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Introduction

The period 480-323 B.C. is heralded as the Golden Age of
Greeée, and it hasfevefy right to be so0 considered. It was
this span of a century and a half, for instance, in which
Herodotus wrote his chronicles. During fhis period, too,
Socratgé and Plato and Aristotle propouﬁded'ﬁheir time-honorea |
philosophies. ‘ | |

As History and Philosophy reveled in their achieyements
~ of the age, s0 too did Theaﬁefngin thé-pérsons of Aeséﬁylus,
Sophdcies, and Euripides. TheSg‘playwrights"éragedies'éeem’»
sufficient reason to term this period the "Golden Age of
Drama' as well, With only some risk of applying a misnomer.

| In this papef I will dffer a glimpse of the genius of

this age by treating Sophocles' QOedipus the King. More

" specifically, I am undertaking a study of Oedipus as tragic
hero and explaining the impact of the tragedy on the spectator

or -reader, since story and response are unalterably linked.




Zeus Reigns:
. Ate, Tragedy, and Catharsis

in Oedinus the King

The critic of Greek tragedy cannot be insightful unless
A‘he has some undefetanding-bfAits connection to Greek rel;gion.
Early Greek fragedy has as. 1ts origin the.myths,‘which were
draﬁatized to illustfate'such themes -as sacrificial death and
purifieetion.T In this sehse, performed tragedy was public
ritual. At the semlannual Festival of Dionysus, for example,
the two days of ritual culminated.in drama.‘ Tragedy was the
servant of religioh; Religion, of ceurse, preeumeS*e the=~
ology;‘consequently, each tragedy—rltual made an eXlstentlal
statement Lo the Athenlan audlence.

It appears that in hlS theology Sophocles is a mouthpiece
for the popular.v1ew of his time. According to Evelyn Abbot,
SOPhOClee uphoids the complete power of the gods, their hands
- shaping man's lofaz ‘Sophocles depicts Zeus's Kingdom as
somehow based on moral lew;3 yet the€fact>remains that Zeus
himself.has a hisﬁory of acting immorally' the anthropomorphic
myths entalled his being an adulterer with Semele and Danae
and Alcmene.4 Even though Zeus is regarded as "father" in
Greek piety, there is no mentlon of mutual love between the

creator and hlS creatures, which leads Abbot to conclude of

 the God»man relatlon, "The plcture 1s severe, even in the




most favourable light.n”

The Greeks, in sum, viéWéd their deitieélas omniscient
~and omhipotent.as_well as-capricious; consequently, - they were
a god-fearing, self-conscious people. The guilt and ankiety
they harbored werélcommensurate'with their scrupulosity: given
theif human im?erfeqtions, they félt they could never appéase
the gods. -

A univeréalvfheqlogical conundrum confronted by the
Gréeks, as manifésted in the tragedies,'is this: If the gods
know . all that is td happen and control the exécution thereof,
does man have free will? - To what extent is he responsible
for his actions? Is man a mere-piaything'of the gods? - Does
“he merit for himself welfare or ruin, or do the gods!' incom=
prehensible whimsf—fate;—determine his'fortune?_ These are
cruciai questions, eVeryday ﬁﬁesfions,Iquestioﬁs'that must be
addresséda | A ‘ | L | |

No medium offered itself so suitébiy-to,exploriﬁg aﬁswers
. to these queétioné as did tragic drama. The throngs of spec-
tators were compelledAto identify with the piight of the'
traéip hero, who was the expréssidn of a possible answer to
the same questions to which they were subjecfed. Oedipus
was=~and continues to be~~oOne suéh heroek

The .gods? papriciousneSs‘can spell destruction for man.

'Walter'Kaufmann,'in his Tragedy and Philosophy, declafes of

Oedipus the King:

The most widely accepted-interpretation of this play




is that it is a tragedy of fate. It is seen as a

futile struggle to escape ineluctable destiny.6

That this theme is preeminent is evident in the very diction
of the characters. The omnlsc1ent Chorus, for instance, can

see divine hostlllty at work in Cedipus:

Apollo lunges at him

his infinite fire branching out everywhere

and the steady dread death~hungry Fates follow-
and never et0p

their quick scissors seeking the,cloﬁh of his life.7

The’shephe:d realizes thet Oecdipus was saved for "a fate
so horrible, so awful, words can't describe it" (p.77).
Jocasta epeaks of the "mysterious whims of the gode" (P 52)
The prlest llkeW1se shows the thematic condltlonlng of the
1exls as he refers to Thebes! eelzure by the Sphlnx as one of
the "myeterlous, strange dlsaeters hammered agalnst us by the
gods" (ps25). |

Oedlpus hlmself knows well the force of fate. In
addressing Lalos' death, the klng remarks that "fate swooped
~out of nowhere and cut him down" (p. 35). He knows that the
‘plague on the city has been wrought by the gods (pe3L). Once
he sees the truth about himself, he exolalms, "0 Zeus, Zeus,
what are you doing with my life" (p.57). Oedipus laments

his "Wandering through the mazes of a fate like thieﬁ (pe58),

but when the mazes become leee labyrinthine he pities himself
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even more as one destined: "what forcé, what tiée breaké over
©omy lifé? . o » Tate howling outvof‘nowhere" (pe84)e Probably
the most pregnant illustration of the gods' disfavor is the
“herots assertion‘of~himseif.aé ""the man more hated by thejgéds
than any other man, ever" (p.85). '
"Fate" in thé abQVG citations does notvrefer merely to
bad things that just happened to befall'Oedipu53'rather, it
means a predestinafion\by the=gods.of biting misfortune,
downfall, ignomin&. The seér Teiresias declares starkly to
Oedipus, "iou, yoﬁ;and your fate belong to.Apollo, Apollo
will see to you" (p.qo}. 'Oedipus is'fofced'to believe him
after his true identity is revealed: "Aﬁqlle, it was Apollo,
always Apolld,‘who brought each of my agénies to birth" (§A85).
.Pr901sely in order to clalm an actlon as hls own, Oedlpus ‘
stabs out hlS eyes-ubut 1ronlcally even. hlS bllndness had been
proph%led.8 The overwhelmlng tone of predestlnatlon is wrlt
large in Oedipus! outcry to Jocasta as the facts p01nt to-

1ncest.

- Wasn't I born evil=~answer mé&—f

. isn't every part of me unolean?'

'Oh some unknown god, some savage venomous demon
must have done this,

/raging?'swollen with hatred. Hatred for me (p.60),

| After the facts are conclusive, Jocasta does heed her husband's
admonition to answer hin, "God help‘you,'Oedipus,"‘is all she

can muster, "you were born to suffer, born to misery and




grief" (p,71)

At this p01nt 1t must be considered whether Oedlpus,
rthrough a fault of his own, brought the gods! wrath on him- ;
self,‘ Aristotle held that the tragic hero meets'misfortune
as a result of some character "flaw," or hamartia,9 What is
the flaw in Oedipus?

The initial speech of Oedipus reveals his coﬁpassionate
soul, ‘In seeking a resolution to the plague, he addresses

the Thebans as follows:

How can T help? Ask.

Ask me‘anything.’*Aﬂything at all.

My heart would be a stone

if I felt no pity for these poor shattered people ‘

of. mine kneeling here, at my feet (p.ZB)

iy whoie‘being”ﬁaileAaﬁd breaks for this city" (p.,26), he
eeys, and the Chorus later laud him as "wise and sweeét to the
city" (pely6)s” His metives are wholly pures Ffoﬁ his lips
comes the dlctum that "no work ls more nobly human than
‘helplng others, helplng with all the strength and sklll we
possess” (p 37 ) _

Unequlvocaliy flawless, too, is Oedlpus' plety, He
eends.Kreon to Delphl, asking rhetorically, "What k;nd,of man
would‘I‘be if I failed to do everything the god reveals"
(pe26)7? The concern of the king is "juetice and vengeanceﬂén
and he wants them not for himself but "for Thebes, for the

gode" In sincerity he pledges to do everythihg commanded by




the oracle for the salvation of all through Apollo.(p.29).
" If Oedipus is full of 'love andiéietj, why 4o incest and

wrath;becemevhisilet° Posited by some readers as. Oedipus‘
traglc flaw mlght be. hls stubbornness 1n the quest for knowlm
edge of Lalos' murderer. Oedlpus deserves to be exonerated
from such a clalm, however. "The plague w111 only be nulllfled
once the murder is solved.( When put 1nto context, the 1nsom.v
‘ lence;ie proofdof‘his PietYe hlS fldellty to duty as king of ;
the state, ' | A ' | | ‘

Other readers of the play mlght ‘maintain that Oedlpus

deserved hlS fate because of the prlmordlal Greek 1ntellectual-"

" moral vice, rashness.]g

The most frequently 01ted 1nstance
of this alleged flaw is his slaylng of Lailos and the retlnue,“
this belng seen as: a crlme demandlng retrlbutlon, thereby
Justlfylng Oedlpus? downfall.f»Elrst of all, onerf Lalos'
attendauts.initiated_the Vielenée by‘Sheviﬂg'QedipuS'off éhe
 ‘ro%d; Mofeovéryfin.ﬁhe~fight,that'ensuea it Waé-the fether"
who first struck the son, the latter only subsequehtly’dealiné
a b}owa=a single bluu,,uhich provedffo be fatal (pp959m60)5
: “Murder" in such a cese is‘really an ihaccurate term:AOedipus,
no doubt, did not intend to kill the men.  While it is true
that his own hands killed them, it ig also true that he was
actingiin selfhdefenee, es'dnly a‘courageous man:ggu;gAwheu
‘outnumbefed SO ?Oedinus"nobility can'be"eeen even in‘this~
event and its aftermath, as he does not readlly recall the
1n01dent He is admlrable in refu51ng himself the. 1ntemperance

of gloatlng over past her01c feats.H
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A second exhibition of rashness, some believe, is
Oedipus! implication of Téiresias,and Kfeon in a plot to
‘overtake the throne. But is not’ the implication 'a matter of

logical thinking rather than of rashnessOla

When Telreslas
'declares,”ggg, you are_the_Klller,youfre searching'forﬂ (pes0),
Oedipus cannotihelp but think him mad.  After éil, the oracle
was "vény cleér,U'Kredn had reported;<"AVengenthe"murderer§,

of Léinsé' Whoeven they g;gﬁ'(p.ZS, emphasié addad). ‘The
report from Délphi of‘a<p1urality.oﬁ nurdéreréigi?gs,plausi«
bility as well aé»justification to Oedinus' Suspiciéns. Be=
Sldeo, if Telre81as 15 S0 KnOWlng, why dldnft he answer the
rl&dle of:the'Sphlnx? And Kreon, as the prophet’s COnsplrator,
would be young enough to take over the state as a flgureheado

_ The chéfacter‘nf Oedlpus is 1mpeccable, then, 1f one '
faccen%s.the éngumenﬁs 1n refutatlon of stubbornness and rashe=
ness as hls hamartla. S.M, Adams has made-thls point more

bluntly

There*ééems ‘to be a tendency to seek in Oedipus - -
sqmeﬁh&bris [}law of arrogance or abu81venesg7 to -

‘account for all that happens° It is not theré'15

ﬂIf'Oedipus doesznot‘effect‘nis own demise; thongh, who dde§°

‘ Here we must look “to- the efflclent cause of the actlon."
We flnd that 1t 1is none other than Ate, the d1v1ne hostlllty,:
that brlngs men to ruin. .The gods! dlsfavornw1th Oedlpus

- looms boldly in an issuance.of doom: the égemold'éurse on the

House .of  Cadmus (in myth, Oedipus' great»greahngandfatner)'
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that is part of the.play'yet'outéide ites In Oedipus.thé'King
the curée 1s concretized in the oracle of Apollo, and it is
the oracleAthétrgeneraﬂes the action with its puissant plot.

Edith Hémiltoﬁ explains that the curse over'fhe-House |
of Cadmus wasva genuinely,mysteriOUS-one. The gods helped
Cadmus establish the city of Thebes,r'Cadmus_married Harmonia,
daughter of gods Ares aﬁa Aphrodites Thé gods were pleased
7with the match, sénctioning it.by their presence at the wed-
ding., ,Buf Hephaestus fashioﬁed‘a‘necklace as a gift for the
bride--aﬁd'theféby-hangs a tale. The neéklacé; ”fof'allfits
divine origin, was to bring disastér in a later g_ene:ca’f,ion,"“‘L
In'shoft, thé cufse was pﬁrely arbitrarye. |

The capricious curse bn Cadmus, of coursey 1is not without
‘remification for Oedipus. - André Michalpoulos, longtime stu-
dent of Greek tragedy, has- this insight info the'transmiéSion

of curse from generation to generation:

The origiﬁal curse which plays so great.a»part
in Greek legend is similar, in its apparent |
unfairness, to the idea of original sin more
familiaf to us, for by its égency'succeeding

generations pay the penalty for anéesfral crime.15

But why should Oedipus inherit the curse when there is no
Adam in his anceétry? He is forced to face up to retribution,
not fbr "ancestral cfime,ﬁ but for ancestrél béd lucke

Thefe are some questidns, furtherﬁore,.that need to be

raised about the oracle. While the youth Oedipus is in the
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household of Polybus, %ﬁrunkard at a party calls him a
"bastard.” Polybus assures him the outburst was a fluke,

but Oedlpus speeds to Delphl to 1nqu1re of his true origin.
The Oracle will not.dlsclose it. It will only say that he's
destined to klll his father and marry his mother (Pe59).
Accordlng to tradltlcn, even 1f it is the wrong time tq con-
sult fhe Oracle, fhe'Delphic spirit is to fore&arn of that
time, a time when itAwbuldhbe silent 6f.even tell~falsehoods,1€
But alas, in the wriﬁiﬁgs éf Sophbcles "men are even divinely
deceived in order to brlng them the more certainly to their
ruin. ”17 Oedlpus is told a truth, but not the whole trutho
The oxymoronlc‘d1v1ne corruptlon has led Kaufmann to state
that Qedipus thenKing ”questiﬁné the justice of‘the éods more

’hauntingly than -any other tfagedy.ﬂ]g

The prophecy had come to Laios and Jocastd before Oedipus
was.born. AThey wefe fhe:first to attempt to cirggmvent‘the
oracle's consummation. After their failufe, Oédiﬁus himself -
takes action to ﬁreclude it. Obviouslyg both Oedipus and his
parents had noble, pure motlves in thelr efforts to undermlne-
the oracle. Who can desplse those who do everythlng in thelr
power to deter a.fate whose calllng-card is incest and death?
Who can blame Oedipus for eﬁtertaining the passidn that he
should "never see those words, those dreadful predlctlons,
come true" (p.59)2 In fact, Oedipus shows more faith in the
oracle by. trying iQ thwart it than he would show were he to
traipse blaﬁdly back to those who he had every reason to

believe were his parents. Oedipus, in seeking to frustrate
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the oracle in piety, fulfills it in shame.

How utterly and truly tragic this is,

This incompatibility of intention and outcome underlies
the ubiquitous ironic thrust of the play. By virtue of its
power we speak proverbially of "Sophoclean irony.'" Aristotle
praised Sophocles for his masterful plot construction, and

indeed Qedipus the King claims for itself such cogency because

"the whole plot is itself built on the irony of fate, where
the engineer is hoisted with his own petard, and the very
19

means which should bring safety brings only ruin."

Ford Madox Ford, in The March of Literature, complains

that Oedipus is not really a tragic character, since he has
no Aristotelian-~defined flaw. He concludes that the play is
thus an "almost insupportable tragedy."ao What could be
farther Ifrom the truth? It is precisely because Oedipus is
guiltless that his fate is so tragic. That Oedipus gains his
doom through moral integrity is not flippantly paradoxical.
It is a fact==~a tragic fact.

A servant asserts near the end of the play, "The griefs
we cause ourselves cut deepest of all' (p.80). Oedipus did
not truly cause his grief, except in the technical sense that
he performed the actions leading to it. Rather, his grief
is more accurately the unintentional fulfillment of the arbi-
trarily disseminated oracle. His is ''"the story of human
blindness leading human effort to checkmate itself "2 His
strength of will is subverted by, simply, a bad destiny°25 By

portraying a guiltless sufferer, of course, Sophocles proffers
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'.'furtherlng of mankind's moral mettle.25 This 1deal would be

for exhibition a univeréal”theological conundrum.; What is to
be made of the horrors allotted to the. Jobs of the human race9

C N. Bowra poses one answer

‘KingAOedipus shows the humbling of a great and

o ‘prosperoueAman by the gods. Thls humbllng is not
v;deserved, 1t 18 not a punlshment for 1nsolence,vnor‘
in the last resort is it Que to any fault of Judgefﬂ‘
ment or character in the man. The gods.dieplay their
‘ power'beoause they hill; But since they- dlsplay 1t,g
;,;man may draw a salutary 165500 v o s that men must

‘be modest in proeperlty and. remember that at any :}

moment the gode~may destroy 1t@?4

Bowra p01nts to the fact that since a lOglcal connectlon

. between 1nnocence and sufferlng w1ll never be found, a meta-A.>
phy81cal account must be sought. For Sophocles, sufferlng .
befalls ‘the gullty and the gulltlees allke. The noble eufferlng
of unmerlted doom, he wante to tell Uss - is the stuff of . char»

'acter aggrandlzement.' ‘The 81ngular injustice must bow. to the

'wholly etagnant, however, were 1t not effected-mhowever piece=
mealu—through cathartic de81gna,

The audie‘ncve\,"\rljitﬂeeeihg the vhumiliation of & man not
unlike themselvee, are 1nextr1cahly woven into the skein of -
Oedlpue' pllght, By arouelng pity and’ fear, Arlstotle dogma;,t
tized in the Poetlcs{ tragedytbrlngs "rel;ef" (AKA.cathareis)

of such emotions,'pity being evoked byAbeholding-"unmerited
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misfortune! and fear'by the "misfortune of a man like our-

selves.”g7 This eipiains shy Qedipus_the King’is S0 over-
whelmingly stlmulatlng.. | ' | |

The efflcacy of tragedy S cathar51s is due to a great
extent to the very essence of art. Art breaks through the
confines of time;ccnditioned existence, allowing the artist to
concentrate a wealth of meaning into a minimum of space or
tlme,as With the tautness of the form of tragedy (espe01ally
that of &ophocles), mimesis allows for a purity of actlon
unequaled in "real 11fe.“' It is the catharsis which turnsvah

isolated story into a captivating experienbe.29 The Athenian

audience did not just intellectualize about the fall of Oedipus,
they fell with him, as does the modern feader, Theretofore .
repressed in theif psyches, fears and self-pity and»uptightness
sfound an outlet through "hlstrlonlc Senslblllty."BO - The servant
who reports Jocastals suicide and Oedlpus' self-bllndlng, then,
speaks not only to those within'the play -but to those without
as well: "You w1ll shudder with disgust and try to Lurn away -
while your hearts w1ll swell with pity for what you see" (p. 83)
The audience experlences purgation when Oedlpus finally
meets his nemesis; Sophoeles' masterful~ironical entanglement
has finally come to its denouement. The doom known to the
spectators from the outset5 alrea&y visited, has"atfiaSt been
recognized 5y its_ﬁidtim. Oedipus discovers in dread that he
is his siblings' father andehis mother#s‘husband. Once the
quintessence of the beneficieﬁt rulerg'he.new‘wéllows oblivi-

ously in abasement; Each of the onlookers is instilled with -
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fear for his own security as he mentally joins in the Chorus'

pity:

We are you

‘we are you Oedlpus

dragglng your maimed foot in agony

and now that I seevyour life finally revealed

your life fused with the god -

blazing out of the vaet nothingness of all we know

I say |

no happiness lasts nothing human lasts (p«78)..

The crowd 1s stricken evef so forcibly by Oedlpus' appre-

‘hensiveness.‘ LR llve in fear," he states. "Thls fear is

‘necessary. 1 have no choice" (p.67). The fear is not only

necessary for him; it is necessarily contagious. Empathizing

with the extraordlnary suffering of an 1nnocent person, the
‘audlence 1ls fatlgued by the a551du1ty of emotlonal involvement
of such intensity.

If is this, the éudience's VicariouS‘confroﬁtation with ‘
Ate; that resﬁltsrin their experienceeof catharsis;' Their
_ feverish excitement turs into angst-filled exhaustion as they
'are remlnded of thelr appointed place in the scheme of Exis-
tence. They glean that the allotting of fate is the gods'
domain, that queet;onlng the deservedness of 1t is not worth
~the effort, that even the holiesf of purpeses may accrue per-
dition. | -

But this fear, this pity, this angst, thus aroused, is = .
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assuageds. Aleatory divine‘hosfility, after all, is not con-

tingent upon a man's nobility; the pious and the impious alike

are potential targets of Ate. The viewer of Oedipus the King
is left to festerrin‘mystery, reminding himself at ence bit-
terly'and eonsolingly that ﬁhere is no necessary eonnection
Abeﬁween‘position and merit,. ‘The man Ofﬂselfupitying'abjection,
therefere, is relieved that he>may not have issued his own
plight. The man of high office and wealth, on the other hand,
is freed from the shackles of paranoma, if his prospermty is
fated to collapse, it w1ll do s0 regardless of his fearing so.
Pa851ons are alleviated in catharsis. Stolcism reigns; obse- |
quious submission to the gods requires it. '

Jocasta, priof to the illumination ef identities, exhorts
Oedi@usvto'mitigate his relentlessness in uncovering the truth.
Her argument is that the gods alone can know anythlng of . the
future, that anx1et1es are. hence moments of futlllty.~ Her
advice conflrms her conv1ctlon. UIt's best to live in the
moment, live for today" (p.66). The argument, er)ell its
logic, fails nonetheless Oh unreceptive eare. .

At another time, however, Oedipus>finds-JOcasta's limp
.body; He impales his eyes with her brooches, blinding himself
in repulsion of-WhaﬁVhe now sees SO elearlye In,paseionate
resignation he asks to be exiled. Utterly subjugated, Oedlpus
echoes the very lnaunctlon he once could not condone. The
purged‘man's partlng words to his daughters_embody the ultimate

message to an equally purged audience:
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I give you this prayer—-~
Live,

live your lives, live each day as best you can (p.93).
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in Hellenica, p. 479

17 abbot, p. 45.

18
Kaufmann, pe. 133,

19 F. L. Lucas, Tragedy in Relation to g;istdtle's Poetlcs

(London: The Hogarth Press, 1949),-p.‘91.
20 |

The March of Literature (New York: The Dial Préss,'1958),

jo 115
21 See Adams,; p. 19 and pe 82;

ee LuC&S, ppauv 104f9

23 ¢. M, Bowra, Sophoclean Tragedy (Oxford: Clarendon

Press, 1947), p. 200.
2% Tbide, ppe 175fs
‘25“Abbot,.ﬁs’§55-
26 Aristotlegjchéﬁfer 6y pe 23.

27 pristotle, as interpreted by Martin Kallich, et al.,

edé.,,Oedipus: Myth and Drama:(New York: Odyssey Press, 1968),
p. 271, V

28 Kéufmann,‘p{.?S. -

29VH, De F. Kitto, "Catharsis,! in The Classical Tradition,

‘eds, Luitpold Wallach (Ithaca, New York: Cefnell Univérsity
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5OA :

Alister Cameron, The Identity of Oedipus_ the King: Five

Essays_on the Oedipus Tyrranus (New York: New York University




Press, 1968), pp. ix-x. Cf, Clay, who speaks of the 'repressed

feelings created by tight family and civic bonds! (p. 16).
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