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BEYOND DEATH IN THE ORESTEIA

The Oresteia is permeated with depictions of the afterlife, which have
never been examined together. In this book, Amit Shilo analyzes their
intertwined and conflicting implications. He argues for a “poetics of
multiplicity” and a “poetics of the beyond” that inform the ongoing
debates over justice, fate, ethics, and politics in the trilogy. The book
presents novel, textually grounded readings of Cassandra’s fate,
Clytemnestra’s ghost scene, mourning ritual, hero cult, and punish-
ment by Hades. It offers a fresh perspective on the political thought of
the trilogy by contrasting the ethical focus of the Erinyes and Hades
with Athena’s insistence on divine unity and warfare. Shedding new
light on the trilogy as a whole, this book is crucial reading for students
and scholars of classical literature and religion.

AMIT SHILO is Assistant Professor in the Department of Classics at
the University of California, Santa Barbara. He is a cofounder of
Classics and Social Justice, a group for those using Classics to address
inequalities in the world. He has published on Greek tragedy and
Plato.
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Preface

The writing of this book started during a time of global financial crisis and
continued through wars and deepening partisanship. The book was final-
ized during protests against both particular violence and systemic racism,
taking place in the midst of a harrowing plague on a global scale, whose
gruesome toll is still unknown. While writing about ethical action and
political themes in Greek tragedy, I have kept foremost in my mind these
modern conflicts and pervasive, historically rooted issues of social justice.
The Oresteia has provided a way to think through a number of these
themes in mythic and historical time, since it dramatizes the consequences
of war, oppression, and interpersonal violence with prodigious complexity.

One cannot comprehensively interpret a tragic work, nor do I attempt
to here; instead, I analyze how human continuation beyond death trans-
forms a number of the Oresteia’s most widely discussed themes. One goal
of this book is to draw new attention to individual ethical claims, especially
of those who are oppressed. Another is to demonstrate that the Oresteia
undercuts its own justifications of warfare through its polytheistic conflicts
and plural ideas about the afterlife. I therefore hope that the analysis of the
“poetics of the beyond” and the “poetics of multiplicity” herein can be
more broadly understood as a contribution toward responsible ethical and
political thought.

In the dozen years since beginning this project, I have racked up more
intellectual and emotional debts than it is possible to acknowledge. The
book, as it stands, has evolved significantly from its origins in my disserta-
tion at the New York University Department of Classics. For his perspica-
city and support, I deeply thank, first of all, my advisor Phillip Mitsis. He
and David Konstan continued to help improve drafts well after my time as
a graduate student ended. Special thanks as well go to Joy Connolly, Peter
Meineck, and Raffaella Cribiore. They have each not only served as
scholarly paradigms with their wide-ranging interests but have also given
me sage advice over many years. The idea for the project came in part from
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X Preface

my immersive experience as a graduate student on a fellowship at the
American School of Classical Studies in Athens, which I recommend to
all my students.

This book developed in many ways during my postdoctoral fellowship
at Harvard’s Mahindra Humanities Center. The time to write was invalu-
able, as was the freedom to attend workshops, reading groups, and talks in
numerous Harvard departments, which helped expand my theoretical and
philosophical range. I am immensely grateful for the generosity of John
Hamilton, Gordon Teskey, and Jamey Graham, whose friendship
I cherish. The Harvard Department of the Classics in general, and
Gregory Nagy and David Elmer in particular, provided a superb resource
throughout.

I would especially like to thank each of my world-class UCSB col-
leagues, with a further debt of kharis for those who gave feedback on
chapters, namely Francis Dunn, Dorota Dutsch, Brice Erickson, and
Emilio Capettini. Other colleagues and friends to whom I am deeply
obliged for support, intense intellectual exchanges, and sharing work are
Dan-el Padilla Peralta, Helen Morales, Daniel Markovic, Rosa Anddjar,
Alexander Loney, and Joshua Billings. Simon Goldhill’s Sophocles course
during a visiting semester at Princeton and his sophisticated writing on
tragedy were an additional inspiration for this book. There are too many
other teachers, colleagues, and students to thank by name, but I hope I am
able to express gratitude in person or to pass their kindness along to others.

The UCSB Regents and the Interdisciplinary Humanities Center, run
by Susan Derwin, have generously awarded fellowships that enabled me to
complete this book. I am greatly indebted to Michael Sharp for help with
every aspect of publication and to the anonymous reviewers at Cambridge
for their precise and positive feedback. I thank the American Journal of
Philology and its editor, David H. ]. Larmour, for permission to use my
2018 article, “The Ghost of Clytemnestra in the Eumenides: Ethical Claims
Beyond Human Limits” (A/P 139 (4): 533—76), a revised version of which is
Chapter 6 of this book.

For their support throughout these times of turmoil, my gratitude to my
family and friends defies expression. Three of my philoi deserve final
recognition, having improved dozens of drafts over many years: my part-
ner, Maren Lange, for joy, grace, immense patience, perspective, nimble
conversation, and unstinting support; my aunt, Nancy Felson, for inspir-
ing me to take up Classics, homophrosyné, and boundless intellectual
generosity; and finally, my father, Steve Felson, whose motto, “let’s rethink
this,” encapsulates a lifetime’s worth of incisive critique.
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A Note on Abbreviations and Translations

I use the standard abbreviations for authors and their works as found in the
Oxford Classical Dictionary (OCD) digital edition, supplemented with
journal abbreviations as listed in L Année philologique online. Unless other-
wise stated, the Greek text is from the most recent edition of the Oxford
Classical Text (OCT), and translations are my own. I have transliterated
terms relevant for the discussion, with names as they appear in the OCD.
Capitalization is used to indicate dramatis personae.

Beckes Beckes, R. S. P., and van Beek, L. 2010. Etymological
Dictionary of Greek. Leiden.

Bernabé Bernabé Pajares, A. (ed.). 1996. Poetarum Epicorum
Graecorum Testimonia et Fragmenta, Pars i. Leipzig.

Chantraine Chantraine, P. 1968-80. Dictionnaire étymologique de la
langue grecque. Paris.

DK Diels, H. A., and Kranz, W. (eds.). 1966. Die Fragmente
der Vorsokratiker. Zurich.

LIMC Ackermann, H. R., Gisler, J.-R., and Kahil, L. 1981—2009.
Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae. 8 vols.
Zurich.

LS] Liddell, H. G., and Scott, R. 1996. A Greek—English
Lexicon. Oxford.

Maehler Maechler, H. (ed.). 1989. Pindarus, Pars ii: Fragmenta,
Indices. Leipzig.

OCT Page, D. L. (ed.). 1973. Aeschyli Septem Quae Supersunt

Tragoediae. Oxford.

Monro, D. B., and Allen, T. W. (eds.). 1920a. Homeri Opera,
Tomus i, lliadis Libros i—xii Continens. 3rd ed. Oxford.
Monro, D. B., and Allen, T. W. (eds.). 1920b. Homeri

Opera, Tomus ii, lliadis Libros xiii—xxiv Continens. 3rd ed.

Oxford.
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xii A Note on Abbreviations and Translations

Allen, T.W. (ed.). 1917. Homeri Opera, Tomus iii, Odysseae
Libros i—xii Continens. 2nd ed. Oxford.
Allen, T. W. (ed.). 1919. Homeri Opera, Tomus iv, Odysseae
Libros xiii—xxiv Continens. 2nd ed. Oxford.
Smyth Smyth, H. W. 1956. Greek Grammar. Cambridge, MA.
TrGF Snell, B., Kannicht, R., and Radt, S. L. (eds.). 1971—2004.

Tragicorum Graecorum Fragmenta. Gottingen.
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