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enploys am ominaus silence which hints at von Hofinannsthal's wnreglised

sequel, Orester Auf Defofu the latter males yse af 3 forfisomo davce o
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triumph and joy which is abnmptly cut shart by the collapse of the Protagomist,

The subsequént ambiguity of her death and the abandonment of Chrvsothemis

by Orest resplts in sn impression of drampstic mcompleteness which seems
strangely out of place in a composition that professes to be rooted in 8 present

realiry: Fisktrg i3 after all a music-demna, despite its kinship to the genre of

tone-painting. One eritic, Ritchic Robertson, finds the composer guilty of "5

sambre and vielent svents which have preceded b " (John 1988 81.) Apother

aspect of the work that has been strongly criticised is Styauss' overuse of bugs

mingreal climaves: 1 the wark ofiem n2mo Y = | petfert cadamcae o otenanly
muscyl MEes I the Work, ohen pamg Y P CECEMCSS S0 Strongly

that the music struggles to contmue, Ao example of this iy Eleltra's attempt to
saduce Chrysathemis to her ¢auee {figurs §8ai¥ ) The cadence ot the end of this

gttan iz o Feeal thoy Vthe music almos Lgrhds to a halt™ {Fl:lﬂ'et 38). Om the

W W TSW L Aar

other hend, Efekira contains 2 great deal of Strauss' best work, with the
recoguition’ scene i particulsr being of remarkable beauty and iyricism This
sceng had beem ome of the wedker sections of the drams, with Orest's
appearance detracting from the mtemalised Hgure of his sister. Strmuss was sbie
to reverse thig by cresting 3 geverons, albeit stightly calcnlated, profigion of

expansive melodic beauty: “the finest fyrical music Strausg had yet produced in

the drama will be more folly distugsed in chapter ten, but it should be noted
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from the outset that it is both a work of theatre, and a tone-poem. This latter

title is possible because of its contmuous build-up

more importantly because of the use of the orchestra in a highly individual way.

— Strauss had always been a master orchestrator, but Elektra represents his peak.

It employs one of the largest orchestras of any opera, and it is unsurpassed in
its programmatic tone-painting with the use of tonal and timbral effects.

Althoush the entire forces are employed at moments of great tension, the

!
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orchestra is skilfully divided into chamber-like ensembles that can be as

ominous or as tender as the mmemdsﬂih&recognﬁmene is the most

obvious example, but others include the scurrying strings as Elektra hunts for

the axe (figure 116a) and the ominous and nervous utterances of the flutes and

harps at Klytemnestra's descen t prior to her confrontation with Elektra (figure

177). Elektra is Strauss' ultimate achievement as an orchestrator, and he was

never again to use such massive forces in an opera. His experi ence in the field

of the tone-poem ha had given him the means by which to treat the orchestra as

one instrument without drowning his principal instrument, the human voice.

As the popularity of Elektra grew, so t00 did the number of commentators and,

as a result, numerous interpretations of the opera are extant. These have varied

_in concentration from a Jungian analysis of the "Elektra-complex" (Wintle, C in

John, 1988: 63fF), to comparisons with Shakespeare's Hamlet (as in Bennet, B.

~1988: 113 ff). The two most important aspects of the opera, though, are those

of mvthology and psychoanalysis, and before proceeding to a detailed
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examination of the former, it is first necessary to investigate the importance of

Elektra's Freudian roots
Il .

4.3 THE INFLUENCE OF PSYCHOANALYSIS

The full title of Hugo von Hofmannsthal's drama is Elektra: a Drama based
freely on Sophocles, and as such is slightly misleading. Although Sophocles did

rovide the mspiration for the writing of Elektra, it is far removed from the

AT
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spirit of the Greek playwright. Instead it is a dark and brooding work of theatre,

neo-Hellenistic drama that pervaded the nineteenth-century literary world, a
good example being Iphigenie auf Tauris by Goethe. Yet by excluding the
fmannsthal was forced to look elsewhere for an element

ancient spirit, von Ho

of dramatic impact, and he thus made use of the new science currently

— sweeping Europe, that of psychoanalysis. The endeavours of Sigmund Freud

had become as important in the field of art and literature as they were in

medical studies, and Elektra is perhay

G. Uekermann's essay Myth and Psychoanalysis in Hofmannsthal's 'Elektra’,

'n
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it is suggested that the character of Elektra is largely based upon a case study
that had first appeared Freud's Studies in Hysteria of 1395. In the study, a

man named Anna O. (real name Bertha Pappenheim), a product of a

wealthy family, was found to have a split personality. In addition, she also

suffered from mental and physical ailments that intensified after the death of her
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much-loved father. Elektra bears a strong resemblance to Anna O., although

she is by no means a mirror image. T

the merging of two time levels in the consciousness, a self-induced hypnosis,
_ and recurring hallucinations of their respective fathers. This latter point also
contributes in both women to a growing alienation from their mothers, and
severe emotional and sexual deficiencies which lead Elektra to exclaim: "Do
u not think that when I rejoiced in my body, that his sighs and groans did not

penetrate to my bedside? .... [Agamemnon] sent me hate, hollow-eyed hate as a

bridegroom™.

influence of Freud's work on von Hofimannsthal, the playwright did not turn

Elektra into a neurotic hysteric in the sense that Anna O. was. Elektra's states

(<9

in a present reality, and any experience of

of seif-hypnosis are firmly roote

different time zones does not cause her to lose control of the moment. The

opera score also adds a new dimension to the phenomenon of her hailucinations

as the towering presence of Agamemmon is felt throughout the work in his

powerful and insistent leitmotivs. This results in his increasing similarity to the

el

presence of the ghost in Hamlet. Another indication of Elektra's grasp of 1 y

is her unshakeable sense of moral duty. Freud's character is mentally unable to

cope with morality, but not so Flektra: Her lines "Forget? What? Am I an

_ animal? T am not a beast, I cannot forget!" are an indication not only of her

the dictates of Aegisth and Klytemnestra, but also of her

refusal to conform to
commitment to opposing the evil they represent.
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Elektra revolves around a psychologically disturbed character, but it is not just
the protagonist who is a result of psychological influences. In fact, all three

~ leading female characters are unstable in three equally intense and opposing

ways: Elektra is obsessed with revenge, and unsettled through grief;
Klytemnestra is obsessed with fear of revenge and death; and Chrysothemis is
sexually and emotionally deprived. Klytemnestra, one of von Hofmannsthal's

most repulsive creations, also seems to have been conceived with the theories

a explains her

npightmares to Elektra, and how she has tried to suppress the cause of them, the

murder of Agamemnon: "First it was to come then it was past ... in between 1

did nothing". The dreaming of events suppressed by the conscious mind was the

subject of Freud's The Interpretation of Dreams (1900), which appeared during

o 4l o P

von Hofmannsthal's writing of Elektra, and it forms the basis o

svchological character. It was also used effectively to create the character of

._‘.-_. and TTtanian fiiture

of the past in order to create an imaginary an

Dramatic criticism of the finale has already been noted in section 4.2, and in

psychological terms the scene is ambiguous: it either portrays Elektra as a

neurotic failure, or it is the supreme moment, 3 triumphant return to her true

 gelf Whichever the case, it remains the ultima

timate intensification of her

some, even von Hofmannsthal, accused

psychological condition. Although

Strauss of tumning the drama into ki
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composer was the only musician who could realistically re-create, in musical

hvysteria in an effective manner. This does not only

- R

apply to the ﬁnale, but to every scene where a psychological factor is

emphasised or supplemented by the score. The overall impact is subsequently

subtly altered, as Elektra is a more positive character in the opera as opposed to
the drama, but the psychoanalytic aspects of both versions are more or less the
same. As Elektra is primarily a mythological work, the psychological angle is

revealing in any study of the myth. In the drama, myth and analysis combine

Although the psychological factor is still important in the opera, the mythical

aspect takes precedence, revealing the work as rooted in the structures of myth

itself, within the contemporary concems of fin-de-siécle Europe.

.

4.4 THE QUESTION OF MYTH

Whenever a musical composition, particularly an opera, is said to have a

be acl-

.
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mythological content, the most important question to
not the 'mythical' aspect of the work is merely a story drawn from mythological

sources, one that the composer and/or librettist feels is suitable for adaptation

to the operatic stage. Also, if the plot is mythological in a genuine sense, the

question is raised whether or not the music of the opera constitutes more than a

m paniment with no inherent mythological features of its own. It is

obvious that in many so-called 'mythological' works composed prior to the late
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Romantic era, myth was little more than a story, and the music accompanying it
but a vehicle for that plot. The theoretical treatises by Richard Wagner,

combined with his own monumental music-drama, eliminated the superficial

'myth-opera’, and instilled in the post-Romantic consciousness an undeniable
awareness of the importance of the 'mythos' in creative thought. Richard
Strauss was the inheritor of that consciousness, and although his writings show

little interest in the theory of myth, his music is a monument to the integration

_ of myth and music. This is also perhaps largely due to Hugo von Hofmannsthal,

whose writings do show a strong theoretical leaning towards the importance of

myth. As a result, Elektra can be seen as a true myth, in-its musical-as well-asin

its dramatic structure.

o
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In earlier chapters the comcept oi myid
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reached was that not only is it difficult to define, but that various theories exist

that often contradict one another. Each theory was developed in conjunction

~rtain tvnes of mvthology (anthropological, religious, etc.)

e A oSS 4

and many are not applicable to the study of Elektra, which is a myth rooted in
Ancient Greece and refined with nineteenth-century ideais. It is, therefore,
necessary to isolate the theories that are applicable to the opera, and

concentrate on those theories when arguing the case for Elektrd's status as a

Aderranne swmeréh ae

musical myth. The most obvious of these is the relationship between myth and

Criticism has identified this

literature. Northrop Frye, in his Anatomy of

relationship as a progrcmogfomsﬂatmnmuy leads to contemporary
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fiction: myth becomes legend; legend becomes tragedy, tragedy becomes

these categories - myth, tragedy md drama (as weil as omsic-drama). Frye,

ngti and Cassirer have all mrvestigated the structures of mythical literature,

== 58

1 sann ot Srmum b avd thanrr tn smeras ic that of the archabvma Each
i ihe Sios Grignt ooy o smorge I fhal of the archenma, Dach my

hag elements in it that frstly identify it a3 a tyih, aod secondly r

other myths of ils type (tragic, comic, ironic, etc.) Elekfra is primanly & tragic

following study of the opera, thess archetypes will be cxamined in boh the

dramatic and the musical fabric of 1he whole, and often these two aspects are
ingeparable. A study is aiso jncluded of 1he everall structure af the work, As a
resuh, ffektra can be shown to be a chacacteristic mythical work that is
finctional in both its text and its score, and a wark reshaped by fin-de-siécle

concems combined with a Heilenistic background.
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CHAPTER 5

A TRAGIC MYTH

Elektra is without doubt a mythological opera, but when discussing it as such it

is first necessary to determine exactly what type of myth it is. Four mythic

_ ‘types' or ‘forms' exist, although they are all very generalised and the borders

between them often ill-defined. These are romance, comedy, irony and tragedy.

popular form. A plot which involves a tragic hero opposed to forces beyond his

or her control (gods, destiny, human and/or social upheaval) is a marked

feature of myths a

experience, from the ancient Egyptian god Osiris to the figure of Luke

Skywalker in the Star Wars of contemporary science fiction. In literature,

sradise Lost, Hardy's Jude the Obscure, and Tess of the

2

d'Urbervilles, as well as all of Shakespeare's tragic plays, follow the general

archetypal nature of tragedy. Elektra can also be labelled a ‘tragic' myth,

although its peculiar nineteenth-century fin-de-siécle blend of legend and

psychology, of antiquity and Romanticism, have redefined its mythological

s mmmtnie ~nnfiictian waca
cfam Luliudivn 1vgal

_ function to a certain degree, resuiting mn a

traditional methods of identifying true tragedy. Despite this, the opera is

particularly powWﬁh,JﬁciﬁngL almost overpowering



the most otrvious heng its undendabiy ragic oanme.

One of the piost marked features of a teagic myth is the constucton of os
conchusion. Tn most cases the work ends with either a feelmg of deep sereaiy,

- joyous thanksgiving The final sceme of Elefrrn semms to

mmlsm:"“‘, mT

coaforn to the Lmter. The mnsic is tonal, I A majer key, and thythmicaly

robmst. Elektra herself is wild with joyous frivmph; ") cary tie Joad of fortume.

ou here. With heppiness like ours, just one thing sesms

tight: slence and dancing...” These are the last wosds she sings in the opers, a3

“Ta - .

imediately aftarwards she drops hfeiess to the ground As a resuli, Uie nawre

of the finale becomes ambivalent: the stmosphers of joy i5 replaced by one of

gloom and death, with an ortinous rather than a serene anding. Therefore the

n oeemleda b Elaloas!

. thanksgiving' fearure of the tragedy becomes a mere prelods to Elekuu's

collapse, If the music of her dmce is exansined more closely, then it is seen that

the dance-theme

¥ ==
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despair. The scorc refiects a medistion of the mytholagical problems posed to
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Elektra, and her sudden death is made all the more tragic for that. An obvious

neallal writh Hamlot can he drawn: In both nlave the finale is made into the
sor W vw ARe A2d VS uai aVys UIC 11210 IS5 12220C 1IN0 U
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most tragic scene of all, heightening the drama and leaving the central character

dead in the last moments.

Other comparisons with Hamlet are numerous and not within the scope of this
study. However, one important aspect that Strauss' music-drama shares with

Shakespeare's tragedy is the recurrent theme of vengeance. On its own it is a

mos cnmplex

tragedies. The natural order of being and the basic tenets of law are suspended

in anticipation of the return of the avenger. As the act of revenge is i response

anothar v can be said to be in a binary form. Agamemnon

PN ~ o a D
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was murdered, so in order for the plot to contain a satisfactory conclusion his
murderers must themselves be murdered. This fact is the central concern

esteia as well as other accounts of the Electra myth. But Elektra itself is

NI e YV wa—

isolated to the point of exclusion from the myths preceding and following the

wdarad hy Chot
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original story. Originally, Agamemuon is murdere
revenge for his sacrifice of their daughter Iphigenia. Orestes' matricide is met

with divine vengeance in the form of the Furies, who only relent after the

intervention of the god Apollo. In the opera, however, the past and the future

are discarded in favour of the present. Elektra's thirst for vengeance is the sole

— source of revenge, and as such it assumes heroic proportions, increasing the
2

tragic vein that characterises the opera. The music links Elektra's hatred for her
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mother to the element of vengeanc, and as such is a feature of the score as a
whole. The ‘hatred’ motif pervades the music throughout, and its jagged
demi-semiquavers an t above a polyton: \ i '

the listener of Elektra's emotions:

Elektra's exultation after the death of Klytemnestra and Aegisth (beginning with
her triumphant response to Aegisth's cries for assistance - "Agamemmon hears

you!") represent the fulfilment of vengeance, and thus the completion of a

_ tragi-mythical function in the opera. The binary nature of tragedy is completed
only with the relieving of Elektra's obsession.

An immortant link with the concept of vengeance is the concept of guilt. Guilt is

Sl Byt

a feature of the opera in a variety of ways - Elektra'sgm'lt at not being able to

save her £ 'e,,mdevenmﬁfe-"ﬁitnotb able to assist Orest by giving him

the axe to murder Klytenmestra. This guilt soon disappears though, but only

after vengeance has been exacted. Klytenmesira also harbours guilt, although

herresponsexstorejectn,anumempttodmmmhltbvelnnmaunznssoume-

st. For Orest is not only a threat to her position and indeed her

the figure of Ore
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life, but he, more so than Elektra, is a reminder of the deed his mother has

committed. Because of this, Elektra accuses Klytemnestra of "sending off gold

whereby [Orest] might be strangled.” The guilt in Klytemnestra's subconscious

by some of the most extreme chromaticism in Romantic opera, portrays her

physical and moral decay as a result of her guilt. Thus she is not a tragic figure

ac ench hut rat p,ralr to the bmarv fulfilment of the trasic nrogression ig
rather a kev to the Y gic progression, Thig

element of guilt has been recognised by H. Broch as one of the key features of

the tragedy, one that reflects archetypal concerns: "In Elektra, tragic guilt is a

function of the ancient inexorable fate that has made man into a super- and

subhuman double essence, sinful in one half, atoning in the other, yet never

——a [TIP2 o

reaching a unity that will master fate as in the Christian Everyman.” (Broch
1984: 176.) Due to the concemns and concepts of the opera, its mood is

predominantly sombre, marked by intense episodes of hatred, frustration and

2ee v d spect af anv tracic mvuth ic e cariane
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ultimately, hysterical joy. A prominen

mood, which often becomes one of melancholy. Here, however, mood is

defined in a significantly different manner. In traditional tragedy, the mood is

not a means of intensifying effect - this is achieved through dramatic

development and plot structures. Elektra, on the contrary, often relies on mood

for effect. and the orchestra plays an important role in the musical development

of atmosphere. Sometimes this is done through ‘tone-painting', where the score

re-creates actual events oOr 2

1shing lood are all identifiable in Elektra's monologue. In other
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circumstmmcss the mood is created barmomically: The hawed morifs

b

*

sinermmnnea] marr of mmne ade mmediatals eate she fora b
permpass] pan of mmgr nade mmmediataly sets the toge of

which ends with the appearmce of Chrysothemis, and a block chord of the
sume mpetif's notes. Afier the Chrysothemis scene, 4 sense of expectadonang

forebodmg is experienced through the use of & thythmical, deiving theme 1o

accompany the approach of Kiytemnestra:

. -
T T —
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“ f et e glc.

The entire scene following this, the comfrontation between Elektra mng

Klytermegra, is one of the mest sombre and malevolent scenes in all Serouss

mte bzt =Ty he: slaa coma P LhoAC L L - -
o [P L By O GuUITHUIIeS Ang

polytonslity, usuglty associmed with Klytemmestra, {A mer¢ comprehensive
sudy of the Quesn's modvic Maverial will appear m chapier seven, pBOfF)
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moments of temdemess and joy, which become gJl the more effective through
their very scarcity. The most prommetit of these is the pasgage played by homs
witen Elektra sipamons ber fither to "come before your child®,

ang strings
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As can be seen, amy musical ssion of tendemess is usually charactensed by

iternating with ted crochets, Other mstances of the

- T______ =-_

m the compound thytims of her dance for joy wiere the iripiet fgure 5

& higher degres of excitement. Yet musé is oot the

atmosphere of his work (baih 3§ drams

serve to intensify the clmustraphobi of the seiting The ruined and decaying
courtyard, the ose of torches together with blood-red Lghomg and cosmmes,
and the gestra) elememts of Elekira Frantically dieging for the axe, as well as m
ter dance are all part of the general effect. However, despire a tendency

towards the world of shock and homor, ven Hofmamnstbal's  darkly

psychological libretto doss say within the boundariss of tragedy. Stramss md

von Hofmannsthz] were products of late Romanticism, and consequently wers
Mmmmdmnmﬁmﬁmshnﬂummmmm
mmrhYﬂmemndhmgimmBmmmgiﬂ,ﬂdthﬂpﬁshtofm
charactars tragic. All the characters i tha opera are &t the mercy of fate, the
whesl of destimy. Thns Kiytenmestra is helpicss against the mightmarcs that
dupmﬂuntuthsdaugln:rwhnhateahar. "Ag one gets

plague ker, and turns i

ulim&cmﬂmthmthwmb‘
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you but wished it you conid impsnt some knowlodge that would help.”

Similarly, when Elektra comprehends her inability to even assist Orest i his

task, dhe 100 realises

give him the axe! There are no gods in heaven.”

Pl TR |- e,
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important formulas in tragic myth, and it is particularly notable in Efefdra. This

can also be linked to the bimary nature of the opera - Agamenmnon was

A A oty Fodw darraas tha Hllme of his dllers m ful Atment of the
L= ===

tragic ideal. Another impaertant formuls is that of moral law, or rather the
violation of, or indifference to, its basic tenets. Elektra, seen againgt 4 moral
hackground, must be one of the most tragic operas of all - moraliy seems
non-existent: Klytemnesira, & quesn, murders her hogband Agpnmemnon, whosge

death in retum demands the crime of matricide. She then [ves in adultery with

and both plot the death ef Orest, her

Aegisth, her accomplice the mnrder,

i1 order to escape this (as

well 25 to take revenge), attempts to break the taboo of incest, All the above is

emphagised i the score as well 15 in the plot, md many productions which have

P e

concoaitiaten o0 3 OTAI

parodies. A mare subtle approach is needed to credte 8 tragic story withoul

reducing it to a catalogue ol horrot.
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Often m tragedy the circnmstances do not favour the leading character. The

¢ representalion of an event that turng out disastrously for the prolagonist

.
ITAMIC TE
e [

is true of Elektra's death in the last scene, but this can also be explamed by the
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Aristorelian concept of the catharsis, m which either the audience is iefi feclmg

exalted and relieved, or the protagenist is purged from guilt, or both, Elektra's
detnice is ironde after all that she has been forced to live through, bue it does act
as 2 purification of her charscter which allows the audience to experience the

pieasute of pity and fear, another criterion of tragedy by Arnstotle. Thus the

ic from comic or other forms, and

. to produce this effect in the maximal degrec as the principle which

determines hoth the choice of magic protagonist and the organisation of the

Ahrams 1981; 202.) Elektra's wiwsph and subssquent death arc

[+
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then not merely ironic, but aiso the fulfilment of a tragic ideal. The same can be

- fo'l-.-. P — Ly

said of Agamemnon's murder. Although a0t an actusl part o

+ s fundamental to the outcome of the plot and allows the desd king to achieve

g Lo

.

tragic status despite his absence from the stage. Agameinnon's role as an
mdiﬁduﬂtﬁﬂh:dismmdhmoﬁdﬁaﬂhmu Ugwwing chapter {p74F) bo
it iz necessary to ipention him here as an element {or function} of tragedy .

Evﬂdﬁngthﬂtncmncmﬂﬂrm“ﬂfﬁsdﬁlh,Iuﬂuthﬂthumsnf

vetgeance is related (o his mrurder, 50 too is the catharms of the final scene a

purging of all the mis=ry mflicted om him, a3 well ag by him.
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Therefore the opera can be considered consistently tragic in nature, mood and

execution. and this is true both in relation to fin-de-siécle expectations of the

time, as well as to the timeless definition of tragedy given by Aristotle: "the

imitation of an action tha

itself (Abrams: 202). However, tragedy is but one element of myth and does

not prove a work is mythological by itself. It is necessary to search deeper into

the fabric of the plot and the score to ascertain whether or not Elektra is a

myth. This entails the study of archetypes such as the hero-mythical and the

magic-mythical, as well as the character of the myth - is it apocalyptic or

PUSUpRe- ) |
{

A ~
UCLIV),

Neh
WJUIAWA MARIAW, B o e

archetype of a myth is its central heroic figure, and in Elektra the identification

of this figure poses certain unique problems. Ther

properly be labelled 'mythic', it is essential to solve these problems by

discovering which character is in fact the tragic-hero.
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THE PROBLEM OF THE HERO
The concept of the hero-myth is closely ailied to that of the tragic, and in most
instances both may characterise the same myth. The Greek hero-myths were a
development of ancient Mycenean legends, and are extremely complex entities
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whose central characters were created out of a variety

social and religious sources. Hero-myths constitute the most prominent and

varied elements of Greek mythology as a whole, and include many of the most

popular and enduring tales, such as Orpheus in the Underworld; the Twelve

Tasks of Hercules; Jason and the Golden Fleece; and the voyages of Ulysses.

_ The idea of a heroic figure is a common one, and can best be defined as "a

person who by his courage, wisdom, power, or some other quality differs from

other people, and who because of this-quality is able to resolve a_mythical
problem.” (Tarasti 1979: 91.) This definition must be qualified by the fact that

although the hero is 'great’ when compared to the ordinary human being, he or

she is negligible when compared to a higher force, be it fate, fortune, gods,

necessity, accident, circumstance, or any combination of these. As a result, the

hero is our mediator with this greater force. 10 quote the mythologist Joseph

Ca.mpbeii: eeBy ovefﬁaﬁﬁﬂg dark pa__,' ons, the hero Synﬂ)()lises our abllity to

control the irrational savage within us" (1988: xiii). On the other hand, it must
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be remembered that although the hero is on top of the mythological wheel of

tortune, haifway between mankind 3

victim as an instrument of that force.

In the majority of myths and legends it is clear which character is the

hero-figure, and his haracteristics are obvious and

unambiguous. Yet in Elektra this is not the case, and the heroic emphasis

_ periodically shifts from one character to another, or is present in more than one

character at the same time. In addition, all the characters in the opera, including

those with heroic qualities, are flawed in such a way that would preclude them

from attaining genuine heroic status. In Sophocles' tragedy, Orestes is clearly

the hero, whilst both Electra and Clytaemnestra are presented as tragic figures.

ise Orest's contribution to

an almost negligible role, while at the same time increasing Elektra's

participation in the action and reducing Kiytemnegﬁrt(rrnemtmc of
decaying evil. Therefore, any study of the heroic element in Elektra must begin

with its central character.

doubt the most important dramatic figure throughout the

Elekira is without
opera. She is on stage more than eighty per cent of the time, and other

Chrysothemis, tend to be defined in

characters, particularly Klytemnestra and
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relation to her qualities rather than in their own terms. (Klytemnestra's

decadence as opposed to Elek

to the inner strength of her sister.) Thus, in a heroic sense, Elektra is without

doubt superior to the people who surround her, and differs from them m a

alan
awv

variety of ways. She is al e "dark passions” that the hero must

overcome, and her intense dance of triumph at the opera's conclusion must be
seen as her expulsion of these passions. The third sense in which she can be

hero is the fact that she is a true victim of fate and

identified as the

circumstance, although she does not succumb to, but rather defies them in her

vengeance. Yet in spite of the above, there are other aspects to her

character that contradict any claims to her being the central heroic figure. Her
defiance of fate and circumstance is intense and undeniable, but it must be

remembered that it is ultimately passive: she does not contribute anything but

rhetoric to the situation. Her desire for revenge is dependent on Orest's return,

—and even her desperate decision to commit the deed herself is thwarted by her
brother's eventual arrival. So complete is her inability to act that she does not

en remember to give Orest the murder weapon that she has been hoarding for

"I could not give him the axe to do it. There are no gods in heaven!”

&

ong:
This denial of any divine assistance is also inconsistent with a typical Greek
hero, who is usually either opposed to, © r fghting for, one or mo

rtvralley gomi- ﬂme hlmself

= o [~}
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detzgt from her beroic aarure. This 15 ot not only dramatically, oyt musicalby

a5 wall. Her royal bearing is well documented in themes such as that of the

the chaos of the musical fbric
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ire oiten contraseed with, or even derived from, negative themes A cemtral

theme of the entire opera is hatred, and i is expressed in & Totif witich befongs
3plely to Flektra, This theme, quoted m the previous chapier (p483), is so greatly

=trse=sy ww

apaivdlated into the character of Eleltrz thet it sven appears in ber donee of
trimmph amd & 2iso appears as a bitomal chord {D-flat major md E major)
teferring to the prinzipel object of her batred, ber mother Klytemmestra

Mih@nsﬂhfﬂfﬂuﬁﬂlﬁﬁ&cmﬁ&mﬂﬁeﬁmﬁgmﬁf

LE_ L__ =Ll o . TOOTT___ v

Elektre due to the coprradictipns witho ber character. If Tarasifs defmition of

*conrage, wisdom, pawer, of pome odier quality® is spplied 1o Elakira, these
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contradictions are made all the more obvious: she has courage, but not the

courage to act alone; she has wisdom, but this is ciouded by her haired; and in

the final analysis, she is powerless. Her other qualities - regality, conviction and

bitterness. As Elektra is therefore not the hero, it is necessary to examine the

figure of Orest, diminished as his role is, in order to see whether or not he can

In mythical terms, Orest is the character who wmessfufnrthueﬁ, the

haracter who resolves all contradictions in the structure of the tragedy. He

ALGL BWVLWA  VVAL

returns determined to avenge his father, and does so without hesitation. The

Furies. but this is excluded from the

s = « e e L. ali +
mythical result was his punishment by the Furies, but Eus 15 EXCH

n

action of the opera. His figure is often considered heroic because of his role in

the epics and tragedies of Homer, Furipides, Aeschylus and, of course,

a is faced with an Orest who is a

«diann~ cf 10

Sophocles. However, the audience of Lulekn

shadow of earlier chronicles. His character is implied rather than developed, and

thus his heroic qualities and deeds are omitted. Any emotions are limited to his

brief reconciliation with his sister, and even then it is Elektra who is the more

overcome. It is true that he does solve the mythical problem - the killing of

Hy@mesuaﬂdﬁgis‘h as revenge for the murder of Agamemnon - but in

Elektra this problem is portrayed as belonging solely to Elektra: Orest is not

directly imvolved wﬁhhragomm&deﬁbm and planning of his sister.

rect's firct theme is heroic, played as a fanfare on the trumpet, but is used n

NI W
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relation to Klytemnestra's nightmare rather than to Orest's character. His nature

£
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1S also little more than an extension of his sister's
18 also than an extension o1 s sisters

AAv AW

that his 'determination’ theme is identical to Elektra's trlumphal theme (quoted

on p73) in every way except its key.

A /:: , o  be o
v - >

le — 1 T
T : W e :
, :
4 : —

sufficiently involved in the action to make him the central heroic figure. The

problem that Eleftra poses is therefore the identification of a heroic figure - the

other characters in the drama are either too weak (C}_l_l_'ysgmemm) or too

abhorrent (Klytemnestra and Aegisth) to qualify. Chrysothemis does however

occupy a role in the opera which is archetypally mythical: the suppliant. The

suppliant is usnally a female character who is the epitome of helplessness and

excluded from society. A central theme in Greek tragedy pertains to the awful
consequences of rejecting a suppliant, but in Elekara this is reversed as
Chrysothemis is constantly mocked, rejected and even cursed, and with no
direct effect on any of her tormentors. Chrysothemiscanbeseeﬁasthe

opposite of Elektra, almost an alter-ego of the same person, in a symbolisation

of the dichotomy between the independent female character, and the woman

heroic in any sense (although she is 3 tragic character) and as both Elektra and



76

Orestes cannot qualify as central hero-figures, the options seem closed. Yet to

ha o tracen serzrdl e thhn demrn cnsmons o laswa seasiod oot_a We 3. . L1t . Le
vC @ UagiC miyui il uiC Wuc SCiisS, 4 ACIo miust L. Al 1S at ums stage that

music supersedes text in the presentation of myth in the most perfect realisation

of a mythical function since Wagner's music-dramas. Strauss had long been

drawn to the idea of portraying the hero in musical terms: The tone-poem Ein

Heldenleben exalts the glories of the artist as hero; Also Sprach Zarathustra

uses the Nietzschean concept of the superman as its musical basis; and the early

opera Guntram echoes the Wagnerian ideals of a nationalistic hero. In the same

fabric of the score. His presence-through-music governs the actions, thoughts

and emotions of the entire opera: the figure of Agamemnon.

In establishing Agamemnon as the central heroic figure, Strauss and von
Hofmannsthal took the archetypal character of the nemesis, and transformed it

through music from a minor to a major role in the story. "The nemesis may be

an mvisible force known only by its effects, and of often an event previous to

o

the action of which the tragic myth itseif is the consequence.” (Frye 1957: 216.)

Therefore the nemesis in Elektra is both the murder of Agamemmon, and

Agamemnon himself. His presence has all the characteristics of a heroic figure:

His bearing and regality is without question and sets him apart from the other

characters of the drama; his power is all-encompassing as it compels Elektra

_ and Orest to_seek vengeance for him, as well as rendering Klytemnestra

virtually insane with fear; and it is Agamemnon who, through other characters,




resolves the mythical problem posed by his own death. Agamemnon's claims on
S ilON 5 C421I0S On

the role of central hero-figure are expressed (presented) purely i musical

terms, but these terms are linked to virtually every scene of the score. His

principal motif
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opens the entire opera, and closes it. This motif, similar in its fanfare-like

b L o o S

quaury to Orest's monf, differs m that it is (IJICCI.ly related to the character it

represents. In addition to this it is also a source for other motifs rather than a
derivation itself Thus it also governs Orest's courage as well as Elektra's
mourning and unkempt state resulting from her ceaseless thirst for vengeance.

It is also worth noting that the first notes Elektra sings in her great opening

_ monologue contain the notes of this theme, ndicating that her love of

Agamemnon is as much part of her musical constitution as is her hatred of her

mother. His motif appears at virtually every important moment in the opera:

Flektra’s monologue, Orest's appearance and recognition of his sister, the

confrontation between Elektra and Klytemmestra, and throughout the final

a0 aln cendif 20 micad nastionlavke » Ao o iL
scene. Most nnporuml: Of au, ui€ moux 1S BSCG parudiuaiiy mwu.vay aurmg e

murders of both Klytemnestra and Aegisth. As the latter is confronted by Orest,

he cries out: *They're murdering me - don't you hear me”, to which the

A.L ibhs Asasmarmwman theama m a n ’
€ I 3 parucwany viol
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powerful manner, punctuated by Elektra's triumphant reply: "Agamemnon hears
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you!" For the e to appear at this point in the drama reinforces

Agamemnon's role as hero. The entire opera has been a build-up to the solving

of the mythical problem, namely the avengmng ot Agamemnon's murder, and the ——————————

murdered himecelf has been a prominent part of the action. For

—;‘-g AMUALLD WAL
Agamemmon to be part of the mythical solution is a clear indication of his

nt

central importance. This is further emphasised by his motif being an important
element in Elektra's dance of trumph, actually dominating the musical
progression after her death. Such is Agamemnon's importance n the opera that

Strauss provided him with a second motif, one that emphasises his presence as

a guardian/avenger of the house of Mycenae, as well as his royal stature. This
motif is usually thundered out by the brass section of the orchestra in a

relentlessly rising sequence that has the same majestic effect as Elektra's royal

motif, but on a far larger scale:
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eme unlike the first, does mot permeate the score in a variety of
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jerivatives, but appears in its original form, unyielding and powerful, in order to

emphamsetheulmnatepoweroxAgﬁme._ his inevitable victory.

In identifying Agamemmon as the hero of Elektra, it must be remembered that

_ thisis so only in the opera: von Hofmannsthal's drama omits the great name for

as long as possible sothatwhmltdOGSOCWIitiSﬂsagreatreleaseof
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unconscious tension. It was Richard Strauss who insisted on the name being

Sun or te matif nlaved in the archactra at avary srhahla annacines Tew 4L
sung, or 11s motil piayeac m tne greaestra, at CVILY Viaoic occasion. In uis Se€nse

the opera Elektra is more of a mythical vehicle than is the drama, as the latter

does not attempt to present a hero in the archetypal sense, preferring instead to

actually diminish the role of the hero, whereas the opera does the opposite
through the use of its music. Although this type of 'musical heroism' had
occurred in Wagnerian music-dramas, this was the first time a purely mythical

element had been presented solely through its music, rather than allowing the

fact is crucial to any conception of Elektra as myth through music.

A possibility alluded to earlier was that of a ‘collective’ hero, where the qualities
of the characters, while not individually able to create an archetypal hero, might
be combined so that two or more characters could together be labelled heroic.

Although Agamemnon has already been identified as the hero, it has also been

mentioned that his presence works through the other characters, shown by the

derivatives of his motifs in their actions and feelings. There are, however,

-

moments when two or more characters ‘become one', both spiritually and
musically, which often creates a mythic-heroic moment. This occurs twice with

Elektra and Orest. The first case involves the juxtaposition of their triumphal

themes with the only difference being found in their key-signatures. The

second, the recognition scene, unites brother and sister in the quest for

vengeance, as if being apart had been an impediment to any action. Yet the
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most important ‘shared' motif is that between Agamemmon, Orest and Elekira

(and to a lesser extent, Chrysothemis) and is, after Agamemnon's principal

motif, the most important theme in the opera, appearing whenever the three

characters are in any way linked, be it spiritually, physically, or through shared

memories.

aaid tam o ome aee 12 tha Anavra : .
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themes, and is first heard during Elektra's monologue. At this stage, after the
playing of the theme by violins and hom, Agamemnon does 'appear’ before
Flektra in the form of his second motif. (In the acclaimed film by Gotz
Friedrich, Agamemnon physically appears at this stage, although Elekra is too

preoccupied to notice.) The argument for the ‘coilective’ hero theory therefore

combines the dramatic\heroic qualities of Elektra and Orest with the musical
ones of Agamemmon in order to solve the mythical contradiction. Yet it remains
only Agamemnon who can be called an individual hero-figure due to the other
characters' inability to conform to the archetypal requirements of a hero.
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6.2 THE PHASES OF HEROIC DEVELOPMENT

may go through in his development. (1957: 211ff) These are as follows:

1. The dignity of the hero.

2. The hero loses his or her innocence.
3. The hero triumphs.

4. The fall of the hero.

5. An increase in the ironi

6. The world of the demonic.
As Elektra has a unique hero in Agamemnon, the emphasis of these phases
often varies from one to the other. As a result, the character of the hero
sometimes differs, lending more credence to the theory of the collective hero.

The first phase is the one in which the central character is given the greatest

possible dignity in contrast to the other characters. This is certainly true of

_ Elektra, where the musical motifs associated with Agamemnon not only

emphasise his regality, but also the decadent nature of most of the other

characters. It is true that both Elektra and Orest are portrayed as having

extreme dignity in relation to the other characters (the maid's scene preceding

Elektra's monologue emphasising this), but Orest's presence is limited while

The second phase is the tragedy of the loss of innocence. In contrast to the first

phase, this one emphasises Elektra rather than Agamemnon. Although the opera



