DISCUSSION QUESTIONS ON SOPHOCLES’S OEDIPUS REX 

1. What are your first impressions of Oedipus as a person and ruler? 

2. Oedipus’s kingdom, Thebes, is beset by the plague and agricultural decline—“crises”. What does this presage for the characters during the remainder of the play, do you think? 

3. What did Oedipus hope to gain by sending his wife’s brother, Creon, to pray to the oracle at Delphi? 

4. What can only be termed “magical thinking” permits Oedipus to connect the murder of Laius, former ruler of Thebes, with the state of the kingdom at the outset of the play. On what religious or moral premise must such a connection be based? 

5. As readers or playgoers, we would not question the sincerity of Oedipus’s extended speech if we didn’t already suspect that someone other than a cold-blooded murderer is responsible for the death of Laius and the state of Thebes. What makes us think there is some other reason for these events (even if we already know that Oedipus himself performed the crime)? 

6. Why does Tiresius initially refrain from divulging the truth to Oedipus and assembled others? 

7. What is Oedipus’s response to Tiresius’s refusal, and then later, to his accusations? 

8. Tiresius replies that he is beholden to no one but Apollo—the “higher authority” that the Greeks thought was God. This allows him to speak the painful truth to Oedipus. What caused Tiresius to change his mind and speak the truth, do you think? 

9. Now that you have seen Oedipus react directly to adversity, is your opinion of him different? Would you characterize Oedipus as evil, or merely human, in his angry reaction to Tiresius’s speeches? 

10. With whom does the “I” of the Chorus identify as it vows to keep an open mind about Oedipus until there is “certain proof” of his guilt? 

11. Creon tells Oedipus that he has “lost his sense of balance” and is “sullen in yielding and brutal in rage”. Is Oedipus’s anger measured, or does it seem paranoid, to you? 

12. What effect does the Chorus’s repeated vows of faith for his “good helmsmanship” have on your perceptions of Oedipus? Would you feel the same way if there were no Chorus speeches? 

13. Why did the lone surviving slave of Laius’s party plead with Jocasta to leave Thebes when he saw Oedipus on the throne, do you think? Does this explain why Oedipus wants him back? 

14. Oedipus calls himself an “abomination” for killing his father and marrying his mother. If he was aware of neither, why does he call himself evil? Is a man responsible for the evil of his actions if he is truly unaware that they are evil? Explain Oedipus’s ancient Greek thinking and your own. 

15. The death of Polybus raises the question in everyone’s mind but those who know the truth—“Is Oedipus’s biological father Laius or Polybus?” What does it say about Oedipus and his feelings of guilt (or lack) that he clings to the illusion that Polybus was really his biological father? 

16. “Many a man before you, in his dreams, has shared his mother’s bed.” Explain the significance of this statement of Jocasta’s in relation to the significance of this play down through the ages. 

17. Oedipus’s outrage concerning his mother’s act of sending her baby away to its death belies the fact that the ancients must have done this often; such stories (such as the story of Moses-- Exodus 2: 1-6) are present in the Bible. For extra credit, do research in a library or the Internet on ancient practices of abortion and child-murder and present it in a short talk to the class. 

18. “How could the furrows your father plowed bear you?” asks the chorus. Of what literary device is this sentence an example? 

19. In a short paragraph, recount the events that lead up to the self-blinding of Oedipus. 

20. Does it seem fair for Oedipus to call himself “the worst of men”? Why or why not? 

21. What function might such sentiments serve the ancients who watch the play in the audience? 

22. What basis is there for Oedipus’s fears that his daughters will not easily find spouses? 

23. “Count no man happy till (Oedipus) dies,” says the Chorus to the audience. Why?
Consider that many of the events in the traditional story of Oedipus (killing his father, solving the riddle of the Sphinx, marrying his mother, etc.) have already occurred when the play opens. Why? Why does Sophocles concentrate on the life of Oedipus after his becoming king of Thebes?

 How would you describe the character of Oedipus? What sort of a person is he? Consider how Oedipus sees himself (as seen for example in the play's opening speech and his later dialogues with Creon and Tiresias). What character traits and dispositions are dominant in his personality?

 What is the effect of Oedipus's insistence and promises regarding the hunting down and punishing of the murderer of Laius? What does this suggest concerning his character as well as the meaning of Sophocles's play?

 What may be the purpose and significance of the interactions between Oedipus and characters like Tiresias and Creon?

 Why does Tiresias hesitate to tell Oedipus the truth of his identity?

 What is the significance of Oedipus's slow coming into awareness of that identity?

 What is the significance of the physical blindness of the prophet Tiresias? Is blindness an important and repeated symbolic motif in the plain? How can we interpret Oedipus's act of self-blinding? Is his physical blindness symbolically similar to or different from that of Tiresias?

 What do you make of the various situations at the end of the play (the suicide of Jocasta, Oedipus's self-blinding and exile, his prediction of a miserable life for his own children)? Why are the outcomes so tragic and extreme? What is the significance of the curse/prophecy which seems to haunt the family of Oedipus?

 Is Oedipus an innocent victim of an unjust fate or does he bear some responsibility in the outcome of his life? Is his fate the result of unavoidable necessity or does he contribute to it through his own choices? Could he have changed the fate described in the prophecies? How?

Prologue (1-150):

Thebes turns to Oedipus to save them again by ridding them of a terrible plague. Sophocles may have written this play shortly after a great plague which struck Athens; Thucydides' History presents a powerful depiction of this plague. (Read on for several screens in the Thucydides link) Compare the two and how they function in each text. 

All call upon the Healer Apollo. What does Apollo have to do with healing? Why should Oedipus consult this god's oracle? Learn more about Apollo and visit Delphi, taking advantage of the available pictures. 

Consider: does Oedipus strike you as arrogant in this scene and others, or is Oedipus a case of the saying of that great philosopher and baseball great Dizzy Dean -- "It ain't bragging if you can do it" ? 

Pay close attention to any references to sight, eyes or blindness, as vision is an important metaphor in this play. 

After Creon enters and tells the words of Apollo, note the discrepancy between the number of outlaws in the account of each character. Why do you think Oedipus says "thief" while Creon says "thieves"? This will happen again later. 

If you have read Pericles' Funeral Oration, consider the extent to which Oedipus embodies the characteristics of the ideal Athenian as described by Pericles. 

Parodos (151-212):

The Chorus calls on a series of gods for help. Why invoke these gods in particular? 

First Scene (216-462):

This scene is filled with many instances of dramatic irony. Find at least three. 

Why does Tiresias refuse to help Oedipus? 

Why can't Oedipus understand the information Tiresias does give to him? 

Note the complexity of Oedipus' character, a mixture of paranoia and an earnest desire to save the city. 

First Stasimon (463-511):

The Chorus is completely confused by the accusations of Tiresias. 

Consider the images of hunting and wildness here, as they will return later. 

Second Scene (573-953):

Arguably, this is the key scene. 

Is Creon especially admirable here? Compare his actions and wishes to Oedipus'. 

Read carefully Jocasta's account of her lost child which begins at 705, and then Oedipus' reaction to it. Does anything in his reaction strike you as strange? Consider this especially in light of the almost identical story he tells later in the same scene . Why doesn't Oedipus make a connection? 

Pay close attention to Jocasta's denunciation of oracles. 

Think about the larger resonances of Oedipus' comment (845) "How can one be the same as many?" 

Second Stasimon ()

The Chorus describe a wild, impious, violent man. Whom do they mean? 

What is the connection between this wild man and "the sacred dance" (896) ? 

Third Scene (911-1085):

Consider the general force of Jocasta's on-going aspersion of oracles in the light of what is about to happen. 

Note: lines 980-2 are underlined in the German translation of this play which Freud owned 

1032: why is the connection between Oedipus' name and his ankles so important? 

At what point do you think that Jocasta begins to suspect the truth? 

When the Shepherd arrives, why won't he talk willingly? 

When Jocasta runs off the stage, Oedipus thinks she is afraid he will be proven a peasant. Why does this idea make him so happy (1076ff) ? And how does Jocasta seem to you now? 

Third Stasimon (1086-1109):

The Chorus' takes Oedipus' hope and runs with it, imagining him to be the foundling son of a god. 

Fourth Scene (1215-1310):

Aristotle believed this was the finest tragedy because the protagonist's recognition of the truth coincides with the reversal of his fortunes. Where, exactly, does this occur in the play? 

Note the half-line exchanges between Oedipus and the Herdsman; this marks the heightened suspense and excitement in the dialogue. With the remark "Her own baby?" Oedipus' world collapses. 

Fourth Stasimon (1186-1221):

Oedipus is now a paradigm of misfortune. 

Fifth Scene (1222-1432):

What was Oedipus trying to do when he finds his wife-mother dead? 

Is blinding an appropriate punishment? Why doesn't he commit suicide? 

1295 The Messenger instructs all to "pity" Oedipus. Think about the other references to pity in this drama. 

Kommos (1298)-1415:

A kommos is a scene of lamentation in lyrical meters between actor and chorus. 

How would you describe Oedipus' state of mind and attitude here? Does anything surprise you about the way he views his disaster? 

Think about the Chorus' near panic about him, their complete inability to respond coherently to his presence. 

Sixth Scene and Exodus (1416-end):

Again: How would you describe Oedipus' state of mind and attitude here? 

Is Creon fair to Oedipus? Consider especially his admonition at 1523. Consider how the drama would change if the closing lines of the chorus were absent; some scholars believe the texts ends with Creon's words. 

Why are Oedipus' daughters in particular so special to him? 

What effect has blindness had on his knowledge? 

 

