
Was Aeschylus an Atheist? Reconsidering the Parodos of Agamemnon 

In a recent article on the nature and typology of tragedy George Steiner asked, “Is an 

atheist tragedy in any strict sense, a tragic vision of the world from which the possibility of 

God (or the gods) has been excised, feasible?” (2008: 35). For Steiner, ultimately, the answer 

is no because “however bitter the dramatist’s dissent from faith, however flagrant his refusal 

of grace…the matrix of meanings and of references is theistic.” Though his sense of 

“absolute” tragedy, which entails “Calvinist predestination” and “jealous gods exercis[ing] 

their blind or malign cruelties even on their worshippers” (33, 34), might not entirely 

correspond with what we have from Classical Athens, Greek tragedy most certainly had a 

theological element. Tragedy gave prominent roles to gods, and was produced and performed 

in honor of one. Thus the suggestion that atheist tragedy in any sense is “feasible” is bound to 

raise suspicion. 

 Mary Lefkowitz (1987 and 1989), Christoph Riedweg (1990) and Jan Bremmer 

(2000) have cautiously raised the question of whether Euripides was an atheist, citing 

primarily the famous Bellerophon fragment in which the titular protagonist angrily denies the 

existence of the gods. Never is Aeschylus mentioned in such discussions. Is it the case, as 

A.B. Drachmann claimed, that “it would never have occurred to Sophocles or Aeschylus to 

put such a speech [as Bellerophon’s] in the mouth of one of his characters” (1922: 54)? I will 

argue that Aeschylus did, in fact, put such sentiments into the mouths of his characters, only 

not in such an obvious way as Euripides. The choral narration of Agamemnon’s situation at 

Aulis, I will argue, raises the possibility of an atheistic worldview.  

This is expressed through the notoriously ambiguous language of the ode (Ag.205-

37). As much as Bernard Williams believes Agamemnon “understands only too well that 

Artemis has brought it about that if he sacrifices Iphigeneia, the fleet can sail, and if not, not” 

(1989: 135), that we have only an account of an act that took place ten years prior – and that 



this account is the retelling of an oracular interpretation by Calchas, not the words of Artemis 

herself – ought to arrest us from such deterministic conclusions. How does Agamemnon 

know the omen of the eagles has been interpreted correctly (and is that even possible)? How 

does he know the injunction to sacrifice his daughter is binding? Why would he need to gag 

Iphigeneia if her sacrifice is divinely mandated? That hedge means something: it points to the 

ambiguity of human action – Agamemnon is not sure (ti tōnd’ aneu kakōn, 211). This both 

textual and hermeneutic indirection is a precise illustration of the problem of human 

understanding in a world without gods to underwrite decisions. Unlike Achilles in Iliad Bk.1, 

for example, no god is present to disabuse Agamemnon’s reading of the signs. All he is left 

with is a decision, one that reflects, pace Peradotto (1969), no more than his isolation in a 

world that refuses to give him straight answers. Aeschylus thus means to show us not that 

Agamemnon’s hand was forced, but how he confronts maddening undecideability (to 

pantotolmon phronein metegnō, 221), how he comes to his decision. Simply put, he gambles 

(eu gar eiē, 217). This gamble, this distance – between thought and action, belief and 

decision – speaks to the play’s essentially atheistic insight: the gods are gone. 
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