
O E D I P U S A T C O L O N U S [ 1 7 5 4 - 1 7 7 9 ]

ANTIGONE Son of Aegeus, we fall at your knees.

THESEUS For what, my children?  What can I give you?

ANTIGONE With our own eyes
we would see the place where our father is buried.

THESEUS But it isn't lawful or right to go there.

ANTIGONE Lord of Athens, what do you mean?

THESEUS He forbade me this very thing, children,
that anyone should ever go near that place i960
or break the silence of that blessed sanctuary
where he abides. And he told me
if I followed his words I'd keep this country forever
free of suffering and harm. And the god
heard us, and so did  Oath,  Zeus's son
who hears all we say.

ANTIGONE If this indeed was his final wish, we must be satisfied.
But send us back now to  Thebes, land of

our ancestors:
we may yet, somehow,
stop the slaughter rushing toward our brothers. 1970

THESEUS I'll do that, and whatever else would in any way
serve you,

and please him who has  gone just now
under earth's lid. I must be always ready for this,
and never grow weary.

CHORUS LEADER But cease now, cease your keening:
for in every way these things stand under
the steady sway of some shaping power.
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NOTES  ON THE  T E X T

1-134

The numbers in bold refer to the line numbers in the translation; they
are followed by the line numbers in the Greek text of the play edited
by H. Lloyd-Jones and N. Wilson and published by Oxford University
Press (1990; hereafter Oxford Classical Text, or OCT).

l~n  ̂ Prologue: In this section of the play before the entrance of the chorus,
Sophocles establishes the physical setting and introduces the question:
where does Oedipus belong?

47-48 / 43 In other places they rightly have other names The Eumenides are also
referred to as Furies, Erinyes, the Dread Ladies, Holy Ones, or Im-
placable Maidens.

65 / 57 It is possible that the Bronze-footed Threshold marked an entrance to the
underworld.

135-269 / 117-253 Parodos: the entrance-song of the chorus. The chorus enters from
the direction of Athens. They are elderly citizens of Colonus who have
heard that someone has entered the grove of the Furies, and they have
come to protect the grove and themselves from this transgression. Cho-
ruses in Greek tragedy, made up of a group of fifteen men who sing
and dance in the orchestra (the circular space in the theater between
the semi-circular seating for the audience and the stage and skene) are
the oldest element in the evolutionary growth of the genre. We know
little about the choreography of their dance, but the words of their
songs reveal to us the rhythms to which they danced. Very often their
opening song or chant is set to an anapaestic rhythm— short beat, short
beat, long beat— to which it is easy to process slowly onto the stage.
In this case the chorus comes hurrying in to a livelier rhythmical pat-
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N O T E S O N T H E T E X T

tern because they have heard the news of a stranger's intrusion into
the grove. Choral songs create, by the difference in the way they are
performed and in what they say, a contrast with the episodes, or con-
versations among actors. Although the chorus is given a group character
appropriate to the action of the play, it is never fully immersed in the
action of the play. Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides use their  cho-
ruses differently not only from each other but often from play to play.
In this play the contrast between choral songs and episodes is somewhat
modified by Sophocles' frequent use of the kommos, or sung exchange
between chorus and an actor or actors, in place of the choral song. For
example, after line 150 (137) Oedipus joins the chorus's song, first
chanting anapaests with them and then at line 186 (179) sharing their
song, as does Antigone at line 191 (182).

270-739 /  254-667 ist Episode: The episode falls into two parts, divided by a kommos
between Oedipus and the chorus  (553-608  7510-48).  In the first part
Oedipus' daughter/sister Ismene arrives from  Thebes to give Oedipus
news of recent oracles concerning him; in the second part Theseus
enters, in response to  Oedipus' request, and offers Oedipus a home in
Athens.

292-93 / 274 but those at whose hands I suffered 11 was knowingly destroyed by  them.
Oedipus here refers to Jocasta's and Laius' decision to leave him ex-
posed in the wild as an infant, with his ankles pierced, because they
had received a prophesy that he was destined to kill his father.

295 / 275 Supplication was a ritual act that often had serious consequences for both
those who supplicated and those who received the suppliant; a number
of Greek tragedies dramatize those consequences. If someone in need
made himself or herself a suppliant to another with the power to  help,
both parties were bound by rules of behavior that the Greeks believed
were enforced by Zeus Hikesios (Zeus of the Suppliants).

37iff. / 337ff.  Oedipus' reference to "Egyptian habits" reflects an assumption com-
mon to many Greeks that Egyptian culture was a mirror image of their
own, substituting "normal" practices with their opposites. However, ed-
ucated Greeks (such as the historian Herodotos) also had a  deep respect
for Egyptian culture, recognizing it as older than their own and having
had a deep influence on it.

387 / 354 with all those prophecies  These earlier prophecies gave Oedipus the knowl-
edge he refers to in his earlier conversation with the Stranger, that he
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would find his final resting place in the grove of the Eumenides and
that his presence would constitute a gift to those who received him in
their land.

402-3 /  367-69  Creon,  Oedipus' uncle  and brother-in-law  and Jocasta's brother,  be-
came king after Oedipus discovered that his patricide and incest were
the cause of the plague destroying  Thebes and consequently blinded
himself.  Oedipus' family is descended from  Cadmus, the founder of
Thebes. The myth of this family, like many mythical families, includes
several instances of violence committed against family members by
family members in a struggle for power.

438-39 / 401-2  The prophecies seem  to indicate that whoever protects  and controls
Oedipus' tomb will receive protection from  it. The  Thebans  cannot
bury Oedipus within their walls, because he killed his father, but they
can hope to watch over the tomb and receive its protection, if he is
brought back to  Thebes and, when he dies, is buried just outside the
walls.

5o6ff. / 466ff. The description that follows gives us a very immediate sense of how
a purification ritual was performed.  Sophocles' inclusion of such a full
description marks the importance he gives in the play to the laws by
which humans order their lives and also to their limits. For example,
the careful description of this ritual makes it clear that it belongs to a
particular place and group of  people; it is the kind of thing  Oedipus
must learn anew each time he  comes to a new place. Yet  Oedipus
seems to invest it with a meaning that transcends its local practice (for
further discussion, see the Introduction, pp. 10, 13).

569 / 52ifF. The manuscript here reads "I bore it unwillingly or unknowingly," but
there must be a corruption in the text because the manuscript reading
is metrically impossible. We follow the Oxford Classical  Text's (OCT)
reading "willingly" (accepted by many other editors) and assume that
Oedipus is  here making a reference both to his self-blinding and his
acceptance of exile.

572 / 525 Oedipus refers to the reward he received for answering the riddle of
the Sphinx: the kingship and Jocasta's hand in marriage. The offspring
of this incestuous union are Antigone, Ismene,  Eteocles, and
Polyneices.

606 / 547 In the grip of disaster I destroyed and murdered is the translation of the
line as  emended  by H. Lloyd-Jones  in the OCT.  The manuscript read-
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N O T E S O N T H E T E X T

ing, "I murdered and destroyed others/' doesn't make sense in the
context, so an emendation is necessary. It is interesting that the text of
the play is corrupt in several places where the issue of Oedipus' guilt
or innocence is being discussed, clear evidence that this question trou-
bled generations of readers and scribes copying the play.

623 / 562 Theseus was raised in his mother's birthplace, Troezen, without knowledge
that his father was Aegeus, king of Athens. Like Oedipus, he learned
his true parentage only as an adult.

699 / 632 our alliance Theseus seems here to refer to a military alliance that has
existed over the generations between the rulers of Athens and the
rulers of Thebes. It cannot be an alliance specifically between Oedipus
and Theseus, since they did not know each other prior to this meet-
ing.

705 / 637 Here again, a possible corruption in the text has frustrated scholars who
wish to determine exactly what kind of legal status Theseus is offering
Oedipus. Whether or not Theseus' idea is to incorporate Oedipus fully
into Athens as a citizen, it is clear at least that he is offering him a
home and the readiness to protect him as if he were a citizen.

732 /  658-60 The OCT here brackets three lines in which Theseus personifies and
belittles the threats Oedipus fears.  These lines were first deleted by a
German scholar in the nineteenth century, and the OCT follows his
lead, on aesthetic grounds rather than because of any corruption in the
text.

740-75 /  668-719 ist Stasimon: the first of the independent choral songs composed
with pairs of stanzas (strophe and antistrophe), each member of the
pair having an identical rhythmical pattern.

751 / 683 The two Great Goddesses are Demeter and Persephone, mother and daugh-
ter, who were the patron goddesses of the Eleusinian Mysteries; these
were an extremely popular mystery cult in nearby Eleusis that seems
to have offered its initiates a vision of some kind of afterlife, contrary
to the commonly held belief that death was the negation of life and
the dead were shapeless, empty shadows—nothingness—in the under-
world. One of the many beauties of this song to Colonus, Sophocles'
birthplace, and by extension to Athens, is its evocation of an eternal
city dependent only on this song and the hearts and minds of those
who hear it for its existence.
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758ff. / 6946 ̂ The last two stanzas celebrate the olive, the bridle, and the  oar, evoking
Athens' foundation myth, in which Athena and Poseidon give these
things to Athens in a competition to become its patron  god.

760 / 695 The Doric isle of Pelops is the Peloponnese, the southern mainland of
Greece, whose most famous city was Sparta, against which Athens has
been waging a war and by which it is about to be defeated  (see the
Introduction). Sparta was founded by Dorians, whose ethnicity the
Athenians considered, seemingly correctly, to be different from their
own. The Athenians and Spartans spoke different dialects of Greek that
were mutually comprehensible but aurally very distinct.

773fF. / 7150°. The text of the last lines of this ode is corrupt, but the image seems
clear. In honoring Poseidon for the gift of the oar that allows man to
travel over his realm, the chorus evokes the image of the little waves
that the oars make as they dip into the water and sees the "white caps"
that also rise on the surface of the sea as the footsteps of the Nereids,
nymphs of the  sea, accompanying the ship.

776-1149 /  720-1043 2nd Episode: Creon, Oedipus' brother-in-law and uncle, arrives
from Thebes to persuade Oedipus to return with  him. When Oedipus
refuses, Creon tries to force him first by revealing that he has already
captured Ismene and then by seizing Antigone. Theseus arrives to stop
Creon from dragging Oedipus away also and demands that Creon take
him to Antigone and Ismene so that he can restore them to Oedipus.
The episode is broken at two points  (904-18/833-43,  960-74/876-86)
by a strophe and antistrophe in which the chorus, Oedipus, and Creon,
we may suppose, sing and mime the action of seizure and resistance.

811 / 757 purge this shame The manuscripts preserve here the imperative "hide!"
The editors of the OCT mark the verb as corrupt but do not suggest
an emendation. The difficulty with the manuscript reading is both that
Creon has just said, "I may not hide what is plain to  see," so the
command to hide seems contradictory, and that there is no object for
the verb "hide." However, Creon clearly wants Oedipus to remove
himself from the possibility of the world's censure and the shame it
brings the family. Hence our "purge this shame."

845-47 /  784-86 Oedipus accuses Creon of pretending that he will allow Oedipus
back into Thebes and will eventually allow him to be buried there.
Creon's real motive is to keep Oedipus out of Thebes because, as a
patricide, he may pollute the city, but ensure that no one else —and
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N O T E S  ON THE  T E X T

particularly not Athens—can receive the protection of his tomb by
harboring him and burying him within the boundaries of their city.

893  ̂ / 8i6ff. It is exciting to try to imagine how this struggle would have been
choreographed in the original production. It is my feeling that, after
Antigone is removed bodily from the stage, there is very little physical
contact among Creon, Oedipus, and the chorus. Rather, one might
imagine a stylized and choreographed struggle between  Creon and the
chorus that would represent first the chorus's failed attempt to block
Antigone's departure and then their successful attempt to keep  Creon
away from Oedipus. The rhythmic pattern of the lines is excited
iambic trimeter, with one character breaking in and completing an-
other's line, alternating with two stanzas of sung lyrics in which
Creon, Oedipus, and the chorus snatch the song from  each other in
short spurts.

968 / 882 The words Zeus knows were suggested by the great English editor and
commentator on Sophocles, R. Jebb, to fill out a part of this line
that had been lost.  There are several other suggestions; the OCT of-
fers "Zeus will not bring this about, I know." We prefer Jebb's
emendation.

1043 / 947 your Council—that makes its home on Ares' hill  Creon is referring to the
area at the foot of the Acropolis called the Areopagus (Hill of Ares)
and the council that met there. One of the oldest governmental insti-
tutions to survive into the fourth century, the council changed in  both
function and membership from its aristrocratic beginnings in the sixth
century. Aeschylus' Oresteia dramatizes the establishment of the coun-
cil as a civic replacement for the  Furies' role as avengers of crimes
against the family, and particularly homicide.  This function the coun-
cil retained throughout its history, but at other times it also was re-
sponsible for ensuring that the laws by which the Athenians ruled
themselves were upheld.

1050 / 954-55 The OCT follows the editor Blaydes in deleting two of  Creon's lines
here that seem out of place and inappropriate to Creon's character.

1124-28 /  1028-33  These lines follow, in the manuscript tradition, line 1138 /1027,
where they do not make easy sense. A. E. Housman, whose life and
scholarship have recently been dramatized in Tom Stoppard's play The
Invention of Love, suggested their transposition to the place where the
OCT prints them and we have translated them.
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ii26ff. / io3iff. Theseus suspects that Creon is being aided in his attempt to remove
Oedipus by Athenians who would support  Thebes against Athens, if
they came into conflict. The remark would resonate strongly with the
audience, for whom the issue of Athenian supporters of Sparta against
Athenian interests was an immediate reality. It also characterizes The-
seus as a careful ruler who is watchful over the good of the whole city,
rather than the interest of a faction. In this way, although portrayed as
a monarch, Theseus also has a democratic bent to his leadership.

1150-92 /  1044-95 2nd Stasimon: The chorus imagines in its song the struggle over
Ismene and Antigone between Theseus and Creon's men. They picture
it taking place at some point along the path from Athens to Eleusis,
the site of the Eleusinian Mysteries. In this way  Theseus' recovery of
Ismene and Antigone echoes, however subtly and remotely, Demeter's
journey to recover Persephone from the Underworld, which the Eleu-
sinian Mysteries commemorate. The children of Eumolpus are mem-
bers of the family who, generation after generation, administered the
Mysteries as chief priests. The second stanza of this song suggests a
different route that the Thebans may have taken that would not bring
them to Eleusis.

1193-1334 / 1096-210 3rd Episode: After Theseus returns Antigone and Ismene to
Oedipus, he reports the presence of a suppliant at the altar of Poseidon
who wishes to speak to Oedipus.  Once Oedipus realizes that this is his
son/brother Polyneices, he refuses to speak to him, until Antigone per-
suades him at least to hear what Polyneices has to say.

1242 / 1132 Greeks believed that a man who has committed patricide is polluted and
tl>at the stain of his pollution can spread, through contact, to another
individual or a community. Exile was a common form of purification
and punishment for such pollution, and, in exile, the murderer can
commune with others without endangering them. However, the sense
Oedipus has here, and that the chorus had earlier, that even in exile
he is a danger to those with whom he comes in contact derives from
a less formalistic or legalistic sense of his state as a polluted being.
Sophocles dramatizes in this moment Oedipus' paradoxical being as
both polluted and powerful.

1275 /1160 To sit upon an altar is to place yourself as a suppliant under the protection
of the god and the people within that god's purview. Oedipus therefore
knows that the man Theseus is talking about is in need but does not
know the nature of the need.
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N O T E S  O N T H E T E X T

1335-67 /1211-48 3rd Stasimon: The chorus expresses a pessimistic view of the value
of human life in light of the evidence of Oedipus' suffering.

1368-1721 /1249-555 4th Episode: Polyneices asks Oedipus to join him in his attack
on Thebes to depose his brother, Eteocles. Oedipus curses Polyneices
and Eteocles, and Polyneices leaves to lead his six allies against Thebes,
knowing that the expedition is doomed to failure. Before he leaves he
secures from Antigone a promise to bury his body. Between Polyneices'
departure and the climactic movement of Oedipus into the grove of
the Furies, the chorus sing two pairs of stanzas,  1603-54 / H47-"99>  m

which they respond to the thunder and lightning that follow Polynei-
ces' departure as omens of some new and strange thing. Between each
stanza Oedipus urgently insists that Theseus be summoned, as he
knows the thunder and lightning announce his own imminent death.
Theseus arrives, and Oedipus rises from his seat unaided and leads
Antigone, Ismene, and Theseus into the grove of the Furies.

1389-90 /1267-68 But since Compassion shares the throne with Zeus The word we
here translate as Compassion, Afc/os, appears also at line 260 / 247,
where we translate it as respect It also appears as a verb at line 1312-
13 /1192, where we translate it as show him I some understanding. Afc/os
is an important concept for understanding the way the Greeks regulated
their social behavior. People judged their own behavior by the way
they imagined others would view it. Afc/os could be described as the
quality that makes one conscious of, and concerned about, others' opin-
ions of one's behavior. In the first use Antigone is asking the members
of chorus, who are in a position to give or to deny Oedipus what he
wants, to be aware of how others will judge their treatment of him, if
they abuse that power and do not show him respect. At lines  1312-16 /
1192-94, Antigone is appealing to Oedipus to treat Polyneices as other
fathers who are angry at their sons do. In this passage Polyneices, who
also fears that Oedipus will not give him what he needs, appeals to
Oedipus' awareness of how he will be viewed as a father. Antigone,
too, has attempted to persuade Oedipus to see Polyneices by warning
him of seeming too harsh toward his son.

1436 /1305 Polyneices describes the alliance of the seven heroes who joined together
to attack Thebes under his leadership. The story of the "Seven against
Thebes," each hero stationed at one of Thebes' seven gates, was a part
of the Oedipus myth that had its own narrative tradition in both epic
and drama. Aeschylus' play The Seven against Thebes and Euripides'
Suppliants both treat aspects of this story, for example.

N O T E S  O N T H E T E X T

1447 / 1320 Parthenopaeus' name contains the word parthenos, which means un-
married girl, virgin. Atalanta, Parthenopaeus' mother, resisted marriage
by insisting that only a man who could beat her in a foot race could
marry her. She killed those she could overtake. She was finally defeated
by Melanion, who distracted her in the race with golden apples given
to him by Aphrodite. Their son was Parthenopaeus.

1519 /1375 Presumably, Oedipus here refers to curses he made against his sons when
he was first exiled.

1558 /1410 Polyneices' request of Antigone to bury his body when he dies at Thebes
had provided Sophocles, thirty-five years earlier, with the subject for
his Antigone. His reference to the events of that play here reminds the
audience that Oedipus' curse on his sons is the indirect cause of his
beloved Antigone's death. Thus Oedipus, despite his great power, is
also seen to be subject to a rhythm of events outside his control.

1577 /1426 Polyneices' inability to act in defiance of  Oedipus' curse is the flip side
of his refusal to respond to Oedipus' desire when he was being exiled.
Both the refusal and the submission characterize Polyneices as a figure
who is unable successfully to establish his own independence in the
face of the controlling forces of his life.

1586 /1434 my father and his Furies This phrase is ambiguous, and our understand-
ing of Polyneices differs considerably depending on what we think he
means here. By the reference to Oedipus' Furies, Polyneices may be
blaming Oedipus' own terrible past for Polyneices' own terrible future,
or he may refer to Oedipus' curse as his Furies—the punishment he
has been able to evoke for Polyneices' treatment of him.

1623 / 1468 What end will he unleash upon us? is a translation of the text as trans-
mitted by the manuscripts, understanding Zeus, or possibly Oedipus,
as the subject. Alternatively, one could understand the lightning as the
subject ("What end will it unleash upon us?"), but then the objection
of the editors of the OCT that it is hard to understand how lightning
might produce an "end" seems valid. The editors of the OCT emend
the text to read "Truly, he will release his weapon." We have chosen
to keep the manuscript reading and understand Zeus as the subject.
Zeus' sending of the lightning can be seen as the sign of the end to
which he is bringing Oedipus.
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N O T E S O N T H E T E X T

1678-81 / 1522-25 The place where Oedipus dies becomes the site of a hero cult
that was still a place of worship in Sophocles' time.

1693 /  1534 The dragon-seed men are the Thebans, whose ancestors sprang from
dragon's teeth sowed in the earth by Cadmus.

1703 /  1542 This spectacular moment, when  Oedipus rises and leads the others
through the central door of the skene unaided, corresponds dramati-
cally to the scene at the beginning of the play when Antigone helps
Oedipus move with great difficulty from the grove to the rock where
he has been sitting throughout the play, until this moment. The trans-
formation of Oedipus that is implied in the contrast between these two
moments lies at the center of the play's mystery  (see the Introduction,
pp.  5-8, for further discussion).

1712 /  1548 The guide Hermes is a reference to the god Hermes' function as the
psychopomp, the leader of the dead down into the underworld; the
goddess  "who dwells beneath" is Persephone, Demeter's and  Zeus'
daughter and wife of Hades.

1722-40 /1556-78 4th Stasimon: The song that the chrous sings, wishing for an easy
death for Oedipus, makes reference to the gods of the dead, Persephone
(the "unseen Goddess") and Hades  ("the master of those who dwell in
darkness, Aidoneus"). Aidoneus is another name for the god of the
dead. The "goddesses of earth" are the Eumenides, and the "invincible
creature" asleep at the entrance of Hades is the three-headed dog  Cer-
berus, whose presence at the entrance to the underworld keeps the
living from descending and the dead from ascending.

1741-977  /1579-779 Exodos: A messenger describes the ritual preparation of Oedipus
for his death, his farewell to his daughters, the voice of a god  sum-
moning  him, and his final mysterious disappearance that only Theseus
witnesses. The Messenger speech is a rich dramatic device frequently
used by Sophocles and Euripides. It allows the playwright to narrate
action that would be impossible to represent on stage. Both Sophocles
and Euripides incorporate detailed visual information into these
speeches in order to let the audience  "see" what has happened offstage.
In this case Sophocles has included very precise geographical markers
that would, we suppose, evoke a landscape known in reality to the
audience. Of course, none of the details of the landscape has survived,
so that we cannot know how close to reality Sophocles has made this
description.
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1853-949 /  1670-750 The final kommos of the play takes the form of a lament for
the dead. Antigone and Ismene as the surviving female members of
the family would, under normal circumstances, perform a ritual lament
at the tomb of their father. Here, since they cannot approach the place
of Oedipus' death, their song must have given the audience a powerful
sense of unanchored dislocation. Antigone echoes this sense of dislo-
cation when she asks first to be taken to Oedipus' tomb and then to
be allowed to go home to Thebes. The lack of spatial focus at the end
of the play is an important coda to the intense certainty of  Oedipus'
movement toward and knowledge of his death place and leaves the
audience with a sense of disorienting uncertainty. The meter of the
iommos incorporates a fair number of iambic lines that we have printed
as part of the sung lyrics, although it is possible that these lines were
spoken or chanted rather than sung.

1869 / (1681) Invisible Fields is a reference to the underworld, where all things lose
form and substance.

1950-77 /1751-79 The final lines of the play, a conversation between Theseus and
Antigone in anapaestic rhythm, start the action narrated in Sophocles'
play Antigone, as Theseus promises to secure Antigone's return to
Thebes, where she hopes to stop her brothers' civil  war. This final
ironic twist, after Theseus' promise to Oedipus to protect Antigone and
Ismene, returns the audience, after the mystery of Oedipus' death, to
the tension between power and powerlessness that Oedipus—and all
mankind — never escapes.

1964-65  /1766-77 And the god / heard us Sophocles does not specify which god is
meant here, just as it is unclear which god speaks to Oedipus just
before he dies. In both cases he seems to evoke a nameless divine power
attending the end of Oedipus' life to deepen the mystery of that  end.
That Oath,  too, is present marks the paramount importance of the
binding pact between Theseus and Oedipus that ensures Athens a fu-
ture "free of suffering," the form of which is also shrouded in mystery.
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