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  Introduction


  Of the life of Aeschylus, the first of the three great masters of Greek tragedy, only a very meager outline has come down to us. He was born at Eleusis, near Athens, B. C. 525, the son of Euphorion. Before he was twenty-five he began to compete for the tragic prize, but did not win a victory for twelve years. He spent two periods of years in Sicily, where he died in 456, killed, it is said, by a tortoise which an eagle dropped on his head. Though a professional writer, he did his share of fighting for his country, and is reported to have taken part in the battles of Marathon, Salamis, and Plataea.


  Of the seventy or eighty plays which he is said to have written, only seven survive: “The Persians,” dealing with the defeat of Xerxes at Salamis; “The Seven against Thebes,” part of a tetralogy on the legend of Thebes; “The Suppliants,” on the daughters of Danaüs; “Prometheus Bound,” part of a trilogy, of which the first part was probably “Prometheus, the Fire-bringer,” and the last, “Prometheus Unbound”; and the “Oresteia,” the only example of a complete Greek tragic trilogy which has come down to us, consisting of “Agamemnon,” “Choephorae” (The Libation-Bearers), and the “Eumenides” (Furies).


  The importance of Aeschylus in the development of the drama is immense. Before him tragedy had consisted of the chorus and one actor; and by introducing a second actor, expanding the dramatic dialogue thus made possible, and reducing the lyrical parts, he practically created Greek tragedy as we understand it. Like other writers of his time, he acted in his own plays, and trained the chorus in their dances and songs; and he did much to give impressiveness to the performances by his development of the accessories of scene and costume on the stage. Of the four plays here reproduced, “Prometheus Bound” holds an exceptional place in the literature of the world. (As conceived by Aeschylus, Prometheus is the champion of man against the oppression of Zeus; and the argument of the drama has a certain correspondence to the problem of the Book of Job.) The Oresteian trilogy on “The House of Atreus” is one of the supreme productions of all literature. It deals with the two great themes of the retribution of crime and the inheritance of evil; and here again a parallel may be found between the assertions of the justice of God by Aeschylus and by the Hebrew prophet Ezekiel. Both contend against the popular idea that the fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge; both maintain that the soul that sinneth, it shall die. The nobility of thought and the majesty of style with which these ideas are set forth give this triple drama its place at the head of the literary masterpieces of the antique world.


  The Furies


  The Scene of the Drama is the Temple of Apollo, at Delphi: afterwards the Temple of Athena, on the Acropolis of Athens, and the adjoining Areopagus.


  The Temple at Delphi


  The Pythian Priestess


  First, in this prayer, of all the gods I name


  The prophet mother Earth; and Themis next,


  Second who sat—for so with truth is said—


  On this her mother’s shrine oracular.


  Then by her grace, who unconstrained allowed,


  There sat thereon another child of Earth—


  Titanian Phoebe. She, in after time,


  Gave o’er the throne, as birthgift to a god,


  Phoebus, who in his own bears Phoebe’s name.


  He from the lake and ridge of Delos’ isle


  Steered to the port of Pallas’ Attic shores,


  The home of ships; and thence he passed and came


  Unto this land and to Parnassus’ shrine.


  And at his side, with awe revering him,


  There went the children of Hephaestus’ seed,


  The hewers of the sacred way, who tame


  The stubborn tract that erst was wilderness.


  And all this folk, and Delphos, chieftain-king


  Of this their land, with honour gave him home;


  And in his breast Zeus set a prophet’s soul,


  And gave to him this throne, whereon he sits,


  Fourth prophet of the shrine, and, Loxias hight,


  Gives voice to that which Zeus his sire decrees.


  Such gods I name in my preluding prayer,


  And after them, I call with honour due


  On Pallas, wardress of the fane, and Nymphs


  Who dwell around the rock Corycian,


  Where in the hollow cave, the wild birds’ haunt,


  Wander the feet of lesser gods; and there,


  Right well I know it, Bromian Bacchus dwells,


  Since he in godship led his Maenad host,


  Devising death for Pentheus, whom they rent


  Piecemeal, as hare among the hounds. And last,


  I call on Pleistus’ springs, Poseidon’s might,


  And Zeus most high, the great Accomplisher.


  Then as a seeress to the sacred chair


  I pass and sit; and may the powers divine


  Make this mine entrance fruitful in response


  Beyond each former advent, triply blest.


  And if there stand without, from Hellas bound,


  Men seeking oracles, let each pass in


  In order of the lot, as use allows;


  For the god guides whate’er my tongue proclaims.
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