Zeus and Leda- he appears to he in the form of a swan and rapes her.  She is impregnated and gives birth to four children – in some versions, she lays two eggs.  Clytaemestra and Castor are born from one egg and Helen and Pollux are born from the other.

Some versions claim that after Zeus violates Leda, she willingly joins with her husband, Tyndareus, and is impregnated first by Zeus creating Helen and Pollux and then by Tyndareus creating Clytaemestra and Castor.  Helen and Clytaemestra are always referred to as sisters, though their parentage is somewhat in dispute.

In still another version, Zeus seduces Nemesis, who lays the eggs that are brought to Queen Leda by a shepherd.  Nemesis is the goddess of vengeance, and perhaps this idea influences Aeschylus’ presentation of Clytaemestra as a strong and vengeful character.  Homer, on the other hand, paints a weak and gullible picture of Clytaemestra.  

Sometime before the birth of these women…

In Argos, two brothers, Atreus and Thyestes, quarrel about succession to the throne.  Their argument is destined, as they are the grandsons of Tantalus, who feasted with the gods and (like Prometheus) betrayed them by sharing their secrets with man. Tantalus and his kin are cursed for five generations. 

The brothers quarrel about the throne. Thyestes, in part as the result of his seduction of Atreus’ wife, tricks Atreus into giving him the throne.  Atreus regains the throne using the advise of Hermes and with the aid of Zeus who makes the sun set in the east.  He banishes Thyestes.  

Atreus learns of his wife’s infidelity and divises a plan, which will shame Thyestes forever.   He secretly murders Thyestes’ two young sons.  He, as described in the later episodes of Agamemnon, renders the bodies unrecognizable and serves them to his brother as part of a banquet.  Thyestes feasts and later the truth is revealed to him when Atreus reveals the hands of the boys- the only body parts he saved.  Thyestes willingly and shamefully goes into exile, but he learns that he will be revenged if he fathers a son with his own daughter, Pelopia; he does.   He lives in exile for a short time, with his infant son, Aegisthus.  Meanwhile, Atreus, who seemingly gets away with murder, meets and marries Pelopia, not knowing she is his niece.  He accepts her young son, Aegisthus.  

Aegisthus grows into manhood, learns of his father’s plight, murders his uncle, Atreus, and restores his father to the throne.  

Atreus has twin sons – Agamemnon and Menelaus.  Agamemnon is the elder son who wrestles the throne from Thyestes and banishes him for a final time.  He marries Clytaemestra, and Menelaus inherits the throne of Sparta through his wife, Helen.  Helen, daughter of Zeus, was a renowned beauty sought by all of the heroes of Greece (including Odysseus).  

Before she makes a choice of husband, and in order to avoid war, her suitors, after the suggestion by Odysseus, enter into an agreement, which binds all of those Helen does not choose in support of the one who she does. She, shockingly chooses Menelaus, who is often portrayed as disagreeable and somewhat stupid.    

Thus, (as was destined by a long standing curse from Aphrodite, which doomed Helen and her sisters to be adultresses) Helen ultimately abandons Menelaus in favor of her lover, Paris, and all of her former suitors join Menelaus in making war against Troy. 

These brothers, Agamemnon and Menelaus, are the fourth generation suffering the curse of the gods…. Agamemnon’s children, Orestes and Electra, will experience further ruin.

