The Curse and Its Expiation in T. S. Eliot’s The Family Reunion
“And nevermore these walls within 
Shall echo fierce sedition's din, 
Unslaked with blood and crime; 
The thirsty dust shall nevermore 
Suck up the darkly streaming gore 
Of civic broils, shed out in wrath 
And vengeance, crying death for death! 
But man with man and state with state 
Shall vow the pledge of common hate 
And common friendship, that for man 
Hath oft made blessing, out of ban, 
Be ours unto all time.”—The Furies from The Eumenides
"You have heard that it was said to the men of old, `You shall not kill; and whoever kills shall be liable to judgment.'  But I say to you that everyone who is angry with his brother shall be liable to judgment; whoever insults his brother shall be liable to the council, and whoever says, `You fool!' shall be liable to the hell of fire. So if you are offering your gift at the altar, and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother, and then come and offer your gift. Make friends quickly with your accuser, while you are going with him to court, lest your accuser hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you be put in prison; truly, I say to you, you will never get out till you have paid the last penny.”—The Gospel of Matthew
Basis in Aeschylus’ trilogy The Oresteia
In the first play, Agamemnon, the play’s namesake returns from the Trojan War with Cassandra as his concubine, angering Clytemnestra his wife, who herself has also taken a lover. Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegisthus, plot to murder Agamemnon and Cassandra, the later who prophecies the brutal curse that will hang over the House of Atreus. In the next play, The Libation Bearers, Orestes, Agamemnon’s son, learns of his father’s murder from his sister Electra. He arrives at the palace in disguise, meets and kills Aesgisthus, then must decide if he should also avenge his father’s revenge by killing his mother, who bears her breast and pleads for her life. Orestes kills her then flees before the Eumenides/Euriynes (the Furies), the spirits of revenge. In the final play, The Eumenides, Orestes, fleeing from the Furies, arrives at Apollo’s temple at Delphi. The ghost of Clytemnestra demands Orestes’ blood, but Apollo defends him. The goddess Athena arranges a trial by jury in which Apollo acts as the defense and the Furies act as the prosecution. The jury is equally divided, and Athena casts her vote as presiding judge in Orestes’ favor. She assures the Furies that they still have a place in the new law as spirits of hearth and domesticity.
William Lynch argues that the three plays of the trilogy represent three phases in anyone's shift in worldview: 

1) DRAMA: the undergoing of a tragic action; the situation that creates instability in one's understanding of the world. Agamemnon's murder by Clytemnestra and Aegisthus begins the cycle of tragic revenge.
2) PATHOS: the unavoidable, pathetic result of the present instability. Orestes must kill his mother. If he does not, the Furies will hunt him for denying the law of vengeance. If he does, the Furies will hunt him for matricide. This is a no-win situation.
3) MATHOS: the new understanding that results from the suffering. A new model and a new stability result. Orestes is vindicated as the Athenian judicial system learns to abide by a new understanding of law.
Discussion Questions
1) How much of the plot and the internal logic of the trilogy has Eliot adopted in his version? What has he changed? 
2) Is Harry comparable to Orestes? 
3) Is Amy comparable to Clytemnestra? 
4) Is Agatha or Mary comparable to any of Aeschylus’ characters? Why or why not? 

5) Does Harry (or Mary or Amy) undergo a shift such as the one Lynch describes?
6) What makes Eliot’s version a Christianization of all or part of The Oresteia?

7) Does it matter whether Harry actually killed his wife or only considered doing so?
8) How different is the role of the Furies in The Family Reunion from that of The Oresteia?

9) What roles does the chorus play? Is it dramatically performable? Is it necessary to the play?

Various Polarities in The Family Reunion
Strength vs. Weakness

Exterior vs. Interior

Change vs. Changelessness

Expiation vs. Discovery

Pilgrimage vs. Family

Neurosis/ Self-deception vs. Integration/ Self-Awareness

Keeping up Appearances vs. Entering the Dark Night

Time vs. Eternity

Hope vs. Hopelessness
Suffering vs. Escape

