N i e t z s c h e b e t w e e n H o m e r a n d Sartre
Five Treatments of the Orestes Story *
by

W A L T E R KAUFMANN

The present essay aims to establish Nietzsche's decisive
influence on Sartre's play, Les Mouches. Nietzsche's influence
on existentialism is a commonplace, and books on existentialism that include a chapter on him are numerous; but
usually they merely state that he was one of the precursors
and then go on to give a brief outline of his thought. 1 His
influence on individual existentialists has not been given adequate attention, although Jaspers has written two books and
many essays on Nietzsche, and Heidegger one essay (in his
Holzwege) and a two-volume work. Sartre has never discussed Nietzsche at any length, though Nietzsche's is the first
name mentioned in L'etre et le neant, and Sartre's debt to
Nietzsche has been given even less attention than Jaspers' or
Heidegger's. The following pages represent an attempt to
remedy this situation at least in part.
If Les Mouches were a very m i n o r work, what is attempted
here might be trivial. But I believe that this play is more
likely to be read a century or more hence than Jaspers' and
* For t h i s article I have used m a t e r i a l from w o r k in progress on a
book on tragedy. Much t h a t is merely t o u c h e d on, or n o t even t h a t ,
in t h e following pages will be developed m o r e fully in t h e book.
1
E.g., W i l l i a m BARRETT, Irrational
Man: A Study in
Existential
Philosophy
(1958); H. J. BLAGKHAM, Six Existentialist
Thinkers
(1952);
J a m e s COLLINS, The Existentialists
(1952); T h o m a s HANNA, The
Lyrical
Existentialists
(1962); K u r t F . REINHARDT, The Existentialist
Revolt
(1952); a n d E d w a r d A. TIRYAKIAN, Sociologism and Existentialism
(1962).
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Heidegger's philosophic tomes. To appreciate the play, and
Nietzsche's influence on it, one has to go back to the Greeks
and see how the four greatest Greek poets handled the same
story. This may seem an unnecessary detour, but the Greeks
are relevant for at least two reasons.
First, those w h o disparage Les Mouches generally make
two points: that the play is a pastiche, and that it is too
philosophical to be a good play. It is assumed that no great
playwright would pick a theme with which topflight dramatists have dealt before him, and that no genuinely important
play can be as philosophic as Les Mouches.
The best way to
refute both assumptions is to consider Homer, Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and Euripides.
Secondly, Sartre's play, like Euripides', can be fully
understood only against the background of earlier treatments
with which it takes issue. When choosing a story that has
been used before by poets of the greatest genius, one takes an
unusual risk, worthwhile only when one has something really
new to say—something that need not fear the inevitable comparisons. Reading Sartre's play merely in relation to his
philosophic works, we do not accept this challenge. After
discerning the outlooks that the Greek poets embodied in their
versions of the story, we shall see that Orestes' remarks on
freedom, which resemble Sartre on freedom, do not constitute
Sartre's major innovation—and that his play embodies, in some
very striking ways, the philosophy of Nietzsche.
It would be folly to claim that the Greeks are of interest
only in relation to Nietzsche and Sartre: tracing the development of the Orestes theme from Homer to Aeschylus and the
two Eleclra plays is interesting in itself. Moreover, there is no
better way to bring out the contrasting world views of different
poets than to show how they vary the same theme. I also
hope to illuminate some old problems relating to tragedy.
While Nietzsche will not be discussed at length until section 7,
we shall be dealing throughout with one of his favorite subjects, tragedy—and differ with him on some important issues.
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In the Odyssey, six passages are relevant. The first two,
both in Book I, establish Homer's attitude toward the story.
Zeus, he says, thought of " Aegisthus, w h o m far-famed Orestes,
Agamemnon's son, had slain . . . and said: 'Look how ready
mortals are to blame the gods. It is from us, they say, that
evils come, but they of themselves, through their own blind
folly, have sorrows beyond what is ordained. Even as now
Aegisthus, beyond w h a t was ordained, took to himself the
wedded wife of the son of Atreus, and slew h i m on his return,
though he knew well of his own destruction, seeing that we
had warned h i m before, sending Hermes . . . that he should
neither slay the m a n nor woo his wife; or from Orestes
vengeance should come for the son of Atreus w h e n once he
came to manhood and longed for his own land. So Hermes
spoke, but for all his good intent he prevailed not upon the
heart of Aegisthus; and now he has paid the full price." 2
The second passage strikes a similar note. Pallas Athena
admonishes the young Telemachus: "Have you not heard what
fame the noble Orestes won among all m a n k i n d when he slew
his father's murderer, the guileful Aegisthus, for slaying his
glorious father? You, too, m y friend, . . . be valiant that
many men yet to be born may praise you" (I. 298 ff.).
In Book III, too, in Nestor's account, Aegisthus, not Clytemnestra, is the central figure, though she is mentioned.
At first she rebuffed Aegisthus' advances; finally, she gave in;
hut the crime was planned by h i m , and subsequently he oppressed the people for seven years. In the eighth year Orestes
returned and killed him (254 ff.).
The remaining three passages 3 allude to or relate the
slaying of Agamemnon and contrast the faithful Penelope
with the adulterous Clytemnestra. According to the Odyssey,
Agamemnon was cut down together with his men, at a banquet to which Aegisthus had treacherously invited him, and
2
I. 29 ff. All translations from the Odyssey are based on, without
slavishly following, A. T. Murray's version in the Loeb edition, Harvard
University Press, which offers Greek text and English translation on
facing pages.
3
IV. 512 ff., XI, 405 ff., XXIV, 19 ff.
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he died "like an ox felled at the t r o u g h . "
No justice whatever was at work in this foul murder; Orestes' vengeance is
unproblematic and entirely praiseworthy; and there are no
Furies to h a u n t the matricide. Indeed, the matricide is not
stressed: Aegisthus ruled seven years; "but in the eighth the
noble Orestes came back from Athens, his bane, and slew his
father's murderer, the guileful Aegisthus . . . Now when he
had slain him, he made a funeral feast for the Argives over his
hateful mother and the craven Aegisthus" (III. 306 ff.).

Gilbert Murray once said of Aeschylus: "He raised everything he touched to grandeur. The characters in his hands
became heroic; the conflicts became tense and frought with
eternal issues." 5 That is as true of his Oresteia as it is of
his Prometheus.
It was Aeschylus w h o first raised Clytemnestra to majestic stature. He was not interested in her as
an individual with all-too-human traits and subtle psychological motives; rather he used her to pose and discuss some
problems about justice. In his Agamemnon
she comes close
to being the incarnation of bloody, vengeful justice in all its
awesome terror.
Till her deed of blood is done, Agamemnon is less a hero
with a tragic flaw than a hero w h o all but consists of hamariia; 6 and only after his m u r d e r the perspective is changed, and
Agamemnon is seen as a great king and conqueror. The sack
of Troy, which had seemed an outrage and a pre-eminently
tragic event, now enhances the stature of the dead Agamemnon.
4

IV. 535. Robert Fitzgerald's translation (Doubleday 1961, Doubleday Anchor Books 1963). From a literary point of view, this version
is far superior to A. T. Murray's.
5
Aeschylus: The Creator of Tragedy, Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1940; Oxford Paperbacks 1962, p. 205. This book is exceptionally illuminating.
6
"Agamemnon has indeed ifxapxia enough, but it is not presented
as a flaw in a character otherwise admirable. What we are shown is
practically nothing but his afxapxfa " H. D. F. Knro, Form and Meaning
in Drama, 1956; University Paperbacks 1960, p. 234. This fine book is
greatly superior to Kitto's earlier Greek Tragedy with which it takes
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The atmosphere of this play presents a uniquely sustained
fusion of majesty, terror, and passion in a world dominated
by pride, vengeance, and excess. There is no innocent suffering—there is no innocence—but punishment exceeds sins at
least doubly. Troy was punished by Agamemnon and the
Greeks; now they are punished. We are made to realize that
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus will be punished, in turn—and
led to wonder whether Orestes, too, is not bound to the wheel
of revenge.
Aeschylus is generally held to have created tragedy as we
know it; but this is a half-truth. He wrote trilogies, and it
was Sophocles w h o created the great tragedy that stands by
itself. Aeschylus' Agamemnon
is not a complete tragedy but
only the first third of a larger work. In the second play, the
Choephoroi, the two characters that carry over—Clytemnestra
and Aegisthus—are not changed; but the atmosphere is so
different that we seem to be in another world. Orestes and his
sister Electra seek to avoid excess and desire purity. In place of
personal vengeance that demands retribution, redoubled or
more, they only w a n t to execute the divine vengeance, and no
more. Pride and passion are trimmed, and so is, incidentally,
majesty. The terror may possibly be meant to be unabated, but
to a modern reader it does seem attenuated as mystery gradually
yields to clarity, and descriptions of the holocaust of Troy,
the drowning of the Greek fleet, and the slaughter of Iphigenia
and Cassandra, which had punctuated the first tragedy, give
way to the execution of Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.
In the final play, the Eumenides, the original audience
was shocked by the appearance of the Furies on the stage; but
soon we leave the dark world of myth and irrationality for
Athens, where reason is supreme and the pros and cons of
difficult problems are carefully weighed, and Orestes is
acquitted.
In the end, we have not only emerged from the majestic
dawn of the heroic age into the bright sunlight of rational
Athens, but we have left behind tragedy. Tragedy was sometimes inevitable before the courts of Athens were established
and made it avoidable. Aeschylus' trilogy ends with h y m n s
of joy that celebrate this happy outcome. In literary power,
this conclusion cannot compare with the grandeur of the first
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play of the trilogy, but perhaps music very remotely comparable to Handel's Hallelujah
Chorus provided some compensation.
In sum, Aeschylus built up Agamemnon's and Clytemnestra's stature—and thereby made Orestes' deed, too, far
more awesome than it had been in Homer. Above all, Aeschylus introduced a moral problem into this story—or used the
story to pose a moral problem—and he brought the Furies
into the plot. Yet there is no character development and no
hesitation about the matricide, except for a single line (Choephoroi 899) when Orestes asks Pylades whether it can be right
to kill one's mother—and then Pylades, silent up to that point,
speaks the only three lines allotted to him in the play, reminding Orestes of Appollo's oracle and thus allaying his momentary scruple. (This is typical of the m a n n e r in which Aeschylus availed himself of one of Sophocles' innovations—the
introduction of the third actor: in Aeschylus' early plays more
than the two actors with speaking roles had occasionally been
present on the stage at the same time, and the audience
probably assumed that Pylades, as well as Cassandra in the
Agamemnon,
would not speak—any more than Violence does
in the opening scene of Prometheus; so when the third actor
finally did speak after an exceedingly long delay, the effect
was probably comparable to a suddent thunder bolt.)
Finally, Aeschylus solves the moral problem he presents.
The high court of Athens can deal with situations that formerly
necessitated tragedy: private vengeance is outlawed, the Furies
are harnessed by reason and thus become a blessing to the city,
and rational procedures t r i u m p h over tragic passion. Aeschylus thus displays the very rationalism and optimism that
Nietzsche and, following him, many recent writers associate
with the death of tragedy. 7 Nor are these attitudes confined to
the Oresteia: they are quite as much in evidence in Aeschylus'
Suppliants and—assuming that Gilbert Murray's reconstruction is right, and it surely is right at least to this extent—in
the Prometheus trilogy.
7
The Birth of Tragedy, sections 12 ff. Gf., e.g., George STEINER,
The Death of Tragedy (Knopf 1961, Dramabooks 1963; page references
are to the original hardcover edition), pp. 8, 174 f., 193, 291. Steiner's
claim that the Eumenides is "exceptional" in this respect (pp. 7 and 169)
is untenable.
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In Sophocles' Electra we are in some ways closer to Homer
than to Aeschylus. Agamemnon was killed with an axe 8 —an
archaic touch, not mentioned by Aeschylus—at a banquet
(193 ff.), as in the Odyssey.
Sophocles' Electra comes to life as an individual character
as Aeschylus' did not: Sophocles, as usual, has a psychological
interest that Aeschylus largely lacked—but Sophocles does not
share Aeschylus' pronounced philosophical concerns. W h a t
raises Sophocles' Electra to the height of tragic stature is not
that she is the w o m a n w h o conspires to kill her mother—not,
in other words, that she simply is Electra, as Aeschylus'
Clytemnestra is Clytemnestra, no more and no less—but the
contrast with her sister Chrysothemis, w h o is introduced into
this story by Sophocles. The device is the same that Sophocles
had used so effectively in his Antigone. Again, the sister serves
as a foil. Chrysothemis concedes that justice is on Electra's
side, but one "must bow before the powers that be" (339 f.),
to which Electra replies: ". . . shall we to all our ills add
cowardice?" 9
The parallel to AntigoJie becomes even stronger when
Electra is threatened by her sister with w h a t we recognize as
Antigone's fate: If she does not yield, they will "send you
where you shall not see the sun, far hence, to some dark dungeon" (381 ff.). Chrysothemis urges "submission to the
strong" (396); Electra retorts: " F a w n if you will; such cringing suits not m e " (397). Electra urges her sister to throw
away the offerings their mother has sent, prompted by a bad
dream, and to let the sisters join instead in laying down some
of their own locks in honor of "the most beloved of all men,
though dead, our common father" (431 ff.). Again one is
reminded of Antigone's homage to her dead brother w h o m
she loves above all other men.
Clytemnestra appears, admits that she killed Agamemnon
adding: "Yet not I, not I alone, but justice slew him, too."
8

86 ff., 193 ff., 482 ff.
Quotations are based on F. Storr's translation in the bilingual
Loeb edition, Harvard University Press.
9
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Clytemnestra reminds Electra of Agamemnon's sacrifice of
Iphigenia and asks, "what right had they to kill my child?"
Electra finds no crime blacker than m u r d e r of a spouse—indeed she even claims, contra Aeschylus, that the Furies avenge
uxoricide, 10 regardless of wheter a just grievance was involved or not; and in this case, she argues, "there was no justice
in it." Agamemnon had killed a stag and by a careless boast
had offended Artemis; therefore Artemis denied wind to the
Greek fleet, and Agamemnon had to sacrifice his daughter to
the goddess, by hard constraint and not for his brother's
sake. The stag story is not found in Homer and Aeschylus
and introduced here to exculpate Agamemnon and let him
appear in a better light than in the two earlier poets.
Electra rebukes her mother for her life of shame with
Aegisthus (the modern reader is reminded of Hamlet's dialogue with his m o t h e r ) , and for bearing Aegisthus children
while throwing out Electra. The poet's intent is clearly to
enlist all our sympathies on Electra's side, and it is she also
w h o says to her mother (628 f): "See, rage distracts you;
first you grant me free speech, then will not listen when I
speak." Here is another theme characteristic of Sophocles and
especially noteworthy in Oedipus Tyrannus:
anger impedes
understanding and is an enduring source of tragedy.
Clytemnestra prays and—another Sophoclean touch—concludes: "And for those other things my heart desires, though
unexpressed, thou as a god dost know t h e m . " Immediately
Orestes' servant enters to report, falsely, Orestes' death. The
mother's monstrous wish seems fulfilled; she wants to know
how her son died, and in over eighty lines we get a magnificent
Homeric description of his alleged death at the games—an
account that contains the observation: " W h e n some angry
godhead intervenes, the mightiest man is foiled" (696 f.).
This sense of the unpredictable, irrational element in h u m a n
10
112. This un-Aeschylean conception of the Furies does not stand
alone: cf. Antigone 1076; Heraclitus, fragment 94; and the article on
the Erinyes in the Oxford Classical Dictionary. It seems just possible
that it was Aeschylus' presumably very ancient conception of the Furies
that led to the charge that he had divulged esoteric mysteries—a charge
against which he reputedly defended himself by denying that he had
ever been initiated.
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life is as articulate in the Iliad lx as it is central in Sophocles'
world view: our existence is precarious, our insecurity
radical.
The queen was afraid night and day of being killed by
her son, now feels relieved, and—a fair sample of Sophoclean
irony—concludes: " I shall pass my days in peace." Electra,
meanwhile, is plunged into despair: "Life to me is misery
and death a boon." The parallel to Antigone grows ever
stronger as she mourns her brother: "To be untended by m y
hands, unwept, ungraced with sepulture by m e . "
Chrysothemis enters with the good news that she has
found Orestes' locks, but Electra insists that he is dead. And
now she grows to still greater stature. Her brother gone, she is
resolved to act without him, with her sister's help—and denied
that, all alone. After her great dialogue with her sister, the
Chorus voices our feeling: "Was there ever one so noble . . . ?"
(1080) ,12
Sophocles knows how to move from despair to yet deeper
despair. Orestes enters, carrying an u r n in which he claims
to have the ashes of Orestes. And the poet finds words to
articulate Electra's almost unendurable anguish. Perhaps
only Aeschylus' Cassandra and Shakespeare's Lear equal this
crescendo of suffering.
11
E.g., XVII. 175 ff. and XX. 433 ff. Sophocles' striking preoccupation with the proper burial of the dead—in Electra, Antigone,
Ajax—also points back to the conclusion of the Iliad.
12
I have made slight changes in the Loeb translation elsewhere, but
here Storr is completely useless: "Where shall ye find on earth/A maid
to match her worth ?" The idea here is found in six of Sophocles' seven
extant tragedies: Oedipus is "the first of men" (33); of Ajax we are
told "Since time began, there lived on earth no nobler man" (1416 f.);
of Heracles, that he was " the noblest man who ever lived" (811); and
about Antigone one may well agree with Hegel that there is no nobler
image in world literature (Geschichte der Philosophic, Werke, ed.
Glockner, vol. 18, p. 114).
Aristotle's theory of the tragic hero as "the intermediate kind of
personage, a man not preeminently virtuous and just . . . " (Poetics 13)
is based on a priori reasoning and is utterly misleading about Sophoclean
tragedy, though it is usually supposed that the Poetics is based preeminently on Sophocles' work, particularly Oedipus Tyrannus.
Partly
owing to Aristotle's influence, Oedipus has generally been misunderstood.
Aristotle's views of tragedy, of course, require much more detailed
discussion—and I shall deal with this topic in my book on tragedy.
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Orestes wants the urn back; Electra pleads: "rob me not
of what I prize the most on earth." And a few lines later (the
similarity to Antigone is surely striking): "Ah! woe to you,
Orestes, woe is me, if I am not to give you burial." At last
the recognition is accomplished, and Orestes says to Electra—
words unthinkable in Aeschylus—"weep as overwhelmed
with grief at our feigned story; when the victory is won, we
shall have time and liberty to laugh" (1298 ff.). After our
emotion, too, has been spent in sympathy with Electra's suffering, we can accept these lines as natural—as they would be
in Homer, without recoiling with the schock that Aeschylus
would have felt at the thought that the children should "have
time and liberty to l a u g h " after killing their own mother.
It takes the artistry of one of the world's supreme poets to
raise this idea above the level of a horror story; but Sophocles
brings off this feat, and Electra's reply to Orestes is magnificent
in conception and execution (1301 ff.).
Then Paedagogus, the old tutor of Orestes, comes out of
the palace and urges Orestes to go in and do his deed. And
w h e n the mother cries out inside, "I am struck!" Electra calls
to Orestes: "Strike, if you can, again!" (1415).
After the matricide, the killing of Aegisthus might well
become anticlimatic—but it is not in Sophocles' play. The
King asks about the newcomers w h o m he wishes to welcome,
and Electra tells h i m : "they are within, they've won their
kindly hostess' heart" (1415). And did they really bring
reports that Orestes is dead? "They did; and more, they
brought us the dead m a n . " (1453).
Now Sophocles' tragic irony reaches its apex. Aegisthus,
standing over the shrouded corpse, asks if Clytemnestra is
home, and Orestes replies: "She is near you, look not elsewhere!" (1474). The King uncovers the face, recognizes his
wife, and is then driven inside by Orestes to die in the same
spot where he killed Agamemnon. In the final three lines the
Chorus jubilates that freedom has been won again "by this
day's glorious deed."
That the dramatist chose a theme previously handled in
a great trilogy clearly does not constitute a defect; on the
contrary, it adds a dimension. Events, characters, plot, all
assume the added significance of deliberate innovations and
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eloquent disagreements. Sophocles denies the moral problem
which was the crux of the plot for Aeschylus: reverting to
Homer, Sophocles would have us find the double murder
right and, once accomplished, a cause for joy.
Unlike Aeschylus' trilogy and some of Sophocles' other
plays, this one is clearly centered in a single protagonist—but,
pace Aristotle, she has no hamartia (no tragic flaw, no error
of judgement; and, pace modern writers on tragedy, the
tragedy, does not "end badly." 13 What makes it a tragedy
nevertheless is that, like all of Aeschylus' and Sophocles' extant tragedies, it represents on the stage an immense amount
of suffering—so intense and profound that no joyous but
serious conclusion can eradicate it from our minds. The
Cassandra episode in Agamemnon is therefore not a diversion
that could be deleted, but a crucial element in the trilogy.
Without this climax of despair, the economy of the whole work
would be thrown out of balance, and the conclusion of the
Eumenides would be too joyous for a tragic trilogy.
Even after the suffering of one such tragedy—and the
performance, of course, piled tragedy upon tragedy upon tragedy—the spectator must feel emotionally spent (a large part of
the meaning, I believe, of Aristotle's much debated notion of
Catharsis). 14 Indeed, to enable the audience to regain their
balance and leave the theatre on their own two feet, the satyr
play may have been badly needed after three tragedies.
Sophocles interest in character, the tightly constructed
plot that at every turn has a maximal impact, and the terror
of his irony—all this has no equal in Aeschylus. But there is
13

STEINER, op. cit., 8 et passim. That tragedy, by definition, ends
badly, is one of his central claims but surely false as a generalization
about Greek tragedy. The Eumenides and Oedipus on Colonus are far
from being the only exceptions, as he claims. The argument of the
book is largely based on this error.
14
The literature on catharsis is immense, and this is not the place
to discuss it or to elaborate and defend my own view. One of the most
recent contributions, Richard KUHNS, The House, The City, and The
Judge: The Growth of Moral Awareness in the ORESTEIA, BobbsMerrill 1962, lists several bibliographies of works on Aristotle's Poetics,
p. 103 n., near the beginning of the long chapter on "Dramatic and
Moral Meaning of Catharsis" (pp. 99-142). Kuhns does not discuss, or
even mention, Sophocles' and Euripides' Electra plays or Sartre. On
Catharsis, see also note 31 below.
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no comparable philosophic interest in Sophocles' tragedy.
What he celebrates is the h u m a n being whose character and
courage triumph over the utmost suffering. The heroine and
her sister do not differ on what is right, but Electra, unlike
her sister, has the intrepidity to dare what is just. In this,
as in many other ways, Electra resembles Antigone, but in
Antigone moral problems are discussed at length between
Antigone and Creon, and it is in large part this philosophical
addition that has raised Antigone so m u c h higher in the
critics' esteem—even those w h o do not follow Hegel in considering it the greatest tragedy ever written. Even so,
Sophocles' Electra is surely a masterpiece.

Euripides' Electra is dated 413 B.C. (Aeschylus' trilogy
458 B . C ) , and scholars do not agree whether it was written
before or after Sophocles' play. It is clear that Euripides
knows and at one point actually lampoons Aeschylus' Choephoroi, and his very different treatment of the story makes
for an effective contrast. Sophocles' play, while more
similar in plot to Euripides', is so much more powerful that
it is hard to credit that Euripides should have written the
play we know, if he had known Sophocles' Electra.
It is
easier to imagine that Sophocles, knowing Euripides' play,
should have felt the urge to present Electra as he did: with
all-too-human traits, but nevertheless immense nobility.
Euripides has Electra married to a peasant (Aegisthus' ruse
to prevent her from bearing a hero w h o might avenge Agam e m n o n ) — a n d the peasant in his rags is brought on the
stage, which was a shocking innovation in 413 B.C. AS in
Sophocles, Clytemnestra has used an axe to kill her husband. 1 5
The Chorus tells Electra that there will be a festival day soon
when the maidens are to dance (a point picked up by Sartre),
but Electra refuses to join the dance. Her complaint that " m y
mother dwells united to another in a bed stained with mur-

160, 279, 1160. Euripides' intent was surely to add to the horror.
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der"
picks up the Oedipus theme like Sophocles (585 ff.)
and reminds us of Hamlet.
In the recognition scene, after the tutor brings a lock of
Orestes' hair to Electra, the poet makes fun of Aeschylus.
Eventually, it is a scar over the eyebrow that convinces Electra
that the man with w h o m she has been talking for more than
200 lines is Orestes.
It is not only in this polemic that the m a n n e r is prosy
compared to the two older poets. There are a great m a n y
didactic passages, and when the tutor tells Orestes that success "depends altogether on yourself—and chance" (610) we
seem closer to Sartre than to Aeschylus. This is also true of
the Chorus' attack on religion (737 ff.)—and of the end of
the play, which will be considered shortly.
Aegisthus is killed first, as in Aeschylus (here Sophocles is
the innovator), and a messenger describes his death in more
than 80 lines. Orestes, he says, is on his way with the dead
king's head. And then Electra reviles the head—or the corpse
—at great length. Plainly, the poet want us to see the m u r d e r
in all its horror.
Eventually, Orestes asks: "Our mother—shall we m u r d e r
h e r ? " (967) and w h e n Electra sees no problem he replies:
" 0 Phoebus, a great folly did your oracle bid" (971). Against
Electra he finally argues: "Was it not some fiend that bade it,
assuming the god's likeness?" (979). Eventually, Orestes
agrees to "do a dreadful t h i n g " because "the gods will have
it so" (985 ff.). But the queen is not killed without a typically Euripidean hearing in which she argues her case against
Electra. 17
The Chorus cries: "Children, by the gods, don't kill your
mother!" but Orestes, without replying, kills her. The Chorus

i6 211 f. Ten Plays by Euripides, translated by Moses Hadas and
John McLean, 1936, 1950, Bantam Books 1960. This prosy but literal version is far preferable to Arthur S. Way's attempts at poetry in the Loeb
edition. Emely Townsend Vermeule's translation in The Complete Greek
Tragedies, ed. David Grene and Richmond Lattimore (The University of
Chicago Press 1960, The Modern Library 1963) is much superior from a
literary point of view, but a little less literal than Hadas's.
17
For a close parallel, see Helen's attempt at a defense in The
Trojan Women (895-1059); similar arguments, pro and con, are found
in many of Euripides' other plays and surely influenced by the Sophists.
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first applauds the deed as righteous (1189), but soon condemns it as horrible. Orestes himself stresses its extreme
horror, and Electra strikes a note of ambivalence: "We cast
these mantles about her that we hated—and love" (1230 ff.).
In the end, Castor, the dead queen's brother, now in the
heavens, appears as deus ex machina: " . . . she has received
justice, but what you have done is not just. And Phoebus
—but he is my King, and so I am d u m b . Clever he is, but
what he required of you was not clever." Orestes must now
be hunted by the Furies and eventually cleared by the Areopagus by equal votes. (Euripides makes a point of "equal
votes," and this is compatible with Aeschylus' account: although it is usually supposed that Athena breaks a tie, she
may be meant to function as one of the twelve judges.) Helen,
according to Castor, was really in Egypt, and Zeus sent her
phantom to Troy to incite slaughter. Now Pylades, Orestes'
friend should marry Electra. And the double murder P
"Upon Poebus I lay the bloody deed." Electra says that she
cannot blame Apollo, so Castor blames the "ancestral curse"
for her deed. It is clear that Electra, after w h o m the tragedy
is named, regrets her deed in the end—as in Sartre's Les
Mouches.

Electra had been a minor figure in Aeschylus' trilogy,
appearing only in the Choephoroi, speaking her last line (509)
toward the end of the first half of the play and leaving the
stage after lines 584. Aeschylus was interested in the moral
problem confronting Orestes: he is guilty of outrage if he
leaves his father unavenged, but can avenge him only by
killing his mother—no less an outrage.
Euripides deliberately tears down Agamemnon, Clytemnestra, Orestes, and Electra from Aeschylus' pedestal of m y t h :
he is fascinated by their characters as h u m a n beings. But
his central interest is moral no less than Aeschylus'.
If Apollo bade Orestes to kill his mother, so much the
worse for the god. Does Euripides believe in Apollo? Hardly
—but Aeschylus, who fought at Marathon although Apollo's
Delphic Oracle had counselled submission to Persia, surely did
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not believe in Apollo either, and Cassandra's account of
Apollo in the Agamemnon,
as well as Aeschylus' presentation
of Apollo on the stage in the Eumenides, are not designed to
win our admiration for the god: Athena as the spirit of
Athens and the embodiment of wisdom is far superior to
Apollo. Yet in Aeschylus, for all his rationalism, which is
pronounced and should not be underestimated, there is not
the explicit desire we find in Euripides to indict the social
effects of religion. Euripides' drama is an indictment and
takes issue with Aeschylus for not m a k i n g plain that the
matricide was unjustifiable even before there was any Areopagus. If the oracle commanded it, then this is another
instance of the brutality to which religion often leads. Aeschylus—as Euripides sees it—spreads archaic notions that do not
stand u p ; his recognition scene is ridiculous. We must
cease looking at things in this reverent, uncritical m a n n e r .
Clytemnestra had a case even apart from Agamemnon's
sacrifice of Iphigenia: we should not overlook Agamemnon's
affront in bringing home Cassandra. We should not see her
as a mythical prophetess, as the older poet had done, but as
a w o m a n whose presence must have outraged Clytemnestra.
Everybody's motivation is all-too-human. As for Electra, she
simply loved her father, not her mother: a typical psychological case.
Sophocles' Electra is more archaic and less moralistic: the
matricide was right and not importantly different from the
killing of Aegisthus. Electra, to be sure, did have all-tooh u m a n motives: the Chorus rebukes her excessive self-pity
at first. And she did love her father terribly—and her brother.
She is not mythical in the sense of having no psychology. But
heroic stature is compatible with h u m a n , all-too-human feelings. Nothing can detract from Electra's courage and nobility.
She, unlike her sister w h o m the poet introduces as a foil,
risked all for w h a t she knew to be right. It does not diminish
her greatness that she was of flesh and blood and knew love
and tenderness.
All three poets offer moral lessons, though any brief and
bald statement of these must necessarily sound like a travesty.
Aeschylus' is that we need courts that carefully weigh the pros
and cons of each case. (In Aeschylus' Suppliants the king
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escapes from a tragic dilemma by consulting his people, weighing the pros and cons with them, and then taking a vote.)
Euripides would have us abolish the double standard for the
sexes, and submit religious ideas to moral scrutiny. And
Sophocles believes that no institution or innovation will ever
abolish hideous suffering, but a noble character sometimes
rises above all misery. Life is radically insecure; but those
who risk all for what is right, even when success is utterly
uncertain, deserve our admiration.

Sartre, in Les Mouches, resembles Euripides in leaving
no mythic stature and also in his interest in psychology. But
he is infinitely more modern than Euripides in being utterly
irreverent, and also humorous, throughout. He shares
Aeschylus' and Euripides' philosophic interest; but unlike
them, and like Sophocles, he finds the double murder clearly
justified and makes the murderer (Orestes, not Electra who
repents in the end) a hero.
Like Euripides, Sartre attacks religion—but unlike Euripides, he finds it on the side of the tyrants. He introduces
Zeus on the stage and attacks Christianity and the doctrine of
original sin.
Everydoby has all-too-human motives which are of interest;
only Orestes is relatively unmotivated: his murders are almost actes gratuits.
Tired of detachment, he seeks a commitment—and accepts one that will, at least momentarily, restore
the freedom and dignity of his people, though their capacity
for m a k i n g the most of these gifts is more than doubtful.
Where, then, do we perceive Nietzsche's influence? A
few passages from Les Mouches will show it. The first comes
near the end of Act II, Scene 1. Orestes says:
"There is another path—my path. . . . I must go down
—do you understand?—I must go down into the dephts, among
you. . . . I must take a burden on m y shoulders, a load of
guilt . . . I take over all their crimes. . . I set out to win the
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name of 'guilt-stealer', and heap on myself all their remorse . . . " 18
Here we find echoes of three different passages from
Nietzsche. 19
"This is my way; where is yoursP"—thus I answered
those w h o asked me The w a y . ' For the way—that does not
exist." (Zarathustra HI, Chapter 11.)
"I must descend to the depths, as you do in the evening
when you go behind the sea and still bring light to the underworld, you overrich star. Like you I must go under—go
down, as is said by man, to w h o m I want to descend." (Zarathustra, Prologue 1.)
"Were a god to come down upon earth, he should do
nothing but w r o n g : to take upon oneself guilt and not punishment, that alone would be godlike." (Ecce Homo, Chapter I,
5.)
The Ecce Homo quotation is nothing less than the quintessence of Sartre's Les Mouches.
The dig at the Christian doctrine of original sin is expanded in the play, and Orestes becomes a great anti-Christian savior figure—a truly Nietzschean
hero.
Next consider a passage from Act II, near the middle of
scene 2. Zeus is speaking to Aegisthus:
"Do you know what would have befallen Agamemnon
if you had not killed h i m ? Three months later he'd have
died of apoplexy in a pretty slave-girl's arms. But your crime
served my ends. . . . you looked back on the deed with loathing and disowned it. Yet what a profit I have made on it!
For one dead man, twenty thousand living men wallowing in
patience."
Compare Nietzsche's Twilight of the Idol, Chapter I, 10:
"Not to perpetuate cowardice against one's own acts! Not to
18

Stuart Gilbert's translation in No Exit and the Flies, Knopf 1947;
Vintage Books, No Exit and Three Other Plays, 1958. Italics in the
original.
19
All Nietzsche translations are from The Portable Nietzsche, selected
and translated, with an Introduction, Prefaces, and Notes, by Walter
Kaufmann, The Viking Press 1954; paperback ed. 1958, 13th printing 1963. All Italics are in the original. This volume contains complete
new translations of Zarathustra, Twilight of the Idols, Antichrist, and
Nietzsche contra Wagner.
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leave them in the lurch afterward! The bite of conscience is
indecent." And The Will To Power (234): "The bite of conscience: a sign that the character is no match for the deed."
But no two epigrams can give any adequate idea of Nietzsche's
influence at this point. Both Sartre's deliberately shocking
attitude toward death as essentially natural and his attitude
toward guilt feelings are deeply anti-Christian and—Nietzschean.
Nor is this matter of leaving one's act "in the lurch afterw a r d s " a passing point in the play: This is w h a t Electra does
in the end, while Orestes stubbornly resists this temptation
and thereby rises to heroic stature.
Our third passage from Les Mouches occurs later in Act II,
Scene 2. Aegisthus, struck, asks Orestes: "Is it true you feel
no remorse?" And Orestes replies: "Remorse? W h y should
I feel remorse? I am only doing what is right." Superficially,
it might seem that Sartre simply sides with Sophocles against
Aeschylus and Euripides—but in fact the opposition to remorse, not only in this specific case in which Orestes believes
that he is "only doing what is right" but quite generally, is
almost as central in Sartre's play as the idea that it is far
nobler to take upon oneself guilt and not only punishment.
Indeed, the two ideas belong together ("I set out to w i n the
name of 'guilt-stealer' and heap on myself all their remorse")
and are not Sophoclean but Nietzschean. Orestes is a redeemer
figure because he removes the people's guilt feelings.
In Zarathustra one leitmotif of Nietzsche's philosophy is
once summed up succinctly in these words: "That man be
delivered from revenge, that is for me the bridge to the
highest hope . . . " (II. 7 ) . The bite of conscience is understood by Nietzsche (and Freud) 2 0 as a form of revenge—against
oneself. But in Les Mouches the opposition to revenge in the
obvious and ordinary sense is even more obvious than the
polemic against guilt feelings. Sartre's most striking innovation in the plot is that Orestes' double murder is not motivated
by revenge, as it had been in all four of the Greek poets.
The fourth passage I wish to quote from Les Mouches is
found two-thirds of the way through Act III, in Orestes' dia20

Civilization and Its Discontents, section VII.
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logue with Zeus. Orestes describes his sudden realization of
his freedom: " . . . There was nothing left in heaven, no right
or wrong, nor anyone to give me orders." Zeus urges h i m :
"Come back to the fold. Think of your loneliness. . . . "
Orestes' experience is also that of Nietzsche w h o insisted that
man gives himself his right and w r o n g ; but this m u c h is
common to many modern thinkers. W h a t points to Nietzsche
is Zeus' plea: the emphasis on the loneliness that descends
on those w h o leave the fold—or the herd—with its illusions
and its allegedly God-given values. Compare, for example,
Zaralhustra, "On the Way of the Creator":
" 'All loneliness is guilt'—thus speaks the herd. . . . And
when you will say, 'I no longer have a common conscience
with you,' it will be a lament and an agony. . . . But do you
want to go the way of your affliction, which is the way to
yourself? . . . You call yourself free? . . . Free from what?
As if that mattered . . . free for what? Can you give yourself
your own evil and your own good . . . ? . . . Thus is a
star thrown out into the void and into the icy breath of solitude. . . . The time will come w h e n solitude will make you
weary . . . There are feelings which w a n t to kill the lonely;
and if they do not succeed, well, then they themselves must
die. But are you capable of this—to be a m u r d e r e r ? "
In part III, "Upon the Mount of Olives," Nietsche mocks
those w h o w a r n h i m against loneliness, moaning "the ice of
knowledge will yet freeze h i m to death!" "Loneliness," he
says, "can be the escape of the sick; loneliness can also be
escape from the sick."
When Zeus entreats Orestes to "come back to the fold,"
Orestes replies in Nietzsche's spirit:
"I shall not return under your law; I am doomed to have
no other law but mine. . . For I, Zeus, am a man, and every
man must find out his own w a y . "
When Electra repents, Orestes remains "faithful to the
earth" (Zarathustra, Prologue 3) and recalls to our m i n d s
Ecce Homo (I. 10), "My formula for the greatness of a h u m a n
being is amor fati: that one would not have anything different—not forward, not backward, not in all eternity"; and
Twilight of the Idols (IX. 49): "Such a spirit w h o has become
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free,21 stands amid the cosmos with a joyous and trusting
fatalism . . . he does not negate any more."
Thus Orestes says to Zeus: "I do not hate you. W h a t have
I to do with y o u . . . ? . . . life begins on the far side of despair."
This last phrase may remind us of the final three sections in
Nietzsche contra Wagner—above all, the beautiful "Epilogue"
which is among the finest things Nietzsche ever wrote. 2 2 Indeed, the final metaphor of Les Mouches, that of the pied piper,
was also repeatedly used by Nietzsche in connection with the
ideal man, with Socrates, and with himself. 23 But enough of
such references.

Sophocles Electra, like Les Mouches, was based on a theme
already treated by a top-flight dramatist (indeed, Aeschylus
had also written a tragedy on Oedipus before Sophocles d i d ) ;
and Aeschylus' and Euripides' treatments of the Orestes story
are permeated by philosophic concerns, like Les Mouches.
Sartre's play is easily the prosiest and most didactic of the
four; but since his whole play is in prose, one might argue
that it is more of one piece than Euripides' Electra. In Euripides' play the didactic passages, which are numerous, could
be said to disturb more, and his play is by no means clearly
superior to Sartre's.
Euripides did not destroy Greek tragedy, as Nietzsche
argued very unfairly in The Birth of Tragedy.24" rather he
stood half way between Aeschylus and Plato—even as Aeschylus himself might be said to have stood half-way between
Homer and Plato.
21

A phrase that superbly fits Orestes.
The three sections come from Beyond Good and Evil, 270 and
from the Preface to The Gay Science, 3 and 4: Nietzsche contra Wagner
is a collection by Nietzsche himself of passages from his earlier works,
slightly edited.
23
The Gay Science, 340; Beyond Good and Evil, 295; Twilight of
the Idols, Preface; and Ecce Homo, III. 6.
24
A far better account of the death of Greek tragedy was given by
Goethe in his Conversations with Eckermann, (May 1, 1825; cf. March 28,
1827)—according to Nietzsche, "the best German book" (The Wanderer
and his Shadow, 109).
22
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What most writers call "tragedy" or "Greek tragedy" is
an abstraction based on the one tragedy Aristotle liked best,
Sophocles' Oedipus Tyrannus, which was merely one of h u n dreds of Greek tragedies. Aeschylus had not written tragedies
of this sort, and the fact that after 406 B.C., the year in which
first Euripides and then Sophocles died, nobody wrote another
tragedy like Oedipus Tyrannus cannot fairly be blamed on
Euripides. Indeed, of Sophocles' extant seven plays all but
Oedipus Tyrannus and Antigone end on a conciliatory note,
and four end untragically. 2 5
Nietzsche stressed Socrates' supposed influence on Euripides, but we really should credit Euripides with a profound
influence on the genesis of a new art form: the Platonic
dialogue. The dialogue between Electra and her mother,
before the murder, is not great poetry or theater but points
toward a new genre.
Perhaps Les Mouches also marks a new genre, not as
radically different from Shaw as Plato was from Euripides, but
still a more philosophical play than anyone of equal brilliance
had written before Sartre. Be that as it may, whose philosophy does it really embody? Is it not after all Sartre's
philosophy rather than Nietzsche's? Certainly not the Marxist
philosophy of Sartre in his fifties, less than twenty years after
he wrote Les Mouches.
Nor even the philosophy of the
famous lecture "Existentialism is a H u m a n i s m , " delivered in
1946, only three years after Les Mouches.
Then Sartre argued
that "Nothing can be better for us unless it is better for all,"
and that "If . . . I decide to m a r r y and have children, even though
this decision proceeds simply from m y situation, from my passion or my desire, I am thereby committing not only myself,
but humanity as a whole, to the practice of m o n o g a m y . " 2 6
Surely, the ethic of Les Mouches is far more individualistic,
less Kantian, and, in one word, Nietzschean. Nor do we find
the ethic of Les Mouches in Uetre et le neant or Huis Clos,
which were finished the same year. We find it only in
Les Mouches and in the writings of Nietzsche.
25

Gf. the text around notes 7 and 13 above.
I have criticized this attempt at an ethic in The Faith of a Heretic
(Doubleday 1961, Anchor Books 1963), section 86.
28
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The play represents a great oddity. Written by a philosopher, it embodies the ethic of another philosopher—to be sure
the first man mentionel in L'etre et le neant, and a man whose
decisive influence on existentialism has long been recognized.
In keeping with Socrates' ancient charge against the poets,
Sartre, when he wrote Les Mouches, probably did not fully
know what he was doing; his inspiration was not entirely
cerebral but partly unconscious, and he projected images and
impressions received when reading Nietzsche. Poets and
dramatists have not often been strongly influenced by philosophers: Dante is the outstanding example; there are not many
others. But Nietzsche, whose books have such a striking
artistic quality also had an immense influence on Stefan George
and Rilke, on Christian Morgenstern and Gottfried Benn,
Thomas Mann and Hermann Hesse, Gide and Malraux. 27
One final question: is Les Mouches a tragedy? Most
readers would probably say that it is not because the end is not
tragic. Yet we call the Oresteia and Sophocles' Electra tragedies although their endings are not tragic—and the end of
Les Mouches is more tragic than the end of Aeschylus' and
Sophocles' versions of the story. But as I have suggested near
the close of my discussion of Sophocles' play, the necessary
condition of a play's being a tragedy is not that it ends badly
(Aristotle, like the three great Greek tragedians, knew better)
but that it represents on the stage suffering so intense and
immense that no conclusion can eradicate this impression from
our minds. Since it has become unfashionable to present on
the stage agonies like those of Cassandra and Prometheus,
Ajax and Philoctetes, Heracles and Electra, an untragic conclusion is rarely comparable with tragedy: more and more, it
is the end that has to bear the burden of tragedy.
In Les Mouches, the total impression is more one of irreverent reflection than of "the sublime as the artistic conquest
of the horrible"—indeed, Aeschylus' and Sophocles' "intrepid
27
Gf. my From Shakespeare to Existentialism (Beacon Press 1959,
rev. ed., Doubleday Anchor Books 1960), Chapters 12 and 13, and my
Twenty German Poets (Random House 1962, Modern Library 1963). My
interpretation of Nietzsche's philosophy is most fully developed in
Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (Princeton University
Press 1950, rev. ed. Meridian Books 1956). For my analysis of The Birth
of Tragedy, see chapters 4 and 13.
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looks deep into the terrible destructiveness of so-called world
history, as well as into the cruelty of nature" 28 give way to
the knowledge that "life begins on the far side of despair."
The despair is taken for granted, along with the fact that it is
amply warranted: w h a t we are shown on the stage is not the
staggering suffering that leads to despair but the young m a n
w h o t r i u m p h s over despair. That is w h y the play is not a
tragedy. And while the spirit of the play is Nietzschean, the
poetry of suffering, of which Nietzsche himself was a master,
is lacking. One may feel like saying to Sartre, as Nietzsche
once said to himself: "He should have sung, this new soul'
—and not spoken!" 2 9 Though Sartre, unlike Nietzsche, has
written plays, Nietzsche, unlike Sartre, was a poet.
Nietzsche noted that it was of the very essence of Greek
tragedy that it is a response to "the absurdity of being" and
a t r i u m p h over nausea (Ekel)30—the
t r i u m p h of " a r t , " by
which he clearly meant poetry, music, and dance. Suffering
becomes beautiful, and "only as an aesthetic phenomenon
are
existence and the world eternally justified."
One may say that
this dictum, one of the leitmotifs of The Birth of Tragedy
(introduced in section 5), is characteristic of the early, romantic Nietzsche, and that Sartre, even far more than the later
Nietzsche, is post-romantic. But as a description of Greek
—and Shakespearian—tragedy, the point of the young
Nietzsche is well taken: the sufferings of Sophocles' Electra
and Antigone, Ajax and Oedipus are voiced in such superb
poetry that reader and spectator feel emotionally liberated as
they find words for their own hopelessly tangled and mute
grief; 31 and the experience of so m u c h beauty, though it
certainly does not "justify" suffering, reconciles us, at least
temporarily. Sartre's lack of this whole dimension—the fact
that Les Mouches does not rise above rhetoric—relegates his
play to a plane far below Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Shakes28
The quoted phrases come from section 7 of Nietzsche's Birth of
Tragedy.
29
Preface to the 2nd ed. of The Birth of Tragedy, section 4.
30
The Birth of Tragedy, section 7. The theme of nausea, prominent
here, recurs even more prominently in Zarathustra.
Anyone interested
in the genesis of French existentialism should reread section 7.
31
Another important aspect of the catharsis wrought by tragedy.
Gf. note 14 above.
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peare—and Euripides at his best (which does not include his
Electra).
But there are few plays indeed of which that is
not true, and Les Mouches is still one of the most remarkable
plays of the twentieth century as well as a striking instance
of the inspiration which so many of the greatest writers of
this century have found in Nietzsche.
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