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UNDERSTANDING EURIPIDES’ HIPPOLYTUS: A COMPREHENSIVE SPARKNOTES
GUIDE

Euripides’ Hippolytus remains one of the most powerful and unsettling tragedies to survive from
ancient Athens. First performed in 428 BCE, the play dramatizes the catastrophic collision between
chastity, passion, divine vengeance, and human frailty. For students encountering this work for the
first time, a Sparknotes Hippolytus analysis provides an essential gateway into its layered meanings.
This  article  offers  a  thorough,  nuanced exploration of  the play—covering plot,  characters,  themes,
symbols, and study strategies—so that you can approach it with confidence and insight.
Whether you are preparing for an exam, writing a critical essay, or simply seeking to understand
why this tragedy has endured for millennia, this guide will serve as a reliable companion. We will
move beyond surface-level summary to examine the psychological depth and structural brilliance
that make Hippolytus a masterpiece of Western drama.

HISTORICAL AND DRAMATIC CONTEXT

To fully appreciate a Sparknotes Hippolytus breakdown, it helps to know the circumstances of the
play’s creation. Euripides was a radical innovator, often skeptical of traditional religion and heroic
ideals.  Hippolytus  won first prize at the City Dionysia,  a testament to its contemporary resonance.
The play is based on a myth that had been treated by other playwrights, but Euripides’ version is
distinctive for its psychological realism and its sympathetic portrayal of Phaedra, the woman whose
illicit desire sets the tragedy in motion.
The play is set in Troezen, a coastal city in the Peloponnese, and unfolds before the royal palace.
The action spans a single day, adhering to the classical unities of time, place, and action. This tight
structure amplifies the sense of inevitability that pervades the drama.

FULL PLOT SUMMARY: A STEP-BY-STEP BREAKDOWN

Prologue: The Goddess Aphrodite Sets the
Stage
The play opens with a prologue delivered by Aphrodite, the goddess of love. She announces that she
is angered by Hippolytus, the son of Theseus, because he has rejected marriage and sexual love,

choosing instead to worship the virgin goddess Artemis exclusively. Aphrodite declares that she will
punish Hippolytus by causing his stepmother, Phaedra, to fall desperately in love with him. This
divine  prologue  establishes  that  the  tragedy  is  not  merely  a  human  error  but  a  cosmic  conflict
between  two  powerful  deities.

Parodos: The Chorus and the Hunt
Hippolytus enters with a band of hunters, singing a hymn to Artemis. He places a garland in her
shrine, celebrating his purity and devotion. An old servant warns him to show respect to Aphrodite
as well,  but Hippolytus dismisses the advice,  asserting his right to choose his own gods.  This
moment  of  hubris  is  the  first  clear  sign  of  his  fatal  flaw:  an  uncompromising,  even  arrogant,
chastity.

Phaedra’s Agony: The Nurse’s Intervention
Inside the palace, Phaedra is suffering terribly. She is consumed by a passion for Hippolytus that she
knows is shameful. The Chorus of Troezenian women tries to comfort her, but Phaedra is tormented
by guilt and physical longing. Her nurse, a pragmatic and loyal servant, presses her to reveal the
source of her distress. After much resistance, Phaedra confesses her love for Hippolytus. The nurse,
horrified  but  desperate  to  save  her  mistress,  devises  a  plan:  she  will  approach  Hippolytus  on
Phaedra’s  behalf  and  persuade  him  to  reciprocate.

The Confrontation: Hippolytus’ Rage
The nurse approaches Hippolytus and tells him of Phaedra’s love. His reaction is one of utter disgust
and fury. He unleashes a misogynistic tirade against women, condemning them as corrupt and
dangerous. He vows to remain silent about what he has learned out of a sense of honor but makes
his contempt painfully clear. Phaedra, overhearing this, is devastated. She feels betrayed by her
nurse and humiliated beyond endurance. As a woman of high status and strict moral principles, she
sees only one way out: death. But before she dies, she decides to punish Hippolytus for his cruelty.
She writes a letter accusing him of raping her, then hangs herself.
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Theseus’ Return and the Curse
Theseus,  Phaedra’s  husband and  Hippolytus’  father,  returns  home to  find  his  wife  dead.  He  reads
her letter and is enraged. Without questioning its truth, he curses Hippolytus, calling upon Poseidon
to destroy him. Theseus sentences his son to exile. Hippolytus protests his innocence but refuses to
break his oath of silence. He leaves Troezen, heartbroken and misunderstood.

The Messenger’s Report: Hippolytus’
Death
A messenger arrives to tell Theseus that Hippolytus is dying. As he drove his chariot along the shore,
a bull rose from the sea, sent by Poseidon in response to Theseus’ curse. The horses panicked, and
Hippolytus was dragged across the rocks, mangled and broken. Even as he hears this, Theseus does
not relent, still believing in Phaedra’s accusation.

The Final Scene: Artemis Reveals the
Truth
The  goddess  Artemis  appears,  bringing  divine  clarity.  She  tells  Theseus  the  truth:  Phaedra’s
accusation was a lie, and Hippolytus was innocent. Theseus is stricken with grief. Hippolytus is
carried  in,  dying,  but  he  forgives  his  father  before  he  dies.  The  play  ends  with  a  poignant
reconciliation, but Artemis departs, reminding the audience that she cannot remain in the presence
of death. The tragedy is complete: a family destroyed by pride, secrecy, and the ruthless will of the
gods.

MAJOR CHARACTERS AND THEIR ARCS

Hippolytus: The Pure and the Rigid
Hippolytus is a study in extremes. He is virtuous, athletic, and devout, but his devotion to Artemis
is exclusive and contemptuous of Aphrodite. His refusal to acknowledge love or sexuality stems not
from moral conviction alone but from a deep-seated fear and disdain for the physical, especially the
female. His misogyny is shocking to modern readers, but Euripides presents it as an integral part of
his character flaw. Hippolytus is not evil—he is pure, but purity without humility becomes a form of
arrogance. His death is tragic precisely because he is fundamentally good, yet his inflexibility makes
him complicit in his own downfall.

Phaedra: The Silent Sufferer
Phaedra is one of Euripides’ most complex female characters. She is not a villain but a victim of
forces beyond her control:  Aphrodite’s  curse and her own rigid sense of  honor.  She struggles
mightily against her passion, choosing to starve herself  rather than act on it.  When her nurse
betrays her secret, Phaedra feels stripped of all dignity. Her decision to accuse Hippolytus is a
desperate  act  of  revenge  born  of  shame and  rage.  She  is  neither  fully  innocent  nor  wholly
guilty—she is a tragic figure caught between divine compulsion and human morality.

Theseus: The Flawed King
Theseus is a classic example of hamartia—the tragic error. He is a great hero, but his pride and
quick temper lead him to curse his own son without investigation. His refusal to listen to Hippolytus’
defense is a failure of justice. Theseus embodies the danger of certainty; he is so sure of his wife’s
virtue and his son’s guilt that he destroys his own family. His final grief is genuine, but it comes too
late.

Aphrodite and Artemis: Divine Antagonists
The two goddesses represent opposing forces in human life: love and chastity, passion and purity.
Neither is presented as wholly good. Aphrodite is vengeful and petty, using Phaedra as a mere
instrument. Artemis is sympathetic but distant; she cannot save Hippolytus, only mourn him. The
gods, in this play, are not moral guides but amoral powers. This skeptical view of divinity was
characteristic of Euripides and adds a layer of philosophical depth to the tragedy.

KEY THEMES IN HIPPOLYTUS

Passion Versus Chastity
The central conflict of the play is between the forces of eros (passion) and sophrosyne (self-control).
Phaedra is destroyed by uncontrolled passion; Hippolytus is destroyed by the absence of it. The play
suggests that balance is essential. Extreme devotion to one force at the expense of the other leads
to catastrophe.  This  theme is  still  relevant  today,  as we grapple with questions about desire,
repression, and mental health.

The Limitations of Human Knowledge
Every character in the play acts based on incomplete or false information. Theseus believes the
letter. Hippolytus believes his silence is honorable. Phaedra believes death is her only escape. The
audience, however, knows the full truth from the prologue. This dramatic irony creates a painful
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sense of watching a car crash in slow motion. Euripides underscores how easily humans misjudge
and how costly those misjudgments can be.

Misogyny and the Status of Women
Hippolytus’ speech condemning women is one of the most notorious passages in Greek tragedy. Yet
Euripides does not endorse this view—he exposes it. Phaedra, by contrast, is shown as a woman of
dignity and agency, trapped by social expectations. The play critiques a culture that blames women
for  male  desire  and  punishes  them  for  expressing  their  own.  This  theme  offers  rich  material  for
contemporary  analysis.

Honor and Reputation
Phaedra’s overriding concern is to protect her reputation and that of her children. Hippolytus is
equally concerned with his honor as a chaste devotee. Theseus is obsessed with his honor as a
wronged husband. The pursuit of honor motivates every major decision in the play, and it is the very
thing that leads to ruin. Euripides seems to ask: is honor worth dying—or killing—for?

SYMBOLS AND MOTIFS

The Bull from the Sea: This monstrous creature, sent by Poseidon, symbolizes the

destructive power of nature and divine wrath. It is the physical manifestation of the curse and
of the uncontrollable forces that human beings cannot tame.
The Garland: Hippolytus’ garland, dedicated to Artemis, symbolizes his purity and his
exclusive devotion. When he is destroyed, the garland is trampled—a symbol of the fragility of
virtue in a hostile world.
Letters and Secrecy: Phaedra’s letter is a powerful symbol of deception and the written
word’s ability to distort truth. The secret of her love and Hippolytus’ oath of silence drive the
entire plot. Euripides repeatedly shows how secrecy corrupts relationships.
Light and Darkness: The play moves from the bright, outdoor space of Hippolytus’ hunting
to the dark, interior space of Phaedra’s sickroom. This spatial contrast mirrors the thematic
clash between openness and concealment, life and death.

STUDY QUESTIONS AND ESSAY TIPS

Who is more responsible for the tragedy: Aphrodite, Phaedra, or Hippolytus?1.
Consider the role of divine intervention versus human choice.
How does Euripides use dramatic irony in the play? What effect does it have on the2.
audience’s experience?
Analyze Hippolytus’ misogyny. Is he a villain, a victim, or both? How does the play3.
complicate our judgment of him?
Examine the role4.


