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Aeschylus Eumenides Summary
Sparknotes

Introduction to Aeschylus' Eumenides and the
Oresteia

Aeschylus'  Eumenides  is  the  third  and  final  play  of  the  Oresteia,  the  only  surviving
trilogy from ancient Greek tragedy. Written in 458 BCE, this masterpiece explores the
transition  from  primitive  blood  vengeance  to  civilized  legal  justice.  For  students
seeking an Aeschylus Eumenides summary Sparknotes-style breakdown, the play
offers  a  dramatic  climax  to  the  story  of  Orestes,  who  murdered  his  mother
Clytemnestra  to  avenge his  father  Agamemnon.  The title  Eumenides  means "The
Kindly Ones," a euphemistic name for the Furies (Erinyes), the terrifying goddesses of
vengeance  who  pursue  Orestes  throughout  the  play.  This  article  provides  a



comprehensive,  naturally  flowing  analysis  of  the  plot,  characters,  themes,  and
significance of Eumenides, following the structure you would expect from a high-quality
study guide or summary resource like Sparknotes.

Context: The Oresteia Trilogy

Before diving into an Aeschylus Eumenides summary Sparknotes  readers will
appreciate,  it  is  essential  to  understand  the  events  that  lead  to  this  final  play.  The
Oresteia begins with Agamemnon,  where King Agamemnon returns home from the
Trojan War only to be murdered by his wife Clytemnestra and her lover Aegisthus. In
the second play, The Libation Bearers, Orestes, Agamemnon's son, returns to Argos
and avenges his father by killing Clytemnestra and Aegisthus. Immediately after the
matricide,  Orestes  is  haunted  by  the  Furies—ancient  goddesses  who  punish  kin-
murder.  Pursued  relentlessly,  Orestes  seeks  purification  and  guidance,  eventually
arriving at the temple of Apollo at Delphi. This sets the stage for Eumenides, where the
conflict between old and new forms of justice reaches its peak.
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Synopsis of Eumenides: The Trial of Orestes

The play opens at the Temple of Apollo in Delphi. The priestess, the Pythia, enters and
is horrified to find Orestes crouching as a suppliant, surrounded by the sleeping Furies.
Apollo has purified Orestes and instructs him to go to Athens to seek the protection of
the goddess Athena. Meanwhile, the ghost of Clytemnestra appears and rouses the
Furies from their sleep, urging them to continue their pursuit. The Furies, anguished by
Apollo's interference, swear to hunt Orestes forever.

The scene shifts to Athens, where Orestes has arrived at the temple of Athena. He
embraces an ancient statue of the goddess and begs for her judgment. The Furies
track him down and form a menacing chorus, demanding his punishment. They remind
the audience that their role is ancient and sacred—to enforce the curse of blood guilt
within families. Orestes argues that he acted under Apollo's orders and that his mother
had murdered his father, a crime that also demands vengeance.

Athena arrives and listens to both sides. Declaring that such a weighty case cannot be
decided by mortals alone, she establishes a court of law—the Areopagus—composed of
Athenian citizens.  This  is  the  first  murder  trial  in  Western  literature.  The trial  unfolds
with Apollo acting as Orestes' defense attorney, arguing that the father is the true



parent and the mother merely a nurse of the seed. The Furies counter that matricide is
the most heinous crime and must be avenged. Athena, as judge, casts the deciding
vote after the jury is split. She acquits Orestes, marking a historic shift from vengeance
to legal due process.

Orestes thanks Athena and returns to Argos, promising eternal friendship between
Argos and Athens. The Furies are initially furious, threatening to blight the land of
Athens.  But  Athena  pacifies  them  by  offering  them  a  new  home  and  honored  status
beneath the city. She renames them the Eumenides (the Kindly Ones), transforming
them from vengeful  spirits  into protective deities of  justice and fertility.  The play
concludes with a grand procession as the Eumenides are escorted to their new dwelling
place in a cave beneath the Areopagus, and blessings are invoked upon Athens.

Major Characters in Eumenides

Orestes – The son of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, pursued by the Furies for
matricide. He represents the individual caught between conflicting demands of
blood loyalty and divine law.
The Furies (Erinyes) – Ancient goddesses of vengeance who embody the old
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system of retributive justice. They are relentless, terrifying, and represent the
inescapable curse of bloodshed within a family.
Apollo – The god of prophecy and purification. He defends Orestes, arguing for
the primacy of the father and for rational, legal judgment over emotional
vengeance.
Athena – The goddess of wisdom and patron of Athens. She mediates the
conflict, establishes the court of the Areopagus, and ultimately persuades the
Furies to accept a new role as benefactors.
Clytemnestra's Ghost – Though not a major speaking role, her ghost spurs the
Furies to action, reminding the audience of the unresolved grief and horror of the
earlier plays.

Themes and Analysis from a Sparknotes
Perspective

An Aeschylus Eumenides summary Sparknotes guide would highlight several core
themes that make this play a cornerstone of Western literature. First is the transition
from blood feud to legal justice. The Oresteia dramatizes the painful evolution from



a  system  where  families  take  revenge  endlessly  to  one  where  a  community,
represented by a jury, determines guilt  and punishment. Athena’s founding of the
Areopagus symbolizes the birth of democratic justice in Athens.

Second, the role of gender and patriarchy is central. The Furies are female deities
of  matrilineal  vengeance,  while  Apollo  and  Athena  defend  the  patriarchal  order.
Apollo’s  argument  that  the  mother  is  merely  a  vessel  for  the  father’s  seed  reflects
Athenian gender politics. Athena herself, born from Zeus’s head, sides with the father.
The  play  resolves  the  conflict  by  integrating  the  female  powers  into  the  new
order—pacifying  them  rather  than  annihilating  them.

Third, the nature of justice is explored from multiple perspectives. Is justice about
punishing every crime, or can it be tempered by mercy and persuasion? The trial of
Orestes does not end with his punishment but with his acquittal and the transformation
of the Furies into benevolent spirits. This suggests that true justice requires dialogue,
compromise, and the inclusion of opposing forces.

Finally, civilization versus primitive instinct is a constant undercurrent. The Furies
represent raw, instinctual vengeance that threatens to tear society apart. Athena and
Apollo represent rationality, order, and the promise of civic harmony. By persuading
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the Furies to accept a home beneath Athens, the play argues that civilization must
integrate its darker impulses rather than suppress them completely.

Structure and Dramatic Techniques

Aeschylus uses several dramatic devices that a Sparknotes summary of Eumenides
should  note.  The  chorus  of  Furies  is  one  of  the  most  memorable  in  Greek
tragedy—their  chants  are  hypnotic,  threatening,  and  filled  with  ancient  ritual  curses.
The trial scene is an innovation: a formal legal debate with witnesses (Apollo) and a
judge (Athena). The climax of the play leans less on physical action and more on
rhetoric  and  persuasion.  The  final  procession,  where  the  Furies  are  led  to  their  new
home,  is  a  spectacular  example of  spectacle  and ritual,  perhaps reflecting the actual
Athenian festival of the Panathenaea.

Importance of the Eumenides in the Oresteia

Without Eumenides, the Oresteia would remain a dark tale of revenge upon revenge.
The third play provides resolution—not by killing the Furies, but by transforming them.



Aeschylus suggests that justice must evolve; it cannot remain static. This message
resonated deeply with Athenian audiences, who saw their own legal reforms reflected
in the myth. For modern readers, the play remains a profound meditation on how
societies handle guilt, punishment, and reconciliation.

Connections to Modern Society

Many  elements  of  Eumenides  feel  surprisingly  contemporary.  Debates  about
restorative justice versus retributive justice echo the Furies' demand for punishment
versus Athena's offer of a new role. The idea of a trial by jury, with the goddess casting
the deciding vote, reminds us of the fragile balance in legal systems. The play also
raises questions about the relationship between religion, law, and gender—topics still
hotly debated today.

How to Use This Summary for Study

If you are reading this as a student seeking an Aeschylus Eumenides summary
Sparknotes equivalent, consider using the following approach: First, read the play
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itself to appreciate the poetic power of Aeschylus' language. Then use the summaries
and analysis  above to  track the main plot  points  and character  motivations.  Pay
attention to the choral odes, as they provide a window into the emotional and moral
landscape  of  the  play.  Finally,  reflect  on  how  the  Oresteia  as  a  whole  changes  your
understanding of justice. For deeper study, examine commentaries on the legal and
political context of 5th-century Athens, as Aeschylus was likely referencing the recent
democratic reforms of Ephialtes.

Conclusion

Aeschylus' Eumenides is much more than a conclusion to a trilogy—it is a foundational
text for Western ideas of justice, democracy, and the rule of law. This Aeschylus
Eumenides  summary  Sparknotes-style  analysis  has  attempted  to  capture  the
essential  narrative, characters, and themes in an engaging, readable manner. The
play's  resolution,  where vengeance is  replaced by a  trial  and the Furies  become
protectors, offers a hopeful vision: that even the most ancient conflicts can be resolved
through wisdom, persuasion, and the creation of new institutions. Whether you are
studying for an exam, writing a paper, or simply exploring Greek tragedy, Eumenides
rewards careful reading with timeless insights into the human condition.


