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Sophocles’ Oedipus

Sophocles’ Oedipus is not only the greatest creation of a major poet and
the classic representative figure of his age: he is also one of the long
series of tragic protagonists who stand as symbols of human aspiration
and despair before the characteristic dilemma of western civilization—
the problem of man’s true nature, his proper place in the universe.

In the earlier of the two Sophoclean plays which deal with the

figure of Oedipus, this fundamental problem is raised at the very
beginning of the prologue by the careful distinctions which the priest
makes in defining his attitude toward Oedipus, the former savior of
Thebes, its absolute ruler, and its last hope of rescue from the plague.
“/We beg your help,” he says, “regarding you not as one equated to the
gods, Beotat . . . ovk ioovuevow, but as first of men.”
/ “Not equated to the gods, but first of men.” The positive part of
/the statement at any rate is undeniably true. Oedipus is tyrannos of
iThebes, its despotic ruler. The Greek word corresponds neither to
’Shelley’s “tyrant” nor to Yeats® “king”: tyrannos is an absolute ruler,
who may be a bad ruler or a good one (as Oedipus clearly is), but in
either case he is a ruler who has seized power, not inherited it. He is
not a king, for a king succeeds only by birth; the tyrannos succeeds by
brains, force, influence. “This absolute power, Tvpavris,” says Oedipus
in the play, “is a prize won with masses and money.” This title of
Oedipus, tyrannos, is one of the most powerful ironies of the play, for,
although Oedipus does not know it, he is not only tyrannos, the outsider
who came to power in Thebes, he is also the legitimate king by birth,
for he was born the son of Lajus. Only when his identity is revealed can
he properly be called king, and the chorus refers to him by this title for
the first time in the great ode which it sings after Oedipus knows the
truth.

But the word fyrannos has a larger significance. Oedipus, to quote
that same choral ode, is a mapaderyua, a paradigm, an example to all
men; the fact that he is fyrannos, self-made ruler, the proverbial Greek
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mple of worldly success won by individual intelligence and exe_:rtiqn,
exakels) him an appropriate symbol of civilized man, who was begmfm;g
rrlElbelieve in the fifth century B.C., that he could seize control od t1s
o vironmént and make his own destiny—become, In fact, equa’se tho
e;: ods. “Oedipus shot his arrow far beyond the range of others”—the
tchtz)rgal ode again— “and accomplished the conquest of complete prosper-
i d happiness.” . . .
v alé)edip?ls became fyrannos by answering the riddle of the Sphl.nl)l(. It
was no easy riddle, and he answered it, as he proudly asserts,_wnl ou
help from prophets, from bird signs, from gods;. he ar:isv:'lel:recli1 ;::1 ;1 ?)rflea,l
is I i him a city an e
ith his intelligence. The answer .wo’n ) :
Wllleen. And the answer to the Sphinx’s riddle was—Man. In Sophggéeiz
gwn century the same answer had been proposed to a gre.ater ”r1 .
“Man.” said Protagoras the sophist, “is the measure of all thmgg. g
P;otagoras’ famous statement is the epitome of the critical an
optimistic spirit of the middle years of the ﬁfth centgry;. its 1¥r1phcat102r11rsl
are clear—man is the center of the universe, hI.S intelligence clf
overcome all obstacles, he is master of his own destiny, tyrannos, se (-1
made ruler, who has the capacity to attain complete prosperity an
happiness. . .
ppIn an earlier Sophoclean play, Antigone, the chorus sings a hymn tg
this man the conqueror. “Many are the wonders and terrors,d T}ll
nothing more wonderful and terrible than man.” He .has conqugre the
sea. “this creature goes beyond the white sea pressing forwar “as the
swe;ll crashes about him”; and he has conquereq the land,” Hearh;
highest of the gods ... he wears away with the (;urt;ungt lﬁ)log-glzi.s A eeaste;
d lan ut the birds, ,
mastered not only the elements, sea, and 1, b -
and fishes; “through knowledge and techmqueé1 }slmg; thet: il;%rtui’irl:;ellsf
, 1. “And he has ta
oker of the horse, tamer of thp bu : . :
)s/peech and thought swift as the wind and attltudeslfwfhlch e;?lzblferzol;;rr; ;g
ive i iti helter himself from
live in communities and means to s . ! :
rain. Full of resources he faces the future, li’lotlinngthwﬂlg lﬂn(c)iu?;rvr;lyztoz;
. it i i id, yet he has thou
loss. Death, it is true, he will not avoid, : . out ways o
i His knowledge, ingenuity and techniq
escape from desperate diseases. and techmane
i d have been foreseen. ese ly
are beyond anything that coul : .
describe the rise to power of anthropos tyr(fzn;zlos, lself-tagglttl;eh:nisrerz::{css
i i i ter of the elements, ,
control of his environment, he is mas ; >
i ivilizati “Full of resources he faces
the arts and sciences of cmhzatpn. €S0
future” —an apt description of Oedipus at hthe b(;egmr;l.nlg1 02 Orlgeri;l:ii- o
it i is ode which 1 )
And it is not the only phrase of this .
Oedipus is connected by the terms he uses, and \alvlhlch rralg; tus\;:gi ctﬁ zlilx';c;
i i f human achieve
about him, with the whole range o : ieves
raised man to his present level. All the items of this triumphant catalog
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recur in the Oedipus Tyrannos, the images of the play define him as
helmsman, conqueror of the sea, and ploughman, conqueror of the
land, as hunter, master of speech and thought, inventor, legislator,
physician. Oedipus is faced in the play with an intellectual problem, and
as he marshals his intellectual resources to solve it, the language of the
play suggests a comparison between Oedipus’ methods in the play and
the whole range of sciences and techniques which have brought man to
mastery, made him fyrannos of the world.

Oedipus’ problem is apparently simple: “Who is the murderer of
Laius?” But as he pursues the answer, the question changes shape. It
becomes a different problem: “Who am 1?” And the answer to this
problem involves the gods as well as man. The answer to the question is
not what he expected, it is in fact a reversal, that peripeteia which

 Aristotle speaks of in connection with this play. The state of Oedipus is
reversed from “first of men” to “most accursed of men”; his attitude
from the proud dpkréor, “I must rule,” to the humble meworéor, “I
must obey.” “Reversal,” says Aristotle, “is a change of the action into
the opposite,” and one meaning of this much disputed phrase is that the
action produces the opposite of the actor’s intentions. So Oedipus curses
the murderer of Laius and it turns out that he has cursed himself. But
this reversal is not confined to the action; it is also the process of all the
great images of the play which identify Oedipus as the inventive, critical
spirit of his century. As the images unfold, the inquirer turns into the
object of inquiry, the hunter into the prey, the doctor into the patient,
the investigator into the criminal, the revealer into the thing revealed,
the finder into the thing found, the savior into the thing saved (“I was
saved, for some dreadful destiny™), the liberator into the thing released
(“I released your feet from the bonds which pierced your ankles,” says
the Corinthian messenger). The accuser becomes the defendant, the
ruler the subject, the teacher not only the pupil but also the object
lesson, the example—a change of the action into its opposite, from
active to passive.

And the two opening images of the Antigone ode recur with hideous
effect. Oedipus the helmsman, who steers the ship of state, is seen, in
Tiresias’ words, as one who “steers his ship into a nameless
anchorage,” who, in the chorus’s words, “shared the same great
harbour with his father.” And Oedipus the ploughman—‘“How,” asks
the chorus, “how could the furrows which your father ploughed bear
you in silence for so long?”

This reversal is the movement of the play, parallel in the imagery
and the action: it is the overthrow of the grannos, of man who seized
power and thought himself “equated to the gods.” The bold metaphor of
the priest introduces another of the images which parallel in their
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development the reversal of the hero and suggest that Oediplis i—sl : gglrllgi
i i ral.
i intelligence and achievement In gene
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i ber. calculation—these are among the
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i i i hich have brought man to pOwer.
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the foremost of his gifts . : oo
i » In the river valleys 0 ,
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i i his other Oedipus. “The Sphinx
mocking phrase which recalls t he Sphink 10T e
t.” says Creon. Tiresias
to look at what was at our feet, . ok e
d mother.” And the chora
dread-footed curse of your father an e choral o
i i “Iet the murderer of Laius
o and re-echo with this word. . '
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Oidi—“swell,” but it is also Oida, “1 know,” and this word is often, too

often, in Oedipus’ mouth. His knowledge is what mak
confident and decisive; knowledge has made man w
the world. O, “I know” —it runs through the play with the same
mocking persistence as wous, “foot,” and sometimes reaches an
extreme of macabre punning emphasis.

When the messenger, to take one example of many, comes to tell

Oedipus that his father, Polybus, is dead, he inquires for Oedipus, who
is in the palace, in the following words:

es him tyrannos,

“Strangers, from you might I learn where
is the palace of the #yrannos Oedipus,
best of all, where he is himself if you know where.”

Here it is in the Greek:

LR s e A » ’ ’ 5 e -

ap’ av map’ vuwv o &évor uabow’ dmrov (oimopou)
T T0V TUpavvov dduar éariy Oisimou (oidipou)
pakiora 8 avrov eimar € kdnal’ $mov (isthopou)

Those punning rhyming line endings, uaboys’ Smov, Oidimov, kdama®’
omov, “learn where,” “Oedipus,” “know where,” unparalleled else-
where in Greek tragedy, are a striking example of the boldness with
which Sophocles uses language: from the “sweet singer of Colonus”
they are somewhat unexpected, they might almost have been written by
the not-so-sweet singer of Trieste-Zurich-Paris.

Ofda, the knowledge of the trannos, movs, the swollen foot of
Laius’ son—in the hero’s name the basic equation is already symboli-
cally present, the equation which Oedipus will finally solve. But the
priest in the prologue is speaking of a different equation, {govuevov,
“We beg your help, not as one equated to the gods ... ” It is a
warning, and the warning is needed. For although Oedipus in the
opening scenes is a model of formal and verbal piety, the piety is skin
deep. And even before he declares his true religion, he can address the
chorus, which has been praying to the gods, with godlike words. “What
you pray for you will receive, if you will listen to and accept what I am
about to say.”

The priest goes on to suggest a better equation: he asks Oedipus to
equate himself to the man he was when he saved Thebes from the
Sphinx. “You saved us then, be now the equal of the man you were.”
This is the first statement of the theme, the double Oedipus; here there
is a contrast implied between the present Oedipus, who is failing to save
his city from the plague and the successful Oedipus of the past who
answered the riddle of the Sphinx. He must answer a riddle again, be
his old self, but the answer to this riddle will not be as simple as the

hat he is, master of
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shall equate you to yourself and your children’
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This is not the equation the priest desired to see, Qedipus present
equated with Oedipus past, the deliverer from the Sphinx, but a more
terrible equation reaching farther back into the past, Oedipus son of
Polybus and Merope equated to Oedipus son of Laius and Jocasta;
“equate you with your own children,” for Oedipus is the brother of his
own sons and daughters. In his closing words, Tiresias explains this
mysterious line and connects it with the unknown murderer of Laius.
“He will be revealed, a native Theban, one who in his relationship with
his own children is both brother and father, with his mother both son
and husband, with his father, both marriage partner and murderer. Go
inside and reckon this up, Aoyilov, and if you find me mistaken in my
reckoning, éyevouévor, then say I have no head for prophecy.”

Tiresias adopts the terms of Oedipus’ own science and throws them
in his face. But these new equations are beyond Oedipus’ under-
standing; he dismisses them as the ravings of an unsuccessful conspir-
ator with his back to the wall. Even the chorus, though disturbed,
rejects the prophet’s words and resolves to stand by Oedipus.

After Tiresias, Creon; after the prophet, the politician. In Tiresias,
Oedipus faced a blind man who saw with unearthly sight, but Creon’s
vision, like that of Oedipus, is of this world. They are two of a kind, and
Creon talks Oedipus’ language. It is a quarrel between two calculators.
“Hear an equal reply,” says Creon, and “Long time might be measured
since Laius’ murder.” “You and Jocasta rule in equality of power.” And
finally, “Am I not a third party equated, {oovuat, to you two?” Creon
and Oedipus are not equal now, for Creon is at the mercy of Qedipus,
begging for a hearing; but before the play is over Oedipus will be at the
mercy of Creon, begging kindness for his daughters, and he then uses
the same word. “Do not equate them with my misfortunes”:

und’ ébiowams Tacde Tols €ols Kakols

With Jocasta’s intervention, the inquiry changes direction. In her
attempt to comfort Oedipus, whose only accuser is a prophet, she indicts
prophecy in general, using as an example the unfulfilled prophecy about
her own child, who was supposed to kill Laius. The child was abandoned
on the mountainside and Laius was killed by robbers where three wagon
roads meet. “Such were the definitions, Swptoav, made by prophetic
voices,” and they were incorrect. But Oedipus is not, for the moment,
interested in prophetic voices. “Where three wagon roads meet” —he
once killed a man at such a place and now in a series of swift questions
he determines the relation of these two events. The place, the time, the
description of the victim, the number in his party —five—all correspond
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Jorce which makes the validity of the performance itself depend on the
denouement of the play.

The oracles are now the central issue; the murder of Laius fades
into the background. A messenger from Corinth brings NEws, news
which will be greeted, he announces, “with an equal amount of sorrow
and joy.” “What is it,” asks Jocasta, “which has such double power?”
Polybus is dead. The sorrow equal to the joy will come later; for the
moment, there is only joy. The oracles are proved wrong again:
Oedipus’ father is dead. Oedipus can no more kill his father than the
son of Laius killed his. “Oracles of the gods, where are you now?”
Oedipus is caught up in Jocasta’s exaltation, but it does not last. Only
half his burden has been lifted from him. His mother still lives. He
must still measure the distance to Corinth by the stars, still fear the
future.

Both Jocasta and the messenger now try to relieve him of this last
remaining fear. Jocasta makes her famous declaration in which she
rejects fear, providence, divine and human alike, and indeed any idea of
order or plan. Her declaration amounts almost to a rejection of the law
of cause and effect, and it certainly attacks the basis of human
calculation. For her, the calculation has gone far enough: it has
produced an acceptable result; let it stop here. “Why should man fear?”
she asks. “His life is governed by the operation of chance. Nothing can
be accurately foreseen. The best rule is to live blindly, at random, eixy,
as best one can.” It is a statement which recognizes and accepts a
meaningless universe. And Oedipus would agree, but for one thing. His
mother lives. He must still fear.

Where Jocasta failed, the messenger succeeds. He does it by
destroying the equation on which Oedipus’ life is based. And he uses
familiar terms. “Polybus is no more your father than I, but equally so.”
Oedipus’ question is indignant: “How can my father be equal to a
nobody, to zero? 7o undev(” The answer: “Polybus is not your father,
neither am I.” But that is as far as the Corinthian’s knowledge goes; he
was given the child Oedipus by another, a shepherd, one of Laius’ men.
And now the two separate equations begin to merge. “I think,” says the
chorus, “that that shepherd was the same man that you already sent
for,” the eyewitness to the death of Laius. He was sent for to say

whether Laius was killed by one or many, but he will bring more
important news. He will finally lift from Oedipus’ shoulders the burden
of fear he has carried since he left Delphi. Chance governs all. Oedipus’
life history is the operation of chance; found by one shepherd, passed
on to another, given to Polybus who was childless, brought up as heir to
a kingdom, self-exiled from Corinth, he came to Thebes a homeless
wanderer, answered the riddle of the Sphinx, and won a city and the
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that must die, I add up the total of your life and find it equal to zero,”
ioa kat 10 undev {woas évaplfu.

The overthrow of the fyrannos is complete. When Oedipus returns
from the palace he is blind and, by the terms of his own proclamation,
an outcast. It is a terrible reversal, and it raises the question, “Is it
deserved? How far is he responsible for what he has done? Were the
actions for which he is now paying not predestined?” No. They were
committed in ignorance, but they were not predestined, merely pre-
dicted. An essential distinction, as essential for Milton’s Adam as for
Sophocles’ Oedipus. His will was free, his actions his own, but the
pattern of his action is the same as that of the Delphic prophecy. The
relation between the prophecy and Oedipus’ actions is not that of cause
and effect. It is the relation suggested by the metaphor, the relation of
two independent entities which are equated.

Yet no man can look on Oedipus without sympathy. In his moment
of exaltation—*I am the son of fortune” —he is man at his blindest, but
he is also man at his most courageous and heroic: “Burst forth what
will, I will know.” And he has served, as the chorus says, to point a
moral. He is a paradigm, a demonstration. True, Oedipus, the indepen-
dent being, was a perfectly appropriate subject for the demonstration.
But we cannot help feeling that the gods owe Oedipus a debt. Sophocles
felt it too, and in his last years wrote the play which shows us the
nature of the payment, Oedipus at Colonus.

This play deals with Oedipus’ reward, and the reward is a strange
one. How strange can be seen clearly if we compare Oedipus with
another great figure who also served as the subject of a divine
demonstration, Job. After his torment, Job had it all made up to him.
“The Lord gave Job twice as much as he had before. For he had 14,000
sheep, and 6,000 camels and 1,000 yoke of oxen and 1,000 she-asses.
He had also 7 sons and 3 daughters. And after this lived Job an
hundred and forty years, and saw his sons and his sons’ sons, even four
generations.” This is the kind of reward we can understand— 14,000
sheep, 6,000 camels. Job, to use an irreverent comparison, hit the
patriarchal jackpot. Oedipus’ reward includes no camels or she-asses, no
long life, in fact no life at all; his reward is death. But a death which Job

could never imagine. For in death Oedipus becomes equated to the
gods. The ironic phrase with which the first play began has here a literal
fulfillment. Oedipus becomes something superhuman, a spirit which
lives on in power in the affairs of men after the death of the body. His
tomb is to be a holy place, for the city in whose territory his body lies
will win a great victory on the field where Oedipus lies buried. By his
choice of a burial place he thus influences history, becomes a presence
to be feared by some and thanked by others. But it is not only in his
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the tyrannos, a characteristic phrase: “In no circurnstances will 1 leave
this place.” The terms of his prayer to the goddesses of the grave
foreshadow his transition from body to spirit. “Pity this wretched ghost
of Oedipus the man, this body that is not what it once was long ago.”

As a body, as a man, he is a thing to be pitied; he is blind, feeble,
ragged, dirty. But the transformation has already begun. The first comer
spoke to him with pity, even condescension, but the chorus of citizens
which now enters feels fear: “dreadful to see, dreadful to hear.” When
they know his identity, their fear changes to anger, but Oedipus defends
his past. He sees himself as one who was ignorant, who suffered rather
than acted. But now he is actor, not sufferer. He comes with knowledge
and power. “I come bringing advantage to this city.”

He does not yet know what advantage. His daughter Ismene comes
to tell him what it is, that his grave will be the site of a victory for the
city that shelters him. And to tell him that his sons and Creon, all of
whom despised and rejected him, now need him and will come to beg
his help. Oedipus has power over the future and can now reward his
friends and punish his enemies. He chooses to reward Athens, to
punish Creon and his own sons. He expresses his choice in terms which
show a recognition of human limitations; Athens’ reward, something
which lies within his will, as an intention; his sons’ punishment,
something over which he has no sure control, as a wish. “May the issue
of the battle between them lie in my hands. If that were to be, the one
would not remain king, nor the other win the throne.”

Theseus, the king of Athens, welcomes him generously, but when
he learns that Thebes wants Oedipus back and that he refuses to go,
Theseus reproaches the old man. “Anger is not what your misfortune
calls for.” And the answer is a fiery rebuke from a superior. “Wait till
you hear what 1 say, before you reproach me.” Oedipus tells Theseus
that he will bring victory over Thebes at some future time, and
Theseus, the statesman, is confident that Athens will never be at war
with Thebes. Oedipus reproaches him in his turn. Such confidence is
misplaced. No man should be so sure of the future: “Only to the gods
comes no old age or death. Everything else is dissolved by all-powerful
time. The earth’s strength decays, the body decays, faith dies, mistrust
flowers and the wind of friendship changes between man and man, city
and city.” No man can be confident of the future. Man’s knowledge is
ignorance. It is the lesson Oedipus learned in his own person, and he
reads it to Theseus now with all the authority of his blind eyes and
dreadful name—but he does not apply it to himself. For he goes on to
predict the future. He hands down the law of human behavior to

Theseus speaking already as a daemon, not one subject to the law but
one who administers it. And with his confident prediction, his assump-
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speech—words, phrases, even whole lines—which appear in Polynices’
appeal to his father. It is a hypocritical speech which needs no refutation,
It is met with a terrible indictment which sweeps from accusation
through prophecy to a climax which, with its tightly packed explosive
consonants resembles not so much human speech as a burst of demonic
anger:

baveww kravelr 6" v’ odmep ébedhacan
~ ~ Al ~ \
ToLVT dpdpar kai kahe 76 Taprapov
~ 14 [a) > ’
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“Kill and be killed by the brother who drove you out. This is my curse,
I call on the hideous darkness of Tartarus where your fathers lie, to
prepare a place for you. ... ” This is a superhuman anger welling from
the outraged sense of justice not of a man but of the forces of the
universe themselves.

Creon could still argue and resist, but to this speech no reply is
possible. There can be no doubt of its authority. When Polynices
discusses the speech with his sisters, the right word for it is found.
Oedipus speaks with the voice of an oracle. “Will you go to Thebes and
fulfill his prophecies?” (uavreduara) asks Antigone. Oedipus, who
fought to disprove an oracle, has become one himself. And his son now
starts on the same road his father trod. “Let him prophesy. I do not
have to fulfill it.” Polynices leaves with a phrase that repeats his
mother’s denunciation of prophets. “All this is in the power of the
divinity év 7@ Saiuort, it may turn out this way or that.” In the power
of a god—in the power of chance—whatever he means, he does not
realize the sense in which the words are true. The demon, the divinity,
in whose power it lies is Oedipus himself.

Oedipus has stayed too long. Power such as this should not waltk
the earth in the shape of a man. The thunder and lightning summon
him, and the gods reproach him for his delay. “You Oedipus, you, why
do we hesitate to g0? You have delayed too long™:

» ? ? ’
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These strange words are the only thing the gods say in either play.
And, as was to be expected of so long delayed and awful a statement, it
is complete and final. The hesitation for which they reproach Oedipus is
the last shred of his humanity, which he must now cast off. Where he is
going vision is clear, knowledge certain, action instantaneous and
effective; between the intention and the act there falls no shadow of
hesitation or delay. The divine “we”—“Why do we hesitate to go” —
completes and transcends the equation of Oedipus with the gods; his
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