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     And I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly; I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit.

     For in much wisdom is much grief; and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow.

ECCLESIASTES, 1: 17–18

Life is death, and death is a kind of life.
HÖLDERLIN

But grief should be the instructor to the wise;

Sorrow is knowledge: they who know the most

Must mourn the deepest o’er the fatal truth,

The Tree of Knowledge is not that of Life.
BYRON

There is only one inborn error, and that is the notion that we exist in order to be happy.

SCHOPENHAUER

Die Fluten, die Flammen, die Fragen—

und dann auf Asche sehn:

“Leben ist Brückenschlagen 

Über Ströme, die vergehn.”

BENN

I.  Oedipus the King

 
A.  House of Labdacus (rival to the House of Atreus)

  

1.  descent from Cadmus (father of Labdacus, great-great-grandfather of 

Oedipus)

  

2.  Labdacus (father of Laius, grandfather of Oedipus)

  

3.  Laius (father of Oedipus, murdered by Oedipus) and Jocasta (distant 

cousin and wife of Laius; alas, mother and eventual wife of Oedipus)

  

4.  Creon (brother of Jocasta, son of Menoeceus) 

 
B.  The Setting: The Plague

  

1.  Oedipus awaits the return of Creon

2.  Creon has left to learn, from the Pythian House of Phoebus Apollo, 

what must must be done to rid Thebes of the plague

  

3.  the cause of the plague: the murderer of Laius is among the Thebans

C.  Background

  

1.  Apollo’s oracle and the priestess at Delphi: Laius was warned that he 

would die at the hands of his son 

  

2.  Oedipus is subsequently abandoned on Mount Cithaeron

   


a.  Laius thinks he has foretold fate better than the god

   


b.  in Corinth, Polybus (of Corinth) and Merope (of Dorian) end up 

with the foundling (‘little swollen feet’)

  

3.  Oedipus’ later experiences

   


a.  the oracle

   


b.  the murder of Laius

   


c.  “the singing, riddling Sphinx”

i)  Oedipus liberates both the Thebans from their long 

suffering at the whims of the “harsh, brutal singer” and himself from his long wandering and homelessness (Oedipus was thus a man without a state at this point)

ii)  the riddle and its solution  

—”What creature goes on four feet in the morning, 

on two at noonday, on three in the evening?”  

—“Man.  In childhood he creeps on hands and feet; 

in manhood he walks erect; in old age he helps himself with a staff.”

   


d.  taking the place of Laius (the original tyrant king/father and the 

righteous king/son?––see Freud, Civilization and Its Discontents, VII–VIII), both as king of Thebes and as 

husband of Jocasta

 
D.  The Unfolding of the Tragedy

  

1.  Teiresias, the blind seer

   


a.  at first does not want to tell Oedipus the truth, yet Oedipus 

presses him

   


b.  once Teiresias has revealed the truth, Oedipus accuses Creon of 

having counseled the seer

  

2.  note the following:

   


a.  the Chorus’ mention of the Fates

  


b.  the foreshadowing of Oedipus fate: Jocasta’s mention of the 

resemblance between Laius and Oedipus; the sole surviving servant, from the ordeal of Laius’ murder, who asks to be sent out to the fields to live as a shepherd; the drunken man at the banquet; Oedipus’ own dream…

  3.  the horrific fates of Jocasta and Oedipus; the latter eventually leaves 

Thebes a blinded exile, with only his daughter, Antigone, to help 

him along his destitute way

 
E.  Problems and Questions of Interpretation

  

1.  Oedipus’ desire to show his own integrity and strength in doing justice: 

   


a.  to the memory of the king who preceded him in the Theban 

throne, 

   


b.  to the husband who preceded him in union with Jocasta,

   


c.  to the Thebans and the well-being of their state,

   
d.  and, subconsciously, to the father whom he had murdered in 

anger, while trying to escape the (inevitable) truth. 

2.  Oedipus’ apparent pleasure in hearing of Polybus’ death (bittersweet)

  

3.  the problem of truth in general (very different from the understanding 

we will encounter in Plato)​—does, or should, one really desire the truth?

  

4.  Jocasta’s behavior—

a.  is she in utter denial with regard to a truth too painful even to 

consider?

b.  does she know the truth, and thus want to protect Oedipus and 

herself?

   


c.  does she wisely understand that there should be a limit to the 

desire to know the truth, especially when human happiness is so fleeting?  (is she willing to sacrifice the happiness of 

Thebes for her own happiness?)  

II.  Oedipus at Colonus
    

 
A.  Background

  

1.  Oedipus resigns his throne

  

2.  Thebans accept Creon as regent

  

3.  originally, Oedipus is treated with kindness, but then, for unknown 

reasons, he was suddenly banished

   


a.  his sons consent to it

   


b.  his daughters remain true: Antigone leads him in his blindness; 

Ismene looks after his interests in Thebes and reports to 

him

 
B.  The Setting

  

1.  Oedipus is a white-haired outcast, dependent on daughter’s assistance 

to him and begging from town to town  

2.  he comes to Colonus (Sophocles’ native village) and sings its praises

C.  The Unfolding of the Drama

  

1.  Oedipus has understood from an oracle that he will die in the environs 

of the Fates—here the more benevolent Erinyes who, indeed, have prepared a place for him––and soon comes to realize that he is now in their sacred grove at Colonus 

  

2.  given the unhappiness of his life, Oedipus decides that it would be 

good to die in such a fine place

3.  in the process, he is welcomed by Theseus of Athens and explains to 

him the very forces that are causing Greek decline

4.  hearing what seems to be the call of a god, Oedipus bids farewell to 

Antigone and Ismene, and walks into the grove, accompanied by Theseus
 

  

5.  in the end, as promised by Apollo, the blessing of Oedipus’ death is 

accompanied by his being honored by Theseus and being received as a benefactor to Athens, the land which at last accepted him 

  

6.  Oedipus is no longer a bane to mankind, and thus receives some degree 

of redemption after his horrific fate

III.  Antigone

 
A.  Background

  

1.  Eteocles and Polyneices begin competing for the throne, which is 

being held in regency by Creon

  

2.  Eteocles succeeds

  

3.  Polyneices is expelled

   


a.  takes refuge in Argos

   


b.  promoted enmity against Thebes and puts together an army

  

4.  Antigone and Ismene arrive safely home to find—

   


a. Polyneices has attacked Eteocles

   


b.  Polyneices’ has legitimate right to the throne, as he is the elder 

brother, but Eteocles now has popular support since he can claim to be defending the citizens of Thebes from foreign aggression and, indeed, possible capture

  

5.  Polyneices was joined by six chieftains, two of who were Adrastus, 

King of Argos, and Amphiaraus, Adrastus’ brother-in-law

   


a.  Amphiaraus was reluctant to come along from the beginning; 

being a prophet, he knew that, of the “Seven against Thebes,” only Adrastus would return (survive)   

b.  Eriphyle, Amphiaraus wife, had been given the veto in deciding 

disputes between the her husband and her brother, Adrastus; Polyneices bribed her, however, with the gift of a necklace, which had been a wedding gift for his ancestress, Harmonia



6.  there were seven defenders of the seven gates, and seven aggressors of 

equal audacity to attack them, but before any decisive combat begins, Menoeceus, Creon’s younger son (who was not yet grown to sufficient manhood to fight in the battle), died a hero death, thus exciting the Thebans with the brave example of his noble devotion to his homeland

   


a.  Teiresias, who seemed always to bring horrible prophecies, told 

Creon that Thebes would be saved only if Menoeceus was 

killed


b.  Creon refuses to offer his son to be slain, and encourages 

Menoeceus to flee before the Thebans discover Teiresias’ prophecy 

   


c.  Menoeceus tricks Creon, however, because he wishes to bring 

honor to his father and his homeland

   


d.  he heads straight for the battle and, untrained in the arts of 

warfare, perishes immediately

  

7.  the battle is a stalemate; therefore all parties decide to let the battle 

between Eteocles and Polyneices decide the fate of the struggle: 

   


a.  if Eteocles wins, the others withdraw to Argos;

   


b.  if Polyneices wins, he takes the throne

  

8.  in the actual event, neither wins; they kill one another

   


a.  in the throes of death, Eteocles looks to his brother, but has no 

strength to speak 

   


b.  Polyneices murmurs: “My brother, my enemy, but loved, 

always loved.  Bury me in my homeland—to have so much 

at least of my city.”

  

9.  nothing is decided; the battle is thus renewed

  

10.  in the end, inspired by Menoeceus’ noble death, the Thebans prevail, 

killing all seven of the challengers except for Adrastus, just as Amphiaraus, the prophet and his brother-in-law, had predicted

  

11.  Adrastus, with his broken army, flees to Athens

  

12.  in Thebes, Creon is now, at last, firmly in control and proclaims that 

none of the seven, who fought against Thebes, shall be given 

proper burial

 
B.  The Unfolding of the Tragedy

 
C.  Problems and Questions of Interpretation

  

1.  the conflict between the laws vs. higher duties

   


a.  laws of the state

   


b.  duty to one’s family and/or the gods

2.  conflicts between individuals (representing themes, of course)

   


a.  Antigone and Ismene (first over whether to attempt the burial of 

Polyneices together, and then over whether Ismene should join in sharing the guilt/honor of the deed with Antigone) 

  


b.  Antigone and Creon 

   


c.  Creon and Haemon 

   


d.  Teiresias and Creon

   


e.  Creon and Eurydice

  

3.  thematic conflicts

   


a.  state vs. duty

   


b.  conflicts among family members

   


c.  man vs. woman

   


d.  father vs. son

   


e.  seer (prophet) vs. king (reason and expedience)

   


f.  husband vs. wife

IV.  Terms, Considerations, and Schools 


A.  key Greek terms



1.  tò tí


2.  adikia


3.  agathos


4.  arché
5.  areté
6.  autarkés
7.  barbaros
8.  démos
9.  ergon

10.  eudaimonia


11.  koinos, koinomia


12.  logos


13.  mesos, to meson


14.  metechein



15.  moira


16.  nomos


17.  nomothetés


18.  nous



19.  orthos


20.  paideia


21.  philia


22.  phronésis



23.  phthora
24.  phusis


25.  polis


26.  scholé


27.  sóphrosuné


28.  techné


29.  telos

B.  key terms, dichotomies, and relationships



1.  revealing vs. concealing



2.  essence vs. appearance



3.  essence vs. existence



4.  noumenon (noumena) vs. phenomenon (phenomena)



5.  ideal vs. actual



6.  being vs. becoming



7.  the one vs. many



8.  the universal vs. the particular



9.  reality vs. illusion



10.  divine law vs. secular law



11.  truth and happiness



12.  truth and falsity



13.  law of non-contradiction



14.  correspondence theory of truth

C.  some philosophical schools, groups, and terms



1.  Pre-Socratics



2.  Natural Philosophers



3.  Sophists



4.  Atomists

5.  Rhetoricians



6.  Idealists



7.  Realists



8.  Cynics



9.  Stoics



10.  Epicureans



11.  Pragmatists



12.  Materialists


D.  the nature of allegories, parables, and aphorisms with regard to the 

teaching of truth

V.  A Few Problems, Questions, and Suggestions

A.  Odysseus and Oedipus—“The Man of Constant Sorrow,” as depicted in the 

American Roots Music of the film, O Brother, Where Art Thou?  

B.  Aristotle and the problem of pity and tragic catharsis—see the Poetics


C.  William Shakespeare: “…  Out, out, brief candle!/Life’s but a walking 

shadow, a poor player,/That struts and frets his hour upon the stage/And then is heard no more.  It is a tale/Told by an idiot, full of sound and 

fury,/Signifying nothing.”

D.  Friedrich Hölderlin



1.  “Full of acquirements, but poetically, man dwells on earth”



2.  “Is there a measure on earth?  There is none.  For never the Creator’s 

worlds constrict the progress of thunder.”
 



3.  “Oedipus has an eye too many perhaps”


4.  “But we are fated/To find no foothold, no rest,/And suffering mortals/

Dwindle and fall/Headlong from one/Hour to the next,/Hurled like 

water/From ledge to ledge/Downward from years to the vague 

abyss.”

E.  Herman Melville—see, for example, the novels Moby Dick and Pierre or, 

The Ambiguities, and, of course, the tale of “Billy Budd, Foretopman”

F.  Prosper Mérimée—see, for example, “Carmen”

G.  Friedrich Nietzsche—see, for example, §§1–15 and 21 of The Birth of 

Tragedy and §1 of the Preface to On the Genealogy of Morals   


H.  Franz Kafka—see, for example, “A Little Fable”
 and “On Parables”


I.  William Faulkner—see, for example, Requiem for a Nun



J.  Albert Camus



1.  the problem of “tragic optimism”
 



2.  “The absurd work illustrates thought’s renouncing of its prestige and its 

resignation to being no more than the intelligence that works up 

appearances and covers with images what has no reason.  If the 

world were clear, art would not exist.”
 

K.  René Char

   

1.  the problem of “wisdom with tear-filled eyes”



2.  “It seems we are born half-way between the beginning and the end of 

the world.  We grow in open revolt almost as furiously against what draws us onward as against what holds us back.”



3.  “Priveleged are those who can be driven mad and devastated by the sun 

and the wind.”
 

4.  “If we live in a lightning flash, it is the heart of eternity.”



5.  “In our darkness, there is no one place for beauty.  There is space for 

beauty everywhere.”

V.  Background Literature and Cinematic Viewing

For brief, but very solid, introductions to and synopses of the Greek poets and dramatists, and of their mythology and literature in general, see Will Durant’s The Life of Greece (New York: MJF, 1966), Michael Grant’s Myths of the Greeks and Romans (New York: Mentor, 1966), Edith Hamilton’s Mythology (New York: Mentor, 1969), and Oliver Taplin’s edited collection, Literature in the Greek World (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2000).

     For further reading on Sophocles in particular, see Harold Bloom’s edited collection, Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex (New York: Chelsea House, 1988) and Karl Reinhardt’s Sophocles (New York: Harper & Row, 1979).

     For further reading on the nature and development of Greek culture and the Greek world-view, see Jacob Burckhardt’s The Greeks and Greek Civilization (New York: St. Martin’s, 1998), E.R. Dodds’ The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: U of California P, 1951), René Girard’s Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1977), and Paul Veynes’ Did the Greeks Believe in Their Myths? (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1988).

     Finally, Pier Paolo Pasolini’s Oedipus Rex (1973) is not only a rich cinematic experience, but also seems to grasp all the wildly strange and exotic features that might otherwise be lost to contemporary readers of ancient tragedy.  It is thus highly recommended, indeed.   
�  “In Lovely Blueness…”


�  Manfred, I: i—a piece of special interest here since, like many Greek tragedies, it ensues, at least in part, from an act, or past act, of transgression


�  The World as Will and Representation, LXIX


�  “Epilog 1949”


�  see Hamilton, Chapter 18


�  see Hamilton, Chapter 18


�  see Chorus containing the famous hymn to Colonus {pp. 326–327, Fagles translation} 


�  see Oedipus’ speech to Theseus {p. 322, Fagles translation}


�  see the Messenger’s wondrous description of Oedipus’ death {pp. 378–381, Fagles translation}


�  see Hamilton, Chapter 18


�  Macbeth, V: v


�  “In Lovely Blueness…”


�  ibid


�  ibid


�  “Hyperion’s Song of Fate”


�  ‘“Alas,” said the mouse, “the world is growing smaller every day.  At the beginning it was so big that I was afraid, I kept running and running, and I was glad when at last I saw walls far away to the right and left, but these long walls have narrowed so quickly that I am in the last chamber already, and there in the corner stands the trap that I must run into.”  “You need only to change your direction,” said the cat, and ate it up.’


�  Camus, Lyrical and Critical Essays, “René Char”


�  Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, “Absurd Creation”: ‘Philosophy and Fiction’


�  Redness of the Dawnbreakers, XX


�  “Priveleged are those…”


�  “To the Health of the Serpent,” XXIV


�  Leaves of Hypnos, §237





