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Introduction to Oedipus

In the works of Sophocles, the characters are often victims of their own fate and shortcomings.  In portraying his characters, Sophocles raises irony to a high art.  The irony is both verbal (with characters speaking words laden with meaning unknown to them) and dramatic (with characters ensnaring themselves in predicaments charged with danger that they do not recognize but that the audience well knows will lead to disaster).  

Characteristics of a Sophoclean Tragedy

· The protagonist is a person of noble stature.
· The protagonist has a weakness, and because of it, becomes isolated and suffers a downfall.
· Because the protagonist’s downfall is not entirely his or her own fault, the audience may end up pitying him or her.
· The fallen protagonist gains self-knowledge.  He has a deeper insight into himself and understands his weakness. [unlike in Medea, where the protagonist gains no deeper understanding of herself]
· The audience undergoes catharsis, a purging of emotions, after experiencing pity, fear, shock, and other strong emotions.  
· The drama usually unfolds in one place in a short period of time, usually about a day, and has a single unified plot.  This is known as the three unities principle. 
Major themes in Oedipus the King

1. The willingness of man to ignore the truth 
2. The question of the legitimacy of prophets/prophecy
3. The limits of free will
Literary Terms

· Hamartia- tragic flaw

· Hubris- great pride 

· Dramatic Irony- when the audience knows something the character(s) doesn’t know

· Verbal Irony- when the character says one thing but means another

· Situational Irony- when there’s a contrast between what is expected to happen and what actually occurs, or the difference between the purpose of an action and its result
· Foreshadowing- hints revealing what will happen in the future

The Riddle of the Sphinx- known by the Ancient Greeks but not repeated in the play


The Sphinx, a human-eating monster who had taken over Thebes, with the body of a lion, the wings of an eagle, and the head of a human female.


Oedipus saved Thebes and became king by answering the Sphinx’s riddle: “What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening?” 

Fate, the gods, and the oracle

This play was written in 430 BC, long before Christian values appeared.  The Greeks believed that many gods controlled their lives; Apollo was one.  Many people traveled to a shrine, Apollo’s oracle, to learn the future.

At the time Oedipus is created, Greeks are beginning to question the existence of the gods, fate, and the legitimacy of prophecies.

Characters

Oedipus – King of Thebes (Greece); from Corinth – parents Polybos and Merope

Jocasta – Wife of Oedipus; widow of King Laius

Creon – Jocasta’s brother, also a ruler of Thebes

Tiresias – a blind seer (a sort of prophet) who serves the god Apollo and makes his prophesies based on the Oracle

Messenger – brings news from Corinth

Shepherd – former servant of Laius; also brings news from Corinth

Second messenger – brings news from the palace

Chorus of Theban elders

Antigone and Ismene – young daughters of Oedipus (they don’t speak in this play)

Background to the plot

The story of Oedipus the King (also called Oedipus Tyrannus and Oedipus Rex) was told in the play by Sophocles written about 430 B.C. and performed in Athens. 

Through the play we learn that the Delphic Oracle prophesied to Laius, the king of Thebes, that he would be killed by his son and that his son would marry his own mother. Shocked by such a prophesy, the king and queen decided to kill their first-born son; they gave him to a shepherd to be put out on a mountainside to die. The infant's feet were pierced and tied together, and he was taken away. However, the shepherd took pity on the child and took him to Corinth where he was adopted by King Polybus and his childless queen.

When he was grown, by chance Oedipus heard that he was not Polybus's son; a drunkard revealed Oedipus’ secret one night during a huge dinner.  Oedipus confronted his parents, who maintained they were in fact his parents.  Curiosity lingered and he went to Delphi to Apollo’s oracle to learn if it was true. The oracle did not answer his question, but prophesied that he would kill his father and marry his mother. To protect his parents, he decided not to return to Corinth. Leaving Delphi, he came upon a man at a crossroads with four attendants who tried to force him from his path. The man prodded him with his stick and Oedipus, arrogant and quick to anger, slew him and three of the attendants.  The fourth attendant, the only survivor escaped. 

The incident was not further investigated because Thebes was having such problems with a Sphinx, a monster with the body of a winged lion and the breasts and face of a woman. The Sphinx stood on a rock outside the gates and devoured everyone who failed to solve her riddle: "What creature walks on four feet in the morning, on two at noon and on three in the evening?" Another version says: "What is that which has one voice and yet becomes four-footed and two-footed and three-footed?" [Apollodorus 3.5.7]

Oedipus solved the riddle and the Sphinx hurled herself to her death on the rocks below.

Oedipus was welcomed as a savior of the city and he was offered the vacant throne. He became king and married the recently widowed queen.  There followed fifteen years of apparent prosperity: a sham prosperity cloaking corruption.  

Fifteen years later, the ill-fated city of Thebes was again stricken, now by a plague. The Delphic Oracle was asked what could stop the city's suffering. The oracle told that the plague would end when the murderer of King Laius was punished. Oedipus dedicated himself to solve the mystery of the murder and thereby rid the city of its curse. 

BIG QUESTION
What does Sophocles hope to ‘teach’ his audience?
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