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IN THE SUPREME COURT OF ATHENS 

Electra Atreus,       ) 

  Petitioner,     ) 

  v.      ) Civil No. 2019-1 

Orestes Atreus,       ) 

  Respondent.       ) 

 

Having spent a decade “out in the world,” Orestes returned home to find his family greatly diminished.  

Specifically, his father Agamemnon had killed his younger sister Iphigenia.  In turn, Orestes’ mother 

Clytemnestra had murdered Agamemnon.  Following this family tradition, Orestes, with the 

encouragement of his sister Electra, murdered Clytemnestra, a crime for which the Furies pursued him to 

Athens, where the goddess Athena pardoned him.  Subsequent to these traumatic events, Orestes returned 

to Mycenae, hoping to rule his kingdom peaceably, with justice and compassion -- not to mention 

competence.  However, Orestes’ focus was impaired, as he continued to be plagued by bad dreams and 

sleepwalking.  Orestes was also disturbed by disparaging gossip rampant in Mycenae, comparing him to 

his cousin Oedipus, whose difficulties with his mother brought the kingdom of Thebes to ruin.  Suffering 

significant physical and emotional distress, Orestes sought a divination session with the Oracle at Delphi, 

after which he filed suit seeking compensatory and punitive damages against his sister Electra, alleging 

that her actions were the proximate cause of both his mental state and the damage to his reputation.   

Specifically, Orestes’ suit contended that Electra was obsessed with killing her mother, not because 

Clytemnestra had killed Agamemnon, but because she had relegated Electra to the status of a servant, 

banishing her to the chorus.  Unwilling to do the deed herself, Electra looked upon Orestes’ return home 

as “useful,” and waited for him to return to commit the murder.  Orestes alleged that he returned in a 

vulnerable and highly susceptible mental state, hearing voices in his head that he thought were from the 

god Apollo.  The complaint stated that Orestes told Electra that he had doubts about the voices and about 

killing his mother, and that all he wanted was an opportunity to mourn his father.  Electra took gross 

advantage of his condition by demanding that he share the voices with her, ultimately causing Orestes to 

suffer a psychotic breakdown.  After this terrifying episode, Electra, rather than tending to her brother, 

continued to prod him against his will into killing his mother.  Electra berated Orestes, telling him that he 

was dishonoring his father and the Atreus family, until Orestes finally relented.  At trial, under cross 

examination, Electra admitted that Orestes “held the knife, it’s true, but only because I handed it to him. I 

made the knife in the furnace.”  As a result, and notwithstanding that he was forgiven for the murder, 

Orestes will need treatment for years.  

In her defense, Electra argued that she loved her brother and had no intent to harm him, that her actions 

were neither intentional nor reckless, and were not the proximate cause of any damages that Orestes has 

suffered.  First, prior to his return to Mycenae, Electra thought that Orestes was dead, so nothing she said 

to others about the family tragedy could have been intended to influence him.  Second, Electra claimed 

that from the moment that he arrived, Orestes fully intended to kill Clytemnestra; his desire to mourn his 
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father did not dim that resolve.  Regarding his channeling of Apollo, Electra did not provoke the episode, 

she was just curious about what the voices told Orestes.  She also pointed out that Clytemnestra’s death 

was her fate, and that the people of the chorus understood that, so she had no greater responsibility for 

influencing Orestes than did they.  Electra finally argued that while her brother was certainly disturbed, 

his condition preceded his return to Mycenae so she was obviously not its cause.  Similarly, any damage 

to Orestes’ reputation was due solely to his decision to kill his mother, a decision made prior to his return 

and over which Electra had no influence.  

Orestes’ case was tried before a jury which heard witnesses and saw documents that described, among 

other things, the daily life of the Atreus family.
1
  The jury found in favor of Orestes, finding that Electra 

had intentionally and tortiously taken advantage of Orestes’s mental state to cause him to kill his mother, 

and that this act was the proximate cause both of Orestes’ emotional distress and the damage to his 

reputation, awarding him one hundred thousand Talents. 

Electra appealed, arguing that the jury’s verdict was contrary to the weight of the evidence and contrary to 

law and that the award was excessive as well.  

The Court of Appeals for the Circuit of Athens affirmed the jury’s verdict, and Electra successfully 

petitioned the Supreme Court of Athens for review of the following question: 

Did Electra intentionally or recklessly use Orestes as the instrumentality to murder their mother, 

thereby causing psychological and/or reputational damage to Orestes? 
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 The portions of the transcript that pertained to the facts of this case were reproduced by Ellen McLaughlin as The 

Oresteia.   


