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Aeschylus
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Sparknotes
Eumenides

Introduction
: The
Enduring
Power of
Aeschylus’s
Masterpiece

When we delve into the
a n c i e n t  r o o t s  o f
Western drama, few
w o r k s  s t a n d  a s
m o n u m e n t a l l y  a s
Aeschylus’s Oresteia.
This trilogy, the only

complete one to survive
from classical Athens,
i s  a  p r o f o u n d
exploration of justice,
vengeance, and the
e v o l u t i o n  o f
civilization. At the
heart of any serious
study of this work lies
the final play, The
E u m e n i d e s .  F o r
students and enthusiasts
alike, resources like a
dedicated Aeschylus
Oresteia Sparknotes
Eumenides guide are



i n v a l u a b l e  f o r
unpacking the dense
s y m b o l i s m  a n d
c o m p l e x  l e g a l
philosophy of the play.
This article serves as a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
companion, exploring
the entire trilogy with a
sharp focus on the
transformative finale,
ensuring you grasp why
t h i s  a n c i e n t  t e x t
remains a cornerstone
of literary education.

The Oresteia tells the
harrowing story of the
House of Atreus,  a
family cursed by a
cycle of bloodshed.
Agamemnon depicts the
king’s return from Troy
and his murder by his
wife, Clytemnestra.
The Libation Bearers
f o l l o w s  h i s  s o n ,
Orestes, as he avenges
his father by killing his

mother. And finally,
The Eumenides presents
t h e  t e r r i f y i n g
aftermath: Orestes is
hunted by the Furies
(the Erinyes), ancient
g o d d e s s e s  o f
vengeance, and must
s tand  t r ia l  for  h i s
matricide. It is this final
act of justice that truly
defines the trilogy. By
utilizing resources like
a  c o m p r e h e n s i v e
Aeschylus Oresteia
S p a r k n o t e s
Eumenides analysis,
w e  c a n  b e t t e r
a p p r e c i a t e  h o w
Aeschylus shifts the
n a r r a t i v e  f r o m
primitive blood-feud to
the establishment of a
d e m o c r a t i c  l e g a l
system.
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Understandi
ng the
Oresteia
Trilogy: A
Foundation
for the
Eumenides

To fully appreciate The
Eumenides, one must
first understand the
bloody groundwork laid
in the first two plays.
Aeschylus does not
write in a vacuum; he is
consciously creating a
mythological history
for the Athenian legal
system. The keyword
Aeschylus Oresteia
S p a r k n o t e s
Eumenides is often
searched by students
who need to connect
these dots across the

entire trilogy. Let’s
break it down.

Agamemnon: The
Justice of the
Blood Feud

The first play opens
w i t h  a  w a t c h m a n
spotting the beacon
signaling Troy’s fall.
King  Agamemnon
returns in triumph,
bringing with him the
prophetess Cassandra.
However, his wife,
Clytemnestra, has been
nursing a deep hatred
for him for ten years.
Her motive is twofold:
she is  grieving her
sacrificed daughter,
Iphigenia, and she has
t a k e n  a  l o v e r ,
Aegisthus. She murders
Agamemnon in his
bath, justifying it as
justice for his crime
against their child. This



establishes the play’s
central conflict: is her
act a justified revenge,
o r  a  n e w ,  e q u a l l y
terrible crime?

This play establishes a
world where justice is
personal, violent, and
cyclical. The Chorus of
old men is powerless;
they can only lament.
T h e r e  i s  n o  l e g a l
system, only the law of
retaliation. For any
student creating a study
guide, understanding
this pre-legal world is
critical. A search for
Aeschylus Oresteia
S p a r k n o t e s
Eumenides will often
lead to summaries that
highlight this transition
from private vengeance
to public justice.

The Libation
Bearers: The Cycle
Continues

Years later, Orestes
r e tu rn s  t o  Argos ,
commanded by Apollo
to avenge his father’s
murder. He meets his
s i s te r ,  E lec t ra ,  a t
Agamemnon’s tomb,
where they plot the
k i l l i n g s  o f
Cly temnes t ra  and
Aegisthus. Orestes kills
t h e m  b o t h ,  b u t
immediately  after
striking his mother, he
is seized by madness.
The Furies, chthonic
deities who punish kin-
murder, appear to him,
and he flees in terror.

This play is the fulcrum
of the trilogy. Orestes
is trapped between two
conflicting divine
commands: Apollo’s
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order to avenge his
father and the Furies’
demand that he pay for
his mother’s blood. It is
a moral  agony that
cannot be resolved
within the old system.
The play ends not with
resolution, but with
flight and pursuit. The
stage is set for the final
d r a m a t i c
transformation, which
is the core focus of any
g o o d  A e s c h y l u s
Oresteia Sparknotes
Eumenides analysis.

The
Eumenides:
The Birth of
Law and the
Transformat
ion of the

Furies

This is the play that
gives the trilogy its
ultimate meaning. The
title itself is ironic and
significant. Eumenides
means “The Kindly
Ones,” a euphemistic
name for the Furies.
The play charts the
transformation of these
horrific goddesses into
benevolent protectors
of the city. This is not
just  a  s tory;  i t  i s  a
foundational myth for
t h e  A t h e n i a n
Areopagus, a real court
that tried homicide
cases.

The Plot: From
Pursuit to Trial

The  p lay  opens  in
Delphi. Orestes has
purified himself at



Apollo’s temple, but the
Furies are closing in. A
pregnant Pythia (the
oracle) is terrified of
them. Apollo sends
Orestes to Athens,
escorted by Hermes, to
seek the protection of
the goddess Athena.
The Furies follow,
singing their famous
“Binding Song,”  a
terrifying chant that
seeks  t o  pa ra lyze
Orestes with fear.

The scene shifts to the
Acropolis in Athens.
Orestes  c lasps  the
a n c i e n t  s t a t u e  o f
Athena, begging for
judgment. The Furies
argue their case: they
are the ancient law, and
by killing his mother,
Orestes has violated the
deepest bond. Athena
a r r i v e s  a n d ,  i n  a
stunningly modern

move, refuses to judge
t h e  c a s e  h e r s e l f .
Instead, she establishes
a  c o u r t  o f  t w e l v e
Athenian citizens—the
first jury trial in history.
This is the central event
t h a t  a n y  s t u d y  o f
Aeschylus Oresteia
S p a r k n o t e s
E u m e n i d e s  m u s t
emphasize.

The Trial: A Clash
of Divine Laws

The trial is a legal and
philosophical debate.
The Furies prosecute.
T h e y  a r g u e  t h a t
Orestes ’ s  cr ime is
w o r s e  t h a n
Clytemnestra’s because
she killed a man who
w a s  n o t  a  b l o o d
relative, but he killed
his own mother. Apollo
d e f e n d s  O r e s t e s ,
making a remarkable
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argument  tha t  the
f a t h e r  i s  t h e  t r u e
parent, with the mother
merely a “nurse of the
seed . ”  Th i s  wa s  a
c o m m o n ,  t h o u g h
disputed, belief in
a n c i e n t  A t h e n s ,
attributed to thinkers
like Anaxagoras.

The votes of the human
jurors are tied. Athena,
the patron goddess of
Athens ,  c a s t s  t he
dec id ing  vo te  fo r
acquittal. She declares
that from now on, a tie
vote means acquittal (a
legal principle known
as the “Athena vote”).
She also states that she
i s  “a lways  for  the
male,” a line that has
generated  in tense
s c h o l a r l y  d e b a t e
regarding gender and
justice.

The
Transformation:
From Furies to
Eumenides

Orestes is free. But the
Furies are furious.
T h e y  h a v e  b e e n
defeated, and they
threaten to blight the
land of Athens with
infertility and plague.
Here, Aeschylus shows
his brilliance. Athena
does not banish them or
destroy them.  She
negotiates. She offers
them a new home in a
c a v e  b e n e a t h  t h e
A r e o p a g u s ,  a
permanent sanctuary in
the heart of Athens.
She promises them
honor, sacrifices, and a
central role in the city’s
welfare.

The Furies are slowly



persuaded. They accept
the offer. Their black
robes are replaced with
purple ones.  Their
terr ify ing song of
binding is transformed
into a blessing for the
city. They become the
Eumenides, the Kindly
Ones, who will ensure
the city’s prosperity,
fertility, and justice.
The trilogy ends with a
grand procession, a
celebration of the new
order where persuasion
a n d  l a w  r e p l a c e
v i o l e n c e  a n d
v e n g e a n c e .  T h i s
transformation is the
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
intellectual climax of
the Oresteia, and it is
the primary reason why
students turn to an
Aeschylus Oresteia
S p a r k n o t e s
Eumenides guide for
deeper insight.

Key Themes
and
Symbols in
the
Eumenides

T o  w r i t e  a  t r u l y
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
analysis ,  one must
move  beyond  p lo t
summary and explore
the thematic core. Here
are the essential themes
illuminated by a close
r e a d i n g  o f  T h e
Eumenides .

The Transition
from Vengeance to
Justice

This  is  the central
theme of the entire
trilogy. Agamemnon
a n d  T h e  L i b a t i o n
Bearers present a world
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of dikē  (justice) as
simple retaliation: an
eye for an eye. The
Eumenides replaces this
with a new model of
j u s t i c e  b a s e d  o n
rea soned  deba t e ,
evidence, and a verdict
delivered by a civic
b o d y .  T h e  F u r i e s
represent  the  o ld ,
instinctual, pre-rational
order. The court of the
Areopagus represents
the new, deliberative,
civic order. Aeschylus
is not simply saying
that the old gods are
wrong; he is showing
h o w  t h e y  m u s t  b e
i n t e g r a t e d  a n d
transformed into the
new  sy s t em.  Th i s
integration is the key to
a peaceful society.

The Role of

Persuasion
(Peitho)

Athena does not use
f o r c e  t o  c a l m  t h e
F u r i e s .  S h e  u s e s
persuasion. She speaks
to them with respect,
acknowledges their
power, and offers them
a valuable role. This is
a revolutionary idea.
The new justice system
cannot simply crush its
opponents; it must win
them over. This theme
of peitho (persuasion) is
f u n d a m e n t a l  t o
Athenian democracy.
The court is a place
where arguments are
heard and a decision is
r e a c h e d  t h r o u g h
speech, not swords. A
s t rong  Aeschylus
Oresteia Sparknotes
Eumenides entry will
always highlight this
shift from physical



coercion to verbal
persuasion.

Reconciliation and
Integration

The play does not end
with a victory of one
side over the other. It
e n d s  w i t h
reconciliation. The
F u r i e s  a r e  n o t
destroyed; they are
given a new home and a
new identity. They
become part of the city.
This symbolizes the
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
incorporating the past,
e v e n  i t s  d a r k  a n d
vengeful aspects, into a
healthy society. You
cannot simply repress
the Furies; you must
give them a seat at the
table. This theme of
reconciliation gives the
p lay  i t s  p rofound
psychological  and

polit ical  depth.

Gender and
Justice

A t h e n a ’ s  v o t e  i s
explicitly based on her
being “born from Zeus
alone, sprung from his
head . ”  She  has  no
mother. This is used to
s u p p o r t  A p o l l o ’ s
argument that the male
is the true parent. This
has  been  a  deep ly
controversial aspect of
t h e  p l a y .  D o e s
Aeschylus endorse this
patriarchal view, or is
he simply dramatizing a
contemporary belief?
Either way, the play
forces us to consider
how gender roles are
woven into the fabric
of justice. The Furies,
as female deities of
v e n g e a n c e ,  a r e
ultimately subdued by a
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female goddess who
sides with the male
principle. This complex
dynamic is a rich area
for analysis.

Why Use a
Sparknotes-
Style Guide
for the
Eumenides?

Given the  archaic
language, intricate
mythology, and deep
philosophical content,
reading The Eumenides
can be challenging. A
resource focusing on
Aeschylus Oresteia
S p a r k n o t e s
E u m e n i d e s  i s
immensely helpful for
several reasons.

Clarifying the
Mythological

Background:
The play
assumes the
audience knows
the stories of
Agamemnon,
Iphigenia, and
the curse of the
Atreidae. A
good
Sparknotes-style
guide provides
this essential
context clearly.
Explaining the
Legal and
Political
Context:
Understanding
the historical
Areopagus court
is crucial. A
guide will
explain how
Aeschylus’s play
is a political
myth justifying
the power of this
ancient council.



Analyzing
Symbolic
Imagery: The
Furies’ “Binding
Song,” the statue
of Athena, the
voting pebbles,
and the
procession at the
end are all dense
with meaning. A
structured

analysis helps
decode these
symbols.
Thematic
Breakdown: As
discussed above,
the themes of
justice,
persuasion, and
reconciliation
are complex


