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  φεῦ φεῦ, φρονεῖν ὡς δεινὸν ἔνθα µὴ τέλη  

 λύῃ φρονοῦντι 

  

“Alas, how terrible is wisdom when it brings no profit to the man that’s wise!” (lines 
316-317) 
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BIOGRAPHY 

Sophocles of Athens was born into a prosperous craftsman’s family in a rural district of 
Athens called Colonus in either 497 or 496 B.C. His childhood and youth would have 
been heavily colored by the great Hellenic confrontation with the mighty Persian 
empire, first in Darius’ lesser invasion of 490 and the Athenian miracle at Marathon, 
and later in Xerxes’ great invasion of 480-479, which saw the evacuation and burning of 
Athens before the eventual victories at Salamis and Plataea and the final repulsion of 
Persia. (As this conflict challenged and strengthened Athens, so too must it have meant 
excellent business for his father Sophilos, a manufacturer of armor.) 

We know a little from ancient sources about Sophocles’ life. He first appears in the 
historical record as an adolescent, chosen to lead the performance of a public religious 
hymn called the paean, in celebration of the Athenian naval victory over Persia in 480. 
His first plays were probably produced and performed about 470, and in 468 he 
captured his first victory in the civic festival known as the Dionysia. Over the course of 
his career, he participated in thirty Athenian competitions and won first prize twenty-
four times; the names of 120 plays are attributed to him, although only seven of them 
survive in full. In addition to his life as a poet, Sophocles was also active in Athenian 
public life, serving both as a city treasurer and as one of the ten elected strategoi¸ or 
generals, during the time of Pericles; in 413, he was chosen as a proboulos, or special 
magistrate, in the wake of the Athenian military disaster in Sicily. He died at an 
extraordinarily old age in 405 or 404 B.C., and his last play, Oedipus at Colonus, 
premiered posthumously in 401.   
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This guide includes the following elements: 

● A description of the ancient Athenian theater and its origins 

● Some remarks on the provenance of the story itself 

● Oedipus the King as tragedy, some important issues 

● A three day class plan, including plot summaries and discussion questions 

● Broader questions for discussion and essay assignments 

 

ANCIENT ATHENIAN THEATER AND ITS ORIGINS 

In order to understand the form and style of Sophocles’ play(s), it is good for the teacher 
to give students a brief introduction to the conventions of Greek drama. A thirty minute 
lecture should suffice; what follows is a suggestion for the organization and content of 
such a presentation.   

The word ‘tragedy,’ (Greek τραγῳδία / tragoidia) seems to have meant something like 
“goat-song,” either referring to a song accompanying the sacrifice of a goat to the god 
Dionysus, or possibly referring to the prize given to the semi-legendary playwright and 
actor Thespis, who is said to have won a goat in the first Athenian drama contest in 534 
B.C. Aristotle claims that tragedy developed out of a musical performance called the 
dithyramb, a choral hymn and dance celebrating episodes from the life of the god 
Dionysus at the annual spring festival held in his honor. At some point in the seventh or 
sixth century B.C., it seems, a part of the performance of this third-person dithyramb 
developed into a first-person song or spoken recitation by a performer called the 
hypocrites, or “answerer”—usually translated into English as actor. For decades Greek 
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tragedy consisted only of spoken monologues by the actor alternating with songs by the 
chorus; Aeschylus (c. 525-456 B.C.) is credited with the invention of dramatic dialogue 
by bringing a second actor onto the stage. Sophocles is said to have been the innovator 
of the third actor, opening up yet more dramatic possibilities.   

Athens was the birthplace of tragedy and remained its capital throughout the golden 
fifth century, but Athenian tragedy gained popularity and was performed throughout 
the Greek world. Plutarch writes in his Life of Nicias that some of the handful of 
Athenians who managed to escape from the disastrous Sicilian expedition were given 
their liberty by drama-loving Syracusan captors on account of their ability to recite 
passages from the latest plays of Euripides. 

What we know about the technical aspects of the Athenian theater can be gleaned in 
part from the surviving theater of Dionysus in Athens, the excavation of which was 
completed in the nineteenth century. Built into the south side of the Acropolis, this 
outdoor theater could have seated up to 17,000 spectators in concentric, elevated, 
semicircular rows; the acoustics would have had to be exemplary for so many to hear 
the words of the actors without the benefit of amplification. The circular performance 
floor of the theater, with plenty of space for choreographed dance, was called the 
orchestra; the basic backdrop was a temporary (later permanent) structure called the 
skene, with two side wings called paraskenia, often representing palaces or other 
buildings. What we would call the “stage” was a platform in front of the skene, hence its 
name, the proskenion. Sophocles is said to have been the first playwright-producer to 
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have painted or decorated the skene for his plays—hence scenery. The orchestra could be 
accessed from off-stage via a ramp on either side, called the parodos. We know also of 
two simple mechanical devices frequently employed in the Greek theater: the ekkyklêma, 
a wheeled, low platform employed to reveal the end result of (usually violent) action 
that has taken place off stage or indoors; and the later machinê, a crane used to lower an 
actor portraying a god down to the performance space, hence the “deus ex machina,” a 
sudden arrival of a miraculous solution to a problem. 

We know from other sources that the 
actors in Greek tragedy (all male) wore 
larger-than-life masks, both to magnify 
their faces for the large audience 
(spectators in the uppermost rows of 
seating might be more than 300 feet 
away) and to avoid role confusion; in a 
cast of two or three, each actor might be 
called upon to play several distinct roles, 
no two of which could appear on stage 
simultaneously. Actors also wore a kind 
of stilts or platform shoes to make 
themselves more visible to the spectators. 
Athenian tragedy never left behind its 
roots in music and dance, as the chorus of 
singers and dancers retained a place in 
plays throughout the fifth century. 
Sometimes, the chorus is lyrical and 
invokes the gods or reflects on the action; at other times, the chorus assumes a dramatic 
role in the story and even interacts with the characters as an additional actor. Often, 
choral odes are separated into parts called strophe (“turning”) and antistrophe (“turning 
back”); the precise meaning of these terms is uncertain, but they suggest choreographic 
directions. 

In its mature form, the annual Athenian Dionysia, or festival of Dionysus, lasted about a 
week and featured entries from three different playwrights, each contributing a package 
of three tragedies and one bawdy comedy called a satyr play. Of the thirty-three 
tragedies by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides which have survived, we possess 
only one extant trilogy that was originally staged together in the same year (Aeschylus’ 
Oresteia, from 458 B.C.). Sophocles’ Oedipus the King is often grouped together with two 
other plays that develop later parts of the story, Oedipus at Colonus and Antigone, but the 
three “Theban plays” were never performed together in the poet’s lifetime; Antigone 
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was produced in 442 or 441 B.C., Oedipus the King in 430, and the posthumous Colonus in 
401. 

THE STORY’S PROVENANCE 

It may be useful for teachers to know that Sophocles is not the inventor of the story of 
Oedipus and that the tragedians told and retold and changed the old myths as creative 
storytellers, not to mention as competitive artists who wanted to enrapture their 
audiences and compel the judges to award them first prize. Contemporary readers may 
be in the habit of trying to distinguish between the “right” version of a story and, say, a 
cinematic adaptation of it which has taken liberties with plot and character. But this 
paradigm, perhaps unavoidable for twenty-first century lovers of Tolkien’s books, does 
not suit fifth-century Greek tragedy.   

There was no fixed, original, authoritative version of the tale of the man who was fated 
to kill his father and lie with his mother, who fled his fate, outwitted the sphinx, and 
then unwittingly fulfilled his destiny when he killed an old man and later married the 
widowed queen of Thebes. Some pottery art depicts Oedipus defeating the sphinx in 
combat rather than out-riddling it. In its primordial version, the myth has something in 
common with the tales of Moses and of Romulus and Remus, abandoned infants 
miraculously escaping death and growing up to bring doom upon those who had 
sought to destroy them; the tale of one who by seeking to escape his horrible destiny 
sets in motion the process that will fulfill it reminds us of certain stories in Herodotus, 
such as the prophecy to Croesus that “by attacking Persia, (he) will destroy a great 
kingdom”—not Persia, but his own.   

Elements of the tale are alluded to by Homer, Hesiod, and Pindar; Aeschylus is thought 
to have written an Oedipus play as part of the trilogy that ended with the Seven Against 
Thebes (467 B.C.), and his version may have been the one that invented the self-blinding. 
Euripides’ later version, preserved only in fragments, seems to have Oedipus blinded 
by his own servants, and a living Jocasta accompanying Oedipus into exile from 
Thebes. It is an enjoyable exercise to determine Sophocles’ contribution to the Oedipus 
story.  

However, none of this material is important for the students to know, and imparting it 
may put them at an unnecessarily critical remove. We want the students to wrestle with 
this particular story in all of its unique character.   
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OEDIPUS THE KING AS TRAGEDY, SOME IMPORTANT ISSUES 

There are a number of fruitful lines of inquiry that can emerge if students are led to 
consider what makes Sophocles’ play “tragic” in the general sense of the English word, 
not merely in the technical sense of Greek tragedy. But these questions must be explored 
only in the text itself, from the inside out, and the teacher should not start from an 
external framework or source and then lead the students to the text from the outside in. 
We might especially mention here the mistaken inclination to start with the categories 
and definitions of the tragic presented in Aristotle’s Poetics. Such an approach by the 
teacher will stifle and limit the students’ inquiry into the text, all the more so if Aristotle 
is presented as or implicitly thought of in advance as an authority who had the first and 
last word on just about everything. Even without express mention of Aristotle, 
overlaying the Poetics’ categories of analysis will choke off the students’ exploration of 
the text; this will be painfully obvious to the teacher when they run out of things to say 
with forty minutes remaining in the seminar because they feel they have filled in all the 
boxes of the worksheet-style discussion.   

In leading the students to consider what makes Oedipus’ story tragic—and not merely 
sad, awful, shocking, or horrifying—one might first consider the range of emotions the 
reader or spectator might experience as the plot unfolds. What are the emotions that we 
feel about Oedipus as this disaster unfolds? Is sadness the right word? What about 
disgust, revulsion, or even contempt? He predicts that he will be the object of contempt 
for the rest of his life. Should the spectator feel sympathy for him as someone doomed 
to the greatest suffering by the cruel indifference of fate? What impact does it have on 
us that Oedipus has disgracefully fallen from the status of savior of the city to its 
greatest polluter? What about the fact that by pursuing the truth about himself to his 
own ruin he saves Thebes a second time? How does this affect us? Beyond Oedipus 
himself, we might also consider the other principal characters in the play: What 
different emotions does Queen Jocasta’s plight summon in the reader? If our reaction to 
her unwitting cooperation in incest and suicide is different from our response to 
Oedipus’ downfall, why is that so?   

Another topic students will find fruitful is the question of the extent to which Oedipus 
is responsible for his own disaster and the closely related question of whether he is 
justly served with catastrophe because of some evil qualities in him. Students are often 
struck by the pride with which Oedipus presents himself at the beginning of the play: 
“I, Oedipus, whom all men call great.” He delights in his role as riddle-solver, city-
savior, Sphinx-defeater, and all-around truth seeker, and he does not hesitate to remind 
others of his greatness when he feels threatened. Students will find it worthwhile to 
explore the question of whether Oedipus’ downfall is a fitting and just desert, a just 
chastisement from the gods for his pride. One might also consider whether his attempt 
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to evade his fate by running away from Corinth is a kind of pride and presumption or 
even impiety. Students should also ponder the role in the tragedy of Oedipus’ temper, 
of which examples abound: his rash accusations against both Creon and Tiresias; the 
road rage at the crossroads which results in his killing of Laius; his quick resort to 
physical torture to extract information from the shepherd; perhaps even his self-
blinding.  

In all of these lines of inquiry, the teacher will need to help students overcome a 
simplistic response to Oedipus’ character, one that sounds something like the following: 
That guy was an arrogant know-it-all with a monstrous temper. He shouldn’t have blown his 
cork with the old man in the chariot at the crossroads, and in the end he got what was coming to 
him. The moral of the story is that you should think twice before you kill a rich, old man on the 
road. One way to overcome such a shallow reading of Oedipus is to examine whether it 
is rather his excellence that is the cause of his ruin. First there is the matter of his 
courage, which prevents him from backing down at the crossroads and his apparent 
prowess in the arts of hand-to-hand combat, as he single-handedly slays Laius and his 
retinue. There is also his relentless truth-seeking, his restless, penetrating, inquisitive 
habit of mind—one need merely count how many of Oedipus’ utterances in the play are 
grammatical interrogatives—that enables him to outsmart the sphinx when no one else 
could, not even the divinely-inspired Tiresias. But the wit which wins him the throne of 
Thebes also wins him his mother as a wife. Additionally, it is the engine which powers 
the play, prevailing over the reluctance of Tiresias, the resistance of Jocasta, and all 
others to uncover the full, ruinous truth about himself.   

Another aspect of the tragic in this play that the students should consider is the 
apparent absence of the gods as dramatic agents. If the students have already read 
Homer, they are prepared to puzzle over the vast difference that separates a world in 
which Athena whispers counsel in the ear of Achilleus and appears to Telemachus in 
numerous forms; in which Apollo guides arrows on the battlefield, and Ares himself 
joins in the action; in which Poseidon pursues Odysseus, and Zeus reluctantly permits 
the deaths of Sarpedon and Hektor. The students should compare and contrast that 
Homeric world to the world of Oedipus the King, where no gods can be seen; where the 
characters struggle through crises on their own, with plaintive prayers and tenebrous 
oracles their only tenuous connections to the divine. If students have also read 
Aeschylus or Euripides, they will have contemporary tragedies with god-characters to 
consider as contrasts to Oedipus. This might make direct, express divine agency in the 
plots appear less like a distant echo of a mythical age and more like an ever-present 
narrative possibility just as viable in the fifth century B.C. as it was in the twelfth, and a 
possibility which Sophocles chooses NOT to avail himself of.   
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In sum, these lines of inquiry are a few of the larger issues that should be addressed 
when considering Oedipus the King as a whole: What makes this story a tragedy? What 
constitutes the greatness of Oedipus? What are his fatal flaws? How responsible or 
blameless is he for his ruin? How does the presence/absence of the gods affect this 
story?  

What follows is a set of more narrowly-focused questions that the teacher should 
pursue over three days of focused, incremental reading of the play in parts.  

A THREE-DAY PLAN FOR THE TEACHER 

Oedipus the King can be read aloud in approximately one hour. It is helpful for the 
students’ first encounter with the play to be in the form of a dramatic reading. Roles 
should be assigned to students, the larger roles reserved for the better readers. The 
reading should proceed almost entirely without interruption with only occasional, 
limited direction from the seminar leader.  

Discussion of the text should not be attempted until the whole has been read aloud. If 
the teacher finds a good production of this play, it should be saved until after the 
students have completely discussed the text and wrestled with its content.  

For pedagogical purposes, the play should be divided into six “scenes,” with choral 
odes marking the transitions between them. Each of these parts should be discussed 
individually after the students have had another opportunity to read them on their 
own. The assignment schedule can be found below. 

A brief summary of each scene is provided for the teacher’s reference. These plot 
summaries and the questions that follow should not be handed out to the students. 
These are for the leader of the seminar only: 

Scene 1, lines 1-215 

A plague is upon Thebes, and King Oedipus, who once saved the city from the riddling sphinx, 
promises suppliants that he will do whatever is necessary to purify it and lift the curse. His 
brother-in-law Creon returns from a visit to the Oracle of Apollo with the god’s command: The 
unknown killer of the former king, Laius, must be found and driven out of the city. Oedipus 
promises to find the killer and follow Apollo’s order. Representing the suffering Thebans, the 
chorus sings a long prayer-ode to the gods for deliverance from the city’s curse.   
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Scene 2, lines 216-512 

Oedipus proclaims to the city that the murderer must be found and handed over, and he levies a 
curse upon whoever is hiding the criminal after so many years. The chorus suggests that 
Oedipus summon the blind prophet Tiresias for help. Tiresias appears but refuses to speak and 
asks to be sent home; Oedipus accuses Tiresias of concealing the crime; Tiresias reveals that 
Oedipus himself is the murderer and cause of the land’s pollution; Oedipus retorts that he 
believes Tiresias to have been a conspirator in the regicide, and he also accuses the absent Creon. 
Tiresias warns Oedipus that he is on the verge of discovering unspeakable horrors about himself 
and departs in sorrow. The chorus sings a two-part song: first, of the certain doom looming over 
the killer of Laius; second, of the confusion that afflicts the judgments of men, pitting the prophet 
Tiresias against the riddle-solver Oedipus. 

Scene 3, lines 513-910 

Creon enters and confronts Oedipus about the accusation that he conspired with Tiresias to 
blame Oedipus for the plague in order to dethrone him. Creon protests his innocence, stating that 
he has everything he could desire already as the king’s kinsman. Oedipus and Creon are 
interrupted by Jocasta, Creon’s sister and Oedipus’ wife; she persuades her husband to stop the 
public quarrel. In an attempt to calm Oedipus’ fears about Tiresias’ pronouncement that he is 
Laius’ murderer, Jocasta tells how it had been prophesied to her late husband that he would be 
killed by his own son, but this never happened. Instead, he had been slain by a band of robbers at 
a crossroads, and the only son of Laius and Jocasta had been exposed at birth. Disturbed by this 
revelation, Oedipus recalls how, before he came to Thebes and defeated the Sphinx, he had gotten 
into a violent quarrel at a crossroads with a well-to-do old traveler and his retinue, killing all but 
one servant. He summons the only survivor to confirm or deny that he, Oedipus, is the true 
killer of King Laius. Jocasta tells him that this lone survivor, a shepherd, hasn’t been seen in the 
city for years. The chorus sings of kings and tyrants, of insolence and proper ambition, of piety 
and of oracles unheeded. 
   
Scene 4, lines 911-1109 

An elderly messenger from Corinth, where Oedipus was raised, arrives in Thebes to tell him that 
he has been chosen to rule there as king after the death of his father Polybus. Jocasta and Oedipus 
celebrate what they both believe to be the falsifying of another evil prophecy, namely, that he 
would one day kill his own father and lie with his own mother. It was for fear of this prophecy 
that young Oedipus had left Corinth years ago. The old messenger, however, delivers deflating 
news that Oedipus had never before heard: that he was a foundling, and not the natural child of 
Polybus. When pressed, the messenger reveals that he himself had received the infant Oedipus 
from a Theban herdsman who found him bound in a thicket with fetters through his pierced 
ankles—thus the name that was given to the child, “Oidipous,” or “Swollen-foot.” Oedipus 
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orders this old herdsman to be found and is told that he is one and the same as the lone survivor 
of Laius’ retinue, already summoned in the previous scene. Oedipus believes that he has thus 
been proven to be of lowly birth, but Jocasta is horrified by something else, and she rushes from 
the stage. The chorus sings of Oedipus’ birth: was it a god who fathered him? Was a nymph his 
mother? 

Scene 5, lines 1110-1223  

The old herdsman arrives from the Theban countryside. Under gentle questioning from Oedipus, 
he confirms that he was a shepherd in the country between Thebes and Corinth years ago, but he 
does not recognize the old Corinthian messenger at first. When the old messenger reminds him of 
the foundling child, the herdsman becomes sullen and uncooperative. Oedipus sharpens the 
interrogation with physical violence; with great reluctance, the herdsman reveals that the 
foundling was a child of Laius and Jocasta and that he had been charged with seeing to its death. 
Instead, he had taken pity on the child and given it to the Corinthian. Oedipus, having 
uncovered the full and frightful truth that Jocasta had realized at the end of the previous scene, 
forswears the sun’s light and rushes from the stage. The chorus laments his reversal of fortune, 
from the Sphinx-defeating savior and king of Thebes to a cursed parricide and defiler of his own 
mother. 

Scene 6, lines 1224-1530 

A Theban messenger enters and tells the chorus that Queen Jocasta is dead, having hanged 
herself in her bedchamber. He also relates how the enraged Oedipus burst in calling for a sword 
to kill her, but finding her already dead, tore the sharp brooches from her gown and slashed out 
his own eyes. The blinded Oedipus enters, blaming Apollo for his misfortune and calling for 
himself to be taken far from the city. He curses the old Theban herdsman for having taken pity on 
him by giving him away to the Corinthian. Creon enters and attempts to get the bloody, blinded 
Oedipus to go back into the palace and out of the public view. Oedipus asks for exile as was 
commanded by Apollo for the killer of Laius, but the cautious Creon will not promise it without 
further guidance from the god. Oedipus is given a poignant last visit with his daughters, whom 
he begs Creon to look after. Creon commands Oedipus to go inside, reminding him sharply that 
he is no longer the ruler here. The chorus closes with a brief ode, ending with a variation on 
Solon’s famous warning to Croesus: Count no man happy until he is dead.   

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                                                                                                             10



A suggested plan for the students’ individual reading assignments follows: 

Day 1: lines 1-512, scenes 1 and 2, with odes (21 pages) 
Day 2: lines 513-1109, scenes 3 and 4, with odes (27 pages) 
Day 3: lines 1110-1530 scenes 5 and 6, with odes (18 pages) 

The list of discussion questions that follows should be viewed as a menu from which 
the teacher should make selections each day.  

DAY 1 DISCUSSION QUESTIONS, lines 1-512 

1. Describe the state of affairs in Thebes at the beginning of the play. What is the curse 
upon the city? (Look at the words of both the priest and the chorus.) 

2. What is the purpose of the priest’s speech to Oedipus in lines 14-57? What effect 
does it seem to have on him? 

3. Does Oedipus seem genuinely concerned about the plight of the city? Why/why 
not? Offer textual evidence. 

4. How does Oedipus react to the message Creon brings from the oracle?   

5. Carefully read the choral ode in its entirety, lines 151- 215. If this song can be read as 
a kind of prayer, what are the “petitions” contained within it? What is the chorus 
praying for? 

6. How would you characterize the tone of Oedipus’ proclamation in lines 216-275? Is 
it measured and moderate? Arrogant and reckless? Confident and courageous? 

7. Judging from the tone of the text, is Tiresias right to withhold information from 
Oedipus? Is Oedipus right to blame him for doing so? Evidence? 

DAY 2 DISCUSSION QUESTIONS, lines 513-1109 

1. How does Oedipus argue for Creon’s guilt in a plot against him? How does Creon 
defend himself against the charges? 

2. What is Jocasta’s attitude towards the serious situation unfolding in these scenes 
(the argument between Oedipus and Creon, the prophecies about Laius and about 
Oedipus)?  
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3. Reread Oedipus’ account of how he fled from Corinth and came to kill the old man 
at the crossroads (lines 774-833). What do we learn from this story about his 
character? Is he more or less sympathetic to us now that we know this about him? 
Would we be right or wrong to condemn him as a violent murderer? Why? 

4. At what point during the conversation between the messenger and Oedipus does 
Jocasta realize who Oedipus is?   

5. When the scene ends at line 1109, what does Oedipus know that he didn’t know at 
the beginning of the play? 

DAY 3 DISCUSSION QUESTIONS, lines 1110-1530 

1. Why does Oedipus turn violent while interrogating the herdsman?   

2. Why does he blind himself rather than commit suicide as Jocasta has done? 

3. To what extent does Oedipus accept responsibility for his plight? To what extent 
does he blame others? 

4. What is Creon’s attitude towards Oedipus in the final scene? Caring and concerned? 
Shocked and horrified? Contemptuous? Use the text. 

5. Explain the significance of Creon’s final line in the play: “Do not seek to be master in 
everything, for the things you mastered did not follow you throughout your life.” 
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BROADER QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION AND ESSAY ASSIGNMENTS:   

1. What is the cause of Oedipus’ downfall? To what extent is he himself responsible? 

2. What emotions are appropriate for us to feel towards Oedipus. Why?   

3. Is Oedipus a good man? A great man? Or something else?  

4. Discuss the role of the gods or their absence from this play. Where are they in this 
story? Evidence?   

5. Discuss the differing ways in which the characters in this play (e.g., Oedipus, 
Jocasta, Tiresias) are disposed towards the truth.   

For students who have read Homer: 

1. Compare Oedipus to either Achilleus or Odysseus. Which of the Homeric heroes 
does he most closely resemble? How? 

2. As Homer assigns metrical epithets to his characters—grey-eyed Athena, swift-
footed Achilleus, resourceful Odysseus, horse-breaking Hektor, red-haired Menelaos
—assign an epithet to Oedipus, and justify your choice.   
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