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Stephen Phillips Orestes
Stephen Phillips, 1868 – 1915. Orestes. Poem. Privately printed 1884. Revised, published in Primavera: poems by four authros (Oxford 1884). — J. Boswell, Past Ruine Ilion: a bibliography of English and American literature based on greco-roman mythology (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow, 1982), 202; D. Bush, Mythology and the Romantic Tradition in English Poetry (Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press, 1937), p. 561 (1908).
This poem was in the first collection written by Stephen Phillips. ‘Orestes’ is written in blank verse—unrhymed verse written in iambic pentameter. The poem is narrated from the perspective of Orestes as he tells the story of the murder of his mother. The collection was not published until after Stephen Phillips had gained some popularity as a dramatist in London. I found a review of the volume entitled New Poems found in the Athenaeum no. 4189, Feb. 8, 1908:
We fear that Mr. Phillips’ reputation will gain but little by this volume. It is in blank verse only that he is able to do himself justice… In our opinion there are but three poems in this collection that satisfy: namely: ‘The Quest of Edith,’ ‘Orestes,’ and the one-act tragedy of ‘Iole.’ (156)
Another literary journal entitled The Bookman in volume 13 states that the collection that foreshadows Philips work as a dramatist “particularly the blank-verse dramatic vignette of ‘Orestes,’ with its austere movement and its hints of dramatic vision.” (26) (see Lowell, James Russell. The Bookman: A Literary Journal. New York:Dodd, Mead, and Company. 1901)
I suspect that there are strong stylistic connections between this poem and Brownings Agamemnon. This poem was first published 1890 and Browning’s Agamemnon was published in 1877. Phrases such as the ‘ancient towers’ are contained in both text. Doing a linguistic analysis of both texts could be quite interesting.
Very little has been written on either Stephen Phillips and his early works, or the text of ‘Orestes.’ A quick search of JSTOR yielded no articles on the topic, or really any analysis on the poetry of Stephen Phillips. The poem is not long, being only about 70 lines in length. 
Phillips heavily adapts the myth. He assumes his reader is already intimately familiar with the details of the story and focuses much more on the emotions that Orestes feels as he kills his mother. There is no mention of a father outside of the line ‘my father’s murderess.’ The only characters who interact in the poem are Justice, a nurse, Orestes and his mother. The nurse’s sole purpose is to highlight Orestes’ grief as he is reminded of his mother and to remind Orestes how terrible it is to kill your mother.
The poem opens with Justice. Here Justice is not a virtue that anyone would aspire to. Justice is a ‘cold queen’ and dwells among the dead. Orestes is commanded to heed Justice and so begins his quest. I think my favorite part of the poem is how Orestes starts out undaunted prepared in any way to slay his mother but quickly reality sets in and the task becomes far more difficult and emotionally painful. The journey starts with lines such as “And hardly wist I whom I was to slay, My mother! but a vague, heroic dream” showing how Orestes hasn’t really considered the consequences of his actions or the difficulties. His quest is elusive and almost like a dream. Orestes doesn’t notice anything as he travels until he arrives home.
Came back on me: I stood, as from a dream 
Waked to a sudden, sad reality. 
And when, far off, I saw those ancient towers, 
The palaces and places of my youth, 
I long'd to fall into my mother's arms, 
And tell a thousand tales of near escapes. 
And lo! the nurse, that fondled me of yore, 
Fell with glad tears upon my neck, and told 
How she, and how my mother, all this while 
Had dream'd of all I was to do, and said 
How dear I should be to my mother's eyes. 
Actually seeing home dramatically changes the nature of Orestes task. I find Phillip’s additions here to be very moving. Particularly the lines the nurse conveys about how the mother had dreamed what was going to happen and how excited Clymenestra would be to see Orestes. The irony is biting and the reader feels bad for both Orestes and Clytemnestra at the same time. When Orestes finally does slay his mother he doesn’t think of his mother but rather:

And struck my father's murderess, not my mother. 

The emotional distance the Orestes needs to create between himself and his mother in order to kill her is both real and moving. Yet after Orestes kills his mother the distance collapses. He sits next to her dead body and treats her like she is still alive. He holds her hand, he questions her, and he remembers all the moments from his childhood that he spent with his mother. Orestes display of grief and pain and the memories of his mother all haunt him. His final words to his mother are:

Ye will not look upon me in that world. 
Yet thou, perchance, art happier, if thou go'st 
Into some land of wind and drifting leaves, 
To sleep without a star;

But Orestes knows perfectly well that Hell and the Furies await him. Justice is defined as a Curse in the third to last line. He heeded the call of Justice and look what it has wrought. Justice is satisfied with the death of the mother, but Justice has destroyed Orestes who forever hates himself for what he has done.
The poem ends:
And I fled forth, a murderer, through the world.
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Phillips has taken the basic story of Orestes and rather than focusing in on the plot and narrative has focused entirely on the psychology and emotions of Orestes. The details of the narrative are as bare bones as possible. But the reader deeply feels the pain and anguish of Orestes as he sits next to his dead mother whom he has killed and converses with her. 
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Me in far lands did Justice call, cold queen 
Among the dead, who after heat and haste 
At length have leisure for her steadfast voice, 
That gathers peace from the great deeps of hell. 
She call'd me, saying: 'I heard a cry by night! 
Go thou, and question not; within thy halls 
My will awaits fulfilment. Lo, the dead 
Cries out before me in the under-world. 
Seek not to justify thyself: in me 
Be strong, and I will show thee wise in time; 
For, though my face be dark, yet unto those 
Who truly follow me through storm or shine, 
For these the veil shall fall, and they shall see 
They walked with Wisdom, though they knew her not.' 
So sped I home; and from the under-world 
Forever came a wind that fill'd my sails, 
Cold, like a spirit! and ever her still voice 
Spoke over shoreless seas and fathomless deeps, 
And in great calms, as from a colder world; 
Nor slack'd I sail by day, nor yet when night 
Fell on my running keel, and now would burn, 
With all her eyes, my errand into me. 
So sped I on, fill'd with a voice divine: 
And hardly wist I whom I was to slay, 
My mother! but a vague, heroic dream 
Possess'd me; fired to do the will of gods, 
I lost the man in minister of Heaven; 
Nor took I note of sandbank, nor of storm, 
Nor of the ocean's thunders, when the shores 
All round had faded, leaving me alone: 
I knew I could not die, till I had slain! 
But, when I came once more upon the land 
That rear'd me, all the sweetness of old days 
Came back on me: I stood, as from a dream 
Waked to a sudden, sad reality. 
And when, far off, I saw those ancient towers, 
The palaces and places of my youth, 
I long'd to fall into my mother's arms, 
And tell a thousand tales of near escapes. 
And lo! the nurse, that fondled me of yore, 
Fell with glad tears upon my neck, and told 
How she, and how my mother, all this while 
Had dream'd of all I was to do, and said 
How dear I should be to my mother's eyes. 
Her words shook me, but shook not my resolve. 
For even then there came that sterner voice, 
Echoing to what was highest in the soul. 
Then, like to those who have a work on earth, 
And put far from them lips of wife or child, 
And gird them to the accomplishment; so I 
Strode in, nor saw at all mine ancient halls; 
And struck my father's murderess, not my mother. 
And, when I had smitten, lo, the strength of gods 
Pass'd from me, and the old, familiar halls 
Reel'd back on me; dim statues, that of old 
Holding my mother's hand I marvell'd at, 
And questioned her of each. And she lies there, 
My mother! ay, my mother now; O hair 
That once I play'd with in these halls! O eyes 
That for a moment knew me as I came, 
And lighten'd up, and trembled into love; 
The next were darkened by my hand! Ah me! 
Ye will not look upon me in that world. 
Yet thou, perchance, art happier, if thou go'st 
Into some land of wind and drifting leaves, 
To sleep without a star; but as for me, 
Hell hungers, and the restless Furies wait. 
Then the dark Curse, that sits upon the towers, 
Bow'd down her awful head, thus satisfied, 
And I fled forth, a murderer, through the world.



