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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this lesson, you will be able to :

* Know about the Greek tragedy, "Sophocles"

» Have a broad understanding of his works.

» Narrate the story of the play, "Oedipus the King"

» Understand and discus the themes that occur inipedhe king'.

INTRODUCTION

Oedipus the King is an Athenian tragedy by Soplsttiat was first performed
c. 429 BC. It was the second of Sophocles' thregeld@n plays to be produced, but
it comes first in the internal chronology, followbg Oedipus at Colonus and then
Antigone. Over the centuries, it has come to bewndsgd by many as the Greek
tragedy par excellence.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sophocles was the second of the three ancient Grag&dians whose worl
has survived. His first plays were written latesrithose of Aeschylus and earliger
than those of Euripides. According to Suda, a tetitury encyclopedia, Sophoclgs
wrote 123 plays during the course of his life, buty seven have survived in p

DRAMA 1



Oedipus the King-Sophocles

2 DRAMA

complete form: Ajax, Antigone, Trachinian Women,dipais the King, Electra,
Philoctetes and Oedipus at Colonus. For almosteadsy Sophocles was the most-
feted playwright in the dramatic competitions oé ttity-state of Athens that took
place during the religious festivals of the Lenasa the Dionysia. Sophocles
competed in around 30 competitions; he won perf2@psind was never judged
lower than second place; in comparison, Aeschylas W4 competitions and was
defeated by Sophocles at times, while Euripides vemty 4 competitions.
Sophocles' fame and many works earned him a coateéhe surface of Mercury
named after him.

The most famous of Sophocles' tragedies are thoseeming Oedipus and
Antigone: these are often known as the Theban plalfsough each play was
actually a part of different tetralogy, the otheembers of which are now lost.
Sophocles influenced the development of the drammst importantly by adding a
third actor and thereby reducing the importancthefchorus in the presentation of
the plot. He also developed his characters to atgreextent than earlier
playwrights such as Aeschylus.

Life

Sophocles, the son of Sophilos, was a wealthy mewftt@e rural tribe, small
community of Colonus Hippius in Attica, which woulater become a setting for
one of his plays, and he was probably born there biith took place a few years
before the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC: the exaar is unclear, although 497/6
is perhaps most likely. Sophocles' first artistiarhph was in 468 BC, when he
took first prize in the Dionysia theatre competitiover the reigning master of
Athenian drama, Aeschylus. According to Plutarah ifctory came under unusual
circumstances. Instead of following the custom bbasing judges by lot, the
archon asked Cimon and the other strategic prasemcide the champior of the
contest. Plutarch further contends that Aeschybas deft for Sicily following this
loss to Sophocles. Although Plutarch says thatwlais Sophocles' first production,
it is now thought that this is an embellishmenttioé truth and that his first
production was most likely in 470 BC. Triptolemuasaprobably one of the plays
that Sophocles presented at this festival.

Sophocles became a man of importance in the pbhlls of Athens as well as
in the theatres. At the age of 16, he was choséatbthe eulogy, a choral chant to
a god, celebrating the decisive Greek sea victogr the Persians at the Battle of
Salamis. The rather insufficient information ab&aphocles' civic life implies he
was a well-liked man who participated in activitiés society and showed
remarkable artistic ability. He was also elected cere often strategic, high
executive officials that commanded the armed foremss a junior colleague of
Pericles. Sophocles was born extremely wealthy arab highly educated
throughout his entire life. Early in his caree tholitician Cimon might have been



one of his patrons, although if he was there waslinwill borne by Pericles,
Cimon's rival, when Cimon was ostracized in 4611B@43/2 he served as one of
the Hellenotamiai, or treasurers of Athena, helgimgnanage the finances of the
city during the political ascendancy of Periclescérding to the Vita Sophoclis he
served as a general in the Athenian campaign adaaisos, which had revolted in
441 BC; he was supposed to have been elected tposisas the result of hig
production of Antigone.

In 420 he welcomed and set up an altar for the entdgisclepius at his housq
when the deity was introduced to Athens. For tleswas given the posthumoy
epithet Dexion by the Athenians. He was also etkdte413 BC, to be one of th
commissioners crafting a response to the catastraj@struction of the Atheniar
expeditionary force in Sicily during the Peloponaaswar.

(U wn -

Sophocles died at the age of ninety or ninety-onthé winter of 406/5 BC,

having seen within his lifetime both the Greeknrph in the Persian Wars and the

terrible bloodletting of the Peloponnesian War. vigh many famous men ir
classical antiquity, Sophocles' death inspired mlmer of apocryphal stories about
the cause. Perhaps the most famous is the suggésabhe died from the strain g
trying to recite a long sentence from his Antigevithout pausing to take a breath.
Another account suggests he choked while eatingegrat the Anthesteria festiv

in Athens. A third account holds that he died opfiaess after winning his fin;il
victory at the City Dionysia. A few months latengetcomic poet wrote this eulogy
in his play titled The Muses: "Blessed is Sophqaldso had a long life, was a man

—h

both happy and talented, and the writer of manydgoagedies; and he ended his

life well without suffering any misfortune.” This somewhat ironic, for according
to some accounts his sons tried to have him detiacompetent near the end of
his life; he is said to have refuted their changeaourt by reading from his as yet
unproduced Oedipus at Colonus. One of his son$olppand a grandson, algo
called Sophocles, both followed in his footstepbd¢oome playwrights.

Works and Legacy

Among Sophocles' earliest innovations was the mohddf a third actor, which
further reduced the role of the chorus and cregtedter opportunity for character
development and discord between characters. Aasswho dominated Athenian
play righting during Sophocles' career, followed and adopted the third characte
into his own work towards the end of his life. Aoige credits Sophocles with thg
introduction of skiagophia, or scenery-paintingwtis not until after the death qf
the old master Aeschylus in 456 BC that Sophoclesaime the prominent
playwright in Athens.

Thereafter, Sophocles emerged victorious in drametimpetitions at 18
Dionysia and 6 Lenaia festivals. In addition todmations in dramatic structurg

Sophocles' work is also known for its deeper dguwmlent of characters than earliger
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Ajax focuses on the proud hero of the Trojan Waalamonian Ajax, who is
driven to treachery and eventually suicide. Ajaxcdmes gravely upset when
Achilles' armor is presented to Odysseus insteaklirogelf. Despite their enmity
toward him, Odysseus persuades the kings MeneladsAgamemnon to grant
Ajax a proper burial.

The Trachiniae (named for the Trachinian women wiake up the chorus)
dramatizes Deianeira’'s accidentally killing Herackdter he had completed his
famous twelve labours. Tricked into thinking itadove charm, Deianeira applies
poison to an article of Heracles' clothing; thissponed robe causes Heracles to die
an tormenting death. Upon learning the truth, Deil@ncommits suicide.

Electra Corresponds roughly to the plot of Aeschyluibation Bearers. It
details how Electra and Orestes' avenge their faffgamemnon's murder by
Clytemnestra and Aegisthus.

Philoctetes retells the story of Philoctetes, athar who had been forlorn on
Lemnbs by the rest of the Greek armada while onniéng to Troy. After learning
that they cannot win the Trojan War without Phiktes' bow, the Greeks send
Odysseus and Neoptolemus to retrieve him; due ¢oGheeks' earlier treason,
however, Philcctetes refuses to rejoin the armyislbnly Heracles' intimately
machina appearance that persuades PhiloctetesttoTgoy.

OEDIPUS THE KING

Plot

The myth of Oedipus takes place before the opestege of the play. In his
youth, Laius was a guest of King Pelops of Elisd dmecame the tutor of
Chrysippus, youngest of the king's sons, in chaactng. He then breached the
sacred laws of comradeship by seizure and rapimysiiipus, who according to
some versions killed himself in shame. This castomm over him and his
descendants.

The protagonist of the tragedy is the son of Kiragus and Queen Jocasta of
Thebes. After Laius learns from an oracle thatishéoomed to perish by the hand
of his own son”, he tightly binds the feet of théant Oedipus together with a pin
and orders Jocasta to kill the infant. Hesitandtoso, she orders a servant to
commit the act for her. Instead, the servant thkdyy Oedipus to a mountain top to
die from exposure. A shepherd rescues the infadtreames him Oedipus. The
shepherd carries the baby with him to Corinth, wh@edipus is taken in and raised
in the court of the childless King Polybus of Cdhias if he were his own.

As a young man in Corinth, Oedipus hears a rumbat he is not the
biological son of Polybus and his wife Merope. Wi@edipus questions the King
and Queen, they deny it, but, still suspiciousakks the Delphic Oracle who his



parents really are. The Oracle seems to ignorajtiestion, telling him instead tha

he is destined to "Mate with his own mother, anddéith his own hands the

blood of his own procreator”. Desperate to avosl foretold fate, Oedipus leavg
Corinth in the belief that Polybus and Merope agkeed his true parents and th
once away from them, he will never harm them.

On the road to Thebes, he meets Laius, his trixefalnaware of each other
identities, they quarrel over whose chariot haktrgf-way. King Laius moves td
strike the disdainful youth with his sceptre, bdipus throws him down from th
chariot and kills him, thus fulfilling part of tharacle's apocalypse. He kills all bt

one of the other men. Shortly after, he solvesrithéle of the Sphinx, which has

baffled many a diviner: "What is the creature tloat legs in the morning, two leg
at noon, and three in the evening?"

To this Oedipus replies, "Man", who crawls on alufs as an infant, walkj
upright later, and needs a walking stick in old,am®d the wacky enigma throw
herself off the Cliffside. Oedipus's reward foreireg the kingdom of Thebes fron
her curse is the kingship and the hand of QueendgewJocasta, his biologica
mother. The apocalypse is thus fulfilled, althougine of the main charactej
know it.

ACTION OF THE PLAY

A priest and the chorus of Thebans arrive at thacpato call upon their King
Oedipus, to aid them with the contagion. Oedipussent his brother-in-law Creo
to ask help of the oracle at Delphi, and he retatnthat moment. Creon says tf
contagion is the result of religious pollution, sad because the murderer of th
former King, Laius, had never been caught. Oedymysgs to find the murderer an
curses him for the contagion that he has caused.

Oedipus summons the blind prophet Tiresias for.N&lpen Tiresias arrives h
claims to know the answers to Oedipus's questibusrefuses to speak, instea
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telling Oedipus to relinquish his search. Oedimignraged by Tiresias's refus
and says the prophet must be deceitful in the muidé&uriate, Tiresias tells th

king that Oedipus himself is the murderer. Oedigaisnot see how this could be,

and concludes that the prophet must have beengfiaiy Creon in an attempt t
undermine him. The two argue fervently and evehtuBtesias leaves, mumblin

darkly that when the murderer is discovered hel $legah native citizen of Thebes;

brother and father to his own children; and sontaumgband to his own mother.

Creon arrives to face Oedipus's asseverations.Kling demands that Creo
be executed, however the chorus convince him t&€tebn live. Oedipus's wif
Jocasta enters, and attempts to comfort Oediplgtdim he should take n

notice of prophets. Many years ago she and Laicsived an answer which never
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came true. It was said that Laius would be killgchis own son, but, as all Thebes
knows, Laius was killed by bandits at a crossraad&he way to Delphi.

The mention of this crossroads causes Oedipus usepand ask for more
details. He asks Jocasta what Laius looked likd,saridenly becomes worried that
Tiresias's asseverations were true. Oedipus thedsder the one surviving witness
of the attack to be brought to the palace fromfitlds where he now works as a
shepherd. Jocasta, confused, asks Oedipus winat msdtter, and he tells her.

Many years ago, at a fete in Corinth, a man druiykeites Oedipus of not
being his father's son. Bothered by the commenipgDedvent to Delphi and asked
the answer about his parentage. Instead of andweevgas given a apocalypse that
he would one day murder his father and sleep wimrother. Upon hearing this he
resolved to quit Corinth and never return. Whilavalling he came to the very
crossroads where Laius was killed, and encountareairiage which attempted to
drive him off the road. An argument ensued and QEeslikilled the travellers,
including a man who matches Jocasta's descripfibaias.

Oedipus has hope, however, because the storytid élngs was murdered by
several robbers. If the shepherd confirms that 4 aias attacked by many men,
then Oedipus is in the clear.

A man arrives from Corinth with the message thatlipes's father has died.
Oedipus, to the surprise of the messenger, is rkaded by this news, for it proves
one half of the apocalypse false, for now he carenkill his father. However he
still fears that he may somehow commit oedipal lavieh his mother. The
messenger, eager to ease Oedipus's mind, telladtirto worry, because Merope
the Queen of Corinth was not in fact his real mothe

It emerges that this messenger was formerly a swdpin Mount Cithaeron,
and that he was given a baby, which the childledglias then adopted. The baby,
he says, was given to him by another shepherd thenb.aius household, who had
been told to get purge of the child. Oedipus akkschorus if anyone knows who
this man was, or where he might be now. They redpibiat he is the same
shepherd who was witness to the murder of Laiud,vemom Oedipus had already
sent for. Jocasta, who has by now realized théa,tfatlornly begs Oedipus to stop
asking questions, but he refuses and Jocastammthe palace.

When the shepherd arrives Oedipus questions hitmhébegs to be allowed
to leave without answering further. Oedipus presb@s however, finally
threatening him with torture or capital or deatimgley. It emerges that the child he
gave away was Laius's own son, and that Jocastagived the baby to the
shepherd to secretly be manifested upon the mawsndi®. This was done in fear of
the apocalypse that Jocasta said had never comettat the child would kill its
father.



Everything is at last revealed, and Oedipus culseself and fate beforg
leaving the stage. The chorus bewails how evereat gnan can be demolished |
fate, and following this, a servant exits the paléw speak of what has happen
inside. When Jocasta enters the house, she ruthe fpalace bedroom and han
herself there. Shortly afterward, Oedipus entera wrath, calling on his servant
to bring him a sword so that he might kill himséite then rages through the hous
until he comes upon Jocasta's body. Giving a cmedius takes her down an
removes the long gold pins that held her dresstiegebefore spree them into h
own eyes in despair.

A blind Oedipus now exits the palace and begs texiled as soon as possibl
Creon enters, saying that Oedipus shall be takentlwe house until oracles can |
consulted regarding what is best to be done. Osiipwo daughters (and hal
sisters), Antigone and Ismene, are sent out, amtipOe bewail that they should b
born to such a cursed family. He asks Creon tohlwater them and Creon agres
before sending Oedipus back into the palace.

On an empty stage the chorus repeats the commark Graxim, that no matrj
should be considered fortunate until he is dead.

RELATIONSHIP WITH MYTHIC TRADITION

The two cities of Troy and Thebes were the majou$oof Greek epic poetry|

The events surrounding the Trojan War were journmahe Epic Cycle, of which

much remains, and those about Thebes in the Thehele, which have been lost.

The Theban Cycle recounted the sequence of tregydiia emerge the house
Laius, of which the story of Oedipus is a part.

Homer's Odyssey contains the earliest account efQadipus parable whe
Odysseus encounters Jocasta, named Epicaste mntegworld. Homer briefly
summarises the story of Oedipus, including the madove parricide and Jocasta
subsequent suicide. However in the Homeric verfdadipus remains King of
Thebes after the divulgence and neither blinds &liinsor is sent into exile. In
particular, it is said that the gods made the matt®wn, whilst in Oedipus the
King Oedipus very much discovers the truth himself.

In 467 BC, Sophocles's fellow tragedian Aeschylas irst prize at the City,|
Dionysia with a trilogy about the House of Laiusmprising Laius, Oedipus an
Seven against Thebes (the only play which survivei#ce he did not write
connected trilogies as Aeschylus did, Oedipus they Kocuses on the ceremoni
character while hinting at the larger myth athwarttjch was already known to th
audience in Athens at the time.
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DRAMATIC PERSONAL

Oedipus

Oedipus is the protagonist of the play, "Oedipus King and Oedipus at
Colonus". Oedipus becomes the king of Thebes bef@eaction of Oedipus the
King begins. He is eminent for his intelligence dmsl ability to solve riddles—he
saved the city of Thebes and was made its kingohwrg the riddle of the Sphinx,
the supernatural being that had held the city eapt¥et Oedipus is stubbornly
blind to the truth about himself. His nhame's litareeaning ("swollen foot") is the
clue to his identity—he was taken from the houskadfis as a baby and left in the
mountains with his feet prance together. On his waylhebes, he killed his
biological father, not knowing who he was, and pexted to marry Jocasta, his
biological mother.

Jocasta

Jocasta is Oedipus's wife and mother, and Crewmtéy.sJocasta appears only
in the final scenes of Oedipus the King. In hestfiwords, she attempts to make
peace between Oedipus and Creon, entreating wilip@&not to expatriate Creon.
She is comforting her husband and calmly tries amkiering him to flotsam
Tiresias's terrifying prophecies as false. Jocastaes the riddle of Oedipus's
identity before Oedipus does, and she expressds\veefor her son and husband in
her desire to protect him from this knowledge.

Antigone

Antigone is the child of Oedipus and Jocasta, dmetefore she is both
Oedipus's daughter and his sister. Antigone appméefly at the end of Oedipus
the King, when she says goodbye to her father &prCprepares to expatriate
Oedipus. She appears at greater length in OedipGslanus,. leading and caring
for her old, blind father in his exile. But Antigertomes into her own in Antigone.
As that play's protagonist, she demonstrates aageurand lucidity of sight
unparalleled by any other character in the threeeb@h plays. The other
characters—Oedipus, Creon, Polynices—are circumspecacknowledge the
consequences of their actions, Antigone is blataher assuredness onviction that
she has done right.

Creon

Creon is Oedipus's brother-in-law, Creon appearsentban any other
character in the three plays combined. In him nibesa anyone else we see the
continuous rise and fall of one man's power. EarlyOedipus the King, Creon
avouch to have no inclination for kingship. Yet, emhhe has the opportunity to
clutch power at the end of that play, Creon seemige geager. We learn that
Oedipus at Colonus is willing to fight with his fegws for this power, and in
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Chorus

Chorus is sometimes comically lumpish or capriciausfickle, sometimes
stance, sometimes hokey, and the Chorus reactetevients arena. The Chorus's
reactions can be lessons in how the audience stebuditate what it is seeing, or
how it should not elucidate what it is seeing.

MAJOR CHARACTERS—AN INTENSIVE STUDY

Oedipus

Oedipus is a man of abrupt action and great discenth. At the opening of
Oedipus the King, we see that these qualities niakean excellent ruler who
anticipates his subjects' needs. When the citiz&h§hebes beg him to do
something about the influx, for example, Oedipusnge step ahead of them—he
has already sent Creon to the answer at Delphadeice. But later, we see that
Oedipus's habit of acting swiftly has a dangerads.s/Vhen he tells the story of
killing the sash of travellers who attempted to @nmim off the three-way
crossroads, Oedipus shows travelers that he hasfaeity to behave impetuously.

At the beginning of Oedipus the King, Oedipus igély confident, and with
good reason. He has saved Thebes from the curbe &phinx and become king
virtually overnight. He proclaims his name proudlg though it were itself a
assuage charm: "Here | am myself—you all know ine world knows my fame: /
I am Oedipus" (7-9). By the end of this tragedwvhweer, Oedipus's name will have
become a curse, so much so that, in Oedipus anGslahe Leader of the Chorus
is petrified even to hear it and cries: "You, yeumat man?" (238).

Oedipus's celerity and confidence continue to tbey\end of Oedipus the
King. We see him probe Creon, call for Tiresiasediten to expatriate Tiresias and
Creon, call for the servant who escaped the atvackaius, call for the shepherd
who brought him to Corinth, rush into the palacesitewer out his own eyes, and
then demand to be exiled. He is constantly in nmots@emingly trying to keep pace
with his fate, even as it goes well beyond his meda Oedipus at Colonus,
however, Oedipus seems to have begun to accepintct of his life is out of his
control. He spends most of his time sitting rattian acting. Most mournful are
lines 825-960, where Oedipus fumbles blindly antpleesly as Creon takes his
children from him. In order to get them back, Oedipnust reckon wholly on
Theseus.

Once he has given his trust to Theseus, Oedipusssezady to find peace. At
Colonus, he has at last hammered out a bond wittesoe, found a kind of home
after many years of exile. The single most sigaificaction in Oedipus at Colonus
is Oedipus's deliberate move offstage to die. Thal iscene of the play has the



haste and drive of the beginning of Oedipus thegKiut this haste, for Oedipus at
least, is toward peace rather than horror.

Antigone

Antigone is very much her father's daughter, aredlsdgins her play with the
same swift conclusiveness with which Oedipus belgian Within the first fifty
lines, she is planning to defy Creon's order amy Rwolynices. Unlike her father),
however, Antigone bewitchs a remarkable abilityrémember the past. Whereas
Oedipus flouts Tiresias, the prophet who has helped so many times, an
whereas he seems almost to have forgotten his etesowith Laius at the three
way crossroads, Antigone begins her play by tallahgut the many griefs that her
father handed down to his children. Because ofdnastic awareness of her own
history, Antigone is much more dangerous than Qegligespecially to Creon,
Aware of the kind of fate her family has been alad, Antigone feels she has
nothing to lose. The thought of death at Creonfgllaut it terrifies Ismene but i
does not even faze Antigone, who looks forwardh® kudos of dying for hel
brother. Yet even in her expression of this noldatiment, we see the way ip
which Antigone continues to be jinxed by the trayethat has destroyed her
family. Speaking about being killed for burying fpuces, she says that she will lie
with the one she loves, loved by him, and it isicliit not to hear at least the hint
of sexual connotation, as though the mélange wHithe Oedipus family always
tend toward the incestuous.

Antigone draws attention to the difference betwéeime law and human law
More than any other character in the three pldys,casts serious doubt on Creon's
authority. When she points out that his edicts oamerride the will of the gods of
the unshakable traditions of men, she places Grehitt against Polynices' buri
in a perspective that makes it seem shameful ahcutous. Creon sees her words
as merely a passionate, wild outburst, but he ulimately be swayed by th
words of Tiresias, which echo those of Antigonas limportant to note, however,
that Antigone's motivation for burying Polynicesn®re complicated than simpl
reverence for the dead or for tradition. She shg$ she would never have taken
upon herself the responsibility of defying the édar the sake of a husband or
children, for husbands and children can be replaoesthers, once the parents are
dead, cannot. In Antigone we see a woman so in nééamilial connection that
she is desperate to maintain the connections shevea in death.

Creon

=

Creon spends more time onstage in these three filagsany other characte
except the Chorus. His presence is so constanhiangords are so pivotal to many
parts of the plays that he cannot be dismissednaglysthe legislative fool he
sometimes seems to be. Rather, he representsrthesaé power of human law ang
of the human need for an orderly, mooned societiiefwe first see Creon il

-

Oedipus the King-Sophocles

DRAMA 13



Oedipus the King-Sophocles

14 DRAMA

Oedipus the King, Creon is shown to be separatae the citizens of Thebes. He
tells Oedipus that he has brought news from th&vanand suggests that Oedipus
hear it inside. Creon has the secretive, busirkesair of a politician, which stands
in sharp contrast to Oedipus, who tells him to kpeat in front of everybody.
While Oedipus insists on hearing Creon's news blipand builds his power as a
political leader by upholding a rhetoric of opessie Creon is a master
ofadministration. While Oedipus is aim on sayingatvhe means and on hearing
the truth—even when Jocasta begs and petition hiithnot to—Creon is happy to
dissemble and eludes.

At lines 651-690, Creon argues that he has noaésiusurp Oedipus as king
because he, Jocasta, and Oedipus rule the kingdtimegual power—Oedipus is
merely the king in name. This argument may seemriagg partly because at this
moment in the play we are disposed to be sympattmtiard Creon, since Oedipus
has just ordered Creon's expatriation. In respottseOedipus's hotheaded
foolishness, Creon sounds like the voice of reagamly in the final scene of
Oedipus the King, when Creon's short lines expisedgerness to exile Oedipus
and separate him from his children, do we seetti@title of king is what Creon
desires above all.

Creon is at his most dissimulate in Oedipus at Q@ where he once again
needs something from Oedipus. His honey-tonguectchgs to Oedipus and
Theseus are made all the more ugly by his cowaattympt to kidnap Antigone
and Ismene. In Antigone, we at last see Creon caatifie in the place of power.
Eteocles and Polynices, like their father, are deadl Creon holds the same
unquestioned preponderance that Oedipus once Kldcourse, once Creon
achieves the cohesion and power that he forage®adgus possessed, he begins
to replication Oedipus's mistakes. Creon reprofatesias, for example (1144-
1180), obviously echoing Oedipus's denunciatio®edipus the King (366-507).
And, of course, repentant penitent waitings infthal lines of Antigone echo those
of Oedipus at the end of Oedipus the King. Whatmaraps most be said most in
favour of Creon is that in his final lines he alsegins to sound like Antigone,
waiting for whatever new catastrophe fate will grinim. He cries out that he is
"nothing,” "no one," but it is his suffering thatikes him seem human in the end.

The Chorus

The Chorus reacts to events as they happen, ggneral foreseeable, though
not consistent, way. It generally expresses a tandgor calm and stability. For
example, in Oedipus the King, it asks Oedipus natxXpatriate Creon (725-733);
fearing a curse, it attempts to send Oedipus o@adbnus in Oedipus at Colonus
(242-251); and it questions the sagacity of Antigjsractions in Antigone (909-
962). In moments like these, the Chorus seeks iotaia the status quo, which is



generally seen to be the wrong thing. The Chorusois quaking so much as
nervous and smug—above all, it hopes to prevenujpli®n.

The Chorus is given the last word in each of threghTheban plays, and
perhaps the best way of understanding the differays in which the Chorus cah
work is to look at each of these three speechedlyriAt the end of Oedipus the
King, the Chorus conflates the people of "Thebeith the audience in the theate
The message of the play, delivered directly to #nadience, is one of complet
despair: "count no man happy till he dies, fregaih at last" (1684). Because tf
Chorus, and not one of the individual characteedivers this message, that th

play ends by giving the audience a false sens®stie. That is, the Chorus makes
it sound like Oedipus is dead, and their final Imegests there might be some

relief. But the audience must immediately realiaecourse, that Oedipus is ngt
dead. He cruise, blind and miserable, somewhergdaubf Thebes. The audiencp,
like Oedipus, does not know what the future holustore. The play's ability tq
universalize, to make the audience feel incrimidatethe emotions of the Chorus
as well as those of the protagonist, is what makes particularly harrowing
tragedy, an archetypal story in Western culture.

U

The Chorus at the end of Oedipus at Colonus seemsirgely to express the

thought that there is nothing left to say, becasything rests in the hands of the

gods. As with Oedipus's death, the Chorus expressegeat struggle here, only ja
willing resignation that makes the play seem hopefliequivocally so—rather
than despairing. Oedipus's wandering has, it sedms some good. The final
chorus of Antigone, on the other hand, seems orstinace much more hopefu
than either of the other two but is actually mucbrenominous and ambivalen
Antigone ends with a hope for knowledge—specificéle knowledge that come
out of suffering. This ending is quite differenoiin the endings of the other tw
plays, from a mere banality about death or the fhat fate lies outside huma
control. The audience can agree with and belieeestatement like "Wisdom is b
far the greatest part of joy,” and perhaps feet thieeon has learned from hi
suffering, like Antigone seemingly did at the bedig of the play.

O S~ 00 O T

While the Chorus may believe that people learnughosuffering, Sophocle$

may have felt differently. Antigone represents I events in a series begun by

Oedipus the King, but it was written before eitbéthe other two Oedipus plays.
And in the two subsequent plays, we see very lgtl@ence in Antigone that
suffering teaches anyone anything except how tasus.

IMPORTANT THEMES, MOTIFS AND SYMBOLS

Themes

Themes are the fundamental and often universakitieaersed in a literary
work.

® ®o ® =~
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Fate and Free Will

Fate is a theme that often occurs in Greek writiragedies in particular! The
idea that attempting to avoid an oracle is the \bityg which brings it about is a
common notion in many Greek myths, and similarite®edipus can for example
be seen in the parable of the birth of Perseus.

Two oracles in particular dominate the plot of edi the King. In lines 711
to 714, Jocasta relates the apocalypse that wdstdoLaius before the birth of
Oedipus. Namely :

(The oracle) told him that it was his fate thatdmuld die a victim at the
hands of his own son, a son to be born of LaiusraadThe oracle told to Laius
tells only of the parricide; the oedipal love isssing. Prompted by Jocasta's
recollection, Oedipus reveals the apocalypse whanised him to leave Corinth
(791-93): that | was fated to lie with my mothendashow to daylight an jinxed
breed which men would not endure, and | was dodaiméx@d murderer of the father
that engender me.

The implication of Laius's oracle is dubious. A minent school of thought
argues that the presentation of Laius's answdrisnplay differs from that found in
(e.g.) Aeschylus's Oedipus trilogy produced in B&Z Helaine Smith argues:

Sophocles had the option of making the oracle tod.aonditional (if Laius
has a son, that son will kill him) or unconditiorfahius will have a son who will
kill him). Both Aeschylus and Euripides write plays which the answer is
conditional; Sophocles... chooses to make Laiusssl® unconditional and thus
removes culpability for his sins from Oedipus, fer could not have done other
than what he did, no matter what action he took.

This exposition has a long thoroughbred and seertiusiast. It finds support
in Jocasta's repetition of the answer at lines B54“Loxias declared that the king
should be killed by/ his own son." In the Greek;akia uses the verb chrenai: "to
be fated, necessary." This monotony of the answems to suggest that it was
unconditional and inexorable. Other scholars hawmetheless argued that
Sophocles follows tradition in making Laius's answmnditional, and thus
avoidable. They point to Jocasta's initial disctesof the answer at lines 711-14. In
the Greek, the answer cautions: hos auton hexaianpobs paidos thanein/ hostis
genoit emou the kakeinou para. The two verbs ineagalicate what is called a
"future more vivid" condition: if a child is borm tLaius, his fate to be killed by that
child will overtake him.

Whatever may be the meaning of Laius's answemieedelivered to Oedipus
is clearly unconditional. Given our modern conceptf fate and fatalism, readers
of the play have a tendency to view Oedipus as & mappet controlled by greater
forces, a man crushed by the gods and fate foromal geason. This, however, is



not an entirely accurate reading. While it is amaybgical truism that oracles exis
to be fulfilled, oracles do not cause the evendd thad up to the outcome. In h
landmark essay "On Misunderstanding the Oedipus’,RexR. Dodds draws 3

comparison with Jesus's prophecy at the Last SughaerPeter would deny him

three times. Jesus knows that Peter will do thig, readers would in no way
suggest that Peter was a puppet of fate beingdaweleny Christ. Free will ang
predestination are by no means mutually exclusare] such is the case wit
Oedipus.

The oracle delivered to Oedipus what is often dalke "self-fulfilling
apocalypse”, in that the apocalypse itself setqiation events that conclude wit
its own fulfillment. This, however, is not to sayat Oedipus is a victim of fate an
has no free will. The answer inspires a seriespetiic choices, freely made b
Oedipus, which lead him to kill his father and myanis mother. Oedipus choose
not to return to Corinth after hearing the oraglst as he chooses to head towa
Thebes, to kill Laius, to marry and to take Jocasiacifically as his bride; in
response to the plague at Thebes, he chooses doGewn to the Answer fo
advice and then to follow that advice, initiatingetinvestigation into Laius's
murder. None of these choices is predetermined.

Another characteristic of answers in parable id thay are almost alway
misunderstood by those who hear them; hence Oeipdisunderstanding thg
significance of the Delphic Answer. He visits Delgh find out who his real
parents are and assumes that the Answer refusassteer that question, offerin
instead an unrelated apocalypse which forecastdciper and Oedipal love
Oedipus's assumption is incorrect: the Oracle @ossver his question. Stated le
concisely, the answer to his question reads thus :

Polybus and Merope are not your parents. You witt day kill a man who
will turn out to be your real father. The woman ywill eventually marry is your
real mother.

State Control

The exploration of this theme in Oedipus the Kirsg paralleled by the
examination of the strife between the individuatl @he state in Antigone. Thg
dilemma that Oedipus faces here is similar to tfathe dictatorial Creon: eacl
man has, as king, made a decision that his suljeetstion or disobey; each kin
also perverts both his own role as a sovereigntaadole of the agiolator. Whel
informed by the blind prophet Tiresias that religidforces are against him, ea

king claims that the priest has been fraudulents Ihere, however, that thej

similarities come to an end: while Creon, seeing devastation he has impose
tries to amend his mistakes, Oedipus refusesteanli® anyone.
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The Power of Unwritten Law

After defeating Polynices and taking the throneTbébes, Creon commands
that Polynices be left to blight unburied, his flesaten by dogs and birds, creating
an "indecency" for everyone to see (Antigone, 28t¢on thinks that he is justified
in his treatment of Polynices because the conctydias a traitor, an enemy of the
state, and the security of the state makes aluofdn life-including family life and
religion. Therefore, to Creon's way of thinkinge thood of the state comes before
all other duties and values. However, the subsdgemts of the play demonstrate
that some duties are more fundamental than the atat its laws. The duty to bury
the dead is part of what it means to be humanpadt of what it means to be a
citizen. That is why Polynices' rotting body is ‘&amdecency" rather than a crime.
Moral duties—such as the duties owed to the dedderma the body of unwritten
law and tradition, the law to which Antigone appeal

The Willingness to Ignore the Truth

When Oedipus and Jocasta begin to get close tinutieabout Laius's murder,
in Oedipus the King, Oedipus fastens onto a detailhe hope of vindicating
himself. Jocasta says that she was told Laius Wkl by "strangers,” whereas
Oedipus knows that he acted alone when he killega in similar circumstances.
This is an extraordinary moment because it calle muestion the entire truth-
seeking process Oedipus believes himself to be rtaldieg. Both Oedipus and
Jocasta act as though the servant's story, onéespis inarguable history. Neither
can face the possibility of what it would meanhétservant were wrong. This is
perhaps why Jocasta feels she can tell Oedipusegbriophecy that her son would
kill his father, and Oedipus can tell her aboutdhmeilar prophecy given him by an
answer (867-875), and neither feels compelled toar& on the coincidence; or
why Oedipus can hear the story of Jocasta bindangchild's ankles (780-781) and
not think of his own swollen feet. While the infaation in these speeches is largely
intended to make the audience painfully aware & ttagic humour, it also
emphasizes just how desperately Oedipus and Jodasteot want to speak the
obvious truth: they look at the circumstances aethits of everyday life and
pretend not to see them.

The Limits of Free Will

Apocalypse is a central part of Oedipus the Kirfge Play begins with Creon's
return from the answer at Delphi, where he hasthat the influx will be lifted
if Thebes banishes the man who killed Laias. Tiseplphesies is the capture of
one who is both father and brother to his own cbild Oedipus tells Jocasta of a
apocalypse he heard as a youth, that he wouldhislifather and sleep with his
mother, and Jocasta tells Oedipus of a similar @ypse given to Laius, that her
son would grow up to kill his father. Oedipus aratakta debate the extent to
which prophecies should be trusted at all, and vétleof the prophecies come true,



it appears that one of Sophocles' aims is to justie powers of the gods an
prophets, which had recently come under attackftp-century B.C. Athens.

Sophocles' audience would, of course, l.ave kndwrstory of Oedipus, which

only increases the sense of complete inexorablatdimw the play would end. It i$

difficult to say how justly one can acciwe Oedimideing "blind" or foolish when
he seems to have no choice about fulfilling thecapmse: he is sent away froi
Thebes as a baby and by a remarkable coincidenee sad raised as a prince
Corinth. Hearing that he is fated to kill his fathbo flooa Corinth uiid, by a still
more remarkable coincidence, ends up back in Thetmg king and husband if
his actual father's place. Oedipus seems only soeléo flee his fate, but his fat
continually catches up with him. Many people havedtto squabble that OedipU

S
brings about his disaster because of a "tragic,fldwut nobody has managed o

create a consensus about what Oedipus's blemighllgcis. Perhaps his story i

meant to show that error and disaster can happanytone, that human beings are

relatively powerless before fate or the gods, dad & cautious humility is the be
attitude toward life.

Motifs

Motifs are recurring structures, contrasts, aretdity devices that can help
develop and inform the text's major themes.

Suicide

Almost every character who dies in the three Thellays does so at his or h¢
own hand (or own will, as is the case in OedipuSabnus). Jocasta hangs hers
in Oedipus the King and Antigone hangs herself intigone. Eurydice ang
Haemon incision themselves at the end of AntigdDedipus wreaks horriblg
violence on himself at the end of his first playjdawillingly goes to his own
mysterious death at the end. Polynices and Etedites battle with one anothel
and it could be argued that Polynices' death &t lisapremeditative in that he ha
heard his father's curse and knows that his causkfated oedipablave. Inces
motivates or indirectly brings about all of the thsain these plays.

Sight and Blindness

References to eyesight and vision, both literal ametaphorical, are very
frequent in all three of the Theban plays. Quiteernf the image of clear vision i
used as a metaphor for knowledge and discernmerfact, this metaphor is s
much a part of the Greek way of thinking that iaisiost not a metaphor at all, ju
as in modern English: to say "l see the truth" losée the way things are" is
perfectly ordinary use of language. However, theremces to eyesight and insig
in these plays form a meaningful pattern in comtigmawith the references tq
literal and metaphorical blindness. Oedipus is emirfior his clear-sightedness af
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quick comprehension, but he discovers that he bas blind to the truth for many
years, and then he blinds himself so as not to baveok on his own children/
siblings. Creon is prone to a similar blindnesshe truth in Antigone. Though
blind, the aging Oedipus finally acquires a limitptbphetic vision. Tiresias is
blind, yet he sees farther than others. Overadl, glays seem to say that human
beings can demonstrate remarkable powers of intadé penetration and insight,
and that they have a great capacity for knowletdgethat even the smartest human
being is liable to error, that the human capabifiityknowledge is ultimately quite
limited and unreliable.

Graves and Tombs

The plots of Antigone and Oedipus at Colonus betlolve around burials,
and beliefs about burial are important in Oedigus King as well. Polynices is
kept above ground after his death, repudiated @egr@and his rotting body chafes
the gods, his relatives, and ancient traditiondigome is sepulchered alive, to the
horror of everyone who watches. At the end of Oeslifhe King, Oedipus cannot
remain in Thebes or be buried within its territobgcause his very person is
polluted and derogatory to the sight of gods and.m&vertheless, his choice, in
Oedipus at Colonus, to be buried at Colonus cordanseat and mystical gift on all
of Athens, promising that nation victory over figuattackers. In Ancient Greece,
quisling/renegade and people who murder their oslatives could not be buried
within their city's territory, but their relativestill had an obligation to bury them.
As one of the basic, inevitable duties that peophe their relatives, burials
represent the obligations that come from kindredyvell as the conflicts that can
arise between one's duty to family and to the siate.

Symbols

Symbols are objects, characters, figures, and colased to represent abstract
ideas or concepts.

Oedipus's Swollen Foot

Oedipus gets his name, as the Corinthian messeelieus in Oedipus the
King, from the fact that he was left in the mounsaiwith his ankles pinned
together. Jocasta explains that Laius abandonedimithis state on a barren
mountain shortly after he was born. The injury EsaWedipus with a evocative
scar for the rest of his life. Oedipus's injury $gtizes the way in which fate has
marked him and set him apart. It also symbolizesihy his movements have been
cramped and stilled since birth, by Apollo's proph®® Laius.

The Three-way Crossroads

In Oedipus the King, Jocasta says that Laius wasmhbltered at a place where
three roads meet. This crossroads is referredntangber of times during the play,



=)

and it symbolizes the crucial moment, long befdre €vents of the play, whe
Oedipus began to fulfil the dreadful prophecy thatwould murder his father an
marry his mother. A crossroads is a place wheréda@ce has to be made, S0
crossroads usually symbolize moments where deaswill have important
consequences but where different choices arepst#sible. In Oedipus the King,
the crossroads is part of the distant past, dimigembered, and Oedipus was rjot
aware at the time that he was making a fatefulsilaai In this play, the crossroads
symbolizes fate and the awesome power of prophathyer than freedom ang
choice.

O

Antigone's Entombment

Creon condemns Antigone to a horrifying fate as ishbeing walled alive
inside a tomb. He intends to leave her with jusiugih food so that neither he nor
the citizens of Thebes will have her blood on ti@inds when she finally dies. He
imprisonment in a tomb symbolizes the fact thatlbgalties and feelings lie with
the dead-her brothers and her father-rather thémtive living, such as Haemon ¢
Ismene. But her imprisonment is also a symbol @o@ls lack of judgment and hi
affronts to the gods. Tiresias points out that @reommits a horrible sin by
lodging a living human being inside a grave, akdeps a rotting body in daylight.
Creon's actions against Antigone and against Ra#ghbody show him attempting
to invert the order of nature, defying the godsasgerting his own control ove
their territories.

=

o=

=

SUMMARY AND ANALYSIS

Oedipus the King, lines 1-337

Summary

Oedipus steps out of the royal palace of Thebedsagrkeeted by a processian
of priests, who are in turn surrounded by the amad sorrowful citizens of
Thebes. The citizens carry branches swathed in,wduoth they offer to the gods
as gifts. Thebes has been struck by a influx, itizeas are dying, and no ong
knows how to put an end to it. Oedipus asks a owiy the citizens have gathergd
around the palace. The priest responds that tgescilying and asks the king tp
save Thebes. Oedipus replies that he sees andstantlis the terrible fate of
Thebes, and that no one is more sorrowful tharHeehas sent Creon, his brother-
in-law and fellow ruler, to the Delphic answer tod out how to stop the influx
Just then, Creon arrives, and Oedipus asks whabrdde has said. Creon asks
Oedipus if he wants to hear the news in private¢, @edipus insists that all th
citizens hear. Creon then tells that he has leafmoed the god Apollo, who spoké
through the answer: the murderer of Laius, whodUleebes before Oedipus, is |n
Thebes. He must be driven out in order for theuintb end.

11%

Oedipus the King-Sophocles

DRAMA 21



Oedipus the King-Sophocles

22 DRAMA

Creon goes on to tell the story of Laius's murdar.their way to consult an
answer, Laius and all but one of his fellow tramedl were killed by thieves.
Oedipus asks why the Thebans made no attempt dathin murderers, and Creon
reminds him that Thebes was then more concerndd thé curse of the Enigma.
Hearing this, Oedipus resolves to solve the mystébaius's murder.

The Chorus enters, calling on the gods Apollo, Atheand Artemis to save
Thebes. Apparently, it has not heard Creon's nebaitalLaius's murderer. It
bemoans the state of Thebes, and finally besedioaysus, whose mother was a
Theban. Oedipus returns and tells the Chorus #atithend the influx himself. He
asks if anyone knows who killed Laius, promisingttithe informant will be
rewarded and the murderer will receive no discatdgounishment than exile. No
one responds, and Oedipus frenziedly curses Lamgtgderer and anyone who is
protecting him. Oedipus curses himself, proclaimingt should he discover the
murderer to be a member of his own family, thatspershould be struck by the
same exile and harsh treatment that he has jusiedisn the murderer. Oedipus
castigates the citizens of Thebes for letting thedarer go unknown so long. The
Leader of the Chorus suggests that Oedipus callifesias, a great prophet, and
Oedipus responds that he has already done so.

Analysis

Oedipus is notable for his compassion, his sengesbice, his swiftness of
thought and action, and his candor. At this eathge in the play, Oedipus
represents all that an Athenian audience-or indesdaudience-could desire in a
citizen or a leader. In his first speech, whichdsdivers to an old priest whose
suffering he seeks to attenuate, he continuallgashis concern for the health and
well-being of his people. He insists upon allowig his people to hear what the
answer has said, despite Creon's suggestion tlthp@ehear the news in private.
When Creon retells the story of Laius's murder, iQesl is shocked and
confounded that the investigation of the murdeadfing was so briskly dropped
(145-147). Oedipus quickly devises plans to dedh with his people's suffering
and Laius's unsolved murder, and he has even datettee Chorus's suggestions
that he send someone to the oracle and call fontbsids. Finally, Oedipus is
emphatic in his promises of appalling punishmentfmus's murderer, even if the
murderer turns out to be someone close to Oediipuself.

Sophocles' audience knew the ancient story of @edipell, and would
therefore interpret the greatness Oedipus emaratdse first scene as a tragic
prelude of his fall. Sophocles seizes every oppdtuio escapade this dramatic
irony. Oedipus frequently implies to sight and dhess, creating many moments of
dramatic irony, since the audience knows that itGsedipus's metaphorical
blindness to the relationship between his pasthasgresent situation that brings
about his ruin. For example, when the old prielis ®©edipus that the people of



Thebes are dying of the influx, Oedipus says tlatduld not fail to see this (68- Oedipus the King-Sophocles

72). Oedipus eagerly attempts to uncover the tratting decisively an
scrupulously refusing to shield himself from thethyr. Although we are able to sge
him as a mere puppet of fate, at some points, dheasm is so magnified that |t
seems almost as if Oedipus brings disaster uporsdfinwillingly. One such

examples of this irony is when Oedipus proclaimsugty-but, for the audience,
painfully-that he possesses the bed of the forneg, kand that marriage might
have even created "blood-bonds" between him andsLaad Laius not been
murdered (294-300).

Although the Chorus's first balled (168-244) piqushlls to the gods to save
Thebes from the plague, the answer they get to phayer arrives in human form.
Immediately following the ode, Oedipus enters aagssthat he will answer thg
Chorus's prayers. For a moment, Oedipus takes hpoself the role of a god-a
role the Chorus has been both reluctant and eagellaw him (see 39-43)
Oedipus is so competent in the affairs of men ligatomes close to dismissing the
gods, although he does not actually blasphemeresnQloes in Antigone. At thig
early moment, we see Oedipus's dangerous pridechwhkplains his willful
blindness and, to a certain extent, justifies losmfall.

1%
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Oedipus the King, Lines 338-706

Summary

A boy leads in the blind prophet Tiresias. Oedipegs him to reveal whg
Laius's murderer is, but Tiresias answers only lieaknows the truth but wishes he
did not. Puzzled at first, then angry, Oedipussitssthat Tiresias tell Thebes what
he knows evoked by the anger and insults of Oedipinssias begins to hint at his
knowledge. Finally, when Oedipus furiously accudesesias of the murder
Tiresias tells Oedipus that Oedipus himself isdtese. Oedipus dares Tiresias [to
say it again, and so Tiresias calls Oedipus thederar. The king criticizes
Tiresias's powers wildly and insults his blindndag, Tiresias only responds that
the insults will eventually be turned on Oedipusaliyof Thebes. Driven into a fury
by the indictment, Oedipus proceeds to concocbiy shat Creon and Tiresias afe
conspiring to overthrow him.

The leader of the Chorus asks Oedipus to calm dbwinTiresias only gibes
Oedipus further, saying that the king does not derew who his parents are. This
statement both antagonize and man oeuvre Oedigus,asks for the truth of his
parentage. Tiresias answers only in riddles, sathagthe murderer of Laius wil
turn out to be both brother and father to his ebiid both son and husband to his
mother. The characters exit and the Chorus takestéige, confused and unsure
whom to believe. They resolve that they will notidaee any of these indictments
against Oedipus unless they are shown proof.

DRAMA

23



Oedipus the King-Sophocles

24 DRAMA

Creon enters, soon followed by Oedipus. Oedipusscreon of trying to
overthrow him, since it was he who recommended Tiv@sias come. Creon asks
Oedipus to be rational, but Oedipus says that hresas@reon murdered. Both Creon
and the leader of the Chorus try to get Oedipusnterstand that he's assembling
fantasies, but Oedipus is adamant in his conclgsaonl his fury.

Analysis

As in Antigone, the entrance of Tiresias signajsvetal turning point in the
plot. But in Oedipus the King, Tiresias also serapsadditional role-his blindness
augments the dramatic irony that governs the glagsias is blind but can see the
truth; Oedipus has his sight but cannot. Oedipasnd that he longs to know the
truth; Tiresias says that seeing the truth onlygsione pain. In addition to this
unspoken irony, the conversation between Tiresiad @edipus is filled with
references to sight and eyes. As Oedipus growseangee gibes Tiresias for his
blindness, confusing physical sight and insight,knowledge. Tiresias matches
Oedipus insult for insult, mocking Oedipus for leigesight and for the brilliance
that once allowed him to solve the riddle of theigara-neither quality is now
helping Oedipus to see the truth.

In this section, the characteristic swiftness ofiipes's thought, words, and
action begins to work against him. When Tiresiasves at line 340, Oedipus
praises him as an all-powerful seer who has shieldeebes from many a influx.
Only forty lines later, he refers to Tiresias ath," and soon after that accuses
him of treason. Oedipus sizes up a situation, makeslgment, and acts-all in an
instant. While this confident expedience was madotes in the first section, it is
inflated to a point of near absurdity. Oedipus aBkssias and Creon a great many
guestions-questions are his typical mode of addaessfrequently a sign of his
quick and intelligent mind-but they are merely oratal, for they accuse and
presume rather than seek answers. Though Tireamdald the truth out plainly
before Oedipus, the only way Oedipus can elucittaeprophet's words is as an
attack, and his quest for information only seeksctmfirm what he already
believes.

The Chorus seems terrified and helpless in this@eand its speech at lines
526-572 is fraught with uncertainty and anxietyoligh, like Oedipus, the Chorus
cannot believe the truth of what Tiresias has ghil Chorus does not believe itself
to be untouchable as Oedipus does, consisting dses of the plague-stricken,
innocent citizens of Thebes. The Chorus's speechullisof images of caves,
darkness, lightning, and wings, which suggest des&nthe unknown, and, most
significantly, terror striking from the skies. Thehorus's supplications to the
benevolent gods of lines 168-244 are long past. gdds are still present in this
speech, but they are no longer of any help, bectgseknow truths that they will
not reveal. Thebes is menaced rather than protégtéie heavens.



Oedipus the King, lines 707—-1007

Summary

Oedipus's wife, Jocasta, enters and convinces Odiat he should neithgr
kill nor exile Creon, though the reluctant king @ns convinced that Creon is
guilty. Creon leaves, and the Chorus reassurespOgdhat it will always be loya
to him. Oedipus explains to Jocasta how Tiresiasdemned him, and Jocasta
responds that all prophets are false. As proof,défezs the fact that the Delphi¢c
oracle told Laius that he would be murdered byshis, while actually his son was
cast out of Thebes as a baby and Laius was murdsredband of thieves. Her

narrative of his murder, however, sounds famil@aOtedipus, and he asks to hear

more.

Jocasta tells him that Laius was killed at a thweg- crossroads, just before
Oedipus arrived in Thebes. Oedipus, stunned, h&dlsvife that he may be the one
who murdered Laius. He tells Jocasta that, long adgen he was the prince af
Corinth, he heard at a banquet that he was ndy s son of the king and queen
and so went to the oracle of Delphi, which did answer him but did tell him he
would murder his father and sleep with his mothkiaring this, Oedipus fled from
home, never to return. It was then, on the jourtey would take him to Thebes,
that Oedipus was confronted and harassed by a gifongvellers, whom he killed
in self-defense, at the very crossroads where haasskilled.

Hoping that he will not be identified as Laius'snaerer, Oedipus sends fd
the shepherd who was the only man to survive thaclat Oedipus and Jocasia
leave the stage, and the Chorus enters, annouticaigthe world is ruled by
destiny and denouncing prideful men who would dbfy gods. At the same time,
the Chorus worries that if all the prophecies aratles are wrong-if a proud man
can in fact, triumph-then the gods may not rule woeld after all. Jocasta enteis
from the palace to offer a branch wrapped in wodhpollo.

=

Analysis

Whatever sympathy we might have lost for Oedipusdanis ranting in the
second section, we regain at least partially inthirel. After Jocasta intercedes i
the fight between Oedipus and Creon, Oedipus cdbms and recalls that there
a riddle before him that he, as the ruler of Thelbes a responsibility to solva.
Consequently, his incessant questions become mopogeful than they were i
his conversations with Tiresias and Creon. We $&a¢ ©Oedipus logically and
earnestly pursues the truth when he does not hagvecanceived idea of what the
truth is. When Oedipus seizes upon the detail efttiree-way crossroads (80%-
822), he proves that he was not merely grandstgndithe first scene of the play
when he expressed his desire to be forthright wigh citizens and to subjeqt
himself to the same laws he imposes upon otherhislspeech at lines 848-928,
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Oedipus shows that he truly believes he killed saand is willing to accept not
only the responsibility but the punishment for #w. The speech is heartbreaking
because we know that Oedipus has arrived at omfiyHeatruth.

In this section, Jocasta is both careless and nateBhe tells Oedipus that
prophecies do not come true, and she uses thettattan oracle incorrectly
prophesied that Laius would be killed by his own as evidence. Jocasta's mistake
is similar to Oedipus's in the previous sectione sfonfuses conclusions and
evidence. As Oedipus assumed that Tiresias's wgiealaims could only be
treason, so Jocasta assumes that because oneqytgiseapparently not come to
pass, prophecies can only be lies. While Oedifhassy and imperfect logic in the
second section has much to do with his pride, dJasas this section seem attached
to an unwitting desire to soothe and mother Oedipibien Jocasta is not
answering Oedipus's questions, she is calming lowndasking him to go into the
palace, telling him that he has nothing to wornowmo need to ask more
guestions-for the rest of his life. Jocasta's daattude upsets the Chorus, which
continues to be loyal to Oedipus throughout thistise (see 761-767). The
Chorus's ode at lines 954-997 serves as a remthdeneither Oedipus, Jocasta,
nor the sympathetic audience should feel calm, Usearacles speak to a purpose
and are inspired by the gods who control the desifrmen. Throughout the play,
the Chorus has been miserable, desperate for dgeiglto end and for stability to
be restored to the city. Nevertheless, the Choaldshstaunchly to the belief that
the prophesies of Tiresias will come true. Forhiyt do not, there is no order on
earth or in the heavens.

Oedipus the King, lines 1008 - 1310

And as for this marriage with your mother— havefear. Many a man before
you, in his dreams, has shared his mother's beke $ach things for shadows,
nothing at all— Live, Oedipus, as if there's no toraw!

Summary

A messenger enters, looking for Oedipus. He taitsasta that he has come
from Corinth to tell Oedipus that his father, Palgbis dead, and that Corinth
wants Oedipus to come and rule there. Jocastacesjoiconvinced that since
Polybus is dead from natural causes; the apocalyadeOedipus will murder his
father is false. Oedipus arrives, hears the messsngews, and rejoices with
Jocasta; king and queen concur that prophecies@itbless and the world is ruled
by chance. However, Oedipus still fears the pathefprophecy that said he would
sleep with his mother. The messenger says he chmimself of that worry,
because Polybus and his wife, Merope, are notyr&€sHipus's natural parents.

The messenger explains that he used to be a skiepbars ago. One day, he
found a baby on Mount Cithaeron, near Thebes. Ti®y had its ankles pinned



together, and the former shepherd set them freat Gdiby was Oedipus, who sti
walks with a limp because of the injury to his @skko long ago. When Oedipl
inquires who left him in the woods on the mountahe messenger replies th
another shepherd, Laius's servant, gave him balojp@® At this, Jocasta turn
sharply, seeming to sense some horrible revelatiotie horizon.

Oedipus wants to find this shepherd, so he candutdvho his natural parent

are. Jocasta begs him to abandon his search imialgdiaut Oedipus is insistent.

After screaming and pleading some more to no a¥adasta finally flees back int
the palace. Oedipus dismisses her concerns asishdbars that he may be born
poor parents, and Oedipus and the Chorus rejoitieeapossibility that they may
soon know who his parents truly are.

The other shepherd, who turns out to be the sarephsind who witnesse(
Laius's murder, comes onto the stage. The messitaggifies him as the man wh
gave him the young Oedipus. Oedipus interrogatesndgw arrival, asking whg
gave him the baby, but the shepherd refuses toRalklly, after Oedipus threaten
him with torture, the shepherd answers that the lcaime from the house of Laius
Questioned further, he answers that it was Latlslsl, and that Jocasta gave it
him to destroy because of a prophecy that the chiddld kill his parents. But
instead, the shepherd gave him to the other shepbeithat he might be raised ag
prince in Corinth. Realizing who he is and who pa&ents are, Oedipus screar
that he sees the truth, and flees back into thacpalThe shepherd and th
messenger slowly exit the stage.

Analysis

Sophocles makes the scene in which Oedipus andtadearn that Polybus i
dead. Oedipus digests the news of Polybus's desittoutr showing the slightes
sign of grief. The moment becomes, in fact, an siccafor near ascendancy, &
Oedipus believes his doubts about prophecies haea bonfirmed. He is now
convinced that prophecies are useless. He even $Bgdybus/packs [all the
prophecies] off to sleep with him in hell!” (1062d3). Oedipus's strange elatid
reveals the extent to which he has withdrawn intosklf after obtaining the
knowledge that he killed his father. He and Jocakition in the smallest and mo
eccentric details in order to diminish some of ¢judt Oedipus feels (for anothe
example, see Oedipus and Jocasta's discussiorestd88-951).

Oedipus's own perseverance, however, means thawilhenot allow his
understanding to remain incomplete. When he letlrausthere is still a piece of th
puzzle left unsolved—the identity of the man frorhom the messenger receivd

the baby Oedipus—Oedipus seems indubitably drieeask questions until the

whole truth is out. Thus, he gradually bereavesskifrof dubious details that coul
alleviate his guilt. Jocasta, of course, solvesritidle before Oedipus-she realizs
she is his mother while he is still imagining hifige be the child of slaves
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Oedipus must realize that something is amiss whmnasia leaves the stage
screaming, but his speech at lines 1183-1194asgély joyful. Chance, he says in
this speech, is his mother, and the waxing and ngamhoon his brothers.
Overwhelmed by an onslaught of new information, iPesi re-envisions his earthly
relationships as celestial ones as he announcesnteist to uncover his true
identity. It seems that he is unable to face diyette reality of his origins-
reconceiving his identity allows him to feel a semd control over it, but it also
keeps that identity ambiguous. He basically idegitfhimself as someone who
must search for his identity. Oedipus, who is famfar his skill at solving riddles,
thus makes his own life into a riddle.

The messenger and shepherd are both similar tod#fetent from the
messenger characters who enter at the end of Grag&dies to announce the
terrible events that have occurred offstage (alshappen at the end of Oedipus the
King [lines 1365-1422]). Like the typical final-go& messenger, these characters
bear important news that is largely concerned witnts that have not happened
onstage. But unlike the typical final-scene meseentiese characters bear news
not only to the audience but also to the man whHwemews directly affects.

Because Oedipus receives news of his own tragésigubstantial actions near
the play's conclusion become an aggrandize modaebwfthe audience is expected
to react to the words of the messenger charactdrs,narrate the catastrophes in
the final scenes of Greek plays. Throughout thg,gedipus has been concerned
with precise words—of the oracle (102), of Jocagten she mentions the three-
way crossroads (805), of the messenger who esodgaith in Laius's traveling
party (932-937). After learning the truth of hisgims, however, Oedipus travelling
gives words physical consequence. He transformsngmsenger's statement into a
tangible, life-changing, physical horror, in a manthat shows the audience what
its reaction should be.

Oedipus the King, Lines 1311-1684

Summary

The Chorus enters and cries that even Oedipustegteaf men, was brought
low by destiny, for he unknowingly murdered hishit and married his mother.
The messenger enters again to tell the Chorus thdmthappened in the palace.
Jocasta is dead, by suicide. She locked hersékiibedroom, crying for Laius and
weeping for her grotesque fate. Oedipus came taltioe in a fury, asking for a
sword and cursing Jocasta. He finally hurled hifrsiethe bedroom door and burst
through it, where he saw Jocasta hanging fromiatlé&eeing this, Oedipus sobbed
and enclasp Jocasta. He then took the gold pinséid her robes and, with them,
stabbed out his eyes. He kept lacerating the pmscis eyes, crying that he could
not bear to see the world now that he had learimed tith.



Just as the messenger finishes the story, Oedimesges from the palacs.
With blood streaming from his blind eyes, he efflum and rants at his fate, and at
the infinite darkness that embraces him. He clatms though Apollo ordained hi
destiny, it was he alone who pierced his own eies.asks that he be banished
from Thebes. The Chorus shrinks away from Oedimufecurses his birth, his
marriage, his life, and in turn all births, mareagand lives.

"2}

Creon enters, and the Chorus expresses hope tlwainheestore order. Creop
forgives Oedipus for his past accusations of treastl asks that Oedipus be sent
inside so that the public display of shame migbpsCreon agrees to exile Oedipus
from the city, but tells him that he will only do & every detail is approved by th
gods. Oedipus embraces the hope of exile, sindeheves that, for some reasop,
the gods want to keep him alive. He says thatwes gons are men and can take
care of themselves, but asks that Creon take danis girls, whom he would like
to see one final time.

D

The girls, Antigone and Ismene, come forth, cryi@gdipus enclasps thern
and says he weeps for them, since they will beogted from society, and no m
will want to marry the offspring of an interbred mage. He turns to Creon an
asks him to promise that he will take care >f théfa.reaches out to Creon, but
Creon will not touch his hand. Oedipus asks hisgtiters to pray that they ma
have a better life than his. Creon then puts an tenthe farewell, saying th
Oedipus has wept shamefully long enough. Creonrerdee guards to tak
Antigone and Ismene away from Oedipus, and telldigds that his power ha
ended. Everyone exits, and the Chorus comes onstage more. Oedipus, th
greatest of j man, has fallen, they say, and stfalis miserable, and only deat|
can bring peace.

=1

Analysis

The speech of the Chorus, with which this sectiegims (1311-1350), turn
the images of the plowman and ship's captain, wiaamerly stood for Oedipus’
success and ability to manage the state, into immafgdis failure. And the wayi
which it does so is quite extreme, focusing paldidy on the sexual aspect of
Oedipus's actions. Oedipus and his father have,tlilo ships in one port, shareg!
the same "wide harbor,"” and Oedipus has plowedsémee "lurrows" his father
plowed (1334-1339). The harbour image apparenfgrsgo Jocasta's bedchamber,
but both images also quite obviously refer to ttiepspace Oedipus and his father
have shared: Jocasta's vagina.

Images of earth and soil continue throughout temecmost noticeably in on
of Oedipus's final speeches, in which he talksisochildren about what he has
done (see 1621-1661). These images of earth,aswllplowing are used to suggest
the metaphor of the hefty plowman harrowing thd sbithe state, but they als
suggest the image of the soil drinking the blootheffamily members Oedipus hgs
killed (see in particular 1531-1537). Oedipus'snes are presented as a kind |of
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infestation on the land, a plague-symbolized by plegue with which the play
begins-that infects the earth on which Oedipus fédmsily, and his citizens stand,
and in which all are buried as a result of Oedgpusilence.

After we learn of Oedipus's self-inflicted blindin@edipus enters, led by a
boy (1432)-a clear visual echo of the TiresiasBagice at line 337. Oedipus has
become like the blind prophet whose words he scbrbmable to see physically,
he is now possessed of an insight, or an innert,sight is all too piercing and
revealing. Though the Chorus is fascinated with éimeount of physical pain
Oedipus must be in after performing such an actigds makes no mention of
physical pain. Like Tiresias, he has left the conseof the physical world behind
to focus on the psychological torment that accongsgaoontemplation of the truth.

Once the mystery of Laius's murder has been sol@eethn quickly transfers
the power to himself. Even in his newfound humbésneDedipus still clings to
some trappings of leadership, the most pathetimpiais his command to Creon
to bury Jocasta as he sees fit. Oedipus findsfiicult to leave the role of
commander, which is why he tries to preempt Crepaiser by asking Creon to
expatriate him. Creon, however, knows that Oedipuknger has any real control.
Creon is erustly and just as efficient a leadeDedipus was at the beginning of the
play. Just as Oedipus anticipated the Chorus's erfta a consultation with the
answer in the first scene, so Creon has anticipagstipus's request for banishment
now: when Oedipus requests banishment, Creon &ayshe's already consulted
"the god" about it (1574). Creon has also antieigaDedipus's desire to see his
daughters, and has them brought onstage and talanagain.

Mostly because he clashed with Creon, Oedipus besa@ntragic figure rather
frran a monster in the play's final moments. Thotlyloughout the play Oedipus
has behaved willfully and proudly, he has also besmest and forthright in all of
his actions. We trust Oedipus's judgment becausdweeys seems to mean what he
says and to try to do what he believes is right plinishment of blindness and
exile seems just, therefore, because he inflidtegan himself. Creon, on the other
hand, has the outward trappings of Oedipus's caf@idk nature, but none of its
substance. "l try to say what | mean; it's my hakiteon tells Oedipus in the play's
final lines, but the audience perceives this toumérue (1671). Creon's earlier
protestations that he lacked the desire for poweipeoved completely false by his
eagerness to take Oedipus's place as king, arttelgutting ferocity with which he
silences Oedipus at the end of the play. At theddrie play, one kind of pride has
merely replaced another and all men, as the Chgwas on to say, are destined to
be miserable.

ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS

1. The Theban plays consist of three plays: Antgddedipus the King (also
called Oedipus Tyrannus or Oedipus Rex), and OsdipColonus. All three plays
concern the fate of Thebes during and after thgnref King Oedipus. They have
often been published under a single cover. Sophptiewever, wrote the three



plays for separate festival competitions, many yegrart. Not only are the Thebg
plays not a true trilogy.

2. Each of the plays relates to the tale of thenwlgigical Oedipus, who killed
his father and married his mother without knowletlg they were his parents. H
family is fated to be doomed for three generations.

3. Oedipus's two daughters (and half-sisters), gami and Ismene, are se
out, and Oedipus laments that they should be lwosuc¢h a cursed family. He ask
Creon to watch over them and Creon agrees, beémairsy Oedipus back into th
palace.

4. Homer's Odyssey contains the earliest accoutiteofOedipus myth wher
Odysseus encounters Jocasta, named Epicaste mntreeworld. Homer briefly
summarises the story of Oedipus, including the shcpatricide, and Jocasta
subsequent suicide. However in the Homeric verfadipus remains King of
Thebes after the revelation and neither blinds gifmeor is sent into exile.

5. Polynices is son of Oedipus, and thus also toghber. Polynices appear
only very briefly in Oedipus at Colonus. He arrivasColonus seeking his father
blessing in his battle with his brother, Eteocfes power in Thebes. Polynices trig
to point out the similarity between his own sitoatiand that of Oedipus, but h
words seem opportunistic rather than filial, a thett Oedipus points out.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Write down the summary of the play, "Oedipus thai
2. Describe the themes and motifs used in the plagdiiaus the King".
3. Sketch the character of Oedipus in the play. "Qsslibe King".
4. Justify the title of the play, "Oedipus the King".
5. Discuss the life and literary career of Sophocles.
SUGGESTED READINGS
1. Sophocles the Playwright —S.M. Adams.
2. Greek Tragedy : A Literary Study —H.D.F. Kitto.
3. Oedipus at Thebes : Sophocles' Tragic Hero and ifie—Knox Bernard.
4. Oedipus Tyrannus : Tragic Heroism and the LimitKabwledge—Charles

Seqal.
5. Greek Tragedy in Action—Oliver Taplin.
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