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Sophocles Oedipus The King
Summary Sparknotes

Introduction:
Unraveling the
Mystery of Oedipus the
King

When  readers  first  encounter  the
world of ancient Greek tragedy, few
works  stand  as  prominently  as
Sophocles' Oedipus the King. Often
considered  the  perfect  tragedy  by
Aristotle  himself,  this  play  has
captivated  audiences  for  over  two
millennia.  For  students,  educators,
and  literature  enthusiasts  seeking  a
reliable  Sophocles  Oedipus  The
King  Summary  Sparknotes  style
breakdown,  this  article  offers  a
thorough  exploration  of  the  plot,
themes,  characters,  and  enduring
significance of this masterpiece. The
story of Oedipus is not merely a tale of
a man who kills his father and marries
his mother; it is a profound meditation
on fate, free will, knowledge, and the
limits of human understanding.

Whether  you  are  preparing  for  an
exam,  writing  an  essay,  or  simply
diving into classical literature for the
first time, understanding the nuances
of  th is  p lay  is  essent ia l .  This
comprehensive  guide  will  serve  as
your  detailed  companion,  mirroring
the  depth  and  clarity  you  would
expect from a top-tier study resource
while maintaining the natural flow of
engaging literary analysis.

The Context:
Sophocles and the
Golden Age of Athens

To  fully  appreciate  Oedipus  the
King, it is helpful to understand the
world in which Sophocles created it.
Sophocles  lived  from  approximately
497  to  405  BCE  in  Athens,  during
what is often called the Golden Age of
Greek civilization. He was not only a
playwright but also a general and a
priest, deeply embedded in the civic
and religious life of his city. He wrote
over 120 plays, but only seven survive
in their entirety.

Oedipus the King (also known by its
Greek  title  Oedipus  Rex)  was  first
performed around 429 BCE. It is the
second  of  Sophocles'  three  Theban
plays chronologically, though it is the
most  famous  and  most  frequently
studied.  The other  two plays  in  the
cycle are Antigone and Oedipus at
Colonus. Understanding this context
helps  readers  see  why  the  play
resonates  so  deeply:  it  reflects  the
Athenian  concern  with  law,  justice,
religion, and the relationship between
humans and the gods.

Complete Sophocles
Oedipus The King
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The Setting: Plague-Stricken
Thebes

The play opens in the city of Thebes,
which  is  suffering  under  a  terrible
plague. Crops are failing, women are
dying  in  childbirth,  and  a  general
sense  of  doom  hangs  over  the
populace.  The citizens gather at the
palace doors, pleading with their king,
Oedipus, to save them. This is not the
first time Oedipus has saved Thebes;
he previously solved the riddle of the
Sphinx,  a  monster  that  had  been
terrorizing the city, and was rewarded
with  the  throne  and  the  hand  of
Queen Jocasta.

The Plea to Creon

O e d i p u s ,  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a
compassionate  and  decisive  leader,
has  already  sent  his  brother-in-law
Creon to the oracle at Delphi to learn
what must be done to end the plague.
Creon returns with news: the plague
will  end only when the murderer of
the former king, Laius, is found and
punished. Laius was killed years ago
at a crossroads, and his murder has
never been solved. Oedipus, confident
in his ability to solve mysteries, vows
to  find  the  killer  and  bring  him  to
justice.  He  curses  the  murderer,
declaring that the man will be exiled,
blind, and destitute.

The Blind Prophet Tiresias

Oedipus summons the blind prophet
Tiresias  to  help  identify  the  killer.
Tiresias,  however,  is  reluctant  to
speak.  He  knows  the  truth  but
understands  the  devastat ing

consequences of revealing it. Oedipus
becomes angry and accuses Tiresias
of  being  complicit  in  the  crime.
Provoked,  Tiresias finally  speaks:  he
tells Oedipus that Oedipus himself is
the  murderer  he  is  looking  for.  He
further reveals that Oedipus is living
in  shame,  unaware  of  his  true
parentage. Oedipus refuses to believe
this,  accusing Tiresias and Creon of
conspiring  to  overthrow  him.  This
scene  is  a  masterclass  in  dramatic
irony, as the audience knows the truth
long before Oedipus does.

The Argument with Creon

Oedipus  confronts  Creon  publicly,
accusing  him  of  treason.  Jocasta,
Oedipus'  wife  (and,  unbeknownst  to
him, his mother), intervenes to calm
the  situation.  She  tries  to  reassure
Oedipus  by  dismissing  prophecies
altogether. She tells him the story of
how  an  oracle  once  predicted  that
Laius would be killed by his own son,
but that Laius and she had the baby
abandoned on a mountainside with its
ankles  pinned  together.  She  also
notes  that  Laius  was  killed  at  a
crossroads by a band of thieves, not
by  a  single  man.  This  story  should
comfort  Oedipus,  but  it  has  the
opposite  effect:  it  unsettles  him
deeply.

The Unraveling Begins

Oedipus begins to piece together the
fragments  of  his  own  past.  He
remembers  a  journey  he  took  years
ago, during which he killed a man at a
crossroads after a dispute over who
had the right of way. The description
matches  what  Jocasta  has  told  him
about  Laius'  death.  Oedipus  also
recalls the oracle he himself received
before  coming  to  Thebes:  that  he
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would  kill  his  father  and  marry  his
mother. Trying to escape this fate, he
fled from Corinth, where he had been
raised  by  King  Polybus  and  Queen
Merope,  believing  them  to  be  his
biological parents.

The Shepherd and the
Messenger

The truth arrives in the form of two
characters: a messenger from Corinth
and an old shepherd. The messenger
brings news that Polybus has died of
natural  causes,  and  the  people  of
Corinth want Oedipus to be their king.
Oedipus  is  relieved,  thinking  this
disproves the prophecy about killing
his  father.  However,  the  messenger
then reveals a crucial detail: Polybus
and  Merope  were  not  Oedipus'
biological  parents.  The  messenger
himself was a shepherd who years ago
was given a baby by another shepherd
from Thebes and brought the child to
Corinth. That baby was Oedipus.

The  old  Theban  shepherd,  who  is
brought  before  Oedipus,  initially
refuses to speak. Under pressure, he
finally  admits  the  truth.  He  was  a
servant in the house of Laius and was
ordered to dispose of the infant son of
Laius and Jocasta. Unable to kill the
chi ld,  he  gave  the  baby  to  the
messenger  instead.  That  baby  was
O e d i p u s .  T h e  m u r d e r  a t  t h e
crossroads was Laius.  The prophecy
had been fulfilled in every detail.

The Devastating Conclusion

Jocasta,  realizing  the  truth  before
Oedipus does, runs into the palace in
despair.  Oedipus,  still  not  fully
understanding, follows her.  He finds
that  she  has  hanged  herself.  In  a
moment of profound anguish, Oedipus

takes  the  pins  from  her  dress  and
blinds himself, unable to bear seeing
the world after all  he has done. He
emerges  from the palace,  blind and
bleeding, and begs to be exiled from
Thebes.  Creon,  now the ruler,  takes
control  of  the  situation.  He  allows
Oedipus  to  say  goodbye  to  his
daughters, Antigone and Ismene, and
then orders him to be taken away. The
chorus  delivers  the  final  message:
"Call no man happy until he is dead."

Key Characters in the
Play

A  solid  Sophocles  Oedipus  The
King  Summary  Sparknotes  would
be incomplete without a close look at
the characters who drive this tragedy
forward.

Oedipus: The protagonist of the
play. He is intelligent, confident,
and determined. His tragic flaw
is not a moral failing but rather
his relentless pursuit of truth,
even when the truth will destroy
him. He is a man of action who
refuses to let mysteries remain
unsolved.
Jocasta: The wife of Oedipus
and the mother of his children.
She is practical, skeptical of
prophecies, and deeply
protective of her family. Her
tragic arc moves from denial to
devastating recognition of the
truth.
Creon: Jocasta's brother and a
voice of calm reason. He is loyal
and restrained, even when
falsely accused. In the end, he
becomes the responsible ruler
who must clean up the chaos
Oedipus has created.
Tiresias: The blind prophet who



sees the truth clearly. He
represents the theme of
knowledge versus blindness,
both literal and metaphorical. He
is reluctant to speak but cannot
avoid his prophetic duty.
The Chorus: Representing the
citizens of Thebes, the chorus
comments on the action, offers
moral reflections, and embodies
the collective voice of society.
Their odes provide insight into
the themes of fate and human
suffering.

Central Themes and
Literary Analysis

Fate versus Free Will

The most discussed theme in Oedipus
the King is the tension between fate
and free will. The oracle predicts that
Oedipus will kill his father and marry
his mother. Laius and Jocasta try to
prevent this by abandoning their son.
Oedipus tries to prevent it by leaving
Corinth. Yet every attempt to escape
fate  only  brings  it  closer.  The  play
raises an uncomfortable question: can
we truly control our lives, or are we
simply playing out a script written by
forces beyond our control? Sophocles
does not give an easy answer, but he
shows  that  even  in  the  face  of
predetermined  destiny,  human
choices and character still matter.

The Pursuit of Knowledge

Oedipus is a seeker of truth, much like
a  detective.  His  determination  to
uncover  the  murderer  of  Laius  is
admirable, but it is also his undoing.
The play suggests that knowledge is
not  always  a  blessing.  There  are
truths that can destroy us. Sophocles

presents a world where the gods have
secrets that humans are not meant to
know.  Oedipus'  intellectual  pride
blinds him to the warnings he receives
along the way. His journey from sight
to  blindness  symbolizes  the  painful
irony of  his  situation:  he who could
see the world was blind to his  own
identity.

Blindness and Sight

This theme runs throughout the play
as  a  powerful  metaphor.  Tiresias  is
physically  blind  but  possesses
spiritual  and  prophetic  vision.
Oedipus has perfect physical sight but
is completely blind to the truth of his
own life.  At  the  climax of  the  play,
Oedipus physically blinds himself, but
paradoxically,  this  is  the  moment
when he truly begins to "see" his own
condition.  This  dramatic  reversal  is
one of the most powerful moments in
all of Western literature.

Kingship and Responsibility

Oedipus begins the play as a model
king, caring for his people and taking
decisive action.  By the end,  he is  a
broken man, responsible for the very
plague he  sought  to  cure.  The  play
examines  the  heavy  burden  of
leadership. A king cannot simply rule;
he  must  also  bear  the  moral  and
religious consequences of his actions,
even those committed in ignorance.

Literary Devices and
Structural Elements

Dramatic Irony

Sophocles  uses  dramatic  irony
masterfully. The audience knows the
truth  about  Oedipus  from  the



Sophocles Oedipus The King Summary Sparknotes

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Benitez & Jessie • Wisdom is the reward for
listening. • Page 5

beginning,  while  Oedipus  himself
remains  ignorant  until  the  final
scenes. This creates a deep sense of
tension  and  tragedy.  Every  time
Oedipus  curses  the  murderer,  he  is
cursing  himself.  Every  time  he
celebrates  his  escape  from fate,  he
steps  closer  to  its  fulfillment.  The
irony  is  not  merely  clever;  it  is
emotionally  devastating.

The Unities of Time, Place,
and Action

Oedipus  the  King  is  a  textbook
example  of  Aristotle's  unities.  The
action takes place within a single day,
in  a  single  location  (the  palace  at
Thebes), and follows a single plot line
without  subplots.  This  concentration
gives  the  play  an  intense,  almost
claustrophobic feel, as if there is no
escape from the unfolding tragedy.

Tragic Flaw and Peripeteia

Aristotle  defined  hamartia  as  the
t rag ic  f l aw  tha t  l eads  to  the
protagonist's downfall. For Oedipus, it
is  not  a  moral  vice  but  rather  his

hubris, his excessive pride in his own
intelligence  and  ability  to  solve
problems. The peripeteia, or reversal
o f  f o r t u n e ,  c o m e s  w h e n  t h e
messenger's revelation turns Oedipus'
world upside down. What seemed like
good  news  (the  death  of  Polybus)
becomes the trigger for his complete
ruin.

Why This Play Matters
Today

It is a fair question to ask why a play
written  nearly  2,500  years  ago
continues  to  be  studied,  performed,
and analyzed. The answer lies in its
timeless  exploration  of  the  human
condit ion.  Oedipus  the  King
addresses  questions  that  every
generation  must  face:  How  much
control  do  we  have  over  our  lives?
What is the cost of knowledge? How
do  we  respond  when  we  discover
uncomfortable truths about ourselves
and our past?

The  play  also  serves  as  a  profound
caution


