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      Context

      
      Sophocles was born in 495 BC in Colonus, a village a mile north of Athens. His father was a man of wealth and stature and
         was, accordingly, able to provide his son with the benefit of a rounded and far-reaching education. That education included
         instruction in the arts of poetry, music, and dance. Sophocles's education produced immediate results; at the age of sixteen,
         he was chosen to lead with dance and lyre the chorus that celebrated the Greek victory at Salamis. Then, at twenty-eight,
         in his first competition, his play took first prize, defeating even the renowned dramatist Aeschylus, who was thirty years
         his senior. This victory marked the commencement of a dramatic career that produced one hundred eighty plays, of which only
         seven have survived intact.
      

      
      Sophocles proved himself one of the great innovators of theatre, adding to the improvements that Aeschylus had already made
         in the field of tragedy. He introduced a third actor to the stage, abbreviated the choral components of Greek drama, and more
         fully developed the tragedy's moments of dialogue. Importantly, Sophocles was the first to abandon the trilogy form. Other
         dramatists, such as Aeschylus, had previously used three tragedies to tell a single story. Sophocles, however, chose to make
         each tragedy its own entity. As a result, he had to pack the complete action of a story into a compressed form, which afforded
         new and uncharted dramatic possibilities.
      

      
      Sophocles was a deeply sensual dramatist. His language, though sometimes characterized by harsh words or complicated syntax,
         was for the most part grand and majestic. He was careful to avoid both the colossal phraseology that typified the work of
         Aeschylus and the ordinary diction of Euripides. He paid unprecedented attention to the spectacular effects of the play, insisting
         upon inlcuding meticulously painted scenery that was to be properly and purposefully placed. Sophocles was also of a profoundly
         religious temperament, filled with a deep reverence for his country's gods, but without any strains of crude superstition.
         In many of his plays, he grapples with his country's sacred myths, examining them from the point of view of the diligent artist
         and pondering their relation to the struggles of humanity.
      

      
      Electra is widely considered to be Sophocles's best character drama due to the thoroughness of its examination of the morals and
         motives of Electra herself. After Electra's father, King Agamemnon, returns from the Trojan War, his wife, Clytemnestra, and
         her lover, Aegisthus, murder him. Sophocles's play deals with Electra's intense desire for revenge in the years following
         her father's murder.
      

      
      Sophocles's version of the Electra story was written around 410 BCE, and it is difficult to read it without thinking of Euripides's
         Electra and the middle portion of Aeschylus's trilogy, the Oresteia, which recounts the same events. When Aeschylus told the story, he did so with an eye to the ethical issues associated with
         a blood feud. Sophocles, however, addresses the problem of character—namely, he questions what kind of woman would want so
         keenly to kill her mother. Euripides similarly focuses on the issue of character, but Euripides's Electra is ultimately destroyed
         by her situation, whereas Sophocles's Electra prevails and triumphs, rendering his play both a highly satisfactory revenge
         drama and an interesting study of the psychology of Electra herself. The play is considered one of Sophocles' most successful
         dramas.
      

      
      Sophocles devoted his life not exclusively to drama. He was, in addition, one of ten generals responsible for waging the country's
         war against Samos. He was an ordained priest in the service of Alcon and Ascelpius, god of medicine. He was for a time the
         director of the Treasury, responsible for the funds of a group of states known as the Delian Confederacy, and he served of
         the Board of Generals in administration of the civil and military affairs of Athens. He died in 405 BCE, at the old age of
         ninety years.
      

      
   
      
      Plot Overview

      
      Pylades, Orestes, and the Old Man, Orestes's keeper, arrive at Mycenae at daybreak. They have come to exact revenge for the
         murder of Agamemnon, Orestes's father, as instructed by an oracle of Apollo. Electra, Orestes's sister, is heard sobbing within
         the house outside of which the three stand discussing how to execute their plan. Orestes wishes to greet her, but instead
         the Old Man leads him away to present an offering at his father's grave, as Apollo's oracle has instructed. Electra emerges
         from inside the palace gates, pouring forth her grief in a mournful address to the heavens and praying to the deities to help
         her exact revenge for her father's death. The chorus, which is comprised of the virgins of the palace, attempt to console
         Electra, but Electra, bemoaning the oppression she suffers at her mother's hands, her deep sorrow at her father's death, and
         her longing for Orestes' return, proves inconsolable.
      

      
      Chrysothemis, Electra's younger sister, emerges from the palace with a funeral offering. She is unsurprised to find Electra
         mourning as usual outside the palace gates, and scolds her for it, urging her to get on with her life. She warns Electra that
         Aegisthus, their mother, Clytemnestra's, husband, intends to lock her away in a secluded room unless she pulls herself together,
         to which threat Electra rolls her eyes. Chrysothemis then explains her purpose in carrying funeral offerings. She has been
         sent to make an offering at Agamemnon's grave by Clytemnestra, who is terrified by a dream she had the night before that Agamemnon,
         the husband she murdered, returned and planted his scepter in the floor of the house. The scepter grew branches from which
         leaves grew and overshadowed the land. Electra successfully convinces her sister to throw away their mother's offering and
         instead to leave an offering of their own. Chrysothemis agrees and leaves to do so.
      

      
      Clytemnestra approaches with a servant who also carries an offering. She chastises Electra for mourning in the streets, and
         the two have an argument about Agamemnon's murder. Clytemnestra maintains that it was a just murder, done as revenge for Agamemnon's
         sacrifice of their daughter, Iphigenia. Electra holds that the sacrifice was necessary, and that, regardless of this detail,
         Clytemnestra murdered Agamemnon out of lust for Aegisthus. After this angry altercation, Clytemnestra, standing beside an
         altar, prays to Apollo for wealth, longevity, and, in guarded terms, for the death of her son, Orestes, so that he might not
         return and disrupt her life. As soon as Clytemnestra has finished praying, the Old Man enters in the character of a Phocian,
         bearing a false account of Orestes's death. Clytemnestra is briefly touched by maternal feelings, yet delighted that her prayer
         has been answered; Electra is overcome with grief. Clytemnestra ushers the Old Man inside to receive her hospitality.
      

      
      Chrysothemis returns from Agamemnon's grave, full of joy and sure that Orestes has returned, because at their father's grave
         she found a fresh offering of flowers and a lock of hair. Electra informs her sister that, to the contrary, Orestes is dead,
         and that is revenge is to be achieved, the sisters must take matters into their own hands. Chrysothemis rejects the idea as
         too risky, and leaves Electra to her grieving. Orestes then approaches with Pylades in the character of a Phocian, carrying
         an urn that, it is pretended, contains Orestes' ashes. Electra's despair is heightened, and she takes the urn and laments
         over it at length. Orestes, visibly affected by the sight of his sister's suffering, reveals himself to her, displaying their
         father's ring as proof of his identity. Electra's grief is immediately replaced with joy, and she is in the middle of celebrating
         when the Old Man emerges from within the palace and hurries Orestes inside to kill Clytemnestra.
      

      
      Electra remains outside, watching for Aegisthus so that he might not return unobserved. She listens excitedly to the sounds
         of Orestes killing Clytemnestra. Orestes, having successfully killed his mother, returns to Electra to tell her the news,
         but he hurries back inside as they see Aegisthus approaching. Aegisthus asks Electra where the Phocians with news of Orestes's
         death have gone, and she points inside the house. He demands that the doors and gates of the palace be opened, so that the
         citizens can see what he thinks is Orestes's corpse. Orestes brings the corpse of Clytemnestra, covered with a sheet, to Aegisthus,
         and when the body is uncovered, Aegisthus realizes that he has been trapped and that death is upon him. Orestes orders Aegisthus
         inside so that he might kill him in the exact spot where, years before, Aegisthus killed Agamemnon.
      

      
   
      
      Character List

      
      
         Electra - 
            Electra is the eldest daughter of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon. Poorly treated by her mother and her mother's husband, Aegisthus,
            she spends her days mourning her father's murder and awaiting the return of her brother, Orestes, whom she believes will help
            her to carry out that which she most longs for: vengeance for her father's death. She is stubbornly devoted to the principles
            of justice, reverence, and honor, although oftentimes her grasp on these principles seems questionable.
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