The Oedipus Myth: 

Origins of the myth: 

· Many Greek myths have evidence in the visual arts. Example Hercules.

· Evidence from Oedipus is almost entirely literary.

· Virtually all-Greek tragedy was based on a myth ex. Medea was based on a myth.

· Dramatists moulded myths to suit their dramatic purpose.

· There were no fewer than 12 plays entitled Oedipus.

· N.B. Myth was well known to the audience so it had to be skilfully handled (modern day example ex. Romeo and Juliet or musical Chicago/Greece). We all know the story, we know the characters and we know the songs so audience would have been very familiar with the Oedipus myth already.

· Allusions to the Oedipus Myth in Homer:

· Odyssey: In Book 11 when Oedipus visits the underworld he sees Jocasta and describes her as follows: “ And I saw the mother of Oedipodes, fair deed unwittingly, being wedded to her own son, and he that had slain his own father wedded her, and straightaway the Gods made these things known to men.” I.e. he sees her as being tormented.
· N.B Gods made these things known to men but in Sophocles Oedipus himself discovers the truth and it is not immediate it is 15 years later before the discovery takes place. 
· In Homer the Gods make the truth come out. It is different in Sophocles – a detective story.
· Sophocles mastery lies in the discovery of the truth, it is like a detective story.
· Different versions of myth:

· Aeschylus: The story is strongly moralised. Laius crime, he had been told by an oracle “ If you want to save the city don’t have children.”
· Yet he disobeyed it.  He was told not to have children yet he had them.
· Oedipus curses his sons, strong emphasis on family curse from generation to generation.
· Also story is strongly moralised i.e. if he hadn’t have disobeyed the oracle he wouldn’t have died.
· Sophocles: The oracle in Sophocles simply tells him that his son will kill him.
· The oracle is different it is not moral but absolute.
· Main pt: A number of different versions of the myth existed.
· 2 references to Oedipus myth in the Iliad.

· One of the characters comes to Thebes while Oedipus’ funeral is going on. Note: In Sophocles there is no funeral in Thebes. Acc. to Homer there were funeral games held for Oedipus in Thebes but this is not the version of other dramatist’s i.e. Oedipus is exiled.

· Dramatists had to take the story and focus on elements of it. As it stood it wasn’t particularly promising material for drama.

· Too many incidents and too disjointed.

· V. Complex myth –f or a single tragedy.

· Hesoid in Thegony –wrote about how the:

· “Chimaera gave birth to a murderous Sphinx, the bane of the Thebans.”

· Other epic poets mention the story: Pindar: “ His fated son met and killed Laius, and fulfilled the oracle long ago given at Delphi.  The sharp – eyed Erinys saw and killed his warlike offspring with mutual slaughter”.

· Conclusion: The Oedipus myth must have dealt with revelation, blinding and the curse.
· Oedipus – common story (1) prediction of something unpleasant, (2) attempt to avert it, (3) prediction fulfilled in some natural and unsurprising way. 
· Main angle of Sophocles: DISCOVERY OF TRUTH, way it unfolds. Little or no actual action in this play, just people coming to and fro the Royal Palace in Thebes.
· Key Message – YOU CAN’T AVOID DESTINY
· REVERSAL OF FORTUNES (Peripeteia)– from beginning to end of the play. He is at the height of his fortunes but by the end of the play he his fortunes are at their lowest ebb (his downfall).

I

Beginning of the Play: 

· (my interpretations) – Set in Thebes in Roayl House. This will be the center of the action.

· Similar to in the Medea – House of Jason in center of the action (we get reports about what is happening in the Palace).

· N.B 15 years have passed – this is important because we get the impression at the start of the play that Oedipus has been King for a long time.

· Plague – important to the plot of the play. It is a catylst for the action (ie triggers the action in the play) as the people of Thebes seek a rid Thebes from the Plague.

· It launches a kickstart to the play for the search for the murderer.

· Murder = source of the pollution.

· Plague needs to be cured – how? 

· Yet it is interesting that the plague is forgotten about at the end of the play.

· Plague – presence of something more powerful in the background.

· Majestic – stateliness or supreme power.

· The Healer = Apollo. God of Healing.

· N.B Oedipus man of action – solved the riddle of the Sphinx and now will not stand idly by. He is deeply concerned about the state of Thebes. He wants to experience the misery himself as king. Does not want to be oblivious to the plight of his “children”.

· Wants to have first hand experience of the hardships.

· “I thought it wrong, my children, to hear the truth from others, messengers.”

· Kingship – So far in the play how does Oedipus as a leader compare to Creon in Medea i.e. theme of kingship – he is a strong leader, clearly putting the welfare of his country first. Whereas Creon in Medea puts his daughter first “ I love my country, next only to my daughter”. Oedipus puts his “children” first.

· “The world knows my fame” – irony. Oedipus myth – renowned in Greece. World really did know his fame (for marrying his mother and killing his father). This will take on a different meaning later. By fame he means because he solved the riddle of the Sphinx.

· Oedipus – genuine concern for the people of Thebes, shows his caring nature.

· “Blind to misery” – it is interesting that he is blind to misery in his personal life because he is ignorant of the truth of his life. We will see theme of sight and blindness plays a major role in the play.

· Queen Athena – Goddess of Greek cities.

· Apollo – his oracle. 

· Whole array of those who are suffering young/old. Bright hopes for the future of Thebes are being extinguished,

· Suffering in Thebes is widespread/universal.

· Powerful imagery –“like a ship…. Red sea”. etc

· Plague = vengeance – getting revenge for something.

· Cadmus = Thebes.

· Death is consuming/ravishing Thebes.

· N.B Oedipus is a great king who saved Thebes before and now no- one can compare to him in reading dark secrets.

· Oedipus at the start of his play is at the height of his fortunes – he is prosperous and happily married man who loves his family.

· He is a highly king who is beloved by his people.

· End of play his fortunes are at their lowest ebb of fortunes i.e. reversal of fortune.

· People request for his intervention to solve the crisis.

· He is good at that. 

Pg 161 –163: 

· “ You cannot equal the Gods” – reverence for the Gods. Due respect given to the Gods.

· “We rate you first of men” – Oedipus is beloved by his people. Respected/looked up to.

· Kingship – excellent leader. 

· “ We taught you nothing” – ie hes not a prophet or a wise man yet he solved the riddle. Praise and glorification of Oedipus.

· “Man of experience” – he has been in power for 15 years and thus is an experienced leader used to dealing with crises.

· Oedipus has saved Thebes before from past destruction and now they appeal to him in their hour of darkness.

· Anticipating peoples request for help he has sent Creon to the Oracle of Apollo at Delphi.

· Doesn’t shrink form demands.

· Shows great compassion for his people “my children” ie Paternalistic attitude.
· Man of action – this is what the situation calls for and they have found the right man in Oedipus (“your zeal).

· Reputation – Oedipus helped the city to stand.

· Sign of a good king, once he has been elevated to a high status he does not neglect his people.

· Contrast to Creon who makes his city fall by not making firmer decisions.

· Oedipus shows that he is decisive – man of action. “ I acted at once”

· Saviour “ be the same man today”.

· Patriotism – “my spirit grieves for the city”.
· Issues strong proclamations “ then I’ll be a traitor”.
· Constant Appeals to Apollo “ Lord Apollo let him come with a lucky word of rescue”.
· Laurel Wreath = sacred tree of Apollo.
· Kingship – “ I grieve for these people, far more than I fear for my own life”. Unlike Creon in Medea who puts his daughter first and then secondly his country. Oedipus holds the life of his people more dear than his own life.
· Oedipus is a strong, powerful, confident, decisive, assertive leader.
· Role of Apollo – The God of all that was valued in Greek civilisation – law, the arts, music and peotry: he was the God of archery.
· Protection of moral, social and cultural values.
· N.B His imp role to preside over tlaw and order and the foundation of cities.
· His particular jurisdiction was over homicides because they undermined the social and political order.
· A murder corrupted the whole of society.
· The archer God resumed the right to punish the criminal and so he punished the state.
· N.B In Medea the chorus say how will Medea be greeted when she gets to Athens, they will see her as “polluted”.
· Crime has to be cleansed.
· Initially Oedipus thinks that he can do this through religious rites.
· Murder = cause of plague.
Pg 164 – 

· Character of Creon – He is third in command in Thebes.

· First appearance he as a messenger to Delphi to consult the oracle – shows that Oedipus finds him trustworthy and reliable seeing as he has left the most pressing affairs of the state in his hands.

· Brings back news – find Apollos murderer.

· He is cautious – reluctant to reveal what oracle has said in front of citizens.

· He provides secondary narration – recounts murder of Laius, existence of escaped witnessess etc.

· Interesting contrast between Creon and Oedipus. Creon has an intimate knowledge of the goings on in Thebes whereas Oedipus has vague recollections of the murder of Laius.

· Yet Oedipus has assumed the role of King and without even inquiring what happened to his predessor.

· Shows an arrogance/ over certainty in his postion in Thebes/ as well will see a false sense of security. He is not worried about previous regicide (murder of someone whose royalty).

· Oedipus’ sense of public duty.

· Creon is a victim of dramatic irony – he is actually telling the murdered the news.
· The hunt for Laius killer was neglected Creon tells us as it was pushed aside “ Whatever is sought for can be caught”.
· Note: how little knowledge Oedipus had of the murdered. Knows there was a murder but not the finer details ex asks was it on foreign soil.
· His success at solving the riddle and his ascendancy to the throne has blurred his vision.
· Oedipus – “ I’ll bring it all to light myself” – this reflects his character. It shows his CONFIDENCE, SELF- ASSURED, CONVICTIONS, SENSE OF PUBLIC DUTY, MAN OF ACTION.

· He is convinced that he has the ability to solve a crime that others couldn’t.

· Full of self-importance & fighting spirit “ now you have me to fight for you”.

· His motives for finding the murderer:

· 1. Self-defence

· 2. Lands Avenger – doing it for Thebes.

· 3. For Apollo – shows he does not take the commands of the Gods lightly here. 

· He is determined, will not rest until he has found the killer.
· Speed of action – once Oedipus knows how to cure Thebes, he is swift to act, proving that he is the man for the crises/living up to his reputation.

Chorus: 

· First choral ode. Similar in content to speech of priest.
· Further creates a sense of helplessness and utter despair and hopelessness and desolation.
· Role of chorus here – to create this atmosphere.
· “Terror shakes my heart” – like the chorus in Medea chrous are emotionally involved.

· Chorus are suppliants to the Gods realise they are at the mercy of the Gods which produces mixed feelings for them: dread and hope (“child of hope”).
· Chorus speech again reflects what priests have siad “women cannot scream their pangs to birth – children dead in the womb.”
· Contemporary importance for the Athenians – situation of the plague is not far removed from the Athenians – during the Pelponnesian Wars there was a plague in Athens.
· Athenians akin to this kind of suffering.
· “Stranger to the story”- this is by his own choice.
· Arrogance – If I’d been present.
· Whole truth – it is Oedipus’ demand for the whole truth which willl lead to his downfall.
· Courage of his conviction – will even curse himself if needs be, will not shield himself, even if it is him he must accept responsibility.
· Bravery, good leader etc.
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