Communication Breakdown: The Characterization of Cassandra in Aeschylus and Euripides

For Cassandra, the truth is a severe burden with no relief.  But Cassandra does speak truths and her truths are realized, regardless of whether she can impress them upon others.  The problem, then, is her failure in communicating the value of her information.  In this paper, I will look at the characterization of Cassandra in both Aeschylus’ Agamemnon and Euripides’ Trojan Women with a view to revealing to what extent her representation is responsible for this phenomenon of miscommunication.  I argue that, looking beyond Cassandra’s curse of being unable to persuade anyone of the validity of her prophecies, the way that she is represented in the two plays renders any chance of her communicating effectively null.  That is, her curse succeeds in part because of the way that she is portrayed.  I intend to examine the representation of Cassandra by looking at how others speak of her, how she responds and speaks of herself, and by considering her status as a “character” or “personality”.
  

In the text of the Agamemnon, we first learn of Cassandra after Agamemnon returns home and exchanges speeches with Clytemnestra.   Cassandra is identified first as a stranger, and it is this description that continues and succeeds through the rest of play—that of Cassandra as a foreign object.   Agamemnon continues to regard Cassandra in this way by calling her a “chosen bloom, a gift from the army” (954-5).  The point is that Cassandra is not viewed as one who can or should be able to communicate.


Cassandra is, to the same degree, represented as an incomprehensible and frenzied maiden in the Trojan Women.  In Poseidon’s opening monologue, we hear of Cassandra.  As in the Agamemnon, the way that Cassandra is first presented is indicative of how the other characters will continue to perceive her and respond to her.  In lines 41-44, we learn first of a maiden, second of an object of Apollo, then of a frantic woman, all before we learn that this woman is Cassandra.  Both Hecuba and Talthybius refer to Cassandra as being Maenadic and possessed by a god; thus, before we meet Cassandra, she is described as crazy—hardly a description for a credible source of information.  

When we finally meet Cassandra, she utters an incomprehensible cry of lament in the Agamemnon.  Already the scene is set.  For instance, in speaking with the Chorus (1088-1094), we read that no matter the effort Cassandra makes to communicate, the Chorus do not understand and simply resort to treating Cassandra as a non-communicating figure by speaking of her in the third person, calling her a stranger once more.  


In the Trojan Women, Cassandra finally appears onstage singing a hymn to the god Hymenaeus.  Inasmuch as Cassandra spoke unintelligible words in the Agamemnon, in the Trojan Women, she begins by singing, encouraging the others to join along, crying the unintelligible cry of the Bacchanal (326).  To this, the Chorus responds as expected by speaking of her in the third person to Hecuba (342-43).  In her rhetorical speech, Cassandra claims that she is still sane enough for her words to be believable; but it is this admission that defeats her chances of being understood. Her failure is immediately apparent when the Chorus responds to her argument in a dismissive fashion, valuing her impressive argument at but a song—and an ineffective one (406-7).  Thus Cassandra’s words have no value although there are truths behind them.  

In the last section of the paper, I will examine Cassandra’s characterization by utilizing the model set forth by Christopher Gill in order to determine the nature of Cassandra’s complicity in her own failure.  I will briefly discuss the terminology employed by Gill before analyzing the way in which Cassandra attempts to be an active agent, but, even in respect to her words, she is consistently passive. Here, I hope to prove that Cassandra fails in communicating with others because she is characterized as a largely subjective personality.  
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� I will make use of the model presented by Christopher Gill (1990 and 1996).





