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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF OEDIPUS THE KING BY
SOPHOCLES

For over two millennia, Oedipus The
King By Sophocles has captivated
audiences and readers, remaining one of
the most powerful and unsettling works
in Western literature. This ancient Greek
tragedy, also known by its Latin title
Oedipus Rex, is far more than a simple
story of a man who kills his father and

marries his mother. It is a profound
exploration of human destiny, the limits
of knowledge, and the painful search for
truth. When we engage with Oedipus
The King By Sophocles, we are not
just reading a play; we are confronting
timeless questions about who we are
and how much control we truly have
over our lives. The play’s masterful
construction, its use of dramatic irony,
and its deeply psychological themes
have influenced countless writers,
thinkers, and artists, from Aristotle to
Sigmund Freud. In this article, we will
delve into the plot, major themes,
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characters, and the lasting legacy of this
monumental work, providing a
comprehensive guide for anyone seeking
to understand why this tragedy remains
as relevant today as it was in ancient
Athens.

HISTORICAL AND DRAMATIC
CONTEXT OF THE PLAY

To fully appreciate Oedipus The King
By Sophocles, it is helpful to
understand the world in which it was
created. Sophocles, one of the three
great tragedians of classical Athens,
wrote the play around 429 BCE. This was
a period of great intellectual and political
ferment, a time when the city-state was
at the height of its power but also
grappling with questions of justice, fate,
and the nature of the gods. The play was

performed at the Festival of Dionysus, a
religious and civic event where
playwrights competed for prizes.
Audiences were familiar with the myths
surrounding Oedipus, so the suspense
did not come from the twist ending but
from witnessing the painful, inevitable
unfolding of events they already knew
would happen. This shared knowledge
allowed Sophocles to employ dramatic
irony with devastating effect, making
every line spoken by Oedipus a tragic
double-edged sword. The play belongs to
the Theban plays, which include Oedipus
at Colonus and Antigone, though they
were not written as a single trilogy.

PLOT OVERVIEW: THE
UNRAVELING OF A KING
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The Plague and
the Search for a
Cure

The play opens in the city of Thebes,
which is suffering under a terrible
plague. Crops are failing, women are
dying in childbirth, and the city is
ravaged by disease. The citizens come
to their king, Oedipus, seeking help.
Oedipus, a confident and decisive ruler,
has already sent his brother-in-law Creon
to the oracle at Delphi to seek advice.
Creon returns with a chilling message:
the plague will end only when the
murderer of the former king, Laius, is
found and punished. The killer is in

Thebes, and he must be driven out or
killed.

Oedipus the
Detective

Driven by a sense of responsibility and a
desire to save his people, Oedipus vows
to find the killer. He pronounces a curse
on the murderer, declaring that he will
be banished and shunned. This is where
the tragic irony becomes thick: Oedipus
is unknowingly cursing himself. He
summons the blind prophet Tiresias, who
is reluctant to speak. When pressed,
Tiresias reveals a terrible truth: Oedipus
himself is the murderer of Laius.
Oedipus, in his anger and pride, refuses
to believe this. He accuses Tiresias of



plotting with Creon to overthrow him.
This confrontation sets the stage for the
play’s  central conflict—the clash
between human reason and divine truth.

The Unfolding of
Past Secrets

As the play progresses, Oedipus’s
determination to uncover the truth leads
him to piece together the fragments of
his past. He learns from his wife, Jocasta,
that Laius was killed at a crossroads
where three roads meet. This detail
triggers a memory for Oedipus. He
recalls killing an old man and his
attendants at such a place on his journey
to Thebes. Though his mind begins to
suspect the terrible truth, Oedipus

presses on, driven by a relentless need
to know. He sends for a shepherd, the
sole survivor of Laius’s party, who can
confirm the story.

The Devastating
Revelation

The final confirmation comes from the
messenger who delivers news of the
death of Polybus, the man Oedipus
believed to be his father. The messenger
reveals that Oedipus was adopted, found
as a baby with his ankles pierced
together. The shepherd is brought forth,
and under pressure, he confesses the
full story: he was ordered to kill the
infant Oedipus, the son of Laius and
Jocasta, because of a prophecy that the
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child would kill his father. Instead, the
shepherd gave the baby to a messenger
from Corinth. Oedipus now understands
everything. He has fulfilled the prophecy
he thought he had escaped. He has
killed his father and married his mother.
In a single, horrifying moment, his entire
identity is shattered.

The Aftermath

Jocasta, realizing the truth before
Oedipus does, hangs herself in her
chamber. Oedipus, upon finding her,
takes the pins from her dress and
gouges out his own eyes. He blinds
himself because he cannot bear to see
the world after what he has done. The
play ends with Oedipus, now a broken
and blind man, bidding farewell to his

daughters and preparing to go into exile,
as he had decreed for the murderer. The
chorus delivers the final, somber
message: no one should be called happy
until they have crossed the finish line of
life without suffering.

MAJOR THEMES IN OEDIPUS THE
KING BY SOPHOCLES

Fate Versus Free
Will

The most central theme in Oedipus The
King By Sophocles is the debate
between fate and free will. Was Oedipus
a victim of the gods, doomed from birth
to commit these terrible acts? Or did his
own choices and character lead him to




ruin? The play masterfully suggests that
both forces are at work. The prophecy
that Oedipus would kill his father and
marry his mother was given before he
was born. Yet, the choices Oedipus
makes—his decision to flee Corinth, his
rash anger at the crossroads, his
relentless pursuit of the truth—are all his
own. The tragic irony is that every
attempt he makes to escape his fate
actually brings him closer to fulfilling it.
This paradox makes the play profoundly
thought-provoking, forcing audiences to
consider the extent to which we shape
our own destinies.

Blindness and

Sight

The motif of blindness and sight runs
throughout the play, operating on both a
physical and metaphorical level. Tiresias,
though physically blind, possesses true
insight and can see the truth of
Oedipus’s situation. Oedipus, who has
perfect physical vision, is metaphorically
blind to his own identity and actions. He
spends the entire play "seeing"
everything except the most important
truth: himself. When Oedipus finally does
see the truth, he physically blinds
himself, symbolically choosing to cut off
the sense that had deceived him. The
play powerfully suggests that true sight
is not about what we see with our eyes,
but about understanding our own nature
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and limitations.

Hubris and the
Limits of Human
Knowledge

Sophocles also explores the Greek
concept of hubris, or dangerous pride.
Oedipus is an intelligent and capable
ruler, but his confidence borders on
arrogance. He famously solves the riddle
of the Sphinx, saving Thebes, and this
success has made him proud of his own
intellect. When Tiresias hints at the
truth, Oedipus refuses to listen, accusing
the prophet of being corrupt. He believes
he can solve the mystery of Laius’s

death through his own reasoning,
unaware that he is the crime he is
investigating. The play serves as a
warning against the overconfidence of
human reason. It suggests that there are
truths beyond our ability to know or
control, and that humility in the face of
the divine and the unknown is a virtue.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

Oedipus: The protagonist of Oedipus
The King By Sophocles is a complex
hero. He is intelligent, courageous, and
genuinely concerned for his people. Yet,
he is also rash, quick-tempered, and
stubborn. His flaw is not a simple vice
but an aspect of his very nature—his
relentless drive for knowledge and truth.
This drive is both his greatest strength



and the instrument of his downfall.

Jocasta: Oedipus’s wife and mother,
Jocasta is a tragic figure who tries to
protect Oedipus from the truth. She
dismisses prophecies and oracles, trying
to convince Oedipus (and herself) that
they are meaningless. Her attempt to
avoid fate is ultimately as futile as
Oedipus’s. Her suicide is the immediate
catalyst for Oedipus’s self-blinding.

Creon: The brother of Jocasta, Creon
serves as a foil to Oedipus. He is calm,
rational, and loyal, even when Oedipus
falsely accuses him of treachery. Creon
represents the voice of reason and civic
order, a contrast to Oedipus’s passionate
intensity.

Tiresias: The blind prophet is a crucial
figure. He represents the power of divine

truth and the limits of human perception.
His reluctant revelation of the truth to
Oedipus is the turning point of the
drama.

DRAMATIC IRONY AND ITS
MASTERFUL USE

Perhaps the most celebrated technical
achievement of Oedipus The King By
Sophocles is its use of dramatic irony.
The audience already knows the myth:
Oedipus has killed his father and married
his mother. But Oedipus himself does
not know this. Every time Oedipus
speaks confidently about finding the
murderer, every time he declares his
determination to save Thebes, every
time he speaks of his parents in Corinth,
the words have a double meaning that
only the audience can appreciate. For
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example, when Oedipus curses the killer
of Laius, he is unwittingly cursing
himself. When he says he will fight for
Laius "as for my own father," the irony is
heartbreaking. This technique keeps the
audience in a state of constant
emotional tension, watching the trap
close around a man who cannot see it.

SYMBOLISM IN THE PLAY

failure of physical sight to perceive truth.
The plague that opens the play
symbolizes the moral and spiritual
sickness that has infected Thebes
because of the unresolved crime. Every
element in the play is carefully woven to
reinforce its central themes.

RELEVANCE AND LEGACY OF THE
PLAY

The play is rich with symbolism. The
crossroads where Oedipus kills Laius is
a powerful symbol of choice and fate. It
is a place where paths meet and
decisions are made, yet destiny is
already in play. The swollen foot (the
meaning of Oedipus’s name) is a symbol
of his origin and his wounded state,
marking him from birth. The eyes that
Oedipus blinds himself with signify the

Oedipus The King By Sophocles has
not only endured but has profoundly
influenced Western thought. Aristotle, in
his Poetics, held up the play as the
perfect example of tragedy, praising its
plot structure and its ability to evoke pity
and fear. The play has been analyzed by
psychologists (Freud famously used the
"Oedipus complex" to describe a child’s
unconscious feelings for the parent of



the opposite sex), by philosophers, and
by literary critics. In modern times, the
play continues to be performed and
adapted around the world. Its themes
resonate in our own era of truth-seeking,
identity crises, and the often-painful
consequences of uncovering hidden
realities. The story of a man who
discovers that he is the monster he is
hunting speaks to universal human
anxieties about self-knowledge and quilt.

CONCLUSION

10

Oedipus The King By Sophocles
remains a cornerstone of dramatic
literature and a source of endless
fascination. It is a work that demands we
look inward, question our assumptions,
and acknowledge the limits of our
control over our lives. Through its
unforgettable protagonist, its intricate
plot, and its profound thematic depth,
the play offers a powerful meditation on
fate, free will, and the sometimes
devastating cost of knowing the truth.
More than 2,400 years after it was first
performed,
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