesichoros we encounter
Klytaimestra and a remarkable snake.
τᾶι δὲ δράκων ἐδόκησε μολεῖν κάρα βεβροτωμένος ἄκρον,
ἐκ δ᾽ ἄρα τοῦ βασιλεὺς Πλεισθενίδας ἐφάνη73
It seemed to her that a snake came, with the top of its head
blood-stained, and from it a Pleisthenid king appeared.

Klytaimestra thus has a vision of a snake in a dream. The
meaning of these verses is partly contested. It could, for

56

the justice of the chimaira

example, be discussed to what extent the snake is only
Agamemnon, and to what extent the Pleisthenid king mentioned in the fragment is Agamemnon, Orestes, or both, and
whether the king emerges “from” the snake, or “after,” or
“in accordance” with it (whatever “it” would mean in the
latter case).74 Yet it would appear to be clear that the snake
represents Agamemnon; the blood on the head is thus from
the wound inflicted by Klytaimestra.75 The question why
the dead man returns as a snake could likewise be discussed.76
But the purpose here is not to solve any of these problems.
Rather, the point is that in a poem that is at least a century
older than Aischylos’ trilogy, we probably find Agamemnon
in serpentine form. We may surmise that Aischylos and at
least some of his readers were aware of the older image, and
that we should be, too. And in the tragic trilogy we find a
remarkable chain of metaphors and similes pertaining to
snakes.
Overcome by frenzy, at the beginning of Agamemnon,
Kassandra is at a loss about what to call Klytaimestra:
ἀμφίσβαιναν, ἢ Σκύλλαν τινὰ
οἰκοῦσαν ἐν πέτραισι
(Ag. 1233–34)
A double-headed snake, or a Scylla living among rocks

The ἀμφίσβαινα is part of the complex of serpents. Yet the
word adds a very special flavor to this series of images, for
as we learn in Aelian’s book on animals and other places, the
creature is two-headed, δικέφαλος.77 This snake is not an
ordinary monster, and Klytaimestra is not an ordinary
snake.78 The amphisbaina had two heads in the sense that it
had heads at both ends, making head and tail double and the
same. This evokes another aberration, the two-footed lioness
Klytaimestra (Ag. 1258), and it is, in the context of a wife
and mother, alarming. It is also part of the pattern of perversion of natural and cosmic order that pervades the world
of the Oresteia.79 Head and tail have been reversed in a
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strange fashion, and this is arguably a very sensitive issue in
Hellenic culture. Admittedly a later source, and in a particular context, Aelian tells us that the initiates of the “two goddesses” were not allowed to eat the shark called γαλεός since
that fish engenders or bears its young in or from the mouth
(τῷ στόματι τίκτει).80 Walter Burkert argues that the perception of this animal’s impurity derives from the fact that the
boundary between the mouth and the genitals—and hence
sexuality—has been blurred.81 The snake does not, of
course, mate with the tail, but a similarly provocative inversion of natural order may be at play in the notion of the
amphisbaina, a disconcerting quality in the mythic monster.
Moreover, Kassandra’s Σκύλλαν τινά likewise evokes a snakish creature. And in Libation Bearers, Elektra speaks of her
mother as a viper (δεινῆς ἐχίδνης, Ch. 249) that has killed the
eagle Agamemnon in its coils.82 After the murders, Orestes
compares his mother to “a moray or a viper,” μύραινά γ᾽ εἴτ᾽
ἔχιδν᾽ (Ch. 994), the former being understood as analogous
to a snake.83 This prepares the transition of the snake from
Klytaimestra to Orestes.
The most famous set of images of snakes is found in
Klytaimestra’s dream, and this is where the serpentine properties are passed on from mother to son. The chorus relate
the vision in the dream to Orestes. Klytaimestra had given
birth to a snake and wrapped it in swaddling-clothes “like a
baby”—in fact, again, παιδὸς . . . δίκην (Ch. 529). The snake
is ostentatiously problematic in the context of δίκη, and so,
arguably, is the child; the infant is not yet capable of participating in justice. Again, it would seem that “like a baby,”
“comme un enfant”84 misses something fundamental,
namely, the conceptual distortion inherent in the expression.
And the image of the serpentine child turns nightmarish.
Klytaimestra offers it her breast to suckle: αὐτὴ προσέσχε
μαστὸν ἐν τὠνείρατι, “she herself offered the breast to it in
the dream” (Ch. 531), and the snake bites it ὥστ᾽ ἐν γάλακτι
θρόμβον αἵματος σπάσαι, “so that in the milk it sucked in a
clot of blood” (Ch. 533). This grotesque image of a human
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mother and a baby snake signals inversion of the natural order
in so many ways. Snakes are of course not mammals and do
not suckle, and the vision of a reptile biting the breast of its
human mother, mingling milk and blood, is extraordinary.
Orestes then interprets the dream:
εἰ γὰρ τὸν αὐτὸν χῶρον ἐκλιπὼν ἐμοὶ
οὕφις ✝ἐπᾶσασπαργανηπλείζετο✝
καὶ μαστὸν ἀμφέχασκ᾽ ἐμὸν θρεπτήριον,
θρόμβῳ δ᾽ ἐμείξεν αἵματος φίλον γάλα,
ἡ δ᾽ ἀμφὶ τάρβει τῶιδ᾽ ἐπώιμωξεν πάθει,
δεῖ τοί νιν, ὡς ἔθρεψεν ἔκπαγλον τέρας,
θανεῖν βιαίως· ἐκδρακοντωθεὶς δ᾽ ἐγὼ
κτείνω νιν, ὡς τοὔνειρον ἐννέπει τόδε.
(Ch. 543–50)
If the snake had come out from the same place as I, and [wording
and sense unclear] coiled up in my swaddling-clothes, and gaped its
mouth around the breast that nurtured me, and mingled the loving
milk with a clot of blood, and she cried in terror of what happened—then, surely, she must die violently as she nourished this terrible monster. Having become a serpent, I kill her: this is thus what
the dream says.

Orestes takes on the role of the serpent.85 He interprets the
monstrous snake, calling it precisely τέρας, a “monster,” and
identifies it as himself. The chorus will directly thereafter say
that he is a τερασκόπος (551) in this matter—the “diviner,”
or “portent-seer” or “monster-seer.” Orestes is the seer and
the object of the vision.86 He is the snake that “gapes
around” (ἀμφέχασκ᾽) his mother’s breast: he has become a
serpent (ἐκδρακοντωθείς). The order of the family has been
distorted, and it has become snakelike.87 The pollution of
the snake has thus been transmitted from mother to son. It
is probably fair to emphasize the fundamental inversion
involved in an image of a suckling serpent, and it clearly
echoes the image of the lion cub, in which there was likewise
a problem with suckling, since the animal was somehow
deprived of its mother’s milk.
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It is often argued that the snake images play only a minor
role in the Eumenides.88 The Erniyes are of course serpentine, as pointed out by Orestes (Ch. 1050) and as often seen
in the visual arts.89 Yet it is important to see precisely how
the snake figures in the final passage in which a serpent is
explicitly involved. When evicting the Erinyes from his
temple, Apollo threatens them with his bow, saying that he
will shoot a πτηνὸν ἀργηστὴν ὄφιν, “winged shining snake”
(Eu. 181) at them, a projectile that, following the scholiast,
is a snake because of its bite or because of its venom.90 This
is a bold kenning sporting the arrow as a flying snake—
“bombast” according to Podlecki.91 Groeneboom claims that
the fact that the object is winged is “een compromis” between
the two images involved, that is, that the arrow is winged and
that the snake is hence given wings to correspond to the
arrow in the metaphor.92 But the snakish arrow is particularly noteworthy in this context, for it is a link in the chain
of serpents. The snake—beginning, perhaps, in Agamemnon—
passes on from Klytaimestra to Orestes, then to her Erinyes,
and finally ends up in Apollo’s hand. It is as if the serpent pollutes, just like the lion.
We have thus seen that the drama can, up to this point, be
traced through the image of the Chimaira. The sacrifice pictures Iphigeneia as a goat and as a monster, pointing toward the
lion and the snake. Until the arrival at Athens, the main characters are all polluted by the lion and the snake. Lion, goat,
snake. It is all there. And at the end of this part of the tale, we
are reminded of the fact that the Chimaira breathes fire.
σὺ δ᾽ αἱματηρὸν πνεῦμ’ ἐπουρίσασα τῶι,
ἀτμῶι κατισχναίνουσα, νηδύος πυρί
(Eu. 137–38)
Blowing your bloody breath at him, making him waste away
with your breath, with the fire of your bowels

In this passage, Klytaimestra evokes the breath of the
Erinyes as one of fire, πυρί.93 The snakish creatures exude
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fire, they breathe “with fire,” that is, they breathe fire. This
completes the image of the Chimaira.
There is one final point to make. At one juncture,
Klytaimestra says that if the reports and rumors of
Agamemnon’s death that circulated had been true, then he
would have been τρισώματος τἄν, Γηρυὼν ὁ δεύτερος, “threebodied—a second Geryon” (Ag. 870). Geryon was a
monstrous man with three bodies, or heads, in different versions, yet always unnaturally tripled in some way—in this
case, τρισώματος, “three-bodied.”94 In this tripartite play,
Klytaimestra, who is likened to several deformed creatures,
a biped lioness (Ag. 1258) and a two-headed snake (Ag.
1233), speaks of her husband—who has slaughtered their
daughter like a goat or a three-bodied monster, the
Chimaira—as a three-bodied being, Geryon. It is perhaps not
incidental that the three-bodied Geryon belongs to the
descendants of Phorkys and Keto, the same monstrous lineage as—the Chimaira.95
conclusions
in this paper, it has been argued that the expression δίκαν
χιμαίρας in Agamemnon invites an interpretation that has not
been made before. First, the wording—using the image of a
hybrid monster, composed of bodies from different animal species that do not belong together—mirrors the incompatibility
of the spheres of animals and justice, and the fundamental
inversion that has taken place in a world where humans are
treated as animals. Second, the possibility of reading the
χίμαιρα not only as a goat, but as the eponymous monster,
unveils a new perspective on the animal imagery; it reveals that
the lion and snake images, mediated by the goat in the middle,
organize the Oresteia. If this is true, then the strange expression δίκαν χιμαίρας mirrors and anticipates the greater part of
the trilogy—it incorporates and presents the fundamental perversion of the Greek concept of right. This is not to say that all
animal images, or the plot as a whole, can be subsumed under
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this organizing master image. But the importance of the
Chimaira has, to put it cautiously, been underestimated.
Are there other, grander implications? Perhaps. First, conclusions could be drawn about the role of monsters in Greek
poetry and myth. While some scholars have argued that
“monsters disproportionately attract the attention of modern
readers,” our reading would suggest that the Chimaira is of
great importance in the play in shaping the imagery of the trilogy.96 The upshot would be that Aischylos himself found
monsters good to think with.
Second, this interpretation may make us revise opinions
about Aischylos as a creator of images and as a thinker. It
has sometimes been claimed that the poet is not sophisticated, but rather a natural, primitive genius: Denniston and
Page famously argue that “profound thought is not among
[Aischylos’] gifts”; moreover, they state that “image and reality are sometimes rather confused than blent in Aeschylean
metaphors.”97 And for what it is worth, it could be added
that Mark Griffith has claimed that the tragedian has “relatively little interest in . . . logical consistency.”98 Moreover,
the nature of Aischylean images has been contested, with
some scholars arguing that they are obscure and over-complicated.99 But it is important to see how coherent and systematic the imagery of the Oresteia is—promiscuous, indeed
contagious, when animal species are transmitted from character to character, yet at the same time highly systematic. It
illustrates, indeed embodies, pollution; the corruption and
desecration are consistently transmitted along a chain of characters.
Third, and compatible with the tendency that we have just
discussed, in Aischylos studies there is sometimes a tendency
to downplay the precise nature of—and species in—
Aischylos’ images. Certainly, some scholars have claimed
that Aischylos’ metaphors surpass those of Sophokles and
Euripides in precision.100 Yet the opposite case has been
made more often. In this vein, it has been argued that in the
Oresteia, the very fact of transgression of the border
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between humans and animals is much more relevant than
“exact analogies,” and that the “melding with animals” is
what is important, not the specific animal species—goats,
lions, snakes, and so on—involved.101 Likewise, it has been
claimed that it is ”sometimes an error to regularize these
images,” that is, to look for precision in them.102 Moreover,
in a slightly different context, yet with regard to Greek myth,
it has been suggested that it is often a mistake to try to
under-stand an image on the basis of the particular kind of
plant or animal, etc., used therein—we should, rather, consider such images “signposts” signalling an important passage.103 Yet as we have seen, the image of the Chimaira in
Aischylos is astonishingly precise in operating precisely with
different species for the purpose of showing a spectacular
inversion of the conceptual and politico-religious order of
the Athenian polis. His poetry, as an intervention into the
Hellenic imaginary, operates with promiscuous yet at the
same time exuberantly exact images.
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