TOPIC 5:  GREEK  DRAMA

OEDIPUS  REX  BY  SOPHOCLES        MARKING  SCHEME
1996:  Compare and contrast the characters of Oedipus and Creon in Sophocles’ play Oedipus the 
King.

           4 points: 12, 12, 13, 13.
Oedipus:

· Quick to action

· Impatient

· Open and eager to share information with citizens

· Enjoys the exercise of power; identifies with Thebes

· Hot-tempered

· A natural ruler
Creon:
· A natural second-in-command; does not want the position of leader

· Cautious and slow to action

· A good speaker with a strong sense of justice

· Kind and generous to Oedipus; does not seek revenge

· Less open with information

1997:  “Certain of Oedipus’ actions were fate-bound; but everything he does on the stage from first to 

last he does as a free agent.” (Dodds).  Discuss.

Impression ex 50
· The key word is “unbroken”. Oedipus seems, if anything, stronger after his blinding.

· The disputes with the Chorus

· Gives strong and trenchant accounts and reasons for his actions

· Makes arrangements

· Gives orders and makes decisions

· The truth, in a sense, has made him free.

1998:  “The Oedipus that emerges from the palace is bloodstained and sightless, but unbroken.”
Discuss this statement with reference to Sophocles’ King Oedipus.

Impression ex 50
1999: Oracles and prophecies are central to Sophocles’ King Oedipus.

Analyse the attitude to oracles and prophecies of each of the following: Oedipus; Jocasta; the

Chorus.

50 (17, 17, 16)

· Oedipus is almost always a believer in the truth of oracles.

· Only the messenger from Corinth with his news of the death of Polybus shakes him – and then not for long.

· It can also be said that he mocks Teiresias’ failure and prophecy.

· Jocasta has, she thinks, reason to doubt oracles. her son did not kill her husband. 

· Her attitude is consistently hostile to prophets (and oracles) and may explain her resort to suicide.

· The Chorus are traditional in their attitudes and are shocked by Jocasta’s scepticism.

· The Chorus equate disbelief in Delphi with the demise of the gods themselves.

2000: “Oedipus is clearly a very great man.”
           What makes Oedipus ‘a very great man’ in Sophocles’ King Oedipus.
Impression ex 50
· The greatness of Oedipus is brought out by the fact that he is a free agent throughout the action of the play. 

· The plot is the discovery of his own identity and for this discovery he is himself responsible. 

The qualities that stand out include:

Courage: (eg. confrontation with the Sphinx, fight where three roads meet, blinding). 
· This is not just physical courage. He has the strength of character to reject the advice of many people that he abandon the search for the truth. he insists on facing the unknown with all its possible horrors and when he has revealed the truth he has the extraordinary courage to accept a life of loneliness, rejection and pain.

Patriotism:
·  He is motivated by a deep sense of responsibility.

·  He has saved Thebes before and will again. 

· He suffers with his people.
·  He pesters Creon to banish him at once to save his city.
· Everyone accepts him as a great ruler. 

Intelligence:

· Starting with his solving of the riddle of the Sphinx, his critical intelligence and quick mind are evident throughout.

· All his actions, although very quickly done, are, in fact based on logical thought – efforts to find the killer, attack on Creon, blinding.

· His cross-examinations of Creon, the Corinthian messenger and the shepherd are masterpieces of intelligent, sharp, quick interrogation.
               Active:
· Oedipus is the man of action par excellence. He acts at speed and allows no obstacles to stand in his way. Sending Creon to Delphi, sending for Teiresias, attack on Creon, sending for the shepherd, blinding, insistence on exile are all relevant.

                Openness:

·  He insists all through on having everything out in the open: Creon’s message from Delphi and his pitiful plight at the end. 

Honesty:
· Oedipus cannot live with half-truths or mysteries. Only the whole truth will satisfy him and even when the truth is clearly going to destroy him, he will not keep quiet or let sleeping dogs lie.

2001:  Discuss the character of Jocasta and assess the importance of her role in Sophocles’ King 

Oedipus.
           Impression ex 50

Candidates must cover both aspects of the question ie. Jocasta’s character and the importance 
            of her role for full marks. A clear knowledge of the part played by Jocasta in King Oedipus
(30); discussion of her character and the importance of her role (20).
· In a sense, Jocasta is an even more tragic figure than Oedipus and she suffers a reversal of fortune even greater than his. Before the action of the play begins, she has lost her only child and her husband, both in tragic circumstances.
· Her character is a strong and capable one. We are told by Creon that she rules the land with Oedipus with equal power and Oedipus agrees.

· She sorts out the vicious row between Oedipus and Creon with great authority, treating them (especially Oedipus) like ‘bold boys’.

· The Chorus sees her as someone who will take charge.

· Another striking aspect is her total rejection of the oracles and prophecies, a sign of a strong and determined person.

· She is also a very good and loving wife to Oedipus, offering support as he goes through the various crises (sending for the shepherd, encouraging him to hope, dismissing his fears about his ‘mother’), and when she finally realises the awful truth all her concerns are for him. “Stop” she says, “if you love your own life, call off this search! My suffering is enough,” and “No, please – for your sake – I want the best for you!”
· Her role is obviously a crucial one in the play.

· Our knowledge that she is Oedipus’ mother adds greatly to the dramatic irony, especially when the messenger from Corinth is on stage and also when she is telling Oedipus about the ‘death’ of her little boy.

· It is Jocasta in her description of how Laius met his death “at a place where three roads meet” who first makes Oedipus suspect that he is the killer and sets him on the trail.

· Sophocles also makes her the mouthpiece of scepticism about the truth of prophets and oracles – a central theme of the play.

· Jocasta’s suicide contrasts with Oedipus determination to live on as well as being the immediate cause of his self-mutilation.
2002:”Sophocles’ tragedy presents us with a terrible affirmation of man’s subordinate position in the 
           universe, and at the same time with a heroic vision of man’s victory in defeat.” (Knox).

Discuss this statement about Sophocles’ play Oedipus the King.
           Impression ex 50
           There are two parts to the question which are separated but related:

· Firstly, Oedipus embodies in a frightening way man’s powerlessness over his own destiny. Totally innocent he still committed the two worst crimes of patricide and incest, crimes which encompassed the ruin of a number of lives, not to mention the devastation of the city of Thebes.

· He begins the play quite confident that he is in control, that he can by his brains and courage, solve the city’s problems.

· As the action of the play unfolds, we see this confidence totally eroded.

· Paradoxically, as Oedipus moves inexorably towards the realisation that he has been a helpless pawn, it is then he reveals the triumph of the human spirit.

· Firstly, by his refusal to abandon his search for the truth, his unyielding quest even when he knew there would be a heavy cost to himself and

· Secondly, in the way he accepts what has happened to him and faces into an appalling future in his own way.

2003:  In the gradual uncovering of the truth in Sophocles’ play, Oedipus the King, Jocasta’s mention 

of Laius’ death “where three roads meet” marks the turning point in the play.

Discuss this view.

Impression ex 50
Some candidates may handle this question by narrating the story of the play without discussing 

            whether or not Jocasta’s words mark the turning point. Such answers will attract much reduced 

marks.

· In support of the statement, it can be said that up to that point, Oedipus is looking for the killer of Laius whereas afterwards he is searching for his own identity.

· There is a change of direction. 

· His dialogues with the Priest and the Chorus, his arguments with Tiresias and Creon show him as the confident leader determined to track down the killer and save the city.

· The words “where three roads meet” change everything. He knows he did kill a man (and his attendants) at that exact place. That man was Laius.

· Within a very short time, Jocasta tells the Chorus that Oedipus is more or less having a nervous breakdown in the palace. He is the killer, he must be banished.

· Oedipus is now obsessed with the oracle which he thought he had avoided and his interrogations of the messenger and of the shepherd are sharply focused on finding out who he is.

· In this sense, if Jocasta had never used those words, the drama would have developed quite differently.


Candidates may make a case for a different interpretation.

2004: Discuss Oedipus’ qualities as ruler of Thebes in Sophocles’ play Oedipus the King.

Impression ex 50
Candidates should be able to point to what various characters in the play (Priest, Chorus, 

            Creon, Oedipus himself) say about his abilities as a ruler as well as to discuss Oedipus’ own

words and actions.

· Almost everyone regards Oedipus as an outstanding king and leader. (“But we do rate you first of men”). This is primarily based on his defeat of the Sphinx.

· The Chorus frequently refers to their respect for him as ruler, even after Tiresias’ revelations.

· Creon also sees Oedipus as the real king and leader.

· As for his own actions (Delphi; summoning Tiresias; interrogations), he shows energy, efficiency and confidence in his investigation of the murder of Laius. 

· He is motivated throughout the play by his concern for the citizens of Thebes (even in his desire for instant banishment at the end).
· He is also dedicated to a form of ‘open’ government.

· On the other hand we see his very tyrannical treatment of Creon (“I want you dead”).

·  We also see how he identifies himself with Thebes (“Hear him, Thebes, my city!”).

2005:  Discuss the Chorus in Sophocles’ play Oedipus the King under the following headings:
(a)  the attitude of the Chorus to Oedipus                                                                    (25)

            25 marks (13, 12)

Candidates should show a good knowledge of the play and an ability to engage with the 

question. Examiners will look for two points on the relationship of the Chorus to Oedipus.

· The Chorus have great respect and admiration for Oedipus in the earlier part of the play.

· The Chorus are determined not to abandon Oedipus despite the revelations of the respected seer, Tiresias. 

·  Despite their final shift of allegiance to Creon they retain a deep sense of pity for the sufferings of Oedipus.

(b)  the attitude of the Chorus to prophecies and oracles.                                            (25)

           25 marks. Impression mark.
· The Chorus are conservatives.

· They believe in the truth of oracles and in the insights of prophets like Tiresias.
· They are shocked by the attitude of Jocasta when she pours scorn on prophecies. They claim that such an attitude means an end even to belief in the gods themselves.

2006:  In Sophocles’ play, King Oedipus, the prophet Tiresias and Oedipus have a dramatic encounter.

Impression mark

(a)  Give an outline of that encounter.                                                                                     (25)

A good answer will be able to trace the progress of the interview between the two men. This does not mean an exact recall of everything that was said but it does call for an awareness of the key stages and the things that triggered a change in the confrontation.
· Oedipus begins in a friendly and respectful mode but this quickly changes to puzzled dismay when the prophet refuses to answer.

· He accuses Tiresias of being in league with Creon to seize power.

· he goes from this to real anger and threats which in turn provoke Tiresias to accuse him of the murder of Laius.

· Oedipus’ mood turns now to contempt and sarcasm as he ridicules Tiresias’ lack of skill as a prophet

· The prophet hits back with hints about Oedipus’ parentage and frightening references to future disasters.

· Oedipus is uneasy but ends in a blaze of fury.  

(b)  What is your opinion of the behaviour of both Oedipus and Tiresias in this encounter.  (25)
                       Candidates must treat both men. They should be able to express opinions based on the 
                        text.
· One the one hand, Oedipus is motivated by a sincere desire to save Thebes from the plague but quickly allows his hot temper to lead him to heap violent accusations on the prophet.

· Tiresias, having begun by saying that he would reveal nothing, immediately drops hints about Oedipus past actions and continues.

· This feeds the anger of the king and provokes him to even more violent accusations. In Oedipus’ mind, the accusation that Tiresias and Creon are in league against him is logical because it was Creon who brought the message from Delphi and who advised Oedipus to consult Tiresias.


In fact, each character is partly to blame for the way the interview gets completely out of

                     hand.

2007:  Discuss the view that in Sophocles’ play, Oedipus the King, Oedipus displays all the qualities 

of a great detective.

Impression ex 50
In a general sense, Oedipus is a man of great intelligence and he has the ability to think quickly and arrive at sound conclusions. The scenes where these qualities are particularly evident include the following:

· His interrogation of Creon on the latter’s return from Delphi is quick and clinical.

· He seizes on the importance of the survivor and immediately realises the importance of conspirators in Thebes being behind Laius’ murder.

· He not only knows how to interrogate but how to put pressure on a guilty party (his curse on the killer).

· Although Oedipus is wrong to accuse Tiresias and Creon, he is basing his accusation on evidence (it was Creon who brought the message from Delphi; it was Creon who suggested that tiresias be consulted; it was Creon who was in charge after laius’ death when no proper investigation took place). Here again, Oedipus powers of interrogation actually reveal more than he had intended. And the king wants to know the prophet had said nothing over the years.

· In the confrontation with Creon (line 626) he shows the same quickfire technique in getting to the core of the matter.
· When Jocasta says “where three roads meet”, Oedipus again moves into a series of short questions getting straight to the key point but he also seizes on one possible loophole ie. the number of people who attacked Laius, and he wants to interview the survivor – at once.

· Finally, his interrogation of the messenger from Corinth (and even more tellingly of the old shepherd) are master classes in the use of detective skills. The shepherd is a reluctant witness but the king puts unrelenting pressure on him to reveal the truth.

· He does solve the case!

Examiners will also an answer which argues that he is not a great detective; he is quick tempered, makes rash judgements and comes to irrational conclusions.

2008:  Analyse the relationship between Oedipus and Creon in Sophocles’ play Oedipus the King.

Impression ex 50
For very high or full marks, answers will range over the whole play as the relationship between   

Oedipus and his brother-in-law is a continuing feature.

· At the beginning, the two men obviously work well together. It is Creon whom Oedipus sends to Delphi.
· The reply Creon brings sets the whole plot in motion.

· Other relevant areas are Oedipus’ accusation of treachery, Creon’s strong defence.

· Candidates should show awareness of the difference in the characters of the two men. 

· Creon is straightforward, loyal and generous to Oedipus and his children in the end.

· Oedipus is stronger, more of a leader but much quicker to judge and act, and of a much quicker intelligence. 
