Sophocles

THC THEBAI
PLAYS

Oedipus the King
Oedipus at Colonus
Antigone

Translated,
with notes and an introduction, by

Ruth Fainlight and Robert J. Littman



The Theban Plays



Johns Hopkins
New Transations
from Antiquity



Sophocles

The

Theban Plays

Oedipus the King
Oedipus at Colonus
Antigone

Translated, with Notes and an Introduction
by Ruth Fainlight and Robert |. Littman

The Johns Hopkins University Press

Baltimore



© 2009 Ruth Fainlight and Robert J. Littman

All rights reserved. Published 2009

Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper
987654321

United Kingdom: The moral rights of the authors have been asserted in
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

The Johns Hopkins University Press
2715 North Charles Street
Baltimore, Maryland 21218-4363
www.press.jhu.edu

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Sophocles.

[Selections. English. 2008]

The Theban plays : Oedipus the king, Oedipus at Colonus, Antigone /
Sophocles; translated, with notes and an introduction, by Ruth Fainlight and
Robert J. Littman.

p.cm.

Includes bibliographical references.

ISBN-13: 978-0-8018-9133-5 (hardcover : alk. paper)

ISBN-13: 978-0-8018-9134-2 (pbk. : alk. paper)

ISBN-10: 0-8018-9133-7 (hardcover : alk. paper)

ISBN-10: 0-8018-9134-5 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Sophocles—Translations into English. 2. Oedipus (Greek mythology)—
Drama. 3. Antigone (Greek mythology)—Drama. . Fainlight, Ruth. II. Littman,
Robert J., 1943— III. Title.

PA4414.A2F33 2008

880—dc22 2008022654

A catalog record for this book is available from the British Library.

Special discounts are available for bulk purchases of this book. For more information,
please contact Special Sales at 410-516-6936 or specialsales@ press.jhu.edu.

The Johns Hopkins University Press uses environmentally friendly book materials,
including recycled text paper that is composed of at least 30 percent post-
consumer waste, whenever possible. All of our book papers are acid-free, and our
jackets and covers are printed on paper with recycled content.


www.press.jhu.edu

To Robert Graves



This page intentionally left blank



Contents

Preface ix

Introduction xi

Map Ixi

Time Line Ixiii

Oedipus the King 1

Oedipus at Colonus 65

Antigone 137

Notes 189

Glossary of Terms from Greek Tragedy 209

Glossary of Names 211
Suggestions for Further Reading 215

vii



This page intentionally left blank



Preface

From my schooldays I have been enthralled by the stories of Oedipus and
Antigone, and over the years have seen wonderful theatrical productions of
Sophocles’ Theban Plays; but not being able to read them in the original
language meant that I certainly could not have contemplated this transla-
tion without the invaluable—indeed, essential—help of my collaborator,
Robert Littman. As well as having his almost word-for-word “crib” and line-
by-line notes to refer to, in order to deepen my sense of the potentialities of
the text for my own work I also studied several other versions. First I would
read what he had sent me, then turn to the others, from the correct and
satisfying Victorian version by Jebb to the excellent but not very strict con-
temporary one by Fagles. Finally I would go back to Littman’s, read it again,
and begin. It was hard but thrilling work. Because Littman teaches at the
University of Hawaii and I live in England, most of our exchanges were
by e-mail. But we met a few times a year in London during the two to
three years the job took, because no matter how much can be dealt with by
e-mail, there is no substitute for direct discussion to arrive at agreement on
every nuance of meaning. Our intention was to produce a version accurate
enough to be acceptable for teaching which could also stand as a piece of
literature. We hope we have succeeded.

I am grateful to Robert Littman for suggesting this project, to theater
scholar Susan Solomon for arranging a very useful dramatic reading of
Oedipus the King by a group of skilled actors, and to my husband, Alan
Sillitoe.

Ruth Fainlight

The works of Sophocles, which portray a world twenty-five hundred years
old, have been translated for more than two thousand years. Each genera-
tion produces translations in the idiom of its time. In earlier centuries,
poets steeped in Greek and Latin wrote elegant translations that were suit-
able to their age. These translations are inaccessible today because of their
complex and old-fashioned language. But few of today’s poets know Greek,
so contemporary translations of Sophocles have generally been made by
Greek scholars who are not poets. As a result, while many accurate transla-
tions are available, they do not capture the beauty of Sophocles’ poetry. By
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combining my skills as a classical scholar and the skills of a poet,
Ruth Fainlight, this new translation aspires to be both a major work
of poetry and an accurate translation in contemporary words. The
translation is particularly useful for anyone teaching the plays be-
cause it follows the line numbers of the original Greek and stays as
close as possible to the Greek text.

The Greek text used was Sophoclis Fabulae, edited by H. Lloyd-
Jones and N. G. Wilson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990), with occa-
sional references to other editions. The line numbers of our transla-
tion coincide with the line numbers of the standard Greek text,
except in the case of the choruses, where we have used block num-
bering. Whenever possible we have kept an equivalent number of
lines to the Greek choruses, but in some cases we have a line or two
more or less.

I am immensely grateful to my teachers of Greek tragedy, David
Coffin, of Phillips Exeter Academy, where I first read Oedipus the
King in Greek, and Eduard Fraenkel and Sir Maurice Bowra, at
Oxford University. Many colleagues and friends deserve thanks for
reading the manuscript in various stages and for their useful com-
ments. These include Michael Hoff, Saundi Schwartz, Kathryn
Hoffmann, and Susan Solomon. Brook Ellis prepared the map.
Ruth and I would like to thank those at the Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press who encouraged and aided our project: the anonymous
reader for the Press who provided valuable criticisms that improved
the manuscript; Michael Lonegro, Humanities Editor; and copyedi-
tor Barbara Lamb. I am grateful to my wife, Bernice Littman, for her
advice and encouragement.

Robert J. Littman



Introduction

Greek culture and civilization reached new heights in science, literature,
philosophy, and art in the fifth century BC. This century saw the beginnings
of Greek medicine, the birth of new genres of literature such as history and
tragedy, the development of philosophy, and the origin of Athenian democ-
racy. Two of the most influential philosophers in Western civilization, Soc-
rates and Plato, were fifth-century Athenians. Greek art advanced the no-
tion of perspective and set the canons of sculpture that would dominate
Western civilization. Architecture reached its crowning achievement in the
Parthenon at Athens. The classical model shaped future Western notions of
space and form. Despite their enormous cultural and intellectual achieve-
ment, like most premodern societies, the Greek city-states were a brutal
place, where a large majority of the population were slaves. In the fifth
century Athens labeled itself a democracy, but less than a quarter of the
population had the franchise. Local city-state government functioned well,
but the cities were constantly quarreling, and Greece had no political unity
until Philip IT and Alexander the Great of Macedon impressed it from
outside in the fourth century. Our notions of the great democracy of Athens
are a result of idealizations of the Greek city-state made by philosophers
and intellectuals like Aristotle rather than the reality of that institution.

Greek culture spread through the eastern Mediterranean and the Near
East in the fourth century BC, when Alexander the Great conquered Greece
and the Persian Empire. In the western Mediterranean, Greek colonists,
beginning in the eighth century, settled in southern France, Spain, and
much of southern Italy and Sicily. When the Romans expanded southward
through Italy and Sicily at the beginning of the third century, they con-
quered and absorbed a large Greek population. Finally, in 146 BC Rome
made Greece a Roman province. This influx of Greeks and Greek culture
led the poet Horace to say, at the end of the first century BC, “Graecia capta
ferum victorem cepit et artes intulit agresti Latio” (Greece, though cap-
tured, captured its fierce captor and brought the arts to uncultured Latium)
(Epistles 2.1.156). When the Roman Empire expanded and conquered most
of southern Europe and Great Britain, the Near East, and North Africa,
Greco-Roman civilization spread throughout the Mediterranean and West-
ern Europe. North and South America were colonized from Europe by the
descendants of the Romans. Today, Western civilization can be described as
the heir of the Greeks and Romans.

Xi
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For that reason, the classical period of Athens is of fundamental impor-
tance to the history of our culture and life. The genre of Greek tragedy
developed and became the basis of our Western theater. Greek drama, read
and studied since it was first written, has been a part of the school curricu-
lum and world culture for much of the past twenty-five hundred years.

Greek Religion and Theater
Religion, Crops, and Fertility

Greek theater was closely connected to Greek religion. In turn, religion,
both in its myths and in its rituals, was tied to agriculture. The fertility not
only of humans but also of livestock and crops was essential to the life of the
city. If human fertility failed, there would not be enough people to work the
land and defend it. Since crop or livestock or population infertility brought
weakness, famine, and death, fertility rites were employed in virtually all
societies to ensure the birth of children and the growth of crops. Much of
religion is concerned with the maintenance and increase of that fertility. For
the ancient Greeks, the proper performance of rites ensured the favor of the
gods and the continued prosperity of society.

Like the rest of the ancient Mediterranean, Athens raised three main
crops: grain, olives, and grapes. Each of these was essential to the main-
tenance of life and each had a patron deity, Demeter for grain, Athena for
the olive, and Dionysus for wine. Each of these three divinities had cult
worship, a temple, and a major religious festival. For Athena, it was the
Panathenaic Festival, for Demeter the Eleusinian Mysteries, and for Diony-
sus the Great Dionysia.

The center of the worship of Demeter was in Eleusis, six miles from
Athens. A cult that flourished there, called the Eleusinian Mysteries, linked
the annual regeneration of the land with the emergence of Demeter’s
daughter, Persephone, from the Underworld. Eventually, the Eleusinian
Mysteries became a Panhellenic cult of immortality.

Athena was not only the goddess of the olive but also the patron god-
dess of Athens, after whom the city was named. Her main shrine was on
the Acropolis, the temple to Athena Parthenos, the Parthenon. The Pan-
athenaic Festival, the annual observance of Athena’s birthday, consisted of a
lavish procession from the northern part of the city through the agora, or
marketplace, to the Parthenon, with sacrifices conducted along the route.
The procession culminated in the dedication of a newly woven robe to the
enormous thirty-eight-foot-high gold, silver, and ivory statue of Athena in-
side the Parthenon.

Dionysus, the god of wine, was especially important to the Greeks and
to our understanding of Greek theater. Wine was not simply a casual intoxi-
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cant, but rather a necessity for human life. Because the water supply was
often impure in Greek cities, the Greeks realized, perhaps by observation,
that mixing water with wine led to fewer diseases. Hence, the Greeks rarely
drank plain water, but regularly drank a mixture of wine and water, usually
in a proportion of three parts water to one part wine. The fertility of the
vines was therefore of primary concern for the Athenian population and
was overseen by Dionysus. According to myth, satyrs—each half man and
half goat with phallus erect—accompanied Dionysus in his revelries, as well
as ecstatic women, known as Bacchants or maenads, who had thrown off
the constraints of civilization to embrace their nonrational side. Dressed in
fawn skins and each carrying a wand, called a thyrsus, the maenads roamed
the mountains with Dionysus. In Athens the main festival to celebrate the
worship of Dionysus was the Great Dionysia, which took place in late
March and early April, the time of the winter harvest. In the ancient world
many fertility festivals were conducted at that time of year, and many cul-
tures, including the Babylonians, made March the beginning of the year.
The feasts of Ishtar and Tammuz, Aphrodite and Adonis, and later Easter,
with stories of the fertility goddess and the dying young god who was
resurrected after three days, all occurred in March, as did the crucifixion
and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Myth and Ritual

All religion consists of two parts: the rituals, which are the rites that are
performed; and the myths, the stories that explain those rites. As sacred
histories, myths explain how the present world came into being and the
relationship of the present generation to that world. These sacred histories
describe a supernatural presence in the universe, the interaction between
the supernatural and the natural, and between the gods and man.

Origins of Greek Tragedy

Greek tragedy originated in conjunction with the festival of the Great Dio-
nysia and developed as an integral part of religious worship. As part of the
earliest celebrations, hymns, called dithyrambs, were sung in praise of
Dionysus. The next stage of development was tragedies. The word tragedy,
or tragoidia, means “goat-song.” We do not know why tragedy got this
name. One theory is that a goat had something to do with the rituals,
perhaps as a sacrifice. Another possible connection is that Greek tragedy
was associated with Dionysus, and among his entourage was the half-man,
half-goat satyr.

Dionysus was also worshipped at another festival, called the Lenaean
(the Dionysia at Lenaea), which took place in January/February. The name
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derived from lene, another term for maenad. Comedies rather than trag-
edies were usually presented there, including many of the comedies of
Aristophanes, although we do know of tragedies performed in the years
419—4106.

An Athenian named Thespis, who lived at the end of the sixth century
BC, was thought to have been the originator of tragedy [Aristotle Poetics
4.1-6 (1449A.15) in Themistium Orationes 26, p. 316]. He was a singer of
dithyrambs who added an actor separate from the chorus to the perfor-
mance. This actor spoke a prologue and set speeches and changed parts by
using various masks. The ancient sources record that Thespis was the first
winner of the dramatic contest at the Great Dionysia in 534 BC.

The Great Dionysia

People from the surrounding region of Attica flocked to the city for the fes-
tival, which lasted five to seven days. At the center of the worship were dra-
matic presentations of tragedy and comedy, as well as dithyrambs. These
performances, consecrated to the god Dionysus, were accounts of Greek
myth, the interaction of gods and men. As such, they were part of the sacred
history of the Greeks and were believed in, much in the same way that
Christian society believes in Jesus. Greek tragedy for the Greek audience
was the equivalent of the medieval Passion play in Europe, in which the life
and death of Jesus were portrayed on the stage. To the Greeks of the fifth
century, the Greek heroes and Greek gods were beings as real as their own
historical personages. Agamemnon, the leader of the Greek forces at Troy,
Heracles, who performed his twelve labors, and Pericles, the ruler of Ath-
ens, were all historical figures with the same authenticity. No one would
question the historical existence of Oedipus. For the Greeks, the gods and
goddesses existed and formed an inextricable link with humankind, with
whom they interacted; Zeus and Dionysus were real. Those who failed to
believe or differed in their beliefs could be exiled or executed.

Impiety was a capital offense in Athens. In 415, on the eve of the depar-
ture of the Athenian army to attack Sicily, throughout the city most of the
hermae—stone statues of Hermes with an erect phallus—had their phal-
luses knocked off. The impiety trials that followed found that people had
also profaned the rites of the Eleusinian Mysteries of Demeter. As a result,
numerous individuals were executed, and the general of the Sicilian expedi-
tion, Alcibiades, faced with arrest, fled into exile. The most famous person
executed for impiety was the philosopher Socrates, put to death by the
Athenians in 399. Although there were political reasons behind Socrates’
prosecution, he was convicted of impiety because he either believed in gods
other than those of the city or did not believe in the gods at all.
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The Athenian tyrant Peisistratus formalized the Great Dionysia as a
state religious celebration at the end of the sixth century. The festival was
both a civic and a religious function, organized by the state and paid for by a
form of taxation whereby a wealthy individual, called a choregos, was se-
lected as the producer of the chorus for each set of plays. Three playwrights
were chosen to present tragedies, and five to present comedies. Each of the
three tragic authors wrote four plays, a tetralogy, consisting of a trilogy and
a fourth short burlesque, called a satyr play, to be presented in a theater,
equipped with wooden benches on the slopes of the Acropolis, the religious
center of the city.

The Preliminary Procession

In the preliminary procession of the Great Dionysia the city’s ephebes
(eighteen- to twenty-year-old male citizens) escorted a statue of Dionysus
Eleuthereus to a temple on the south side of the Acropolis, where a sacrifice
was offered. The myth underlying this first part of the ritual was the tale
that when Dionysus arrived at Eleutherai, the king and his daughters re-
jected him. In anger and retribution, he punished the males with priapism,
a permanent painful erection, often associated with satyrs. On consulting
the Oracle of Apollo, they were told that to be cured, they should take the
statue of Dionysus to Athens and conduct a sacrifice in the sacred precincts
of Dionysus. The procession, with a trumpeter at its head, was followed by
maidens leading a sacrificial bull. The statue of Dionysus was placed in the
theater, and the performances were conducted in front of it.

The Proagon

The festival began with a ritual purification of the theater and a libation of
wine made by the Ten Generals of Athens, each of whom was the military
leader of one of the ten tribes into which the Athenians were divided. Vari-
ous citizens were honored, and the annual tribute from the Athenian em-
pire was brought into the theater and displayed for all to see; then those in-
volved in the productions were introduced. Judges were selected to choose
the best plays, since prizes were awarded; lots were then drawn for the
order of performance.

Dramatic Performances

The performances began on the first day of the festival with a contest of
dithyrambs, followed by presentations of tragedies and comedies during
the second, third, and fourth days. Each day, often beginning at dawn, one
playwright’s work was performed, consisting of a trilogy and one satyr play.
In the afternoons the comedies were put on stage, a total of five, by five
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different authors. On the last day the judges selected the winner of the
tragedy competition and awarded the author a crown of ivy, a plant sacred to
Dionysus. The crown of victory conveyed enormous prestige and honor
from the state, in the same way that a crown of wild olive leaves was the
prize for a victor in the Olympic games. Even a hundred years later, public
inscriptions still recorded the names of the winners in the tragedy contests
of the Great Dionysia. An inscription from the fourth century BC on a stone
known as the Marmor Parium, or Parian Marble, has preserved a list of
some of the prizewinners, year by year from the early fifth century onwards.

Thirty-three Athenian tragedies of the fifth century BC have survived in
their entirety. The fragments and titles of the lost plays suggest that almost
all the plays were about Greek myth, the sacred religious history of the
Greeks. Although based on myths, these dramas could take on moral or
even political themes, rather than strictly religious ones. Only very occa-
sionally was a nonmythological subject presented, such as the historical
drama Persians, by Aeschylus, or the Sack of Miletus, by Phrynicus.

The playwright was constrained by the familiar accounts of the myths.
Although he might choose variants and embellish some details, he gener-
ally would not make up his own story. On the other hand, Greek myth was
not monolithic, and many alternate versions existed. For example, in some
versions Helen did not go to Troy, but to Egypt. A tragedy about Oedi-
pus would probably include Oedipus killing his father and marrying his
mother. But the playwright within that mythological narrative still had great
freedom to shape the material. He might concentrate on inherited curses
and fate, as Aeschylus did, or, as Sophocles did with the same myth, write a
tragedy about knowledge and the difficulty of knowing oneself. This left the
playwright free to explore the differing relationships of man to man, man to
god, and man to god’s laws. Even in the literary hands of the tragedians,
these tragedies were sacred histories; they explained the nature of the cur-
rent world, man and his place in the world, and how man interacted with
the gods.

The Production of Plays

Today, on the southern cliff face of the Acropolis in Athens, one can still
see the Theater of Dionysus, where Greek tragedy originated. The present
structure is the ruin of the Roman rebuilding of the theater in AD 61, which
sat 17,000 spectators in sixty-four rows of seats. The Roman reconstruc-
tion, in turn, was a rebuilding and expansion of the theater erected by the
Athenian statesman Lycurgus, who, in the mid fourth century BC, had
replaced the original wooden theater with one of stone. The theater of the
sixth and fifth centuries had wooden seats, and possibly some marble ones
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in the front for important personages, which could seat perhaps 15,000 to
25,000 people.

The audience sat on cushions or wooden benches in the area known as
theatron (viewing place), from which our word theater derives. In the center
was the orchestra, or “dancing area,” where the chorus performed in song
and dance, interacting with the actors on the stage. Certain props, such as
an altar (thymele), were occasionally placed in the orchestra, which was sixty
to seventy feet across in the Theater of Dionysus.

At the end of the orchestra was a wooden stage, the skene (tent), raised
two or three steps above the orchestra, measuring about twenty-five feet by
ten feet. The skene acted as the set and was often decorated as a building,
such as a palace or a temple, usually containing a set of doors. It had rear
access, allowing gods or goddesses and various other characters to appear
from a roof or from the sky.

Long ramps for entrances and exits, called parodos (passageway) or
eisodos (entrance) were on either side of the orchestra. These could designate
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a direction from which someone came and went. For example, in Oedipus at
Colonus, one side would represent the road from Thebes.

The Performance

Male Athenian citizens made up the bulk of the audience, along with resi-
dent foreigners and visitors to Athens. There is much debate on whether
women other than courtesans and female slaves attended the plays.

Actors

The chorus and actors, the dancers, and all participants were males. Wom-
en’s roles were played by men dressed in female masks and robes. When
tragedy first developed, the performance consisted of a chorus, perhaps of
twelve individuals, which was enlarged by Sophocles to fifteen. The earliest
tragedies used a single actor. According to Aristotle, the tragedian Aeschy-
lus added a second actor, and Sophocles added a third, along with scene
painting. This small number of performers meant that actors had to take on
more than one role. Although often more than three characters appear in a
play, at no time will you find more than three speaking actors on stage at the
same time, not including the chorus.

The actors, none of whom was a professional, wore masks made of
linen or cork. These masks allowed ease in changing character: light skin
color indicated a woman, dark a man; dark hair and a beard signified a
young man; white hair an old man. The masks remained fixed, so that facial
expressions were not possible. The actors also wore elaborate costumes,
including thick boots and gloves. Since much of the audience was far away
from the actors, exaggerated gestures were used for visibility. There were
only a few stage props, such as a walking staff or a garland.

The Chorus

Every Greek tragedy had a chorus, which represented some group, such as
Theban Elders in Oedipus the King and Antigone, and Elders of Colonus in
Oedipus at Colonus. Individual members of the chorus were unnamed,
anonymous individuals who were addressed either in the singular or in the
plural. They often commented on the actions of the characters, and at
times, especially during the last lines of the play, acted as the voice of the
poet. Generally, they did not participate in the action, with some exceptions,
such as in Oedipus at Colonus. In that play, the chorus tries to stop Creon
from seizing Antigone.

Chanting in unison, the chorus presented its dialogue in the form of
songs, while dancing, often to the accompaniment of a drum and a flutelike
instrument called an aulos. Choral songs had several functions: to provide
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interludes between episodes, to break up long dialogue sections, and to
create scene transitions. The chorus had a leader (coryphaeus) who served
as its spokesman.

Greek tragedy was written in meter, consisting of rhythmical patterns of
long and short syllables. In contrast, English meter consists of stressed and
unstressed syllables. Unlike some English poetry, Greek verse did not use
rhyme. The chorus employed a variety of complicated meters, at times
unique to each choral ode. These choral odes consisted of two sets of
stanzas, called the strophe and the antistrophe. Actors tended to use a meter
called iambic trimeter (alternating short and long syllables). Occasionally,
to indicate rapid action, anapests (two short and one long syllable) were
used. The speeches of actors would be long (rhesis) or short (stichomythia)
alternating lines.

Virtually no violent action took place on the stage. Jocasta hanged her-
self and Oedipus blinded himself off stage. A messenger would come on
stage to describe to the audience what violence had transpired. Words in
song, rather than action, conveyed the drama.

Tragedy as a Civic Institution

Tragedy developed as an institution in Athens at the very time Athenian
democracy was emerging, at the end of the sixth century and the start of the
fifth century BC. While plays began as religious dramas, throughout the
fifth century they took on themes of civic issues, such as the formation
of the court of the Areopagus and the relationship of bloodguilt and pri-
vate vengeance to the rule of civil law, as portrayed in Aeschylus’ Oresteia.
Among other themes, Antigone dealt with the relationship of familial obli-
gations to the laws of the state. Many plays dealt with the fall of a tyrannical
or an aristocratic figure. Often choruses took the role of townspeople or the
general populace. “The heroic figures . . . not only come to life before the
eyes of the spectators, but furthermore, through their discussions with the
chorus or with one another, they become the subjects of a debate. They are,
in a way, under examination before the public. . . . In the new framework of
tragic interplay, then the hero has ceased to be a model. He has become,
both for himself and for others, a problem” (Vernant and Vidal-Naquet
1988, 24-25).

The democratic audience of fifth-century Athens viewed itself in com-
parison with an aristocratic, predemocratic world. That democratic world
was then elucidated by the contrast with the world presented on the stage
(Wiles 1997, 209). Tragedy thus allowed the Athenian audience to confront
its heroic values and religious representations in comparison with develop-
ing civil law in Athens. The myths presented on the stage dealt with so-
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cieties based on kinship that were completely dominated by aristocratic
leaders of the kinship group, with little regard for the average citizen.
Drama thus became a mirror for the developing social and civic institutions
and tensions of Athens. The city’s Dionysia festival gave a special license to
tragedy to display images of society collapsing (Goldhill 1990). The con-
flicts explored in many of these tragedies mirrored those that the private
individual and Athens were facing. This allowed Athenian dramatists to
examine universal themes that confronted not only Athens but also socie-
ties throughout history. Consequently, many issues raised by Greek trag-
edy, still faced today, have contributed to the survival, adaptation, and per-
formance of these plays even in the twenty-first century.

The festival of the Great Dionysia, where plays were presented, origi-
nated as a purely Athenian religious fertility festival. However, as Athens
grew into a dominant political power in the Greek world during the fifth
century BC, the festival took on greater political, economic, and civic impor-
tance. Athens started the century as a city-state that galvanized dozens of
other cities to fight the Persians and organized the Delian League. By the
middle of the century Athens had transformed this league into the Athe-
nian empire. Various events marked the political and military nature of the
event. Besides the libations poured by the Ten Generals of Athens, armor
was presented to the sons of men killed in battle. In March all the city-states
tributary to Athens and members of the Athenian empire had to bring their
tribute and publicly display it in the theater during the festival. Other cere-
monies, such as the awarding of golden crowns to public benefactors,
further demonstrated the civic as well as religious nature of the festival.

The large crowds that gathered from all over Attica and the ships that
arrived from abroad made the festival a center of trade and commerce.
Thus, Greek drama was a far different institution from our modern theater.
It was a cultural, religious, civic, and economic event that was at the very
core of the city-state of Athens.

The Theater and Performance Space

In the past several decades, scholars have analyzed Greek tragedy through
performance studies, that is, the meaning and use of space occupied by the
performance (Wiles 1997, 2000; Lecoq 2001). These studies have contrib-
uted to our understanding of what drama meant to the Athenian audience
and how that audience interacted with the plays.

Greek theater was a manifestation of a religious popular culture, more
like today’s rock concerts or football games than today’s theater. The theater
of Dionysus was on the slopes of the Acropolis, the religious center of the
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city and a sacred space. The procession of the Great Dionysia came to the
ritual center of the community, where the performance took place on the
area sacred to and protected by Athena, the patron goddess of Athens. Both
the theater and the Temple of Dionysus were part of the precincts of Dio-
nysus. During the performances behind the wooden stage, the audience
could see the temple, a reminder of the religious importance of the play.

The Greek theater chorus functioned as narrator of the myth, as a moral
guide of the actions, and as the alter ego of a specific character. In this role it
was a physical extension of the audience and a link between the drama and
the audience. When the actors talked to the chorus, they were also asking
the audience for moral approval of their actions. The Greek chorus was not
on the same level as the actors, but it had its own performance space.
Through its reactions and role as intermediary, it built a link between the
public and the heroes in the drama (Lecoq 2001, 132).

The theater was big compared to modern theaters, which accounts for
some of the differences between modern and ancient drama. Because of
the great length of the orchestra, which put the actors at a significant dis-
tance from the audience, all the movements of the actors had to be simple
and clear. The Greek use of performance space was different from that in
modern theater, since it positioned the individual in relation to the group.

Greek theater was viewed in the open, and so there was sensitivity to the
environment, the sky, the natural landscape. It was part of the landscape
and was constructed with a view plane, in Athens a view of the hills to the
southeast and in Delphi, the mountains and sea. The open air of the Greek
theater contributed to the immersion of the spectator in the present, the day
of the festival. The audience participated in the same sense of space as the
characters in the play. In the open air the audience shared in a relationship
between them and their environment, which included the gods.

Aristotle and Greek Tragedy

Although modern interpretations of tragedy have paid less attention to the
Greek philosopher Aristotle’s views, nonetheless, because of his impor-
tance in the history of interpretation, his approach must be considered.
Aristotle shaped the interpretation of Greek tragedy from the moment he
wrote his major work on the subject, Poetics, in the fourth century BC.
Analyzing tragedy in structural terms, he asserted that it had six compo-
nents: plot, character, thought, diction, song, and spectacle. He defined
tragedy as “an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and of a
certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic orna-
ment, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the



Xxii INTRODUCTION

form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper
purgation of these emotions” (Poetics 7). Aristotle saw tragedy as part of the
fundamental order of the universe because it portrayed the uncertainty of
what might happen, rather than what has happened. According to Aristotle,
the audience developed a cathexis, or emotional connection, with the tragic
hero. Then, because the audience suspected the outcome, it anticipated and
feared what was going to happen to the hero. When misfortune finally
struck, the audience felt pity. Through these emotions the audience came to
a catharsis, or “cleansing.”

Aristotle further postulated that the hero needed to be of noble birth
and character and to have committed a major error, or hamartia. Hamartia,
a term derived from archery, means “to miss the target.” This error should
arise from some circumstance or attribute of the hero caused by ignorance
or human weakness, which would result in a reversal of fortune, a peri-
peteia, and in the downfall of the hero. This hamartia was a mistake, but not
necessarily a sin or moral failing. A simple accident or an involuntary
action might arouse pity, but it would not produce a catharsis for the audi-
ence. The hero would come to recognition, anagnoresis, or discovery of the
events and situation. Often the tragic hero was guilty of hubris, which could
be arrogance toward the gods or one’s fellow men. It could consist of
wanton violence against another person or the flagrant dishonoring of
another. Aristotle considered Sophocles to be the best of Greek dramatists,
a judgment that persists to this day.

Sophocles

Sophocles, citizen of Athens and military general, was not a professional
writer; nor were any of the Athenian dramatists of the fifth century BC.
With Aeschylus (525—456) and Euripides (480—400), his older and youn-
ger contemporaries, he formed a triad of the greatest dramatists of ancient
Greece. Sophocles’ lifetime spanned most of the fifth century. Having wit-
nessed the Persian Wars, the building of the Parthenon, and the birth of the
Athenian empire, he lived until the eve of Athens’ defeat at the hands of
Sparta in the Peloponnesian Wars (431-404). Born in 497/496 [Marmor
Parium)] or 495/494 [Apollodorus] in Colonus, a rural region of Athens, he
died in 406 or 405, at the age of ninety. He was around five years old when
the Athenians defeated the Persians at the Battle of Marathon (490). One
ancient tradition says that after the Athenians had routed the Persians at
Salamis (480), Sophocles, then a talented youth of fifteen or sixteen, led the
dances celebrating victory.

We know little of his personal life except that he was born into a pros-
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perous family. His father, Sophillus, was a wealthy armor maker. As an
Athenian of letters and wealth, like so many of his class, he led an active
political life. He served as hellenotamias (Treasurer of the Delian League) in
443—432. Along with Pericles, in 441-440, he was a general, one of the
board of ten generals who led the Athenian military. He may also have
served as general in the 420s with the Athenian politician Nicias. There is a
tradition that in the 420s, when the cult of Asclepius, the god of healing,
was introduced into Athens, Sophocles turned his house over for an altar
and home for the god until a proper shrine could be built. For this service,
he received the title Dexion (Receiver of the god). In the aftermath of the
destruction of an Athenian army in Sicily in 413 he held the position of
proboulos (special commissioner), to deal with the political fallout of that
monumental defeat. In this role, during the years 412—411, when the city
was thrown into upheaval by Athenian oligarchs seizing control of the
democracy, Sophocles negotiated with and may have favored the oligarchs.
His oligarchic sentiments are confirmed by later tradition (Aristotle Rheto-
ric 3.18.6). In contrast, however, some recent scholarship has argued that
his aims and literary production are democratic in nature.

As a member of the aristocracy and governing elite, Sophocles was
acquainted with all the major figures of Athens. Besides Pericles, he knew
the historian Herodotus, who influenced his works, and perhaps the phi-
losopher Archelaus, a reputed teacher of Socrates.

Many stories, most apocryphal, are found about Sophocles in short
biographies written in the third and second centuries BC, long after his
death. Most of these anecdotes are of questionable reliability. One account
relates that he played Nausicaa in a play now lost, called the Nausicaa, but
subsequently gave up acting because of a weak voice. Ancient sources
mention that he was an accomplished lyre player and that a portrait of him
playing the lyre was displayed in the Painted Stoa, a building in the agora
containing battle trophies and paintings from Athenian history. Another
story relates that when he heard that his younger rival Euripides had died,
he dressed his chorus in mourning as a tribute. Greek comedy from the
end of the fifth century and the later biographies portrayed him as hand-
some, pleasant, easygoing, and popular. The comic poet Phrynicus wrote,
“Blessed Sophocles, who lived a long life, a happy man and a clever one.
He composed many fine tragedies and died well, without enduring any
misfortune.”

Sophocles married a woman called Nicostratre, who bore him a son,
Iophon. A story, probably made up by later biographers, relates how in his
old age, Sophocles quarreled with his son, who then tried to declare him
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senile in order to get control of his property. At the trial, the poet read lines
from the play he was currently working on, Oedipus at Colonus (lines 668—
93), in which he praised Athens. Sophocles won the case.

During his lifetime he wrote 123 plays, of which only 7 survive in their
entirety. Fragments survive of at least 18 plays, including some lines of
Progeny, discovered in 2005. His first production was in 468, and his last
for which we can fix a date was in 409 (Philoctetes). His final tragedy,
Oedipus at Colonus, was produced posthumously by his grandson, in 4o01.
He won the first prize at the Greater Dionysia eighteen times, including for
Antigone. One late source, the Suda, attributes twenty-four victories to him,
but may have included victories at the Lenaean festival. His greatest play,
Oedipus the King, only won second prize.

When he presented his first play, now lost, in 468, he defeated Aeschy-
lus and won first prize. Of his surviving seven plays, the dates for only two
are certain: Philoctetes in 409 and Oedipus at Colonus in 401. The dates of
the others are conjectural and highly uncertain. The bulk of scholarly opin-
ion is that Ajax is an early work, although some place it in the 430s and
420s; the Women of Trachis has been dated from the 450s to the 420s;
Antigone from the 440s to the 430s, and Oedipus the King to the 430s and
4208, while Electra was possibly written between 420 and 410.

History of the Texts

Sophocles and his plays were immensely popular during his lifetime. The
tradition of the Great Dionysia allowed a single performance of each play.
But in the fourth century his plays, along with those of Aeschylus and
Euripides, began to be performed on a regular basis. Sometime between
338 and 320, the Athenian orator Lycurgus passed a decree that an official
copy of all the plays by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides be made and
that henceforth, all productions of the plays should conform to this official
text. We next hear about the text of Sophocles in connection with the great
library at Alexandria, founded in the third century BC by Ptolemy I, the
Macedonian ruler of Egypt. One of the goals of the library was to acquire,
classify, and edit the works of Greek poets, as well as other authors. Ptolemy
IIT Euergetes (247—222) arranged to borrow the official copy of Aeschylus,
Sophocles, and Euripides from Athens for the ostensible purpose of copy-
ing it for the library. He left a deposit of fifteen talents, equivalent to mil-
lions of dollars in today’s money. Indeed, he had the works copied, but
when it came time for him to return the originals, he sent the Athenians the
copies, telling them that they should keep the deposit and that he would
keep the originals. This official Athenian copy became the basis of the
editions prepared by Aristophanes of Byzantium (ca. 257-180 BC). Others
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in Egypt continued the editing of Sophocles. Aristarchus (ca. 216—-144 BC),
the librarian of the library of Alexandria, wrote a commentary, and in the
first century BC Didymus Chalcenterus (ca. 63 BC—AD 10) composed a
comprehensive edition.

At some period, probably around the third century AD or slightly there-
after, a collection was made of seven plays of Aeschylus, seven of Sophocles,
and ten of Euripides. The choice was probably based on those plays most
popular at that time. The other plays gradually were no longer copied, and
generally only these selections of Sophocles and Aeschylus were saved.
Because of Euripides’ great popularity, besides the selection of ten plays,
nine others are extant. Fragments of numerous other plays have survived in
quotations in other ancient authors and from papyrus fragments, mostly
from Egypt. The three earliest currently existing manuscripts of Sophocles
are dated from the ninth to the twelfth centuries AD. The most important is
the tenth-century Laurentius (32,9), referred to with the abbreviation L,
from the Laurentian Library in Florence. The printed Greek texts of Sopho-
cles began in 1502 with the Aldine edition, printed in Venice. Modern texts
are based on these medieval manuscripts, as well as on seventeen papyrus
fragments, one as early as the first century BC. The standard edition of the
Greek text of Sophocles is the Oxford Classical Text, Sophoclis Fabulae,
edited by H. Lloyd-Jones and N. G. Wilson, Oxford, 1990.

The City of Thebes
Politics

The Greek city of Thebes was the setting for the story of Oedipus and
his family. This Thebes should not be confused with the Egyptian city of
the same name. The Greek city was the habitual enemy of Athens. During
the Persian Wars, the Thebans allied with many Greek city-states to fight
against an invading Persian army at the battle of Thermopylae, in 480 BC.
However, shortly after the battle they changed sides and joined with the
Persians to fight against Athens and Sparta.

Thebans fought side by side with Persia against most of the rest of
Greece at the battle of Plataea in 479, where they were defeated. Later in
the century Thebes was drawn into the struggles of Sparta against Ath-
ens for control of Greece. At one point Athens conquered and occupied
Thebes (457—447). During the Peloponnesian Wars (431—404), when Ath-
ens fought a war against Sparta, enveloping the entire Greek world, Thebes
found itself an ally of Sparta. When Sparta vanquished Athens in 404,
Thebes pressed for the complete destruction of the city, which would have
included the execution of the men and the enslavement of the women and
children—the very thing Athens had done to the conquered population of
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the island of Melos in 416. With this political background the Athenians
watched Sophocles’ plays about Oedipus and Thebes.

Myths

Thebes held an important place in Greek mythology, since the mother of
Dionysus came from this city. Its foundation myth centered on a brother
and sister, Cadmus and Europa. Zeus, having assumed the form of a bull,
abducted and raped Europa. She was not the last of Cadmus’ family to fall
prey to the depredations of the gods. While Cadmus was searching for
Europa, he journeyed to Delphi, where the Oracle of Apollo told him to
abandon his search, find a certain cow, follow it, and then found a city
where the cow stopped walking. Cadmus obeyed Apollo. But when the cow
stopped, and Cadmus was about to sacrifice it to Athena, a dragon appeared
and disrupted the ceremony. Cadmus slew the dragon, and then, following
Athena’s commands, sowed the dragon’s teeth in the soil. Men sprouted up
from the dragon’s teeth, full grown and armed for battle. Cadmus threw a
stone in their midst, which precipitated a fight. Only five men survived, and
they became the ancestors of the aristocracy of Thebes. Since the dragon
was sacred to Ares, Cadmus was punished by a year of servitude, at the end
of which he married Harmonia, the daughter of Ares and Aphrodite.

Having raped Cadmus’ sister, Zeus now turned his attentions to the next
generation, Cadmus’ daughter Semele. She became enamored of Zeus,
who soon got her with child. She begged him to come to her in his real form,
but he refused. She continually cajoled him until he finally gave in. Appear-
ing, throwing thunderbolts and lightening, he frightened her to death. To
save the child, Zeus cut the fetus from Semele’s womb and sewed it into his
own thigh, until the baby, called Dionysus, was old enough to be born.

When Semele’s nephew, Pentheus, became king of Thebes, Dionysus
tried to introduce his worship into the city. He was rebuffed by everyone,
and in retaliation he drove the women mad and led them into the moun-
tains for Bacchic rites. Pentheus went to the mountains to spy on the
Bacchants, but this proved to be his doom. His mother, Agave, tore off her
son’s head, put it on a stick, and paraded it through Thebes.

Polydorus, another child of Cadmus, succeeded to the throne of Thebes,
followed in turn by his son Labdacus. Labdacus had a son, Laius, who
developed a homosexual passion for Chrysippus, son of Pelops, and then
raped him. Because of this crime, Pelops cursed Laius, that he not have
children or, if he did, that he be killed by his own son. Laius returned to
Thebes, where he married Jocasta. Afterwards he learned of the curse from
the Oracle of Apollo at Delphi. Trying to forestall the Oracle, Laius avoided
sex with Jocasta. However, one night, when he was drunk, his sex-starved
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wife seduced him. Nine months later she gave birth to a boy. Fearful of the
prophecy, Laius commanded that the child be killed. He pierced the three-
day-old infant’s ankles and gave him to a shepherd, with orders to expose
him on Mount Cithaeron, outside Thebes. Disobeying the king’s command
out of pity for the baby, the shepherd gave him to another herdsman on the
mountain. The herdsman took the child to Corinth and gave him to King
Polybus and his wife, Merope, who were childless. They named the child
Oedipus, or “swollen foot,” because of his pierced ankles. Oedipus grew up
happily in Corinth, until one day, when he had just reached maturity, a
drunken guest at a banquet questioned his paternity. When he received
evasive answers from his parents, Oedipus journeyed to Delphi to inquire
of the Oracle of Apollo, who responded that Oedipus was fated to kill his
father and marry his mother. Horrified, Oedipus avoided returning home to
Corinth, but set out in self-imposed exile. On his way toward Thebes he
encountered a man who was, in fact, Laius, his father, traveling with an
entourage along the road. When they ran him off the road, Oedipus killed
them all in anger, except one servant who fled.

When Oedipus neared Thebes, he was accosted by the Sphinx, a mon-
ster with the head of a woman, the body of a lion, and the wings of an eagle,
who had been sent by Hera to punish Thebes for Laius’ crimes. Since Laius
had been killed while abroad, the queen’s brother, Creon, promised the
vacant throne and the hand of Jocasta to whoever could rid the city of the
monster. Before devouring her victims, the Sphinx gave them a chance to
live, if they could answer a riddle, “What goes on four legs in the morning,
two legs at noon and three legs in the evening?” When the Sphinx con-
fronted him, Oedipus knew the answer: man. In infancy a baby crawls on
all fours, in his prime a man walks upright on two legs, and in his twilight
years he walks with a cane. When the riddle was answered, the Sphinx
threw herself off a cliff.

A frequent theme in myths is that a hero must slay a monster that
guards the virginity of a woman to win her and have sex with her. Per-
seus killed a sea monster to wed Andromeda. Similarly, in the Middle
Ages, mythic dragons frequently guarded maidens. The hero had to kill the
dragon to win her, just as Oedipus, in a variation of the virgin theme, had to
kill the monster, the Sphinx, to win the woman, Jocasta.

Oedipus claimed the reward: he became king and married Jocasta. He
ruled for many years in peace and prosperity, during which Jocasta bore
him four children: two daughters, Antigone and Ismene, and two sons,
Polyneices and Eteocles. Some versions make Polyneices the older son, and
others make him the younger. Many years later, when a plague struck the
city, Oedipus discovered that the gods had inflicted it because of the pollu-
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tion caused by the death of Laius. Investigating further, he came to learn his
origins. When the shameful secret was about to be exposed, Jocasta hanged
herself and Oedipus blinded himself, abdicating the throne to Jocasta’s
brother, Creon, as regent for his sons, Eteocles and Polyneices. The two
heirs agreed that each would rule for one year and then alternate, Eteocles
for the first year. But when it came time for Eteocles to step down in favor of
Polyneices, he refused. Polyneices fled into exile to Argos, where he mar-
ried the daughter of King Adrastus and enlisted his father-in-law’s help to
conquer Thebes.

Meanwhile, Oedipus, blind and old, accompanied by his daughter An-
tigone, came to Colonus, part of the city-state of Athens. Ismene soon
arrived with news of the fighting at Thebes, reporting that the Delphic
Oracle had foretold that the place where Oedipus was buried would be
protected by the presence of his tomb. Creon arrived next, to take Oedipus
back to Thebes, by force, if necessary, so that the Thebans could control his
burial site. Just in time Theseus, the king of Athens, arrived to prevent this.
Polyneices then begged Oedipus for help in his war against his brother,
Eteocles. Oedipus not only refused but cursed his two sons. He then died,
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taken down to the Underworld by the gods, and his entombed corpse
became a guardian of Colonus and Athens.

Polyneices and his father-in-law, Adrastus, continued their hostilities,
raised an army, and marched against Thebes. This expedition was known as
the Seven against Thebes. The attack failed. Polyneices met his brother in
single combat at one of the gates of Thebes, where they killed each other in
combat. Much of the invading force was killed, including all their leaders,
the Seven against Thebes, except Adrastus, who escaped to Athens.

Creon buried Eteocles with state honors but proclaimed that under
penalty of death, Polyneices’ body was to be left exposed, to rot. Antigone
defied the edict and spread earth on the body of her brother. When Creon’s
guards apprehended her, Creon ordered her to be walled up alive in a cave.
Finally, after bitter argument with his son Haemon, to whom Antigone had
been promised in marriage, and at the urging of the priest Teiresias, Creon
was persuaded to set her free. When he arrived at the cave with Haemon,
they found that Antigone, like her mother Jocasta, had hanged herself. On
seeing her dead body, Haemon committed suicide. When Eurydice, Cre-
on’s wife, learned what had happened, she killed herself out of grief for her
dead son. Creon had now lost all his family.

Oedipus the King

Sophocles wrote three plays about the House of Thebes, Oedipus the King,
Antigone, and Oedipus at Colonus, that are extant. A fourth play, dealing with
the siege of Thebes, called Epigonoi, was lost, but fragments of it from the
Oxyrhynchus papyri were deciphered in 2005, using new multispectral
imaging. Oedipus the King was called simply Oedipus by Aristotle. In later
centuries the Greek title became Oedipus Tyrannus and in Latin, Oedipus
Rex. A tyrant was not really a king, but rather a strong man who assumed
control over a city-state. Oedipus at Colonus may have been given this name
by Sophocles himself to distinguish it from Oedipus the King. Cicero (De
Senectute7.21), in the first century BC, called the play Oedipus Coloneus. The
three plays were not a trilogy, but three separate plays, written at twenty- to
thirty-year intervals, concerning the same theme. Sophocles was drawing
on a general body of myths about Oedipus and his family, but he added his
own variations and interpretations.

The Myth of Oedipus before Sophocles

Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey (eighth century BC) were the earliest works of
Greek literature and the earliest to mention the story of Oedipus. In Iliad
23.677-80 Homer reports that Oedipus was buried in Thebes after a battle
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involving the sons of Cadmus. This may imply that there was a hero cult to
Oedipus at Thebes. The account in Homer’s Odyssey (11.271—80) contra-
dicts the narrative in Oedipus at Colonus. During his visit to the Under-
world, Odysseus saw Oedipus’ mother, whom Homer called Epicaste.
Oedipus killed his father and married his mother, but the gods made this
shame known to all mortals. Epicaste hanged herself, but Oedipus con-
tinued to rule in Thebes.

A few fragments and quotations from two epics, Oedipodeia and Thebais,
composed between 8oo and 550 BC, have survived. In Oedipodeia Oedipus
takes a second wife, Euryganeia, and had children by her. In Thebais,
Oedipus cursed his sons because they had given him an inferior cut of meat
at a sacrifice and had served him wine in a cup that had belonged to Laius.

Aeschylus’ trilogy, written in 467 BC, well before Sophocles’ treatment
of the myth, consisted of Laius, Oedipus, Seven against Thebes, and a satyr
play, Sphinx. Only Seven against Thebes survived, but we know something
about the other plays from quotations and fragments. Laius dealt with the
curse of the house of Laius, which began with Laius’ kidnapping and rap-
ing of Chrysippus, son of Pelops. As a result of the violence he suffered,
Chrysippus committed suicide, and Pelops cursed Laius and his descen-
dants. Aeschylus followed the curse from father to son to grandsons, from
Laius to Oedipus to Eteocles and Polyneices. Each play dealt with one
generation, with the fourth play, Sphinx, treating Oedipus’ encounter with
and defeat of the Sphinx.

Shared details of all the versions of the story were that Oedipus killed
his father and married his mother. Aeschylus, like Sophocles, had Oedipus
blind himself (Seven against Thebes 778—91), an outcome not present in ear-
lier versions. Some scholars have argued that the lines mentioning Oedi-
pus’ blindness are a later interpolation. In his Oedipus Aeschylus gave
prominence to the Furies, the spirits of vengeance who pursued bloodguilt,
as he had in his trilogy, Oresteia. The theme of Aeschylus’ trilogy was that
the sins of the father were visited on the sons because of the curse of the
house of Laius. Other fifth-century tragedians wrote about Oedipus, and we
know of six plays, all of which are lost. One of these was by Euripides,
Sophocles’ younger contemporary, who wrote an Oedipus. Working with
the existing body of myths, Sophocles shaped and altered them, introduc-
ing very different themes to his work.

Themes

The concept of pollution (miasma) and bloodguilt in Greek religion affects
the understanding of all three Theban plays. In Greek religion the sacred
and the profane intertwined. For society to function and the gods to be in
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harmony with mankind, pollution had to be avoided. It could come from a
number of sources, from the improper exercise of rites, to the neglect of
obligation to the gods. Killing an individual caused a moral pollution to the
state and created bloodguilt both for the society and for the individual who
had done the deed. Such pollution could be removed only through various
rites of purification and the balancing of what was owed to the gods, that s,
vengeance for the death, either through payment with a life or equivalent
restitution. If someone died, whether that death was accidental or inten-
tional, bloodguilt had to be assuaged. Pollution and its cure played a major
role in Athenian society. In the mid fifth century BC Pericles could still be
charged with being under the curse of the Alcmaeonidae for a pollution
committed by his ancestor, Megacles, in the seventh century, almost two
hundred years before he was born. The idea of a family curse and collective
guilt would seem justified to a Greek audience, as well as to other ancient
Mediterranean cultures. God says in the Hebrew Bible (Deuteronomy 5:9),
“You shall not bow down to them or serve them. For I the Lord your God am
an impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon the children,
upon the third and upon the fourth generations of those who reject Me.” A
descendant several generations removed would feel himself equally guilty
of a family curse as the person who had caused the pollution. Sophocles
would not have seen Oedipus’ inheritance of the curse of Laius as par-
ticularly unusual or tragic. Group guilt was taken for granted in ancient
Greek culture. Bloodguilt, pollution, and expiation became major themes
of Aeschylus’ works. For Sophocles, these were secondary themes, but still
an integral part of the myth of Oedipus and his portrayal of it.

Each of the plays deals with pollution. In Oedipus the King it is the
pollution caused by the murder of Laius, in Antigone, the pollution caused
by leaving a body unburied, and in Oedipus at Colonus, it is the resolution of
a lifetime of pollution for Oedipus. In all three plays, the god Apollo advises
the characters, through his Oracle at Delphi, what do to and how to cure the
pollution. In his role as Apollo Smintheus, Apollo was associated with the
bringing of plagues. But he was also a god of medicine and healing. Indeed,
the prophecies of Apollo and his priests at Delphi provide the blueprint in
the three plays for the healing of pollution and the return of society to its
proper order.

Moral pollution brought diseases and plagues. In Homer’s Iliad the
leader of the Greeks, Agamemnon, dishonors Chryses, the priest of Apollo,
and thereby dishonors Apollo, by refusing to return Chryses’ captured
daughter. As a consequence, Apollo sends a plague onto the Greek camp
that does not cease until Agamemnon returns the girl. The plague with
which Oedipus the King begins was caused by the physical pollution of the
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murder of Laius. It is uncertain whether Oedipus the King was written in the
430s or the 420s. If it was produced after 430, Sophocles would have
composed the play and the audience would have watched the production at
a time of one of the worst plagues ever to hit the ancient world. In the years
430—427 the plague of Athens struck the city and killed a quarter of the
city’s population, including Pericles, its general and first citizen. If the
play belongs to this period, no Athenian could have watched the opening
scenes, in which the populace pleads to the king for help, without them-
selves fearing the plague and feeling their own loss of so many of their
relatives and friends who had perished. Thucydides (Peloponnesian Wars
2.53.4) comments on the moral and civil chaos the plague caused: “Fear of
gods or law of man there was none to restrain them. As for the first, they
judged it to be just the same whether they worshipped them or not, as they
saw all alike perishing; and for the last, no one expected to live to be brought
to trial for his offences, but each felt that a far severer sentence had been
already passed upon them all and hung ever over their heads, and before
this fell it was only reasonable to enjoy life a little.”

Critical interpretation of Sophocles’ Oedipus the King began in the fourth
century, when Aristotle used the play as the paradigm of Greek tragedy. He
considered Oedipus to be the ideal tragic hero and Oedipus the King to be the
finest of all tragedies. Interpretation has continued to the present day. Each
age has understood the play in line with its own culture and mores.

Modern theories of literature and art have argued that any creative
work, when it leaves the hands of the artist, becomes an independent entity,
that the interpretation of the work belongs not to the original intent of the
writer or artist but to the reader or beholder, who brings to the work the
whole panoply of his or her own experience.

In one sense, this can be seen most clearly in the Bible. According to
Genesis, a snake appeared in the Garden of Eden. Christianity has inter-
preted the snake as the devil or the agent of the devil. The ancient Hebrews,
however, did not have the concept of the devil when Genesis was written;
they only began to develop it after their return from the Babylonian Cap-
tivity, after 538 BC. Does the historical reality invalidate the Christian inter-
pretation of the serpent? Yes and no. In the same way, we can interpret
Sophocles’ works as modern viewers according to our own prejudices and
experiences, and we can also seek to understand the works historically, to
understand what they meant to Sophocles and the Athenian audience.

Aristotle (Poetics 13) saw Oedipus the King as a tragedy driven by the
character of Oedipus. Oedipus fell from his high position because of an
error (hamartia). Aristotle probably meant by this either his hubris (arro-
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gance), when he refused to yield the road to Laius and slew him and his
men, or the mistakes he made about his own identity.

Throughout the centuries, many have interpreted Oedipus the King as a
play of fate, since Oedipus could not escape the fate of killing his father and
marrying his mother. Indeed, in Greek religion the concept of fate gov-
erned and bound both men and gods. Even Zeus, the ruler of Olympus,
could not change fate. A story is told in Homer’s Iliad that Zeus’ son
Sarpedon was fated to die at Troy, and even Zeus could not overcome fate.
All he could do was bend fate to delay Sarpedon’s death. The story of the life
of Oedipus was about fate. Oedipus’ father was fated either to have no son,
or if he did, for that son to kill him and marry Jocasta, his mother. However,
the play Oedipus the King is not about fate. No action that happens in the
play was fated. All that was fated (Oedipus killing his father and marrying
his mother and having children by her) happened before the play begins.
Sophocles could have decided to make the play a story of fate, as Aeschylus
perhaps did, but he chose not to do so.

Friedrich Nietzsche, in his Birth of Tragedy (sec. 9), saw this as a com-
plex play, in which Oedipus was a “superman,” one who excelled others in
knowledge, and Nietzsche believed that those who excelled their fellow
men always paid a price. For Oedipus, the price was incest, patricide, blind-
ness, exile, and destruction. Through his knowledge Oedipus defeated the
Sphinx, but he, himself, became the answer to the Sphinx’s very riddle. For
Nietzsche, Oedipus represented the guilt felt by man as a response to his
domination of the natural world. The myth suggested that wisdom was an
unnatural crime, that the man of knowledge brought destruction with his
knowledge, that wisdom was a crime committed against nature.

Sigmund Freud was profoundly influenced by Greek thought, espe-
cially by Plato and Sophocles, and particularly by this play. He took Plato’s
tripartite division of man’s soul—the Spirited, the Reasoning, and the De-
siring—and turned them into the Ego, the Superego, and the Id. Naming
the syndrome after Oedipus, Freud developed the idea of the Oedipus
Complex, whereby an infant would feel lust for his mother and want to
displace his father. He explained that the more than twenty-five-hundred-
year fascination with Oedipus the King came about because the play reso-
nated with an innate desire of men to kill their fathers and sleep with their
mothers. “His destiny moves us only because it might have been ours—
because the oracle laid the same curse upon us before our birth as upon
him” (Interpretation of Dreams 290).

Freud found a paradigm for the son overthrowing the father not only in
Oedipus the King but in other Greek myths. Cronos, the youngest born son
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of Gaia (Earth) and Uranus (Sky), was aided by his mother in conquering
his father. In turn, Cronos was overthrown by his son Zeus, who conspired
with his mother, Rhea, and grandmother, Gaia. Zeus prevented the next
generation from overthrowing him by swallowing his consort, Metis, when
she was pregnant with Athena. Athena was then born from the head of
Zeus and was, therefore, subservient to him. Besides the paradigms of the
gods, heroes such as Perseus overthrew their fathers or grandfathers.

Freud in one sense understood the dynamics of Oedipus the King better
than most classical scholars and literary critics. He said that “the action of
the play consists in nothing other than the process of revealing, with cun-
ning delays and ever-mounting excitement—a process that can be likened
to the work of psychoanalysis—that Oedipus himself is the murderer of
Laius, but further that he is the son of the murdered man and of Jocasta.”

Much of what Freud saw in this play was what Sophocles saw. In fact,
Sophocles’ view of Oedipus profoundly influenced Freud and provided the
basis of Freud’s theories of repression and of analysis. Because there was a
problem, a plague, Oedipus searched back into the historic events to learn
its cause. Only by going back to the very beginning, the circumstances of
his own birth, could he discover what the problem was and how to resolve
it. By blinding himself he stopped the plague. Oedipus’ inquiry into the past
to correct the present mirrors Freud’s theory of psychoanalysis. The patient
seeks the physician because of a present malady. Through analysis, that is,
by going back in time to understand the cause of the problem, the patient is
cured. Oedipus also became the paradigm for Freud’s theory of repression.
The patient represses knowledge and resists finding out the painful origin
of his present condition. Thus, each time Oedipus learns a new piece of in-
formation, he represses it. Nonetheless, he persists until he can no longer
repress the knowledge. Then, through blinding himself, he perpetrates the
ultimate repression, never again beholding this situation or any other.

Freud believed that Greek myths reveal the fundamental processes of
the human psyche. French feminists, focusing on Greek drama, have con-
demned Freud’s neglect of the feminine and his putting all his emphasis on
the father-figure Laius, while at the same time neglecting the murder and
suppression of the primal mother, as illustrated in the myth of the murder
of Clytemnestra by her son, for the establishment of male-dominated civil
organization (Irigaray 1991).

Bernard Knox, one of the most influential writers of the twentieth cen-
tury on Sophocles, analyzed both the Sophoclean hero and Oedipus as an
embodiment of that hero. He argued that Sophocles depicts a heroic indi-
vidual confronting his destiny alone, free to act, but taking the conse-
quences of his actions. He is not a victim, but an active agent. Unlike the
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Aeschylean hero, there is no redeeming future or larger meaning for his
suffering. Sophocles’ tragic hero exhibits intransigence, strength of will,
stubbornness, harshness, and he is easily angered and offended. Isolated,
the hero refuses to compromise, setting his own conditions for existence.
Often, death is the only solution. Through the hero’s loyalty to his nature
humanity achieves its true greatness. The Sophoclean hero is “one who,
unsupported by the gods and in the face of human opposition, made a
decision that sprang from the deepest layer of his individual nature, his
physis, and then blindly, ferociously, heroically maintained that decision
even to the point of self-destruction” (The Heroic Temper 1964).

Knox sees Oedipus as “a paradigm of all mankind,” since the essential
elements of the human condition remain the same as they were in ancient
Athens. Oedipus symbolizes Athens itself. The behavior of Oedipus corre-
sponded with Athens. He demonstrates swift and courageous action based
on intelligent deliberation and self-confidence, and is suspicious and easily
angered, just as Athens behaves in its foreign policy and warfare. Like
Athens, Oedipus got power through a response to circumstances (Oedipus
to the Sphinx, Athens to the Persian Wars), rather than from ordinary
political procedures. Both Athens and Oedipus were characterized by a
blend of autocratic and democratic elements. The atmosphere of the play
reflects the intellectual and spiritual turmoil of Athens, the contentious,
litigious questioning of traditional values and the questing for anthropo-
centric truth. Oedipus the King is thus Athens the King. Oedipus is the
embodiment of the self-destructive genius of Periclean Athens. Knox saw
that Oedipus had the freedom to find out the truth about the prophecies,
about the gods, and about himself. In this search he demonstrated his
heroic character, intelligence, courage, and perseverance. This dedication
makes the story of Oedipus a heroic example of man’s dedication to the
truth about himself (Oedipus at Thebes 1957).

The modern critic Jean-Pierre Vernant sees Oedipus the King in terms of
the historical role of tyrants in Greece, with their excessive behavior. Plato
(Republic 9.571) attributed incest to tyrants as part of their lawless conduct, a
charge that fits Oedipus. Vernant also sees Oedipus in another role, that of
the pharmakos, or scapegoat, who was driven out of the city after all the ills
and evils of the city had been placed on him. At the end of the play, Oedipus
is willing to be the sacrificial victim, by whose punishment and exile the city
can be saved from its pollution of bloodguilt and the physical plague that
accompanies it. Vernant also compares this expulsion of the scapegoat to
the practice of ostracism at Athens, the periodic expulsion of a powerful
figure whom the populace thought could be a danger to political stability
(Myth and Tragedy in Ancient Greece 87—119).
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Walter Burkert views the play as a reaffirmation of the gods. As the
breakdown of Oedipus shows, “the veracity of divine prescience proves the
existence of an all-comprehending intelligence that envelops this world of
ours” (Oedipus, Oracles, and Meaning 27).

Charles Segal, in addition to the interpretations above, views Oedipus as
a hero of inner visions and personal suffering, whose force of personality
and integrity enabled him to confront his suffering and fate with courage,
after a struggle for self-knowledge. According to Segal, this was how Sopho-
cles created the form of the “tragic hero,” which became a paradigm in
Western literature (Oedipus Tyrannus 147). Segal sees the answer to the
riddle of the Sphinx in Oedipus himself, his third foot representing him as
both homo faber and homo necans, the civilizing and the destructive power of
man. The staff Oedipus used to kill his father was also a sign of his kingship,
and he used it as a support in his old age. Oedipus destroyed the Sphinx, a
beast who ravaged the city of Thebes, and yet he himself violated the funda-
mental laws of civilization by committing two of the most bestial acts in
human society, patricide and incest (Tragedy and Civilization 207-17).

A major theme of the play to Sophocles, Freud, and the modern reader
is the search for knowledge and identity. Perhaps this theme of the play is
best expressed by Teiresias (lines 412—-19):

But I say to you, who have taunted me in my blindness,
that though you have sight, you cannot see your own evil
nor the truth of where you live and whom you live with.
Do you know your origin, know that you are the enemy
of all your line, those below the earth and those still on it,
and that your mother’s and father’s double-edged curse
with deadly step will drive you from this land—

like a light revealing all, before it blinds you.

Oedipus is the man of knowledge. During the play we learn that he an-
swered the riddle of the Sphinx. In a sense, the answer to that riddle was
not only “man” but also “Oedipus,” for we see him in these plays as a
baby with pierced ankles, as a full-grown man, and as an aged blind man
with a cane. This riddle of the Sphinx resonated with the famous Delphic
maxim, “Know yourself, know that you are man.” Thus, inherent in the
Sphinx’s riddle is the idea of man’s self-knowledge. Sophocles portrayed
in this tragedy the theme of self-knowledge, not fate, as other tragedians
had done.

Oedipus’ search for knowledge begins with the very first line of the play.
Because a plague had attacked the city, Oedipus has sent emissaries to the
Oracle of Delphi to learn the reason. As we have seen, in many societies,
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including the Greek, plagues were believed to come from the gods, as
punishment for man’s misbehavior. The Book of Deuteronomy (28:15, 21—
22) perhaps sums up a mainstream religious belief:

But if you do not obey the Lord your God to observe faithfully all His
commandments and laws which I enjoin upon you this day, all these
curses shall come upon you and take effect. . . . The Lord will make
pestilence cling to you, until He has put an end to you in the land that
you are entering to possess. The Lord will strike you with consump-
tion, fever, and inflammation, with scorching heat and drought, with
blight and mildew; they shall hound you until you perish.

If a physical pollution strikes, the cause must be the anger of the gods
because of improper human behavior. For the Greeks, any killing, even
accidental, created pollution. The only way to resolve the pollution caused
by the death of Laius was to kill his murderer or to send him into exile (lines

95—1I0I):

CREON

I shall tell what I heard from the god.

Lord Phoebus commands

that to drive this plague from our land, nourished by our land,
we must root it out, or it will be past cure.

OEDIPUS
What rite will expiate this crime?

CREON
Banishment or death for death—blood unavenged
menaces the city like a storm.

Apollo had revealed that the death of Laius must be avenged. Oedipus
questions Creon on the details, and Creon replies (lines 122-24):

CREON
He said it was a band of robbers
that attacked and killed him, not one, but many hands.

Oedipus’ response is revealing and sets the themes of the whole play (lines
124—25):
OEDIPUS

How could a single robber, unless bribed
by some vile man from here, dare to kill him?
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As Oedipus would tell the audience later (lines 800-813), when he was
traveling toward Thebes, at a place where three roads cross, he encountered
a man in a horse-drawn carriage, accompanied by retainers. Following an
altercation, he killed them all, except one. Oedipus reveals that he sub-
consciously knows he is the slayer of Laius by changing the plural “rob-
bers” to the singular “robber.” He next tries to prove to himself that he is
not that slayer, by cursing the murderer (lines 246-49):

I pray that whoever did this—even if he has,
alone or with his murderous accomplices, escaped—
may his life always be wretched.

Teiresias then enters the stage. Teiresias is reluctant to speak, but Oedi-
pus pushes him until he declares (line 362):

I repeat that you yourself are the murderer you seek.

Now it is revealed to all the listeners that Oedipus was the killer of Laius.
The only one who does not know is Oedipus himself. He continues to re-
press and deny what he knows to be true. He now tries to blame Creon and
accuses Teiresias of plotting with Creon to take his throne (lines 380-403).

Despite his refusal to believe Teiresias, Oedipus relentlessly pursues
the answers. He tells his wife, Jocasta, that Teiresias has accused him of
being Laius’ murderer. Jocasta retorts that oracles are often false, the proof
being that the oracle had said that Laius would perish at the hand of their
child. It could not have been the child who killed Laius, since Laius did away
with the child by pinning his feet and exposing him (706-25), and later,
Laius was killed by robbers, not by his son. Any man of knowledge would
immediately connect his own pierced feet and the prophecy that he would
kill his father with the death of Laius. But Oedipus only focuses on the fact
that Laius was killed where three highways meet. He suspects that he could
be Laius’ killer, but he does not reach the obvious conclusion, that he is also
Laius’ child. Oedipus clings to the hope that it was not he who killed Laius
by harping on the report that “he said that robber men had killed him.
Men—not a man” (lines 842—43). Oedipus then sends for the shepherd
who had survived the attack on Laius. A messenger from Corinth now
enters. Oedipus learns from him that Polybus is dead and that he himself'is
not the son of Polybus, but came originally from the house of Laius. Jocasta
immediately realizes that Oedipus is her son. She begs him to stop his
inquiry. But Oedipus, the man of knowledge, is determined to seek out the
truth, a truth obvious to all except him. Finally the Shepherd comes on
stage and reveals that Oedipus is the child of Laius and Jocasta. Oedipus can
no longer repress the truth. He now knows who he is. But unable to look
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upon the truth, he runs offstage, to find that Jocasta has hanged herself.
Taking the brooches from her robe, he uses them to gouge out his eyes.

Major motifs that run through the play are sight and knowledge. The
Greek word for “to know” is oida. Literally the word means “to have seen.”
To see is to know. Teiresias, who was blind, could see and understand.
Oedipus, the man of knowledge, could see, but did not know. When he
finally knew, he could not bear to see and blinded himself. There is a
further play on the name of Oedipus, which means “swollen foot.” The first
part of the name, “Oedi,” in Greek sounds like the word to know “oida.”

The events that occurred before the play begins were fated. Oedipus still
has free will, and now he has fallen from a great height, as Aristotle says.
But because of his refusal to know himself and who he is, he falls further,
into blindness and exile.

Oedipus at Colonus

Sophocles, who came from Colonus, wrote Oedipus at Colonus in 406 BC,
in the last year of his life, when he was close to ninety. Like Oedipus in the
play, he was a very old man, near death. Sophocles did not live to see the
play performed, and it was his grandson, Sophocles the Younger, who
produced it at the Great Dionysia in the spring of 401.

Even more than Antigone and Oedipus the King, this play is rooted in the
historical and religious experience of the people of Athens. In 406 Athens
was locked in the final stages of the Peloponnesian Wars (431—404), and its
defeat was looming. The year before, in 407, the Athenian cavalry had
beaten a Theban force near Colonus (Xenophon Hellenica 1.1.33, Diodorus
Siculus Library of History 13.72). This small victory for Athens may have
influenced Sophocles in the writing of the play. Thebes, the implacable
enemy of Athens, was allied with Sparta. It was almost as if Sophocles
wanted to give hope to the Athenians that they would survive the onslaught
of Thebes and the ravages of war, protected by the gods. By the time Oedipus
at Colonus was produced in 4o1, Sparta had conquered Athens. The au-
dience in 401 would know that the grave of Oedipus had not prevented their
defeat. Yet, perhaps it did aid them from being utterly destroyed. When
Athens fell in 404, the Spartans resisted the call of Thebes and Corinth for
the total annihilation of Athens. The Thebans wanted to execute the men of
the city and sell the women and children into slavery. The Spartans did not
do this—not out of goodwill for Athens, but because they wanted Athens to
act as a buffer between them and Thebes. Given this historical background,
when the play was first produced it would already have struck a false note to
the Athenians; the grave of Oedipus did not protect Athens.

Oedipus at Colonus is not only a drama fixed in time to the end of the
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fifth century BC, but it can also be seen as a modern story of suffering and
reconciliation. Some later readers and critics, influenced by Christianity,
read into it a story of the sinner whom God receives into His grace. Hegel
pointed out this fallacy: “The reconciliation of the Christian religion, how-
ever, is an illumination of the soul, which bathed in the everlasting waters
of salvation, is raised above mortal life and its deeds” (Hegel on Tragedy 75—
76). He saw in this play the epitome of acceptance of personal respon-
sibility for deeds done under compulsion from external forces: “The most
perfect example of this in ancient drama is to be found in the very admi-
rable Oedipus at Colonus.” For Hegel, Oedipus resembled Adam, losing
happiness when he gained knowledge of good and evil. But after Oedipus
had assumed full responsibility for his actions, his soul was purified by the
Furies, and he underwent both physical and psychological reconciliation
with his past deeds.

Themes

The central theme of the play is the apotheosis of Oedipus: he becomes a
hero, a demigod, whose spirit will guard Athens against Thebes. There are a
number of subsidiary themes, as well, including (1) pollution and the puri-
fication of that pollution; (2) the overwhelming love of Oedipus for his
daughters, contrasted with the hatred he bears his sons; (3) an encomium
of Athens, which glorifies the city as a protector of the oppressed; and
(4) hope, that, despite all travails, the gods will protect us.

Apotheosis

At the beginning of the play Oedipus comes onto the stage, old and weak,
blind, wearing rags, carrying a stick, and led by his daughter. In this scene
he truly typifies Aristotle’s example of peripeteia, or reversal, the great figure
that has fallen from a high place. In Oedipus the King he was a great king,
proud and powerful. Now he has fallen to this state. By the end of Oedipus at
Colonus, Oedipus walks unaided, summoned by the gods for heroization
and apotheosis. Through this process we watch on stage the growth of the
power of Oedipus and his journey through wrath and passion, from man to
hero. Sophocles dramatically portrayed the gods at work in fulfillment of
divine prophecy.

The drama of this play is the process of achieving a heroic state. Oedi-
pus knew that his fate was to be the guardian spirit in whatever land he
would be buried, as Apollo had promised (Oedipus at Colonus 87—93). To
create dramatic tension for this process of apotheosis, Sophocles fills Oedi-
pus’ last hours with drama and crisis: the kidnapping of his daughters
Antigone and Ismene by Creon, who was trying to force Oedipus to return
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to the environs of Thebes for burial, and the appeal of his son Polyneices for
him to return to Thebes.

In the final resolution the gods transform Oedipus from a blind beggar
and polluted being into a hero whom they welcome as one of their own.
Finally his pollution has been expiated, and he discovers that the gods did
not hate him, butloved him. Throughout the play, as he comes to realize his
destiny to be a demigod, a daimon, his strength and dignity grow. He moves
from a suppliant asking for a place to sit, to a commanding figure, sum-
moned by the gods.

As part of the heroization of Oedipus, his stature is reinforced because
his tomb became a protection to Athens. The Greeks believed that the
bones of dead heroes could protect a city and a land. The historian Herodo-
tus (Histories 1.46) relates a story that the Spartans searched for the bones of
Orestes because the Delphic Oracle had told them that they could never
defeat their neighbors, the Tegeans, until they brought Orestes’ bones to
Sparta. Herodotus (Histories 8.134) and Aeschylus (Seven against Thebes
587-588) tell the story that Amphiaraus was buried in Thebes as a guardian
hero. The body of Eurystheus in Athens would protect the city from its
enemies (Euripides Heracleides 1032—34; Aeschylus Eumenides 763ff). In an
account written in the first century AD, but which might go back to the fifth
century BC, the biographer Plutarch (Life of Theseus 36) relates that the
Athenians brought the bones of Theseus back to Athens. The idea of heroes
being guardians would be consistent with Athenian religious beliefs. We
also know of historical figures around whom hero cults developed. Brasi-
das, the Spartan general, became a cult hero to the city of Amphipolis,
which he saved in 422 BC. These hero cults, then, were a part of Greek
religious belief.

The gods, wishing to help Athens and protect the city, at the same time
desired to bring some solace to Oedipus for his guiltless suffering. Oedipus
wanted to help Athens and deny his protection to Thebes, which had cast
him out. The Thebans wanted him back precisely because they had learned
that Oedipus’ body was necessary for their protection (lines 389—409).
When Oedipus heard these things from Ismene, he was incensed at the
Thebans. They were not acting out of honor for him, a king who had saved
the city from the Sphinx, but only for the protection he might afford them
in the future (lines 390-91).

The action of the play is based on the prophecy that Oedipus, after years
of suffering, would find a final resting place at Colonus, where he would be
a guardian hero, causing evil to those who rejected him and good to those
who welcomed him (lines 88-95). Oedipus thus told Theseus that he bore
a gift, and that he would be the cause of vengeance toward those who had
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wronged him (lines 349—50). He knew that he would receive the offerings
of heroes and that his body would guard Athens and protect it from Thebes.

The heroization of Oedipus made partial amends for past suffering,
inflicted by the gods who are just (lines 1565-67). Not all who suffered
became heroes. Oedipus’ superior powers brought him redemption. He
was a man of royal birth with great influence, the monster killer, the slayer
of the Sphinx and deliverer of Thebes. His nobility allowed him to endure
his suffering. A man of knowledge, he finally understood both himself and
man. The Greek concepts of “know thyself” and “learn by suffering” pro-
vide a background for understanding how Oedipus uniquely deserves this
reward for his suffering.

Pollution and Purification

Oedipus at Colonus relates Oedipus’ reintegration into society and the gods.
This came about through purification of Oedipus’ past pollution by the
Eumenides, which event was a precursor to his final apotheosis. In their
role as avengers of bloodguilt, they were called Erinyes or Furies, and as
protective deities called Eumenides or “well disposed.” The Furies were
stirred up by pollution, which might arise from various causes, the most
common being the shedding of human blood and neglect of the obligation
to bury corpses. In Oedipus the King bloodguilt arose from the killing of
Laius; in Antigone, from the unburied body of Polyneices.

The Eumenides play a major role in Oedipus at Colonus. When these
goddesses demanded expiation of the murder of Laius in Oedipus the King,
Oedipus pronounced a curse on those responsible and promised to execute
or exile them. Not only did Oedipus cause pollution by killing the king of
Thebes, but the pollution was magnified because it involved parricide and
incest with his mother, compounded by the engendering of four incestuous
children. He was the epitome of a polluted individual. When he discovered
that he himself was the killer of Laius, doubly polluted by incest, and that
he was the cause of the physical pollution of the plague, he blinded him-
self and eventually went into exile. Bloodguilt arising from the death of
Laius had caused the plague. Only when that bloodguilt found retribution
through the punishment of Oedipus did the plague cease. Now Oedipus
had come to the Eumenides for final purification.

For the Greeks, there was a constant struggle between the gods of the
Underworld, the dark chthonic gods of emotion and passion, embodied in
the Furies, and the Olympian, gods of light, justice, and social order. Good
tended to come from the Olympians and evil and punishment from the
chthonic gods. The earth acted as both the womb and the tomb of man.
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Consequently, the chthonic powers were associated with birth and death.
They looked after the interests of the dead and avenged those who had died.
The Erinyes, the spirits of vengeance, had punished the whole house of
Laius and continued to pass the retribution from one generation to the
next. When only the Erinyes ruled, blood feuds and civil war tore a society
apart. The law, the just rule of Zeus and Apollo, must be observed. But that
justice had to take account of the requirement for retribution. When justice
was balanced by retribution, the Erinyes were satisfied and became Eumen-
ides, guardians of the social order, who reintegrated the polluted into soci-
ety. Generally, in this play, Sophocles used the name Eumenides, but in
lines 1299 and 1434 Polyneices talks about the curse of the “Furies” on
their house and his father’s “Furies,” who would pursue and destroy him.

Zeus represented justice. Cursed by his father and bearing the family
curse, Polyneices appealed to Zeus (line 1267). But Oedipus also called on
Zeus (line 1380) to bring justice and to join together with the chthonic gods’
cries for vengeance. Zeus was the god not only of justice but also of the tribe
and the patrilineal structure that defined a Greek society. Hence, as the god
of the patrilineal group, he reinforced the father’s curse on the son for
failure in his duty to honor his father.

Innocence before the law did not prevent pollution. Innocence, how-
ever, might mitigate the expiation required. Oedipus protested his inno-
cence three times on the grounds of having acted in ignorance in marrying
his mother and self-defense in killing his father. Greek views of religion
would hold him guilty of pollution, regardless of his intent. But Greek law
would find mitigation. Athenian law demanded that the homicide first go
into exile; when he finally returned, he could be purified (Demosthenes
23.72—73). For the Athenians, Oedipus’ exile and suffering would have
mitigated his pollution. Hence, Theseus did not make Oedipus’ innocence
a condition of accepting him as a suppliant. In one sense, the conflict
between pollution and the law was similar to that faced by Antigone in
Antigone, where the guardians of the law of the family, the Furies, de-
manded that she bury her brother, Polyneices, while the law of the state
required that she not bury him.

Apollo was one of the Olympian gods concerned with law and justice
and also with medicine and healing. He was the driving force of the events
in Oedipus the King. Now it was Apollo who ordained Oedipus’ final journey
to become a divine hero at Colonus (lines 86, 102).

When all was well and there was no pollution, the Eumenides brought
prosperity to the land. Since Oedipus was a polluted being, it was fitting
that at the end of his life, for his final purification, he comes to the grove of
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the Eumenides at Colonus. Once Oedipus had appeased them for trespass-
ing in the sacred grove through purification rites (lines 472-75), the Eu-
menides were invoked to be protectors of Oedipus as a suppliant. However,
purification by the Eumenides should not be considered the same as re-
demption. Violation of the sacred and of bloodguilt must be balanced by
expiation and ritual purification. Guilt or innocence was not at issue, only
that the pollution must be rectified.

Coupled with notions of pollution were the importance and sanctity of
proper burial. Burial was a requirement for all members of Greek society,
and the responsibility for burial fell on the family of the deceased. If there
was no immediate family, the obligation passed to the wider kinship group
and ultimately to the tribes that composed the state. Oedipus had been
driven out of Thebes, but in the play, Creon came to Colonus to persuade
Oedipus to return to Thebes for burial, thus becoming a hero protecting his
native land. However, because Oedipus remained a polluted being, Thebes
would not allow him to be buried within the precincts of the city (lines 399—
400), but just outside the gates. This would serve the purpose of Thebes,
but it would not give Oedipus full cleansing from his pollution. In Athens,
on the other hand, he could receive full burial rites because his deeds had
not been done in Athens but in Thebes. Therefore, the pollution that was
caused in Thebes would not stain Athenian soil. Oedipus rejected the pro-
posal to be buried in Thebes, opting to take vengeance on Thebes by an
Athenian burial.

Pollution caused Oedipus to be virtually a man without a country. Greek
society was patrilineal and patrilocal, and a person’s kinship network gave
him a place of security and a support system. Ancestral land was of great
importance, both as a place of identity and as a place of livelihood and
burial. Expelled at birth from his native Thebes because of a curse, Oedipus
was adopted by Polybus, the ruler of Corinth. On reaching manhood and
learning of the curse on him, he left what he considered to be his native
land to avoid it. He traveled to Thebes, where he encountered the curse
again. He married and became a part of the country. But the curse re-
asserted itself, and he was expelled as a blind beggar. Finally, at the end of
his life, he came to Colonus and Athens for burial. Thebes now wanted him
back, not for a proper burial, but for burial outside the city. This final
request was not made on behalf of him and his final purification, but
because his soon-to-be-hero status would serve as a protection for Thebes.
The Eumenides, however, who dealt with pollution and bloodguilt, deemed
that Oedipus had become purified and was worthy of burial in their pre-
cincts. Oedipus in death became a purified citizen of Athens.
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Loyalty of Children

During the play Oedipus is transformed from powerless beggar to powerful
hero. He reveals the extremes of his nature, extremes of hatred for his sons
and love for his daughters. Great emotion is displayed through the love
between father and daughters. Antigone serves as his eyes as well as his
guide and nurse. Both daughters made great sacrifices to help their father
in exile. That is what their culture expected of them. But these daughters
went beyond this expectation and, according to Sophocles, acted as if they
were sons in their protection of their father—a duty that Oedipus’ sons,
Polyneices and Eteocles, failed to carry out (lines 337—45):

OEDIPUS
Those two—it seems they follow Egyptian customs
in their style of life!

There, the men spend all day at home,

working the loom, while the wives

go out to earn the daily bread.

Oh children—those two should be doing these things,
but they keep to the house like unmarried girls

and you, instead, must bear the burden

of your wretched father.

Antigone and Ismene thus went well beyond the filial requirements of
Greek society. In return, Oedipus had a great love for his daughters (lines

1365-69):

if T had not engendered these daughters

to care for me, I would not be alive.

These girls saved me, they were my nurses,

they have been like men, not women, in their labor for me.
You two are not my sons, but from some other stock.

In the poignant farewell scene, Oedipus expressed his profound love for
them (lines 1615-21):

“I know it was very hard. But one simple word,
I hope, will recompense all your pain and toil.
Never will you be loved
more than I have loved you—of that,
you will indeed be deprived for the rest of your lives.”
Clinging to each other, the three of them,
father and daughters, wept.
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When she lost her father, Ismene expressed her immense grief (lines
1689-92):

Why ask me? Oh, let murderous Hades
take me now, to join my aged father!
My future is wretched—

a life not worth living.

Their love for him transcended his death. Antigone lamented (lines r700-
1704):

Oh dear father, dearest one, now
cloaked in the earth’s eternal darkness,
not even there are you unloved—

we shall always love you, she and I.

This intensity of love for his daughters was mirrored by the depth of anger
and even hatred he felt for his sons, Polyneices and Eteocles. In the end, he
cursed them. Having assumed power in Thebes, they had expelled him
from the city. They had violated the obligation of sons to fathers, so impor-
tant in all patrilineal societies that fathers could legally execute rebellious
children. In Athens, under a law attributed to the Athenian statesman
Solon in the sixth century BC, a son convicted of mistreating his parents
and not providing housing for them lost his citizenship rights. Plato, who
thought this law too mild for his ideal city, advocated banishment and
flogging (Laws 11.932d).

Polyneices came to Colonus to beg Oedipus to return. But even before
his arrival, Oedipus was angry at his sons for their failure to help him
when he had been driven out of Thebes, preferring power to their father
(lines 447-49). When Oedipus found that Polyneices had come for his
help, he immediately realized that his son’s only motive was to further his
own position in his struggle against his brother, Eteocles, not filial piety.
Thus, his previous anger intensified and he laid a curse upon him (lines

1383-90):

So go—1I spit on you and deny I am your father,

you foulest of beings. Take these curses

I heap upon you: that you will not defeat

your native land by force of arms nor ever return

to the valley of Argos, but will die by a kindred hand
and slay the one who drove you out.

Thus I curse you—to dwell in the hateful

paternal darkness of Tartarus,
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Polyneices had offended not only the morals and laws of Greek kinship but
the laws of the gods as well. Oedipus claimed that his curse was justified by
Zeus (lines 1381-82). Plato (Laws 9.881d) would have agreed. He said that
sons who maltreated their parents would be cursed by Zeus, the guardian of
kinship ties. A Greek audience would applaud Oedipus’ curses of his sons
and their fate. Despite this, Antigone asked her father to be mindful of his
own parents and to give up his anger against Polyneices (lines 1195-98). But
to no avail. The Athenian audience might have identified with Antigone’s
plea for her brother, equally as much as with Oedipus and his curses.

Oedipus thus acted favorably toward his daughters, who loved and cared
for him, and cursed his sons, who rejected him. In the same way, he acted
with favor to Theseus and to Athens, which sheltered him, and with hostility
to Creon and Thebes.

Encomium of Athens

Sophocles presented a portrait of the glory of Athens and at the same time
attempted to console and instill hope. Theseus was the hero of Athens—the
mythical king of Athens who unified the territory called Attica under Athe-
nian rule. He represented Athens and its civilization and its reputation for
equality and justice. He and Athens welcomed Oedipus as a suppliant, not
because of the benefit Oedipus would confer, but because they were protec-
tors of suppliants and of justice. Throughout the play there are praises of
Athens and its greatness (lines 707-14):

And we give further praise

to this, our mother city,

whose proud boast

and gift from the great god

is the glory of its colts and horses

and the waters of its sea. It was you,
son of Cronos, our lord Poseidon,

who raised the city to this proud height,

and lines 913—14:

This city believes in justice
and decides nothing without the law.

The words of Sophocles’ friend Pericles, delivered in the Funeral Oration at
the end of the first year of the Peloponnesian War in 430, might well have
still echoed in the minds of the Athenians when he said, “We alone do good
to our neighbors, not upon a calculation of interest, but in the confidence of
freedom and in a frank and fearless sprit.”
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The play was also an attempt at consolation of the Athenian people, near
the end of a twenty-seven-year war and a plague that had killed a quarter of
the population. When the play was written, in 406, defeat was close at hand
for the war-weary Athenians. The presence of a heroic figure, Oedipus, who
had suffered terribly in his lifetime but who had, in the end, been forgiven,
showed the power of the gods and showed that suffering could be amelio-
rated. When the play was produced in 401, Athens was on the road to a rocky
recovery. It had been soundly beaten in 404, butin 403 the Spartans allowed
Athens to regain its independence and restore the Athenian democracy.

A Play of Hope

This is a play of hope, with the message that in the end the gods are just and
will protect Athens, despite all travails. The gods showed that they could be
just by compensating Oedipus for a lifetime of suffering, caused not by his
own actions but by the curse on his house. While on a personal level
Oedipus might not have been guilty, the Greek notion of guilt and pollution
by association with ancestors would have been a normal one. The sins of
the fathers would be visited on the sons, regardless of the character of the
sons. But this recompense for a life of suffering may have been granted
because Oedipus was a mighty figure, a hero who conquered the Sphinx
and saved Thebes. A lifetime of suffering ended in peace and power. The
gods have the power to inflict suffering and to exalt. There is hope for
redemption and for balancing the scales of fate.

For a Greek audience, this play would have had a satisfactory end-
ing: purification has been achieved, and a hero will protect Athens against
Thebes. The curse of the house of Laius seems to be reaching its end in the
apotheosis of Oedipus. However, more misery lay ahead for Oedipus’ chil-
dren. At the end of the play Antigone asks Theseus to send her and Ismene
back to Thebes to try to prevent the fratricide that would occur. But the
ultimate fate of Polyneices and Eteocles was sealed by the curse of Oedipus.
Antigone was heading for her death, caught not by fate, but by the inevi-
tability of actions driven by her culture and her character.

Oedipus at Colonus reflects the Greek view of the relationship of the
gods toward man and the interaction of the divine and natural worlds,
wherein the gods, through the agency of Oedipus as a guardian spirit,
ultimately protected Athens, whose glory would prevail.

Antigone

While Aristotle held Oedipus the Kingto be the best of all Greek tragedies, in
the nineteenth century European poets, philosophers, and scholars consid-
ered Antigone to be the finest tragedy and a work closer to perfection than
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any other produced at any time. Kant, Shelley, Mathew Arnold, and Nietz-
sche, among many others, shared this view. Hegel called it “that supreme
and absolute example of tragedy.” For him, Antigone was the embodiment
of absolute right, the representative of ethical consciousness in opposition
to the state.

Antigone has so appealed to modern audiences because it has been
interpreted as the clash between religion and law, the divine and the secu-
lar, the resistance to unjust laws. However, the play clearly says that Creon
had the right to impose order and laws on the state and that everyone was
subject to those laws, however unjust.

This ambiguity of who was in the right, Antigone or Creon, is illustrated
by the response to the version of Antigone by Jean Anouilh. First performed
in wartime Paris on February 6, 1944, the play ran for more than five
hundred performances. Both Frenchmen and Nazis were in the audience.
Both warmly applauded the play. The French saw Antigone as a spirit of the
French Resistance, as the spirit of Freedom, and Cre