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INTRODUCTION TO THE EUMENIDES: A LANDMARK OF WESTERN DRAMA

The Eumenides Sparknotes often serve as a gateway for students and literature enthusiasts
seeking to understand the final and most transformative play of Aeschylus' Oresteia trilogy. First
performed in 458 BCE in Athens, The Eumenides represents a monumental shift in Greek tragedy,
moving from the blood-soaked cycle of vengeance that dominates the first two plays—Agamemnon
and The Libation Bearers—toward a resolution founded on justice, reason, and civic order. For
anyone working through The Eumenides Sparknotes, the play is remarkable not only for its
dramatic power but for its profound commentary on the evolution of law and society. It is the only
extant Greek tragedy that concludes with a trial, and it dramatizes the legendary founding of the
Areopagus, Athens' ancient homicide court. This article offers a comprehensive exploration of the
play, covering its plot, characters, themes, and enduring significance, all while maintaining the
clarity and depth you would expect from a thorough study guide.

HISTORICAL AND MYTHOLOGICAL CONTEXT

Before delving into the specifics of The Eumenides Sparknotes, it is essential to understand the
mythological backdrop. The Oresteia tells the story of the House of Atreus, a family cursed by a
cycle of violence. In Agamemnon, the king returns from the Trojan War only to be murdered by his
wife, Clytemnestra, who seeks revenge for the sacrifice of their daughter Iphigenia. In The Libation
Bearers, Orestes, the son of Agamemnon, returns to Argos and kills his mother and her lover,
Aegisthus, to avenge his father. This act of matricide, however, brings with it the wrath of the Furies
(the Erinyes), ancient goddesses who punish those who spill family blood. The Eumenides picks up
immediately after this killing, with Orestes pursued relentlessly by these terrifying deities.

Aeschylus wrote during a time of significant political and legal reform in Athens. The establishment
of the Areopagus as a court for trying homicide cases was a relatively recent development in the
poet's own era. By dramatizing its mythical founding, Aeschylus is providing an aetiological
myth—a story that explains the origins of a contemporary institution. This context is crucial for any
The Eumenides Sparknotes analysis, as the play is deeply engaged with the political and
philosophical questions of its day. It is a work that celebrates the triumph of civilized law over
primitive vendetta, and it asserts the power of the polis (city-state) to mediate disputes that would
otherwise tear families and communities apart.

PLOT SUMMARY: FROM PURSUIT TO RECONCILIATION

The Opening: Orestes at Delphi

The Eumenides opens at the temple of Apollo in Delphi. Orestes has arrived as a suppliant, seeking
purification for the murder of his mother. The priestess of Apollo (the Pythia) enters the temple but
is horrified to find Orestes surrounded by the sleeping Furies. Apollo, the god of prophecy and order,
reassures Orestes and instructs him to go to Athens to seek the aid of the goddess Athena. Apollo
cleanses Orestes of his blood guilt, but the Furies, who represent an older, more primal form of
justice, are not so easily appeased. This opening scene immediately establishes the central conflict
of the play: the clash between the old gods (the Furies) and the new (Apollo and Athena), and
between the law of blood vengeance and the law of the state.

The Chorus of Furies: Agents of
Retribution

After Apollo departs, the ghost of Clytemnestra appears and wakes the sleeping Furies, urging them
to continue their pursuit of Orestes. The Furies, who serve as the chorus for this play, are among the
most terrifying creations in Greek drama. They are ancient, chthonic (earth-born) deities who
represent the natural order of vengeance. Their function, as they state, is to "hunt down" and
"destroy" those who have committed sins against their own blood. In any The Eumenides
Sparknotes guide, the Furies must be understood not as villains but as embodiments of an archaic
but necessary principle: that bloodshed demands a response. Their anger is righteous within its own
framework. However, Aeschylus shows that their kind of justice is endless and destabilizing, leading
to an eternal cycle of murder.

The Trial on the Areopagus

Orestes arrives in Athens and takes refuge at the statue of Athena. The Furies surround him, ready
to exact their punishment. Athena, the goddess of wisdom and patron of Athens, intervenes. She
does not simply dismiss the Furies or side with Orestes. Instead, she proposes a novel solution: a
trial by jury. Athena announces that she will establish a court of Athenian citizens to hear the case
and render a verdict. This is the first trial for murder in human history, and it is presided over by
Athena herself. The Furies serve as the prosecutors, Apollo acts as the defense attorney for Orestes,
and a jury of twelve Athenian men is empaneled to decide the case.
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The trial is the dramatic and intellectual center of The Eumenides. The arguments presented are
sophisticated and raise profound questions about justice, responsibility, and the nature of the family.
Apollo argues that the father is the true parent, and that the mother is merely the "nurse" of the
seed planted by the father. He cites the birth of Athena herself—who sprang fully armed from the
head of Zeus—as evidence that a child can be born without a mother. Orestes, therefore, was
justified in killing Clytemnestra because he was avenging his father, not his mother. The Furies, by
contrast, argue that the bond of blood between mother and child is the most sacred of all, and that
Orestes' matricide is an unforgivable pollution that demands retribution.

The Verdict and the Transformation

The jury votes, and the votes are evenly split. Athena, as the presiding judge, casts the deciding
vote in favor of Orestes. She declares that she will always side with the male, the father, and that
she is "wholly for the father." Orestes is acquitted and departs, freed from the curse of the House of
Atreus. However, the Furies are outraged. They threaten to blight the land of Athens with their
wrath. Athena, showing incredible diplomatic skill, does not banish them. Instead, she offers them a
new home and a new role. She persuades them to become protectors of Athens rather than
avengers of blood. The Furies accept, and they are transformed into the Eumenides—the "Kindly
Ones." They are given a shrine beneath the Areopagus, where they will be honored and will bless
the city with fertility and prosperity. The play ends with a grand procession, as the Furies, now
benevolent spirits, are led to their new home, and the city of Athens celebrates the establishment of
a new order.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS IN THE EUMENIDES

Orestes: The Fugitive Hero

In The Eumenides, Orestes is less a dynamic character than a symbol of the conflicted individual
caught between competing claims of justice. He is physically and psychologically exhausted, having
already committed the terrible act of matricide. He is not triumphant; he is a suppliant seeking
purification and release. His journey from a blood-stained fugitive to a free man represents the
possibility of redemption through civic institutions. He is the first hero in Western literature to be
saved not by his own prowess or by divine favor alone, but by the rule of law.

The Furies / The Eumenides: From Terror
to Blessing

The Furies are the most complex "character" in the play, especially because they function as the
chorus. They begin as implacable forces of vengeance, terrifying in their appearance and their

single-mindedness. They sing of ancient law and the necessity of punishment. However, by the end
of the play, they have been transformed. Aeschylus does not destroy the Furies; he integrates them
into the new order. This is a crucial point in The Eumenides Sparknotes: the old gods are not
defeated but honored and given a new purpose. The Furies represent the fear and awe that must
underpin any system of law. Without the threat of punishment, justice has no teeth. By becoming
the Eumenides, they channel their power into blessing the community rather than destroying it.

Athena: The Embodiment of Wisdom and
Civic Order

Athena is the true protagonist of The Eumenides. She is the goddess of wisdom, and in this play,
she demonstrates that wisdom is not merely intellectual but practical and political. She listens to
both sides of the argument. She respects the power of the Furies while also seeing the need for a
new kind of justice. She creates the court, establishes the precedent of trial by jury, and persuades
the Furies to accept a new role. Athena is a model of the ideal leader: fair, persuasive, and visionary.
She brings about a peaceful resolution that benefits all parties, and in doing so, she lays the
foundation for Athenian democracy and the rule of law.

Apollo: The Advocate of Rational Order

Apollo represents the forces of light, reason, and patriarchy. He is the god who purifies Orestes and
speaks in his defense at the trial. His argument that the father is the true parent reflects the
patriarchal values of classical Athens. Apollo is not a neutral figure; he is a partisan, but his
partisanship is aligned with the new order of the polis and the primacy of the male citizen. In some
readings, Apollo can seem harsh or even misogynistic, but within the context of the play, his
arguments carry the day, and his association with prophecy and order marks him as a god of
civilization.

MAJOR THEMES AND SYMBOLISM

The Transition from Vengeance to Justice

This is the overarching theme of The Eumenides and indeed the entire Oresteia. The play
systematically dismantles the logic of blood vengeance and replaces it with the logic of legal
judgment. Vengeance is personal, emotional, and endless. Justice, as Aeschylus presents it, is
impersonal, rational, and final. The establishment of the Areopagus marks a watershed moment in
human history. The trial is a mechanism for breaking the cycle of retaliation. This theme resonates
powerfully in any The Eumenides Sparknotes study, as it speaks to the foundational principles of
Western legal systems.
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The Reconciliation of Old and New

Aeschylus was a deeply conservative and religious poet, but he was also a product of the
progressive Athenian democracy. The play does not simply reject the old order in favor of the new.
Instead, it integrates the two. The Furies are not banished; they are given a home and a role. Their
power is acknowledged and channeled. This theme of reconciliation suggests that progress does not
require the complete destruction of the past. The old gods, the old fears, and the old instincts must
be respected and given a place within the new framework. This is a deeply subtle and sophisticated
message, and it is one of the reasons why The Eumenides continues to be studied and performed

today.

Gender and the Polis

The play is deeply concerned with gender roles and the place of women in society. The Furies are
female, and they represent an ancient, earth-bound, matriarchal principle. Apollo and Athena, while
Athena is female, side with the male and the father. Athena is a complicated figure in this regard:
she is a goddess, but she is born from Zeus alone, and she aligns herself with patriarchy. The
acquittal of Orestes can be seen as a triumph of the patriarchal polis over the older, matriarchal
claims



