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Critical Casebook

Sophocles

None but a poet can write a tragedy.

—Edith Hamilton

The Theater of Sophocles

For the citizens of Athens in the fifth century b.c. theater was both a religious and a civic occasion. Plays were presented only twice a year at religious festivals—both associated with Dionysius, the god of wine and crops. In January there was the Lenaea, the festival of the winepress, when plays, especially comedies, were performed. But the major theatrical event of the year came in March at the Great Dionysia, a citywide celebration that included sacrifices, prize ceremonies, and spectacular processions as well as three days of drama.

Each day at dawn a different author presented a trilogy of tragic plays—three interrelated dramas that portrayed an important mythic or legendary event. Each intense tragic trilogy was followed by a satyr play, an obscene parody of a mythic story, performed with the chorus dressed as satyrs, unruly mythic attendants of Dionysius who were half goat or horse and half human.

The Greeks loved competition and believed it fostered excellence. Even theater was a competitive event—not unlike the Olympic games. A panel of five judges voted each year at the Great Dionysia for the best dramatic presentation, and a substantial cash prize was given to the winning poet-playwright (all plays were written in verse). Any aspiring writer who has ever lost a literary contest may be comforted to learn that Sophocles, who triumphed in the competition twenty-four times, seems not to have won the annual prize for Oedipus the King. Although this play ultimately proved to be the most celebrated Greek tragedy ever written, it lost the award to a revival of a popular trilogy by Aeschylus, who had recently died.

Staging

Seated in the open air in a hillside amphitheater, as many as 17,000 spectators could watch a performance that must have somewhat resembled an opera or musical. The audience was arranged in rows, with the Athenian governing council and young military cadets seated in the middle sections. Priests, priestesses, and foreign dignitaries were given special places of honor in the front rows. The performance space they watched was divided into two parts—the orchestra, a level circular “dancing space” (at the base of the amphitheater), and a slightly raised stage built in front of the skene or stage house, originally a canvas or wooden hut for costume changes.

The actors spoke and performed primarily on the stage, and the chorus sang and danced in the orchestra. The skene served as a general set or backdrop—the exterior of a palace, a temple, a cave, or a military tent, depending on the action of the play. The skene had a large door at its center that served as the major entrance for principal characters. When opened wide, the door could be used to frame a striking tableau, as when the body of Eurydice is displayed at the end of Sophocles’ play Antigonê.

By Sophocles’ time, the tragedy had a conventional structure understood by most of the citizens sitting in the audience. No more than three actors were allowed on stage at any one time, along with a chorus of fifteen (the number was fixed by Sophocles himself). The actors’ spoken monologue and dialogue alternated with the chorus’ singing and dancing. Each tragedy began with a prologue, a preparatory scene. In Oedipus the King, for example, the play begins with Oedipus asking the suppliants why they have come and the priest telling him about the plague ravaging Thebes. Next came the párados, the song for the entrance of the chorus. Then the action was enacted in episodes, like the acts or scenes in modern plays; the episodes were separated by danced choral songs or odes. Finally, there was a closing éxodos, the last scene, in which the characters and chorus concluded the action and departed.

What did the actors look like? They wore masks (personae, the source of our word person, “a thing through which sound comes”): some of these masks had exaggerated mouthpieces, possibly designed to project speech across the open air. Certainly, the masks, each of which covered an actor’s entire head, helped spectators far away recognize the chief characters. The masks often represented certain conventional types of characters: the old king, the young soldier, the shepherd, the beautiful girl (women’s parts were played by male actors). Perhaps in order to gain in both increased dignity and visibility, actors in the Greek theater eventually came to wear cothurni, high, thick-soled elevator shoes that made them appear taller than ordinary men. All this equipment must have given the actors a slightly inhuman yet very imposing appearance, but we may infer that the spectators accepted such conventions as easily as opera lovers accept an opera’s special artifice. Today’s football fans, for instance, hardly think twice about the elaborate helmets, shoulderpads, kneepads, and garishly colored uniforms worn by their favorite teams.

The Civic Role of Greek Drama

Athenian drama was supported and financed by the state. Administration of the Great Dionysia fell to the head civil magistrate. He annually appointed three wealthy citizens to serve as choregoi, or producers, for the competing plays. Each producer had to equip the chorus and rent the rehearsal space in which the poet-playwright would prepare the new work for the festival. The state covered the expenses of the theater, actors, and prizes (which went to author, actors, and choregos alike). Theater tickets were distributed free to citizens, which meant that every registered Athenian, even the poorest, could participate. The playwrights therefore addressed themselves to every element of the Athenian democracy. Only the size of the amphitheater limited the attendance. Holding between 14,000 and 17,000 spectators, it could hold slightly less than half of Athens’ 40,000 citizens.

Greek theater was directed at the moral and political education of the community. The poet’s role was the improvement of the polis or city-state (made up of a town and its surrounding countryside). Greek city-states traditionally sponsored public contests between rhapsodes (professional poetry performers) reciting stories from Homer’s epics, the Iliad and Odyssey. As Greek society developed and urbanized, however, the competitive and individualized heroism of the Homeric epics had to be tempered with the values of cooperation and compromise necessary to a democracy. Civic theater provided the ideal medium to address these cultural needs.

As a public art form, tragedy was not simply a stage for political propaganda to promote the status quo. Nor was it exclusively a celebration of idealized heroes nobly enduring the blows of harsh circumstance and misfortune. Tragedy often enabled its audience to reflect on personal values that might be in conflict with civic ideals, on the claims of minorities that it neglected or excluded from public life, on its own irrational prejudices toward the foreign or the unknown. Frequently a play challenged its audience to feel sympathy for a vanquished enemy (as in Euripides’ Trojan Women, the greatest antiwar play of the period, which dramatizes the horrible fate of captured women). Some plays explored the problems facing members of the politically powerless groups that made up nearly three-fourths of the Athenian population—women, children, resident aliens, and slaves. A largely male audience also frequently watched male performers enact stories of the power and anger of women, such as Euripides’ Medea, which made their tragic violence understandable (if not entirely pardonable) to an audience not particularly disposed to treat them sympathetically. Other plays such as Sophocles’ Oedipus the King or Euripides’ Herakles depicted powerful men undone by misfortune, their own bad judgment, or hubris, and thrown into defeat and exile.

Such tragic stories required performers and audience to put themselves in the places of persons quite unlike themselves, in situations that might engulf any unlucky citizen—war, political upheaval, betrayal, domestic crisis. The release of the powerful emotions of pity and fear through a carefully crafted plot in the orderly context of highly conventionalized performance accounts for the paradox of tragic drama—how a viewer takes aesthetic pleasure in witnessing the sufferings of others. That tragedy served to enlarge humane empathy is best demonstrated in the conditions of performance. Male citizens acted principal roles, including not only idealized heroes, gods, and their antagonists, but also goddesses, heroines, and slaves. Many of the choruses in surviving plays are made up of female slaves or war captives. Plato in The Republic was particularly scandalized that male citizens played at being women gripped by irrational passions such as love, jealousy, grief, or vengeful wrath. Poet-playwrights such as Sophocles, however, understood that the impersonations necessary to theater did not degrade the actors and audience, but expanded their humanity in ways that philosophy alone could not equal.

Aristotle’s Concept of Tragedy

Tragedy is an imitation of an action of high importance, complete and of some amplitude; in language enhanced by distinct and varying beauties; acted not narrated; by means of pity and fear effecting its purgation of these emotions.

—Aristotle, Poetics, Chapter VI

Aristotle’s famous definition of tragedy, constructed in the fourth century b.c., is the testimony of one who probably saw many classical tragedies performed. In making his observations, Aristotle does not seem to be laying down laws for what a tragedy ought to be. More likely, he is drawing—from tragedies he has seen or read—a general description of them.

Aristotle observes that the protagonist, the hero or chief character of a tragedy, is a person of “high estate,” apparently a king or queen or other member of a royal family. In thus being as keenly interested as contemporary dramatists in the private lives of the powerful, Greek dramatists need not be accused of snobbery. It is the nature of tragedy that the protagonist must fall from power and from happiness; his high estate gives him a place of dignity to fall from and perhaps makes his fall seem all the more a calamity in that it involves an entire nation or people. Nor is the protagonist extraordinary merely in his position in society. Oedipus is not only a king but also a noble soul who suffers profoundly and who employs splendid speech to express his suffering.

The tragic hero, however, is not a superman; he is fallible. The hero’s downfall is the result, as Aristotle said, of his hamartia: his error or transgression or (as some translators would have it) his flaw or weakness of character. The notion that a tragic hero has such a tragic flaw has often been attributed to Aristotle, but it is by no means clear that Aristotle meant just that. According to this interpretation, every tragic hero has some fatal weakness, some moral Achilles’ heel, that brings him to a bad end. In some classical tragedies, his transgression is a weakness the Greeks called hubris—extreme pride, leading to overconfidence.

Whatever Aristotle had in mind, however, many later critics find value in the idea of the tragic flaw. In this view, the downfall of a hero follows from his very nature. Whatever view we take—whether we find the hero’s sufferings due to a flaw of character or to an error of judgment—we will probably find that his downfall results from acts for which he himself is responsible. In a Greek tragedy, the hero is a character amply capable of making choices—capable, too, of accepting the consequences.

It may be useful to take another look at Aristotle’s definition of tragedy, with which we began. By purgation (or katharsis), did the ancient theorist mean that after witnessing a tragedy we feel relief, having released our pent-up emotions? Or did he mean that our feelings are purified, refined into something more ennobling? Scholars continue to argue. Whatever his exact meaning, clearly Aristotle implies that after witnessing a tragedy we feel better, not worse—not depressed, but somehow elated. We take a kind of pleasure in the spectacle of a noble man being abased, but surely this pleasure is a legitimate one. Part of that catharsis may also be based in our feeling of the “rightness” or accuracy of what we have just witnessed. The terrible but undeniable truth of the tragic vision of life is that blind overreaching and the destruction of hopes and dreams are very much a part of what really happens in the world. For tragedy, Edith Hamilton wrote, affects us as “pain transmuted into exaltation by the alchemy of poetry.”11
Aristotle, in describing the workings of this inexorable force in Oedipus the King, uses terms that later critics have found valuable. One is recognition, or discovery (anagnorisis): the revelation of some fact not known before or some person’s true identity. Oedipus makes such a discovery: he recognizes that he himself was the child whom his mother had given over to be destroyed. Such a recognition also occurs in Shakespeare’s Macbeth when Macduff reveals himself to have been “from his mother’s womb / Untimely ripped,” thus disclosing a double meaning in the witches’ prophecy that Macbeth could be harmed by “none of woman born,” and sweeping aside  Macbeth’s last shred of belief that he is infallible. Modern critics have taken the term to mean also the terrible enlightenment that accompanies such a recognition. “To see things plain—that is anagnorisis,” Clifford Leech observes, “and it is the ultimate experience we shall have if we have leisure at the point of death . . . It is what tragedy ultimately is about: the realization of the unthinkable.”22
Having made his discovery, Oedipus suffers a reversal in his fortunes; he goes off into exile, blinded and dethroned. Such a fall from happiness seems intrinsic to tragedy, but we should know that Aristotle has a more particular meaning for his term reversal (peripeteia, anglicized as peripety). He means an action that turns out to have the opposite effect from the one its doer had intended. One of his illustrations of such an ironic reversal is from Oedipus the King. The first messenger intends to cheer Oedipus with the partially good news that, contrary to the prophecy that Oedipus would kill his father, his father has died of old age. The reversal is in the fact that, when the messenger further reveals that old Polybus was Oedipus’ father only by adoption, the king, instead of having his fears allayed, is stirred to new dread.

We are not altogether sorry, perhaps, to see an arrogant man such as Oedipus humbled, and yet it is difficult not to feel that the punishment of Oedipus is greater than he deserves. Possibly this feeling is what Aristotle meant in his observation that a tragedy arouses our pity and our fear—our compassion for Oedipus and our terror as we sense the remorselessness of a universe in which a man is doomed. Notice, however, that at the end of the play Oedipus does not curse God and die. Although such a complex play is open to many interpretations, it is probably safe to say that the play is not a bitter complaint against the universe. At last, Oedipus accepts the divine will, prays for blessings upon his children, and prepares to endure his exile—fallen from high estate but uplifted in moral dignity.

Sophocles

Sophocles (496?–406 b.c.) tragic dramatist, priest, for a time one of ten Athenian generals, was one of the three great ancient Greek writers of tragedy. (The other two were his contemporaries: Aeschylus, his senior, and Euripides, his junior.) Sophocles won his first victory in the Athenian spring drama competition in 468 b.c., when a tragedy he had written defeated one by Aeschylus. He went on to win many prizes, writing more than 120 plays, of which only seven have survived in their entirety—Ajax, Antigonê, Oedipus the King, Electra, Philoctetes, The Trachinian Women, and Oedipus at Colonus. (Of the lost plays, about a thousand fragments remain.) In his long life, Sophocles saw Greece rise to supremacy over the Persian Empire. He enjoyed the favor of the statesman Pericles, who, making peace with enemy Sparta, ruled Athens during a Golden Age (461–429 b.c.), during which the Parthenon was built and music, art, drama, and philosophy flourished. The playwright lived on to see his native city-state in decline, its strength drained by the disastrous Peloponnesian War. His last play, Oedipus at Colonus, set twenty years after the events of Oedipus the King, shows the former king in old age, ragged and blind, cast into exile by his sons, but still accompanied by his faithful daughter Antigonê. It was written when Sophocles was nearly ninety. Oedipus the King is believed to have been first produced in 425 b.c., five years after the plague had broken out in Athens.

Plays

The Origins of Oedipus the King
On a Great Dionysia feast day within several years after Athens had survived a devastating plague, the audience turned out to watch a tragedy by Sophocles, set in the city of Thebes at the moment of another terrible plague. This timely play was Oedipus, later given the name (in Greek) Oedipus Tyrannos to distinguish it from Sophocles’ last Oedipus play, Oedipus at Colonus, written many years later when the author was ninety. A folktale figure, Oedipus gets his name through a complex pun. Oida means “to know” (from the root vid-, “see”), pointing to the tale’s contrasting themes of sight and blindness, wisdom and ignorance. Oedipus also means “swollen foot” or “clubfoot,” pointing to the injury sustained in the title character’s infancy, when his ankles were pinioned together like a goat’s. Oedipus is the man who comes to knowledge of his true parentage through the evidence of his feet and his old injury. The term tyrannos, in the context of the play, simply means a man who comes to rule through his own intelligence and merit, though not related to the ruling family. The traditional Greek title might be translated, therefore, as Clubfoot the Ruler. (Oedipus Rex, which means “Oedipus the King,” is the conventional Latin title for the play.)

Presumably the audience already knew this old tale referred to in Homer’s Odyssey. They would have known that because a prophecy had foretold that Oedipus would grow up to slay his father, he had been taken out as a newborn to perish in the wilderness of Mount Cithaeron outside Thebes. (Exposure was the common fate of unwanted children in ancient Greece, though only in the most extraordinary circumstance would a royal heir be exposed.) The audience would also have known that before he was left to die, the baby’s feet had been pinned together. And they would also have known that later, adopted by King Polybus and Queen Merope of Corinth and grown to maturity, Oedipus won both the throne and the recently widowed queen of Thebes as a reward for ridding the city of the Sphinx, a winged, woman-headed lion. All who approached the Sphinx were asked a riddle, and failure to solve it meant death. Her lethal riddle was: “What goes on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three at evening?” Oedipus correctly answered, “Man.” (As a baby he crawls on all fours, then as a man he walks erect, then as an old man he uses a cane.) Chagrined and outwitted, the Sphinx leaped from her rocky perch and dashed herself to death. Familiarity with all these events is necessary to understand Oedipus the King, which begins years later, after the title character has long been established as ruler of Thebes.

Oedipus the King
425 b.c.?

Translated by Dudley Fitts and Robert Fitzgerald

Characters°

Oedipus
Messenger
A Priest
Shepherd of Laïos
Creon
Second Messenger
Teiresias
Chorus of Theban Elders
Iocastê
scene: Before the palace of Oedipus, King of Thebes. A central door and two lateral doors open onto a platform which runs the length of the façade. On the platform, right and left, are altars; and three steps lead down into the “orchestra,” or chorus-ground. At the beginning of the action these steps are crowded by suppliants° who have brought branches and chaplets of olive leaves and who lie in various attitudes of despair. Oedipus enters.

Characters: Some of these names are usually anglicized: Jocasta, Laius. In this version, the translators prefer spelling names more like the Greek originals.  suppliants: persons who come to ask some favor of the king.
Prologue°

Oedipus: My children, generations of the living

In the line of Kadmos,° nursed at his ancient hearth:

Why have you strewn yourself before these altars

In supplication, with your boughs and garlands?

The breath of incense rises from the city

5
With a sound of prayer and lamentation.


Children,

I would not have you speak through messengers,

And therefore I have come myself to hear you—

I, Oedipus, who bear the famous name.

(To a Priest.) You, there, since you are eldest in the company,

10
Speak for them all, tell me what preys upon you,

Whether you come in dread, or crave some blessing:

Tell me, and never doubt that I will help you

In every way I can; I should be heartless

Were I not moved to find you suppliant here.

15
Priest: Great Oedipus, O powerful King of Thebes!

You see how all the ages of our people

Cling to your altar steps: here are boys

Who can barely stand alone, and here are priests

By weight of age, as I am a priest of God,

20
And young men chosen from those yet unmarried;

As for the others, all that multitude,

They wait with olive chaplets in the squares,

At the two shrines of Pallas,° and where Apollo°

Speaks in the glowing embers.


Your own eyes

25
Must tell you: Thebes is tossed on a murdering sea

And can not lift her head from the death surge.

A rust consumes the buds and fruits of the earth;

The herds are sick; children die unborn,

And labor is vain. The god of plague and pyre

30
Raids like detestable lightning through the city,

And all the house of Kadmos is laid waste,

All emptied, and all darkened: Death alone

Battens upon the misery of Thebes.

35

You are not one of the immortal gods, we know;

Yet we have come to you to make our prayer

As to the man surest in mortal ways

And wisest in the ways of God. You saved us

From the Sphinx, that flinty singer, and the tribute

We paid to her so long; yet you were never

40
Better informed than we, nor could we teach you:

It was some god breathed in you to set us free.

Therefore, O mighty King, we turn to you:

Find us our safety, find us a remedy,

Whether by counsel of the gods or men.

45
A king of wisdom tested in the past

Can act in a time of troubles, and act well.

Noblest of men, restore

Life to your city! Think how all men call you

Liberator for your triumph long ago;

50
Ah, when your years of kingship are remembered,

Let them not say We rose, but later fell—

Keep the State from going down in the storm!

Once, years ago, with happy augury,

You brought us fortune; be the same again!

55
No man questions your power to rule the land:

But rule over men, not over a dead city!

Ships are only hulls, citadels are nothing,

When no life moves in the empty passageways.

Oedipus: Poor children! You may be sure I know

60
All that you longed for in your coming here.

I know that you are deathly sick; and yet,

Sick as you are, not one is as sick as I.

Each of you suffers in himself alone

His anguish, not another’s; but my spirit

65
Groans for the city, for myself, for you.

I was not sleeping, you are not waking me.

No, I have been in tears for a long while

And in my restless thought walked many ways.

In all my search, I found one helpful course,

70
And that I have taken: I have sent Creon,

Son of Menoikeus, brother of the Queen,

To Delphi, Apollo’s place of revelation,°

To learn there, if he can,

What act or pledge of mine may save the city.

75
I have counted the days, and now, this very day,

I am troubled, for he has overstayed his time.

What is he doing? He has been gone too long.

Yet whenever he comes back, I should do ill

To scant whatever duty God reveals.

80
Priest: It is a timely promise. At this instant

They tell me Creon is here.

Oedipus:
O Lord Apollo!

May his news be fair as his face is radiant!

Priest: It could not be otherwise: he is crowned with bay,

The chaplet is thick with berries.

85

Oedipus: 
We shall soon know;

He is near enough to hear us now.

Enter Creon. 

O Prince:

Brother: son of Menoikeus:

What answer do you bring us from the god?

Creon: A strong one. I can tell you, great afflictions

Will turn out well, if they are taken well.

90
Oedipus: What was the oracle? These vague words

Leave me still hanging between hope and fear.

Creon: Is it your pleasure to hear me with all these

Gathered around us? I am prepared to speak,

But should we not go in?

Oedipus:
Let them all hear it

95
It is for them I suffer, more than for myself.

Creon: Then I will tell you what I heard at Delphi.

In plain words

The god commands us to expel from the land of Thebes

An old defilement we are sheltering.

100
It is a deathly thing, beyond cure.

We must not let it feed upon us longer.

Oedipus: What defilement? How shall we rid ourselves of it?

Creon: By exile or death, blood for blood. It was

Murder that brought the plague-wind on the city.

105
Oedipus: Murder of whom? Surely the god has named him?

Creon: My lord: long ago Laïos was our king,

Before you came to govern us.

Oedipus:
I know;

I learned of him from others; I never saw him.

Creon: He was murdered; and Apollo commands us now

110
To take revenge upon whoever killed him.

Oedipus: Upon whom? Where are they? Where shall we find a clue

To solve that crime, after so many years?

Creon: Here in this land, he said.


If we make enquiry,

We may touch things that otherwise escape us.

115
Oedipus: Tell me: Was Laïos murdered in his house,

Or in the fields, or in some foreign country?

Creon: He said he planned to make a pilgrimage.

He did not come home again.

Oedipus: 
And was there no one,

No witness, no companion, to tell what happened?

120
Creon: They were all killed but one, and he got away

So frightened that he could remember one thing only.

Oedipus: What was that one thing? One may be the key

To everything, if we resolve to use it.

Creon: He said that a band of highwaymen attacked them,

125
Outnumbered them, and overwhelmed the King.

Oedipus: Strange, that a highwayman should be so daring—

Unless some faction here bribed him to do it.

Creon: We thought of that. But after Laïos’ death

New troubles arose and we had no avenger.

130
Oedipus: What troubles could prevent your hunting down the killers?

Creon: The riddling Sphinx’s song

Made us deaf to all mysteries but her own.

Oedipus: Then once more I must bring what is dark to light.

It is most fitting that Apollo shows,

135
As you do, this compunction for the dead.

You shall see how I stand by you, as I should,

To avenge the city and the city’s god,

And not as though it were for some distant friend,

But for my own sake, to be rid of evil.

140
Whoever killed King Laïos might—who knows?—

Decide at any moment to kill me as well.

By avenging the murdered king I protect myself.

Come, then, my children: leave the altar steps,

Lift up your olive boughs!


One of you go

145
And summon the people of Kadmos to gather here.

I will do all that I can; you may tell them that.

Exit a Page.

So, with the help of God,

We shall be saved—or else indeed we are lost.

Priest: Let us rise, children. It was for this we came,

150
And now the King has promised it himself.

Phoibos° has sent us an oracle; may he descend

Himself to save us and drive out the plague.

Exeunt Oedipus and Creon into the palace by the central door. The Priest and the Suppliants disperse right and left. After a short pause the Chorus enters the  orchestra.

PÁrodos°

Strophe° 1

Chorus: What is God singing in his profound

Delphi of gold and shadow?

What oracle for Thebes, the sunwhipped city?

Fear unjoints me, the roots of my heart tremble.

Now I remember, O Healer, your power, and wonder:

5
Will you send doom like a sudden cloud, or weave it

Like nightfall of the past?

Speak, speak to us, issue of holy sound:

Dearest to our expectancy: be tender!

Antistrophe° 1

Let me pray to Athenê, the immortal daughter of Zeus,

10
And to Artemis her sister

Who keeps her famous throne in the market ring,

And to Apollo, bowman at the far butts of heaven—

O gods, descend! Like three streams leap against

The fires of our grief, the fires of darkness;

15
Be swift to bring us rest!

As in the old time from the brilliant house

Of air you stepped to save us, come again!

Strophe 2

Now our afflictions have no end,

Now all our stricken host lies down

20
And no man fights off death with his mind;

The noble plowland bears no grain,

And groaning mothers can not bear—

See, how our lives like birds take wing,

Like sparks that fly when a fire soars,

25
To the shore of the god of evening.

Antistrophe 2

The plague burns on, it is pitiless,

Though pallid children laden with death

Lie unwept in the stony ways,

And old gray women by every path

30
Flock to the strand about the altars

There to strike their breasts and cry

Worship of Phoibos in wailing prayers:

Be kind, God’s golden child!

Strophe 3

There are no swords in this attack by fire,

35
No shields, but we are ringed with cries.

Send the besieger plunging from our homes

Into the vast sea-room of the Atlantic

Or into the waves that foam eastward of Thrace—

For the day ravages what the night spares—

40
Destroy our enemy, lord of the thunder!

Let him be riven by lightning from heaven!

Antistrophe 3

Phoibos Apollo, stretch the sun’s bowstring,

That golden cord, until it sing for us,

Flashing arrows in heaven!


Artemis, Huntress,

45
Race with flaring lights upon our mountains!

O scarlet god, O golden-banded brow,

O Theban Bacchos in a storm of Maenads,°

Enter Oedipus, center.

Whirl upon Death, that all the Undying hate!

Come with blinding torches, come in joy!

50
Scene I

Oedipus: Is this your prayer? It may be answered. Come,

Listen to me, act as the crisis demands,

And you shall have relief from all these evils.

Until now I was a stranger to this tale,

As I had been a stranger to the crime.

5
Could I track down the murderer without a clue?

But now, friends,

As one who became a citizen after the murder,

I make this proclamation to all Thebans:

If any man knows by whose hand Laïos, son of Labdakos,

10
Met his death, I direct that man to tell me everything,

No matter what he fears for having so long withheld it.

Let it stand as promised that no further trouble

Will come to him, but he may leave the land in safety.

Moreover: If anyone knows the murderer to be foreign,

15
Let him not keep silent: he shall have his reward from me.

However, if he does conceal it; if any man

Fearing for his friend or for himself disobeys this edict,

Hear what I propose to do:

I solemnly forbid the people of this country,

20
Where power and throne are mine, ever to receive that man

Or speak to him, no matter who he is, or let him

Join in sacrifice, lustration,° or in prayer.

I decree that he be driven from every house,

Being, as he is, corruption itself to us: the Delphic

25
Voice of Zeus has pronounced this revelation.

Thus I associate myself with the oracle

And take the side of the murdered king.

As for the criminal, I pray to God—

Whether it be a lurking thief, or one of a number—

30
I pray that that man’s life be consumed in evil and wretchedness.

And as for me, this curse applies no less

If it should turn out that the culprit is my guest here,

Sharing my hearth.


You have heard the penalty.

I lay it on you now to attend to this
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For my sake, for Apollo’s, for the sick

Sterile city that heaven has abandoned.

Suppose the oracle had given you no command:

Should this defilement go uncleansed for ever?

You should have found the murderer: your king,

40
A noble king, had been destroyed!


Now I,

Having the power that he held before me,

Having his bed, begetting children there

Upon his wife, as he would have, had he lived—

Their son would have been my children’s brother,
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If Laïos had had luck in fatherhood!

(But surely ill luck rushed upon his reign)—

I say I take the son’s part, just as though

I were his son, to press the fight for him

And see it won! I’ll find the hand that brought
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Death to Labdakos’ and Polydoros’ child,

Heir of Kadmos’ and Agenor’s line.

And as for those who fail me,

May the gods deny them the fruit of the earth,

Fruit of the womb, and may they rot utterly!
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Let them be wretched as we are wretched, and worse!

For you, for loyal Thebans, and for all

Who find my actions right, I pray the favor

Of justice, and of all the immortal gods.

Choragos:° Since I am under oath, my lord, I swear
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I did not do the murder, I can not name

The murderer. Might not the oracle

That has ordained the search tell where to find him?

Oedipus: An honest question. But no man in the world

Can make the gods do more than the gods will.
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Choragos: There is one last expedient—

Oedipus: 
Tell me what it is.

Though it seem slight, you must not hold it back.

Choragos: A lord clairvoyant to the lord Apollo,

As we all know, is the skilled Teiresias.

One might learn much about this from him, Oedipus.
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Oedipus: I am not wasting time:

Creon spoke of this, and I have sent for him—

Twice, in fact; it is strange that he is not here.

Choragos: The other matter—that old report—seems useless.

Oedipus: Tell me. I am interested in all reports.
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Choragos: The King was said to have been killed by highwaymen.

Oedipus: I know. But we have no witnesses to that.

Choragos: If the killer can feel a particle of dread,

Your curse will bring him out of hiding!

Oedipus: 
No.

The man who dared that act will fear no curse.
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Enter the blind seer Teiresias, led by a Page.

Choragos: But there is one man who may detect the criminal.

This is Teiresias, this is the holy prophet

In whom, alone of all men, truth was born.

Oedipus: Teiresias: seer: student of mysteries,

Of all that’s taught and all that no man tells,
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Secrets of Heaven and secrets of the earth:

Blind though you are, you know the city lies

Sick with plague; and from this plague, my lord,

We find that you alone can guard or save us.

Possibly you did not hear the messengers?
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Apollo, when we sent to him,

Sent us back word that this great pestilence

Would lift, but only if we established clearly

The identity of those who murdered Laïos.

They must be killed or exiled.


Can you use

95
Birdflight or any art of divination

To purify yourself, and Thebes, and me

From this contagion? We are in your hands.

There is no fairer duty

Than that of helping others in distress.
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Teiresias: How dreadful knowledge of the truth can be

When there’s no help in truth! I knew this well,

But made myself forget. I should not have come.

Oedipus: What is troubling you? Why are your eyes so cold?

Teiresias: Let me go home. Bear your own fate, and I’ll
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Bear mine. It is better so: trust what I say.

Oedipus: What you say is ungracious and unhelpful

To your native country. Do not refuse to speak.

Teiresias: When it comes to speech, your own is neither temperate

Nor opportune. I wish to be more prudent.
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Oedipus: In God’s name, we all beg you—

Teiresias: 
You are all ignorant.

No; I will never tell you what I know.

Now it is my misery; then, it would be yours.

Oedipus: What! You do know something, and will not tell us?

You would betray us all and wreck the State?
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Teiresias: I do not intend to torture myself, or you.

Why persist in asking? You will not persuade me.

Oedipus: What a wicked old man you are! You’d try a stone’s

Patience! Out with it! Have you no feeling at all?

Teiresias: You call me unfeeling. If you could only see
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The nature of your own feelings . . .

Oedipus: 
Why,

Who would not feel as I do? Who could endure

Your arrogance toward the city?

Teiresias: 
What does it matter!

Whether I speak or not; it is bound to come.

Oedipus: Then, if “it” is bound to come, you are bound to tell me.
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Teiresias: No, I will not go on. Rage as you please.

Oedipus: Rage? Why not!


And I’ll tell you what I think:

You planned it, you had it done, you all but

Killed him with your own hands: if you had eyes,

I’d say the crime was yours, and yours alone.
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Teiresias: So? I charge you, then,

Abide by the proclamation you have made:

From this day forth

Never speak again to these men or to me;

You yourself are the pollution of this country.
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Oedipus: You dare say that! Can you possibly think you have

Some way of going free, after such insolence?

Teiresias: I have gone free. It is the truth sustains me.

Oedipus: Who taught you shamelessness? It was not your craft.

Teiresias: You did. You made me speak. I did not want to.
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Oedipus: Speak what? Let me hear it again more clearly.

Teiresias: Was it not clear before? Are you tempting me?

Oedipus: I did not understand it. Say it again.

Teiresias: I say that you are the murderer whom you seek.

Oedipus: Now twice you have spat out infamy. You’ll pay for it!
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Teiresias: Would you care for more? Do you wish to be really angry?

Oedipus: Say what you will. Whatever you say is worthless.

Teiresias: I say you live in hideous shame with those

Most dear to you. You can not see the evil.

Oedipus: It seems you can go on mouthing like this for ever.
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Teiresias: I can, if there is power in truth.

Oedipus: 
There is:

But not for you, not for you,

You sightless, witless, senseless, mad old man!

Teiresias: You are the madman. There is no one here

Who will not curse you soon, as you curse me.
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Oedipus: You child of endless night! You can not hurt me

Or any other man who sees the sun.

Teiresias: True: it is not from me your fate will come.

That lies within Apollo’s competence,

As it is his concern.

Oedipus: 
Tell me:
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Are you speaking for Creon, or for yourself?

Teiresias: Creon is no threat. You weave your own doom.

Oedipus: Wealth, power, craft of statesmanship!

Kingly position, everywhere admired!

What savage envy is stored up against these,
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If Creon, whom I trusted, Creon my friend,

For this great office which the city once

Put in my hands unsought—if for this power

Creon desires in secret to destroy me!

He has brought this decrepit fortune-teller, this
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Collector of dirty pennies, this prophet fraud—

Why, he is no more clairvoyant than I am!


Tell us:

Has your mystic mummery ever approached the truth?

When that hellcat the Sphinx was performing here,

What help were you to these people?
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Her magic was not for the first man who came along:

It demanded a real exorcist. Your birds—

What good were they? or the gods, for the matter of that?

But I came by,

Oedipus, the simple man, who knows nothing—
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I thought it out for myself, no birds helped me!

And this is the man you think you can destroy,

That you may be close to Creon when he’s king!

Well, you and your friend Creon, it seems to me,

Will suffer most. If you were not an old man,
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You would have paid already for your plot.

Choragos: We can not see that his words or yours

Have been spoken except in anger, Oedipus,

And of anger we have no need. How can God’s will

Be accomplished best? That is what most concerns us.
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Teiresias: You are a king. But where argument’s concerned

I am your man, as much a king as you.

I am not your servant, but Apollo’s.

I have no need of Creon to speak for me.

Listen to me. You mock my blindness, do you?
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But I say that you, with both your eyes, are blind:

You can not see the wretchedness of your life,

Nor in whose house you live, no, nor with whom.

Who are your father and mother? Can you tell me?

You do not even know the blind wrongs
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That you have done them, on earth and in the world below.

But the double lash of your parents’ curse will whip you

Out of this land some day, with only night

Upon your precious eyes.

Your cries then—where will they not be heard?
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What fastness of Kithairon will not echo them?

And that bridal-descant of yours—you’ll know it then,

The song they sang when you came here to Thebes

And found your misguided berthing.

All this, and more, that you can not guess at now,
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Will bring you to yourself among your children.

Be angry, then. Curse Creon. Curse my words.

I tell you, no man that walks upon the earth

Shall be rooted out more horribly than you.

Oedipus: Am I to bear this from him?—Damnation
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Take you! Out of this place! Out of my sight!

Teiresias: I would not have come at all if you had not asked me.

Oedipus: Could I have told that you’d talk nonsense, that

You’d come here to make a fool of yourself, and of me?

Teiresias: A fool? Your parents thought me sane enough.
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Oedipus: My parents again!—Wait: who were my parents?

Teiresias: This day will give you a father, and break your heart.

Oedipus: Your infantile riddles! Your damned abracadabra!

Teiresias: You were a great man once at solving riddles.

Oedipus: Mock me with that if you like; you will find it true.
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Teiresias: It was true enough. It brought about your ruin.

Oedipus: But if it saved this town?

Teiresias (to the Page): 
Boy, give me your hand.

Oedipus: Yes, boy; lead him away.


—While you are here

We can do nothing. Go; leave us in peace.

Teiresias: I will go when I have said what I have to say.
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How can you hurt me? And I tell you again:

The man you have been looking for all this time,

The damned man, the murderer of Laïos,

That man is in Thebes. To your mind he is foreign-born,

But it will soon be shown that he is a Theban,
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A revelation that will fail to please.


A blind man,

Who has his eyes now; a penniless man, who is rich now;

And he will go tapping the strange earth with his staff;

To the children with whom he lives now he will be

Brother and father—the very same; to her
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Who bore him, son and husband—the very same

Who came to his father’s bed, wet with his father’s blood.

Enough. Go think that over.

If later you find error in what I have said,

You may say that I have no skill in prophecy.

245
Exit Teiresias, led by his Page. Oedipus goes into the palace.

ODE° I

Strophe 1

Chorus: The Delphic stone of prophecies

Remembers ancient regicide

And a still bloody hand.

That killer’s hour of flight has come.

He must be stronger than riderless

5
Coursers of untiring wind,

For the son of Zeus° armed with his father’s thunder

Leaps in lightning after him;

And the Furies° follow him, the sad Furies.

Antistrophe 1

Holy Parnassos’ peak of snow

10
Flashes and blinds that secret man,

That all shall hunt him down:

Though he may roam the forest shade

Like a bull gone wild from pasture

To rage through glooms of stone.

15
Doom comes down on him; flight will not avail him;

For the world’s heart calls him desolate,

And the immortal Furies follow, for ever follow.

Strophe 2

But now a wilder thing is heard

From the old man skilled at hearing Fate in the wingbeat of a bird.
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Bewildered as a blown bird, my soul hovers and can not find

Foothold in this debate, or any reason or rest of mind.

But no man ever brought—none can bring

Proof of strife between Thebes’ royal house,

Labdakos’ line,° and the son of Polybos;°

25
And never until now has any man brought word

Of Laïos’ dark death staining Oedipus the King.

Antistrophe 2

Divine Zeus and Apollo hold

Perfect intelligence alone of all tales ever told;

And well though this diviner works, he works in his own night;

30
No man can judge that rough unknown or trust in second sight,

For wisdom changes hands among the wise.

Shall I believe my great lord criminal

At a raging word that a blind old man let fall?

I saw him, when the carrion woman faced him of old,

35
Prove his heroic mind! These evil words are lies.

Scene II

Creon: Men of Thebes:

I am told that heavy accusations

Have been brought against me by King Oedipus.

I am not the kind of man to bear this tamely.

If in these present difficulties

5

He holds me accountable for any harm to him

Through anything I have said or done—why, then,

I do not value life in this dishonor.

It is not as though this rumor touched upon

Some private indiscretion. The matter is grave.
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The fact is that I am being called disloyal

To the State, to my fellow citizens, to my friends.

Choragos: He may have spoken in anger, not from his mind.

Creon: But did you not hear him say I was the one

Who seduced the old prophet into lying?
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Choragos: The thing was said; I do not know how seriously.

Creon: But you were watching him! Were his eyes steady?

Did he look like a man in his right mind?

Choragos: 
I do not know.

I can not judge the behavior of great men.

But here is the King himself.

Enter Oedipus.

Oedipus: 
So you dared come back.
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Why? How brazen of you to come to my house,

You murderer!


Do you think I do not know

That you plotted to kill me, plotted to steal my throne?

Tell me, in God’s name: am I coward, a fool,

That you should dream you could accomplish this?
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A fool who could not see your slippery game?

A coward, not to fight back when I saw it?

You are the fool, Creon, are you not? hoping

Without support or friends to get a throne?

Thrones may be won or bought: you could do neither.
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Creon: Now listen to me. You have talked; let me talk, too.

You can not judge unless you know the facts.

Oedipus: You speak well: there is one fact; but I find it hard

To learn from the deadliest enemy I have.

Creon: That above all I must dispute with you.

35
Oedipus: That above all I will not hear you deny.

Creon: If you think there is anything good in being stubborn

Against all reason, then I say you are wrong.

Oedipus: If you think a man can sin against his own kind

And not be punished for it, I say you are mad.
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Creon: I agree. But tell me: what have I done to you?

Oedipus: You advised me to send for that wizard, did you not?

Creon: I did. I should do it again.

Oedipus: 
Very well. Now tell me:

How long has it been since Laïos—

Creon:
What of Laïos?

Oedipus: Since he vanished in that onset by the road?
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Creon: It was long ago, a long time.

Oedipus:
And this prophet,

Was he practicing here then?

Creon:
 He was; and with honor, as now.

Oedipus: Did he speak of me at that time?

Creon:
He never did;

At least, not when I was present.

Oedipus:
But . . . the enquiry?

I suppose you held one?

Creon: 
We did, but we learned nothing.
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Oedipus: Why did the prophet not speak against me then?

Creon: I do not know; and I am the kind of man

Who holds his tongue when he has no facts to go on.

Oedipus: There’s one fact that you know, and you could tell it.

Creon: What fact is that? If I know it, you shall have it.
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Oedipus: If he were not involved with you, he could not say

That it was I who murdered Laïos.

Creon: If he says that, you are the one that knows it!—

But now it is my turn to question you.

Oedipus: Put your questions. I am no murderer.
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Creon: First then: You married my sister?

Oedipus:
I married your sister.

Creon: And you rule the kingdom equally with her?

Oedipus: Everything that she wants she has from me.

Creon: And I am the third, equal to both of you?

Oedipus: That is why I call you a bad friend.
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Creon: No. Reason it out, as I have done.

Think of this first: Would any sane man prefer

Power, with all a king’s anxieties,

To that same power and the grace of sleep?

Certainly not I.
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I have never longed for the king’s power—only his rights.

Would any wise man differ from me in this?

As matters stand, I have my way in everything

With your consent, and no responsibilities.

If I were king, I should be a slave to policy.
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How could I desire a scepter more

Than what is now mine—untroubled influence?

No, I have not gone mad; I need no honors,

Except those with the perquisites I have now.

I am welcome everywhere; every man salutes me,
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And those who want your favor seek my ear,

Since I know how to manage what they ask.

Should I exchange this ease for that anxiety?

Besides, no sober mind is treasonable.

I hate anarchy
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And never would deal with any man who likes it.

Test what I have said. Go to the priestess

At Delphi, ask if I quoted her correctly.

And as for this other thing: if I am found

Guilty of treason with Teiresias,
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Then sentence me to death! You have my word

It is a sentence I should cast my vote for—

But not without evidence!


You do wrong

When you take good men for bad, bad men for good.

A true friend thrown aside—why, life itself

95
Is not more precious!


In time you will know this well:

For time, and time alone, will show the just man,

Though scoundrels are discovered in a day.

Choragos: This is well said, and a prudent man would ponder it.

Judgments too quickly formed are dangerous.
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Oedipus: But is he not quick in his duplicity?

And shall I not be quick to parry him?

Would you have me stand still, hold my peace, and let

This man win everything, through my inaction?

Creon: And you want—what is it, then? To banish me?
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Oedipus: No, not exile. It is your death I want,

So that all the world may see what treason means.

Creon: You will persist, then? You will not believe me?

Oedipus: How can I believe you?

Creon: 
Then you are a fool.

Oedipus: To save myself?

Creon: 
In justice, think of me.
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Oedipus: You are evil incarnate.

Creon: 
But suppose that you are wrong?

Oedipus: Still I must rule.

Creon:
But not if you rule badly.

Oedipus: O city, city!

Creon:
It is my city, too!

Choragos: Now, my lords, be still. I see the Queen,

Iocastê, coming from her palace chambers;
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And it is time she came, for the sake of you both.

This dreadful quarrel can be resolved through her.

Enter Iocastê.

Iocastê: Poor foolish men, what wicked din is this?

With Thebes sick to death, is it not shameful

That you should rake some private quarrel up?
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(To Oedipus.) Come into the house.


—And you, Creon, go now:

Let us have no more of this tumult over nothing.

Creon: Nothing? No, sister: what your husband plans for me

Is one of two great evils: exile or death.

Oedipus: He is right.


Why, woman, I have caught him squarely
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Plotting against my life.

Creon:
No! Let me die

Accurst if ever I have wished you harm!

Iocastê: Ah, believe it, Oedipus!

In the name of the gods, respect this oath of his

For my sake, for the sake of these people here!
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Strophe 1

Choragos: Open your mind to her, my lord. Be ruled by her, I beg you!

Oedipus: What would you have me do?

Choragos: Respect Creon’s word. He has never spoken like a fool,

And now he has sworn an oath.

Oedipus: 
You know what you ask?

Choragos:
I do.

Oedipus: 
Speak on, then.

Choragos: A friend so sworn should not be baited so,
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In blind malice, and without final proof.

Oedipus: You are aware, I hope, that what you say

Means death for me, or exile at the least.

Strophe 2

Choragos: No, I swear by Helios, first in Heaven!

May I die friendless and accurst,


140
The worst of deaths, if ever I meant that!


It is the withering fields


  That hurt my sick heart:


Must we bear all these ills,


  And now your bad blood as well?
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Oedipus: Then let him go. And let me die, if I must,

Or be driven by him in shame from the land of Thebes.

It is your unhappiness, and not his talk,

That touches me.


As for him—

Wherever he goes, hatred will follow him.
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Creon: Ugly in yielding, as you were ugly in rage!

Natures like yours chiefly torment themselves.

Oedipus: Can you not go? Can you not leave me?

Creon:
I can.

You do not know me; but the city knows me,

And in its eyes I am just, if not in yours.
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Exit Creon.

Antistrophe 1

Choragos: Lady Iocastê, did you not ask the King to go to his chambers?

Iocastê: First tell me what has happened.

Choragos: There was suspicion without evidence; yet it rankled

As even false charges will.

Iocastê:
On both sides?

Choragos:
On both.

Iocastê:
But what was said?

Choragos: Oh let it rest, let it be done with!
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Have we not suffered enough?

Oedipus: You see to what your decency has brought you:

You have made difficulties where my heart saw none.

Antistrophe 2

Choragos: Oedipus, it is not once only I have told you—

You must know I should count myself unwise
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To the point of madness, should I now forsake you—


You, under whose hand,


 In the storm of another time,


Our dear land sailed out free.


 But now stand fast at the helm!
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Iocastê: In God’s name, Oedipus, inform your wife as well:

Why are you so set in this hard anger?

Oedipus: I will tell you, for none of these men deserves

My confidence as you do. It is Creon’s work,

His treachery, his plotting against me.
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Iocastê: Go on, if you can make this clear to me.

Oedipus: He charges me with the murder of Laïos.

Iocastê: Has he some knowledge? Or does he speak from hearsay?

Oedipus: He would not commit himself to such a charge,

But he has brought in that damnable soothsayer
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To tell his story.

Iocastê: 
Set your mind at rest.

If it is a question of soothsayers, I tell you

That you will find no man whose craft gives knowledge

Of the unknowable.


Here is my proof:

An oracle was reported to Laïos once
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(I will not say from Phoibos himself, but from

His appointed ministers, at any rate)

That his doom would be death at the hands of his own son—

His son, born of his flesh and of mine!

Now, you remember the story: Laïos was killed

190
By marauding strangers where three highways meet;

But his child had not been three days in this world

Before the King had pierced the baby’s ankles

And left him to die on a lonely mountainside.

Thus, Apollo never caused that child
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To kill his father, and it was not Laïos’ fate

To die at the hands of his son, as he had feared.

This is what prophets and prophecies are worth!

Have no dread of them.


It is God himself

Who can show us what he wills, in his own way.
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Oedipus: How strange a shadowy memory crossed my mind,

Just now while you were speaking; it chilled my heart.

Iocastê: What do you mean? What memory do you speak of?

Oedipus: If I understand you, Laïos was killed

At a place where three roads meet.

Iocastê: 
So it was said;
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We have no later story.

Oedipus: 
Where did it happen?

Iocastê: Phokis, it is called: at a place where the Theban Way

Divides into the roads toward Delphi and Daulia.

Oedipus: When?

Iocastê:
We had the news not long before you came

And proved the right to your succession here.
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Oedipus: Ah, what net has God been weaving for me?

Iocastê: Oedipus! Why does this trouble you?

Oedipus: 
Do not ask me yet.

First, tell me how Laïos looked, and tell me

How old he was.

Iocastê: 
He was tall, his hair just touched

With white; his form was not unlike your own.
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Oedipus: I think that I myself may be accurst

By my own ignorant edict.

Iocastê: 
You speak strangely.

It makes me tremble to look at you, my King.

Oedipus: I am not sure that the blind man can not see.

But I should know better if you were to tell me—
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Iocastê: Anything—though I dread to hear you ask it.

Oedipus: Was the King lightly escorted, or did he ride

With a large company, as a ruler should?

Iocastê: There were five men with him in all: one was a herald,

And a single chariot, which he was driving.
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Oedipus: Alas, that makes it plain enough!


But who—

Who told you how it happened?

Iocastê: 
A household servant,

The only one to escape.

Oedipus: 
And is he still

A servant of ours?

Iocastê: 
No; for when he came back at last

And found you enthroned in the place of the dead king,
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He came to me, touched my hand with his, and begged

That I would send him away to the frontier district

Where only the shepherds go—

As far away from the city as I could send him.

I granted his prayer; for although the man was a slave,
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He had earned more than this favor at my hands.

Oedipus: Can he be called back quickly?

Iocastê: 
Easily.

But why?

Oedipus: 
I have taken too much upon myself

Without enquiry; therefore I wish to consult him.

Iocastê: Then he shall come.


But am I not one also

240
To whom you might confide these fears of yours?

Oedipus: That is your right; it will not be denied you,

Now least of all; for I have reached a pitch

Of wild foreboding. Is there anyone

To whom I should sooner speak?

245
Polybos of Corinth is my father.

My mother is a Dorian: Meropê.

I grew up chief among the men of Corinth

Until a strange thing happened—

Not worth my passion, it may be, but strange.

250
At a feast, a drunken man maundering in his cups

Cries out that I am not my father’s son!

I contained myself that night, though I felt anger

And a sinking heart. The next day I visited

My father and mother, and questioned them. They stormed,

255
Calling it all the slanderous rant of a fool;

And this relieved me. Yet the suspicion

Remained always aching in my mind;

I knew there was talk; I could not rest;

And finally, saying nothing to my parents,

260
I went to the shrine at Delphi.

The god dismissed my question without reply;

He spoke of other things.


Some were clear,

Full of wretchedness, dreadful, unbearable:

As, that I should lie with my own mother, breed

265
Children from whom all men would turn their eyes;

And that I should be my father’s murderer.

I heard all this, and fled. And from that day

Corinth to me was only in the stars

Descending in that quarter of the sky,

270
As I wandered farther and farther on my way

To a land where I should never see the evil

Sung by the oracle. And I came to this country

Where, so you say, King Laïos was killed.

I will tell you all that happened there, my lady.

275
There were three highways

Coming together at a place I passed;

And there a herald came towards me, and a chariot

Drawn by horses, with a man such as you describe

Seated in it. The groom leading the horses

280
Forced me off the road at his lord’s command;

But as this charioteer lurched over towards me

I struck him in my rage. The old man saw me

And brought his double goad down upon my head

As I came abreast.


He was paid back, and more!

285
Swinging my club in this right hand I knocked him

Out of his car, and he rolled on the ground.


I killed him.

I killed them all.

Now if that stranger and Laïos were—kin,

Where is a man more miserable than I?

290
More hated by the gods? Citizen and alien alike

Must never shelter me or speak to me—

I must be shunned by all.


And I myself

Pronounced this malediction upon myself!

Think of it: I have touched you with these hands,

295
These hands that killed your husband. What defilement!

Am I all evil, then? It must be so,

Since I must flee from Thebes, yet never again

See my own countrymen, my own country,

For fear of joining my mother in marriage

300
And killing Polybos, my father.


Ah,

If I was created so, born to this fate,

Who could deny the savagery of God?

O holy majesty of heavenly powers!

May I never see that day! Never!

305
Rather let me vanish from the race of men

Than know the abomination destined me!

Choragos: We too, my lord, have felt dismay at this.

But there is hope: you have yet to hear the shepherd.

Oedipus: Indeed, I fear no other hope is left me.
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Iocastê: What do you hope from him when he comes?

Oedipus: 
This much:

If his account of the murder tallies with yours,

Then I am cleared.

Iocastê: 
What was it that I said

Of such importance?

Oedipus: 
Why, “marauders,” you said,

Killed the King, according to this man’s story.
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If he maintains that still, if there were several,

Clearly the guilt is not mine: I was alone.

But if he says one man, singlehanded, did it,

Then the evidence all points to me.

Iocastê: You may be sure that he said there were several;

320
And can he call back that story now? He can not.

The whole city heard it as plainly as I.

But suppose he alters some detail of it:

He can not ever show that Laïos’ death

Fulfilled the oracle: for Apollo said

325
My child was doomed to kill him; and my child—

Poor baby!—it was my child that died first.

No. From now on, where oracles are concerned,

I would not waste a second thought on any.

Oedipus: You may be right.


But come: let someone go

330
For the shepherd at once. This matter must be settled.

Iocastê: I will send for him.

I would not wish to cross you in anything,

And surely not in this.—Let us go in.

Exeunt into the palace.

Ode II

Chorus: Let me be reverent in the ways of right,
Strophe 1
Lowly the paths I journey on;

Let all my words and actions keep

The laws of the pure universe

From highest Heaven handed down.

5
For Heaven is their bright nurse,

Those generations of the realms of light;

Ah, never of mortal kind were they begot,

Nor are they slaves of memory, lost in sleep:

Their Father is greater than Time, and ages not.

10
Antistrophe 1

The tyrant is a child of Pride

Who drinks from his great sickening cup

Recklessness and vanity,

Until from his high crest headlong

He plummets to the dust of hope.

15
That strong man is not strong.

But let no fair ambition be denied;

May God protect the wrestler for the State

In government, in comely policy,

Who will fear God, and on His ordinance wait.

20
Strophe 2

Haughtiness and the high hand of disdain

Tempt and outrage God’s holy law;

And any mortal who dares hold

No immortal Power in awe

Will be caught up in a net of pain:

25
The price for which his levity is sold.

Let each man take due earnings, then,

And keep his hands from holy things,

And from blasphemy stand apart—

Else the crackling blast of heaven

30
Blows on his head, and on his desperate heart;

Though fools will honor impious men,

In their cities no tragic poet sings.

Antistrophe 2

Shall we lose faith in Delphi’s obscurities,

We who have heard the world’s core

35
Discredited, and the sacred wood

Of Zeus at Elis praised no more?

The deeds and the strange prophecies

Must make a pattern yet to be understood.

Zeus, if indeed you are lord of all,

40
Throned in light over night and day,

Mirror this in your endless mind:

Our masters call the oracle

Words on the wind, and the Delphic vision blind!

Their hearts no longer know Apollo,

45
And reverence for the gods has died away.

Scene III

Enter Iocastê.

Iocastê: Princes of Thebes, it has occurred to me

To visit the altars of the gods, bearing

These branches as a suppliant, and this incense.

Our King is not himself: his noble soul

Is overwrought with fantasies of dread,

5
Else he would consider

The new prophecies in the light of the old.

He will listen to any voice that speaks disaster,

And my advice goes for nothing.

She approaches the altar, right.


To you, then, Apollo,

Lycean lord, since you are nearest, I turn in prayer.

10
Receive these offerings, and grant us deliverance

From defilement. Our hearts are heavy with fear

When we see our leader distracted, as helpless sailors

Are terrified by the confusion of their helmsman.

Enter Messenger.

Messenger: Friends, no doubt you can direct me:

15
Where shall I find the house of Oedipus,

Or, better still, where is the King himself?

Choragos: It is this very place, stranger; he is inside.

This is his wife and mother of his children.

Messenger: I wish her happiness in a happy house,

20
Blest in all the fulfillment of her marriage.

Iocastê: I wish as much for you: your courtesy

Deserves a like good fortune. But now, tell me:

Why have you come? What have you to say to us?

Messenger: Good news, my lady, for your house and your husband.
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Iocastê: What news? Who sent you here?

Messenger: 
I am from Corinth.

The news I bring ought to mean joy for you,

Though it may be you will find some grief in it.

Iocastê: What is it? How can it touch us in both ways?

Messenger: The word is that the people of the Isthmus

30
Intend to call Oedipus to be their king.

Iocastê: But old King Polybos—is he not reigning still?

Messenger: No. Death holds him in his sepulchre.

Iocastê: What are you saying? Polybos is dead?

Messenger: If I am not telling the truth, may I die myself.

35
Iocastê (to a Maidservant): Go in, go quickly; tell this to your master.


O riddlers of God’s will, where are you now!

This was the man whom Oedipus, long ago,

Feared so, fled so, in dread of destroying him—

But it was another fate by which he died.

40
Enter Oedipus, center.

Oedipus: Dearest Iocastê, why have you sent for me?

Iocastê: Listen to what this man says, and then tell me

What has become of the solemn prophecies.

Oedipus: Who is this man? What is his news for me?

Iocastê: He has come from Corinth to announce your father’s death!
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Oedipus: Is it true, stranger? Tell me in your own words.

Messenger: I can not say it more clearly: the King is dead.

Oedipus: Was it by treason? Or by an attack of illness?

Messenger: A little thing brings old men to their rest.

Oedipus: It was sickness, then?

Messenger: 
Yes, and his many years.
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Oedipus: Ah!

Why should a man respect the Pythian hearth,° or

Give heed to the birds that jangle above his head?

They prophesied that I should kill Polybos,

Kill my own father; but he is dead and buried,

55
And I am here—I never touched him, never,

Unless he died of grief for my departure,

And thus, in a sense, through me. No. Polybos

Has packed the oracles off with him underground.

They are empty words.

Iocastê: 
Had I not told you so?
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Oedipus: You had; it was my faint heart that betrayed me.

Iocastê: From now on never think of those things again.

Oedipus: And yet—must I not fear my mother’s bed?

Iocastê: Why should anyone in this world be afraid,

Since Fate rules us and nothing can be foreseen?

65
A man should live only for the present day.

Have no more fear of sleeping with your mother:

How many men, in dreams, have lain with their mothers!

No reasonable man is troubled by such things.

Oedipus: That is true; only—

70
If only my mother were not still alive!

But she is alive. I can not help my dread.

Iocastê: Yet this news of your father’s death is wonderful.

Oedipus: Wonderful. But I fear the living woman.

Messenger: Tell me, who is this woman that you fear?
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Oedipus: It is Meropê, man; the wife of King Polybos.

Messenger: Meropê? Why should you be afraid of her?

Oedipus: An oracle of the gods, a dreadful saying.

Messenger: Can you tell me about it or are you sworn to silence?

Oedipus: I can tell you, and I will.

80
Apollo said through his prophet that I was the man

Who should marry his own mother, shed his father’s blood

With his own hands. And so, for all these years

I have kept clear of Corinth, and no harm has come—

Though it would have been sweet to see my parents again.

85
Messenger: And is this the fear that drove you out of Corinth?

Oedipus: Would you have me kill my father?

Messenger: 
As for that

You must be reassured by the news I gave you.

Oedipus: If you could reassure me, I would reward you.

Messenger: I had that in mind, I will confess: I thought

90
I could count on you when you returned to Corinth.

Oedipus: No: I will never go near my parents again.

Messenger: Ah, son, you still do not know what you are doing—

Oedipus: What do you mean? In the name of God tell me!

Messenger: —If these are your reasons for not going home.
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Oedipus: I tell you, I fear the oracle may come true.

Messenger: And guilt may come upon you through your parents?

Oedipus: That is the dread that is always in my heart.

Messenger: Can you not see that all your fears are groundless?

Oedipus: How can you say that? They are my parents, surely?
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Messenger: Polybos was not your father.

Oedipus: 
Not my father?

Messenger: No more your father than the man speaking to you.

Oedipus: But you are nothing to me!

Messenger: 
Neither was he.

Oedipus: Then why did he call me son?

Messenger: 
I will tell you:

Long ago he had you from my hands, as a gift.
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Oedipus: Then how could he love me so, if I was not his?

Messenger: He had no children, and his heart turned to you.

Oedipus: What of you? Did you buy me? Did you find me by chance?

Messenger: I came upon you in the crooked pass of Kithairon.

Oedipus: And what were you doing there?

Messenger: 
Tending my flocks.
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Oedipus: A wandering shepherd?

Messenger: 
But your savior, son, that day.

Oedipus: From what did you save me?

Messenger:
Your ankles should tell you that.

Oedipus: Ah, stranger, why do you speak of that childhood pain?

Messenger: I cut the bonds that tied your ankles together.

Oedipus: I have had the mark as long as I can remember.
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Messenger: That was why you were given the name you bear.

Oedipus: God! Was it my father or my mother who did it?

Tell me!

Messenger: I do not know. The man who gave you to me

Can tell you better than I.
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Oedipus: It was not you that found me, but another?

Messenger: It was another shepherd gave you to me.

Oedipus: Who was he? Can you tell me who he was?

Messenger: I think he was said to be one of Laïos’ people.

Oedipus: You mean the Laïos who was king here years ago?
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Messenger: Yes; King Laïos; and the man was one of his herdsmen.

Oedipus: Is he still alive? Can I see him?

Messenger: 
These men here

Know best about such things.

Oedipus: 
Does anyone here

Know this shepherd that he is talking about?

Have you seen him in the fields, or in the town?

130
If you have, tell me. It is time things were made plain.

Choragos: I think the man he means is that same shepherd

You have already asked to see. Iocastê perhaps

Could tell you something.

Oedipus: 
Do you know anything

About him, Lady? Is he the man we have summoned?
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Is that the man this shepherd means?

Iocastê: 
Why think of him?

Forget this herdsman. Forget it all.

This talk is a waste of time.

Oedipus:
How can you say that,

When the clues to my true birth are in my hands?

Iocastê: For God’s love, let us have no more questioning!
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Is your life nothing to you?

My own is pain enough for me to bear.

Oedipus: You need not worry. Suppose my mother a slave,

And born of slaves: no baseness can touch you.

Iocastê: Listen to me, I beg you: do not do this thing!
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Oedipus: I will not listen; the truth must be made known.

Iocastê: Everything that I say is for your own good!

Oedipus: 
My own good

Snaps my patience, then; I want none of it.

Iocastê: You are fatally wrong! May you never learn who you are!

Oedipus: Go, one of you, and bring the shepherd here.
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Let us leave this woman to brag of her royal name.

Iocastê: Ah, miserable!

That is the only word I have for you now.

That is the only word I can ever have.

Exit into the palace.

Choragos: Why has she left us, Oedipus? Why has she gone

155
In such a passion of sorrow? I fear this silence:

Something dreadful may come of it.

Oedipus: 
Let it come!

However base my birth, I must know about it.

The Queen, like a woman, is perhaps ashamed

To think of my low origin. But I
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Am a child of Luck; I can not be dishonored.

Luck is my mother; the passing months, my brothers,

Have seen me rich and poor.


If this is so,

How could I wish that I were someone else?

How could I not be glad to know my birth?
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Ode III

Strophe

Chorus: If ever the coming time were known

To my heart’s pondering,

Kithairon, now by Heaven I see the torches

At the festival of the next full moon,

And see the dance, and hear the choir sing

5
A grace to your gentle shade:

Mountain where Oedipus was found,

O mountain guard of a noble race!

May the god who heals us lend his aid,

And let that glory come to pass

10
For our king’s cradling-ground.

Antistrophe

Of the nymphs that flower beyond the years,

Who bore you, royal child,

To Pan of the hills or the timberline Apollo,

Cold in delight where the upland clears,

15
Or Hermês for whom Kyllenê’s° heights are piled?

Or flushed as evening cloud,

Great Dionysos, roamer of mountains,

He—was it he who found you there,

And caught you up in his own proud

20
Arms from the sweet god-ravisher

Who laughed by the Muses’ fountains?

Scene IV

Oedipus: Sirs: though I do not know the man,

I think I see him coming, this shepherd we want:

He is old, like our friend here, and the men

Bringing him seem to be servants of my house.

But you can tell, if you have ever seen him.

5
Enter Shepherd escorted by servants.

Choragos: I know him, he was Laïos’ man. You can trust him.

Oedipus: Tell me first, you from Corinth: is this the shepherd

We were discussing?

Messenger: 
This is the very man.

Oedipus (to Shepherd): Come here. No, look at me. You must answer

10

Everything I ask.—You belonged to Laïos?

Shepherd: Yes: born his slave, brought up in his house.

Oedipus: Tell me: what kind of work did you do for him?

Shepherd: I was a shepherd of his, most of my life.

Oedipus: Where mainly did you go for pasturage?

15

Shepherd: Sometimes Kithairon, sometimes the hills near-by.

Oedipus: Do you remember ever seeing this man out there?

Shepherd: What would he be doing there? This man?

Oedipus: This man standing here. Have you ever seen him before?

Shepherd: No. At least, not to my recollection.

20

Messenger: And that is not strange, my lord. But I’ll refresh

His memory: he must remember when we two

Spent three whole seasons together, March to September,

On Kithairon or thereabouts. He had two flocks;

I had one. Each autumn I’d drive mine home

25

And he would go back with his to Laïos’ sheepfold.—

Is this not true, just as I have described it?

Shepherd: True, yes; but it was all so long ago.

Messenger: Well, then: do you remember, back in those days

That you gave me a baby boy to bring up as my own?

30

Shepherd: What if I did? What are you trying to say?

Messenger: King Oedipus was once that little child.

Shepherd: Damn you, hold your tongue!

Oedipus: 
No more of that!

It is your tongue needs watching, not this man’s.

Shepherd: My King, my Master, what is it I have done wrong?

35

Oedipus: You have not answered his question about the boy.

Shepherd: He does not know . . . He is only making trouble . . .

Oedipus: Come, speak plainly, or it will go hard with you.

Shepherd: In God’s name, do not torture an old man!

Oedipus: Come here, one of you; bind his arms behind him.

40

Shepherd: Unhappy king! What more do you wish to learn?

Oedipus: Did you give this man the child he speaks of?

Shepherd: 
I did.

And I would to God I had died that very day.

Oedipus: You will die now unless you speak the truth.

Shepherd: Yet if I speak the truth, I am worse than dead.

45

Oedipus: Very well; since you insist upon delaying—

Shepherd: No! I have told you already that I gave him the boy.

Oedipus: Where did you get him? From your house? From somewhere else?

Shepherd: Not from mine, no. A man gave him to me.

Oedipus: Is that man here? Do you know whose slave he was?

50

Shepherd: For God’s love, my King, do not ask me any more!

Oedipus: You are a dead man if I have to ask you again.

Shepherd: Then . . . Then the child was from the palace of Laïos.

Oedipus: A slave child? or a child of his own line?

Shepherd: Ah, I am on the brink of dreadful speech!

55

Oedipus: And I of dreadful hearing. Yet I must hear.

Shepherd: If you must be told, then . . .


They said it was Laïos’ child;

But it is your wife who can tell you about that.

Oedipus: My wife!—Did she give it to you?

Shepherd: 
My lord, she did.

Oedipus: Do you know why?

Shepherd: 
I was told to get rid of it.

Oedipus: An unspeakable mother!

60

Shepherd: 
There had been prophecies . . .

Oedipus: Tell me.

Shepherd: It was said that the boy would kill his own father.

Oedipus: Then why did you give him over to this old man?

Shepherd: I pitied the baby, my King,

65

And I thought that this man would take him far away

To his own country.


He saved him—but for what a fate!

For if you are what this man says you are,

No man living is more wretched than Oedipus.

Oedipus: Ah God!

It was true!


All the prophecies!

70


—Now,

O Light, may I look on you for the last time!

I, Oedipus,

Oedipus, damned in his birth, in his marriage damned,

Damned in the blood he shed with his own hand!

He rushes into the palace.

Ode IV

Strophe 1

Chorus: Alas for the seed of men.

What measure shall I give these generations

That breathe on the void and are void

And exist and do not exist?

5

Who bears more weight of joy

Than mass of sunlight shifting in images,

Or who shall make his thought stay on

That down time drifts away?

Your splendor is all fallen.

10

O naked brow of wrath and tears,

O change of Oedipus!

I who saw your days call no man blest—

Your great days like ghosts gone.

Antistrophe 1

That mind was a strong bow.

15

Deep, how deep you drew it then, hard archer,

At a dim fearful range,

And brought dear glory down!

You overcame the stranger—

The virgin with her hooking lion claws—

20

And though death sang, stood like a tower

To make pale Thebes take heart.

Fortress against our sorrow!

True king, giver of laws,

Majestic Oedipus!

25

No prince in Thebes had ever such renown,

No prince won such grace of power.

Strophe 2

And now of all men ever known

Most pitiful is this man’s story:

His fortunes are most changed, his state

30

Fallen to a low slave’s

Ground under bitter fate.

O Oedipus, most royal one!

The great door that expelled you to the light

Gave at night—ah, gave night to your glory:

35

As to the father, to the fathering son.

All understood too late.

How could that queen whom Laïos won,

The garden that he harrowed at his height,

Be silent when that act was done?

Antistrophe 2

40

But all eyes fail before time’s eye,

All actions come to justice there.

Though never willed, though far down the deep past,

Your bed, your dread sirings,

Are brought to book at last.

45

Child by Laïos doomed to die,

Then doomed to lose that fortunate little death,

Would God you never took breath in this air

That with my wailing lips I take to cry:

For I weep the world’s outcast.

50

I was blind, and now I can tell why:

Asleep, for you had given ease of breath

To Thebes, while the false years went by.

Éxodos°

Enter, from the palace, Second Messenger.

Second Messenger: Elders of Thebes, most honored in this land,

What horrors are yours to see and hear, what weight

Of sorrow to be endured, if, true to your birth,

You venerate the line of Labdakos!

5

I think neither Istros nor Phasis, those great rivers,

Could purify this place of the corruption

It shelters now, or soon must bring to light—

Evil not done unconsciously, but willed.

The greatest griefs are those we cause ourselves.

10

Choragos: Surely, friend, we have grief enough already;

What new sorrow do you mean?

Second Messenger:
The Queen is dead.

Choragos: Iocastê? Dead? But at whose hand?

Second Messenger: 
Her own.

The full horror of what happened, you can not know,

For you did not see it; but I, who did, will tell you

15

As clearly as I can how she met her death.

When she had left us,

In passionate silence, passing through the court,

She ran to her apartment in the house,

Her hair clutched by the fingers of both hands.

20

She closed the doors behind her; then, by that bed

Where long ago the fatal son was conceived—

That son who should bring about his father’s death—

We heard her call upon Laïos, dead so many years,

And heard her wail for the double fruit of her marriage,

25

A husband by her husband, children by her child.

Exactly how she died I do not know:

For Oedipus burst in moaning and would not let us

Keep vigil to the end: it was by him

As he stormed about the room that our eyes were caught.

30

From one to another of us he went, begging a sword,

Cursing the wife who was not his wife, the mother

Whose womb had carried his own children and himself.

I do not know: it was none of us aided him,

But surely one of the gods was in control!

35

For with a dreadful cry

He hurled his weight, as though wrenched out of himself,

At the twin doors: the bolts gave, and he rushed in.

And there we saw her hanging, her body swaying

From the cruel cord she had noosed about her neck.

40

A great sob broke from him, heartbreaking to hear,

As he loosed the rope and lowered her to the ground.

I would blot out from my mind what happened next!

For the King ripped from her gown the golden brooches

That were her ornament, and raised them, and plunged them down

45

Straight into his own eyeballs, crying, “No more,

No more shall you look on the misery about me,

The horrors of my own doing! Too long you have known

The faces of those whom I should never have seen,

Too long been blind to those for whom I was searching!

50

From this hour, go in darkness!” And as he spoke,

He struck at his eyes—not once, but many times;

And the blood spattered his beard,

Bursting from his ruined sockets like red hail.

So from the unhappiness of two this evil has sprung,

55

A curse on the man and woman alike. The old

Happiness of the house of Labdakos

Was happiness enough: where is it today?

It is all wailing and ruin, disgrace, death—all

The misery of mankind that has a name—
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And it is wholly and for ever theirs.

Choragos: Is he in agony still? Is there no rest for him?

Second Messenger: He is calling for someone to lead him to the gates

So that all the children of Kadmos may look upon

His father’s murderer, his mother’s—no,

I can not say it!
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And then he will leave Thebes,

Self-exiled, in order that the curse

Which he himself pronounced may depart from the house.

He is weak, and there is none to lead him,

So terrible is his suffering.


But you will see:
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Look, the doors are opening; in a moment

You will see a thing that would crush a heart of stone.

The central door is opened; Oedipus, blinded, is led in.

Choragos: Dreadful indeed for men to see.

Never have my own eyes

Looked on a sight so full of fear.

75

Oedipus!

What madness came upon you, what daemon

Leaped on your life with heavier

Punishment than a mortal man can bear?

No: I can not even
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Look at you, poor ruined one.

And I would speak, question, ponder,

If I were able. No.

You make me shudder.

Oedipus: God.   God.
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Is there a sorrow greater?

Where shall I find harbor in this world?

My voice is hurled far on a dark wind.

What has God done to me?

Choragos: Too terrible to think of, or to see.

Strophe 1
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Oedipus: O cloud of night,

Never to be turned away: night coming on,

I can not tell how: night like a shroud!

My fair winds brought me here.


Oh God. Again

The pain of the spikes where I had sight,
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The flooding pain

Of memory, never to be gouged out.

Choragos: This is not strange.

You suffer it all twice over, remorse in pain,

Pain in remorse.

Antistrophe 1
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Oedipus: Ah dear friend

Are you faithful even yet, you alone?

Are you still standing near me, will you stay here,

Patient, to care for the blind?


The blind man!

Yet even blind I know who it is attends me,
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By the voice’s tone—

Though my new darkness hide the comforter.

Choragos: Oh fearful act!

What god was it drove you to rake black

Night across your eyes?

Strophe 2
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Oedipus: Apollo. Apollo. Dear

Children, the god was Apollo.

He brought my sick, sick fate upon me.

But the blinding hand was my own!

How could I bear to see
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When all my sight was horror everywhere?

Choragos: Everywhere; that is true.

Oedipus: And now what is left?

Images? Love? A greeting even,

Sweet to the senses? Is there anything?
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Ah, no, friends: lead me away.

Lead me away from Thebes.


Lead the great wreck

And hell of Oedipus, whom the gods hate.

Choragos: Your fate is clear, you are not blind to that.

Would God you had never found it out!

Antistrophe 2
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Oedipus: Death take the man who unbound

My feet on that hillside

And delivered me from death to life! What life?

If only I had died,

This weight of monstrous doom
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Could not have dragged me and my darlings down.

Choragos: I would have wished the same.

Oedipus: Oh never to have come here

With my father’s blood upon me! Never

To have been the man they call his mother’s husband!
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Oh accurst! Oh child of evil,

To have entered that wretched bed—


the selfsame one!

More primal than sin itself, this fell to me.

Choragos: I do not know how I can answer you.

You were better dead than alive and blind.
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Oedipus: Do not counsel me any more. This punishment

That I have laid upon myself is just.

If I had eyes,

I do not know how I could bear the sight

Of my father, when I came to the house of Death,
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Or my mother: for I have sinned against them both

So vilely that I could not make my peace

By strangling my own life.


Or do you think my children,

Born as they were born, would be sweet to my eyes?

Ah never, never! Nor this town with its high walls,

Nor the holy images of the gods.
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For I,

Thrice miserable!—Oedipus, noblest of all the line

Of Kadmos, have condemned myself to enjoy

These things no more, by my own malediction

Expelling that man whom the gods declared
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To be a defilement in the house of Laïos.

After exposing the rankness of my own guilt,

How could I look men frankly in the eyes?

No, I swear it,

If I could have stifled my hearing at its source,
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I would have done it and made all this body

A tight cell of misery, blank to light and sound:

So I should have been safe in a dark agony

Beyond all recollection.


Ah Kithairon!

Why did you shelter me? When I was cast upon you,
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Why did I not die? Then I should never

Have shown the world my execrable birth.

Ah Polybos! Corinth, city that I believed

The ancient seat of my ancestors: how fair

I seemed, your child! And all the while this evil

Was cancerous within me!
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For I am sick

In my daily life, sick in my origin.

O three roads, dark ravine, woodland and way

Where three roads met: you, drinking my father’s blood,

My own blood, spilled by my own hand: can you remember
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The unspeakable things I did there, and the things

I went on from there to do?


O marriage, marriage!

The act that engendered me, and again the act

Performed by the son in the same bed—


Ah, the net

Of incest, mingling fathers, brothers, sons,
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With brides, wives, mothers: the last evil

That can be known by men: no tongue can say

How evil!


No. For the love of God, conceal me

Somewhere far from Thebes; or kill me; or hurl me

Into the sea, away from men’s eyes for ever.
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Come, lead me. You need not fear to touch me.

Of all men, I alone can bear this guilt.

Enter Creon.

Choragos: We are not the ones to decide; but Creon here

May fitly judge of what you ask. He only

Is left to protect the city in your place.
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Oedipus: Alas, how can I speak to him? What right have I

To beg his courtesy whom I have deeply wronged?

Creon: I have not come to mock you, Oedipus,

Or to reproach you, either.

(To Attendants.)
—You, standing there:

If you have lost all respect for man’s dignity,
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At least respect the flame of Lord Helios:

Do not allow this pollution to show itself

Openly here, an affront to the earth

And Heaven’s rain and the light of day. No, take him

Into the house as quickly as you can.
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For it is proper

That only the close kindred see his grief.

Oedipus: I pray you in God’s name, since your courtesy

Ignores my dark expectation, visiting

With mercy this man of all men most execrable:
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Give me what I ask—for your good, not for mine.

Creon: And what is it that you would have me do?

Oedipus: Drive me out of this country as quickly as may be

To a place where no human voice can ever greet me.

Creon: I should have done that before now—only,
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God’s will had not been wholly revealed to me.

Oedipus: But his command is plain: the parricide

Must be destroyed. I am that evil man.

Creon: That is the sense of it, yes; but as things are,

We had best discover clearly what is to be done.
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Oedipus: You would learn more about a man like me?

Creon: You are ready now to listen to the god.

Oedipus: I will listen. But it is to you

That I must turn for help. I beg you, hear me.

The woman in there—
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Give her whatever funeral you think proper:

She is your sister.


—But let me go, Creon!

Let me purge my father’s Thebes of the pollution

Of my living here, and go out to the wild hills,

To Kithairon, that has won such fame with me,
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The tomb my mother and father appointed for me,

And let me die there, as they willed I should.

And yet I know

Death will not ever come to me through sickness

Or in any natural way: I have been preserved
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For some unthinkable fate. But let that be.

As for my sons, you need not care for them.

They are men, they will find some way to live.

But my poor daughters, who have shared my table,

Who never before have been parted from their father—
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Take care of them, Creon; do this for me.

And will you let me touch them with my hands

A last time, and let us weep together?

Be kind, my lord,

Great prince, be kind!


Could I but touch them,
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They would be mine again, as when I had my eyes.

Enter Antigonê and Ismene, attended.

Ah, God!

Is it my dearest children I hear weeping?

Has Creon pitied me and sent my daughters?

Creon: Yes, Oedipus: I knew that they were dear to you
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In the old days, and know you must love them still.

Oedipus: May God bless you for this—and be a friendlier

Guardian to you than he has been to me!

Children, where are you?

Come quickly to my hands: they are your brother’s—
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Hands that have brought your father’s once clear eyes

To this way of seeing—


Ah dearest ones,

I had neither sight nor knowledge then, your father

By the woman who was the source of his own life!

And I weep for you—having no strength to see you—,
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I weep for you when I think of the bitterness

That men will visit upon you all your lives.

What homes, what festivals can you attend

Without being forced to depart again in tears?

And when you come to marriageable age,
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Where is the man, my daughters, who would dare

Risk the bane that lies on all my children?

Is there any evil wanting? Your father killed

His father; sowed the womb of her who bore him;

Engendered you at the fount of his own existence!

That is what they will say of you.
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Then, whom

Can you ever marry? There are no bridegrooms for you,

And your lives must wither away in sterile dreaming.

O Creon, son of Menoikeus!

You are the only father my daughters have,
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Since we, their parents, are both of us gone for ever.

They are your own blood: you will not let them

Fall into beggary and loneliness;

You will keep them from the miseries that are mine!

Take pity on them; see, they are only children,
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Friendless except for you. Promise me this,

Great Prince, and give me your hand in token of it.

Creon clasps his right hand.
Children:

I could say much, if you could understand me,

But as it is, I have only this prayer for you:
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Live where you can, be as happy as you can—

Happier, please God, than God has made your father!

Creon: Enough. You have wept enough. Now go within.

Oedipus: I must; but it is hard.

Creon: 
Time eases all things.

Oedipus: But you must promise—

Creon: 
Say what you desire.

Oedipus: Send me from Thebes!
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Creon: 
God grant that I may!

Oedipus: But since God hates me . . .

Creon: 
No, he will grant your wish.

Oedipus: You promise?

Creon: 
I can not speak beyond my knowledge.

Oedipus: Then lead me in.

Creon: 
Come now, and leave your children.

Oedipus: No! Do not take them from me!

Creon: 
Think no longer
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That you are in command here, but rather think

How, when you were, you served your own destruction.

Exeunt into the house all but the Chorus; the Choragos chants directly to the

audience.

Choragos: Men of Thebes: look upon Oedipus.

This is the king who solved the famous riddle

And towered up, most powerful of men.
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No mortal eyes but looked on him with envy,

Yet in the end ruin swept over him.

Let every man in mankind’s frailty

Consider his last day; and let none

Presume on his good fortune until he find
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Life, at his death, a memory without pain. Questions


1.
How explicitly does the prophet Teiresias reveal the guilt of Oedipus? Does it seem to you stupidity on the part of Oedipus or a defect in Sophocles’ play that the king takes so long to recognize his guilt and to admit to it?


2.
How does Oedipus exhibit weakness of character? Point to lines that reveal him as imperfectly noble in his words, deeds, or treatment of others.


3.
“Oedipus is punished not for any fault in himself, but for his ignorance. Not knowing his family history, unable to recognize his parents on sight, he is blameless; and in slaying his father and marrying his mother, he behaves as any sensible person might behave in the same circumstances.” Do you agree with this interpretation?


4.
Besides the predictions of Teiresias, what other foreshadowings of the shepherd’s revelation does the play contain?


5.
Consider the character of Iocastê. Is she a “flat” character—a generalized queen figure—or an individual with distinctive traits of personality? Point to speeches or details in the play to back up your opinion.


6.
What is dramatic irony? Besides the example given on page 689, what other instances of dramatic irony do you find in Oedipus the King? What do they contribute to the effectiveness of the play?


7.
In the drama of Sophocles, violence and bloodshed take place offstage; thus, the suicide of Iocastê is only reported to us. Nor do we witness Oedipus’ removal of his eyes; this horror is only given in the report by the second messenger. Of what advantage or disadvantage to the play is this limitation?


8.
For what reason does Oedipus blind himself? What meaning, if any, do you find in his choice of a surgical instrument?


9.
What are your feelings toward him as the play ends?


10.
Read the famous interpretation of this play offered by Sigmund Freud (page 1354). How well does Freud explain why the play moves you?


11.
With what attitude toward the gods does the play leave you? By inflicting a plague on Thebes, by causing barrenness, by cursing both the people and their king, do the gods seem cruel, unjust, or tyrannical? Does the play show any reverence toward them?


12.
Does this play end in total gloom?

The Background of Antigonê
Although Antigonê tells a later part of the Oedipus story, it was not part of the trilogy that originally contained Oedipus the King (the other plays in that trilogy have been lost). Antigonê was written in 441 b.c., over twenty years before the author took up the story of Oedipus himself. In Antigonê duties to family and duties to the state are pitted against one another in a story that has Creon, now king of Thebes many years after Oedipus’ exile and death, refusing burial to the body of Oedipus’ son (and brother) Polyneicês, who has led an army against the city to claim the throne from his brother. His sister Antigonê (Oedipus’ daughter and sister) resists Creon’s unjust edict in the name of family loyalty, a defiance both noble and potentially threatening to political stability in a time of crisis. Though the gods approve of her action, she dies a victim of Creon’s hubris. (Or perhaps, as Patricia Lines suggests on page 1358, Antigonê’s own hubris is her downfall.) Creon suffers the death (by suicide) of his son and his wife as a result. Antigonê’s claim is especially compelling when we imagine her played by a mature male actor who in his public life, as a citizen, must know both how to rule and how to be ruled, how to submit to legitimate authority when he steps down from office.

Antigonê
441 b.c.

Translated by Dudley Fitts and Robert Fitzgerald

Characters

Antigonê

Ismenê

Eurydicê

Creon

Haimon

Teiresias

A Sentry

A Messenger

Chorus

scene: Before the palace of Creon, King of Thebes. A central double door, and two lateral doors. A platform extends the length of the façade, and from this platform three steps lead down into the “orchestra,” or chorus-ground.

time: Dawn of the day after the repulse of the Argive army from the assault on Thebes.

Prologue°

Antigonê and Ismenê enter from the central door of the palace.

Antigonê: Ismenê, dear sister,

You would think that we had already suffered enough

For the curse on Oedipus:°

I cannot imagine any grief
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That you and I have not gone through. And now—

Have they told you of the new decree of our King Creon?

Ismenê: I have heard nothing: I know

That two sisters lost two brothers, a double death

In a single hour; and I know that the Argive army


10

Fled in the night; but beyond this, nothing.

Antigonê: I thought so. And that is why I wanted you

To come out here with me. There is something we must do.

Ismenê: Why do you speak so strangely?

Antigonê: Listen, Ismenê:
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Creon buried our brother Eteoclês

With military honors, gave him a soldier’s funeral,

And it was right that he should; but Polyneicês,

Who fought as bravely and died as miserably,—

They say that Creon has sworn
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No one shall bury him, no one mourn for him,

But his body must lie in the fields, a sweet treasure

For carrion birds to find as they search for food.

That is what they say, and our good Creon is coming here

To announce it publicly; and the penalty—

Stoning to death in the public square!
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There it is,

And now you can prove what you are:

A true sister, or a traitor to your family.

Ismenê: Antigonê, you are mad! What could I possibly do?

Antigonê: You must decide whether you will help me or not.
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Ismenê: I do not understand you. Help you in what?

Antigonê: Ismenê, I am going to bury him. Will you come?

Ismenê: Bury him! You have just said the new law forbids it.

Antigonê: He is my brother. And he is your brother, too.

Ismenê: But think of the danger! Think what Creon will do!
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Antigonê: Creon is not strong enough to stand in my way.

Ismenê: Ah sister!

Oedipus died, everyone hating him

For what his own search brought to light, his eyes

Ripped out by his own hand; and Iocastê died,
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His mother and wife at once: she twisted the cords

That strangled her life; and our two brothers died,

Each killed by the other’s sword. And we are left:

But oh, Antigonê,

Think how much more terrible than these
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Our own death would be if we should go against Creon

And do what he has forbidden! We are only women,

We cannot fight with men, Antigonê!

The law is strong, we must give in to the law

In this thing, and in worse. I beg the Dead
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To forgive me, but I am helpless: I must yield

To those in authority. And I think it is dangerous business

To be always meddling.

Antigonê:
If that is what you think,

I should not want you, even if you asked to come.

You have made your choice, you can be what you want to be.
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But I will bury him; and if I must die,

I say that this crime is holy: I shall lie down

With him in death, and I shall be as dear

To him as he to me.


It is the dead,

Not the living, who make the longest demands:

We die for ever . . .
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You may do as you like,

Since apparently the laws of the gods mean nothing to you.

Ismenê: They mean a great deal to me; but I have no strength

To break laws that were made for the public good.

Antigonê: That must be your excuse, I suppose. But as for me,

I will bury the brother I love.
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Ismenê:
Antigonê,

I am so afraid for you!

Antigonê:
You need not be:

You have yourself to consider, after all.

Ismenê: But no one must hear of this, you must tell no one!

I will keep it a secret, I promise!

Antigonê:
O tell it! Tell everyone!
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Think how they’ll hate you when it all comes out

If they learn that you knew about it all the time!

Ismenê: So fiery! You should be cold with fear.

Antigonê: Perhaps. But I am doing only what I must.

Ismenê: But you can do it? I say that you cannot.
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Antigonê: Very well: when my strength gives out, I shall do no more.

Ismenê: Impossible things should not be tried at all.

Antigonê: Go away, Ismenê:

I shall be hating you soon, and the dead will too,

For your words are hateful. Leave me my foolish plan:
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I am not afraid of the danger; if it means death,

It will not be the worst of deaths—death without honor.

Ismenê: Go then, if you feel that you must.

You are unwise,

But a loyal friend indeed to those who love you.

Exit into the palace. Antigonê goes off, left. Enter the Chorus.

PÁrodos°


Strophe° 1

Chorus: Now the long blade of the sun, lying

Level east to west, touches with glory

Thebes of the Seven Gates. Open, unlidded

Eye of golden day! O marching light

Across the eddy and rush of Dircê’s stream,°
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Striking the white shields of the enemy

Thrown headlong backward from the blaze of morning!

Choragos:° Polyneicês their commander

Roused them with windy phrases,
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He the wild eagle screaming

Insults above our land,

His wings their shields of snow,

His crest their marshalled helms.


Antistrophe° 1

Chorus: Against our seven gates in a yawning ring
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The famished spears came onward in the night;

But before his jaws were sated with our blood,

Or pinefire took the garland of our towers,

He was thrown back; and as he turned, great Thebes—

No tender victim for his noisy power—
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Rose like a dragon behind him, shouting war.

Choragos: For God hates utterly

The bray of bragging tongues;

And when he beheld their smiling,

Their swagger of golden helms,

25

The frown of his thunder blasted

Their first man from our walls.


Strophe 2

Chorus: We heard his shout of triumph high in the air

Turn to a scream; far out in a flaming arc

He fell with his windy torch, and the earth struck him.
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And others storming in fury no less than his

Found shock of death in the dusty joy of battle.

Choragos: Seven captains at seven gates

Yielded their clanging arms to the god

That bends the battle-line and breaks it.
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These two only, brothers in blood,

Face to face in matchless rage,

Mirroring each the other’s death,

Clashed in long combat.


Antistrophe 2

Chorus: But now in the beautiful morning of victory
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Let Thebes of the many chariots sing for joy!

With hearts for dancing we’ll take leave of war:

Our temples shall be sweet with hymns of praise,

And the long night shall echo with our chorus.

Scene I

Choragos: But now at last our new King is coming:

Creon of Thebes, Menoikeus’ son.

In this auspicious dawn of his reign

What are the new complexities
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That shifting Fate has woven for him?

What is his counsel? Why has he summoned

The old men to hear him?

Enter Creon from the palace, center. He addresses the Chorus from the top step.

Creon: Gentlemen: I have the honor to inform you that our Ship of State, which recent storms have threatened to destroy, has come safely to harbor at last, guided by the merciful wisdom of Heaven. I have summoned you
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here this morning because I know that I can depend upon you: your devotion to King Laïos was absolute; you never hesitated in your duty to our late ruler Oedipus; and when Oedipus died, your loyalty was transferred to his children. Unfortunately, as you know, his two sons, the princes Eteoclês and Polyneicês, have killed each other in battle; and I, as the next in blood, have succeeded to the full power of the throne.
15
20



I am aware, of course, that no Ruler can expect complete loyalty from his subjects until he has been tested in office. Nevertheless, I say to you at the very outset that I have nothing but contempt for the kind of Governor who is afraid, for whatever reason, to follow the course that he knows is best  for the State; and as for the man who sets private friendship above the public welfare,—I have no use for him, either. I call God to witness that if I saw my country headed for ruin, I should not be afraid to speak out plainly; and I need hardly remind you that I would never have any dealings with an enemy of the people. No one values friendship more highly than I; but we
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must remember that friends made at the risk of wrecking our Ship are not real friends at all.



These are my principles, at any rate, and that is why I have made the following decision concerning the sons of Oedipus: Eteoclês, who died as a man should die, fighting for his country, is to be buried with full military
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honors, with all the ceremony that is usual when the greatest heroes die; but his brother Polyneicês, who broke his exile to come back with fire and sword against his native city and the shrines of his fathers’ gods, whose one idea was to spill the blood of his blood and sell his own people into slavery—Polyneicês, I say, is to have no burial: no man is to touch him or say the
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least prayer for him; he shall lie on the plain, unburied; and the birds and the scavenging dogs can do with him whatever they like.



This is my command, and you can see the wisdom behind it. As long as I am King, no traitor is going to be honored with the loyal man. But whoever shows by word and deed that he is on the side of the State,—he shall
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have my respect while he is living, and my reverence when he is dead.

Choragos: If that is your will, Creon son of Menoikeus,

You have the right to enforce it: we are yours.

Creon: That is my will. Take care that you do your part.
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Choragos: We are old men: let the younger ones carry it out.

Creon: I do not mean that: the sentries have been appointed.

Choragos: Then what is it that you would have us do?

Creon: You will give no support to whoever breaks this law.

Choragos: Only a crazy man is in love with death!
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Creon: And death it is, yet money talks, and the wisest

Have sometimes been known to count a few coins too many.

Enter Sentry from left.
Sentry: I’ll not say that I’m out of breath from running, King, because every time I stopped to think about what I have to tell you, I felt like going back. And all the time a voice kept saying, “You fool, don’t you know you’re walking straight into trouble?”; and then another voice: “Yes, but if you let some-
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body else get the news to Creon first, it will be even worse than that for you!” But good sense won out, at least I hope it was good sense, and here I am with a story that makes no sense at all; but I’ll tell it anyhow, because, as they say, what’s going to happen’s going to happen and—
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Creon: Come to the point. What have you to say?

Sentry: I did not do it. I did not see who did it. You must not punish me for what someone else has done.

Creon: A comprehensive defense! More effective, perhaps,

If I knew its purpose. Come: what is it?
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Sentry: A dreadful thing . . . I don’t know how to put it—

Creon: Out with it!

Sentry:
Well, then;

The dead man—


Polyneicês—

Pause. The Sentry is overcome, fumbles for words. Creon waits impassively.


out there—


someone,—


New dust on the slimy flesh!

Pause. No sign from Creon.

Someone has given it burial that way, and
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Gone . . .

Long pause. Creon finally speaks with deadly control.

Creon: And the man who dared do this?

Sentry:
I swear I

Do not know! You must believe me!


Listen:

The ground was dry, not a sign of digging, no,

Not a wheeltrack in the dust, no trace of anyone.

75

It was when they relieved us this morning: and one of them,

The corporal, pointed to it.


There it was,

The strangest—


Look:

The body, just mounded over with light dust: you see?

Not buried really, but as if they’d covered it

80

Just enough for the ghost’s peace. And no sign

Of dogs or any wild animal that had been there.

And then what a scene there was! Every man of us

Accusing the other: we all proved the other man did it,

We all had proof that we could not have done it.

85

We were ready to take hot iron in our hands,

Walk through fire, swear by all the gods,

It was not I!
I do not know who it was, but it was not I!
Creon’s rage has been mounting steadily, but the Sentry is too intent upon his story to notice it.

And then, when this came to nothing, someone said

90

A thing that silenced us and made us stare

Down at the ground: you had to be told the news,

And one of us had to do it! We threw the dice,

And the bad luck fell to me. So here I am,

No happier to be here than you are to have me:

95

Nobody likes the man who brings bad news.

Choragos: I have been wondering, King: can it be that the gods have done this?

Creon (furiously): Stop!

Must you doddering wrecks

Go out of your heads entirely? “The gods”!

100

Intolerable!

The gods favor this corpse? Why? How had he served them?

Tried to loot their temples, burn their images,

Yes, and the whole State, and its laws with it!

Is it your senile opinion that the gods love to honor bad men?

A pious thought!—

105


No, from the very beginning

There have been those who have whispered together,

Stiff-necked anarchists, putting their heads together,

Scheming against me in alleys. These are the men,

And they have bribed my own guard to do this thing.

110

(Sententiously.) Money!

There’s nothing in the world so demoralizing as money.

Down go your cities,

Homes gone, men gone, honest hearts corrupted,

Crookedness of all kinds, and all for money!

(To Sentry.)
But you—!

115

I swear by God and by the throne of God,

The man who has done this thing shall pay for it!

Find that man, bring him here to me, or your death

Will be the least of your problems: I’ll string you up

Alive, and there will be certain ways to make you

120

Discover your employer before you die;

And the process may teach you a lesson you seem to have missed:

The dearest profit is sometimes all too dear:

That depends on the source. Do you understand me?

A fortune won is often misfortune.

Sentry: King, may I speak?

125

Creon: 
Your very voice distresses me.

Sentry: Are you sure that it is my voice, and not your conscience?

Creon: By God, he wants to analyze me now!

Sentry: It is not what I say, but what has been done, that hurts you.

Creon: You talk too much.

Sentry:
Maybe; but I’ve done nothing.

130

Creon: Sold your soul for some silver: that’s all you’ve done.

Sentry: How dreadful it is when the right judge judges wrong!

Creon: Your figures of speech

May entertain you now; but unless you bring me the man,

You will get little profit from them in the end.

Exit Creon into the palace.

135

Sentry: “Bring me the man”—!

I’d like nothing better than bringing him the man!

But bring him or not, you have seen the last of me here.

At any rate, I am safe!

Exit Sentry.

Ode I°


Strophe 1

Chorus: Numberless are the world’s wonders, but none

More wonderful than man; the stormgray sea

Yields to his prows, the huge crests bear him high;

Earth, holy and inexhaustible, is graven

5

With shining furrows where his plows have gone

Year after year, the timeless labor of stallions.


Antistrophe 1

The lightboned birds and beasts that cling to cover,

The lithe fish lighting their reaches of dim water,

All are taken, tamed in the net of his mind;

10

The lion on the hill, the wild horse windy-maned,

Resign to him; and his blunt yoke has broken

The sultry shoulders of the mountain bull.


Strophe 2

Words also, and thought as rapid as air,

He fashions to his good use; statecraft is his,

15

And his the skill that deflects the arrows of snow,

The spears of winter rain: from every wind

He has made himself secure—from all but one:

In the late wind of death he cannot stand.


Antistrophe 2

O clear intelligence, force beyond all measure!

20

O fate of man, working both good and evil!

When the laws are kept, how proudly his city stands!

When the laws are broken, what of his city then?

Never may the anárchic man find rest at my hearth,

Never be it said that my thoughts are his thoughts.

Scene II

Re-enter Sentry leading Antigonê.

Choragos: What does this mean? Surely this captive woman

Is the Princess, Antigonê. Why should she be taken?

Sentry: Here is the one who did it! We caught her

In the very act of burying him.—Where is Creon?

Choragos: Just coming from the house.

Enter Creon, center.

5

Creon:
What has happened?

Why have you come back so soon?

Sentry (expansively):
O King,

A man should never be too sure of anything:

I would have sworn

That you’d not see me here again: your anger

10

Frightened me so, and the things you threatened me with;

But how could I tell then

That I’d be able to solve the case so soon?

No dice-throwing this time: I was only too glad to come!

Here is this woman. She is the guilty one:

15

We found her trying to bury him.

Take her, then; question her; judge her as you will.

I am through with the whole thing now, and glad of it.

Creon: But this is Antigonê! Why have you brought her here?

Sentry: She was burying him, I tell you!

Creon (severely):
Is this the truth?

20

Sentry: I saw her with my own eyes. Can I say more?

Creon: The details: come, tell me quickly!

Sentry: 
It was like this:

After those terrible threats of yours, King,

We went back and brushed the dust away from the body.

The flesh was soft by now, and stinking,

25

So we sat on a hill to windward and kept guard.

No napping this time! We kept each other awake.

But nothing happened until the white round sun

Whirled in the center of the round sky over us:

Then, suddenly,

30

A storm of dust roared up from the earth, and the sky

Went out, the plain vanished with all its trees

In the stinging dark. We closed our eyes and endured it.

The whirlwind lasted a long time, but it passed;

And then we looked, and there was Antigonê!

35

I have seen

A mother bird come back to a stripped nest, heard

Her crying bitterly a broken note or two

For the young ones stolen. Just so, when this girl

Found the bare corpse, and all her love’s work wasted,

40

She wept, and cried on heaven to damn the hands

That had done this thing.


And then she brought more dust

And sprinkled wine three times for her brother’s ghost.

We ran and took her at once. She was not afraid,

Not even when we charged her with what she had done.

She denied nothing.

45


And this was a comfort to me,

And some uneasiness: for it is a good thing

To escape from death, but it is no great pleasure

To bring death to a friend.


Yet I always say

50
There is nothing so comfortable as your own safe skin!

Creon (slowly, dangerously): And you, Antigonê,

You with your head hanging,—do you confess this thing?

Antigonê: I do. I deny nothing.

Creon (to Sentry): 
You may go.

Exit Sentry.

(To Antigonê.) Tell me, tell me briefly:

55
Had you heard my proclamation touching this matter?

Antigonê: It was public. Could I help hearing it?

Creon: And yet you dared defy the law.

Antigonê:
I dared.

It was not God’s proclamation. That final Justice

That rules the world below makes no such laws.

Your edict, King, was strong,

60

But all your strength is weakness itself against

The immortal unrecorded laws of God.

They are not merely now: they were, and shall be,

Operative for ever, beyond man utterly.

I knew I must die, even without your decree:

65

I am only mortal. And if I must die

Now, before it is my time to die,

Surely this is no hardship: can anyone

Living, as I live, with evil all about me,

Think Death less than a friend? This death of mine

70

Is of no importance; but if I had left my brother

Lying in death unburied, I should have suffered.

Now I do not.


You smile at me. Ah Creon,

Think me a fool, if you like; but it may well be

75
That a fool convicts me of folly.

Choragos: Like father, like daughter: both headstrong, deaf to reason!

She has never learned to yield.

Creon:
She has much to learn.

The inflexible heart breaks first, the toughest iron

Cracks first, and the wildest horses bend their necks

At the pull of the smallest curb.


Pride? In a slave?

80

This girl is guilty of a double insolence,

Breaking the given laws and boasting of it.

Who is the man here,

She or I, if this crime goes unpunished?

Sister’s child, or more than sister’s child,

85

Or closer yet in blood—she and her sister

Win bitter death for this!

(To Servants.)
Go, some of you,

Arrest Ismenê. I accuse her equally.

Bring her: you will find her sniffling in the house there.

Her mind’s a traitor: crimes kept in the dark

90

Cry for light, and the guardian brain shudders;

But how much worse than this

Is brazen boasting of barefaced anarchy!

Antigonê: Creon, what more do you want than my death?

Creon: 
Nothing.

That gives me everything.

Antigonê:
Then I beg you: kill me.

95

This talking is a great weariness: your words

Are distasteful to me, and I am sure that mine

Seem so to you. And yet they should not seem so:

I should have praise and honor for what I have done.

All these men here would praise me

100

Were their lips not frozen shut with fear of you.

(Bitterly.) Ah the good fortune of kings,

Licensed to say and do whatever they please!

Creon: You are alone here in that opinion.

Antigonê: No, they are with me. But they keep their tongues in leash.

105

Creon: Maybe. But you are guilty, and they are not.

Antigonê: There is no guilt in reverence for the dead.

Creon: But Eteoclês—was he not your brother too?

Antigonê: My brother too.

Creon: 
And you insult his memory?

Antigonê (softly): The dead man would not say that I insult it.

110

Creon: He would: for you honor a traitor as much as him.

Antigonê: His own brother, traitor or not, and equal in blood.

Creon: He made war on his country. Eteoclês defended it.

Antigonê: Nevertheless, there are honors due all the dead.

Creon: But not the same for the wicked as for the just.

Antigonê: Ah Creon, Creon,

115
Which of us can say what the gods hold wicked?

Creon: An enemy is an enemy, even dead.

Antigonê: It is my nature to join in love, not hate.

Creon (finally losing patience): Go join them, then; if you must have your love,

120

Find it in hell!

Choragos: But see, Ismenê comes:

Enter Ismenê, guarded.

Those tears are sisterly, the cloud

That shadows her eyes rains down gentle sorrow.

Creon: You too, Ismenê,

125

Snake in my ordered house, sucking my blood

Stealthily—and all the time I never knew

That these two sisters were aiming at my throne!


Ismenê,

Do you confess your share in this crime, or deny it?

Answer me.

130
Ismenê: Yes, if she will let me say so. I am guilty.

Antigonê (coldly): No, Ismenê. You have no right to say so.

You would not help me, and I will not have you help me.

Ismenê: But now I know what you meant; and I am here

To join you, to take my share of punishment.

135

Antigonê: The dead man and the gods who rule the dead

Know whose act this was. Words are not friends.

Ismenê: Do you refuse me, Antigonê? I want to die with you:

I too have a duty that I must discharge to the dead.

Antigonê: You shall not lessen my death by sharing it.

140

Ismenê: What do I care for life when you are dead?

Antigonê: Ask Creon. You’re always hanging on his opinions.

Ismenê: You are laughing at me. Why, Antigonê?

Antigonê: It’s a joyless laughter, Ismenê.

Ismenê:
But can I do nothing?

Antigonê: Yes. Save yourself. I shall not envy you.

145

There are those who will praise you; I shall have honor, too.

Ismenê: But we are equally guilty!

Antigonê:
No more, Ismenê.

You are alive, but I belong to Death.

Creon (to the Chorus): Gentlemen, I beg you to observe these girls:

One has just now lost her mind; the other,

150

It seems, has never had a mind at all.

Ismenê: Grief teaches the steadiest minds to waver, King.

Creon: Yours certainly did, when you assumed guilt with the guilty!

Ismenê: But how could I go on living without her?

Creon:
You are.

She is already dead.

Ismenê:
But your own son’s bride!

155

Creon: There are places enough for him to push his plow.

I want no wicked women for my sons!

Ismenê: O dearest Haimon, how your father wrongs you!

Creon: I’ve had enough of your childish talk of marriage!

Choragos: Do you really intend to steal this girl from your son?

Creon: No; Death will do that for me.

160

Choragos: 
Then she must die?

Creon (ironically): You dazzle me.


—But enough of this talk!

(To Guards.) You, there, take them away and guard them well:

For they are but women, and even brave men run

When they see Death coming.

Exeunt Ismenê, Antigonê, and Guards.

Ode II


Strophe 1

Chorus: Fortunate is the man who has never tasted God’s vengeance!

Where once the anger of heaven has struck, that house is shaken

For ever: damnation rises behind each child

Like a wave cresting out of the black northeast,

5

When the long darkness under sea roars up

And bursts drumming death upon the windwhipped sand.


Antistrophe 1

I have seen this gathering sorrow from time long past

Loom upon Oedipus’ children: generation from generation

Takes the compulsive rage of the enemy god.

10

So lately this last flower of Oedipus’ line

Drank the sunlight! but now a passionate word

And a handful of dust have closed up all its beauty.


Strophe 2


What mortal arrogance


Transcends the wrath of Zeus?

15

Sleep cannot lull him nor the effortless long months

Of the timeless gods: but he is young for ever,

And his house is the shining day of high Olympos.


All that is and shall be,


And all the past, is his.

20

No pride on earth is free of the curse of heaven.


Antistrophe 2


The straying dreams of men


May bring them ghosts of joy:

But as they drowse, the waking embers burn them;

Or they walk with fixed eyes, as blind men walk.

25

But the ancient wisdom speaks for our own time:


Fate works most for woe

With Folly’s fairest show.
Man’s little pleasure is the spring of sorrow.

Scene III

Choragos: But here is Haimon, King, the last of all your sons.

Is it grief for Antigonê that brings him here,

And bitterness at being robbed of his bride?

Enter Haimon.

Creon: We shall soon see, and no need of diviners.


—Son,

5

You have heard my final judgment on that girl:

Have you come here hating me, or have you come

With deference and with love, whatever I do?

Haimon: I am your son, father. You are my guide.

You make things clear for me, and I obey you.

10

No marriage means more to me than your continuing wisdom.

Creon: Good. That is the way to behave: subordinate

Everything else, my son, to your father’s will.

This is what a man prays for, that he may get

Sons attentive and dutiful in his house,

15

Each one hating his father’s enemies,

Honoring his father’s friends. But if his sons

Fail him, if they turn out unprofitably,

What has he fathered but trouble for himself

And amusement for the malicious?


So you are right

20

Not to lose your head over this woman.

Your pleasure with her would soon grow cold, Haimon,

And then you’d have a hellcat in bed and elsewhere.

Let her find her husband in Hell!

Of all the people in this city, only she

25

Has had contempt for my law and broken it.

Do you want me to show myself weak before the people?

Or to break my sworn word? No, and I will not.

The woman dies.

I suppose she’ll plead “family ties.” Well, let her.

30

If I permit my own family to rebel,

How shall I earn the world’s obedience?

Show me the man who keeps his house in hand,

He’s fit for public authority.


I’ll have no dealings

With law-breakers, critics of the government:

35

Whoever is chosen to govern should be obeyed—

Must be obeyed, in all things, great and small,

Just and unjust! O Haimon,

The man who knows how to obey, and that man only,

Knows how to give commands when the time comes.

40

You can depend on him, no matter how fast

The spears come: he’s a good soldier, he’ll stick it out.

Anarchy, anarchy! Show me a greater evil!

This is why cities tumble and the great houses rain down,

This is what scatters armies!

45

No, no: good lives are made so by discipline.

We keep the laws then, and the lawmakers,

And no woman shall seduce us. If we must lose,

Let’s lose to a man, at least! Is a woman stronger than we?

Choragos: Unless time has rusted my wits,

50

What you say, King, is said with point and dignity.

Haimon (boyishly earnest): Father:

Reason is God’s crowning gift to man, and you are right

To warn me against losing mine. I cannot say—

I hope that I shall never want to say!—that you

55

Have reasoned badly. Yet there are other men

Who can reason, too; and their opinions might be helpful.

You are not in a position to know everything

That people say or do, or what they feel:

Your temper terrifies them—everyone

60

Will tell you only what you like to hear.

But I, at any rate, can listen; and I have heard them

Muttering and whispering in the dark about this girl.

They say no woman has ever, so unreasonably,

Died so shameful a death for a generous act:

65

“She covered her brother’s body. Is this indecent?

She kept him from dogs and vultures. Is this a crime?

Death?—She should have all the honor that we can give her!”

This is the way they talk out there in the city.

You must believe me:

70

Nothing is closer to me than your happiness.

What could be closer? Must not any son

Value his father’s fortune as his father does his?

I beg you, do not be unchangeable:

Do not believe that you alone can be right.

75

The man who thinks that,

The man who maintains that only he has the power

To reason correctly, the gift to speak, the soul—

A man like that, when you know him, turns out empty.

It is not reason never to yield to reason!

80

In flood time you can see how some trees bend,

And because they bend, even their twigs are safe,

While stubborn trees are torn up, roots and all.

And the same thing happens in sailing:

Make your sheet fast, never slacken,—and over you go,

85

Head over heels and under: and there’s your voyage.

Forget you are angry! Let yourself be moved!

I know I am young; but please let me say this:

The ideal condition

Would be, I admit, that men should be right by instinct;

90

But since we are all too likely to go astray,


The reasonable thing is to learn from those who can teach.

Choragos: You will do well to listen to him, King,

If what he says is sensible. And you, Haimon,

Must listen to your father.—Both speak well.

95

Creon: You consider it right for a man of my years and experience

To go to school to a boy?

Haimon:
It is not right,

If I am wrong. But if I am young, and right,

What does my age matter?

Creon: You think it right to stand up for an anarchist?

100

Haimon: Not at all. I pay no respect to criminals.

Creon: Then she is not a criminal?

Haimon: The City would deny it, to a man.

Creon: And the City proposes to teach me how to rule?

Haimon: Ah. Who is it that’s talking like a boy now?

105

Creon: My voice is the one voice giving orders in this City!

Haimon: It is no City if it takes orders from one voice.

Creon: The State is the King!

Haimon: 
Yes, if the State is a desert.

Pause.

Creon: This boy, it seems, has sold out to a woman.

Haimon: If you are a woman: my concern is only for you.

110

Creon: So? Your “concern”! In a public brawl with your father!

Haimon: How about you, in a public brawl with justice?

Creon: With justice, when all that I do is within my rights?

Haimon: You have no right to trample on God’s right.

Creon (completely out of control): Fool, adolescent fool! Taken in by a woman!

115

Haimon: You’ll never see me taken in by anything vile.

Creon: Every word you say is for her!

Haimon (quietly, darkly):
And for you.

And for me. And for the gods under the earth.

Creon: You’ll never marry her while she lives.

Haimon: Then she must die.—But her death will cause another.

120

Creon: Another?

Have you lost your senses? Is this an open threat?

Haimon: There is no threat in speaking to emptiness.

Creon: I swear you’ll regret this superior tone of yours!

You are the empty one!

Haimon:
If you were not my father,

125

I’d say you were perverse.

Creon: You girl-struck fool, don’t play at words with me!

Haimon: I am sorry. You prefer silence.

Creon:
Now, by God—!

I swear, by all the gods in heaven above us,

You’ll watch it, I swear you shall!

(To the Servants.)
Bring her out!

130

Bring the woman out! Let her die before his eyes!

Here, this instant, with her bridegroom beside her!

Haimon: Not here, no; she will not die here, King.

And you will never see my face again.

Go on raving as long as you’ve a friend to endure you.

Exit Haimon.

135

Choragos: Gone, gone.

Creon, a young man in a rage is dangerous!

Creon: Let him do, or dream to do, more than a man can.

He shall not save these girls from death.

Choragos: 
These girls?

You have sentenced them both?

Creon:
No, you are right.

140

I will not kill the one whose hands are clean.

Choragos: But Antigonê?

Creon (somberly):
I will carry her far away

Out there in the wilderness, and lock her

Living in a vault of stone. She shall have food,

As the custom is, to absolve the State of her death.

145

And there let her pray to the gods of hell:

They are her only gods:

Perhaps they will show her an escape from death,

Or she may learn,


though late,

That piety shown the dead is pity in vain.

Exit Creon.

Ode III


Strophe

Chorus: Love, unconquerable

Waster of rich men, keeper

Of warm lights and all-night vigil

In the soft face of a girl:

5

Sea-wanderer, forest-visitor!

Even the pure Immortals cannot escape you,

And mortal man, in his one day’s dusk,

Trembles before your glory.

Antistrophe

Surely you swerve upon ruin

10

The just man’s consenting heart,

As here you have made bright anger

Strike between father and son—

And none has conquered but Love!

A girl’s glánce wórking the will of heaven:

15

Pleasure to her alone who mocks us,

Merciless Aphroditê.°

Scene IV

Choragos (as Antigonê enters guarded):

But I can no longer stand in awe of this,

Nor, seeing what I see, keep back my tears.

Here is Antigonê, passing to that chamber

Where all find sleep at last.


Strophe 1

5

Antigonê: Look upon me, friends, and pity me

Turning back at the night’s edge to say

Good-by to the sun that shines for me no longer;

Now sleepy Death

Summons me down to Acheron,° that cold shore:

10

There is no bridesong there, nor any music.

Chorus: Yet not unpraised, not without a kind of honor,

You walk at last into the underworld;

Untouched by sickness, broken by no sword.

What woman has ever found your way to death?


Antistrophe 1

15

Antigonê: How often I have heard the story of Niobê,°

Tantalos’ wretched daughter, how the stone

Clung fast about her, ivy-close: and they say

The rain falls endlessly

And sifting soft snow; her tears are never done.

20

I feel the loneliness of her death in mine.

Chorus: But she was born of heaven, and you

Are woman, woman-born. If her death is yours,

A mortal woman’s, is this not for you

Glory in our world and in the world beyond?


Strophe 2

25

Antigonê: You laugh at me. Ah, friends, friends,

Can you not wait until I am dead? O Thebes,

O men many-charioted, in love with Fortune,

Dear springs of Dircê, sacred Theban grove,

Be witnesses for me, denied all pity,

30

Unjustly judged! and think a word of love

For her whose path turns

Under dark earth, where there are no more tears.

Chorus: You have passed beyond human daring and come at last

Into a place of stone where Justice sits.

35

I cannot tell

What shape of your father’s guilt appears in this.


Antistrophe 2

Antigonê: You have touched it at last: that bridal bed

Unspeakable, horror of son and mother mingling:

Their crime, infection of all our family!

40

O Oedipus, father and brother!

Your marriage strikes from the grave to murder mine.

I have been a stranger here in my own land:

All my life

The blasphemy of my birth has followed me.

45

Chorus: Reverence is a virtue, but strength

Lives in established law: that must prevail.

You have made your choice,

Your death is the doing of your conscious hand.


Epode°
Antigonê: Then let me go, since all your words are bitter,

50

And the very light of the sun is cold to me.

Lead me to my vigil, where I must have

Neither love nor lamentation; no song, but silence.

Creon interrupts impatiently.

Creon: If dirges and planned lamentations could put off death,

Men would be singing for ever.

(To the Servants.)
Take her, go!
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You know your orders: take her to the vault

And leave her alone there. And if she lives or dies,

That’s her affair, not ours: our hands are clean.

Antigonê: O tomb, vaulted bride-bed in eternal rock,

Soon I shall be with my own again
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Where Persephonê° welcomes the thin ghosts underground:

And I shall see my father again, and you, mother,

And dearest Polyneicês—


dearest indeed

To me, since it was my hand

That washed him clean and poured the ritual wine:
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And my reward is death before my time!

And yet, as men’s hearts know, I have done no wrong,

I have not sinned before God. Or if I have,

I shall know the truth in death. But if the guilt

Lies upon Creon who judged me, then, I pray,

May his punishment equal my own.
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Choragos: 
O passionate heart,

Unyielding, tormented still by the same winds!

Creon: Her guards shall have good cause to regret their delaying.

Antigonê: Ah! That voice is like the voice of death!

Creon: I can give you no reason to think you are mistaken.
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Antigonê: Thebes, and you my fathers’ gods,

And rulers of Thebes, you see me now, the last

Unhappy daughter of a line of kings,

Your kings, led away to death. You will remember

What things I suffer, and at what men’s hands,
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Because I would not transgress the laws of heaven.

(To the Guards, simply.) Come: let us wait no longer.

Exit Antigonê, left, guarded.

Ode iv


Strophe 1

Chorus: All Danaê’s beauty was locked away

In a brazen cell where the sunlight could not come:

A small room still as any grave, enclosed her.

Yet she was a princess too,

5

And Zeus in a rain of gold poured love upon her.°

O child, child,

No power in wealth or war

Or tough sea-blackened ships

Can prevail against untiring Destiny!


Antistrophe 1

10

And Dryas’ son° also, that furious king,

Bore the god’s prisoning anger for his pride:

Sealed up by Dionysos in deaf stone,

His madness died among echoes.

So at the last he learned what dreadful power

15

His tongue had mocked:

For he had profaned the revels,

And fired the wrath of the nine

Implacable Sisters° that love the sound of the flute.


Strophe 2

And old men tell a half-remembered tale

20

Of horror° where a dark ledge splits the sea

And a double surf beats on the gráy shóres:

How a king’s new woman, sick

With hatred for the queen he had imprisoned,
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Ripped out his two sons’ eyes with her bloody hands

While grinning Arês° watched the shuttle plunge

Four times: four blind wounds crying for revenge,


Antistrophe 2

Crying, tears and blood mingled.—Piteously born,

Those sons whose mother was of heavenly birth!

Her father was the god of the North Wind
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And she was cradled by gales,

She raced with young colts on the glittering hills

And walked untrammeled in the open light:

But in her marriage deathless Fate found means

To build a tomb like yours for all her joy.

Scene V

Enter blind Teiresias, led by a boy. The opening speeches of Teiresias should be in singsong contrast to the realistic lines of Creon.

Teiresias: This is the way the blind man comes, Princes, Princes,

Lockstep, two heads lit by the eyes of one.

Creon: What new thing have you to tell us, old Teiresias?

Teiresias: I have much to tell you: listen to the prophet, Creon.
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Creon: I am not aware that I have ever failed to listen.

Teiresias: Then you have done wisely, King, and ruled well.

Creon: I admit my debt to you. But what have you to say?

Teiresias: This, Creon: you stand once more on the edge of fate.

Creon: What do you mean? Your words are a kind of dread.
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Teiresias: Listen Creon:

I was sitting in my chair of augury, at the place

Where the birds gather about me. They were all a-chatter,

As is their habit, when suddenly I heard

A strange note in their jangling, a scream, a
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Whirring fury; I knew that they were fighting,

Tearing each other, dying

In a whirlwind of wings clashing. And I was afraid.

I began the rites of burnt-offering at the altar,
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But Hephaistos° failed me: instead of bright flame,

There was only the sputtering slime of the fat thigh-flesh

Melting: the entrails dissolved in gray smoke,

The bare bone burst from the welter. And no blaze!

This was a sign from heaven. My boy described it,
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Seeing for me as I see for others.

I tell you, Creon, you yourself have brought

This new calamity upon us. Our hearths and altars

Are stained with the corruption of dogs and carrion birds

That glut themselves on the corpse of Oedipus’ son.

The gods are deaf when we pray to them, their fire
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Recoils from our offering, their birds of omen

Have no cry of comfort, for they are gorged

With the thick blood of the dead.


O my son,

These are no trifles! Think: all men make mistakes,

But a good man yields when he knows his course is wrong,
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And repairs the evil. The only crime is pride.

Give in to the dead man, then: do not fight with a corpse—

What glory is it to kill a man who is dead?

Think, I beg you:

It is for your own good that I speak as I do.
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You should be able to yield for your own good.

Creon: It seems that prophets have made me their especial province.

All my life long

I have been a kind of butt for the dull arrows

Of doddering fortune-tellers!


No, Teiresias:
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If your birds—if the great eagles of God himself

Should carry him stinking bit by bit to heaven,

I would not yield. I am not afraid of pollution:

No man can defile the gods.


Do what you will,

Go into business, make money, speculate
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In India gold or that synthetic gold from Sardis,

Get rich otherwise than by my consent to bury him.

Teiresias, it is a sorry thing when a wise man

Sells his wisdom, lets out his words for hire!

Teiresias: Ah Creon! Is there no man left in the world—
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Creon: To do what?—Come, let’s have the aphorism!

Teiresias: No man who knows that wisdom outweighs any wealth?

Creon: As surely as bribes are baser than any baseness.

Teiresias: You are sick, Creon! You are deathly sick!

Creon: As you say: it is not my place to challenge a prophet.
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Teiresias: Yet you have said my prophecy is for sale.

Creon: The generation of prophets has always loved gold.

Teiresias: The generation of kings has always loved brass.

Creon: You forget yourself! You are speaking to your King.

Teiresias: I know it. You are a king because of me.
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Creon: You have a certain skill; but you have sold out.

Teiresias: King, you will drive me to words that—

Creon:
Say them, say them!

Only remember: I will not pay you for them.

Teiresias: No, you will find them too costly.

Creon: 
No doubt. Speak:

Whatever you say, you will not change my will.
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Teiresias: Then take this, and take it to heart!

The time is not far off when you shall pay back

Corpse for corpse, flesh of your own flesh.

You have thrust the child of this world into living night,

You have kept from the gods below the child that is theirs:

The one in a grave before her death, the other,
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Dead, denied the grave. This is your crime:

And the Furies and the dark gods of Hell

Are swift with terrible punishment for you.

Do you want to buy me now, Creon?


Not many days,
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And your house will be full of men and women weeping,

And curses will be hurled at you from far

Cities grieving for sons unburied, left to rot

Before the walls of Thebes.

These are my arrows, Creon: they are all for you.
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(To Boy.) But come, child: lead me home.

Let him waste his fine anger upon younger men.

Maybe he will learn at last

To control a wiser tongue in a better head.

Exit Teiresias.

Choragos: The old man has gone, King, but his words

Remain to plague us. I am old, too,
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But I cannot remember that he was ever false.

Creon: That is true . . . . It troubles me.

Oh it is hard to give in! but it is worse

To risk everything for stubborn pride.

Choragos: Creon: take my advice.

Creon:
What shall I do?
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Choragos: Go quickly: free Antigonê from her vault

And build a tomb for the body of Polyneicês.

Creon: You would have me do this!

Choragos:
Creon, yes!

And it must be done at once: God moves

Swiftly to cancel the folly of stubborn men.
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Creon: It is hard to deny the heart! But I

Will do it: I will not fight with destiny.

Choragos: You must go yourself, you cannot leave it to others.

Creon: I will go.


—Bring axes, servants:

Come with me to the tomb. I buried her, I

105
Will set her free.


Oh quickly!

My mind misgives—

The laws of the gods are mighty, and a man must serve them

To the last day of his life!

Exit Creon.

Paean°


Strophe 1

Choragos: God of many names

Chorus:
O Iacchos


son

of Kadmeian Sémelê


O born of the Thunder!

Guardian of the West


Regent

of Eleusis’ plain


O Prince of maenad Thebes

and the Dragon Field by rippling Ismenós:°

5

Antistrophe 1

Choragos: God of many names

Chorus:
the flame of torches

flares on our hills


the nymphs of Iacchos

dance at the spring of Castalia:°

from the vine-close mountain


come ah come in ivy:

Evohé evohé!° sings through the streets of Thebes

10


Strophe 2

Choragos: God of many names

Chorus: 
Iacchos of Thebes

heavenly Child


of Sémelê bride of the Thunderer!

The shadow of plague is upon us:


come

with clement feet


oh come from Parnasos

down the long slopes

15


across the lamenting water


Antistrophe 2

Choragos: Iô° Fire! Chorister of the throbbing stars!

O purest among the voices of the night!

Thou son of God, blaze for us!

Chorus: Come with choric rapture of circling Maenads

Who cry Iô Iacche!
20


God of many names!
Éxodos°

Enter Messenger from left.

Messenger: Men of the line of Kadmos, you who live

Near Amphion’s citadel:°


I cannot say

Of any condition of human life “This is fixed,

This is clearly good, or bad.” Fate raises up,
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And Fate casts down the happy and unhappy alike:

No man can foretell his Fate.


Take the case of Creon:

Creon was happy once, as I count happiness:

Victorious in battle, sole governor of the land,

Fortunate father of children nobly born.
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And now it has all gone from him! Who can say

That a man is still alive when his life’s joy fails?

He is a walking dead man. Grant him rich,

Let him live like a king in his great house:

If his pleasure is gone, I would not give
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So much as the shadow of smoke for all he owns.

Choragos: Your words hint at sorrow: what is your news for us?

Messenger: They are dead. The living are guilty of their death.

Choragos: Who is guilty? Who is dead? Speak!

Messenger:
Haimon.

Haimon is dead; and the hand that killed him

Is his own hand.
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Choragos:
His father’s? or his own?

Messenger: His own, driven mad by the murder his father had done.

Choragos: Teiresias, Teiresias, how clearly you saw it all!

Messenger: This is my news: you must draw what conclusions you can from it.

Choragos: But look: Eurydicê, our Queen:
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Has she overheard us?

Enter Eurydicê from the palace, center.

Eurydicê: I have heard something, friends:

As I was unlocking the gate of Pallas’° shrine,

For I needed her help today, I heard a voice

Telling of some new sorrow. And I fainted
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There at the temple with all my maidens about me.

But speak again: whatever it is, I can bear it:

Grief and I are no strangers.

Messenger:
Dearest Lady.

I will tell you plainly all that I have seen.

I shall not try to comfort you: what is the use,
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Since comfort could lie only in what is not true?

The truth is always best.


I went with Creon

To the outer plain where Polyneicês was lying,

No friend to pity him, his body shredded by dogs.

We made our prayers in that place to Hecatê
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And Pluto,° that they would be merciful. And we bathed

The corpse with holy water, and we brought

Fresh-broken branches to burn what was left of it,

And upon the urn we heaped up a towering barrow

Of the earth of his own land.


When we were done, we ran
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To the vault where Antigonê lay on her couch of stone.

One of the servants had gone ahead,

And while he was yet far off he heard a voice

Grieving within the chamber, and he came back

And told Creon. And as the King went closer,
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The air was full of wailing, the words lost,

And he begged us to make all haste. “Am I a prophet?”

He said, weeping, “And must I walk this road,

The saddest of all that I have gone before?

My son’s voice calls me on. Oh quickly, quickly!
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Look through the crevice there, and tell me

If it is Haimon, or some deception of the gods!”

We obeyed; and in the cavern’s farthest corner

We saw her lying:

She had made a noose of her fine linen veil
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And hanged herself. Haimon lay beside her,

His arms about her waist, lamenting her,

His love lost under ground, crying out

That his father had stolen her away from him.

When Creon saw him the tears rushed to his eyes
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And he called to him: “What have you done, child? Speak to me.

What are you thinking that makes your eyes so strange?

O my son, my son, I come to you on my knees!”

But Haimon spat in his face. He said not a word,

Staring—


And suddenly drew his sword
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And lunged. Creon shrank back, the blade missed; and the boy,

Desperate against himself, drove it half its length

Into his own side, and fell. And as he died

He gathered Antigonê close in his arms again,

Choking, his blood bright red on her white cheek.

75

And now he lies dead with the dead, and she is his

At last, his bride in the houses of the dead.

Exit Eurydicê into the palace.

Choragos: She has left us without a word. What can this mean?

Messenger: It troubles me, too; yet she knows what is best,

Her grief is too great for public lamentation,
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And doubtless she has gone to her chamber to weep

For her dead son, leading her maidens in his dirge.

Choragos: It may be so: but I fear this deep silence.

Pause.

Messenger: I will see what she is doing. I will go in.

Exit Messenger into the palace.

Enter Creon with attendants, bearing Haimon’s body.

Choragos: But here is the king himself: oh look at him,
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Bearing his own damnation in his arms.

Creon: Nothing you say can touch me any more.

My own blind heart has brought me

From darkness to final darkness. Here you see

The father murdering, the murdered son—
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And all my civic wisdom!

Haimon my son, so young, so young to die,

I was the fool, not you; and you died for me.

Choragos: That is the truth; but you were late in learning it.

Creon: This truth is hard to bear. Surely a god
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Has crushed me beneath the hugest weight of heaven,

And driven me headlong a barbaric way

To trample out the thing I held most dear.

The pains that men will take to come to pain!

Enter Messenger from the palace.

Messenger: The burden you carry in your hands is heavy,
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But it is not all: you will find more in your house.

Creon: What burden worse than this shall I find there?

Messenger: The Queen is dead.

Creon: O port of death, deaf world,

Is there no pity for me? And you, Angel of evil,
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I was dead, and your words are death again.

Is it true, boy? Can it be true?

Is my wife dead? Has death bred death?

Messenger: You can see for yourself.

The doors are opened and the body of Eurydicê is disclosed within.

Creon: Oh pity!
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All true, all true, and more than I can bear!

O my wife, my son!

Messenger: She stood before the altar, and her heart

Welcomed the knife her own hand guided,

And a great cry burst from her lips for Megareus° dead,
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And for Haimon dead, her sons; and her last breath

Was a curse for their father, the murderer of her sons.

And she fell, and the dark flowed in through her closing eyes.

Creon: O God, I am sick with fear.

Are there no swords here? Has no one a blow for me?
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Messenger: Her curse is upon you for the deaths of both.

Creon: It is right that it should be. I alone am guilty.

I know it, and I say it. Lead me in,

Quickly, friends.

I have neither life nor substance. Lead me in.
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Choragos: You are right, if there can be right in so much wrong.

The briefest way is best in a world of sorrow.

Creon: Let it come,

Let death come quickly, and be kind to me.

I would not ever see the sun again.

130

Choragos: All that will come when it will; but we, meanwhile,

Have much to do. Leave the future to itself.

Creon: All my heart was in that prayer!

Choragos: Then do not pray any more: the sky is deaf.

Creon: Lead me away. I have been rash and foolish.
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I have killed my son and my wife.

I look for comfort; my comfort lies here dead.

Whatever my hands have touched has come to nothing.

Fate has brought all my pride to a thought of dust.

As Creon is being led into the house, the Choragos advances and speaks directly to the audience.

Choragos: There is no happiness where there is no wisdom;
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No wisdom but in submission to the gods.

Big words are always punished,

And proud men in old age learn to be wise.

Questions


1.
What is Creon’s motivation for forbidding the burial of his own nephew Polyneicês? Why would he issue an edict that runs so contrary to his family obligations?


2.
What are Antigonê’s reasons for performing funeral rites on her brother’s corpse in direct violation of Creon’s edict?


3.
What are the larger issues behind the conflicting positions of both Creon and Antigonê? Is either person or position clearly wrong?


4.
Does the chorus take a position in the argument between Creon and Antigonê?


5.
If Antigonê is a tragic heroine, what is her tragic flaw? Does she have any particular hubris or excess of virtue that dooms her?


6.
Can a modern reader discern Sophocles’ own position on the debate between civic  responsibility (Creon’s edict) and family duty (Antigonê’s defiance)? Are his authorial sympathies anywhere evident in the play?


7.
What is the role of Eurydicê? Is her presence essential to the story? What would be the  effect of removing her from the drama?


8.
Can you imagine a modern setting in which a new production of Antigonê might be staged? Describe your idea in terms of sets, costumes, and staging.

Critics on Sophocles

Aristotle (384–322 b.c.)

Defining Tragedy
330 b.c.?
Translated by L. J. Potts

Tragedy is an imitation of an action of high importance, complete and of some amplitude; in language enhanced by distinct and varying beauties; acted not narrated; by means of pity and fear effecting its purgation of these emotions. By the beauties enhancing the language I mean rhythm and melody; by “distinct and varying” I mean that some are produced by meter alone, and others at another time by melody.

• • •

What will produce the tragic effect? Since, then, tragedy, to be at its finest, requires a complex, not a simple, structure, and its structure should also imitate fearful and pitiful events (for that is the peculiarity of this sort of imitation), it is clear: first, that decent people must not be shown passing from good fortune to misfortune (for that is not fearful or pitiful but disgusting); again, vicious people must not be shown passing from misfortune to good fortune (for that is the most untragic situation  possible—it has none of the requisites, it is neither humane, nor pitiful, nor fearful); nor again should an utterly evil man fall from good fortune into misfortune (for though a plot of that kind would be humane, it would not induce pity or fear—pity is induced by undeserved misfortune, and fear by the misfortunes of normal people, so that this situation will be neither pitiful nor fearful). So we are left with the man between these extremes: that is to say, the kind of man who neither is distinguished for excellence and virtue, nor comes to grief on account of baseness and vice, but on account of some error; a man of great reputation and prosperity, like Oedipus and Thyestes and conspicuous people of such families as theirs. So, to be well formed, a fable must be single rather than (as some say) double—there must be no change from misfortune to good fortune, but only the opposite, from good fortune to misfortune; the cause must not be vice, but a great error; and the man must be either of the type specified or better, rather than worse. This is borne out by the practice of poets; at first they picked a fable at random and made an inventory of its contents, but now the finest tragedies are plotted, and concern a few families—for example, the tragedies about Alcmeon, Oedipus, Orestes, Meleager, Thyestes, Telephus, and any others whose lives were attended by terrible experiences or doings.

This is the plot that will produce the technically finest tragedy. Those critics are therefore wrong who censure Euripides on this very ground—because he does this in his tragedies, and many of them end in misfortune; for it is, as I have said, the right thing to do. This is clearly demonstrated on the stage in the competitions, where such plays, if they succeed, are the most tragic, and Euripides, even if he is inefficient in every other respect, still shows himself the most tragic of our poets. The next best plot, which is said by some people to be the best, is the tragedy with a double plot, like the Odyssey, ending in one way for the better people and in the opposite way for the worse. But it is the weakness of theatrical performances that gives priority to this kind; when poets write what the audience would like to happen, they are in leading strings.° This is not the pleasure proper to tragedy, but rather to comedy, where the greatest enemies in the fable, say Orestes and Aegisthus, make friends and go off at the end, and nobody is killed by anybody.

The pity and fear can be brought about by the mise en scène;° but they can also come from the mere plotting of the incidents, which is preferable, and better poetry. For, without seeing anything, the fable ought to have been so plotted that if one heard the bare facts, the chain of circumstances would make one shudder and pity. That would happen to any one who heard the fable of the Oedipus. To produce this effect by the mise en scène is less artistic and puts one at the mercy of the technician; and those who use it not to frighten but merely to startle have lost touch with tragedy altogether. We should not try to get all sorts of pleasure from tragedy, but the particular tragic pleasure. And clearly, since this pleasure coming from pity and fear has to be produced by imitation, it is by his handling of the incidents that the poet must create it.

• • •

And in the characterization, as in the plotting of the incidents, the aim should always be either necessity or probability: so that they say or do such things as it is necessary or probable that they would, being what they are; and that for this to follow that is either necessary or probable. (Thus it is clear that the untying of the fable should follow on the circumstances of the fable itself, and not be done ex machina, as it is in the Medea, or in Book Two of the Homer. But the deus ex machina° should be used for matters outside the drama—either things that happened before and that man could not know, or future events that need to be announced prophetically; for we allow the gods to see everything. As for extravagant incidents, there should be none in the story, or if there are they should be kept outside the tragedy, as is the one in the Oedipus of Sophocles.)

Since tragedy is an imitation of people above the normal, we must be like good portrait-painters, who follow the original model closely, but refine on it; in the same way the poet, in imitating people whose character is choleric or phlegmatic, and so forth, must keep them as they are and at the same time make them attractive. So Homer made Achilles noble, as well as a pattern of obstinacy.

From Poetics, VI, XIII–XV

Sigmund Freud  (1856–1939)
The Destiny of Oedipus
1900
Translated by James Strachey

If Oedipus the King moves a modern audience no less than it did the contemporary Greek one, the explanation can only be that its effect does not lie in the contrast between destiny and human will, but is to be looked for in the particular nature of the material on which that contrast is exemplified. There must be something which makes a voice within us ready to recognize the compelling force of destiny in the Oedipus, while we can dismiss as merely arbitrary such dispositions as are laid down in Die Ahnfrau° or other modern tragedies of destiny. And a factor of this kind is in fact involved in the story of King Oedipus. His destiny moves us only because it might have been ours—because the oracle laid the same curse upon us before our birth as upon him. It is the fate of all of us, perhaps, to direct our first sexual impulse towards our mother and our first hatred and our first murderous wish against our father. Our dreams convince us that that is so. King Oedipus, who slew his father Laius and married his mother Jocasta, merely shows us the fulfillment of our own childhood wishes. But, more fortunate than he, we have meanwhile succeeded, insofar as we have not become psychoneurotics, in detaching our sexual impulses from our mothers and in forgetting our jealousy of our fathers. Here is one in whom these primeval wishes of our childhood have been fulfilled, and we shrink back from him with the whole force of the repression by which those wishes have since that time been held down within us. While the poet, as he unravels the past, brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, he is at the same time compelling us to recognize our own inner minds, in which those same impulses, though suppressed, are still to be found. The contrast with which the closing Chorus leaves us confronted—



look upon Oedipus.

This is the king who solved the famous riddle

And towered up, most powerful of men.

No mortal eyes but looked on him with envy,

Yet in the end ruin swept over him.

—strikes as a warning at ourselves and our pride, at us who since our childhood have grown so wise and so mighty in our own eyes. Like Oedipus, we live in ignorance of these wishes, repugnant to morality, which have been forced upon us by Nature, and after their revelation we may all of us well seek to close our eyes to the scenes of our childhood.

From The Interpretation of Dreams

E. R. Dodds  (1893–1979)
On Misunderstanding Oedipus
1966
Some readers of the Oedipus Rex have told me that they find its atmosphere stifling and oppressive: they miss the tragic exaltation that one gets from the Antigonê or the Prometheus Vinctus. And I fear that what I have said here has done nothing to remove that feeling. Yet it is not a feeling which I share myself. Certainly the Oedipus Rex is a play about the blindness of man and the desperate insecurity of the human condition: in a sense every man must grope in the dark as Oedipus gropes, not knowing who he is or what he has to suffer; we all live in a world of appearance which hides from us who-knows-what dreadful reality. But surely the Oedipus Rex is also a play about human greatness. Oedipus is great, not in virtue of a great worldly  position—for his worldly position is an illusion which will vanish like a dream—but in virtue of his inner strength: strength to pursue the truth at whatever personal cost, and strength to accept and endure it when found. “This horror is mine,” he cries, “and none but I is strong enough to bear it.” Oedipus is great because he accepts the responsibility for all his acts, including those which are objectively most horrible, though subjectively innocent.

To me personally Oedipus is a kind of symbol of the human intelligence which cannot rest until it has solved all the riddles—even the last riddle, to which the answer is that human happiness is built on an illusion. I do not know how far Sophocles intended that. But certainly in the last lines of the play (which I firmly believe to be genuine) he does generalize the case, does appear to suggest that in some sense Oedipus is every man and every man is potentially Oedipus. Freud felt this (he was not insensitive to poetry), but as we all know he understood it in a specific psychological sense. “Oedipus’ fate,” he says, “moves us only because it might have been our own, because the oracle laid upon us before birth is the very curse which rested upon him. It may be that we were all destined to direct our first sexual impulses towards our mothers, and our first impulses of hatred and violence towards our fathers; our dreams convince us that we were.” Perhaps they do; but Freud did not ascribe his interpretation of the myth to Sophocles, and it is not the interpretation I have in mind. Is there not in the poet’s view a much wider sense in which every man is Oedipus? If every man could tear away the last veils of illusion, if he could see human life as time and the gods see it, would he not see that against that tremendous background all the generations of men are as if they had not been, isa kai to me¯den zo¯sas? That was how Odysseus saw it when he had conversed with Athena, the embodiment of divine wisdom. “In Ajax’ condition,” he says, “I recognize my own: I perceive that all men living are but appearance or unsubstantial shadow.”

From “On Misunderstanding the Oedipus Rex”

A. E. Haigh  (1855–1905)
The Irony of Sophocles
1896
The use of “tragic irony,” as it has been called, is a favorite device in all dramatic literature. It is mostly employed when some catastrophe is about to happen, which is known and foreseen by the spectators, but concealed either from all, or from some, of the actors in the drama. In such cases the dialogue may be couched in terms which, though perfectly harmless upon the surface, carry an ominous significance to the initiated, and point suggestively to what is about to happen; and the contrast between the outer and the inner meaning of the language produces a deep effect upon the stage. Examples of this “irony” are to be found in most tragic writers, but especially in those of Greece, who use it with far greater frequency than the moderns; the reason being that, as the subjects of Greek tragedy were taken from the old legends with which every one was familiar, it was far easier for the ancient dramatist to indulge in those ambiguous allusions which presuppose a certain knowledge on the part of the spectators. Sophocles, however, is distinguished even among the Greek poets for his predilection for this form of speech, and his “irony” has become proverbial. It figures so prominently in his dramas, and goes so far to determine their general tone, that a detailed consideration of the matter will not be out of place.

Tragic irony may be divided into two kinds, the conscious and the unconscious. Conscious irony occurs in those cases where the speaker is not himself the victim of any illusion, but foresees the calamity that is about to fall on others, and exults in the prospect. His language, though equivocal, is easily intelligible to the audience, and to those actors who are acquainted with the facts; and its dark humor adds to the horror of the situation. This kind of irony is the one more commonly met with in the modern drama.

• • •

But in Sophocles the examples of such irony are far more numerous and more subtle than in the other poets, his love of intricate and allusive phraseology causing him to take especial delight in these ambiguities. Ajax, when he has once resolved upon self-destruction, continues in speech after speech to beguile his wife and the chorus by the sinister obscurity of his language, inducing them to believe that he will soon be “delivered from all evil.” And in the Electra, when Clytaemnestra has been slain, and Aegisthus comes hastening back in triumph to the palace, thinking that the corpse is that of his enemy Orestes, the dialogue which ensues between himself and Electra is one long series of bitter equivocations, of which he alone fails to perceive the significance.

The other kind of irony, the unconscious, is perhaps the more impressive of the two. Here the sufferer is himself the spokesman. Utterly blind as to the doom which overhangs him, he uses words which, to the mind of the audience, have an ominous suggestiveness, and without knowing it, probes his own wounds to the bottom. Such irony is not confined merely to the language, but runs through the whole situation; and the contrast between the cheerful heedlessness of the victim, and the dark shadows which surround him, produces an impression more terrible than that which any form of speech could convey. Scenes of this kind had a peculiar fascination for the ancients. The fear of a sudden reverse of fortune, and of some fatal Nemesis which waits upon pride and boastfulness, was of all ideas the one most deeply impressed upon the mind of antiquity. Hence the popularity upon the stage of those thrilling spectacles, in which confidence and presumption were seen advancing blindfold to destruction, and the bitterness of the doom was intensified by the unconscious utterances of the victim.

• • •

The greatest example of all is the Oedipus Rex, the masterpiece of Sophocles, and the most typical of all Greek tragedies. The irony of destiny is here exhibited with unexampled force. In the opening scene Oedipus is depicted in the height of his prosperity, renowned and venerated, and surrounded by his suppliant countrymen; and the priest addresses him as the “wisest of men in dealing with life’s chances and with the visitations of heaven.” To the audience who know that within a few short hours the wrath of heaven will have crushed and shattered him, the pathetic meaning of these words is indescribable. From this first scene until the final catastrophe the speeches of Oedipus are all full of the same tragic allusiveness. He can scarcely open his lips without touching unconsciously on his own approaching fate. When he insists upon the fact that his search for the assassin is “not on behalf of strangers, but in his own cause,” and when he cautiously warns Jocasta that, as his mother still lives, the guilt of incest is not yet an impossibility, every word that he utters has a concealed barb. Perhaps the most tragic passage of all is that in which, while cursing the murderer of Laius, he prounounces his own doom. “As for the man who did the deed of guilt, whether alone he lurks, or in league with others, I pray that he may waste his life away in suffering, perishing vilely for his vile actions. And if he should become a dweller in my house, I knowing it, may every curse I utter fall on my own head.”

From The Tragic Drama of the Greeks
David Wiles  
The Chorus as Democrat
2000
Oedipus becomes a political play when we focus on the interaction of actor and chorus, and see how the chorus forms a democratic mass jury. Each sequence of dialogue takes the form of a contest for the chorus’ sympathy, with Oedipus sliding from the role of prosecutor to that of defendant, and each choral dance offers a provisional verdict. After Oedipus’ set-to with Teiresias the soothsayer, the chorus decides to trust Oedipus on the basis of his past record; after his argument with his brother-in-law Creon, the chorus shows their distress and urges compromise. Once Oedipus has confessed to a killing and Iocastê has declared that oracles have no force, the chorus is forced to think about political tyranny, torn between respect for divine law and trust in their rulers. In the next dance they assume that the contradiction is resolved and Oedipus has turned out to be the son of a god. Finally a slave’s evidence reveals that the man most honored by society is in fact the least to be envied. The political implications are clear: there is no space in democratic society for such as Oedipus. Athenians, like the chorus of the play, must reject the temptation to believe one man can calculate the future.

From Greek Theatre Performance: An Introduction
Patricia M. Lines  (b. 1938)
Antigonê’s Flaw
1999
Antigonê does not seem to fit the Aristotelian formula. Aristotle himself did not seem to know what to make of it. In the Poetica’s sole reference to the play Aristotle offers Antigonê as an example of a poor plot for a tragedy. The least tragic plot, he avers, involves a character who resolves to do a fearful deed and does not do it. His example is Haimon who seems ready to slay his father, Creon, and does not. This may be one of those rare cases where Aristotle misses the point. First, after more than two millennia of experience with drama, one can imagine a situation where delay in doing the dread deed makes the tragedy. Nor is it clear that Haimon had resolved to kill his father; his veiled threat may have been to kill himself, an action which he finally takes. Most important, the conflict between Haimon and his father does not stir our emotions as much as the conflict swirling around Antigonê.

The play strikes us as a fine one—Hegel thought it was the supreme example of tragedy, prompting him to pose a different theory for the form. Hegel sees a dialectical clash between two ideals of justice. A noble and wise Antigonê fights for the justice of traditional belief, while a tyrannical Creon fights for a right based on might. Irving Babbitt has suggested a more subtle variation of dialectic theory, hailing Antigonê as the “perfect example of the ethical imagination” in contrast to her sister, Ismenê, who knows merely “the law of the community.” Both Antigonê and Ismenê are ethical, but Ismenê lacks ethical imagination. As Babbitt sees it:

This law, the convention of a particular place and time, is always but a very imperfect image, a mere shadow indeed of the unwritten law which being above the ordinary rational level is . . . infinite and incapable of final formulation.

While such interpretations no doubt are true—with each uncovering layers of meaning—alone they reduce Antigonê to a morality play. Such interpretations fail to explain the play’s more complex and turbulent moods.

• • •

The suggestion that Sophocles intended to present a flawed Antigonê rubs against the grain. She is the paragon. The religion of the Greeks, like virtually all religions, required burial of the dead—even the enemy dead. The ancient tales in the Iliad, the bible to the Greeks, warn of the anger of the gods upon a failure to honor the dead. Besides, the restless shades of the unburied could cause trouble. Antigonê stands for all that is right and for the opposition to tyranny. Thus, we have only a play about Creon’s excessive harshness and his tragically delayed conversion. Yet, Sophocles provides a fair amount of evidence that he intended to create something more complex than a morality play.

Consider first the parallels between Antigonê and Oedipus Rex. Both stories begin with a problem facing family and polis, and with the central character resolving to make things right. Antigonê proceeds with unswerving resolution in her judgment of the situation. She possesses complete confidence in her ability to choose and execute a just action. She does not see the full situation; she is blind to key elements of the problem. She is like her father in most respects. Both Antigonê and Oedipus claim to know justice with the certainty of a god. Oedipus believes most in his cunning and strength, Antigonê in her goodness.

The flaw of hubris is easy to spot in Oedipus, but Antigonê’s brilliance is so dazzling that we overlook her flaw. After all, she has formulated a great and noble truth and maintains it with courage. She asserts God’s law over man’s law. Especially in our own time, where we formally recognize the superiority, within specified spheres, of individual right over the demands of overly broad laws, Antigonê seems a genius beyond her time.

Creon, by contrast, understands the needs of the polis. Following a civil war, he has placed a premium on order. He will do whatever is necessary, including the stern enforcement of harsh rules. He faces another dilemma in his role as leader: he forbade the burial of Polyneicês and decreed this harsh punishment before he was aware of Antigonê’s guilt. To pardon his future daughter-in-law as his first serious act as ruler of Thebes would compromise all future claims to fairness in his rule. Yet Creon listens to the chorus of old men; he listens to the blind seer. After struggling with the issue, he reconsiders his judgment; he determines to bury the body of Polyneicês and to unbury Antigonê with his own hands.

Antigonê, on the other hand, recognizes the demands of true justice and champions it. She spurns Ismenê, who initially hesitated to assist her but soon after wished to share in her sister’s punishment and death. Antigonê refuses the offer. When Ismenê asks whether her sister has cast her aside, Antigonê’s answer ignores Ismenê’s change of heart: “Yes. For you chose to live when I chose death.” Antigonê seems to speak not to spare Ismenê, but to wound her to the quick. Antigonê leaves Haimon, her betrothed, in the cold, as she left Ismenê. She never seeks him out, nor even mentions his name. Yet Haimon is ready to defy his father for Antigonê’s sake, and he refuses to live without her. Ironically, this may be what he must do to win her  affection, for Antigonê reveals no tenderness for anyone except those already dead.

Despite the solicitous love of Ismenê and the fierce love of Haimon, Antigonê complains of being alone and friendless:

I call upon Thebes’ grove in the armored plain, to be my witnesses, how with no friend’s mourning, by what decree I go to the fresh-made prison-tomb.

She compares her fate to Niobê’s—alluding to the stone image weeping on a cliff near Thebes. Significantly, Antigonê overlooks the fact that hubris destroyed Niobê. Niobê had boasted that her six (in some versions seven) sons and six (or seven) daughters made her the equal of the goddess Leto, mother of Apollo and Artemis. Apollo and Artemis took offense on hearing of this interesting assertion of quantity over quality. They resolved the issue by killing the hapless children and turning Niobê to stone.

The chorus, often the truth-sayer for Sophocles, provides more clues. Of Antigonê, they tell us:

The girl is bitter. She’s her father’s child.

She cannot yield to trouble; nor could he.

In perhaps the most revealing exchange, the chorus turns to Antigonê and tells her, plainly:

You showed respect for the dead.

So we for you: but power

is not to be thwarted so.

Your self-sufficiency has brought you down.

The last line is key: “’’´’´’’´.” The above quotation is from Wyckoff’s translation. But all translations seem to head in the same direction: “A self-determined impulse hath undone thee” (Campbell). “You were self-willed. That has been your undoing” (Townsend). “And thee, thy stubborne mood, self-chosen, layeth low” (students of the University of Notre Dame, 1983).3 In any translation, it seems the chorus has identified Antigonê’s flaw. She follows a truth that springs only from her self: It is ’´, or autognotos. She will not consult with others. We could call it self-certainty or, perhaps even better, self-righteousness. It is a form of hubris.

At another point, the chorus tells Antigonê she is autonomos. Literally, this means “a law unto yourself.” The English word autonomy does not convey quite the right meaning, as individual autonomy was a condition the Greeks viewed with discomfort and suspicion. The autonomous being is either beast or god, living only within the horizons of its own laws.

“Antigonê’s Flaw”

writing effectively

writers on writing

Robert Fitzgerald  (1910–1985)

Translating Sophocles into English
1941
The style of Sophocles was smooth. It has been likened by a modern critic to a molten flow of language, fitting and revealing every contour of the meaning, with no words wasted and no words poured on for effect. To approximate such purity I have sought a spare but felicitous manner of speech, not common and not “elevated” either, except by force of natural eloquence. The Greek writer did not disdain plainness when plainness was appropriate—appropriate, that is, both dramatically and within a context of verse very brilliant, mellifluous and powerful. As in every highly inflected language, the Greek order of words was controlled, by its masters, for special purposes of emphasis and even of meaning; and such of these as I have been acute enough to grasp I have tried to bring out by a comparable phrasing or rhythm in English. This I hold to be part of the business of “literal” rendering.

The difficulties involved in translating Greek dialogue are easily tripled when it comes to translating a chorus. Here the ellipses and compressions possible to the inflected idiom are particularly in evidence; and in the chorus, too, the poet concentrates his allusive power. For the modern reader, who has very little “literature” in the sense in which Samuel Johnson° used the term, two out of three allusions in the Greek odes will be meaningless. This is neither surprising nor deplorable. The Roman writer Ennius,° translating Euripides for a Latin audience two centuries after the Periclean period, found it advisable to omit many place names and to omit or explain many mythological references; and his public had greater reason to be familiar with such things than we have. My handling of this problem has been governed by the general wish to leave nothing in the English that would drive the literate reader to a library.

“Commentary” on Sophocles’ The Oedipus Cycle
writing about greek tragedy

Some Things Change, Some Things Don’t

Reading an ancient work of literature, such as Sophocles’ Oedipus the King or Antigonê, you might have two contradictory reactions. On the one hand, you are likely to note how differently people thought, spoke, and conducted themselves in the ancient world from the way they do now. On the other hand, you might notice how many facets of human nature remain constant across the ages. Though Sophocles’ characters are mythic, they also are recognizably human.

Writing about a classical tragedy, you should stay alert to both impulses. Be open to the play’s universal appeal, but never forget its foreignness. Take note of the basic beliefs and values that the characters hold that are different from your own. How do those elements influence their actions and motivations?

In making notes for your paper, jot down something about each major character that seems odd or exotic to you. Don’t worry about being too basic. The notes don’t represent your finished essay, just a starting place. You might observe, for example, that Oedipus and Iocastê both believe in the power of prophecy. They also believe that Apollo and the other gods would punish the city with a plague because of an unsolved crime committed twenty years earlier. These are certainly not mainstream modern beliefs.

You do not need to understand the historical origins or cultural context of the differences you note. You can safely leave those things to scholars. What you need to observe are the differences themselves—at least a few important ones—so that you don’t automatically make inaccurate modern assumptions about the characters. Keeping those differences in mind will give you greater insight into the characters.

Checklist

Analyzing Greek Tragedy


¸
Identify the play’s major characters.


¸
In what ways do they seem alien to you?


¸
What do you notice about a character’s beliefs? About his or her values?


¸
How do these differ from your own?


¸
How do a character’s beliefs influence his or her actions and motivations?


¸
In what ways are the play’s characters like the people you know?


¸
How do these familiar qualities influence the character’s actions and motivations?

Writing Assignment On Sophocles

Write a brief personality profile (two or three pages) of any major character in Oedipus the King or Antigonê. Describe the character’s age, social position, family background, personality, and beliefs. What is his or her major motivation in the play? In what ways does the character resemble his or her modern equivalent? In what ways do they differ?

More Topics for Writing


1.
Suppose you face the task of directing and producing a new stage production of Oedipus the King. Decide how you would go about it. Would you use masks? How would you render the chorus? Would you set the play in contemporary North America? Justify your decisions by referring to the play itself.


2.
Write a brief comment on the play under the title, “Does Sophocles’ Oedipus Have an Oedipus Complex?” Consider psychiatrist Sigmund Freud’s famous observations (quoted on page 1354). Your comment can be either serious or light.


3.
Compare the version of Oedipus the King given in this book with a different English translation of the play. You might use, for instance, any of the versions by Robert Fagles; Gilbert Murray, J. T. Sheppard, and H. D. F. Kitto; by Paul Roche (in a Signet paperback); by William Butler Yeats (in his Collected Plays); by David Grene (University of Chicago Press, 1942); or by Stephen Berg and Diskin Clay (Oxford UP, 1978). Point to significant differences between the two texts. What decisions did the translators have to make? Which version do you prefer? Why?


4.
Compare Oedipus the King to Antigonê in terms of their characterizations of their respective protagonists. In what ways does Antigonê resemble Oedipus and in what ways does she differ?


5.
Taking the protagonist of either play by Sophocles, write an essay explaining how he or she exemplifies or refutes Aristotle’s definition of a tragic hero.


6.
Discuss Rita Dove’s The Darker Face of the Earth, in “New Voices in American Drama,” as an analogue to Oedipus the King. Do you find Augustus Newcastle to be a truly tragic  protagonist? What is there about him that suggests nobility? What is his tragic flaw, and how does it destroy him? 
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Staging
The theater of Dionysus at Athens in the time of Sophocles; a modern drawing based on scholarly guesswork. From R. C. Flickinger, The Greek Theater and Its Drama (1918).  
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
A modern reconstruction of a classical Athenian theater. Note that the chorus performs in the circular orchestra while the actors stand on the raised stage behind.
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Oedipus the King
Laurence Olivier in Oedipus Rex
MLL          
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Prologue: portion of the play containing the exposition. 2 line of Kadmos: according to legend the city of Thebes, where the play takes place, had been founded by the hero Cadmus.  24 Pallas: title for Athena, goddess of wisdom. Apollo: god of music, poetry, and prophecy. At his shrine near Thebes, the ashes of fires were used to divine the future.
Oedipus the King: Prologue
73 Delphi...revelation: In the temple of Delphi at the foot of Mount Parnassus, a priestess of Dionysos, while in an ecstatic trance, would speak the wine god’s words. Such a priestess was called an oracle; the word can also mean “a message from the god.”
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Oedipus the King: Párodos
152 Phoibos: the sun god Phoebus Apollo.  Párodos: part to be sung by the chorus on first entering. A strophe (according to theory) was sung while the chorus danced from stage right to stage left.
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
An antistrophe was sung while the chorus danced back again across the stage, from left to right.
Oedipus the King: Scene I
48 Bacchos . . . Maenads: god of wine with his attendant girl revelers.  23 lustration: propitiatory sacrifice.
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
60 Choragos: spokesperson for the chorus.
Oedipus the King: Scene I
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Oedipus the King: Scene I
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Oedipus the King: Ode I
Ode: a choral song. Here again (as in the párados), strophe and antistrophe probably indicate the movements of a dance.  7 son of Zeus: Apollo.  9 Furies: three horrific female spirits whose task was to seek out and punish evildoers.  25 Labdakos’ line: descendants of Laïos (true father of Oedipus, although the chorus does not know it).  Polybos: king who adopted the child Oedipus.
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Oedipus the King: Scene II
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Oedipus the King: Scene II
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Oedipus the King: Scene II
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Oedipus the King: Scene II
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Oedipus the King: Scene III
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
52 Pythian hearth: the shrine at Delphi, whose priestess was famous for her prophecies.

Oedipus the King: Scene III
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Oedipus the King: Ode III
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
16 Kyllenê: a sacred mountain, birthplace of Hermês, the deities’ messenger. The chorus assumes that the mountain was created in order to afford him birth.
Oedipus the King: Scene IV
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Oedipus the King: Éxodos
Éxodos: final scene, containing the resolution.
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Oedipus the King: Éxodos
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Oedipus the King: Éxodos
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Oedipus the King: Éxodos
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The Background of Antigonê 
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Antigonê. Martha Henry in the 1971 Lincoln Center Repertory production
MLL          
Antigonê: Prologue
Prologue: portion of the play containing the exposition, or explanation of what has gone before and what is now happening.  3 the curse on Oedipus: As Sophocles tells in Oedipus the King, the King of Thebes discovered that he had lived his life under a curse. Unknowingly, he had slain his father and married his mother. On realizing this terrible truth, Oedipus put out his own eyes and departed into exile. Now, years later, as Antigonê opens, Antigonê and Ismenê, daughters of Oedipus, are recalling how their two brothers died. After the abdication of their father, the brothers had ruled Thebes together. But they fell to quarreling. When Eteoclês expelled Polyneicês, the latter returned with an army and attacked the city. The two brothers killed each other in combat, leaving the throne to Creon. The new king of Thebes has buried Eteoclês with full honors, but, calling Polyneicês a traitor, has decreed that his body shall be left to the crows—an especially terrible decree, for a rotting corpse might offend Zeus; bring down plague, blight, and barrenness upon Thebes; and prevent the soul of a dead hero from entering the Elysian Fields, abode of those favored by the gods.
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Antigonê: Párodos
Párodos: a song sung by the chorus on first entering. Its strophe (according to scholarly theory) was sung while the chorus danced from stage right to stage left; its antistrophe, while it danced back again. Another párodos follows the prologue of Oedipus the King.  5 Dircê’s stream: river near Thebes.  8 Choragos: leader of the Chorus and principal commentator on the play’s action.
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Antigonê: Scene I
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Ode I: first song sung by the Chorus, who at the same time danced. Here again, as in the párodos, strophe and antistrophe probably divide the song into two movements of the dance: right to left, then left to right.
Antigonê: Scene II
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Antigonê: Scene II
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Antigonê: Scene III
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Antigonê: Scene III
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Antigonê: Scene IV
16 Aphrodité: goddess of love and beauty.  9 Acheron: river in Hades, domain of the dead.
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
15 story of Niobê: a Theban queen whose fourteen children were slain. She wept so copiously she was transformed to a stone on Mount Sipylos, and her tears became the mountain’s streams.  48 Epode: the final section (after the strophe and antistrophe) of a lyric passage; whereas the earlier sections are symmetrical, it takes a different metrical form. 
Antigonê: Ode IV
60 Persephonê: whom Pluto, god of the underworld, abducted to be his queen.  1-5 All Danaê’s beauty...poured love upon her: In legend, when an oracle told Acrisius, king of Argos, that his daughter Danaê would bear a son who would grow up to slay him, he locked the princess into a chamber made of bronze, lest any man impregnate her. But Zeus, father of the gods, entered Danaê’s prison in a shower of gold. The resultant child, the hero Perseus, was accidentally to fulfill the prophecy by killing Acrisius with an ill-aimed discus throw. 
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
10 Dryas’ son: King Lycurgus of Thrace, whom Dionysos, god of wine, caused to be stricken with madness.  18 Sisters: the Muses, nine sister goddesses who presided over poetry and music, arts and sciences.  19–20 a half-remembered tale of horror: As the Chorus recalls in the rest of this song, the point of this tale is that being nobly born will not save one from disaster. King Phineas cast off his first wife, Cleopatra (not the later Egyptian queen, but the daughter of Boreas, god of the north wind) and imprisoned her in a cave. Out of hatred for Cleopatra, the cruel Eidothea, second wife of the king, blinded her stepsons.  25 Arês: god of war, said to gloat over bloodshed.
Antigonê: Scene V
19 Hephaistos: god of fire.  
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Antigonê: Paean
Paean: a song of praise or prayer, here to Dionysos, god of wine. 
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
1–5 God of many names . . . Dragon Field by rippling Ismenós: Dionysos was also called Iacchos (or, by the Romans, Bacchus). He was the son of Zeus (“the Thunderer”) and of Sémelê, daughter of Kadmos (or Cadmus), legendary founder of Thebes. “Regent of Eleusis’ plain” is another name for Dionysos, honored in secret rites at Eleusis, a town northwest of Athens. “Prince of maenad Thebes” is yet another: the Maenads were women of Thebes said to worship Dionysos with wild orgiastic rites. Kadmos, so the story goes, sowed dragon’s teeth in a field beside the river Ismenós. Up sprang a crop of fierce warriors who fought among themselves until only five remained. These victors became the first Thebans.  8 Castalia: a spring on Mount Parnassus, named for a maiden who drowned herself in it to avoid rape by the god Apollo. She became a nymph, or nature spirit, dwelling in its waters. In the temple of Delphi, at the mountain’s foot, priestesses of Dionysos (the “nymphs of Iacchos”) used the spring’s waters in rites of purification.  10 Evohé evohé!: cry of the Maenads in supplicating Dionysos: “Come forth, come forth!”  16 Iô: “Hail” or “Praise be to . . . ”  Éxodos: the final scene, containing the play’s resolution.  2 Amphion’s citadel: a name for Thebes. Amphion, son of Zeus, had built a wall around the city by playing so beautifully on his lyre that the charmed stones leaped into their slots.
Antigonê: Éxodos
27 Pallas: Pallas Athene, goddess of wisdom, and hence an excellent source of advice.  39–40 Hecatê and Pluto: two fearful divinities—the goddess of witchcraft and sorcery and the king of Hades, underworld of the dead.
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Antigonê: Éxodos
114 Megareus: Son of Creon and brother of Haimon, Megareus was slain in the unsuccessful attack upon Thebes. 
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Critics on Sophocles
in leading strings: each is led, by a string, wherever the audience wills.
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
mise en scène: arrangement of actors and scenery.  deus ex machina: “god out of the machine,” or an arbitrary way of concluding a play. See Glossary of Literary Terms for further discussion.  Die  Ahnfrau: The Foremother, a verse play by Franz Grillparzer (1791–1872), Austrian dramatist and poet.
Critics on Sophocles
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Critics on Sophocles
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Critics on Sophocles
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
3Scene IV, lines 47–48 in the Fitts and Fitzgerald translation: “You have made your choice, / Your death is the doing of your conscious hand.”
Writing Effectively
Robert Fitzgerald
Samuel Johnson: Johnson (1709–1784) was the great eighteenth-century critic, lexicographer, poet, and conversationalist. His definition of literature would have referred mostly to the Greek and Latin classics.  Ennius: Quintus Ennius (239–169 b.c.) was an early Latin epic poet and tragedian. He  created Latin versions of the Greek tragic plays, especially those of Euripides.
Critical Casebook: Sophocles
Writing Effectively
Rehearsal of a satyr play. Mosaic from the House of the Tragic Poet, Pompeii. Late first century.
1 “The Idea of Tragedy,” The Greek Way to Western Civilization (New York: Norton, 1942).


2 Tragedy (London: Methuen, 1969) 65.





