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The Orestes Theme

in Three Plays by Eugene O’Neill, T. S. Eliot and Jean-Pay] Sarty
e

of the dramatic events and their meaning.!

Mourning Becomes Electra is the tragedy of the Mannons, an aristocratic
New England family, which is destroyed in 1865/66, at the end of the
Civil War, by a series of private catastrophes, Brigadier-General Ezra
Mannon is poisoned by his wife Christine in the night after his homecoming,
She has hated her husband since the first night of her marriage, and wants
to be free for her lover, Captain Adam Brant. Brant is the son of Marie
Brantome, formerly a nurse in the family, and of Ezra's uncle David
Mannon, who had got her with child and had therefore been expelled from
his home and from the family's firm by Ezra's father Abe, his less
enterprising rival for Marie's love. Brant helps Christine in her crime
under the influence of her stronger will, and because he hates in Ezra the
son of Abe Mannon, who has conscientiously carried on the tradition of
leaving Marie Brantdme a prey to starvation. Although the cowardly
murder is excellently planned, its execution miscarries in one point.
Lavina, the daughter of the unhappy couple, who is passionately devoted
to her father and suspicious of her mother, discovers what is going on, an
becomes, by her stony and threatening presence, a source of terror for

1 The following texts are referred to: Mourning Becomes Electra in vol. 1l of The Pl?-‘/s
of Eugene O'Neill, Random House, nd.; The Family Reunion, a play by T. S. Eliok
Faber and Faber, 1939; Jean-Paul Sartre, Théafre, Gallimard, 1947,
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onscience on their trip; he rebels against her domination, and cruelly
prments her, until she wishes him dead, and thus repeats her mother’s
qime, in intention at least. In a fit of exasperation she tells her brother
what she thinks, and starts him on his way to suicide,

O'Neill's debts to Greek drama are numerous. He has given his
nmaterial the form of a trilogy, and arranged it in Aeschylus’ way: The
fist part (Homecoming) shows the murder of Ezra, the second (The
Hunted) Lavinia's and Orin's revenge: the shooting of Brant and Christine’s
suicide, the third (The Haunted) the fate of the revengers, There is
also the concentration of Greek drama: The evil that has slowly grown in
time is represented at the moment when it ripens towards catastrophe. The
mities of time and place are carefully, but not slavishly, observed: The
action of the first two plays passes within a fortnight in spring 1865; the
third play covers a little more than a month in the summer of 1866, With
the exception of a single one (the murder of Brant) all the scenes occur
in front or inside of the sinister Mannon house. Moreover, O'Neill makes
his own use of the convention of the chorus. It is rather a modest one,
as Set Beckwith and the various representatives of the townspeople who
mment with him upon the strange aloof ways and the terrible fate of
the aristocratic Mannons are treated in a strictly realistic style, a
tharacteristic trait of which is the introduction of dialect. There is hardly
Wy profundity or wider vision in these comments: they are the superficial
fossip of averag
the fact that the

ain and again
fces, Each on
Werpowering passions impelling the Mannons to destroy one another
d themselves. Most appropriately the Mannon house itself wears its
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white Grecian temple portico — a symbol of harmony and pojg,

delusive mask, = like

d

Mannon. But he cannot respond to her love in her way. One part of
his being rejects his passion for her as low and sinful, and the beginning
of their sexual relationship breeds disgust and contempt in both of them,
The children of the unhappy couple inherit a double nature. They arc
still under the Mannon code, but they know also the desire for their
mother’s strong impulsive life. All their actions are ambiguous, At first
Orin resists the Mannon inheritance, and becomes a prey to the Oedipus-
complex. He loves his mother with an exaggerated passion, and is nerved
by it to kill her lover. Lavinia’s devotion to her father is similarly
exaggerated, and yet, when she urges her brother to revenge him she does
not act from pure motives either. Adam Brant, by his Brantome blood,
has stirred up her passionate nature, too, and deep down in her heart there
is jealousy of her mother. After the destruction of Brant and Christine
Orin is hopelessly at war with himself. He allows his Mannon nature
with its sense of guilt and sin and its desire for punishment to dominatc
him in order to torture himself and his sister, who tries in vain to suppress
the same element in herself.

We need not enumerate the many further psychological subtleties of t
play. Those we have discussed suffice to show what O'Neill set out ©
do. In his version of ted to replace the curs
of the Atreus family ical mechanism and ¥
create the impression human existence
inexorably than any | ancients, He used ?

he

orc
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1. S. Eliot, who was born in the 888), had
plt the impact of the same experienc can youth,
for him they had been accompanied utility and
areality, against which he set out to dying The

family Reunion shall be a remark of Eliot's on Shakespeare's ability to
appeal to different types of spectators, which is found on p. 153 in The
lIse of Poetry and the Use of Criticism (1933): ‘For the simplest auditors
there is the plot, for the more thoughtful the character and conflict of
character, for the more literary the words and phrasing, for the more
nusically sensitive the rhythm, and for auditors of greater sensitiveness
ad understanding a meaning which reveals itself gradually.” The poet
adds that he has tried himself in ‘a couple of scenes, of a verse play’ to
onstruct a drama with several layers of meaning. Doubtless, he is
thinking of the two Sweeney Agonistes scenes of the years 1926 and 1927,
When Eliot composed The Family Reunion he succeeded in doing what he
had merely attempted in those scenes.

If the play has failed to impress the general public, the reason must be
boked for in its uppermost layer of meaning. The dramatist has been
%mewhat stingy in giving ‘the simplest auditors’ their food. He introduces
them to an aristocratic family of northern England, who assemble at
Wishwood, the family seat, to celebrate the birthday of Amy, Dowager
lady Monchensey, their senior and head, in the traditional way. Her
Sisters and brothers-in-law have arrived for the party, but she is still
%pecting her three sons. Only Harry, the eldest, comes; the two others
e kept away by motorcar accidents they have suffered or caused. Harry
Sin a strange state of perturbation. He has been abroad since his marriage
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eight years ago, and has recently los
On their way home from New Yor
shocks his relations by accusing him
With satisfaction the simple audito
but he is badly disappointed by wh
his cousin Mary, with the family
Agatha, and he sees ghosts in the
really a murderer, or not, is not answ
to face an unknown future, and his
departure. Agatha and Mary perfo
round the birthday cake and mutteri
For the ‘more thoughtful' audito
interesting psychology in the play as
her sister Agatha, and Harry are the
wife Amy was tied to a husband w
sister Agatha became the great p
estrangement she stayed with him,
educated in a spirit of jealous and
husband had left her and had died s
her eldest and ablest son, as well
up with him, reacted to that type of lo
As early as possible Harry married
Amy resisted the fact of his mar
and tried to preserve Wishwood i
Harry had left it. (When he actually comes home and finds everything
unchanged, this makes him only the more acutely conscious of the fact
that he is an entirely changed person.) She received the news of his wife's
death with undisguised satisfaction, and hoped that her son’s marriage
would prove merely an unhappy episode in his life. 'When Harry's brief
visit destroys this illusion her weak heart gives way, and she collapses.
Agatha has suffered no less than her sister, The passion of her brother-
in-law for her was so overwhelming that he conceived the plan of murdering
his wife at the very time when Harry's birth was approaching. Agatha
prevented this crime because she cared for the child that was going to
be born rather than from love of her sister. She learned to love Harry
with a mother's love, That is why she is now able to help him in the
great crisis of his life. But the most fascinating case for the psychologist is
Harry himself. 'We have pointed out that he married early to get away from
his mother. His marriage proved no less unhappy than that of his parents.
partly because it was an escape marriage, partly because Harry transferred
his wife. He suppressed his growing
he was haunted by a sense of guilt, ?nd
murderer. Immediately after his arrivé
ng shapes of the Eumenides. His guil”
complex is healed in a way while he discovers the facts about the unhappy
married life of his parents, and realizes that his father had wished befor
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What we have written is not a story of detection,
Of crime and punishment, but of sin and expiation. (p. 104.)

As we have seen it is Harry who is haunted by an intense sense of sin.
It sets him apart from all the other figures of the play, and makes him
ay out at the sight of the Eumenides:

No, no, not there. Look there !
Can't you see them? You don't see them, but I see them,
And they see me. (p. 25.)

These lines contain a quotation from Aeschylus' Choephoroe, which was
o used by Eliot as one of the mottos of Sweeney Agonistes® Harry's
*nse of sin is connected with the murder of his wife, which he has perhaps

for us now and at the hour of our birth.’ (Collected
0 112.)

o otns 1a60d’, &y §'6p@.” (The Oresteia of Aeschylus,
b ge, 1938, vol. I, p. 280.)
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not committed, and it is modified when his aunt tells him of a simj]

contemplated by his father. ar dQed

What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present?®

possible. At this moment of intense happiness he decides to face
Fumenides instead of running away from them and to seek expiation of
his guilt. Agatha and Mary have a degree of understanding of what ig
going on in him, but not Amy and the other more normal members of the
family. Agatha even hints at the possibility that Harry's experience may
be decisive not only for him alone, but, through the efficacy of vicarious
suffering, for all his unhappy family.

What are the connections of this play with the Orestes myth? The most
important one is found in the figure of Harry, of course. He is a modern
Orestes, pursued by the Eumenides. What attracted Fliot most in the
story of the descendant of the Pelops family was the fact that his fate
and his guilt were determined by the crimes of his parents and their
forbears and that the curse from which his sufferings sprang was brought
to an end by the intervention of the gods. He made it the background ol
his play because he found analogies in it to the modern creed of determinism

as well as ideas of iation. It enabled
him to rep circle of essively as O'Neill
and, Dbesid reaking s according to the
Christian think it occasional paralle!

traits in the other figures of Eliot's play and those of the Greek myth.”

4 T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, London, 1944, p. 7.
5 An attempt to do this will be found in H. W. Hausermann’s essay on T. S. E
Neue Schweizer Rundschau, Mai 1945,

Jiot in
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X

n 1943 Jean-Paul Sartre took up the Orestes theme in Les Mouches,
ertainly one of the most discussed plays of the war years. The French
Jramatist does not remove the story from its Greek setting, Fis scenes
are laid in the city of Argos, where the customs of the people are rather
primitive; the city itself, however, is placed in a Greece of a much more
advanced civilization. In characterizing his figures Sartre is no more
hampered by historical scruples.

Hiding his identity under the name of Philebe, Oreste returns to the
dty of his fathers in the company of his pedagogue as a highly civilized
young man, who has gathered the mosi approved knowledge of his time
on his extensive travels, He is proudly described by his teacher as ‘jeune,
riche et beau, avisé comme un vieillard, affranchi de toutes les servitudes et
de toutes les croyances, sans famille, sans patrie, sans religion, sans métier,
lbre pour tous les engagements et sachant qu'il ne faut jamais sengager,
i homme supérieur enfin,..” (p. 23 ) This young man is made
acquainted with the secrets of Argos in a series of scenes, No less a
personage than Jupiter himself tries to disgust him by a depressing
lescription of the plight of the fly-infested town and its inhabitants,
Since the murder of Agamemnon they all labour under a guilt complex.
They voluptuously deplore their great sin, overwhelm every casual listener
with confessions of their guilt, and undergo imaginary torments every year
on the Day of the Dead. This state of things is agreeable to the eyes of
]Upiter: ‘Ils ont mauvaise conscience, ils ont peur — et la peur, la mauvaise
tonscience ont un fumet délectable pour les narines des Dieux.” (p. 20.)
There is a reason for the bad conscience of the people: They secretly
tnjoyed the killing of Agamemnon. They sought an act of violence for
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a reason that sounds quite familiar

n'ont rien dit, parce qu'ils s'ennuy

violente.” (p. 16.) Oreste wants t

the spectacle of Electre, who comes t

with hatred against the protector o

force her to do menial services in t

Oreste is fascinated by his conver

which the similarity of mother and

antagonism. IHis next impression o

is taking part in the death rites, ¢

High Priest near the temple in the

the people in fear and subjection is

in a white robe and dances a sacrilegi

and restores the rule of superstition

must expect the worst [rom the enr

play Oreste offers to flee with his

that she must wait for her brother

her. Now she pities him, and tries

weight of his task as Agamemnon’

he decides to stay and to shoulder

to follow, does his best to change th

of his danger, but the king is tired o

play at Argos, and does not tak

Clytemnestre. The rest of the pl

Electre and Oreste to their crime.

after the murder of Agamemnon. She is overwhelmed by the enormity
of a deed that she has passionately desired for many vyears. She feels
repentance, and seeks expiation, and thus becomes a willing, though
terrified, victim of the Erinnyes, who make an old woman of her in onc
night. In short, she behaves as Jupiter wants a human being under his
rule to behave. Not so Oreste, He is also under the strain of having
performed a deed of the utmost gravity. But he has planned and executed
it as an act of justice: J'ai fait mon acte, Electre, et cet acte était bon. Je
le porterai sur mes épaules comme un passeur d’eau porte les voyageurs, je
le ferai passer sur l'autre rive et j'en rendrai compte,” (p. 84.) He does
not permit Jupiter to rouse any sense of guilt in him: ‘Je ne suis pas un
coupable, et tu ne saurais me [aire expier ce que je ne reconnais pas pour
un crime.’ (p. 94.) And he asseverates: ‘Le plus lache des assassins
c'est celui qui a des remords.’ (p. 98.) This rebellion against Jupiter i
given the widest significance. Oreste has discovered the god's carefully
hidden secret: Man is created for freedom and therefore destined to turm
against the gods themselves, Oreste wants to be the first creature thaf
risks the necessary rebellion, and thus sees a Promethean task before hint
He tells Jupiter: ‘Mais, tout & coup, la liberté a fondu sur moi et m'a transh
la nature a sauté en arriére, et je n'ai plus eu d'age, et je me suis sent
tout seul, au milieu de ton monde bénin, comme quelqu'un qui a perdu 5O
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PITER' — Pauvres gens! Tu vas leur faire cadeau de la solitude et de la honte, tu
" arracher les étoffes dont je les avais couverts, et tu leur montreras soudain leur
15 - . . - N

“ence, leur obscéne et fade existence, qui leur est donnée pour rien,

¥

‘qESTE‘ ~— Pourquoi leur refuserais-je le désespoir qui est en moi, puisque c'est leur ot ?
I
[PITER' — Qu'en feront-ils ?

-QESTE' — Ce qu'ils voudront: ils sont libres, et la vie humaine commence de l'autre
+; du désespoir. (p. 102.)

 his farewell speech to his people Oreste promises to carry away with
w all the weights of the past and to leave them free to begin a new
fe: “Vos fautes et vos remords, vos angoisses nocturnes, le crime d'Egisthe,
gt est & moi, je prends tout sur moi. Ne craignez plus vos morts, ce
at mes morts, Et voyez: vos mouches fidéles vous ont quittés pour
4. Mais n'ayez crainte, gens d'Argos: je ne m'assiérai pas, tout sanglant,
¢ le trdéne de ma victime: un Dieu me I'a offert et j'ai dit non. Je veux
e Un rOi sans terre et sans sujets. Adieu, mes hommes, tentez de vivre:
ut est neuf ici, tout est & commencer. Pour moi aussi la vie commence.
he étrange vie. ..." (p. 108.) That is all we hear of the life on the
fer side of despair: It will be new, strange, and utterly different from
ything that was in the past.

Despite his revolutionary tendencies Sartre is supported in the organi-
tion of his play by the example of Greek tragedy. His place economy is
iy a little less strict than his time economy. There is an impressive
teur des Erinnges. Otherwise, the chorus is disintegrated in the manner
{0'Neill to make room for the representation of various types of citizens
'Argos, The medium of the play is a prose, grounded on the cultured
%ech of modern France and capable of imagery and rhythms of great
e and beauty.

like his two predecessors, Sartre introduces a considerable amount of
Wern psychology into his treatment of the myth. But it is no more

CL the end of the first act of Goethe's Iphigenie auf Tauris:

Denn die Unsterblichen lieben der Menschen
‘Weit verbreitete gute Geschlechter,

Und sie fristen das [liichtige Leben

Gerne dem Sterblichen, wollen ihm gerne
Ihres eigenen, ewigen Himmels
Mitgeniessendes frohliches Anschaun

Eine Weile génnen und lassen,



compatriots forget their brooding over the errors of the past and their
self-accusations and to encourage them to act in a new way in an unheard-
of situation, In Les Mouches we find truth for one definite situation
represented as general truth, Sartre would probably reject this accusation
of jugglery on the plea that there are only truths for definite situations.
But he has certainly not resisted the temptation to generalize, Moreoven
we cannot suppress the suspicion that he allowed his thought to be
contaminated by the sophisms of the criminal victors of the moment. Thti
Hitlerites bragged of the entirely new start they had made: they chostI
their own acts in utter freedom from any ethical tradition, and defende

255

s — a eux seuls — qu'il appartient
(p. 79.)
Les Mouches is not alone the play
philosophical mood, representing a
minism no less violent than Eliot's,
present plight of western civilization
Sartre to the proclamation of a new
of freedom impossible to man, an
tzsche. This superman and his race
ere on the other side of despair.
enslave, unless he can make the
ive new life and meaning to some of
zation, discoveries that would force

reedom ?
Jasel. RupoLr Stamm.
. rFfy
The Semantics of Toast

The NED e form foast: two nouns and
two verbs, will be taken up, since the
nouns, and which need discussion here.
The NED

L frans, To burn as the sun does, to parch; to heat thoroughly, Obs. exc. as transf.

from 2,

b fig. To redden (by drinking}.

o intr, for refl. To warm oneself thoroughly.

L To brown (bread, cheese, etc.) by exposure to the heat of a fire.
v transf. To warm (one's feet or toes) at a fire,

“infr. for pass. To undergo toasting; to be toasted,

5 To destroy or disintegrate with fire, Obs.

by illustrative quotations, but the

een rightly interpreted. Thus, the

pears as an illustration of definition

up in terms of grammar confuse to

Me extent the semantic picture. Besides, the editors seem to have had
tore them too small a body of quotations. I have therefore taken the
lestions printed in the NED, added a number of quotations from various
Yueces, and classified the whole in terms of the material toasted, In other





