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Lessons We Can Take from the Theban and House of Atreus Stories 
 
What does the Oedipus story have to do with Homer? 
 
 For me, the principal theme at the heart of the Theban stories is the necessity for honest 
self-knowledge. Oedipus’s tragedy is the gradual peeling away of layers of self-deceit brought on 
by the empty confidence that he was is savvy enough to outmaneuver fate. Smart enough to 
solve the riddle of the sphinx, but too proud and stubborn to recognize in the Oracle’s 
pronouncement an unspoken warning: the way out of his dilemma was simply submission to Fate 
and the god’s will—marry or kill no one.  
 
 Laius, at least, is spared the dreadful knowledge that his son is his murderer, but Oedipus 
and Jocasta each suffer a steady, unrelenting revelation of the worst possible reality. When such 
a disastrous family is fated to exist, the gods indeed seem cold and heartless. This is exactly the 
point Euripides makes in many of his plays. But I see them as supremely detached, incapable of 
experiencing pain on our level. Suffering is as much a part of human life as remoteness is of 
deathless existence. Plus, divine light, of necessity, sears with its brutal clarity: otherwise, the 
multitude of tiny secrets we humans try to hide would never see light. Like every hero, Oedipus 
himself must find the strength to discover the path to ultimate peace. Once he does, those 
seemingly cold and heartless gods welcome him with warmth and mercy.  
 
 Like Oedipus, the great Homeric heroes each suffer in order to attain greater self-
knowledge. As we might expect in a war epic, the lessons of The Iliad are tragic. Patroclus, 
Diomedes, Ajax, Hector, Andromache, Priam, Hecuba and many others learn war’s ultimate 
futility. Agamemnon’s vision of heroic triumph proves empty and Achilles sees everything he 
ever desired or valued turn to dust. Happily, heroic suffering proves more fruitful in The 
Odyssey. Penelope finds the inner strength to endure and triumph in a man’s world. And 
Odysseus’s triumph shows that in the willingness to submit entirely risking loss of everything he 
seeks comes the greatest divine generosity. 
  
 Notice how faithfully she follows the rules of hospitality, while simultaneously seeking 
the suitors’ ruin. Telemachus obeys the goddess to set out in search of his father. The journey 
brings him the very thing his heart wants most—verification that he is Odysseus’s true son. That 
he is indeed his father’s son we see in a sometimes overlooked scene in Book Twenty-two. In it, 
he readily his blame for leaving the storeroom unlocked and unwittingly helping to rearm the 
suitors.” And he, Odysseus and Laertes achieve complete victory because they submit gladly to 
the gods. 
 
 For me, the clearest link between Oedipus and Odysseus is each hero’s reaction to 
Tiresias. In the Sophoclean plays, blind Tiresias always sees the truth and always recommends 
the best way out, but his advice, which gives voice to the will of the gods, is always spurned. 
Oedipus and Creon both reject the prophet’s warnings. Creon learns too late that refusing to bury 
the dead while burying the living repulses the gods. And it’s only in his physical blindness that 
Oedipus gains the moral vision to “see” a path to final peace.  
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 When Odysseus encounters Tiresias in Book Eleven, there’s no hesitation at all. He 
willingly agrees to Tiresias’s suggestions.  Years of suffering and loss have already opened him 
to acquiesce to what the gods demand. His moral vision is intact and aims at one thing—to 
restore his family. He immediately accepts that he must fulfill the prophet’s counsel. He 
confirms his obedience to the gods when he tells Penelope of this requirement in their bittersweet 
reunion. Odyssey’s happy willingness to submit to Athena’s imposed peace at the end of Book 
Twenty-four seals the bond. Willing submission to fate through the gods is the only way. 
 
How do the Atreus stories relate to Homer? 
 
 Though Homer never mentions an Atreus family curse, in The Odyssey he uses the story 
of Agamemnon’s disastrous return to Mycenae as a direct counterpoint to Odysseus’s successful 
homecoming. In Homer’s retelling, Zeus disapproves of Aegisthus’s actions. Clytemnestra is 
barely mentioned, at least until we hear from Agamemnon. But in most other versions, the 
implication is that Agamemnon has offended the gods and somehow earns his disastrous 
welcome. Clytemnestra is usually the leader and Aegisthus the accomplice. Further, when 
Agamemnon returns, the cunning Clytemnestra persuades him to walk upon that monumental 
tapestry mentioned above. He hesitates, realizing that in doing so, he must trample on the images 
of the gods. But his pride and her powerful urging combine to set both her chaotic justice and the 
family’s ruin in motion.    
 
 Though he offends Poseidon, Odysseus ultimately submits to the gods. He, Penelope and 
Telemachus each prove faithful to each other and to the gods, making them worthy of success. 
Penelope’s weaving and unraveling of Laertes’s burial shroud is a wonderfully ironic 
counterpoint to Clytemnestra’s devious tapestry. Unified and strengthened, Odysseus sets right 
all that has gone wrong on Ithaca. Zeus and Athena assist his administration of justice. Though 
through modern eyes his justice might seem too harsh, the gods clearly approve. Athena only 
puts a stop to things when it appears Odysseus will go too far and the hero gladly submits to the 
persuasive goddess. 
 
 Agamemnon’s homecoming story appears no less than five times in The Odyssey. In 
Book One, Zeus himself recounts the sorry tale, saying how men blame the gods for their 
misfortunes, but ignore the gods’ warnings. As I said above, the gods warned Aegisthus not to 
murder Agamemnon, but he disobeys and thus deserves the punishment Orestes brought exacts. 
I’ve always wondered if Zeus’s failure to mention Clytemnestra’s role in her husband’s murder 
might be a bit of Homeric P.C. editing. Homer’s hearers would definitely applaud Penelope’s 
fidelity, but be appalled by Clytemnestra’s treachery.  
 
 In Book Three, Nestor tells young Telemachus the tale as a sort of warning. The same 
thing might happen in your family. Look what Orestes did. You must be brave and face the 
suitors just as Orestes faced Aegisthus and Clytemnestra. In Book Four, Menelaus recounts the 
story again for Telemachus as he heard it from Proteus, sometimes called The Old Man of the 
Sea. By the way, he is Thetis’s father and therefore Achilles’s divine grandfather. In Proteus’s 
version, only Aegisthus is to blame. Like Zeus, he never mentions Clytemnestra’s part at all. I’ve 
always thought this to be a bit of “family editing” on Menelaus’s part. After all, Clytemnestra is 
his sister-in-law! Family secrets trump full disclosure every time. 
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 In Book Eleven, Agamemnon’s tells Odysseus the tale. He describes Aegisthus’s role 
fully, but saves the most gruesome details for what Clytemnestra does—killing Cassandra right 
over Agamemnon’s writhing body, turning her back on him as he dies and refusing to seal his 
eyes in death. Exactly the details a wronged husband would remember! He warns Odysseus that 
his own Penelope might prove as faithless and inquires touchingly about his son, Orestes. Clearly 
news of his revenge has not reached the underworld. Apparently it never does because in Book 
Twenty-four, though Agamemnon rejoices at Odysseus’s success and celebrates Penelope’s 
fidelity, Clytemnestra’s betrayal still haunts him and he’s still ignorant of her death.  
 
 Unspoken in Homer, but clear to Aeschylus and from him to us, is the theme his work 
stresses—finding justice where only vengeance reigns. Agamemnon clearly deserves punishment 
for Iphigenia’s death. But should that justice come from his wife and her lover? In turn, 
Agamemnon’s murder also cries out for justice, but is Ortestes justified in killing his mother? 
Apollo demands it, but aren’t the Furies right to condemn it? Athena alone of all the gods can 
find a way. Born, as Apollo says, only of the Father, she understands the male prerogative. But, 
as virgin protector of civilized life, she knows the wisdom of including female rights. The only 
way, she correctly sees, is to balance them.  
 
 Thus, with Athena’s help, the Furies transform themselves to the Eumenides, the kind 
ones. The jury is her answer, persuasion her only weapon. Aeschylus rightly saw cause for 
celebration in this breakthrough and shows it in the joyful celebratory procession with which he 
concludes the tragedy. What follows in Athens as their golden age decays shows how elusive the 
achievement was. Further, when we consider the thousands of years of human atrocities leading 
to the present age, we’re forced to acknowledge that humanity’s quest to hold on to justice is 
tenuous at best. It’s ready to slip from our grip wherever the urge to avenge rears its powerful 
head, transforming the kind ones to Furies again. That “eye for eye, tooth for tooth” impulse 
unchecked always leads to conflagration. We must be vigilant, for the line between civilization 
and barbarism is that thin. Now Fate decrees we move next to Homer himself and his poems. 


