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Vittorio Alfieri’s tormented relationship 
with Aeschylus: Agamennone between 
Tradition and Innovation.

Giovanna Di Martino

Alfieri’s reception history: Agamennone’s and Oreste’s entry into 
the Italian repertoire

,n 1783, Vittorio Alżeri, one of the Post proPinent Fultural żgures of eigh-
teenth-Fentur\ ,tal\, publisheG his żrst trageGies, aPongst ZhiFh are both 
Agamennone and Oreste. 1 These tragedies, along with those published later, 
were instantly recognized as revolutionary and original, so much so that they 
immediately entered the European theatrical repertoire. 2 Not only had all his 

1  See V. Alfieri, Tragedie. Agamennone, ed. C. Jannaco and R.V. De Bello, V Asti, Casa 
GŝAlżeri, 1�67� V. Alfieri, Tragedie. Oreste, ed. C. Jannaco and R.V. De Bello, VI, Asti, 
Casa GŝAlżeri, 1�67: both are FritiFal eGitions of Alżeriŝs trageGies, Gispla\ing all the 
variants froP the żrst (1783) to the seFonG eGition (1788), as Zell as those originating 
from all extant manuscripts.  

2  For a GetaileG anal\sis of the reFeption of Alżeriŝs trageGies, see :. Binni, “Vittorio 
AlżeriŠ, in :. Binni (eG.), I classici italiani nella storia della critica, Florence, Nuova 
,talia, 1�54, p. 1�3-243� anG the exFhange of letters betZeen Alżeri anG Pan\ of the 
most important scholars of his time (Paolo Maria Paciaudi, Agostino Tana, Giovanni 
Maria Lampredi, Francois Gabriel La Porte du Theil, Melchiorre Cesarotti, Antonio 
Bosi, anG GirolaPo TirabosFhi), FollateG in V. Alfieri, Parere sulle tragedie e altre prose 
critiche, eG. M. Pagliai, Asti, Casa GŝAlżeri, 1�78. As TirabosFhi rightl\ notiFeG, şso 
strong a reaFtion ZoulG not have been stirreG haG Alżeriŝs trageGies laFNeG an\ Perit, 
especially such a distinctive one” (Alfieri, Parere, p. 537). HenFeforZarG, translation 
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plays been translated into French, German, English and Spanish and been widely 
perforPeG b\ the żrst GeFaGes of the nineteenth Fentur\, but his politiFall\ 
oriented plots, highlighting the clash between tyrannical power and individual 
freeGoP, heavil\ inŽuenFeG opera, as Zell as GanFe perforPanFes. 3 

As a Patter of faFt, Alżeriŝs Agamennone and Oreste inforPeG 2norato Vigan´ŝs 
and Francesco Clerico’s famous ballets revolving around Agamemnon’s death and 
2restesŝ revenge. 4 AnG if in 1775, aȾer a perforPanFe of Jean-Georges Noverreŝs 
Agamennone vendicato at the Royal Ducal Theatre in Milan, the local newspaper 
could claim that a programme of the ballet was needed because the “audience had 
never hearG of Cl\tePnestra or 2restes, neither GiG the\ NnoZ Zho AgaPePnon, 
Aegisthus or Electra were”, this was certainly not the case ten years later, when 
CleriFoŝs anG Vigan´ŝs GanFe perforPanFes of their Agamemnon and Orestes 
were acclaimed by an audience which was now well-versed in the story, thanks to 
Alżeriŝs trageGies. 5 

of ,talian sFholarship is Pine� for Alżeri anG BruPo\, , have retaineG the original text, 
with no translation.

3
  2n the inŽuenFe of Alżeriŝs trageGies on opera, see A. Sacchetti, “L’arte musicale 

intorno aG Alżeri: realt¢ Gel suo tePpo e riŽessi FreativiŠ, in G. Tellini anG R. TurFhi 
(eGs.), Alfieri in Toscana: atti del Convegno internazionale di studi, Firenze, 19-20-21 
ottobre 2000, FlorenFe, 2lsFhNi ,,, 2002, p. 781-803, 7�5-803. Alżeriŝs Oreste in particular 
was translated and used in other countries as well for patriotic purposes: in Germany, 
Spain, Portugal, and even in Brazil, Oreste played a most important political role before 
suddenly disappearing (cf. A. Parducci, şTraGu]ioni spagnole Gi trageGie alżerianeŠ, 
Annali Alfieriani ,, Asti, Casa GŝAlżeri, 1�42, p. 31-152� anG G.C. Rossi, şLŝAlżeri e il 
Portogallo”, Annali Alfieriani ,, p. 153-188). For a GetaileG aFFount of Alżeriŝs reFeption 
in England, see J. Lindon, şAppunti sulla riFe]ione inglese GellŝAlżeri nella priPa Pet¢ 
Gellŝ2ttoFentoŠ, in R. Cotteri (eG.), XXIII Simposio internazionale di studi italo-tedeschi: 
Vittorio Alfieri, il poeta del mito, Merano, Accademia di studi italo-tedeschi, 2002,  
p. 64-75; in France, see C. Del Vento, şLa prePiªre réFeption GŝAlżeri en FranFe: une 
fortune controversée”, Lettres italiennes en France 11 (2005), p. 53-68.

4  These are ballets b\ CleriFo anG Vigan´ GraZing on the 2restes-(leFtra anG 
AgaPePnon-Cl\tePnestra P\ths anG espeFiall\ inŽuenFeG b\ Alżeriŝs retelling of the 
Oresteia: Vigan´ŝs La morte d’Egisto ossia le Furie d’Oreste (17�4) anG CleriFoŝs Il ritorno 

di Agamennone (178�), the latter a ballet perforPeG again in 17�3, in 17�4 unGer the 
title La morte di Agamennone and in 1801 under the title Agamennone. For 2norato 
Vigan´, see S. 2nesti, Di passi, di storie e di passioni. Teorie e pratiche del ballo italiano 
nel secondo Settecento Italiano, Turin, AFFaGePia 8niversit\ Press, 2016, p. 164-183, 
and R. =ambon, ş,l SetteFento e il priPo 2ttoFentoŠ, in J. Sasportes (eG.), Storia della 

Danza Italiana dalle origini ai giorni nostri, Turin, (DT, 2011, p. 137-141� for FranFesFo 
Clerico, see 2nesti, Di passi, p. 184-211.

5  S. 2nesti, “Autorialità e autorità del libretto di ballo del secondo Settecento: 
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AnG if Alżeriŝs Oreste has enMo\eG a ZiGespreaG appreFiation espeFiall\ on the 
stage, his Agamennone has always intrigued the scholarly world for its evident 
ties with Seneca’s homonymous tragedy, which critics have tended to recognize as 
Alżeriŝs PaMor sourFe. 6 HoZever true this Pight be on a superżFial (anG linguistiF) 
level, I will argue that Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, via the highl\ inŽuential Zritings 
on Greek tragedy of the French Jesuit Pierre Brumoy, played as essential a role in 
the Freation of Alżeriŝs PasterpieFe as GiG SeneFa.

2ne iPportant faFtor Zhen looNing at Alżeriŝs trageGies, anG at his Agamennone 
in particular, is the question of sources, not to engage in ‘source spotting’ as such, 
but more broadly in order to uncover the weave of memories that has embroidered 
this trageG\. ,n other ZorGs, , aP interesteG in Zhat Alżeri ŜrePePbereGŝ or 
‘misremembered’, perhaps, and what he appropriated in order to create his play. 

A primitive theatre: Aeschylus, Brumoy and Alfieri’s Oresteia

,t Zas in the suPPer of 1775, Guring Alżeriŝs soMourn at Cesana, on the borGer 
Zith FranFe, that Alżeri supposeGl\ reaG the 1730 eGition of Pierre BruPo\ŝs 
Théâtre des Grecs, a text that has been recently reinstated to the canon of the 
Post inŽuential sourFes on the reFeption of anFient GraPa in eighteenth-Fentur\ 
Europe. 7 Alżeri haG the FhanFe to reaG not onl\ BruPo\ŝs şanal\ses raisonnéesŠ 

problematiche e prospettive di studio”, Danza e Ricerca. Laboratorio di studi, scritture, 
visioni V (4) (2013), p. 22. 

6  For a GetaileG aFFount on the reFeption of Alżeriŝs Oreste, see C. Montano, “La fortuna 
teatrale dell’Oreste Gi Alżeri nel NoveFentoŠ, Il Platano ;;,,, (2) (1��8), p. 112-152. 2n 
his Agamennone, see, amongst others, C. Domenici, şSeneFa nel giuGi]io Gi Alżeri: 
poeta magnus o declamatory"Š, in G. Tellini anG R. TurFhi (eGs.), Alfieri in Toscana. 
Atti del Convegno Internazionale di Studi. Firenze, 19-20-21 ottobre 2000, II, Florence, 
L. S. 2lsFhNi, 2013, p. 451-4�0� C.F. Goffis, “Agamennone. Contributo allo studio 
parallelo Gi L. Anneo SeneFa e V. AlżeriŠ, Paideia L,,, (1��8), p. 177-207� (. Paratore, 
“L’Agamemnon di Seneca e l’Agamennone GellŝAlżeriŠ, in :. Binni (eG.), Letteratura 

e critica. Studi in onore di Natalino Sapegno, I, Rome, Bulzoni, 1974, p. 517-556; V. 
Perdichizzi, ş,l PoGello franFese nelle trageGie seneFane Gi AlżeriŠ, Revue des études 
Italiennes 50 (2004), p. 87-118� anG A. Traina, şAlżeri traGuttore Gi SeneFaŠ, in ,. Dionigi 
(eG.), Seneca nella coscienza dell’Europa, Milan, MonGaGori, 1���, p. 235-261.

7  Cf. C. Sensi, Quattro studi filologici, Montpellier, Université Paul-Valéry, 1990, p. 41. 
2n BruPo\ŝs inŽuenFe on eighteenth- anG nineteenth-Fentur\ (uropean GraPa, 
see Anabases: Traditions et réceptions de l’Antiquité 14 (2011) anG the FoorGinatorŝs 
introduction to the whole issue: M. Bastin-Hammou, “Introduction. Brumoy, 
pédagogue et passeur du théâtre grec”, Anabases, 14 (2011), p. 27-41. Alżeri FoulG 
read Greek only from 1795; however, neither the plots of some of the Greek tragedies 
nor some of the Latin translations of these (even if the latter were impossible to track 
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of Aeschylus’ plays, but also the Jesuit’s detailed essays on ancient theatre more 
generally. Brumoy’s invitation to his reader “à devenir Athénien”; to let go of 
modern preconceptions in order to appreciate fully the aesthetics of ancient 
theatre; his insistence on the simplicity, even naivety of Greek theatre, “toute 
semblable à l’action réelle”; his praise of Aeschylus’ “mouvements naturels”, of the 
GoPinanFe of aFtion over ZorGs anG of passions anG sentiPent over GisFourse Ś all 
of these Flearl\ leȾ an inGelible traFe in Alżeriŝs PePor\, the originalit\ of Zhose 
works is built precisely on this idea of primitive theatre. 8 

Alżeriŝs return to this priPitive theatre Zas absolutel\ in line Zith the 
programme of the Academy of Arcadia, a literary academy established in Rome in 
1690, with the programmatic intent of clamping down on the baroque, exuberant, 
extravagant modes of making poetry and doing theatre, and of returning to the 
classics as Italian tragedy’s only source. The thoroughness with which the 
ArFaGians haG taNen up the reaGing anG interpretation of the FlassiFs Ś anG of 
Aristotle’s Poetics in partiFular for trageG\ Ś Zas GireFteG toZarGs reneZing 
Italian literature following the spirit of the ancients, a “restoration of the civic 
ideals regained within the classics”, as has been argued. 9 In translating the classics 
especially, such “a yearning for a return to nature” was embedded within the 

GoZn) Zere unNnoZn to hiP before that: he inforPs us of this hiPself Zhen Ś in his 
autobiograph\ Ś he ažrPs that alongsiGe SeneFaŝs trageGies, he Zas also reaGing 
“traduzioni letterali latine dei Tragici Greci”, which he found more faithful and less 
tedious than the Italian translations available to him (V. Alfieri, Vita scritta da esso, 
eG. L. Fass´, Asti, Casa GŝAlżeri, 1�51, p. 18�). ,n terPs of aGaptations, on the other 
hand, although only the thirteen-volume edition of Brumoy’s Théâtre des Grecs (1785-
1789, expanded by André-Charles Brotier; see C. Del Vento, “‘Io dunque ridomando 
alla Plebe franFese i Piei libri, Farte eG eŻetti qualunqueŝ. Vittorio Alżeri éPigré a 
Firen]eŠ, in G. Tellini anG R. TurFhi (eGs.), Alfieri in Toscana, p. 4�1-578, 567) appears 
in his Parisian library, it is certain that he had access to Brumoy’s summaries of 
AesFh\lusŝ trageGies (1730)� onFe again, he proviGes us Zith the neFessar\ inforPation 
when explaining the source for his Polinice: “nel Polinice l’avere io inserito alcuni 
tratti presi nel Racine, ed altri presi dai Sette Prodi di Eschilo, che leggiucchiai nella 
traduzione francese del padre Brumoy” (Alfieri, Vita, p. 1�5). SinFe he Zas referring 
to events taNing plaFe in 1776, he FoulG onl\ have been referring to the 1730 eGition, 
which, however, did not contain any translations of Aeschylus’ tragedies, but only 
abridged and summarised versions of them.

8  Cited in C. Lechevalier, (2011), şLŝiPaginaire Ge la représentation Gans Le Théâtre des 
Grecs Ge BruPo\ (1730)Š, Anabases 14 (2011), p. 75-86, 76, 77, 80.

9  C. Fanti, Teorie della traduzione nel Settecento italiano: note e discussioni, Bologna, 
CoPpositori, 1�80, p. 5. For Aristotleŝs inŽuenFe on eighteenth-Fentur\ FlassiFal 
tragedy, see, amongst others, L. Muratori, Della perfetta poesia italiana, Modena, 1706; 
V. Gravina, V., Della tragedia, Naples, 1715.
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programmatic intent of re-establishing the supremacy of Italy as the country of 
“lettere” through the classics. 10 

Alżeriŝs theatre, then, perfeFtl\ in tune Zith the ArFaGian Panifesto anG its 
polemic against baroque mannerism, was a theatre of reform: this reform entailed 
a GrastiF reGuFtion in the nuPber of FharaFters, an eliPination of FonżGants, anG 
a reGuFtion of the aFtion to a single subMeFt, to Zhat Zas unGerstooG at its heart 
to be the FonŽiFt in anFient GraPa Ś t\rann\ versus inGiviGual freeGoP. şPensa 
Foi FlassiFiŠ, sa\s Alżeri in one of his ZorNs, eFhoing BruPo\ŝs presFriptions, 
“coll’intelletto e coll’anima spazia se il puoi, infra Greci e Romani; scrivi, se il sai, 
come se da quei grandi soli tu dovessi essere letto; ma vivi, e parla, co’ tuoi”. 11  

Alżeri shares Zith BruPo\ a tZofolG attituGe toZarGs the anFients: on the one 
hand, it is necessary to become one with them; on the other, however, they are 
both well aware of the intrinsic impossibility of getting away from their own time 
and that they are presenting the ancients to contemporaries. This is why Brumoy 
provides his analyses of ancient tragedies alongside detailed comparisons with the 
PoGern GraPas the\ inspireG, alZa\s tr\ing to żnG reasons for speFiżF theatriFal 
FhoiFes� this is also Zh\ Alżeri is in Fonstant Gialogue Zith his FontePporaries, 
whom he involves in public readings of his tragedies, where he challenges schol-
ars froP the ArFaGia to MuGge theP froP a theatriFal perspeFtive, using theatriFal 
criteria. 12 

Alfieri’s Clytemnestra: from the androgynous Aeschylean queen to 
the fluctuating Senecan lover

Such a twofold attitude is especially evident in the creation of one the 
Post intriguing żgures of eighteenth-Fentur\ GraPa: Alżeriŝs Cl\tePnestra, 
a FharaFter that graGuall\ Fhanges as Alżeri goes through the so-FalleG ştre 
respiriŠ (şthree breathsŠ: şiGeaŠ, şstesuraŠ, anG şverseggiaturaŠ), the three stages 
comprising his creative process. 13 Although Alżeri onl\ Peant the żnal şbreathŠ, 
the “verseggiatura”, to be read by his audience, the critical editions of his tragedies 
conveniently report all three versions of the text, thus allowing to keep track of the 
(intelleFtual anG linguistiF) Fhanges froP the ver\ żrst GraȾ to the last. 

10  Fanti, Teorie, p. 5.
11  V. Alfieri, La virtù sconosciuta, eG. A. Di BeneGetto, Turin, F´gola, 1��1, p. 58-61.
12  To those Zho FritiFi]eG Alżeriŝs harsh verse, Alżeri ansZereG that the ultiPate MuGge 

of the eŻeFtiveness of his lines ZuolG be his auGienFeŝs, for he Zrote his trageGies to be 
acted out, not read (cf. Alfieri, Parere, p. 275, 45�).

13  Cf. Alfieri, Vita, p. 201-202.
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Cl\tePnestra şonGeggi sePpreŠ, Alżeri sa\s in the şiGeaŠ. 14 Her continuing 
vacillation between her love for Aegisthus and her duties as a parent and wife is, 
in fact, the hallmark of her character, as in Seneca. Yet, as said, her instability 
anG ŽuFtuations are onl\ graGuall\ revealeG anG enhanFeG as her characterisation 
unGergoes several Putations Guring the Ŝthree breathsŝ of Alżeriŝs Freative 
process.

An example of this is Act I, scene iv, a scene wholly devoted to Agamemnon’s 
return and his interaction with the queen and Electra. The scene is all but absent 
from Seneca’s play (in which Agamemnon is very much in the background, his 
presenFe being relegateG to less than thirt\ lines, 782-807), but Pore elaborateG 
in AesFh\lusŝ pla\, save in the Fase of (leFtra Zho Goes not appear. ,n Alżeriŝs 
“stesura”, the queen is questioned about her alleged distress and uncertainty 
b\ the Ning, to ZhoP, at żrst, (leFtra responGs Zith an aFFount of the GiŻerent 
ruPours the\ have hearG regarGing his shipZreFN� thereaȾer the queen herself 
utters:

Clit. Signor Pi PanFano i Getti aG espriPerti Fi´ Fhŝio sento nel Fore: espriPerti, 
riGirlo non pu´ lingua uPana. LasFia Fhe un Fotal poFo io Pi riabbia, non si pu´ Gal 
Golore alla gioMa passare in un punto. Mille, e Pille son le Fose Fhe Girti vorrei, eppur 
nessuna ne trovo onGe prinFipiare. Agli Dei ża neFessario Gi Forrer ben tosto a ringra-
]iarli Gellŝinaspettato tuo arrivo� a pregarli Gi FonGerne Gŝor innan]i pi» feliFi giorni� 
pi» stabil paFe, pi» siFura quiete. 15 

Clytemnestra seems here to have rationally decided to cover up her clear dis-
appointment at Agamemnon’s return by launching into him with all she has suf-
fered during his absence. 

Some linguistic similarities in this speech to Brumoy’s summary of A. Ag., 855-
�05, ZoulG suggest that it proviGes Alżeriŝs subtext for this passage. ,t is şun asse] 
long discours”, as Brumoy describes it, wherein Clytemnestra relates how she had 
to enGure şsolituGe, bruits saFhe], nouvelles aſigeantes, alarPes FontinuellesŠ 
(cf. A. Ag., 861-65), even to the extent that şelle a P¬Pe attenté plus Gŝune fois sur 
la vie, que des secours cruels lui ont conservée”. Agamemnon’s “imprévu” return, 
though, has noZ ZasheG aZa\ all her suŻerings. 16 The shiȾ betZeen şGoloreŠ anG 
“gioia”, hinted at by Electra’s preceding speech too, resonates with the agitated 
description of contradictory news and alarms in Brumoy; and Agamemnon’s 

14  Alfieri, Agamennone, p. 88. Henceforward, I will quote page numbers for anything that 
is not Alżeriŝs publisheG żnal version of the trageG\, ZhiFh , Zill referenFe Zith aFt, 
scene, and line numbers instead. 

15  Alfieri, Agamennone, p. 109.
16  P. Brumoy, (174�), şAgamemnon d’Eschyle”, in P. Brumoy, Le théâtre des Grecs, Paris, 

Robustel, p. 280-310, 2�4-�5.
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“inaspettato” return also recalls Brumoy’s “imprévu”, which Aeschylus never 
qualiżes as suFh in his pla\. The żnal version shrinNs the Zhole passage into an 
eloquent anG PuttereG ş,o Pesta"Š (,,, iv, 247) folloZeG b\ suspension points Ś an 
almost obsessively recurring stylistic choice.

Agamemnon’s reaction to Clytemnestra’s behaviour in the “stesura” is plain 
and reasonable: once alone with his daughter, he inquires into the “visi taciturni e 
immoti, tremanti” of his people, and, above all, about his wife, “incerta e confusa”. 
She seems to him to have spoken “composte parole”, “studiati pomposi detti”. 17 

These polisheG (anG GeFeitful) ZorGs that AgaPePnon rebuNes his Zife for, 
or, as in the żnal version, the şFoPposti stuGiati aFFentiŠ (,,,, i, 26) are taNen 
directly from Brumoy’s “manières étudiées”, which Agamemnon is reported to 
have detected in Clytemnestra. 18 The expression “studiati accenti” occurs again 
aȾer AgaPePnon has surrenGereG to Cl\tePnestra anG agrees to ZalN on the reG 
carpet, yielding victory to his wife: this battle, Brumoy comments, is “de politesse 
aŻeFtéeŠ� anG \et, Zhen AgaPePnon exhorts the queen to treat CassanGra as her 
equal, she responGs şaveF son aŻeFtation orGinaireŠ (anG BruPo\ Fontinues to 
suPParise lines �58-�60). 19 BruPo\ŝs insistenFe on this şaŻeFtationŠ Pust have 
been inferreG both froP the AesFh\lean Fhorusŝ repeateG allusions to şGisaŻeFteG 
citizens of Argos who may pretend to welcome <Agamemnon> warmly but are 
really his enemies”, as Sommerstein points out (A. Ag., 787-7�8), anG the Ningŝs 
answer to this precise warning (A. Ag., 832-840). 20 While Aeschylus’ passage only 
implies any reference to Clytemnestra’s behaviour through tragic irony, Brumoy 
explicitly links it with the queen. 21 

These şaŻeFteGŠ ZorGs are also translateG into another Gialogue that has 
been heavil\ reZorNeG as part of Alżeriŝs Freative proFess. This oFFurs in AFt ,,,, 
sFene iv, aȾer AgaPePnon has GisFovereG that Aegisthus noZ resiGes in the palaFe 
and has granted him one day to leave. In the “stesura”, Clytemnestra addresses 
AgaPePnon as şsposoŠ, Ś later FhangeG to şsignorŠ, in a Pore Gistant anG FolG 

17  Alfieri, Agamennone, p.110.
18  Brumoy, Agamemnon, p. 297, 296.
19  Ibid., p. 298.
20  Aeschylus, Aeschylus, eG. 	 transl. A. H. SoPPerstein, ,,, CaPbriGge anG LonGon, 

Harvard University Press, 2008, 90.
21  Agamemnon’s rather direct speech in response to Clytemnestra’s open invitation 

to step on the reG Farpet Pight also be a referenFe point for BruPo\ŝs şaŻeFtationŠ� 
however, in Aeschylus the king stresses the unsuitability of a man to be praised like a 
god, especially by a woman; the deceitfulness of Clytemnestra is implied in the request, 
but explicated, albeit not directly referring to her, only by the chorus and Agamemnon 
beforehanG (the Zhole pla\ is in a Za\ an unfolGing of hints at Cl\tePnestraŝs artiżFial 
behaviour; Aeschylus begins to drop them from the start, A. Ag., 18-1�). 
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Panner Ś anG urges hiP to Peet Zith the Fiti]ens anG saFriżFe in thanNsgiving 
to the gods. 22 Hence, when Agamemnon told her that he would have appreciated 
it if she had informed him of Aegisthus’ presence in the palace, Clytemnestra 
rationall\ explains that she GiG not believe it iPportant. ,n the żnal version, 
instead, Clytemnestra utters disconnected words, imbued with the now familiar 
ellipses that reveal her Flear retiFenFe: şSignor,ť fra tue tantŝaltre Fureť / io 
non FreGea, Fhŝei loFoťŠ (,,,, iv, 266-267). But there is Pore: Zhen AgaPePnon 
enquires whether Clytemnestra would beg for Aegisthus’ mercy, the “stesura” 
reports this interesting exchange of lines between the two:

Clit. ,o per lui piet¢" ( vuoi Fhŝio tŝinsegni a Regnare" Che altro pu´ far Clitennestra 
se non approvare quanto fai; se non contribuire per quanto è in sua possa alla tua 
massima felicità? 

Ag. Al Trionfo dunque m’avvio; ma non crediate già che Agamennone insuperbito per 
la vittoria obbliar possa le umane vicende. 23

Not surprisingl\, Cl\tePnestraŝs GeFeiving ZorGs Gisappear in the żnal version 
as does Agamemnon’s eloquent answer. 

In addition to being another instance of those “studiati accenti”, on which 
Alżeri pla\s, the passage seePs a GireFt reaFtion to the Cl\tePnestra-AgaPePnon 
Gialogue in the trageG\ of AesFh\lus, Zho, as , Zill GePonstrate, Alżeri grapples 
with in a sort of imaginary agon, as much as he does with Seneca. Clytemnestra, 
in orGer to be FreGible in the e\es of Alżeriŝs FontePporaries, is in no position 
to suggest to her king how he should rule, as she does in Aeschylus; in fact, the 
Zarning of AgaPePnonŝs people, in Alżeri, that he shoulG Neep his hubristiF 
behaviour in check needs to be read in opposition to the Aeschylean king acceding 
to his wife’s requests. 

Cl\tePnestraŝs żrst response to AgaPePnon, BruPo\ Zrites, ParNs Zell şla 
caractère dangereux de Clytemnestre prête à tuer son époux” as well as “l’art 
inżni Gŝ(sFh\le ¢ faire parler ses personnages FonforPéPent ¢ leurs passions 
même caches”. 24 

22  ,t is interesting that she Pentions the obligation to saFriżFe again, exaFtl\ as she GiG 
when Agamemnon returned; the passage in the “stesura” is, in fact, a Romanised 
version of the Fhorusŝ GesFription of Cl\tePnestraŝs setting up the saFriżFes all over 
the palace, once she heard the good news of Troy taken (cf. A. Ag., 84-96, which is 
reported thus in Brumoy’s Agamemnon: “les autels, dit le Vieillard, sont parfumés 
de libations; les lampes brillent de feux”, Brumoy, Agamennon, p. 284): şi saFri altari / 
fuPan GŝinFenso gi¢: Gi żor Fosperse / le vie, Fhe al tePpio vannoŠ (,,,, iv, 256-8). ,n the 
“stesura”, “il carro trionfale” was part of the picture too (Alfieri, Agamennone, p. 113). 

23  Alfieri, Agamennone, p. 114.
24  Brumoy, Agamennon, p. 296.
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Agamemnon’s attempt to refuse his wife’s ostentatious welcome, on the other 
hand, portrays “le contraste d’une femme détestable, ou plutôt d’une Furie 
aveF un Roi pieux 	 populaireŠ.  25 Whether this is the Aeschylean Agamemnon 
that PoGern FoPPentators ZoulG reFognise, Alżeriŝs AgaPePnon is inGeeG 
a pious and popular king. Yet, Brumoy explains how the carpet scene prepares 
the audience “à concevoir de la compassion pour l’un”, Agamemnon, and “de 
l’horreur pour l’autre”, Clytemnestra. 26 Brumoy’s account of Aeschylus’ depictions 
of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, however overly simplistic, is clearly meant to 
enhance Clytemnestra’s wickedness over a faultless Agamemnon, even though, 
as he states, Aeschylus’ skill is in progressively guiding the spectator through a 
suFFession of şartiżFesŠ. 27

2n the other hanG, Alżeri eventuall\ strips Cl\tePnestra of the traits of the an-
drogynous Aeschylean queen and carves out a character who arouses both “com-
passion” and “horreur” in the spectator, to adopt Brumoy’s reading of Aristotle’s 
terPs. Alżeri hiPself, Zhen reasoning over his oZn pla\, aFNnoZleGges the FoP-
plexity of emotions that, in the end, Clytemnestra succeeds in stirring: depending 
on whether the spectator believes in the force of fate that instils crazed passions 
in human beings, or whether he or she assesses her character in ethical terms, 
Clytemnestra will be either pitied or despised. 28 And, as always in his agonistic 
relationship Zith AesFh\lus, the GreeN PoGel is essential to Freating Alżeriŝs oZn 
Clytemnestra.

Part of Clytemnestra’s mutation throughout the various creative stages also 
aŻeFts her behaviour toZarGs AgaPePnon. ,n AFt ,,,, sFene V,, of the şiGeaŠ, 
for exaPple, Alżeri Zrites that Cl\tePnestra ştenta Gi sollevare (lettra Fontro 
Gel PaGre, taFFianGolo Gi FruGele e Gŝorgoglioso, e Gŝaver saFriżFata ,żgenia sua 
sorella”. 29 While Iphigenia’s murder will remain a constant in Clytemnestra’s mo-
tives to murder her husband, her attempt to turn Electra against her father disap-
pears from the “verseggiatura”. Agamemnon is in fact depicted in a way that would 
not allow any accusations of cruelty or arrogance. The pious leader of the Greeks 
is iPpeFFable froP the start: in his żrst Gialogue Zith (leFtra anG Cl\tePnestra 
Zhen he returns (,,, iv, 222-247), he is the one to bePoan ,phigeniaŝs Geath as an 
ill-fateG burGen inŽiFteG upon hiP, froP ZhiFh he has suŻereG sinFe it happeneG. 
AgaPePnonŝs involvePent in ,phigeniaŝs saFriżFe is sPootheG out: Alżeriŝs Ning 
seems almost without fault, and is therefore hard to hate. 

25  Ibid.
26  Ibid., p. 296-297.
27  Ibid.
28  Alfieri, Parere, p. 97-98.
29  Alfieri, Agamennone, p. 88.
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In this regard, it is interesting to look at the various stages of Clytemnestra’s 
żnal GeFision to PurGer hiP. Neither in the şiGeaŠ nor in the şstesuraŠ is it 
necessary for Aegisthus to mention Cassandra as an incentive for her to act against 
Agamemnon, as in Seneca (Sen. Ag. 254-5�). The prophetess Goes not even PaNe 
an appearance in the “idea”, while in the “stesura”, Aegisthus eventually brings 
her up, but onl\ aȾer Cl\tePnestra has alreaG\ planneG to Nill her şaborrito anG 
crudele marito”. 30 ,n the şverseggiaturaŠ, hoZever, Alżeri feels the neeG to insert 
her as a motive for Clytemnestra’s resolution. The queen’s utterance “Atride 
peraŠ FoPes aȾer Aegisthus has insinuateG that CassanGra has FoPe to steal 
Clytemnestra’s place and become queen, closely retracing Seneca’s narrative (IV, 
i, 12�-132). 31

If, however, the Cassandra motive does play a role in Clytemnestra’s decision 
at this point in the plot, it soon becomes completely meaningless due to 
AgaPePnonŝs FlariżFation of the Patter. ,n AFt ,V, sFene 4, AgaPePnon GireFtl\ 
asks Clytemnestra to reveal the source of her pain to him, and, believing that it 
is Iphigenia’s death, for which she has never forgiven him, he begins to defend 
himself, whereupon the queen suddenly changes the topic and confesses how it 
is Cassandra that makes him less sympathetic in her eyes. To which Agamemnon 
replies that she can have her, only:

Ti voglio
Sol rimembrar, ch’ella è di re possente
Figlia infeliFe� e Fhe inżerir Fontrŝessa
DŝalPa regal saria Fosa non Gegna (,V, iv, 26�-283).

AgaPePnon exhorts Cl\tePnestra to treat CassanGra, şżglia infeliFeŠ, 
aFForGing to her ro\al station (şGŝalPa regalŠ), ZhiFh Alżeri Gerives froP BruPo\ŝs 
şil rehausse le Périte Ge Fette PrinFesse Palheureuse qui était żlle Ge PriaPŠ. 32 
Agamemnon pities Cassandra’s fate and warns Clytemnestra how shameful it 
would be if she raged against her, a warning that closely retraces A. Ag., 951-952, 
fully translated by Brumoy in his version. 33

Alżeri, little b\ little, rules out all the possible superżFial Potives that leaG 
Clytemnestra to the act of murder, only to enhance the sole, main reason that has 
driven her throughout the tragedy: her crazed love for Aegisthus, as important 
as in Aeschylus’ play. Even Iphigenia’s death takes second place in her interior 
battle: it is leȾ out Zhen the queen resolves to stab AgaPePnon Guring the night. 

30  Alfieri, Agamennone, p. 118. Both aGMeFtives Gisappear froP later versions.
31  See also Ibid., 235. 
32  Brumoy, Agamennon, p. 298.
33  Ibid., p. 297-298.
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,phigenia Pa\ inGeeG represent the żrst Fause of ZhiFh Cl\tePnestra GevelopeG 
a strong hatreG for AgaPePnon (,,, i, �5-111), but ultiPatel\ it is the fear of losing 
Aegisthus that spurs her on in her evil plan. Her soliloqu\ Must before the assas-
sination explains this ver\ Zell, Zhen she enGeavours to żnG fault in AgaPePnon, 
yet realises that his only fault is being married to her:

Delitti invan ti appongo: ah no, non ami
CassanGra tu: pi» Fhŝio nol Perto PŝaPi�
E sola me. Niuno hai delitto al mondo,
Che Gi essere Pio Fonsorte (V, i, 14-17).

If she was about to back down on the murder, it is only because she worries 
lest even Aegisthus Gespise her for that şatroFiGate iPPenseŠ (,V, i, 12) that she 
has proPiseG to FoPPit. ,n the enG, GeFisive in her żnal resolution is Aegisthusŝ 
lie about hoZ AgaPePnon has GisFovereG their aŻair anG orGereG his Geath, in 
response to which Aegisthus declares that he will commit suicide if she does not 
kill Agamemnon. The thought of her lover’s death alone eventually pushes her to 
FoPPit the PurGer. şNeFessario ª il GelittoŠ (V, ii, 117), she utters, anG şaPorŠ Zill 
give her the strength, Aegisthus reassures her (V, ii, 118-11�). 

,n a frantiF anG broNen speeFh that taNes plaFe aȾer her husbanGŝs Geath, she 
begins to comprehend what she has done:

ť GronGa il pugnal Gi sangue�ť e Pani, e veste,
e volto, tutto ª sangueť 2h qual venGetta
Gi questo sangue farassi�... gi¢ veggo,
già al sen mi veggo questo istesso ferro
ritorer,ť Ga qual Pano�... AgghiaFFio,ť frePo,ť
VaFilloť 2iPª�.. for]a Pi PanFa,ť e voFe,ť
( lenať 2ve son io"... Fhe feFi"... Ahi lassa�... (V, iv, 154-160).

There is no trace of the Aeschylean cruelty in the exultation in the crime, nor 
of Seneca’s queen, who then turns to Electra to complete her mission. Rather, 
Zhen a triuPphant Aegisthus Mo\full\ utters that 2restes Zill be next, Cl\tePnes-
tra murmurs:

2reste"... oh Fielo� 2r ti FonosFo, (gistoť (V, vi, 172).

NoZ she has żnall\ FoPe to şNnoZŠ hiP, reFognise hiP for Zho he is. The verb 
is of incredible linguistic power in that it eventually unveils Clytemnestra’s blind-
ness, which has been a recurrent motif in the tragedy, taking the Senecan caeco 

amore (Sen. Ag., 118) to the extrePe. 34 Although fully aware of the “impurity” of 

34  Electra repeatedly accuses her mother’s sight of being occluded by an irrational 
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this ŽaPe (şiPpura żaPPaŠ� ,,, i, 68), she Fannot but folloZ it: she is enslaveG to it. 
She şNnoZsŠ that it Zill leaG to self-GestruFtion, \et Ś Zhen she sees in (leFtra the 
ultiPate obstaFle to pursuing the realisation of her love Ś she begs her to leave her 
alone, şFoŝ pensieri Piei, Fon la funesta żaPPa / Fhe Pi GivoraŠ (,,,, v, 31�-320). 
Clytemnestra’s entrapment within an irrational, irresistible force represents one 
of Alżeriŝs PaMor aFhievePents throughout the various Freative stages. 

Alżeriŝs originalit\ lies in the subtle (anG rather PoGern) transforPation of the 
PaMor role pla\eG b\ fate in his anFient sourFes into an inner forFe that guiGes 
Clytemnestra to perform what she would not choose, but is nonetheless doomed 
to FoPPit. Alżeriŝs Agamemnon is not as much about the dichotomy between 
a tyrannical power and the striving for freedom, as are many of his plays, which 
probably accounts for its poor reception history until very recently; rather, it 
is about the complete defeat of human willpower. Indeed, the gods make their 
appearance in the play, but as puppets themselves of the actual puppeteer, 
namely Clytemnestra. 35 She is true to her lineage because she willingly decides, 
\et she NnoZs the self-GestruFtion that Zill ensue. Cl\tePnestra starts oŻ as an 
AesFh\lean-liNe queen, onl\ to soȾen graGuall\ unGer the SeneFan sZa\, anG 
eventually to emerge as that rational because conscious, yet equally irrational, 
persona who not only Electra, but the reader/spectator too, feels the need to 
exonerate. 

Alfieri’s legacy to Italian theatre

Neither Aeschylus’ Agamemnon nor his Choephori received many translations 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Italy. As a matter of fact, Agamemnon, 
translateG for the żrst tiPe in 17�6, reFeiveG onl\ tZo translations in the nineteenth 
century, while Choephori, translateG for the żrst tiPe in 1821, haG to Zait until the 
żrst GeFaGe of the tZentieth Fentur\ to be taNen up again for translation. 36 And if 
translations of these two Aeschylean plays were scant indeed, their presence on 
the stage was almost non-existent: the Oresteia Zas perforPeG for the żrst tiPe in 

passion: şaPor tŝaFFeFaŠ (,, iii, 211) are the ZorGs that burst out froP her Pouth, 
revealing how she knows about her anG Aegisthus� şaFFeFata PaGreŠ (,,, ii, �5) is Zhat 
she calls her, knowing that Aegisthus is only exploiting Clytemnestra’s love.

35  ,f Alżeriŝs Agamennone counts no more than seven performances in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, from the 1950s to the present it has been staged eight times, 
beginning Zith 2ra]io Costaŝs proGuFtion in 1�52 anG enGing Zith MarFo VieFFaŝs in 
2017 in Asti. 

36  Cf. G. Marotti, L’Agamennone, Rome, Nella Stamperia Salomoni, 1796; F. Bellotti, 
Tragedie di Eschilo, tradotte da Felice Bellotti, Milan, Della SoFiet¢ tipograżFa Gei 
classici italiani, 1821; T. Marrone and A. Cippico, Eschilo. L’Orestea, Rome, 1904.
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1906, but it was only in 1914 with the Agamemnon and in 1921 with the Choephori, 
both staged at the ancient theatre in Syracuse, that a scholarly translation of part 
of the Oresteia was put on stage. 37 

,nsteaG, proGuFtions of Alżeriŝs Agamemnon, and Oreste in particular, were the 
sole on-stage representatives of Aeschylus’ Oresteia for Pore than a Fentur\. 2ne 
of the reasons for their immediate entry into the Italian canon was their powerful 
retellings for a modern Italian audience, in that particular neo-classical form 
that beFaPe the neZ Ŝregularŝ trageG\ aȾer Trissinoŝs Sofonisba in the sixteenth 
Fentur\. ,f b\ the 1820s Alżeriŝs trageGies haG FoPpletel\ GisappeareG froP the 
European repertoire and remained only in the Italian one, it was because of the 
political usage that was made of them, directed at promoting and enhancing 
,talian nationalisP Ś Zith the patriots of the RisorgiPento żrst, anG the FasFists 
aȾer that. 

The distance that we have now gained from those tragedies and their numerous 
interpretations have alloZeG us to looN at theP froP a GiŻerent perspeFtive, one that 
enables us to unFover Alżeriŝs ŜPePoriesŝ behinG his Agamennone anG to żnall\ 
aFFount for the proPinent role Alżeri has pla\eG in the ,talian repertoire. The 
strength of Alżeriŝs trageG\ lies in his abilit\ to appropriate AesFh\lusŝ Agamemnon 

anG to PaNe a neZ ŜFlassiFŝ ZorN out of it� anG it is Alżeriŝs Cl\tePnestra Zho Zill 
dominate operatic plays and re-writings of Aeschylus’ Oresteia in the following 
Fenturies on the ,talian stage. ,nGeeG, Alżeriŝs ŜrePePbranFeŝ of AesFh\lus, as 
mediated via Brumoy, allowed the survival of the Oresteia, and of the Agamemnon 
in partiFular, in an aFFessible forP for alPost a hunGreG anG żȾ\ \ears.

Giovanna Di Martino 
8niversit\ of 2xforG 
giovanna.dimartino@st-hildas.ox.ac.uk 

37  Cf. T. Marrone, T., Oresteia, Rome, 1906. 


