Background~Antigone

Oedipus Rex

The play takes place in the city of Thebes, but the telling of the story begins in the middle of the story.  

Many years before, Laius and Jocasta, the king and queen of Thebes, find out that they will have a baby.  They go to the oracle at Delphi to learn about his future, and the oracle tells them that their son will kill his father and marry his mother.  Afraid that this will actually happen, they make a plan.  When Oedipus is born, they use a piece of metal to clamp his ankles together.  Then they give him to a messenger to leave in the open to be eaten by wolves.  The messenger feels bad about the idea of killing a baby, so he takes the baby to a shepherd, who takes him to Corinth, where he is raised by the king and queen there.

When Oedipus is older, he learns of a prophesy that says he will kill his father and marry his mother.  Because he loves his parents and doesn’t want to hurt them, he sets out on his own to Thebes.  On his way, he meets a man at an intersection, and they argue about who should cross first.  Oedipus ends up killing the man, whom he doesn’t know is his real father, Laius.  When he gets to Thebes, the city is tortured by a monster called the Sphinx, who demands that someone answer a riddle.  He who answers will be the new king and marry Jocasta, the queen.  Oedipus successfully answers the riddle, marries Jocasta, and becomes king. They have four children together.

Now we come to present time in Thebes, which is in the grip of a deadly plague at the start of the play. The reason for the plague is that Laius’ murderer has not been punished. The gods at Delphi threaten that unless the murderer is caught and tried, Thebes will continue to suffer. Oedipus firmly resolves to find the murderer and prosecute him. He makes his people give him any information about the murderer they can. He himself curses the murderer. 

Oedipus summons an old blind prophet, Tiresias, to get his advice the matter.  Tiresias refuses to reveal anything to Oedipus because he knows that Oedipus himself murdered Laius, though Oedipus doesn’t know it.  He knows Laius is Oedipus’ father and that Oedipus is married to his own mother. He prefers to keep silent as he does not want to be the cause of Oedipus’ ruin. 

Oedipus interprets Tiresias’ silence as treachery. He labels him a villain and a conspirator along with Creon. Later, the angry Tiresias leaves, warning that Oedipus will cause his own ruin. 

Oedipus and Creon fight. Creon is worried because of Oedipus’ impulsive behavior. As they investigate Laius’ murder, they find out that there is a witness. Oedipus sends for this man, who is an old shepherd. 

A messenger from Corinth brings the news that the Corinthian king Polybus is dead. He asks Oedipus to take up the kingship of Corinth. But, Oedipus doesn’t want to do it, as it has been predicted that he will marry his own mother. The Corinthian shepherd tries to make him feel better by telling him that he was the adopted son of the Corinthian king and queen. He also states that Oedipus’ birthplace is in fact Thebes. Now Oedipus really wants to find out who his parents are.

Coincidentally, the only witness of Laius’ murder is also the man who had handed over the infant Oedipus to the Corinthian shepherd. He alone knows the truth about Oedipus’ birth. Oedipus persuades him to speak up. Finally this Theban shepherd reveals the horrifying fact that Oedipus was the son of Laius and Jocasta. Now Oedipus realizes that he has killed his father and married his own mother, just like the prophesy predicted.   

Jocasta is horrified and commits suicide by hanging herself. Oedipus, unable to look at his horrible life, blinds himself. Oedipus’ curse falls on himself, and he wishes to leave Thebes. He pleads with Creon to banish him from the kingdom. 

Oedipus’ sons, Eteocles and Polynices, make an agreement that one of them will rule Thebes a year, then the other one would rule for a year.

