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The Oedipus Plays
Of Sophocles

Introduction
: The
Enduring
Power of
Ancient
Tragedy

For over two thousand
years, the stories of the
House  of  Thebes  have
haunted  the  Western
imagination.  At  the
heart of this legendary
cycle  stands  a  single,
towering  figure:
Oedipus,  the king who
solved the riddle of the
Sphinx only to discover
a  far  more  horrifying
truth about himself. The

three  surviving  plays
that  chron ic le  h i s
d o w n f a l l  a n d  i t s
aftermath—collectively
known as The Oedipus
P l a y s  o f
Sophocles—represent
the pinnacle of ancient
Greek  drama.  More
than  just  historical
artifacts,  these  works
remain  profoundly
relevant,  exploring
timeless  questions  of
fate, free will,  identity,
and the limits of human
knowledge.  This  article
offers  a  comprehensive
journey  through  these
m a s t e r p i e c e s ,
examining  their  plots,
characters,  themes,
a n d  t h e  d a z z l i n g



theatrical  genius  of
their  creator.

The World of
Sophocles
and
Athenian
Tragedy

To fully appreciate The
Oedipus  Plays  of
Sophocles,  one  must
first  understand  the
world  that  produced
them.  Sophocles  (c.
497/6 – 406/5 BCE) was
one of the three great
tragedians  of  classical
Athens,  a longs ide
A e s c h y l u s  a n d
Euripides.  He  l ived
during the city’s Golden
A g e ,  a  p e r i o d  o f
immense  ar t i s t i c ,
p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d
intellectual  flourishing.
Tragedy was not mere
entertainment; it was a
civic and religious ritual

p e r f o r m e d  a t  t h e
Festival  of  Dionysus.
Plays  were  judged  in
compe t i t i on ,  and
S o p h o c l e s  w a s
remarkably  successful,
winning  first  prize  over
twenty  times.

His  innovations  were
crucial.  He  increased
the  number  of  actors
f rom  two  to  three,
a l l ow ing  fo r  more
complex  dialogue  and
character  interaction.
He  also  perfected  the
use of dramatic irony, a
technique  where  the
audience knows crucial
information  that  the
characters  do  not .
Nowhere  is  this  more
powerfully  employed
than in  Oedipus Rex,
where  every  confident
declaration by the king
c a r r i e s  a  h i d d e n ,
te r r ib le  mean ing .
Sophocles'  characters
are not puppets of the
gods;  they  are  strong-
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willed  individuals  who
make choices,  but  the
consequences  of  those
choices often lead them
into a web of fate they
cannot  escape.  This
tension between human
agency and divine  will
i s  the  eng ine  that
drives  The  Oedipus
Plays  of  Sophocles.

Structure of
the Theban
Trilogy: A
Story in
Three Acts

It  is  important  to note
that  Sophocles did not
write these three plays
as  a  unified  trilogy  in
t h e  m a n n e r  o f
Aeschylus’  Oresteia.
They  were  composed
decades  apar t  fo r
different  festivals.
However,  they  form  a
coherent  narrative

cycle  based  on  the
same  mythological
family—the  Labdacids
of  Thebes.  The  plays
a r e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y
ordered  according  to
t h e i r  i n t e r n a l
chronology:

Oedipus Rex
(Oedipus the
King): The tragic
discovery of
Oedipus’s true
identity.
Oedipus at
Colonus: The
aged, blind
Oedipus finds
peace and
redemption near
Athens.
Antigone: The
conflict between
Creon and
Oedipus’s
daughter over the
burial of her
brother.

Each  play  is  a  self -
contained  masterpiece,



but reading them in this
sequence  reveals  a
profound arc: from the
height of power to the
depths  of  suffering,
f r o m  e x i l e  t o  a
mysterious  apotheosis,
and finally,  to the clash
between divine law and
human law in the next
generation.

Analysis of
the Plays

Oedipus Rex: The
Paradigm of
Tragedy

Often  considered  the
perfect  tragedy  by
Aristotle in his Poetics,
Oedipus  Rex  is  the
most  famous  of  The
Oedipus  Plays  of
Sophocles.  The  play
opens  with  Thebes
suffering  under  a
devastating plague. The
citizens beg their king,
Oedipus,  the man who

once saved them from
the  Sphinx,  to  find  a
solution.  The oracle  at
Delphi declares that the
plague  will  end  only
when  the  murderer  of
the  previous  k ing,
Laius,  is  found  and
punished.  Oedipus,
confident  in  his
intelligence  and  his
righteousness,  vows to
hunt  down  the  killer,
declaring a curse upon
him.

The  plot  unfolds  with
devastating  precision.
Through  a  series  of
interviews—with  the
blind  prophet  Tiresias,
with  his  wife  Jocasta,
and  finally  with  a
m e s s e n g e r  a n d  a
shephe rd—Oed ipus
peels back the layers of
h i s  own  pas t .  The
c e n t r a l  i r o n y  i s
s t a g g e r i n g :  t h e
detective is the criminal
he seeks. We learn that
O e d i p u s  w a s
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prophesied  to  kill  his
father  and  marry  his
mother.  To  avoid  this
fate,  his  parents  (King
L a i u s  a n d  Q u e e n
Jocasta of Thebes) had
him  exposed  as  an
in fant .  But  he  was
rescued  and  raised  in
Corinth. On the road to
Thebes, he unknowingly
killed Laius in a quarrel.
He  then  solved  the
riddle  of  the  Sphinx,
freeing Thebes, and as
a  reward,  was  made
king—and  given  the
hand  of  the  widowed
queen, Jocasta, his own
mother.

The climax is one of the
most harrowing in all of
drama. Jocasta realizes
the  truth  first  and
hangs herself. Oedipus,
upon  finding  her  body,
takes the pins from her
d r e s s  a n d  b l i n d s
h i m s e l f .  H e  t h e n
demands  to  be  exiled
from Thebes, a broken,

sightless man who now
sees  the  truth  with
terrible clarity. The play
e n d s  n o t  w i t h  a
restoration of order, but
with  a  shattering  of
identity.  The  king  is  a
plague, the savior is a
sinner,  and  the  man
who  saw  a l l  i s  now
blind.  This  exploration
o f  s i g h t  a n d
blindness  is  a central
theme of The Oedipus
Plays of Sophocles.

Oedipus at
Colonus: The
Redemption of
the Outcast

Written near the end of
S o p h o c l e s ’  l i f e ,
Oedipus at Colonus is
a  q u i e t e r ,  m o r e
meditat ive  play.  I t
takes place years after
the events of Oedipus
Rex.  The  blind,  aged
Oedipus, now led by his
devoted  daughter
Antigone,  wanders  as



an  outcast ,  a  ho ly
beggar.  He  arrives  at
the sacred grove of the
Eumenides (the Furies)
at  Colonus,  a  village
near  Athens.  He  is
guided by Theseus, the
noble  king  of  Athens,
who offers him shelter.

The  dramatic  conflict
comes  from  the  two
s o n s  o f  O e d i p u s ,
E t e o c l e s  a n d
Polyneices,  who  are
now fighting  for  control
of Thebes. Their uncle,
C r e o n ,  a r r i v e s  t o
forcibly  take  Oedipus
back, but only because
a  n e w  o r a c l e  h a s
declared  that  the  land
where Oedipus is buried
w i l l  b e  b l e s s e d .
Oedipus, who was once
cursed  by  his  family,
now becomes a source
of  divine  power.  He
refuses  to  return  to
Thebes,  cursing  his
s o n s  f o r  t h e i r
selfishness  and

prophesy ing  the i r
mutual  destruction.
Instead, he bestows his
blessing on Athens and
Theseus.

This  play  offers  a
profound  resolution  to
the  suffering  of
Oedipus Rex. Oedipus
does not undo his past,
but  he  is  transformed.
His  physical  blindness
has given him an inner
sight.  He  is  no  longer
the arrogant king, but a
man who has  endured
the worst and found a
k ind  o f  peace .  H is
myster ious  death,
wi tnessed  on ly  by
T h e s e u s ,  i s  n o t  a
t r a g e d y  b u t  a n
apotheosis—a  passage
into  a  state  of  grace.
This  play adds a layer
of  spiritual  depth  to
The Oedipus Plays of
S o p h o c l e s ,
demonstrating  that
even  the  most  broken
life  can  find  meaning
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and  sanctity.

Antigone: The
Clash of Laws

Chronologically the last,
but  thematical ly  a
powerful  conclusion  to
the cycle, Antigone  is
o n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t
political  plays  of  all
time. The action begins
after  the  civil  war  in
Thebes. Polyneices has
attacked  the  city  to
claim  the  throne,  and
both he and his brother
Eteocles  are  dead.
Creon,  the  new  king,
h a s  d e c r e e d  t h a t
Eteocles,  the  defender
of  the  c i ty ,  w i l l  be
buried with full honors,
while  Polyneices,  the
traitor,  must  be  left
unbur ied  to  rot—a
punishment that denies
his  soul  peace  in  the
afterlife.

Antigone, the daughter
of Oedipus, sees this as

a  v i o l a t i o n  o f  t h e
unwritten,  divine  laws
of  the  gods,  which
demand  that  all  dead
must  be  honored.  She
defies Creon’s edict and
performs  a  symbolic
burial  for  her  brother.
She  i s  caught  and
brought  before  Creon.
The  ensuing  conflict  is
stark  and  powerful.
Creon  represents  the
authority  of  the  state,
the need for order, and
t h e  r u l e  o f  l a w .
Antigone  represents
individual  conscience,
religious duty,  and the
claims  of  family.  Both
a r e  s t u b b o r n  a n d
convinced  of  thei r
rightness.

The tragedy deepens as
C r e o n ’ s  o w n  s o n ,
H a e m o n ,  w h o  i s
engaged  to  Antigone,
pleads  for  mercy  and
reason .  The  b l i nd
prophet  Tiresias  warns
C r e o n  t h a t  h e  i s



bringing  disaster  upon
the city.  Finally,  Creon
relents,  but  it  is  too
late.  Ant igone  has
hanged  herself  in  her
cave-tomb.  Haemon,
finding  her  body,
attacks  his  father  and
then  k i l l s  h imsel f .
Creon’s  wife,  Eurydice,
upon hearing this, also
takes  her  own  l i fe.
Creon  is  left  utterly
alone,  a  broken  ruler
who  learns  that  true
wisdom  is  humility.
Antigone  asks  the
urgent  question:  What
does one do when the
l a w  o f  t h e  s t a t e
conflicts  with  a  higher
moral duty? This makes
it an eternally relevant
part  of  The  Oedipus
Plays of Sophocles.

Major
Themes in

The Oedipus
Plays of
Sophocles

The  richness  of  The
Oedipus  Plays  of
Sophocles lies in their
profound  thematic
complexity.  Let  us
explore  the  key  ideas
that  run  through  the
entire cycle.

Fate vs. Free Will

This  i s  the  centra l
debate  of  the  plays,
especially  Oedipus
Rex.  Were  Oedipus’s
actions  predetermined
by the gods, or did his
own choices lead to his
downfall?  The  oracle’s
prophecy  is  specific,
but it is the characters’
attempts  to  escape  it
that  cause  i t  to  be
fulfilled.  Oedipus’s
parents try to kill  him;
Oedipus flees Corinth to
protect  his  adoptive
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parents.  Every  step
taken to avoid fate is a
step that leads directly
t o  i t .  S o p h o c l e s
suggests  that  fate  is
i n e s c a p a b l e ,  b u t
character  determines
how  one  meets  i t .
O e d i p u s  i s  n o t  a
passive  victim.  His
determination,  his
intelligence,  and  his
anger  are  part  of  his
character,  and  they
drive  the  act ion  as
much as any prophecy.
The plays thus create a
powerful  paradox:  we
are responsible for our
actions,  even  if  those
actions  are  ultimately
woven  into  a  pattern
we did not choose.

Sight, Blindness,
and Knowledge

This  is  perhaps  the
most  famous  motif  in
The Oedipus Plays of
Sophocles.  Tiresias,
who is physically blind,

sees the truth. Oedipus,
w h o  h a s  p e r f e c t
physical  sight,  is  blind
to his own identity. The
irony  culminates  when
Oedipus,  upon  finally
seeing the truth, blinds
himself.  This  act  is
symbolic:  he  mutilates
the eyes that were the
instruments  of  h is
ignorance.  As  a  blind
man, he is now able to
see  the  world  and  his
place in it with a new,
inner clarity. True sight
is  not  about  the eyes,
b u t  a b o u t
understanding  one's
l imits  and  knowing
oneself. In Oedipus at
Colonus ,  the  bl ind
beggar becomes a seer,
a n d  t h e  t h e m e  i s
resolved.

The Limits of
Human Power
(Hubris)

Both  Oed ipus  and
Creon  are  powerful



rulers who fall because
o f  t h e i r
hubris—excessive pride
or  arrogance.  Oedipus
b o a s t s  o f  h i s
intelligence  in  solving
the riddle of the Sphinx,
believing he can solve
any  prob lem.  Th is
confidence  makes  him
bl ind  to  the  t ruth .
Creon,  in  Antigone,
refuses  to  l isten  to
advice  from  anyone,
equating  his  own  will
with  the  good  of  the
state.  He  learns,  too
late,  that a ruler  must
be flexible and humble.

The  plays  serve  as  a
warning  against  the
dangers  of  absolute
power  and  the  belief
that  human  reason
alone  can  conquer  all
mysteries.

The Individual vs.
the State

This  theme  dominates
Ant igone .  C r e o n
establishes the law, and
he  demands  absolute
obedience. For him, the
stability of the state is
the  h ighes t  good .
Antigone represents the


