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Oedipus The King Full Text

Introduction: The Enduring Power of Sophocles' Masterpiece

Few works of literature have cast as long a shadow as Sophocles' Oedipus The King. Written around 429 BCE, this Athenian
tragedy remains a cornerstone of Western literature and a profound exploration of fate, free will, and the terrifying limits of human
knowledge. For students, scholars, and casual readers alike, finding and engaging with the Oedipus The King full text is an
essential step toward understanding not only classical drama but also the psychological and philosophical foundations of modern
storytelling. The play's narrative—of a man who solves the riddle of the Sphinx only to discover that he has unknowingly killed his
father and married his mother—continues to resonate because it forces us to confront uncomfortable questions about identity,
responsibility, and the human condition.

Reading the Oedipus The King full text  allows you to experience the play's intricate structure, its poetic language, and its
relentless dramatic irony firsthand. No summary or analysis can fully capture the tension of Sophocles' slow revelation of the truth,
the chorus's lyrical lamentations, or the stark power of Oedipus's final recognition. In this article, we will explore the historical
context  of  the  play,  provide  a  detailed  summary  of  its  plot,  examine  its  major  themes,  discuss  key  characters,  and—most
importantly—guide you to where you can access the Oedipus The King full text for your own reading and study.

Where to Find the Oedipus The King Full Text

Accessing the Oedipus The King full text is easier today than at any point in history, thanks to digital archives and public domain
resources. Because Sophocles wrote the play over two millennia ago, its copyright has long expired, meaning that numerous
translations are freely available online. However, not all translations are created equal, and the experience of reading the play can
vary dramatically depending on the translator's style and fidelity to the original Greek.

Recommended Translations for the Full Text

When you search for the Oedipus The King full text, you will encounter several widely respected translations:

F. Storr's translation (1912): Available through the Perseus Digital Library, this is a reliable and classic English version that
maintains much of the formal, poetic quality of the original. It is an excellent choice for academic study.
David Grene's translation: Part of the University of Chicago Press series, Grene's version is known for its clarity and
dramatic power. It is widely used in university courses.
Robert Fagles' translation (1984): Perhaps the most popular modern translation, Fagles balances readability with poetic
beauty. His version is often the first recommendation for new readers of Greek tragedy.
E. H. Plumptre's translation (1865): For those interested in a Victorian-era rendering, Plumptre's version offers a
distinctively ornate and formal style.

Websites such as Project Gutenberg, the Perseus Digital Library, and the MIT Internet Classics Archive all host free versions of the
Oedipus The King full text. For those who prefer a physical book, almost any bookstore or library will carry a selection of
Sophocles' plays, often collected under the title The Three Theban Plays.

Historical and Literary Context of the Play

To fully appreciate the Oedipus The King full text, it helps to understand the world in which Sophocles was writing. Fifth-century
Athens was a period of extraordinary intellectual and artistic ferment. Democracy was relatively new, and citizens were grappling
with questions about law, justice, and the relationship between human beings and the gods. Tragedy emerged as a distinct art form
during this period, and Sophocles, along with Aeschylus and Euripides, elevated it to a level of sophistication that has rarely been
matched.

Oedipus The King (also known by its Latin title Oedipus Rex or the Greek Oedipus Tyrannus) was likely first performed around 429
BCE, just as a devastating plague was sweeping through Athens. This historical detail is significant because the play itself begins
with a plague ravaging the city of Thebes. The audience of Sophocles' time would have felt a visceral connection to the suffering
depicted on stage, making the play's themes of pollution, purification, and divine justice all the more urgent.

The Place of the Play in the Oedipus Cycle

It is important to note that the Oedipus The King full text is the middle play in what is often called Sophocles' Theban Cycle. The
other two plays are Oedipus at Colonus (which tells the story of Oedipus's death) and Antigone (which focuses on the fate of
Oedipus's daughter after his death). However, it is worth noting that Sophocles did not write these three plays as a unified trilogy in
the  way  that  Aeschylus  wrote  the  Oresteia.  They  were  composed  years  apart  and  were  probably  not  performed  together.
Nevertheless, reading the Oedipus The King full text in conjunction with the other two plays offers a richly layered narrative of a
family cursed by the gods and a man who, despite his best intentions, cannot escape his destiny.

Plot Summary of Oedipus The King

The Oedipus The King full text unfolds with masterful dramatic pacing. Sophocles does not tell the story in chronological order.
Instead, he begins near the end of the myth, when Oedipus is already king of Thebes, and then uses a series of revelations to uncover
the past. This technique, known as "analytic" or "retrospective" structure, creates an atmosphere of mounting suspense and horror.

The Opening: A City in Crisis

The play opens with a crowd of Theban citizens gathered at the palace doors, begging King Oedipus for help. A plague has
descended upon the city, causing crops to fail, livestock to die, and women to suffer stillbirths. Oedipus, who is portrayed as a
compassionate and decisive ruler, has already sent his brother-in-law Creon to the oracle at Delphi to seek guidance. Creon returns
with a message from the god Apollo: the plague will end only when the murderer of the former king, Laius, is found and either killed
or exiled.

The Investigation Begins

Oedipus declares that he will find the murderer and avenge Laius's death, just as if Laius were his own father. He places a curse on
the killer and vows to bring the truth to light. This is one of the most powerful instances of dramatic irony in all of literature: Oedipus
is unknowingly cursing himself. As the Oedipus The King full text makes clear, every step he takes toward the truth brings him
closer to his own destruction.

The blind prophet Tiresias is summoned, but he initially refuses to speak. When Oedipus angrily accuses him of complicity in the
murder, Tiresias finally reveals that Oedipus himself is the killer. Oedipus, of course, does not believe this and accuses Tiresias of
conspiring with Creon to overthrow him. The confrontation between Oedipus and Tiresias is one of the most powerful scenes in the
play, filled with accusations, anger, and ominous hints of what is to come.

The Unfolding of the Truth

Jocasta, Oedipus's wife, enters and tries to calm her husband. She dismisses prophecies altogether, offering as evidence the fact that
an oracle once predicted her son would kill Laius, but that child was left to die on a mountainside with its ankles pinned together.
She describes how Laius was killed at a crossroads by a group of robbers. Her words, meant to reassure Oedipus, actually terrify
him because they match details from his own past.

Oedipus recounts his own history: he was the son of Polybus and Merope, king and queen of Corinth, but a drunkard once suggested
he was a foundling. When Oedipus consulted the oracle, he was told he would kill his father and marry his mother, so he fled Corinth
to avoid this fate. On his journey, he killed a group of travelers at a crossroads—one of whom, he now fears, may have been Laius.

As the Oedipus The King full text moves toward its devastating climax, a messenger arrives from Corinth with news that Polybus
has died of old age. Oedipus is relieved, thinking this disproves the prophecy. However, the messenger then reveals that Oedipus
was not Polybus's biological son; he was adopted after being found as a baby in the mountains with his ankles bound together.
Jocasta suddenly understands the full truth and begs Oedipus to stop his investigation. He refuses, and she rushes into the palace.

A shepherd is brought forward, the man who originally gave the baby to the messenger. Under Oedipus's relentless questioning, he
confesses that the child was Laius and Jocasta's son and that he was ordered to kill the baby to prevent the prophecy from being
fulfilled. Oedipus now knows the whole truth: he killed his father Laius at the crossroads, married his mother Jocasta, and fathered
children with her.

The Catastrophe

Oedipus rushes into the palace, where he finds that Jocasta has hanged herself. In a gesture of anguished blindness to what he has
done, he takes the pins from her robe and gouges out his own eyes. The Oedipus The King full text ends with Oedipus, now blind
and bleeding, asking to be exiled from Thebes. He speaks to his daughters, Antigone and Ismene, with heartbreaking tenderness,
lamenting the shame that awaits them because of his sins. Creon, now the ruler, reluctantly agrees to let Oedipus go. The chorus
offers a final reflection on the fragility of human happiness: "Count no man happy until he is dead."

Major Themes in Oedipus The King

Reading the Oedipus The King full text reveals a work of extraordinary thematic depth. Here are some of the most important
themes Sophocles explores:

Fate Versus Free Will

This is the central tension of the play. The oracle declares that Oedipus will kill his father and marry his mother, and that prophecy



comes true. But is Oedipus a victim of fate, or does he make choices that lead to his downfall? The play suggests a complex interplay
between the two. The gods foretell his destiny, but Oedipus's own character—his determination, his pride, his anger, his relentless
pursuit of the truth—drives the action forward. He could have stopped his investigation at several points, but his commitment to
uncovering the truth, even at his own expense, is what makes him a tragic hero rather than a mere puppet of fate.

Blindness and Sight

The imagery of sight and blindness runs throughout the Oedipus The King full text. Tiresias is physically blind but possesses
spiritual and prophetic sight. Oedipus, who has perfect physical vision, is blind to the truth of his own identity. When Oedipus finally
sees the truth, he blinds himself physically, symbolizing the unbearable weight of the knowledge he has gained. The play asks
profound questions about what it means to truly "see" and whether knowledge is always a blessing.

The Limits of Human Knowledge

Oedipus is celebrated for his intelligence—he, after all,  solved the riddle of the Sphinx, which no one else could do. Yet his
intelligence proves to be his tragic flaw. He believes he can outsmart the gods and control his own destiny. The play humbles human

reason, suggesting that there are some truths that lie beyond our ability to understand or control.

Justice and Divine Order

The plague in Thebes is a form of divine punishment for the unpunished murder of Laius. The gods demand that justice be done, and
the entire plot revolves around the process of uncovering the truth so that the city can be purified. However, the justice that is
exacted is devastatingly personal. The play raises troubling questions about whether the gods are truly just or merely capricious.

Key Characters in the Play

Understanding the characters is essential to appreciating the Oedipus The King full text:

Oedipus: The tragic protagonist. He is intelligent, compassionate, and determined, but also proud, quick-tempered, and
stubborn. His greatness is inseparable from his flaw.
Jocasta: Oedipus's wife and mother. She is a figure of


