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Euripides’ Hippolytus
stands as one of the
most psychologically
complex and
emotionally

devastating tragedies
to survive from ancient
Athens. For students,
theater enthusiasts,
and lovers of classical
literature, the play
offers a rich tapestry of
themes including
forbidden desire, the

conflict between
reason and passion,
and the cruel caprice
of the gods. A thorough
Euripides Hippolytus
Sparknotes analysis
can illuminate the
intricate layers of this
masterpiece, helping
readers appreciate
both its historical
context and its
timeless resonance.
This guide provides a
complete breakdown of
the play, covering plot,
characters, themes,
symbols, and study
strategies to deepen
your understanding.

First performed in 428
BCE, Hippolytus won
first prize at the City
Dionysia, a testament


https://everybodystreet.com/

to Euripides' innovative
storytelling. The play
reimagines a myth that
had been treated by
other dramatists, but
Euripides brought a
fresh psychological
realism to the
characters, especially
the tragic figure of
Phaedra. For anyone
seeking a reliable
Euripides Hippolytus
Sparknotes resource,
this article serves as a
detailed companion,
offering insights that
go beyond simple
summary to explore
the play’'s enduring
power.

BACKGROUND AND
CONTEXT OF THE
PLAY

Euripides wrote during
the Golden Age of
Athens, a period of

great intellectual
ferment and political
turmoil. His works
often challenged

conventional morality
and questioned the
nature of the gods.
Hippolytus is no
exception. The play
presents a universe
where divine whims
drive human suffering,
yet the characters are
portrayed with such
psychological depth
that their choices feel
terrifyingly human.

The myth of Hippolytus
existed long before
Euripides. In earlier
versions, the story was
more straightforward:
a stepmother’s false
accusation leads to a
young man’s death.
However, Euripides
transformed the
narrative by giving
voice to Phaedra’s
inner conflict, making
her a sympathetic
figure rather than a
mere villain. This
innovation is a key
reason why any
Euripides Hippolytus
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Sparknotes study
emphasizes the
complexity of its
characters.

COMPREHENSIVE
PLOT SUMMARY

For those using a
Euripides Hippolytus
Sparknotes approach,
understanding the plot
sequence is essential.
The play opens with a
prologue delivered by
Aphrodite, the goddess
of love. She announces
her anger at
Hippolytus, the
illegitimate son of
Theseus, king of
Athens. Hippolytus has
devoted himself
entirely to the virgin
goddess Artemis,
rejecting love,
marriage, and sexual
pleasure. This personal
slight infuriates
Aphrodite, and she
vows to destroy him.

Aphrodite’s plan is
cunning. She causes

Phaedra, Theseus’ wife
and Hippolytus’
stepmother, to fall
desperately in love
with her stepson.
Phaedra is horrified by
her own passion, but
she cannot escape it.
She wastes away in
silence, refusing to eat
or speak, consumed by
shame.

Pharadra’s old Nurse,
concerned for her
mistress’s life,
eventually forces the
secret out of her. The
Nurse, believing she is
acting in Phaedra’s
best interest,
approaches Hippolytus
and tells him of
Phaedra’s love.
Hippolytus reacts with
violent disgust. He
delivers a harsh,
misogynistic tirade
against all women,
leaving Phaedra
humiliated and terrified
that he will reveal her
secret to Theseus.



In her despair and fear
of public dishonor,
Phaedra takes her own
life. But before she
dies, she writes a letter
accusing Hippolytus of
raping her. Theseus
returns to find his wife
dead and the letter in
her hand. Overcome
with grief and rage, he
curses his son, calling
upon his own father,
Poseidon, to destroy
Hippolytus.

The curse takes effect
as Hippolytus drives
his chariot along the
seashore. A monstrous
bull emerges from the
waves, causing the
horses to panic.
Hippolytus is dragged
to his death over the
rocks. He is brought
back to the palace,
broken and dying.
Artemis appears at the
end, revealing the
truth to Theseus. The
god and father are
reconciled in grief, but

the damage is done.
Hippolytus dies
forgiving his father,
and the play concludes
with a sense of
profound, unearned
suffering.

IN-DEPTH
CHARACTER
ANALYSIS

A meaningful Euripides
Hippolytus Sparknotes
analysis must delve
into the key figures,
each of whom
represents a different
facet of human nature
and divine influence.

Hippolytu
S

Hippolytus is a young
man of absolute
devotion and rigid
purity. He worships
Artemis, the goddess
of the hunt and
chastity, and rejects

4 Euripides Hippolytus Sparknotes 2023-11-24



Euripides Hippolytus Sparknotes 5

the physicality of love.
His virtue, however, is
tinged with arrogance
and a lack of
compassion. He
condemns others who
do not share his
ascetic ideals, and his
harsh reaction to
Phaedra’s confession
sets the tragedy in
motion. Hippolytus is
not a simple innocent;
his flaws of pride and
misogyny contribute to
his downfall. This
complexity makes him
a fascinating subject
for any Euripides
Hippolytus Sparknotes
study.

Phaedra

Phaedra is perhaps the
most psychologically
intricate character in
the play. She is a
woman of high moral
standards who is
horrified by the passion
she cannot control. She

struggles valiantly to
suppress her love for
Hippolytus, choosing to
starve herself rather
than act on her
desires. Euripides
portrays her not as a
villainess but as a
victim of divine cruelty
and her own
compromised virtue.
Her decision to write
the false letter is an
act of desperation,
driven by the fear of
shame and the loss of
her reputation. For
students using
Euripides Hippolytus
Sparknotes,
understanding
Phaedra’s internal
battle is crucial to
grasping the play’s
tragic depth.

Theseus

Theseus, the great
Athenian hero, appears
in this play as a man of
action and temper. He



is quick to anger and
slow to reason. When
he discovers Phaedra’s
body and the accusing
note, he does not
pause to question his
son. Instead, he hurls a
curse that he cannot
take back. Theseus
represents the dangers
of rash judgment and
the limitations of
human understanding.
His eventual
reconciliation with
Hippolytus comes too
late, underscoring the
play’s theme of
irreversible
consequences.

Aphrodite
and
Artemis

The gods in Hippolytus
are not benign.
Aphrodite and Artemis
treat humans as pawns

in their personal feud.
Aphrodite is vengeful
and manipulative,
while Artemis, though
sympathetic to
Hippolytus, does
nothing to prevent his
suffering until it is too
late. The divine
perspective in the play
is cold and detached,
raising profound
questions about justice
and mercy. A
thoughtful Euripides
Hippolytus Sparknotes
analysis often
highlights the role of
the gods as a critique
of traditional Greek
religion.

The
Nurse

The Nurse is a well-
meaning but misguided
servant. She loves
Phaedra and wants to
save her, but her
decision to reveal the
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secret to Hippolytus is
catastrophic. The
Nurse represents the
human tendency to
interfere in matters
beyond our control,
with disastrous results.

MAJOR THEMES IN
HIPPOLYTUS

Identifying the central
themes is a key part of
any Euripides
Hippolytus Sparknotes
guide. These themes
are interwoven
throughout the play
and contribute to its
lasting impact.

Forbidde
n Love
and
Desire

The most obvious
theme is the
destructive power of

forbidden passion.
Phaedra’s love for her
stepson is socially and
morally unacceptable,
and the play explores
the psychological
torture that such desire
can inflict. Euripides
does not condemn
Phaedra; instead, he
shows how divine
forces can twist human
emotions.

Chastity
and
Misogyny

Hippolytus’ extreme
devotion to chastity is
presented as a virtue,
but the play also
critiques his misogyny.
His tirade against
women reveals a deep-
seated fear and hatred
that dehumanizes an
entire gender. The play
seems to suggest that



extreme purity,
divorced from
empathy, can be just
as harmful as
unrestrained passion.

Divine
Cruelty
and
Human
Suffering

The gods in Hippolytus
are capricious and
vengeful. They use
humans to settle their
own scores. This theme
raises unsettling
guestions about the
meaning of suffering
and the existence of
cosmic justice. For
many readers, this is
the most troubling and
thought-provoking
aspect of the tragedy.

Rumor,
Reputatio
n, and
Silence

Phaedra’s horror of
scandal and her
determination to
protect her reputation
drive much of the plot.
The play examines how
the fear of public
shame can lead to
desperate acts.
Silence, too, plays a
crucial role: Phaedra’s
initial silence, the
Nurse's breaking of

confidence, and
Theseus' refusal to
listen all contribute to
the tragedy.
SYMBOLS AND
MOTIFS

A detailed Euripides
Hippolytus Sparknotes
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destructive
release of
chaotic forces.
The Bull from
the Sea: The
monstrous bull
sent by Poseidon
is a potent
symbol of divine
wrath and the
intrusion of the
irrational into the
ordered world.

e The Letter
(Tablet):

analysis should also Phaedra’s written
consider the play’s rich accusation is a
use of symbols. symbol of silence
turned into
. HOFS?S a.nd deceit. Itis a
Charlots. . static,
Hippolytus is unchangeable
associated with object that
horses, . . condemns
representing his Hippolytus
athletic, without the
untamed nature possibility of
and his control. defense
The chariot crash « Hunting:
that kills him Hippolytus
symbolizes the spends his time
loss of that hunting with
control and the Artemis, an

activity that
represents his
rejection of
domestic life and
civic
responsibility.

LITERARY DEVICES
AND STRUCTURE

Euripides employs
several structural and
rhetorical devices that
a comprehensive
Euripides Hippolytus



Sparknotes
should note.
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guide

e Prologue by a
Deity
(Aphrodite):
This device sets
the plot in
motion and
establishes the
audience’s
knowledge of the
divine scheme,
creating
dramatic irony.
Deus ex
Machina: The
appearance of
Artemis at the
end serves as a
divine resolution,
but it also
highlights the
failure of human
justice. Itis a
classic
Euripidean twist.
Stichomythia:
Rapid, one-line
exchanges
between
characters,
especially in the

confrontation
between
Hippolytus and
Phaedra,
heighten tension
and reveal
character
conflict.
Monologue and
Soliloquy:
Phaedra’s inner
turmoil is
expressed in
powerful
monologues that
explore her
psychological
state in depth.

STUDY TIPS AND
DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS

For students seeking to
deepen their
engagement with the
text, here are some
practical suggestions
and questions that
align with a typical
Euripides Hippolytus
Sparknotes resource.

Euripides Hippolyt

us Sparknotes 2023-11-24



Euripides Hippolytus Sparknotes 11

Tips for
Reading
and
Analyzing

1. Read the play
twice. The first
reading builds
familiarity with
the plot; the

11

second allows
you to focus on
language,
imagery, and
character
motivation.

. Pay close

attention to
the prologue.
Aphrodite’s
speech frames
the entire
tragedy and
reveals the gods’
perspective



