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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) 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                                                                                                                                                                                                             ii



OEDIPUS THE KING (OEDIPUS REX; OEDIPUS TYRANNUS) 
Sophocles 
Translated by David Grene  
Grade Level: 10-12 
66 pages 
ISBN: 0-226-30792-1 
Recommended time: 8 hours 

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 

SAMPLE: 

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 
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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 
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 
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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.   

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.  

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Sophocles’ Oedipus the King is available in our online 
shop for $10. Click here to visit the product page. 
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