




INTRODUCTION

The Oedipus at Co/onus, written by Sophocles in the last years of his
life (he died in 406 BCE) and not produced until after his death  (per-
haps in 401 BCE), is a powerful exploration of what survives endings—
the ending of an individual life (Oedipus dies at the end of the play);
the ending of a city (in 404 Sophocles' native city, Athens, came to the
end of its role as the primary political presence in the Mediterranean
world through its defeat by Sparta and its allies after a long and costly
war); and the end of the  poet's own life (Sophocles was probably ninety
when he wrote the play). The play is composed out of this sense of
familiar and known things coming to an  end, as it looks back at the
figure of Oedipus as a young man and at Sophocles' treatment of his
story in his earlier plays, Antigone (442?) and Oedipus Tyrannus (430?).
But the play also looks forward to a future that  Sophocles offers his
play as a way of facing and even welcoming—however unknowable
and strange that future might be.

THE TWO EARLIER PLAYS

By 406 BCE Sophocles had written about 125 plays—tragedies and satyr
plays—to be performed at the City Dionysia, the annual civic celebra-
tion in Athens of the god Dionysus. Seven of these 125 plays have
survived, and three of these seven center on the myth of Oedipus. In
442?, Sophocles wrote the Antigone, whose story comes at the end of
the myth of the Labdacids, the family of Laius and his  son, Oedipus.
Oedipus' male children  (and brothers), Eteocles and Polyneices, are
engaged in a dispute over succession to the kingship of  Thebes. Poly-
neices makes an alliance with neighboring Argos and brings an army
to attack Thebes. In the course of the battle the brothers kill each other,
fulfilling their father/brother's curse on them. The Antigone begins on
the day after the battle when Creon, the boys' uncle, has decreed that
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one, Eteocles, is to be buried with full honor, as he died defending
Thebes, while Polyneices' corpse is to be left to  rot, as Creon considers
him a traitor to Thebes. Their sister, Antigone, refuses to acknowledge
the political distinction between the brothers, buries Polyneices, and
is condemned to death by Creon. Rather than waiting to die in the
tomb in which Creon has buried her alive, Antigone kills herself, thus
essentially ending the line of Oedipus and the story of  Oedipus' tragic
marriage to his mother, Jocasta (although Ismene, Oedipus' other
daughter, survives, her story ends with Antigone's death).

Ten years later Sophocles writes the Oedipus Tyrannus, which dram-
atizes Oedipus' own discovery of the fact of that marriage and his earlier
murder of his father, Laius. The setting of this play is again the unfor-
tunate Thebes, this time being devastated by a plague. Oedipus, as
Thebes' king, is determined to save the city and its inhabitants from
this destruction. As he relentlessly follows the clues the god Apollo has
given him about the cause of the plague, he uncovers the story of his
own past: his chance meeting with his (unknown) father whom he kills
in a dispute over a right of way, and his marriage to his (unknown)
mother, Jocasta, as a result of his inspired answer to the Sphinx's riddle.
Marriage to Jocasta was his reward from a grateful Thebes, which had
been devastated by the attacks of the Sphinx. She could be stopped
only by an answer to her riddle, "What walks on four legs in the morn-
ing, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening and has a single
voice?" Oedipus' answer—"man"—he will spend the rest of his life
coming to understand. The reward the Cadmeians (another name for
the Thebans) offer him for ridding them of the Sphinx is the throne
of Thebes and marriage to the queen, Jocasta, Oedipus' mother. As
Oedipus relentlessly pursues the truth about this past, Jocasta is the first
to understand what has happened,  and, anticipating her failure to stop
Oedipus from discovering and revealing the whole story, she hangs
herself. When Oedipus finally reconstructs the story and recognizes
that he is both the destroyer and the savior of  Thebes, he fulfills the
curse he himself has placed on the person responsible for the plague
by blinding himself—in essence exiling himself from human society.
The play ends with his unsuccessful attempt to persuade Jocasta's
brother Creon, who has become king in his place, to complete the
exile by banishing him from Thebes.

In these two plays we see the richness of this story for  Sophocles'
exploration of what tragedy as a genre can offer its audience. Against
the backdrop of an extreme threat to a city's well-being, individuals
struggle with each other and themselves to understand the limits of
human action and understanding in the light of the patterns of an order
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outside their control. Neither play offers answers. Rather, both dram-
atize, in radically different ways, the dynamic struggle to make sense
of the world through the choices humans make, the values they uphold
by those choices, the limits of language to articulate and to persuade
others of the correctness of those choices, and the irresolvable conflicts
that ensue. The structure of the plot in each play arises out of the
tension created by the power and futility of human attempts, through
language and action, to construct a meaningful world. In the Antigone,
the conflict between Antigone's and Creon's understandings of what
the death of Polyneices and Eteocles demands of them, and how to
fulfill those demands, is viscerally represented in the pushing of each
side to destructive extremes, out of which a restorative compromise can
be imagined only as the product of extreme suffering. The action of
the play is structured around a series of confrontations between two
characters in which the opposition, which seems absolute and fixed,
in fact moves Antigone and Creon, the two main opponents, to see
the destructive results of their passionately held positions. In the
Oedipus Tyrannus Oedipus' driving determination to keep asking ques-
tions gives the play a powerful sense of precipitous linear movement,
which, as it takes the audience into the future, in fact takes us back
into the past, until the two come together at the brink of a chasm of
despair from which it is hard to imagine the possibility of recovery.

THE STRUCTURE OF THE OEDIPUS  AT COLONUS

The structure of the Oedipus at Co/onus is quite different. It moves
forward neither by opposition nor by a driving, if complex, linear mo-
tion. Rather, the Oedipus at Colonus moves in waves of arrivals and
departures in counterpoint with the single arc of Oedipus' faltering
arrival at the beginning of the play, his seated presence at center stage
throughout the action until the very  end, and his dramatic departure
at the  end, without assistance and accompanied by lightning, thunder,
and the voice of a  god. At issue in these waves of coming and going
are the laws, the patterns—in Greek, the nomoi (a word that means
both  law, custom, and melody)—by which we order our lives, in  con-
junction with a pattern we cannot know but which provides a kind of
counterpoint, constantly transforming the meaning we think we are
creating. Oedipus serves as the focal point of this conjunction, and in
the paradoxes and judgments that arise from his presence the audience
catches a glimpse of the ineffable harmony between what changes and
what remains unchanging—between the human and divine, the know-
able and the unknowable, the powerless and the powerful.

For the audience at the end of the fifth century this play is



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Sophocles' gift to the city-state in which he had lived and which he
had served his entire life. Athens' attempt at a new form of government,
democracy, seemed to be reaching a crisis in its final defeat by the
oligarchic Spartans, with whom Athens had been at  war, on and off,
for twenty-five years. In this play the death of Oedipus in Colonus,
Sophocles' own birthplace and a town within sight of the Acropolis,
promises to the Athenians the protection of the hero forever, some kind
of eternal life for the city. The city's survival is perhaps not to be
imagined as the preservation of the laws that have ordered its existence
or the continuity of its political hegemony but as the manifestation of
a spirit that the play only suggests, adumbrates like a mystery, in the
complex interplay of the rhythms of its plot.

In the opening scene two figures enter the theater: an  old, blind
man and a young woman.  They are travelers, beggars without  home
or possessions, and their arrival in this place, as in every place they
come to, poses the question: How will they find what they need to
survive? Stripped of everything that defines a life, what does their ex-
istence mean? Oedipus' opening speech begins to explain the sense he
has made of this stage of his life, one so different from the complex
layers of his earlier history, as Sophocles portrays it in the Oedipus
Tyrannus, where everything turned out to mean more than it seemed,
and all understanding led only to more mystery. He says of himself:
"who asks little and gets less, though even less / than little is enough —  "
(5-6/5-6). He goes on to explain the things that allow him to be  con-
tent, to be at peace with this bare existence  "... the long / compan-
ionship of time, and bitter trouble, / and beyond that the manner I
was born to, teach me / to be easy with whatever  happens"  (6-9/7-8).
While these things allow him inner ease, he explains in the last lines
of the speech the means by which he interacts with others to get what
he needs: "As strangers / we've learned how to listen to the natives of
a place / and to act according to what we  hear"  (13-15/12-13). He has
learned an openness to the laws and habits of the particular place he
comes to and a willingness to comply with the circumstances of  the
moment. This opening speech gives us the world of the play, the back-
drop against which all that will happen is to be understood.  Oedipus
has defined the rhythms that finally, after years of struggle, allow him
to live in some kind of difficult but resolved accommodation to the
world and his own history. It is a life stripped to its essentials: the
character one is born with, the accumulated experience of acting and
suffering, the rhythm of change that time brings and an openness to
whatever happens.

Against this backdrop is played out a series of encounters between
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Oedipus and others, where others' actions, ambitions, and desires—
their ways of being in the world—are tested and judged by the touch-
stone of Oedipus' achieved wisdom. In this way Oedipus turns out to
be once again, as he was in the Oedipus Tyrannus, a riddle: the  com-
bination of his apparent destitution and his enormous hidden power
serves as a test of others' humanity, as each newcomer responds to the
presence of the  old, blind beggar seated on a bare rock. The Greeks
understood all suppliants, as Oedipus is, as a test: those who are in
need of protection challenge those with power to take the correct mea-
sure of their power as provisional and limited. It is out of an under-
standing that any human, however secure, could easily become as help-
less as the suppliant and that all human power pales in comparison
with the divine and eternal power of the gods, and especially of Zeus,
who protects suppliants, that one is moved to put oneself at risk in the
service of those who are powerless. But Oedipus is a different kind of
test because he is, in fact, not helpless, although he seems to be, and
in this way the Oedipus at Colonus is not merely a "suppliant play."
His interactions are based not on a vivid disparity of power between
himself and others, but rather on others' ability to understand the  dis-
crepancy between his appearance and the power he embodies, the
discontinuity between his past and his future, the coexistence of his
dependence and autonomy.

Oedipus' power comes not only from the understanding he has strug-
gled to achieve. The first indication that the pattern of Oedipus' life is
also shaped by something beyond his own understanding and the laws
and customs of those he encounters comes in the second half of the
opening scene, when Oedipus learns from an unnamed citizen of  Co-
lonus that he has taken a seat in the grove of the dread goddesses
(Furies, Erinyes, Eumenides—they have many names and yet often go
unnamed, just referred to as the Dread Ones). For the citizen of  Co-
lonus his presence there is a violation: the Eumenides are divinities so
powerful that one must not even speak out loud in the vicinity of their
sacred grove, much less walk into it and sit down. They are ancient
earth goddesses whose role is to bring punishment to humans who
commit the most basic and intense of crimes: violation of the natural,
unalienable bonds between members of a family, the very basis of our
common humanity. They are fierce and implacable—accepting no ex-
cuse, no explanation to moderate their punishment of violations in
their sphere. For Oedipus, this grove is the place that he has known,
from Apollo's prediction, would be the end of his journey, the place
where finally he can rest. Here again is the riddle, now not on the
level of human interactions with Oedipus but on the level of the



I N T R O D U C T I O N

rhythms and patterns outside human control that order the world: why
would Oedipus, the greatest violator of family ties that we can imagine,
find peace at last in the grove of the Eumenides?

What about Oedipus can make sense of this disparity between his
past and his destined future? We learn later, from Ismene his daughter,
who is the first visitor to approach Oedipus, that there is even more to
this riddle. For Apollo has now prophesied that wherever Oedipus dies
will be a source of eternal protection for the surrounding country, for
whoever has accepted him and not asked him to move on. Here again
the riddle: why is the polluted Oedipus to become a source of protec-
tion and safety for those willing to embrace him? And—looking beyond
the ending of the play—what kind of protection does he offer, since
his burial place in Colonus —the "bulwark" at the outskirts of Athens—
has not kept the Athens of 402 BCE (when the play is first being  per-
formed, after Sophocles' death in  406) from devastating defeat at the
hands of the Spartans? How then is the audience to understand the
power that, in alliance with the divine world, Oedipus offers, which is
so incongruent with his past story, his present state, and the imminent
future of the audience watching the play?

The substance of these riddles plays out in two interweaving strands
of action in the play. One corresponds to the riddle of the larger order:
the transformation of Oedipus from helpless and blind old man when
he first enters the stage to guide and authority at the end of the play,
one whose place of death will have power after his death, as the object
of a hero cult. This transformation is the mirror of, and answer to, the
change that Oedipus undergoes from king to polluted being in the
Oedipus Tyrannus, but now Oedipus is a knowing participant, in  har-
mony with the rhythm of the transformation, which he knows will
happen in its own time. The other strand is played out in the inter-
action between Oedipus and all those who come into contact with
him, as he sits on his rock in the middle of the stage.  Through these
encounters, unfolding in the uncertain immediacy of the moment,
what becomes possible is an understanding of a human order that can
take account of Oedipus' paradoxical power. For example, the citizen
of Colonus, who approaches Oedipus and Antigone as soon as they
have settled in the grove, is the first to be  tested by his presence. His
response to the violation of the grove shows the kind of order he lives
by. Despite all appearance he understands he must consult with all the
citizens of Colonus before deciding what to do with Oedipus: "Stay
there, / there where you first appeared, while I / go to the citizens (who
live here, not in the city) / and tell them what's happened. For they
will decide / to take you in or send you away"  (89-93/77-80). This
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citizen, despite his knowledge of the inviolability of the grove, knows
the appropriate rhythm of judgment he must demonstrate in response
to Oedipus' intrusion: as a citizen, he cannot act without the rest of
the citizen body—no matter how obvious it is that Oedipus is where
he should not be.

THE CHORUS

When that body of citizens arrive, in the form of the chorus, they can
claim with appropriate authority that Oedipus must move in order for
them to talk to him, and Oedipus, on the basis of his openness to what
is taught to him by the inhabitants of whatever place he comes to, can
put in abeyance the knowledge that he belongs in the grove, to comply
with their demand. Here,  too, the different rhythms are in harmony,
with Oedipus moving between his own understanding and that of the
chorus, but Sophocles dramatizes vividly the difficulty in that harmony
by the excruciating slowness and effort with which Oedipus moves
from the rock where he has placed himself within the grove to the
rock at its edge, where the chorus has insisted he sit to speak with
them. It is only when, at their insistence, Oedipus reveals his identity
that he becomes a test for the chorus; having accepted the anonymous
beggar as a suppliant, they now want to drive Oedipus away.

The chorus is  not, in Sophoclean tragedy, responsible for developing
the action of the play, but rather reflects on that action from their
perspective, as interpreters through the particular medium of song and
dance of what they  see. From their perspective, the story they have
always heard of Oedipus' past makes his presence among them intol-
erable. Oedipus responds on their level, on the level of story and rep-
utation, to question the validity of Athens' reputation as a city that
accepts strangers, if the chorus demands that he leave:

Then what's become of reputation? What good is
a good name if it fades like morning dew?
What good is it if Athens stands alone, as they  say,
a god-fearing city—alone able to save
the sick, afflicted stranger. Where is the good in this for me,
seeing—since my name alone makes you tremble—
you'll drag me from this sanctuary here
and drive me away?  (275-82/258-65)

Because of Oedipus' challenge to the chorus to live up to the way their
city is spoken of, to be consistent with the laws and customs it is known
for, the chorus agrees to summon Theseus—the legendary king of Ath-
ens—to make a decision about Oedipus. As the figure whose action
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will represent Athens, what he does will reveal how Athenian law can,
through actions based on the judgments it allows, respond to the riddle
of Oedipus.

But the chorus throughout the play articulates another level of order,
one that is abstracted from the mechanics of decision and action and
creates in song and dance a kind of understanding that mediates be-
tween the human and divine worlds. As a body, the chorus, though
characterized as older citizens of Colonus, is separated from the actors
not only by performing exclusively in the orchestra, the circular area
between the stage and the seats of the audience, but also by their form
of expression: dance and choral song. While the chorus leader interacts
with the characters in speech, when the chorus performs as a whole it
is always in the form of sung lyrics and movement that follows the
rhythm of the song. Their mode of expression and their language, in
both form and content, remove the play s events from the contingency
of the moment. This way of responding to Oedipus is first illustrated
in the instructions that the chorus leader gives Oedipus so that he can
perform a ritual of purification for his violation of the grove. In his
detailed account of each step in the ritual, the chorus leader describes
a series of actions abstracted from human choice, feeling,, and even
understanding, but nonetheless meaningful in relation to the divine
power of the Eumenides and Oedipus* violation, as the chorus under-
stands it, of their grove.

In their next four songs, when they lead Oedipus to tell the story of
his past, or sing a hymn to Athens that represents the city in terms of
its gods, their gifts to the city, and its natural beauty, or describe the
battle between Theseus and Creon over the possession of Antigone and
Ismene as a battle of right against wrong, or describe the misery that
Oedipus' life represents as a headland beaten by waves from every di-
rection, the chorus transforms the ever-changing, continuous struggle
of human action into language whose rhythms, sound, and descriptive
power create an ordered, self-contained poetic narrative with a formal
integrity that is the closest humans can come to an expression of a
permanent order. This, then, is the way the chorus responds to the
challenge of Oedipus' presence.  They leave the decision of what to do
to Theseus, but they incorporate Oedipus' story and Athens' story into
an order of their own, in the rhythms and movement of their song and
dance. Within the context of the action and the choices the other
characters are engaged in, the limit of the chorus's order is apparent
in their restriction to the space of the orchestra and the movements of
dance. But what they express in their dance and song is an essential
dimension of the way humans make sense of their world.
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EPISODES

In between the chorus's songs, the episodes dramatize the arrival of
four visitors, each in his or her own way drawn to respond to Oedipus'
presence in Athens, Very roughly, they fall into categories of friends
and enemies. Ismene and Theseus give Oedipus what he needs to
survive out of genuine feeling for him and a deep understanding of
what the laws they live by demand of them. Polyneices and Creon
come to gain control of Oedipus' power for their own ends, although
they present themselves as acting out of pity for Oedipus' suffering and
in his interest and argue on the basis of positive norms of behavior. In
each case Oedipus both interprets and judges these characters' actions,
culminating in the violent curse he places on his son—a curse that
poses the deepest challenge to the audience's understanding of Oedi-
pus' judgment. As we watch each encounter, we see the complexity of
each character's response to Oedipus, in the incongruity between the
way the laws of society order their behavior and the way that Oedipus,
from the perspective he describes in the prologue, responds to them.
This series of comings and goings, all centered on the question of
where Oedipus belongs, creates a kind of dramatic fugue that plays out
the various rhythms by which we live, rhythms created by the interplay
of feeling, understanding, experience, and values.

At the center of these visitations is  Creon's forceful removal of An-
tigone and Ismene and Theseus' return of them. This self-contained
and unique action at the heart of the play has no apparent conse-
quence: they are taken and returned within the course of two hundred
lines or so, and there is no lasting effect of their departure. But it is
another manifestation of the rhythms of loss and gain, strength and
impotence, departure and return, violation and restoration, which rep-
resent Sophocles' understanding of what human experience must be.
The rhythm of loss and restoration that  Creon's abduction of the two
women dramatizes mirrors on the level of human action the mysterious
and divinely orchestrated transformation of Oedipus, from his entrance
as a wandering beggar at the beginning of the play to his departure
"home," summoned by a god, at the end.

In the first episode Ismene arrives to tell Oedipus of the oracles that
make explicit the nature of the gift he offers to those who take him in
and to bring him news of his two sons' struggle for the throne of
Thebes. Her traveling alone through the countryside to find Oedipus
is an absolute violation of the behavior appropriate to an unmarried
woman, as is Antigone's wandering, which the care of her father re-
quires. In fact, when Creon comes, he throws in Oedipus' face the
debasement of the two women in the eyes of the world as an argument
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for Oedipus' return to Thebes. But Oedipus' judgment of his daughters
and of his sons reveals the difficulty of basing one's choice of how to
behave on social norms. He addresses his daughters about his sons:

Ach, those two! In their nature, in their way of life,
they mimic Egyptian habits. For the men of Egypt
sit indoors weaving, while their wives
go out every day in the world
to provide what they need. So here you both are,
while those fit for the task do housework
like maids. The two of you do their work, this hard  work-
caring for my suffering self. (37°~77/337~45)

Oedipus here claims that his children's behavior is uniquely counter
to Greek social norms by evoking the "counter culture" of Egypt, which
the Greeks viewed as a mirror image of their own society. By so doing
he exposes the provisional nature of a judgment based solely on social
norms, since in Egypt the children's behavior would be normal. Oe-
dipus' comparison raises a further complication: from another perspec-
tive Antigone and Ismene are doing exactly what is expected of Greek
women, caring for their male relation, while Eteocles and Polyneices
are pursuing their political ambitions, exactly what would be expected
of them as Greek men. By this comparison Oedipus wishes to condemn
his sons for "staying at home" and pursuing their own interests and to
praise his daughters for their courage in wandering the world to take
care of him. If we understand his words simply on the level of social
norms they fail to achieve his purpose, as they equate his sons and his
daughters in the violation of those norms, and they also point to the
ways in which his children are, in fact, meeting, not violating, expec-
tations of behavior. It is clear, then, that when Oedipus uses Egypt to
point to the "alien" behavior of his children, he is judging them not
on the basis of a social order, the standards of which are relative and
ambiguous, but on the basis of values that he does not or cannot at
this point articulate but that become clear by the end of the play.

A similar complexity is involved in trying to understand and judge
Theseus' and Creon's interactions with Oedipus. The two men can,
from one perspective, be seen as examples of good and bad men in
positions of power. Theseus' unquestioning acceptance of Oedipus and
his offer of protection and a home amply fulfill Athens' reputation as
an open society, able to find a place for whoever comes there. His
controlled handling of  Creon's abduction of Antigone and Ismene at-
test to his diplomacy and careful use of force, especially in contrast to
Creon's provocative rhetoric and rash violence. Yet  Theseus, by ac-
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cepting Oedipus into Athens, establishes  Thebes as a future enemy, a
chilling reminder, for the audience of the play, of the war that has
ended in Athenian defeat. And  Creoii, who is, on the surface, a shame-
less seeker after his own advantage, is acting on behalf of his city and
at their request to bring Oedipus back as  Thebes' protector, a city that
can legitimately lay claim to his loyalty as his mother city, a city that
in the Oedipus Tyrannus he destroyed himself to save. Even Oedipus'
fury at  Thebes' intention to settle him only on the boundary of the
city, not on Theban soil, is hard to understand from the perspective of
one kind of order, since there is no denying the fact that he is guilty
of incest and patricide and is therefore a polluted being whose presence
on his native soil is forbidden by law.

In all of these conflicting perspectives, or ways of ordering action,
Oedipus moves with a kind of moral certainty, even as he is engaged
in the ebb and flow around him. First, he explains in detail the in-
correctness of the chorus's, and later  Creon's, understanding of his past
actions. The self-blame that led him, at the time of his discovery of
those crimes, to blind himself has been replaced by a clear-sighted
understanding of his own essential innocence, grounded in his igno-
rance of what he was doing. This self-understanding does not make
him any less aware that he is a polluted being—he does almost forget
when he tries to take Theseus' hand, but he then stops himself, Soph-
ocles' clever way of dramatizing his awareness. But it does allow Oe-
dipus to draw a distinction between an internal state and an external
one, the first dependent on his own sense of himself, the second de-
termined by the laws and judgments of society.

When Creon tries to shame him into returning to Thebes by de-
picting him as one who can never escape his crimes, whose presence
in the world is an affront to others, he tries to persuade not only Oe-
dipus but the chorus and the audience to see Oedipus as the sum of
his actions and what people say about them. For a character in a play,
and for the Greeks of this time, that definition of what constitutes a
person is not obviously inadequate. Like characters in a play, who can
be known only by what they do and say in front of an audience, Ath-
enians thought of themselves as fully defined by the way others viewed
their actions and received their words. Oedipus' insistence on some-
thing like a conscience, achieved over long years by learning to draw
a distinction between who he is and what he has done, between the
identity society gives him and his sheer physical existence in the world,
is the center of his moral authority. The notion of an internal monitor,
guided by the integration of thought, feeling, and action—a sense
of a person's moral self separate from conformity to the laws and
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expectations established by society—is a new development in the
Greeks' sense of the individual, one to be fully realized only in the
next century by Socrates* student, Plato. But it is at the heart of Soph-
ocles' intuition in this play about the gift that Oedipus has to offer
Athens, and the Oedipus at Co/onus has to offer its audience.

Even Theseus, whose immediate acceptance of  Oedipus, based on
his own experience as an exile, seems to reveal a man of  deep under-
standing, shows the limit of his point of view in comparison to  Oedipus.
He concludes his acceptance of Oedipus with the words  "For I know
/ I'm a  man, and know /  I've no greater claim on tomorrow than you."
(627-29/567-68). Here he shows an understanding of the relative extent
of his own power, an understanding that leads him immediately to want
to protect the suppliant Oedipus. But later, when Oedipus warns him
that this acceptance will bring his city into conflict with  Thebes, at
this time Athens' close ally, Theseus cannot understand how that could
come about. His belief in the permanence of the laws of his city and
the alliances it constructs with other cities prevents him from seeing
the same limit to his city's power that he sees in himself. Yet for the
audience, in their current political situation, that limit is all too  dis-
tressingly apparent.  This incomprehension evokes from  Oedipus one
of the great speeches of the play, in which he points out to Theseus
the inevitable pattern of change and transformation that underlies all
aspects of human life and that goes to the heart of the limit of human
power:

Dearest son of Aegeus,  none but the gods
escape old age and  death; all else
time in its relentless flood sweeps away.
The strength of earth and of the body fades,
trust dies and distrust flourishes,
and the same spirit never endures
between friend and friend, city and city.
For some  now, for others later,
joy becomes bitter,  then bitterness joy.  (671-79/607-15)

Essential, then, to the kind of understanding Oedipus  has, giving him
the ability to judge both himself and others, is an awareness of the
fundamental impermanence of the natural and constructed world in
which humans live. In the face of that impermanence, the challenge
is to find the solid ground on which to base the choices we make and
the actions we perform. Oedipus' understanding of change and loss
does not make him feel the loss any less—when Antigone and Ismene
are taken from him he is in despair—but it gives him an unerring
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sense of how actions conform to and violate the rhythms that constitute
the fragile fabric of human order. A man who has wandered without
a home for years, who has believed himself the son of two different
sets of parents, who has been the savior and destroyer of his city, he
makes manifest, in his unmoving position on his rock, the certainty
that arises out of radical uncertainty, the capacity to know the conti-
nuity in flux, and the moral understanding that the endless years of
living as an outcast in the eyes of the world with the knowledge of his
own innocence has brought  him.

His uncompromising moral sense emerges clearly and shockingly in
his encounter with his  son. In Oedipus' explanation to Theseus of the
wrong Polyneices has done to  him, he describes not only the way his
sons did nothing to prevent his exile—a fate that the Greeks viewed as
a living death—but argues that the timing of the exile was a particular
affront because it violated the change in his own understanding of his
guilt, which the passage of time had brought  him. As he came to see
that his guilt was only to have physically committed the acts of murder
and incest, not to have worked knowingly for the destruction of his
parents, the limit of his blame became clear to  him, and he no longer
felt the need to go into exile. He was content to remain isolated in his
own home. The city's move to exile  him, and his sons' passivity, took
no account of his changed understanding. Oedipus' sense of the proper
timing of things is another aspect of his understanding of the natural
rhythm of change as a manifestation of an unchanging order, and it is
through Oedipus that we understand something of what it means to
be in tune with both.

When Ismene brings him word of the oracle's prediction of the value
of his tomb, he says: "So when I am no longer, then I'm a man?" (428!
393), pointing to the paradoxical disparity between what humans  con-
sider the "prime of life" and that other rhythm his life illustrates. His
sense of urgency about Theseus' arrivals throughout the play is the
product of his knowledge that the moment when he can reveal the
precise facts of his gift to  Theseus is not within his control, while
Theseus is fully immersed in the self-created rhythms of his political
life. At the end of the play the thunder and lightning and the voice of
a god saying  "Why / do we put off our departure like this? What / a
long delay you're making!"  (1800-1802/1627-28) are dramatic manifes-
tations of that larger order at work in Oedipus' life. The human ex-
perience of that rhythm is the passage of time —"the long companion-
ship of time," as Oedipus says in his opening speech—which for
someone like Oedipus has brought a fuller sense of the meaning of his
actions. He charges both Creon and Polyneices with violating that
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rhythm, Creon when he offers to take him back to  Thebes, long after his
desire to do so has disappeared, and Polyneices when he allowed his ex-
ile, although Oedipus understood that it was no longer a necessity.

But Oedipus' cursing of Polyneices is based not only—not largely,
even— on Polyneices' ignorance of the changes that time brings, al-
though Polyneices himself points to his guilt here: "To my shame I've
come too late / to see all this. . . . But since Compassion / shares the
throne with Zeus in all he does, / let her stand beside you also, father—
/ for the wrongs that are done have some cure / and they're over now,
there'll be no more of them"  (1385-93/1264-70). His claim that the
damage is reparable perhaps indicates the shallowness of his under-
standing of the rhythm of change, but Polyneices' real crime is his
violation of the one unchanging, inalienable fact of human existence:
the relationships of blood. They are the only thing that neither time
nor circumstance nor human will can change, as Oedipus discovered
to his enormous cost as a young man when his true parentage was
revealed to him. What Oedipus sees is that Polyneices' knowing re-
pudiation of his father to secure his own political future removes from
Polyneices the only unchanging reality a human being has,: the bond
of children to those who gave them life. This violation.is unforgivable
in Oedipus' eyes because that unchanging relationship provides a sta-
bility that is the basis of human order and moral understanding.

The strongest challenge to Oedipus' point of view comes from his
daughter Antigone: "he is your child; show him / some understanding.
Other men have bad children / and feel deep anger; but rebuked / by
the gentle appeals of those dear to them, / they soften their hearts"
(1312-16/1192-1194). Although Antigone's plea for compassion is enough
to persuade Oedipus to allow Polyneices into his presence, it has no
power to stop Oedipus from cursing him. Here finally we understand
why Oedipus belongs in the grove of the Eumenides, the unforgiving
goddesses who punish violation of family bonds. Oedipus puts a human
face on that absolute judgment, one that comes from his deepest un-
derstanding of the impermanence of human existence and the moral
need for humans, living within the flux of things, to keep their bearings
by paying attention to the one unchanging fact of our existence. Oe-
dipus' earlier discovery, despite his lived experiences, of the ineluctable
truth of his true parentage and the profound disorientation that resulted
from his (unwilling) ignorance of that truth, makes him deeply aware
of the way it must anchor people's experience; his years of wandering,
living in the constant movement of exile, have taught him the enor-
mous difficulty of being fully human in the world without that anchor.
It is the combination of living through the two extremes of these experi-
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ences that makes him uniquely able to judge the way others deal with
the tension between the stability and change of a human life. The
episodes, which bring the Citizen of Colonus, Ismene, Antigone, The-
seus, and Creon within the sphere of Oedipus' judgment, culminate
in this encounter between father and son. Oedipus obliterates the kind
of future for himself that men try to gain through their sons in order
to secure for Athens his guiding spirit. He condemns his son to death
for the failure to establish for himself the necessary moral framework
in which to act—based on an understanding of what cannot change
and what must change, and he bequeaths to Athens the protection of
his own understanding.

SOPHOCLES' GIFT TO ATHENS
Oedipus' sense of the inviolability of the blood relationship of child to
parent may give him the power of a Fury, but the protection that
Oedipus will offer Athens after his death comes not from that power
alone but from the combination of impotence and power that makes
him so paradigmatically human.  That impotence is manifest not only
in his beggarly appearance, blindness, and dependence, but also in the
moment of his greatest power, when he curses his son. Although Oe-
dipus' language has the force to make believable that his curse will be
fulfilled (as we know from myth and from  Sophocles' Antigone, it is),
he does not have control over all the consequences of that curse. After
the curse, Antigone and Polyneices have a conversation in which An-
tigone tries to persuade Polyneices not to pursue the war against his
brother. Polyneices, as if already bound by the curse, can see no alter-
native to walking straight into the disaster he knows awaits him at
Thebes. In this moment he provides an interesting contrast to his father
in the Oedipus Tyrannus, who, when he received an oracle saying he
would kill his father and marry his mother, did everything he could to
avoid what the oracle predicted and later pursued indefatigably the
truth of what he had done. Polyneices' willingness knowingly to sac-
rifice his army and allies, while keeping them in ignorance, subtly
offers evidence for the connection between his treatment of his father
and his moral helplessness. He is unable to know the moment when
he must act in keeping with, or in defiance of, the opportunities that
present themselves. But he does ask Antigone to bury his body, after
he is killed, and Antigone promises to do so. She thus binds herself to
the fate we see played out in the Antigone, which Sophocles deliber-
ately evokes here. So Oedipus' curse on his son is the indirect but
nonetheless effectual cause of Antigone's death; yet on the very grounds
he curses his son he wishes absolutely to protect his daughter. This he
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cannot do. The combination of Polyneices' passivity in the face of his
father's anger, Antigone's will to act out of her love for her family (the
mirror image of Polyneices' weakness), and her move away from the
protecting influence of Oedipus' cult at Athens back to  Thebes, with
which the play ends, are all part of the web of change and flux in
human life that will continue after Oedipus' death and that he  cannot
stop or control.

But the most vibrant and constant evidence of Oedipus' extraordi-
nary combination of weakness and strength, and of his awareness of
the double rhythm of the human and divine order, comes from his
language, as is only fitting in a form of theater that was as dependent
on the spoken word as Greek theatre was (see pp. 23-27). Oedipus has
an extraordinary range of expression: from inarticulate cry to authori-
tative argument, from song to speech, from command to  pleading, from
curse to blessing, from expressions of hatred to those of love, from anger
to gratitude, from teaching to questioning. And beyond this he shows
a clear understanding of a kind of speech that outlasts the moment of
speaking (which perhaps is of particular importance for the effect that
Sophocles hopes to create with the performance of the play itself).  This
kind of speech is embodied in the secret words that he passes on to
Theseus, which he promises will teach "things / which age can never
spoil" (1673-74/1519), words  that are to be repeated only once in a
lifetime, when Theseus, and then another in each generation, passes
them on at the moment of death. It is embodied in the curse, which
will work its power long after the words themselves have faded. And it
is to be found in Oedipus' words that outlast his death, as the Messen-
ger reproduces his final speech to his daughters as a direct quote rather
than reported speech, thus recreating Oedipus' voice after his death
and perpetuating the power of his speech.

In Oedipus' mouth that most provisional and momentary act, the
act of spoken communication (it is important to remember  that this
tragedy was composed to be viewed only once), has also a permanence
that defies the fragility of sound. What is common to the whole range
of Oedipus' expression is its authority, the sense that the language
comes from the depth of his understanding and the integrity of his
thought, feeling, and action. It is unlike the speech of all the other
characters in the play, whose words inevitably reveal also their limits.
Ismene, for example, will not tell of her experience in traveling to find
Oedipus because she does not want to experience the pain of it again,
Antigone speaks consistently and exclusively out of her feeling for her
father and her brother and is persuasive and effective as far as that
feeling goes, but her speech (and her action) expresses no other di-
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mension of character. Theseus, too, is limited in the range of what he
can express, as his speech always conforms to his political consciousness
and the role he must play within the polis. Polyneices fears to speak
at all without some indication of his father's good will. When Antigone
persuades him to speak despite Oedipus' silence, he delivers a plea to
Oedipus to become his ally in the form of a catalogue of the six other
leaders who have joined him in his attack on Thebes. On many levels
this catalogue betrays the poverty of Polyneices' language: although it
is a standard part of the story of the "Seven against  Thebes," it is
strangely out of place here, when Polyneices' appeal to Oedipus cannot
be made on the basis of an "epic" portrayal of the battle he is about
to fight; the audience knows that all six leaders die at  Thebes, so it
also sounds like an epitaph before the fact; and for Oedipus, so far
removed for years from the context in which these names would have
meaning, it is meaningless. Like his sense that he has no choice but
to fulfill his father's curse, this speech marks Polyneices' disorientation
from the moral necessity of the moment.

The most striking contrast to  Oedipus'  speech comes from Creon,
whose insincerity is apparent from the moment he opens his mouth.
Since Ismene has given Oedipus and the audience the information
that Creon will be coming to try to inveigle Oedipus back to Thebes—
not to bring him home but to control his power on  Thebes' border—
Creon's words are judged from the start by that knowledge. All the
arguments he uses —his appeal to Oedipus' loyalty to Thebes, his
claims of respect for Athens, his sense of shame about Antigone's and
Oedipus' state, and his desire to hide them away in their home—are
all colored by the irony created by his hiding his true motive and our
knowing it. Polyneices, by contrast, who comes for the same reason, is
quite open about his motivation: "Because —if we're to believe the
oracles— / the power lies with those who have you / as their ally"
(1460-62/1331-32). But Creon tries to gain this goal by the force of his
entirely rhetorical arguments, and when they fail he resorts to force,
the most definitive evidence of the emptiness of his words, in contrast
to Oedipus'. (And his force turns out to be as empty as his words, when
the kidnapping of the girls is reversed within minutes of its happening.)

Oedipus' words, by contrast, are untouched by this kind of irony, an
irony that Sophocles used so effectively in the Oedipus Tyrannus to
reveal the limit of Oedipus' understanding. Like the arc of Oedipus'
transformation from helpless blind beggar to guide and benefactor of
Athens, his language is able to reflect the full range of human expe-
rience and, beyond that, his double consciousness of the world of
change in which humans live and that larger order with its own rhythm
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that humans only glimpse, in oracles and seemingly random interven-
tions in the course of their lives.

The power that  Oedipus' lived experience and understanding give
his language is .somehow captured in the Messenger's speech, which
reports his last moments. Although the speech is a narrative of what
took place, the account moves three times into direct quotation of
Oedipus' words and once into quotation of a god's voice addressing
Oedipus directly. By this means Sophocles draws an analogy—but only
an analogy—between the human and divine voices. The first of Oe-
dipus' words are addressed to Ismene and Antigone in response to their
weeping:

Children, on this day you have no father.
All that was my life is destroyed on me  now:
You won't ever again have to labor for me
or look after me as you've always done.
1 know, children, what a hard life  it's been.
But there's one thing can dispel it  all,
one word is enough to wipe hardship away:
Love,  that this man had for you — no man
can love you more. And now the two of you
must go on living the rest of your lives
without  him,  (1780-90/1611-19)

Oedipus acknowledges the pain both of the loss his death will bring
to his daughters and the hardship that living in the world as he has
done has caused them-—the constant instability and struggle that is an
extreme version of the flux of all human life. And he also offers them
an expression of the one unchanging truth, the love their life together
has created, which is the flip side of his hatred for his sons and their
betrayal of that truth. In the second speech the Messenger quotes, he
binds Theseus with a promise to do his utmost to protect his daughters:
"give these children / the pledge of your hand"  (1806-7/1632). Here his
language acts, as it did in his curse, to overcome its impermanence
and fashion a future beyond his death (which we know, from Antig-
one's story, cannot fully succeed — here is the limit of Oedipus' power.)
And finally, he orders his daughters to leave with the words "you must
be brave  now, / and go away from this place, / and not judge it right
to see what's forbidden / or hear men say what must not be heard"
(1817-20/1640-42). His final gift—the secret of his death-place—be-
longs only to Theseus, the words that must not be spoken, that some-
how come, into contact with an order beyond the human, which
human language can approach only by silence.

It is tempting to see the Messenger's report of Oedipus' words as a
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metaphor for  Sophocles' gift to Athens on his death: this play. Soph-
ocles knows that the life of his city will have to  change, as all human
forms must, and change  perhaps radically with the end of the  war. But
his play captures not only what does not change—the bonds we create
with each other that can and must be  protected against violation—but
also the way we can (with time,  experience, character, and openness
to the world of change, an ability to learn and listen)  come to know
simultaneously the rhythm of that  change and the rhythm of what is
beyond our comprehension but that we  experience as  "the steady sway
of some shaping power"  (1977/1779). And in the internalization of this
knowledge,  Oedipus, and the Oedipus at Colonus, give us the model
for the constancy of self that survives every change in political and
social fortune.

Vassar College RACHEL KITZINGER
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