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For lvlarr , 

Nothing is better and stronger, 
~ ~ 

than when a 1nan and won1an, 

joined in their thoughts, 

keep a hon1e together 

Homer, 

O~vssey 6. 182-184 
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PREFACE 

Indeed. the world is not unlike a vast, shapeless Rorschach 

blot which we read according to our inner disposition, in 

such a way that our interpretations say far n1ore about our­

seh·es than about the blot. 

Alan \Vans, Nature, Man and vHm1an 

This book focuses on a tenacious pattern of responses to the 

world and its 1neaning, which I find dran1atized in two Greek 

dra1nas by Sophocles, Oedip11s Rex and Oedipus at Colon us. My 

choice to write about these particular works of art reflects a 

reciprocal process: I was preoccupied with the shape of a mas­

culine life as it might be reflected in literature; I thought that 

Sophocles' two plays, since they cover such a long period in 

Oedipus's fictive life, might give a unique view of the issues I was 

thinking about. I was not disappointed, and in fact reading the 

plays taught me much more about the n1eaning of a n1asculine 

life than I could have foreseen before reading then1 fron1 this 

perspective. 

The form of this book reflects that initial interplay. I will 

pass over son1e aspects of the plays that classical scholars would 

consider crucial to a full understanding of them as Athenian 

dra1na. At the same time, I will try to be open to Sophocles' way 

of telling the story so as not to rniss, by tuning in too precisely 

IX 
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to n1y own n1ctaphors, nuances that would enrich rny under­

standing of a n1asculinc life. The analogy I have in mind is a 

Mozartcan interplay of voices: Sophocles tells me a story. I tell 

it back, and in the process there emerges, I hope, a third story. 

with its own particular harmonics. 

Though I an1 looking at patterns of growth and perception 

that I believe arc con1n1on, in one form or another, to many peo­

ple, and so will not hesitate to use "we" in talking of modern 

analogues to the Oedipus n1yths, I am also in search of the 

n1eaning of a particular 1nasculinc life, my own-behind the 

"we" is always the story about me. I am a middle-aged, North 

A1ncrican, white n1alc professor, twice rnarricd, who feels some 

kinship with Oedipus. The details of my story arc not irnpor­

tant here. Let it be enough to acknowledge that in telling Oedi­

pus's story ( or Sophocles' version of his stoq~ or rny version of 

Sophocles' version ... ), I a111 also telling rny stor 1: and this 

means I am seeing the plays through a particular lens. 

The lens is, for instance, "gendered." The patterns of emo­

tional and spiritual dcvelopn1cnt I will be tracing through Sopho­

cles' 1nctaphors is one that the Greeks tended to see as biologically 

based and characteristic of the n1alc sex. This view has been, 

until quite recently, tenacious in n1odcrn cultures: n1ost of the con­

tc1nporary studies of adult devclopn1cnt that apply to the n1odcl 

I sec dramatized in Sophocles' plays arc based on a 1nalc popu­

lation. But these days there arc 111any who insist that rnuch of 

what the Greeks saw as biological is actually rnlt11ral in origin, 

that what we label "masculine" bchavior is not confined to-or 

only appropriate to-n1cn, or "fen1ininc" to won1cn. 1-hc con­

nection of these categories to biology 1night in fact be seen as 

sanctioned by those in a particular culture who have sonic in­

terest in their being understood as a part of "nature," and there­

fore not to be opposed. 
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I agree to son1C extent with the recent skepticisn1 about what 

is "natural." Indeed one of the definitive aspects of 111y own n1id­

dlc age has been recognizing the "fe111inine" parts of n1ysrlf 

Still. I cannot quite understand all gender difference as unre­

lated to sexual difference. "Understand'' here has two 111eanings: 

I cannot work out, in a detached, intellectual way. the dyna111-

ics of dcvelop111cnt through 111idlifr, particularly the realization 

then of contra-sexual ele111ents in the psyche, if adult devclop-

111cnt is entirely independent of biology. At the sainc tin1e, n1y 

story keeps superiinposing itself over the "facts" of the issues, 

and I an1 a 111an-a 111an who cannot sort out what is biological 

and what is cultural in 111y own response to the world. I atn in­

clined for these reasons to talk about "n1en" here as the princi­

pal n1odern recipients of the ancient heroic 1nyth I describe, but 

with no great confidence that what I say 1night not apply in 

some way to women as well. In any event, I hope that what I say 

will be of interest to women as well as 1nen, however their expe­

riences might reflect those of Oedipus. 

These qualifications aside, my ai1n in this book is neither 

to de1nonstrate any particular theory about gender and human 

behavior nor to write a disguised autobiography. Instead I want 

to look at how Sophocles' two plays about Oedipus dramatize 

the Greek male hero's evolving struggle to find meaning in 

his own life, and how that struggle reflects on the 1neaning of 

some modern lives, including 1ny own, as felt fro1n within. The 

key to what I will be after is in two relationships: between feel­
ing that you are authentically yourself and feeling powerful, and 

between feeling powerful and finding n1eaning in the world. My 

reading will draw on modern ideas about adult development and 

on some enduring spiritual paradigms. Studying both of Sopho­

cles' plays, and seeing them as forn1ing a continuun1 of sorts, 

will allow us to add a further din1ension by considering how 
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these various relationships evolve as we grow older; pursuing this 

question through these particular topics, we reinforce a funda­

mental assumption that guides my search: any inquiry into "the 

meaning of life" made by a fallible mortal is always intimately 

bound up with how that person sees the world from within; how 

we find the meaning of life depends as rnuch on who we are and 

where we are looking from as it does on what is "out there." 

The encounter I suggest, between ancient texts and 1nodern 

life, calls for some delicate balancing. While we will not be recre­

ating the "original" meaning of the plays in Periclean Athens, 

much of what we say about their impact in the present rests on the 

work of classical scholars who have tried to recover the original 

context for perfonnance; while we will be attending as closely as 

we can to the exact form of the plays as the basis for whatever they 

n1ay mean to us, we will also be 1noving back and forth across the 

boundaries from literature to life so as to think about what the art 

of fifth-century Athens might say about us and our world. 

All of the above suggests that we arc looking at the plays 

through a complex set of filters. It cannot be otherwise, given my 
goals, and it may be that we will lose focus at titnes. Still, I pre­

fer to be open about my perspective and its vagaries, erring on 

the side of disclosure rather than presenting a misleading aura of 

objectivity. The metaphors I will be developing are to some de­

gree subjective; and others 1nust finally decide for the1nsclves 

how, or whether, they find their own story in the fictive life of 

Oedipus. I hope that what I say here will be of interest to classi­

cal scholars, but I an1 also hoping to converse with anyone who 

wants to think about how and what we can le;-irn about a tnas­

culine life fron1 Sophocles' art. For those who want to read 

1nore about the issues raised here, at the back of the book I ap­

pend suggestions for further reading, with a section for each 

chapter. My reco1n1nendations focus on books in English that I 
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ha\'c found particularly helpful and relevant to 1ny subject. The 

bibliograph); which follows "Further Reading," refers only to 

these works and docs not be<.i-in to cover the i1n1ncnsc a1nount of 
b 

1natcrial written on the Oedipus plays. The particularly intrepid 

student will find ref~ ... rences in the books I do cite to scholarly 

articles and other specialized studies. 

I will be glad if nn· readers arr encouraged to go back and read 
~ J ~ 

the Sophoclean plays in their entirety. \Vith that in 1nind, I 
quote the translations of the plays 111adc by Robert Faglcs-the 

well-known, easily available Sapharlcs: The Thrcc Thcha11 Plays (New 

York: Penguin Books, I 984 )-rather than n1y own; those who 

read Greek need no direction fron1 n1c. 

Because Greek is tnorc compressed than English, Fagles's line 

nutnbcring does not correspond to Sophocles'; in my references, 

I use the nun1bering of the Greek text to which I have referred: 

Dain and Mazon, Sophocle(Paris, 1955 [1967]). Fagles reproduces 

the nu111bering of his Greek text ( which is very close to mine) at 

the top of each page of his translations. For the quotations from 

Homer's Iliad) I have used Richmond Lattimore's version, The Iliad 
of Homer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951). 

I wrote the first version of this book while on a research leave 

from the Oberlin College in I 992-93. Its contents reflect many 

hours spent happily talking with my students there and with 

Nathan Greenberg and James Helm, my colleagues in the Clas­

sics Department. Karen Barnes has helped me to prepare the 

manuscript and has been a constant source of support in other 

ways. All those mentioned have had a major, positive i1npact on 

the book and its author, and I thank then1. 

The following people have seen all or part of the book in ear­

lier versions and helped me to think through the ideas in it: An­

drew Bongiorno, Norman Care, Judith deLuce, Mark Edwards, 



XIV p R E F A C E 

Thomas Falkner, Kathleen Norris, Kirk Ormand, Kenneth 

Rcckford, Susan Ford Wiltshire, and the anonymous referees 

for the University of Oklahoma Press. Working with the Press 

has brought me into the benign sphere of Kimberly Wiar and 

Sarah Nestor, my editors there; their support and expertise have 

been invaluable. The attentions of all of these people have made 

the book better. 

I also want to acknowledge here the friendship and insight of 

men with whom I have talked about the relationship between life 

and art over the past ten years. They have been an important part 

of the book and of my life: Philip Belzunce, Gerald Freedn1an, 

Bob Harrist, Bill Hood, Ted Lardner, Kenn McLaughlin, Bill 

Rudman, Scott Smith, Bill Van Nortwick, John Van Nortwick 

III, Aubrey Wertheim, and Grover Zinn. Two men in particular 

were on my mind all through the process of writing the book: 

my stepfather, Joseph Newton (I 905-I 984) and my father 

John Van Nortwick, Jr. (I 9 I 0-I 988). Each in his own way was 

my teacher, and I miss them both. 

Finally, I want to acknowledge a special group of people in 

whose company I lived while writing this book. I spent the aca­

demic year I 992-93 in Akron, Ohio, a vastly underrated city. 
While there I was fortunate to spend much tin1e in the company 

of David Kyvig and Christine vVorobec, colleagues and friends to 

whon1 I talked about Oedipus, masculinity. and n1yriad other top­

ics, all to my great delight and benefit. I will always think of them 

when I see this book. I was in Akron because rny wife, Mary K. 

Kirtz, is Professor of English and director of Canadian Studies at 

the University of Akron, and it was her turn to have a short corn­

n1ute. Spending every day with her, talking about my ideas and 

hearing hers, si1nply basking in the wann glow of her intelligence 

and grace, created a 111atrix of fruitful energy in which my work 

and my life flourished. The book is dedicated to her with love. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Therefore those who govern by intellectual knowledge 

Gln hardly n1aintain a nation; this is possible only for 

those who unite with the great harn1ony and keep natural 

responsiveness. 

\Ven-T zu, Understanding the Mysteries 

You know how he left this spot, of course, 

you saw him go. No friend to lead the way, 

he led us all hin1self. 

Now, when he reached 

the steep descent, the threshold rooted deep 

in the earth by the great brazen steps, he stopped ... 

Oedipus At Co/onus I 587-I 592 

So Oedipus, aged and blind, takes his last walk on this earth, 

out of the world of this play, off the stage of Athenian drama. 

Suppose we could stand with h i1n, as he pauses in the grove of 

the Eumenides just before he completes his n1ysterious exit, and 

look back over the fictive life he has led in the two plays written 

about him by Sophocles. We would see, so1ne distance awa}~ the 

most familiar story in all of ancient literature, of the man who 

killed his father and f.1thered eh ildren with his 1nother; in the 

near distance, the sequel, with Oedipus now nearing death, a 

3 
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wandering outcast but somehow reanimated as he comes closer 

to the gods. 

Behind the figure of the old Oedipus, we might see the 

penumbra of Sophocles himself. Born near the place we are 

standing, he lived past ninety bur never saw this, his last play, 

produced; a story reported by Cicero-perhaps apocryphal, 

perhaps not-tells of how the playwright, like Oedipus, quar­

reled and broke with his sons in his old age ( De Senectute 7.22). So 

when Oedipus turns again and walks out of sight into the em­

brace of the "kindly goddesses," we may imagine his creator 

going out with hin1, taking a last bow. We are left behind, to 

consider the afterlife of the two plays. 

Here we encounter a marked divergence. The first play be­

comes, even in the next fifty years, a paradigm against which 

much prior and subsequent drama will be measured. The prob­

lem of Oedipus's guilt or innocence, the role of "fate" in his life 

and trials, the riddles of blindness and insight, the reflections of 

childhood sexuality in his stoq~ all take center stage in Western 

cultural life. The last play does not fare so well. While there 

have been countless productions of Oedipus Rex over the cen­

turies, Oedipus at Colonus appears much less frequently; the early 

Oedipus is the best-known figure in ancient drama, his older self 

a n1ore obscure presence; critics, beginning with Aristotle, rank 

Oedipus Rex at the top of Athenian tragedy; about Oedipus at 

Colonus opinion varies. 

Such rankings will not concern me here. Rather, I want to 

look at the way the two plays fit together, and especially how 

they trace a life. The end of Oedipus Rex has seemed to 1nany if 

not most people to illustrate the typically indomitable Sopho­

clean hero, self-destructive but somehow ad1nirable in that very 

quality. The static, essentially futile qualities in this kind of hero 

do not carry as much weight, however, if we view the end of Oedi-
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p1ts Rtx as part of a larger developn1cntal cycle: Oedipus is not at 

the end of his greatness but only at the beginning of a long 

struggle to realize the fruits of sclf-blindino. Looking through 
......... 0 

Ocdip1ts Rex and beyond, to Sophocles' last pla)~ we sec in the 

blind old 1nan evidence of an entirely new way of seeing hin1self 

and the world, a perspective that subsu1ncs and transcends the 

earlier. tragic, vision. 

The life that is fonned by joining the two plays dramatizes 

fundan1ental questions about hun1an existence that troubled the 

Greeks and endure in our own tin1c: Vvho a1n I? How do I be­

con1e the person I an1 to be? How n1uch of 1nyself and 1ny life 

do I n1ake and how n1uch is 1nade by forces beyond my control? 

Using other tern1s, we n1ight say that Oedipus's life, as it appears 

in Sophocles' plays, raises issues about (I) the nature, knowl­

edge. and realization of the self; (2) the relation of that self to 

the cosn1os outside it. By thinking about the plays, we will also 

be led to a richer understanding of how these topics are inter­

related: hovv1 we 1nakc real our authentic self presupposes that we 

know what that self is and can therefore recognize it when it ap­

pears; as we feel 1nore authentically ourselves, we feel more pow­

erful in the world, and this in turn seems to give life meaning. 

The length of Oedipus's fictive life in Sophocles' dran1as gives 

us the chance to think about a further con1plexity: our ideas 

about ourselves and our place in the larger scheme of things 

change as we grow older; when we arc young and heroic, to 

"make" ourselves seems not only possible but obligatory; by the 

time we enter middle age, our encounters with the hard realities 

of life have usually tempered that early certainty, and if we live 

into old age, the evolution continues. Modern studies of the life 

cycle have asserted that there are certain crucial points in the 

process of growing up when our notions about who we arc and 

where we fit are challenged by experience. These studies further 
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suggest that how we meet those challenges, with denial or ac­

ceptance, with despair or energy, may determine in large part 

whether we thrive and grow in what life remains to us. It is my 

contention that Sophocles, like all great artists, grasped all of 

this, and gives us in his Oedipus plays a subtle and rich portrait 

of the process of growing up and growing old. 

The Hero Story and the Cosmic Order 

These issues are my focus, as they emerge from the dense fab­

ric of the drama and as they persist today, perhaps carried by dif­

ferent vehicles but vividly present. In Greek literature up to 

Sophocles' time, the characteristic venue for exploring relation­

ships between the masculine self and the world was the heroic 

narrative, a story that, in its most basic shape, shows the hero's 

struggle to impose order on an unruly cosmos. Notice that by 

ordering the universe, giving it a shape, the hero imparts mean­

ing: formlessness is experienced as meaningless. We may press 

the model further: insofar as the hero is able to impose his will 

on the world and others in it, he feels powerful; as his sense of 

empowerment grows, he feels that he is fulfilling his role in the 

world, or, to put it another way, he is becoming the person he is 

supposed to be. And, finally, as he achieves a sense of agency and 

its accompanying sense of personal authenticit}~ the world shows 

to him a pleasing orderliness: life has nieaning. The relation­

ships in this perspective are complex and s01netimes slipper}~ 

but for our purposes it is enough to note that in this view a 

rneaningful life depends on seeing shape and order in the world, 

and in feeling a sense of agency within that order. 

In s01ne narratives, this 1nodel is tested but ultimately reaf­

firmed. Odysseus undergoes teniptations and trials, struggles 

against hostile forces in the world, angry gods, fairy-tale mon-­

sters, greedy suitors, but finally reasserts himself as father, hus-
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band, and king in Ithaka. In doing so, he rccstablishcs both the 

orderly universe he left when he went to Troy and his own iden­

titr ( and power) with in it. It is rnore characteristic of the Greek 

i111agination, however, to conceive of the hero story fron1 a 

"tragic" perspective, to focus on the challenges to heroic em­

powcnncnt inherent in the world as they saw it. Here the crn­

phasis is on the finality of death, the one force a 1nortal hero can 

never ovcrcon1e. If we had to sun1 up the n1cssage of Greek tragic 

literature in one sentence, it n1ight be: What docs it mean to be 

a creature who knows he n1ust die? And this question suggests a 

paradox: li1nits give shape and therefore meaning to life, but also 

challenge agency, and so diminish the potential ( in this way of 

seeing) for creating 1ncaning by i1nposing one's will on the world. 

From the brute fact of mortality followed a preoccupation 

with other di1nensions of a limited hurnan existence, the gods, 

the world of nature, the mysterious workings of fate and chance. 

Deities reinforce the contours of human experience by contrast. 

Looking, acting, and talking more or less like mortals, they are 

nonetheless all-knowing, all-powerful, ageless, and, most dis­

tincd)~ immortal. Since nothing can change what they are, the 

lives of the gods within their perfect world are both carefree and 

without limit ( or form); thus, in the heroic perspective, they are 

ultimately meaningless. Within their little society the gods quar­

rel, threaten, and sulk, but we can never be moved ( except 1naybc 

to laughter), because on Olympus, nothing matters. But when they 

intervene in the human world of death and change, the acts of the 

omnipotent gods become enormously significant. Divine will, in 

the world of mortals, becomes as baffling and invincible as 

death-a force that defines human life by its irresistible strength. 

Necessity appears in other, less anthropon1orphic fonns in 

the Greek cosmos reflected in heroic narratives. Each person's 

life was shaped by a "destiny," or "fate," and by the intrusion of 
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chance. Though parallel to divine will in the ultimate surety of its 

fulfillment, fate was often understood to be independent of the 

gods, personified by three sisters who spin out the thread of a 

person's life to its destined end, then cut the thread. Chance 

could sometimes be thought of as an element of randomness 

subsurned within the larger necessities of fate or divine will, or, 

rarely and more frighteningly, as an independent force. 

Within the mutable world of mortals, human life was further 

distinguished from other life fonns, akin to humans in their 

vulnerability to death but still essentially other. Human civiliza­

tion was often defined by the Greeks as against the world of na­

ture, including the other living but nonhuman creatures: human 

knowledge and skill combine to control the world of nature so 

as to shape it for hurnan use. Sophocles himself gives one of the 

most vivid portraits of this view in Antigone: 

Numberless wonders 

terrible wonders walk the world but none the match for man­

that great wonder crossing the heaving gray sea, 

driven on by the blasts of winter 

on through the breakers crashing left and right. 

holds his steady course 

and the oldest of the gods he wears away­

the Earrh, the immortal. the inexhaustible-

as his plows go back and forth, year in, year out 

with the breed of stallions turning up his furrows. 

And the blithe, lightheaded race of birds he snares, 

rhe tribes of savage beasts, the life that swarrns the depths­

with one fling of his nets 

woven and coiled tight, he takes them all, 

man the skilled, the brilliant! 
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He conquers all. raining with his techniques 

the prey that roams the cliffs and wild birs, 

tDining the stallion. cb1nnino- the vokc across 
~ f b .1 

his shagg,· neck. and the tirrlcss mount:1in bull. 
L.L J 

And speech and thought. quick as the wind 

and the mood and mind for bw that rules the citv-, 
all these he has taught h i111sel f 

and shelter fr0111 the arrows of the frost 

when there's rough lodging under the cold cle;u sky 

and the shafts of lashing rain-..__ 

re:1l1\: resourceful man! 
I 

Never without resources 

nn·er an in1passe as he marches on the future­

onlv Death, fro1n Death alone he ,vill find no rescue 
J 

but from desperate plagues he has plotted his escapes. 

9 

(332-363) 

The heroic drive to control the cosmos, to channel its power 

for human civilization, is clear enough here. Note especially the 

role of human intelligence as the instrument of control, a major 

then1e in Oedipus Rex. Characteristic, too, is the opposition be­

tween i1nages of linear, hurnan progress, marching through time, 

and the circular, ever-renewing rhythrns of nature. But finally; 

death itself is the most "natural" of forces, and gives the lie to 

hun1an clai1ns of power over nature. The polarity of time/ tin1e­

lessness now comes back in a less friendly forn1: the ultimate 

limit of hurnan time is death. 

The exact parameters and hierarchies of these various forces 

with in the cosn1os varied according to the imagination of the 

narrator and the shape of the narrative. For our purposes here, 

the point to grasp is that each force was perceived as irnposing 

a I irnit on human power. Here we return to the paradox of lin1-
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its and to the tragic potential in the heroic myth. Human life is 

inforn1ed, shaped, by limits imposed fron1 without. One "mean­

ing" of such an existence would be in terms of these limits: I am 

a creature that occupies a certain space for a certain time within 

the larger cosn10s. Yet the tragic hero's idea of himself is as an 

imposer of order on the world-an agent. While this role need 

not necessarily conflict with the larger order, the tragic hero al­

ways challenges the limits of hun1an existence; he defines him­

self as powerful and authentic insofar as he appears to overcome 

them. In short, he imagines himself a god. 

So it is that ancient heroes often have one divine and one 

mortal parent. Living by the facts of their birth on the bound­

aries of human and divine, they transgress, challenging the lim­

its of human existence, and in particular the limit of rnortality. 

Achilles, son of the goddess Thetis and the mortal Peleus, 

presses in various ways against the boundaries of humanity, and 

only achieves some measure of 1naturity and reintegration with 

his fellow rnortals after accepting the loss of his friend Patro­

clus-and, by extension, accepting his own 1nortality. In his 

conciliatory speech to Prian1 at the end of the Iliad, he defines 

human existence by the fact of death, as against the immortal 

gods: 

Such is the way the gods spun life for unfortunate mortals, 

chat we live in unhappiness, but the gods chen1selves have no 

sorrows. 

There arc two urns that stand on the door-sill of Zeus. They are 

unlike 

for the gifts they bestow: an urn of evils, an urn of blessings. 

If Zeus who delights in thunder rningles these and bestows chem 

on man, he shifts, and n1oves now in evil, again in good fortune. 

Bue when Zeus bestows fron1 the urn of sorrows, he n1akes a failure 
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of rnan. and the c\'il hunGcr drives hirn over the shinin(.,. 
b b 

earth, and he wanders respected neither of gods nor 1nortals. 

Iliad 24. 525-533 

\Ve sec here in the poen1 a recognition of the futility of the 

heroic will to control the world like a god, to see unli1nited .... 

power as the validation of our authentic existence as hun1ans. 

Rather, Achilles now understands hi1nself as part of a larger 

whole, over which he has onlv li1nited control: he, like all 111or-
' 

tals, 1nust die. 

Sophocles, as we will sec, dran1atizes the heroic in1passe in a 

sin1ilar way in Oedip1ts Rex. The "fall" of Oedipus at the end of 

the play is represented by the actors and chorus onstage as un­

rclievedly dark-a total ruin. Yet fi·o1n another perspective, one 

that we will explore, Oedipus, like Achilles, "descends" fro1n di­

vinitv to hu1nanitv: he becon1es what and who he always was 
j j 

though he did not know it. That this ought to be seen as disas-

trous, horrifying, is only evident if we accept the heroic illusion 

of lin1itkss power to begin with. Our reading will see the story 

of Oedipus as one in which defeat becomes the e1nblem of sal­

vation, darkness brings light, birth follows from death-one in 

which n1ortals pursue the "right" thing for the "wrong" reason. 

Oedipus Rex, rich and complex as it is, offers a version of the 

hero story that is in so1ne sense familiar. Not so Oedipus at Co/onus, 

which takes us into undiscovered country. Now the "hero" of 

the play is a very old 1nan, lacking the usual heroic attributes of 

youth, physical vigor, and aggression. Fro1n these departures fol­

low others: the aged Oedipus is powerful not because he imposes 

his will on the world but because he is about to leave it; far frotn 

defying the power of the gods, he wants only to bring his will 

into phase with divine will. The late Oedipus is previewed to 

some degree in Sophocles' Philoctetes, as Antigone rehearses sorne of 
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the scenes of Oedipus Rex, but finally nothing is quite like Oedipus 
at Co/onus. Not only does the play extend and enrich the heroic 

n1yth, it also drarnatizes, like its predecessor, fundarnental issues 

about the relationship between the self and other. Taken to­

gether, the two plays about Oedipus form a continuous whole, 

through which Sophocles weaves a dense and subtle picture of 

how a human life may evolve, moving from disharmony to har­

mony with the larger rhythms of the cosrnos. 

The Tragic Perspective in Sophocles' Time 

While Sophocles' thernes in the Oedipus plays drew on an­

cient mythic patterns, they were also vividly contemporary. The 

fifth century B.C. in Athens was a time, like our own, when old 

models for the place of humans in the cosmic scheme were 

under intense scrutiny. As the older, aristocratic oligarchy gave 

way to Peisistratus the tyrant in the sixth century and then to 

what the Athenians called democracy, familiar assumptions 

came into question: about the relationship between divine will 

and human excellence, between inherited abilities and those that 

could be learned, between what was "natural" and what was a 

product of the human n1ind. The Sophists, essentially travcling 

teachers, challenged old ideas, and clairned to be able to give 

their students access by their teaching to the kinds of excellence 

that had been thought to be strictly a product of nature. In such 

a clin1ate, questions of personal identity, self-realization, and 

empowern1ent were bound to be central. 

Sophocles lived in the 111idst of this ferment, as a citizen and 

as an artist. His mediurn, tragic drarna, is infonned by a funda-

1ncntal tension between the world of the heroic myths, which 

provide n1ost of rhe stories on which the playwrights draw, and 

the intense, rapidly evolving intellectual and social life of demo­

cratic Athens. This tension rnay account for one major differ-
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ence between tragic dran1a as a genre and the epic poetry in 

which n1any of the heroic stories first appeared. Epic tends to 

resolve the issues raised in the course of the n;urative, or at le:1.st 

to achieve so111e kind of closure, however tenuous. Though 

Odvsseus's ur2:e to wander seen1s d:1noerouslv active, we never-
J u b J 

thcless leave h in1 fi rn1ly in place as nuster in I thaka; the re-

Slllnption of war 100111s over the end of the Iliad, but Prian1 and 

Achilles do reach :1. spiritu:1.l resting place and bring the poeni's 

tnajor then1cs to con1pletion. \Vhilc dran1atic trilogies like 

Acschylus's Orrstria n1ay present sonic degree of resolution (and 

even here we are unsure, since Aeschylus's work is the only ex­

atnple surviving intact) single plays almost never suggest closure. 

It is tnuch n1ore characteristic for tragedy to expose rifts in the 

structure of life than to suggest how they rnight be made whole. 

Even when resolutions are irnposed by the deus ex machina in 

sotne late plays of Euripides, the wild discrepancy between the so­

lutions effected and the realities dran1atized in plays undermines 

any confidence we n1ight have in the newly reformed cosmos. 

Ordip11s Rex is no exception. At the end of the play, Oedipus 

has been blasted out of his fonner self and faces a blank future. 

It is not even tnade clear whether he will be exiled from Thebes. 

Nothing in the last lines looks forward in any direct sense to 

Oedipus at Colomts, which will not appear on the Athenian stage 

for rnore than twenty years. Continuities, nevertheless, are obvi­

ous. \Ve leave Oedipus in Thebes at the end of his youth, blind 

and accursed, begging to be exiled; he reappears near Athens as 

an old, blind exile, led by his daughter Antigone. The central 

theme of the famous riddle that Oedipus solves in the earlier 

play is the life cycle of a 1nan, from infancy, to vigorous adult­

hood, to enfeebled old age. Oedipus thus leaves the stage toward 

the end of phase two and walks back on at the end of phase 

three. The last play, like its more famous predecessor, addresses 
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themes of self-realization and the relations between knowledge, 

will, and power. It is hard not to see Sophocles-by this time 

himself on the threshold of death-returning to his most vivid 

creation to see him out of this world. And if the two Oedipus 

plays offer a more complete picture of the life cycle, nevertheless 

that last walk into the grove of the Eumenides leaves the old man 

on another mysterious threshold, with many questions left 

unanswered. 

Modern Metaphors 

When we look for the relevance of Sophocles' metaphors for 

our own lives, we are most likely to be peering through the lens 

of psychology. Questions about personal identity, about the 

inner dynamic that drives us to act in one way as young adults, 

another as we age, about how we experience the encounter with 

forces beyond our control, all have been framed most often, in 

the last two-thirds of this century, in the discourse of psychol­

ogy. Psychological metaphors have in fact so permeated our 

common parlance about human behavior that we often no 

longer recognize their source. The ascendancy of this model has 

much to do with the enthronen1ent, in the twentieth centuqj of 

scientific inquiry, and much of the writing on behavior is heav­

ily technical and based on clinical observation of patients. 

Looking for the 1neaning of Oedipus's life in our tin1e, I will 

often use the language of psycholog}; but in doing so I make no 

claims for the prin1acy of this way of describing hu111an behav­

ior. In 1ny view, psychologists are no closer to understanding the 

n1ysteries of hun1an life than Sophocles: they just have a differ­

ent set of rr1etaphors, which resonate n1ore vividly in our 1nod­

ern heads than other n1etaphors son1eti1nes do. This being so, I 

am happy to avail 1nyself of the1n, but not with the purpose of 

validating Jung's perspective over that of Sophocles. In 1ny view, 
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both rh inkers are approaching the sa111e dilen1111as in hun1an I ife, 

rhe san1e questions, and responding to then1 with different de­

scriptive n1etaphors. I. in turn, borrow fro111 both ( and fron1 

others) to offer n1y own set of n1et:1phors. 

The first, and n1ost fo111ous psychological analysis of Oedipus 
Rex was. of course, Freud's, and later work on the play from this 

perspective abounds. But these investigations, focusing as they 

do on how specific acts in Oedipus's life reflect what f reud saw 

as the universal pattern of psychic evolution in 111ale infants, are 

not directly relevant to our project here. Modern psychological 

work on the adult life cycle begins rather with Jung, who was the 

first to recognize the midlife transition as crucial to adult devel­

op1nent. Indeed, Jung was virtually alone a1nong early psychol­

ogists in showing any interest in the psychological development 

beyond adolescence, and his n1etaphors are still the bedrock on 

which all n1odern studies of adult development rest. 

The fundamental aspect of Jung's work ( in this case, a re­

finement of Freud's original model) for our purposes is the di­

vision of the human psyche into the conscious and the uncon­

scious. The former, directed by the "ego," is what we experience 

as our "rational selves," driven bv the will, our na1ne for the de-
J 

sires governed by the ego. The unconscious is the home of all 

psychic material not available to the conscious mind, but active 

nonetheless, influencing behavior below the level of conscious­

ness, appearing in dreams, or projected onto the world around 

us. For Jung, life is an unfolding process, in the course of which 

we work to achieve a hannonious balance between the conscious 

and unconscious mind. As we age, the inner springs that feed 

our perception of ourselves and the world change; what works 

well for us as teenagers can be toxic in middle age; reaching an 

apparent dead end in our evolving journey toward death, we can 

choose to turn and walk out another way. The key to health in 
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this perspective is acceptance of what our inner darkness is 

telling us about ourselves, followed by the long process of inte­

grating the new versions of ourselves that follow fron1 this ac­

ceptance into our conscious idea of who we are. Seen through 

this lens, a life is never doo1ned, either by the workings of malev­

olent or indifferent powers beyond human reach or by a "n1is­

take" made in haste or the heat of passion. Rather, different 

stages of a person are born, mature, and then give way to their 

successors, the process being made easier to live through by an 

openness to change and a certain curiosity about what is hidden. 

Openness, patience, flexibility, and curiosity in the face of things 

unknown-all these are qualities I want to cultivate in the read­

ing that follows, and so I find Jung a compelling guide. 

Jung departed from Freud in seeing the unconscious as di­

vided into the personal unconscious, repository of all material re­

pressed by the ego out of consciousness, and the collective uncon­

scious, where "archetypes"-psychic structures common to the 

human race, genetically transmitted and encoded-reside. This 

latter aspect of Jung's rnodel has been the most controversial, 

and is still viewed with suspicion by many. It suggests that we all 

share a co1nn1on set of psychic templates, which predispose us 

to respond to the world in certain ways. The existence of ar­

chetypes probably cannot be ''proved," because, as Jung imag­

ined them, they are not n1aterial, cannot be seen. The validation 

of the theory of archetypes must rather be in their explanation 

of human behavior. It is not necessary to our ain1s here to prove 

or disprove the validity of Jung's theory of archetypes, even if I 

were competent to do so. Let it be enough to say that I find the 

theory appealing insofar as it offers a n1odel for understanding 

the continuities in hurnan behavior between Sophocles' world 

and ours. ( Needless to say, the rnore one views gender differ-
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cnccs as culturallv r;1ther than naturallv crenerated. the rnore 
J , b 

troubling the theory of archetypes becornes.) 

Looking ;1t the life course as it is reflected in Oedipus's life, 

we will be borrowing a frw psychological rnetaphors in particu­

b r. It is a con1111on hurnan habit to think of the conscious level 

of the self as the whole self: "I" an1 essentially rny ego, and the 

parts of n1e not available to the conscious 1nind are then denied 

or projected out onto others. Jung's notion of the unconscious 

"shadow." conr:1 in i ng all rhe things about n1c that n1y conscious 

111ind finds unacceptable and perhaps frightening, is a pron1i­

nenr 1nodel for understanding the tendency to project. In this 

1nodel. I project the shadow onto son1e other person ( or group), 

who then becon1cs the vehicle for son1e part of 1ne that I am un­

able to accept. Now I c1n respond with proper fear or disap­

proval to all these qualities, since they are nor "n1e." Ancient epic 

poetry shows a story-pattern that can be understood in terms of 

the shadow-the story of the hero and his cornpanion, with the 

latter objectifying parts of the hero that the hero is unable to ac­

cept. Parroclus can be seen as this kind of figure in relation to 

Achilles. The death of Patroclus becomes in this model the final 

result of Achilles' denial of what he represents, and the spiritual 

healing that Achilles experiences at the end of the poe1n is, in 

part, the result of his finally accepting as his own what Patro­

clus embodied. 

Jung's 1netaphor for what Achilles undergoes at the end of the 

Iliad is called individuation. It was Jung's contention ( again, 

working fron1 Freud) that the self can be understood as a mech­

anism that seeks equilibrium of all its parts, so th;1t if one ele­

ment is denied its proper power in the conscious mind, it be­

co1nes tnore powerful in the unconscious, usually 1naking 

trouble in return on the conscious level. Jung further saw it as 

the goal of all persons to work over the course of their lives to-
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ward an accommodation between the various parts of the self. 

This process entails bringing unconscious material to con­

sciousness and then acknowledging it as our own, and so inte­

grating it into our idea of who we are. Integration takes all of 

our lives, since certain parts of ourselves becon1e accessible to us 

only after we have reached a certain point in our evolving life 

course. But always, as Jung saw it, the goal of all persons is to 

seek wholeness, to complete ourselves. Self-realization is, then, 

self-completion. 

It is characteristic of the tragic hero to exemplify the tendency 

to mistake the ego for the self. This myopia finds expression in 

the extraordinarily willful behavior of the tragic hero, accepting 

no limits, going too far: the ego is firmly in control here. In the 

Oedipus of Oedipus Rex, we find a striking form of this distor­

tion, which brings out forcefully its implications for our strug­

gle to achieve first self-knowledge and then self-completion. The 

person Oedipus thinks himself to be is not only an incomplete 

version of the real man, but even in some senses a false one. 

Oedipus is, in a particularly vivid wa)~ a self-created person, and 

one created-through no fault of his own-on false premises. 

As the play progresses, we sec the increasing strain and momen­

tous consequences of Oedipus's alienation from his true self. Fi­

nally, in the last scenes, the rift is 1nade plain, and Oedipus is 

forced to confront a version ofhi1nsclf that has been entirely un­

known to him. 

The "new" identity of Oedipus can be understood as em­

bodying unrealized aspects of the self that had been denied ac­

cess to the consciously fabricated version that ruled in Thebes. 

In this sense, as we will see, the first play ends with Oedipus on 

the threshold of what characteristically occurs for men in our 

time and place around the 1niddle of life. He is, then, in a posi­

tion to begin the painful and protracted struggle of accepting 
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and then integrating the new parts ofhi1nsclC as ;1 prelude to the 

second half of life. 

\Ve have seen that one consequence of the hero's 1nyopia is a 

tendenc,· to rnistake hirnself for a o.od. If he n1oves be}'ond this , b 

sL1ge to an acccf~tancc of his n1ortalin; he is able to sec hin1self 
.__ I 

in a new relation to the rest of the cosn1os, to step ( or be driven) 

down fron1 the plane of divinity to that of hun1anity. This new 

perspective, which we call hmnilit)~ now allows ( or forces) the 

hero to accept the possible existence of transcendent powers in 

his world, and so opens the way to a new ele1nent of spirituality 

in hin1: now that his identity is not dependent on being without 

lin1it, he can envision hirnsclf n1ore co1nfortably as part of a 

larger whole. Fron1 this perspective 1nay flow in turn a new way 

of configuring the relation between identity and cn1powern1ent. 

This is _the phase of life that Oediplls at Colom1s explores for us. 

Modern studies of aging are often structured by the division 

between two basic roles for older 1nen. In one, which is charac­

teristic of 1nodern, postindustrial societies, the old are devalued 

because their age prevents them fron1 being "productive" in the 

way they were when younger and stronger. The underlying as­

sun1ptions here ought to be fa1niliar to us as students of the 

heroic 1nyth. To be powerful, and so productive, is to be an ac­

tive agent in the world-young, strong, Achillean. The other 

n1odel. rnost often associated with what we now call "tradi­

tional" cultures, sees the old as powerful in a different way. Being 

closer to death, they are closer to the gods, and so they becon1e 

numinous, possessing nurnen, or supernatural force. Notice here 

that the old are powerful not because of what they do, but be­

cause of who and where (in tcn11s of the I ifc cycle) they are. Th is 

second perspective also accords influence to the old because of 

their experience, which gives then1 "wisdon1." But onr susprcts 

that the real force behind this deference is respect for the power 
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of the gods, however the society may imagine them: traditional 

societies, like modern ones, are driven by power issues, but the 

sources of power are imagined differently. 

Notice, too, that the traditionally powerful old man implies 

a conception of the boundaries of the self that follows from the 

heroic "descent" to humanity. The hero is powerful insofar as he 

imposes his will on the world, defying the limits imposed by the 

power of transcendent forces. We have seen that this stance is 

characteristic of the person who mistakes the ego for the self. 

The old 1nan is powerful because he occupies a particular place 

in the larger order, which is thought to put him in touch with 

transcendent forces. He is powerful not because he defies limits 

but insofar as he harmonizes his will with the order of the cos­

mos. One consequence of this shift, which we will explore in de­

tail later, is the possibility of expanding the boundaries of the 

sclf--of identifying with what the young hero can think of only 

as separate from himself. The last hours of Oedipus on the 

Athenian stage and on this earth dra1natize this new configura­

tion of self-in-the-world with a richness found nowhere else in 

Western literature. 
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SELF-CREATION AS 
SELF-DESTRUCTION 

()cdipus Rex l 

... a )'01t1,g person ... is not yet at that point in the rhythn1 

of 1nortal tin1e where he is ready to give up. He is set to 

continue as a 1nattcr of biological necessiq~ for the action 

of living requires "follow through" like the blow of the 

hand upon a drun1: it ain1s beyond the skin. 

Alan Watts, Beyond Theology 

OEDIPUS: 

Oh. rnv children, the new blood of ancient Thebes, 
J 

,vhy are you here? Huddling at my altar, 

praying before rne, your branches wound in wool. 

Our city reeks with the s1noke of burning incense, 

rings with cries for the Healer and wailing for the dead. 

I thought it wrong, my children, to hear the truth 

from others, messengers. Here I arn rnysclf.-

you all know me, the world knows my fame: 

I am Oedipus. 

(I-8) 

The most fa1nous of ancient plays begins in pain and fear. As 

Thcbans die fro1n the plague that has inexplicably fallen on 

them, the air is thick with smoke, fron1 offerings to the gods. 

from burning corpses. In his opening words to the pathetic 

21 
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group of suppliants, Oedipus invokes images meant to reassure. 

As ruler, he is a father to Thebes and its citizens, and like a fa­

ther he will take care of his "children." We see already the 

supreme self-confidence and ease of command in Oedipus, who 

can address not only other people's children as his own, but also 

be a father to men older than he is. But beyond even this there 

is, in the wretched posture of the citizens, the hint of prostra­

tion before a deity. We are "clinging to your altars," says the 

priest in reply (15-16): his altars? We discover, some 950 lines 

later, that these altars are actually those built to worship the god 

Apollo, but at this moment the confusion is telling. Oedipus 

strides onstage firmly in the role of civilizing hero, ready to de­

fend the city against disorder-trouble that is carried in this 

case by a seemingly unmotivated sickness that takes people off 

without regard to their merits. That he also exudes a godlike mas­

tery in the eyes of his subjects only strengthens the heroic por­

trait: the people are complicit in his desire to see himself as 

without limit. 

Sophocles wastes no time, then, in establishing Oedipus in the 

category of hero. After a cautious qualification-they know he is 

not really equal to the gods, but first among 1nortals-the sup­

pliants invoke the parallels between this situation and the one 

Oedipus faced when he first came to the city, the siege of the 

Sphinx (35-39). Once again, the hero confronts a 1nysterious 

threat to Thebes-a problem that must be solved. Like the 

Sphinx and her riddle, the plague is powerful, tricky, in­

scrutable; its defeat, like hers, calls for the application of reason 

as an i nstrun1ent ro control disorder. At rhe same time, a second, 

ironic din1cnsion of the action is available to those who know 

the whole story: the "fatherhood" of Oedipus, symbolic of his 

power ro control, is in fact deeply arnbiguous, built on a self-­

created history that will not hold up in the light of what he dis-
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co,·ers in the course of the play. Oedipus is leading, in his igno­

rance. a double life. 

The different titles fc)l· the play that have conic down to us 

sun1 up the dualitr The Greek title. ()fd1jms ~ym11m,s, uses a word 

that had a specific political nicaning in Sophocles' rin1c. A 

"tyrant'' incant a ruler who took power on the force of his deeds, 

not bccn1se of anr hcrcditarv cbirn to the throne. (Whether the 
J J 

word had the strongly negative tone in Sophocles' tin1e that it 

later can1c to have is unclear.) The Latinizcd version, Oediplfs Rex, 
uses the Rornan word for a herfditmy ruler. In his Corinthian per­

sona, as an outsider who wins power through his heroic acts, 

Oedipus is a "tyrant''; when the facts of his birth become 

known, he beco1ncs a "king" ( the Greek word for this is basileus). 

So either title is appropriate, though one points to the early 

Oedipus, the other to the later figure; passing from the earlier to 

the later recapitulates Oedipus's own passage from outsider to 

insider, fron1 stranger to citizen, and, on another level, from 

hero to polluted outcast. 

Oedipus goes on to express his care for the city in another 

potent 111etaphor: 

My children, 

I pity you. I sec-how could I fail to sec 

what longings bring you here? Well I know 

you are sick to death, all of you, 

but sick as you arc, not one is sick as I. 
Your pain strikes each of you alone, each 

in the confines of hi1nself, no other. But my spirit 

grieves for the cit)', for myself and all of you. 

I wasn't asleep, drearning. You haven't wakened me­

I have wept through the nights, you must know that, 

groping, laboring over rnany paths of thought. 
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After a painful search I found a cure: 

I acted at once. 

(58-69) 

Again the fragrance of divinity surrounds the hero, as he be­

co1ncs the agent of Apollo, the god of healing, looking after his 

sick "children." And again, the inflation is tinged with irony, 

since it is Apollo who, by bringing him to confront his buried 

self, will finally reveal to Oedipus the extent of his own spiritual 

sickness. But this truth will be available to the hero only after 
J 

more pain; for the moment, Oedipus remains the masterful 

doctor, who stays up nights thinking and thinking until he finds 

a cure. Characteristically, the discovery brings immediate artion­

the sending of Crean to Delphi to consult the oracle of Apollo. 

A good ruler, Oedipus consults the gods to help his city. As 

the suppliants note, a god also supported his earlier intervention 

to defeat the Sphinx: 

We taught you nothing, 

no skill, no extra knowledge, still you trimnphed. 

A god was with you, so they sa1~ and we believe it­

you lifted up our lives. 

(37-39) 

We have seen that the hero's tendency to press against the li1n­

its of hu1nanity irnplies a 1nisperception of his power in relation 

to that of the gods. Here we might suppose that the n1odcl of 

the hero as transgressing lin1its is softened, qualified, that the 

earlier hints of a divine aura around the ruler arc countered by 

his willingness to defer to divinity. Perhaps, but the passage 

above suggests we proceed with caution. Though the chorus 

1nention a god, the extent and nature of the involvement are 
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vague: the Greek phrase for ''.A god was with you," prostheke theou, 

could be rendered. ''with a god as prop." In any event, the sup­

pliants' attention focuses on wh:1t Oedipus, unaided by any spe­

cial instruction or prior expertise, did with the support. The 

word rendered "lifted up,'' orthosai, always contains the n1eaning 

"to stra ightcn": the hero restores order, straightens up what has 

becon1e crooked, disorderly. The role of the gods in the life of 

Oedipus is a con1plcx one, evolving through the course of both 

plays. For the n1on1ent, we can say that the cn1phasis ren1ains on 

Oedipus as self-created, self-taught. self-reliant, i1nposing his 

forn1idable will and knowledge on the world to serve his city 
and his ''eh ildren.'' 

The Intellectual Hero 

\Ve 111ay pause to reflect on the particular fonn that Oedi­

pus's heroisn1 takes. Though he is apparently a stout fighter, hav­

ing killed ( we will discover, or perhaps already know) several 

n1en on the road from Delphi to Thebes, Oedipus's principal 

strength is intellectual. He defeated the Sphinx by his wits, not 

with brawn; to rescue the city from plague, he stays up all night 

thinking; the entire play turns on what Oedipus knows and how 

he con1es to know it. Odysseus is the first Greek hero to survive 

by relying prin1arily on his wits, and Sophocles' Oedipus is his 

descendent. But the forn1 of the Odyssey is, as we have noted, ba­

sically comic, in that the emphasis is on restoring the status quo, 

and the li1nitations of Odysseus's way of coping with the world 

are not emphasized. Oedipus is the first tragic intellectual hero, 

part of a story that reveals and explores the darker aspects of his 

kind of heroism, the desire to control the world by in1posing 

order through the structures of the intellect. 

Those of us who rnake a living primarily by thinking can 

perhaps recognize something of Oedipus in ourselves. As chil-
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dren, we were taught that knowledge brings power, that being 

ignorant tnakes you vulnerable to manipulation by those in the 

know. And in this century, heroic mastery of the world through 

intellect has become the guiding n1etaphor for Western cultures: 

nuclear physicists channel the power of life's n1ost basic struc­

tures to light cities or obliterate them; the astronauts, modern 

heroes going where ordinary people cannot, bring back arcane 

knowledge for the benefit of all. As I write, I participate in the 

myth in my own way. By "analyzing" the plays, I impose my own 

structure on Sophocles' drama, and draw a "meaning" from this 

ordering: the heroic critic or theorist is much with us in the aca­

demic world. This is not to say that all intellectual structures are 

hubristic-hardly a practical view-but only to note the poten­

tial for self-aggrandizement and loss of authenticity in the seem­

ingly "objective" work of scholarship. And the further analogue 

is also clear: Oedipus's alienation from his true self has its coun­

terpart in the anxiety and spiritual malaise so prevalent in our 

own t1111e. 

The Hero and His Community 

The opening scenes raise another important issue, the prob­

lematic relationship between a hero and his community. Of 

Oedipus's devotion to Thebes there seems no doubt: he will do 

anything to relieve the suffering; while others are in their own 

private pain, he grieves for the entire city. And yet, the self­

assertion we see in Oedipus, fucled by a persona that is both self­

created and alienated from fundan1ental aspects of his nature, 

has much in con1n1on with the pride of Achilles, which drives 

the latter into isolation fro1n his community of warriors and 

goads hin1 into sacrificing their lives to serve his fiercely indi­

vidual sense of honor. The tragic hero's in1pulse to defy limits, 

to in1pose his will on the world, runs counter to those qualities 
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of cooperation and hun1ility that bind 1nen1bers of a con1111unity 

together. Although, as in the case of Oedipus, the hero's power ran 

be harnessed for the good of a co1111nunit)~ the bond is by defi­

nition precarious, and could be ripped apart by the hero's will at 

an,· t11ne. 
' 
The connection between alienation fron1 self and harn1ing 

the co111n1unin· is straightforward in the case of Achilles. His 
' ... 

blindness to the qualities in hin1sclf that Patroclus e1nbodies 

leads hin1 to leave the Greek an11)~ an act that inevitably brings 

destruction for his fellow warriors. Oedipus, as we have seen, 

has no desire to abandon his city; he is full of pain at the suf­

fering of its citizens. And yet, the plague that is killing Thebans 

is, as he and we will soon discover, the result of his ignorance 

about hin1self he would not have killed his own father know­

ingly. Here we encounter a central aspect of the play's symbolic 

n1odc of presenting Oedipus's acts and their n1otivation: Sopho­

cles presents as external and objective what we 1night think of as 

internal and subjective. Th is tendency pervades the play ( and 

n1uch of ancient literature). and we will be noting it all through 

our discussion. For now, we 1nay observe that the plague, on one 

level a concrete instrument of Apollo's will, which is killing peo­

ple, can also be understood as the externalized sign of Oedipus's 

internal disorder, his inability to act out of his true nature, 

which is grounded in facts about his birth to which he is for the 

1no1nent denied access. 

On a larger scale, the plot of the dra1na externalizes Oedipus's 

self-scrutin); a process that in our tin1e 1night be presented as in­

trospection, a looking inward. At the level of dra1natic tech­

nique, this strategy powers the biting irony of the pla)~ as Oedi­

pus pursues an enen1y who turns out to be hin1self. At the sa1ne 

tin1e, it preserves the aspects of Oedipus's character that exen1-

plify the heroic vision, the impulse to act olft into the world, to 
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make it conform to his will. And finally, we see the implications 

of this perspective for the process of self-realization. By making 

Oedipus's inner nature something that he thinks of as "out 

there," Sophocles dramatizes the hero's desire to see himself as 

the product of his own will shaping the world: the 1nore he 

seems to bring the world into line with his will, the more pow­

erful he feels; and the more powerful he feels, the more person­

ally authentic he feels. He is creating himself through action. 

The Hero and the Life Cycle 

The double life of Oedipus, enforced by his ignorance, pro­

jects outward what is an inner estrangement, characteristic of 

young men in our own tin1e, from certain aspects of their nature 

that they are not yet ready to acknowledge. Modern psycholog­

ical studies of the life cycle tend to confirm what those of us 

who work with young adults of either sex already know-that 

they are often loathe, and even in some sense unable, to ac­

knowledge the limits imposed on them by nature and the soci­

ety they are entering. When we arc told, in our late teens or early 

twenties, to "make something" of ourselves, by going to college, 

getting a job, getting 1narried, the n1essage encodes ancient 

heroic urges-and it secn1s that we are ready to hear them. 

Likewise, when at the end of the play Oedipus finally turns to 

face his buried life, he takes a step we 1nust take at the end of 

our youth, when our inner nature seems to make us ready for the 

next part of our lives. 

Daniel Levinson and his colleagues, who produced the first 

con1prehensive psychological study of the adult male life cycle 

( Levinson I 978), have shown that the tendency, characteristic 

of the hero, to see himself as self-created finds its n1odern ana­

logue in what they have called the "formation of the Drea1n" by 

young 1nales 1naking the transition fro1n late adolescence to 



SELF-CREATION AS SELF-DESTRUCTION 29 

c:1rly adulthood (56-58, 71-I I I). 1-he Dre;1111, as Levinson 

puts it, is a "vague sense of self-in-adult-world" (9 I). Leaving 

the fan1il); separating fro111 parents, 111ust be followed by the for-

1nation of s0111e kind of provisional sense of identity ;1s an adult. 

The connection between sq.x1r:1tion and identity is funda1nen­

t:1l. Separating fron1 his parents in late :1dolcsccnce, the young 

n1an replays a part of his infoncy; when he first discovered that 

he was biologically different fron1 his 1nothcr and began to sense 

that in this difference lav the kev to his own idcntit)' as an au-
1 I 

tonon1ous being. The resonance of infancy in adolescence helps 

to account for the strong urge in young adult n1ales to think of 

leaving ho1nc as an occasion for the fonnation of a new, au-._ 

tonon1ous identity. This is the tin1e when nature conspires with 

culture to n1ake young men devalue the parts of themselves that 

follow from their genes-their connection to their parents, but 

also, by extension, their very 111ortality: the Dream 1nust be pur­

sued by a new, heroic person. Though, as we will see, a man's sus­

ceptibility to this natural and cultural bias changes later in life 

in response to his evolving sense of who he is, contemporary ideas 

in \Vestern society about what makes for "the good life" are not 

so flexible. As Levinson puts it: "Humanity has as yet little wis­

dom for constructing the portrait of the hero as a middle-aged 

111an" ( 2 I 5). 
I have said that the heroic perspective in1plies a particular un­

derstanding of the relationship between identity and empower-

1nent. David McClelland has studied how people experience 

power fron1 the inside in various cultures ( McClelland I 975) 
and his findings are helpful in understanding the relationship 

between feeling powerful and feeling authentic, having a fi nn 

identity, in the early adult period. McClelland distinguishes cat­

egories of experiencing power according to the source of power 

and its ohject ( I 4). In the first stage, 1nost clearly identified with 
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infancy, power is experienced as coming from outside oneself: 

the source is "other"; the object is oneself. In the second stage, 

both source and object are felt to be oneself: we gather knowl­

edge, for instance, and so "give" ourselves power. In stage three, 

we are the source, but we express power outward, directing it to 

some other object. Finally, in stage four, we feel ourselves to be 

part of a dynamic for the flow of power in which we are neither 

source nor object: we somehow serve to facilitate the training 

of power from outside ourselves onto some object that is not 

ourselves. 

Though McClelland sees all these modes as present to some 

degree in everyone at all periods of life, he has found some 

trends in the relative influence of each at various stages of life 

and in different kinds of cultures. Stages one and two emphasize 

the acrnnmlation of power, three and four its expression. The former 

pair are more characteristic of Eastern cultures, the latter of 

vVestern. That is, \Vestern cultures tend to understand power 

more readily as a function of its expression, whereas Eastern cul­

tures can acco1n1nodate more easily the notion that one may be 

powerful without expressing it outside of oneself \Ve can also 

see how the four stages might characterize n1oven1ent through 

the life cycle, fron1 dependency on other powerful beings to the 

accumulation of power through learning and experience, to the 

expression of power by influencing others, to the final stage of 

serving the expression of powers beyond oneself 

Stage three is clearly the heroic n1ode of experiencing power. 

\Vhile we 1night see Oedipus as also representative of stage two, 

given the in1portance of knowledge as the basis for his power, 

the e1nphasis in the play itself is on his expression of the intel­

lectual power he has accun1ulated: Oedipus is above all a 1nan of 

action. It is interesting to note that McClelland had some diffi­

culty in finding evidence of outlets for stage four expressions of 
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f1owcr. with its i1nnlicit dcvaluino of coocentric behavior, in 
f b b 

111odcrn \Vestern cultures: we h:we an underdeveloped societal 

fra111ework fcH· understanding how a person can express power 

without being rhe source of the power. As it happens, Ocdip1ts at 

C0fo,111s addresses this very probk1n, and is one of the few artis­

tic expressions of what McCklland calls the 111ost n1ature real­

ization of personal c1npowennent. 

The na1nc of Oedipus stuns up 1nuch of what we have been 

saying. The ctpnology of the nan1c in Greek is probably frorn 

ot'dco, "to swell." plus pous. "foot," referring to the piercing of his 

fret when he was exposed as an infant. But there is also a pun­

ning reference-the Greeks loved puns-to the verb ot'da, "to 

know," n1aking Oedipus "know-foot." (No one in the play 

seen1s to be aware of this second meaning of Oedipus's name: 

the double entendre is for the audience's benefit.) What we see 

is that, like the two tides for the pla); the two meanings for 

Oedipus's name fon11 a shorthand version of the plot. The rid­

dle of the Sphinx asked what creature goes first on four feet, 

then two, then three-the answer being humans. When Oedi­

pus then, in his Corinthian, heroic persona, solves the riddle 

and conquers the Sphinx, he is "he who knows feet," or the hero 

who conquers disorder through knowing. Now Oedipus's intro­

ducing himself in the first scene to the citizens who already 

know him seems less peculiar: he has con1e to rescue them again, 

as he did when he conquered the Sphinx, and his very name 

records the first victory. 

Because his name can, in this etymology, be the product of his 

first heroic art, as far as he and the citizens of Thebes can know 

it, there is also the sense, in the introduction, of Oedipus rreatt'ng 

himse!J again for us through action: like all heroes, he thinks of 

himself as the product of the imposition of his will on the 

world. For this na1ning-as-self-creation we have a fan1ous prece-
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dent in Oedipus's heroic predecessor, Odysseus. The journey of 

Odysseus back to Ithaka fron1 Troy is infonned by a cyclical 

rhythm, as the hero repeats the pattern of arriving as a stranger 

in a strange land, withholding his na1ne while establishing him­

self in the new milieu, and then triumphantly announcing his 

name when he feels safe enough to do so. The moment of reve­

lation is always a charged one in the poem, as Odysseus com­

pletes the journey from unknown, anonymous stranger to the 

most farnous and powerful of heroes. And each cycle builds to­

ward the final triurnphant return in lthaka, when Odysseus re­

turns to his previous status as husband, father, and king. 

In each of these episodes, there is syrnbolism that suggests 

that Odysseus not only returns to his old self, but that he is re­

born. By announcing his name to the Phaeacians in book 9, he 

1narks the end of an interlude that begins with his being washed 

ashore naked and defenscless, like a newborn infant ( Odyss~v 5. 

394-398); earlier he escapes fron1 the womblike cave of the Cy­

clops by disguising himself as Out is, which means Nobody; the 

pains that the Cyclops feels after his eye is poked out are de­

scribed with the word the Greeks used for birth pangs; pulling 

away from shore, he completes the process by announcing his 

name gleefully ( and almost pre1naturcly) to the Cyclops ( 01vsse_y 
9. 216-564); his final rebirth con1es just before he slaughters 

the suitors and takes control of his household, as he goes from 

being disguised as a withered old beggar to glorious, invincible 

warrior ( O~ysse_y 22. I-4 ). 
In each case, Odysseus begins in anon}'tnity. and it is only 

J ~ J 

through his actions that he gathers the power that certifies his 

identity. Identity follows fro111 action, in the typical heroic way: 

Odysseus creates hi1nself through action, and the n1ore powerful 

he is, the 11101T hi111se!f he is. Th is is precisely the dynarnic that 

Oedipus Rex dra1natizes, but through different means and in a 
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tr:1gic. rather than cornic. context, which exposes the lirnits of such 

a war of understanding oneself in the world. \Vhcn Oedipus 

sp11bolicallr celebrates his sclf-cre:1tion through heroic action by 

narning hi111self at the beginning of the pla); a second, ironic, level 

is carried in the etvrnologv: he is ''know-foot," but he is also 
I .._,J 

"swollen-foot." He will create hirnself aoain through his actions 
0 

in the rest of the pla); but the identity he brings to light will be 

based on facts of his birth over which he has no control. One of 

the n1ost con1pclling aspects of Sophocles' dran1atic vision is the 

way in which Oedipus's heroic actions, of which the hero is so 

proud, bring hi1n into an arena where they arc i1npotent. 

The God's \loice 

The hero is vividly drawn, and the plot n1oves forward, driven 

by his restless energy. Now the voice of Apollo begins to sound 

ever more articulately in Thebes, 1nodulating from the echoes of 

plague sufferers, to the report of Creon, to the words of the 

god's own prophetic surrogate, Tiresias. As the information 

about the plague's origins grows more explicit, we see the dou­

ble life of Oedipus come slowly into sharper focus. Under the 

pressure of events, Oedipus pushes ever harder to end the sick­

ness, but the duality of the play's the1natic structure turns his ac­

tions back on themselves: training his sights on the enemy out­

side, he is pursuing his own destruction; acting out of his heroic 

persona, he is searching for a "truth'' that is blocked by the de­

nial implicit in the structure of that very persona. 

Creon arrives from Delphi with concrete advice: the oracle 

orders the The bans to "[ d ]rive the corruption fron1 the land" 

(98). Characteristically i1npatient, Oedipus presses: What is the 

source? How can they purify the1nsclves? The cause of the 

plague, Creon now reveals, is a 1nurder. Of whom? The former 

king, Laius, who was killed on the road by "murderers" who 



34 OEDIPUS: THE MEANING OF A MASCULINE LIFE 

must be killed or exiled. Now energized by the prospect of acting 

to correct the problem, Oedipus intensifies his questioning and 

the details con1e out. Laius was killed on the way back from 

Delphi, where he had consulted the oracle; all the potential wit­

nesses were also killed, except one, who was not rnuch use, 

telling them only that the rnurderers were "thieves"; the The­

bans were prevented from pursuing the killers by the appearance 

of the Sphinx, who "persuaded us to let the rnystery go/ and 

concentrate on what lay at our feet" ( I 30-13 I). 

Certain details repay our attention. First, there emerges a fa­

mous crux: Crean reports that Apollo's orders are to "pay the 

killers back" ( I 07). We will discover, if we do not already know 

the story, that Oedipus acted alone when he killed Laius, so the 

plural "killers" is puzzling. Can the god have lied to Crean? Is 

Crean changing the story consciousl}~ or perhaps unconsciously? 

We never find out, and the confusion shields the real killer until 

late in the action. Meanwhile, the Sphinx reappears, and the 

tirning is also puzzling. Who is the creature, and why does she 

appear just when the Thebans are about to go after the murderer 

of Laius? And how is it that she "persuades" the Thebans to at­

tend to her riddle instead of the seemingly more pressing rnat­

ter of finding the king's killer? Again, we never find out: the 

Sphinx rernains mysterious. 

But what we do know is telling enough. The Sphinx is a 

strange, hybrid creature, usually represented in art as a winged 

wornan with a lion's hindquarters. She sings her riddles like a 

poet: the suppliants call her the sklems aoidoit (harsh bard) (36 ); 
Crean calls her poikiloidos ( singer of riddling songs) ( I 30). The verb 

used to describe how she turns the Thebans toward her riddles 

is prosagomai, which most often is descriptive of mild inducement, 

not forceful constraint-son1eth ing appropriate, we might say, 

for a singer. We n1ight be reminded, in fact, of the Sirens, the 

singers of seductive knowledge that Odysseus encounters on his 



SELF-CREATION AS SELF-DESTRUCTION 35 

adventures. Their son1...,:1s arc so allurino that n1cn cannot resist 
'-- b 

their pull. and Odysseus has hi1nsclf lashed to the mast of his 

ship in order to listen safrly. 

The phrase "what br at our feet" ( I 3 I) is a 1 itcral translation 

of a Greek idio1n n1caning what is i1n1ncdiatcly present, under­

foot, and echoes Oedipus's use of r111podo11 (underfoot) in his ask­

ing what got "in their way" so that they did not pursue the 

kiilcrs of Laius. All this talk of feet in the context of the riddle 

is striking, and suggests a level of 1ncaning beyond the in11nedi­

ate and practical for the decision of the The bans. The Sphinx, 

a singer who can bind an entire city vvith her songs ("sphinx" is 

fron1 the san1e root as the verb "to choke,'' and her songs are art­

ful structures that challenge the intellect) arrives just at the right 

n10111ent to keep the Thebans-and, we 1night add, Oedipus­

fron1 discovering the truth about Laius and about the heroic 

stranger. Instead, both the hero and his adopted city turn to­

ward the challenge of defeating the "singer," which the hero 

does by using his fonnidablc intellect to control the Sphinx's 

disorderly powers. Both the hero and the city look to "feet" in­

stead of to the facts of blood that bind Oedipus and Laius, that 

define the relationship between the killer and victi1n. Like Oedi­

pus, the city becomes "know-foot." Or to put it another way, the 

city joins Oedipus in the formation of his heroic Dream. 

Ironically, it is Oedipus who begins the process of ending the 

dream, while acting to preserve it: 

No. 

I'll start again-I'll bring it all to light myself! 

Apollo is right, and so arc you, Crean, 

to turn our attention back to the 1nurdered man. 

Now you have me to fight for you, you'll sec: 

I am the land's avenger by all rights, 

and Apollo's champion too. 
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Bur nor ro assist some distant kinsman, no, 

for 111y own sake I'll rid us of rhis corruption. 

Whoever killed rhe king may decide to kill rne too, 

wirh rhe same violent hand-by avenging Laius 

I defend myself. 

(132-138) 

He is certainly fighting for "himself" here, but our perspec­

tive offers, as usual, ironies. The self he fights to preserve is the 

self-created hero of the Dream: by acting to control disorder 

with his mind, he continues to nurture this persona. But we 

know that he is also right in seeing the killer of Lai us as a threat 

to hirn. Once the facts of Oedipus's relationship to Laius corne 

to light, they will "kill" the Drean1 and its hero. 

The chorus of The ban citizens now enter and sing an ode to 

the gods. Calling on Zeus, Apollo, Athena, Artemis, and finally 

Dionysus, they beg for help against the plague, which they see as 

a form of the war god Ares: "the fever, the god of death/ that rag­

ing god of war." ( I 90-I 94 ). It is characteristic of the chorus­

who in Greek tragedy often represent ordinary hun1anity in con­

trast to the extraordinary hero-to call abjectly on the gods for 

help. They trust their leader, but they also look beyond him: the 

limits of human power and will are rnore comfortable ro thern 

than to the hero. 

After the chorus, Oedipus reappears: 

You pray ro rhe gods? Let n1c grant your pr:1ycrs. 

Come, listen ro rne-do whar rhe plague demands: 

vou'll find relief and lifr vour head from the depths. 
' J 

I'll speak now as a stranger ro the stor 1; 
a stranger ro the cri1ne. If I'd been present rhcn, 
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therl' would have been no mvsten~ no long hunt 
J J '-' 

without a clue in hand. So, now, counted 

a native Theban rears after the murder, 
J 

to all of Thebes I 1nake this procla1nation: 

if anv of \'OU knows who n1urdercd Laius, 
J J 

the son of Labdacus, I order hin1 to reveal 

the whole truth to me. 

(216-226) 

True to his heroic nature, Oedipus answers the call for divine 

assistance: Ix will be the god's voice. His use of the words 

"stranger" and "native Theban" continues, of course, the ironic 

doubleness that infonns the entire play. He sees himself as xe11os 

( stranger) to those events long ago, as astos (citizen) now. We, 

however, know he was born astos in Thebes and n1ade xenos to his 

own birth in exile. The aliena~ion reflected in his misperception 

and in his attempt to speak for the gods parallels the larger gap 

in self-knowledge that drives the plot. The hunt begins in 

earnest now, and Sophocles ha1n1ners home the ironies in Oedi­

pus's relentless search for hi1nself: The citizens must show no 

mercy. They must drive the criminal out; never speak to him; 

never shelter him; never let holy water touch his hands. If he 

turns out to be part of the royal house, may the curse strike 

Oedipus himself. Oedipus is king now, taking the place of the 

murdered man, even taking his place in Jocasta's womb, n1aking 

him homosporos, of the same seed, as the dead king. So Oedipus 

will fight as if for his own father (216-275). 

Tiresias 

The voice of Apollo grows yet more vivid when the prophet 

Tiresias appears from Delphi, answering a sun1mons fron1 

Oedipus. The scene that follows is pivotal for our understand-
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ing of Oedipus's progress toward self-realization and its implica­

tions for our time. The dynamic of the confrontation here, be­

tween Tiresias and a willful king, the blind old man telling the 

younger ruler that he must yield to the ties of blood to stop the 

spread of sickness through the city, appears first in Sophocles' play 

Antigone, produced more than a decade earlier but drarnatizing 

events in the story of Oedipus and his family that follow the death 

of Oedipus. In that play, Creon, the ruler of Thebes, has impris­

oned Oedipus's daughter Antigone in an underground cave, in­

tending to starve her to death because she has defied his orders 

and buried her brother Polynices. Tiresias arrives to tell Creon 

that his reading of sacrificial entrails has shown him that some­

thing is dreadfully wrong in Thebes: the city is "sick," and Creon 

n1ust cure it, by releasing Antigone and honoring the ties of blood 

that drove her to bury her brother against the king's command. 

Creon defies the old man: like all prophets, he says, Tiresias is dri­

ven by greed; the prophet is the sick one. Tiresias fights back, re­

minding Creon that he, Tiresias, saved the city from the last 

plague ( the one to be dramatized by Sophocles fifteen or so 

years later in Oedipus Rex). Goaded by the king's further insults, 

the old man finally reveals a grim prophecy-that Creon's child 

will die to pay for the life of Antigone. He then leaves abruptly. 

Creon, frightened by the prediction, beco1nes unsure of his 

resolve. At the urging of the leader of the chorus, he rushes off 

to release Antigone but arrives too late-she has hanged herself. 

He finds his son, Haen1on, who is betrothed to Antigone, hug­

ging the corpse. He tries to bring Haen1on out of the cave, but 

the young lover is beyond this, trying first to stab Creon, then 

killing hin1self When the news of these events reaches Creon's 

wife, Eurydice, she retires to the palace and kills herself with a 

knife, cursing Creon with her last breath (Antigone 988-1305} 
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The parallels to Ocdiplts Rex arc significant. In both plays, a 

111rstcrious sickness grips Thebes-one that turns out to reflect 

an iilncss in the king. The issues that infonn the argmnent be­

tween Creon and Tiresias arc akin to those between Oedipus 

and the sa1nc prophet-the dc1nands of blood ties, sanctioned 

b,, the gods, as a£ainst in1ncrativcs created in rhe context of 
I ~ ~' [ 

hu1nan civilization. The en1otional dvna1nic is also the san1e in 
J 

both scenes, with the king listening defcrenriaIIy at first, then 

lashing out at the prophet when the advice goes against the dic­

tates of his will. the old 1nan in turn growing angry hin1sclf, and 

finallr revealing a dreadful secret. In the aftcrn1ath, sin1ilarities 

persist: Eurydice's suicide prefigures Jocasta's; Creon, like Oedi­

pus, loses contact with his wife and children through his pride. 

vVe 111ight conclude, then, that Sophocles was drawing on the 

end of the Antigone when he co1nposed the confrontation of 

Oedipus and Tiresias. But the differences between the two 

scenes_ arc as significant, for our purposes at least, as the simi­

larities. \Ve note, for instance, that while, in Antigone, Tiresias 

seeks out Creon, and eagerly delivers his advice, in the later play 

he is called to Thebes by Oedipus, and when he discovers what 

the king wants, tries to leave without responding: 

TIRESIAS: 

How terrible-to see the truth 

when truth is only pain to him who sees! 

I knew it well, but I put it fro1n my n1ind, 

else I never would have come. 

OEDIPUS: 

What's this? Why so grim, so dire? 

TIRESIAS: 

Just send me home. You bear your burdens, 
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I'll bear mine. It's better that way, 

please believe me. 

(3 I 6-322) 

The feeling here is chat the prophet realizes chat it is not the 

right tirne for Oedipus to know the truth_, and chat he, Tiresias, is 

not the one to tell it. It will come out, in any event: "What will 

con1e will con1e./Even if I shroud it in silence" (34 I). What 

Tiresias knows about Oedipus is profound and definitive for the 

hero's identity. The prophet's reluctance reflects a fundamental 

truth about the relationship between self-knowledge and self­

acceptance: we can learn certain things about ourselves only when 

we are ready, e1notionally, spiritually, to learn chen1. Oedipus­

as Tiresias senses and we arc about to find out-is not ready. 

Hot on the trail of the killer, Oedipus has acted to bring aid 

from the god. Faced with the old n1an's reluctance, he is incred­

ulous, then outraged, and the insults begin. Tircsias is a trai­

tor-the "worst of evils" (334 ); he has plotted the entire disas­

ter; had the prophet had eyes, he would have killed the king. In 

the face of this attack, Tiresias's resolve to keep quiet is swept 

away in the anger of the rnoment: 

I charge you, then, subn1it to that decree 

you just laid down: from this day onward 

speak to no one, not these citizens, not myself. 

You arc the curse, the corruption of the land! 

(350-353) 

Oedipus finds this charge preposterous, and his anger esca­

lates yet further, envisioning now a plot between Tiresias and 

Crcon to overthrow h irn. The exchange heats up, with the king 

trying to bully the seer into backing down fron1 his claims, the 
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old nun growing 11101-c direct: It is Oedipus who is the n1urderer; 

he and his loved ones live together in infa1ny. Oedipus now 

1nocks the old tnan's blindness and draws a new charge: Oedipus 

is the one living in ignorance, blind to his own life. [)ocs he 

know his own parents ( 4 I 5 )? A second n1cntion of his parents 

seen1s to bring Oedipus up short: "Parents-who? Wait ... who 

is 111y father., ( 43 7 )? Ti resias has hit a tender spot but is now be­

yond responding to the change in the king's tone and begins to 

taunt the king: 

TIRES I AS: 

This dav will brinn vour birth and your destruction. 
J t, J J 

OEDIPUS: 

Riddles-all you can say arc riddles, tnurk and darkness. 

TIRESIAS: 

Ah, but aren't you the best tnan alive at solving riddles? 

OEDIPUS: 

Mock me for that, go on, and you'll reveal my greatness. 

TIRESIAS: 

Your great good fortune, true, it was your ruin. 

OEDIPUS: 

Not if I saved the city-what do I care? 

(437-443) 

Tiresias is ready to go, but he delivers one more blast of truth 

as the king moves offstagc: 

I will go, 

once I have said what I came here to say. 

I will never shrink from the anger in your eyes­

you can't destroy me. Listen to me closely: 

the man you've sought so long, proclaiming, 
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cursing up and down, the murderer of Laius­

hc is here. A stranger, 

you n1ay think, who lives among you, 

he soon will be revealed a native Theban 

but he will take no joy in the revelation. 

Blind who now has eyes, beggar who now is rich, 

he will grope his way toward a foreign soil. 

a stick tapping before him step by step. 

Revealed at last, brother and father both 

to the children he e1nbraccs, to his mother 

son and husband both-he sowed the loins 

his father sowed, he spilled his father's blood! 

Go and reflect on that, solve that. 

And if vou find I've lied 
J 

fro1n this day onward call the prophet blind. 

(447-462) 

A powerful and definitive scene. To grasp the full import of 

the exchange, we need to think carefullv about what is said, how 
~ I 

it is said, and who says it. The argurncnt shows us sonic darker 

aspects of the king's powerful will. He is used to getting what he 

wants, and when Tiresias balks, his rage follows v,1ith alanning 

speed. The kindl 1~ paternal ruler of the first scene is blown away 

by the force of anger, to be replaced by an accusing, bullying 

tyrant. \Ve also observe the relationship between fear, denial, 

and anger in (;edipus. r:aced with infonn:1tion about hi1nself 

that he cannot for the mmnent accept, he reacts by lashing out 

at the apparent source, 1'iresias, and then Creon. The hero is ac­

customed to creating the "facts" about his o\vn identity by in1-

posing his will on the world. Meeting parts of himself that arc 

not of his own making, he sees a stranger-someone over whom 
L- '-

he has seemingly no control. 1-lw hot denial and projection of 
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responsibility onto others is unusual in its scope, but like all of 

the hero's traits it onlv reflects an outsized version of ordinary 
I I 

hu111an behavior. In this case, we sec the fa111iliar i1nprint of fear. 

which ,,·e often cover with anger, a secondary and 111orc accept­

able cn1otion, one that 111akcs us frel less vulnerable. Projection, 

too, is a norrnal reaction to things about ourselves we cannot ac-.... 

cept: now we arc able not only to escape the responsibility of 

dealing with the unacceptable parts of ourselves, but also to expe­

rience the pleasure of berating son1cone else and feeling superior. 

The accusations that follow Tircsias's revelations fit co1n­

fortably with the heroic urge always to act out into the world. 

Finding an cncn1y without keeps Oedipus on the offensive, 

channcling that farnous energy in a way that continues to build 

the heroic persona. The introspection that will lead finally to 

Oedipus's ironic enlightenrnent is still transmuted by the plot 

structure and the operation of denial into an externalized hunt. 

Achilles again offers a significant parallel. After Hector kills Pa­

troclus, the anger of Achilles, which had been directed at 

Agan1ernnon, shifts to Hector, and culminates in his death at 
L, 

Achilles' hands. But Achilles, too, bears so1ne responsibility for 

the death of Patroclus, in that he sent his friend out into battle 

disguised in his ( i.e., Achilles') annor, rnaking him a conspicu­

ous target for the Trojans. Like Oedipus, he directs his anger 

outward, toward Hector, rather than inward, as he might just as 

well have done. In Achilles, as in Oedipus, heroic self-expression 

works against introspection and self-knowledge.Two exchanges 

in particular highlight Oedipus's urge to shift responsibility for 

bad news: 

OEDIPUS: 

You, shameless-

aren't you appalled to start up such a story? 

You think you can get away with this? 
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TIRESIAS: 

I have already. 

The truth with all its power lives inside me. 

OEDIPUS: 

Who primed you for this? Not your prophet's trade. 

TIRESIAS: 

You did, you forced me, twisted it out of me. 

OEDIPUS: 

Enough! Such filth frorn hin1? Insufferable­

what, still alive? Get out-

faster, back where you came from-vanish! 

TIRESIAS: 

(354-358) 

I would never have con1e if you hadn't called me here. 
J 

( 429-432) 

In his rage, Oedipus 'lorgets" that he started the hunt. 

Another Oedipus 

The figure of Tiresias repays closer scrutiny. The heated ex­

change with Oedipus shows hi1n to have a forn1idablc will of his 

own: he is not inti111idated by the tyrant's bluster, and goaded 

out of his initial detachn1cnt he trades insults with verve. But fi­

nally the differences between Oedipus and the old prophet arc 

n1orc telling. While the king draws all of his sense of identity 

and power fro1n actively i1nposing his will outward to effect a 

sense of control over his fate, 1-iresias is a passive conduit for the 

power of Apollo: he is powerful insofar as he brings his will into 

phase with the will of the gods, a force over which he has no 

control. Oedipus pushes always to control by seeing the world 

and knowing it; -riresias is blind. Oedipus finds his truth by pro­

jecting outward: the truth "lives inside" Tiresias. 
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\ Ve do not know whether Sophocles 1nighr expect his audi­

ence to know other stories about Tiresias not 1nentioned in the 

pb 1: but one in p;nticubr, preserved in Ovid, is tantalizing. Out 

walking in the woods. Tiresias saw two snakes copulating. He 

hit the1n with a stick ;1nd was instant!\' turned into a won1an. 
I 

Seven \Tars later, our walking again, rhe fcn1ale Tiresias saw two 
, ~ ~ 

n101T snakes intertwined, hir rhc1n with a stick, and becan1e a 

n1an again. Being rhe onlv hun1an who had lived as both a n1an 
'- ~ J 

and a won1an, he was now in position ro decide a dispute be-

tween Jupiter and Juno as to which sex had the greatest pleasure 

in intercourse. He said won1en, which did not please Juno, who 

struck hin1 blind. Jupiter, taking piq~ gave hin1 the gift of 

prophecy as con1pensation ( lv[etamorphoscs 3. 3 I 4-338). The sex­

ual a1nbiguity reflected in this story fits with the figure we en­

counter in Ocdip11s Rex-a n1an whose identity is defined by 

traits thar the Greeks at least saw as tnore characteristic of 

wotncn: passivit 1~ inwardness, a closeness to larger, extrahuman 

rhvrhn1s in rhe cosn1os. , 

Tiresias is, then, co111plc111mta1y to Oedipus, in the way that the 

hero's cotnpanion often is in ancient hero stories. Patroclus em­

bodies qualities that con1ple1nent Achilles' dominant traits: he is 

cotnpassionate where Achilles is hardened by solipsism and 

shows hu1nility in the face of Achilles' overbearing hubris; he 

suffers when his con1panions die, whereas Achilles sends the1n 

to their death to serve his pride. Enkidu, the cornpanion of Gil­

gamesh in the Mesopotan1ian hero story The Epic of Ci~amesh, has 

a sin1ilar function. I have said that such figures can also be un­

derstood in the context of Jung's 1netaphor of the shadow, and 

that the spiritual task of the ancient hero-to accept and inte­

grate those parts of h irnself that the cotnpanion ( or second sel( 

as I prefer to call hin1) objectifies-finds its analogue in Jung's 

notion of individuation, or self-cotnpletion, the process by 

which humans reach fulfill1nent or wholeness. The relationship 
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of Oedipus and Tiresias is one of the richest expressions of this 

dynamic in ancient literature. 

The key to T iresias's potency in the story lies in the close fit 

between what he is and what he knows. He is, as I have said, con1-

plementary to Oedipus, embodying qualities that Oedipus has 

lost track of in himself: what he knows or, more accurately, car­

ries within hin1self is an entirely "new" Oedipus, complete with 

new birthplace and a new father and mother. True to his "femi­

nine" nature, Tiresias becomes a kind of midwife to the birth of 

a "new" man, whose identity is in fact prior to the one known 

in Thebes, a man who has a different past from the Oedipus 

known to the Thcbans and to Oedipus hin1self, one whose fu­

ture will be determined by the knowledge of this past. 

This new identity will not become real for Oedipus just 

yet-denial must have its day. But when it docs, we will be able 

to reconstruct from it two different life journeys for Oedipus. 

The first, which Oedipus has lived out in the eyes of the The­

bans and his own conscious mind, is bright with heroic achieve­

ment; the second, latent in Tiresias and in Oedipus himself, is 

full of familial antagonisn1, violence, and forbidden desires. 

In the first life, Oedipus, troubled by the chance remarks of 

a drunken dinner guest-that he was not his father's son-sets 

out from Corinth to Delphi, to consult the oracle. Receiving a 

frightening prophecy-he would kill his father and breed chil­

dren with his mother-he leaves, detcrn1ined to avoid Corinth 

and escape the prophecy's fulfilln1ent. On the road to Thebes, 

he negotiates a spot of nastiness from unfriendly travelers and 

arrives in ti1ne to defeat the Sphinx with his wits and reap the 

rewards of his hcrois111: he rules over the city and enters n1arriage 

with the recently widowed queen. He rules well, gathers gloq~ 

and fathers children (774-813). 
The second life begins at Thebes. Laius and Jocasta, faced 
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with :1 threatening prophecy-that Laius would be killed by his 

own offsnrin2-trv to kill their infant son b)' h:1vino hin1 hob-r u j b 

bled :1nd exposed on Mount Cithaeron. The plot fails and the 

son grows un as the unknowin2 foster child of Polvbus and 
~ r ~J j 

Merope. the king and queen of Corinth. Reaching 111anhood, 

the son 1neets and kills a 1nan on the road fron1 Delphi to 

Thebes who is, unbeknown to hin1, his father. Then he proceeds 

to defeat the Sphinx and 1narry the queen, who is, again unbe­

known to hin1, his n1other. Frain this incestuous union are born 

four children-all do0111ed to die unhappy deaths-and even­

tually a lethal plague in Thebes, the cause of which the king is 

detern1ined to eradicate. 

The pron1inent features of each life are significant. In the 

first, intellect, energ)~ and fierce will co1nbine to give Oedipus 

apparent control over his fate: he conquers the unruly Sphinx 

and ( again, apparently) brings order and health to Thebes. By 

separating fro1n his parents in Corinth and assuming con1mand 

of a new environ1nent, he creates hi1nself as hero. The second, 

hidden life is ruled not by Oedipus's intellect or will but by 1nys­

terious divine forces that n1ove inexorably beyond the reach of 

hwnan control. Atten1pts by Jocasta and later by Oedipus to 

deny these forces their due are futile, as they both learn to their 

sorrow by play's end. The only comfort for one in grip of such 

forces is acceptance: as Paris puts it in the Iliad, the gifts of the 

gods are not to be refused (Iliad 3. 65-66). And in this version 

of hi1nself, Oedipus, thinking to leave home and gain glory 

abroad, in fact returns hon1e and does the one thing that always 

prevents the hero fro1n achieving mature wisdom: he binds him­

self again to his own rnother. In the heroic tradition, mothers are 

for unquestioning support; 1naturity and wisdom corne from 

the father. Achilles must move beyond the sheltering of Thetis 

to the hard lessons learned fro1n renewed contact with Priam, a 
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surrogate for his father; and it is Anchises, not Venus, who 

shows Aeneas his duty in the underworld. The "detaining 

wo1nan" in heroic stories, who threatens to keep the hero fron1 

his appointed tasks, carries the n1other's resonance. Jocasta, as 

the wife of Oedipus, makes real what is in Circe or Dido only 

symbolic. At the same time, the oracle and Jocasta's response to 

it initially prevent the young Oedipus fron1 reaching any kind of 

accommodation with his father. By later killing Laius, Oedipus 

cuts hin1self off con1pletely and must find his own way. 

Tiresias and the Life Cycle 

These last relationships bring us back to issues of the life 

cycle. In the ancient hero's drive to separate frorn his mother and 

con1e to tern1s with his father, we see reflected the infant male's 

imperative to create himself by growing away fron1 his mother 

and into the culture that reflects his father's public milieu-a 

n1oven1ent, as we have seen, that is replayed in our time for n1en 

in early adulthood. The exchange between Oedipus and Tire­

sias represents symbolically the modern young n1an confronting 

parts of hin1self that had to be denied or pushed down below the 

level of conscious attention in order that the heroic Dream be 

born. As Levinson and his colleagues have shown (71-111; 
l 39-165 ), the Drea1n is characteristically forn1ed in the wake 

of the transition fron1 late adolescence to earlv adulthood, and ., 

though it n1ay be revised around age thirty in the light of expe-

rience, or even in son1e cases abandoned in fovor of a new vision, 

it is much more con1111on for this paradign1 of the "good life" to 

rule until around age fort)~ when another n1ajor transition occurs. 

But until each of us is ready to know what our version ofTire­

sias is telling us, we, like Oedipus, deny any kinship with other 

parts of ourselves that do not fit the Drean1. The tenacity of our 

blindness is often stunning after the fact: why couldn't I see the 
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rruth? The answer to this question surely lies in the tight inte­

gration, in the heroic perspective, of our identity with our abil­

ity to work our will in the world. 1-hc traits that we snnnble over 
j 

in 111idlifr and struggle to acknowledge in ourselves are precisely 

those nor under our control-the inconvenient facts of biology 

that rnay i1npose 1 i111its on our will and thus on our self-creation. 

Because we can understand ourselves as the products of our will, 

rhc people we nicer when Ti resias holds up the 1ni rror a re just 
,, ,, 

not us. 

\ 7 icwcd in this perspective, certain aspects of the exchange 

between Oedipus and rhc old prophet that seen1 to strain natu­

ralisrn rnake rnore sense. Tiresias's reluctance to reveal what he 

knows, which conies as a surprise within the in1n1ediate context 

of events ( and contrasts strongly with his eagerness in Antigone), 
is easier to grasp as a recognition that Oedipus is simply not 

ready to learn what he has to te:Kh. Likewise, Oedipus's total in­

ability even to entertain what Tiresias says about him, despite 

the tantalizing coincidence of his killing a stranger at the very 

tirne and place that Laius is said to have been murdered, chal­

lenges our credulity less if we see it as the behavior of a man in 

the grip of a powerfully distorting vision of who he is. Tiresias 

sho,vs to Oedipus a version of himself that he has been denied 

by virtue of divine will, a force beyond the reach of his control­

ling intellect. To him, as to us when we see aspects of ourselves 

outside the Dream, the person looks like a stranger. 

To say that we and Oedipus are "blind" to what falls outside 

the scope of our self-conception is to use a familiar metaphor. 

As it happens, the figure is especially potent in the context of 

this play, because Sophocles weaves his plot around rhe polari­

ties of blindness/ sight and ignorance/knowledge. We presup­

pose a correlation between the pairs, linking blindness with ig­

norance, knowledge with sight, and our assumptions have roots 
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in the Greek language, where the same verb can mean visual per­

ception and cognition. Our expectations prime us for Sopho­

cles' ironies: Oedipus, the active, probing, keen-sighted intellec­

tual "naturally" seems at first to have a n1ore likely claim on the 

truth than a passive, blind old man. But in the course of the play, 

after fear and denial have their turn, what appears to be knowl­

edge will finally prove to be ignorance, and from blindness will 

come the inner light of a more profound way of seeing. 

Hunting the Shadow 

A second major choral song follows Tiresias's exit. The anx­

iety we witnessed in the first song continues here, as the men 

wrestle with the issues raised by the quarrel between Oedipus 

and Tiresias. Who is the murderer? Can the prophet's charges 

against their king be true? Zeus and Apollo know the "dark and 

depth of human life," but the king has a spotless reputation, and 

they will wait for more proof before condemning him 

( 463-5 I l ). Though the identity of the chorus in Greek tragedy 

varies widcl}~ its voice in the plays of Sophocles that survive is 

usually con11nunal, often representing, directly or indirect!}~ the 

values of the Athenian citv state of the fifth centurv as a foil for 
I , 

the more archaic, problcn1atic individualis1n of the hero. So 

here, the chorus weighs carefully the in1plications of the quarrel 

for rhc con1n1unity: to offend the gods through their prophet is 

dangerous, but the king guides the cir}~ and is its n1ost imn1edi­

ate syinbol of right order. In their conventional piet}~ these n1cn 

would asslllne rhat civic order should ulti1narclv reflect divine 
' 

order, so the qua rrcl represents a serious dilcn1n1a for then1, as 

at once citizens subject to the authority of Oedipus and 1nortals 

under the rule of the gods. The potential conflict between the 

hero and his co111n1unitv no,v grows 1nore real in Thebes: as 
; .... 

l1cdipus draws nearer to the rrurh of his identit\; the dishar-
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111011v within hin1 is reflected outwardlv in the increasino- srrain 
I I b 

on the chorus to support their king and stay true to the gods. 

Creon now enters the scene, havino heard that Oedif1us has 
b 

been attacking hin1. The chorus are cautiously vague in reply to 

his questions. but soon Oedipus arrives and leaves nothing in 

doubt: Creon is a traitor. having conspired with Tiresias to over­

throw the king and grab power for hin1sclC Then1es fron1 

Antigone continue in the ensuing exchange, as each n1an accuses 

the other of undervaluing kinship in ptirsuit of power: How 

could Crean attack n1e. Oedipus, his own kin? Why would I, 

Creon. attack rny own kin, when the ties of blood ensure 1ny sta­

tus? The portrait of Crean is, in foct, so1newhat ironic against 

the background of the earlier work. Railing against Antigone 

and his own son in the first pla); Crean is obsessed with guard­

ing every scrap of leverage the kingship gives him against the 

clain1s of kinship forwarded by both. Here, his defense against 

the charge of conspiracy is that he has no need of the responsi­

bilities of kingship, since as a blood relative of the queen he al­

ready enjoys the power that being in the ruling family brings: 

why ask for all those headaches when he already has the perks 

(583-615)? 
As he did with Tiresias, so here Oedipus lashes out at some­

one else, rather than consider whether what the prophet said 

about hin1 1night be true. Sophocles' ironies flourish in Oedi­

pus's ignorance, as he flails at yet another surrogate for hi1nsclf. 

From our perspective, the scene dran1atizes the continued oper­

ation of denial in the hero. with its accompanying anger and 

projection. On this level, too, there is irony: 

OEDJPLJS: 

You-here? You have the gall 

to show your face before the palace gates? 
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You, plotting to kill me, kill the king­

I see it all, the marauding thief himself 

scheming to steal my crown and power! 

(532-535) 

The king is being killed, but not by Creon. Pushing ever closer 

to the facts of his birth, Oedipus drags his own heroic persona 

closer to the edge of destruction. There is a "conspiracy" of 

sorts involving Apollo's prophet, and Creon will succeed Oedi­

pus as king in Thebes, but the co-conspirator is Oedipus, whose 

relentless heroic will drives him to expose his own buried life. 

The Hero and His Mother 

-rhe exchange between Oedipus and Creon eventually be­

comes a shouting match, and Jocasta appears to see what all the 

commotion is about. Her response to what she finds reinforces 

the sense that there is something faintly adolescent about the two 

combatants: 

Have you no sense? Poor misguided rncn, 

such shouting-why this public outburst? 

Aren't you asha1ncd, with the land so sick, 

to stir up private quarrels? 

(To Oedipus) 

Into the palace now. And Crcon, you go hon1e. 

Why make such a furor over nothing? 

(634-639) 

The orders go unheeded and the insults continue, punctuated 

by Jocasta's attetnpts to caln1 the 1nen down and the chorus's 

anxious pleas for peace. Finally, Creon leaves, proclaiming his 

righteousness over his shoulder to an unrepentant Oedipus. 
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That Jocasra should 1nake her initial appearance in the play 

at this juncture is telling. By having the two 111cn quarrel like 

teenage siblings, Sophocles can bring our in Jocasra a distinctly 

n1arcrnal response. This role has no lasting resonance in her re­

lationship with Creon, but of course it takes us directly into rhe 

darkest recesses of Oedipus's hidden life. Up ro rhis point, the 

plot has focused our attention on the other half of the prophecy 

about Oedipus, rhe killing of Laius, bur fron1 now on the hor­

ror of incest also hovers over every scene. 

Because incest, and especially incest with issue, scran1bles 

fundan1ental boundaries of idenrit){ this part of Oedipus's mis­

perceived past life intensifies our awareness of the cost, to all of 

his famil)~ of his ignorance. On the naturalistic level, our re­

sponse, like those of rhe characters onstage, is likely one of re­

vulsion: Sophocles' realization of the hero's life powerfully dra­

matizes the connection between biology and identity, pressing 

its implications with vivid in1pact. Moving back a step, we can 

look at Oedipus's incest in a way that recaptures its relevance in 

a wider context. Mothers in the heroic tradition are associated 

like all Greek women in antiquity with the private life of the 

famil)~ in contrast to the masculine public arena. In rhe hero's 

in1perative to leave the orbit of his mother and enter his father's 

world, we see reflected the need for the young Greek male to 

move beyond the private, sheltering, but restrictive embrace of 

his family into public life. The in1portance of this shift is not 

pri1narily geographical: Greek males often remained in the 

household of their birth after they reached adulthood. R.ather, 

the significance of the separation from childhood is emotional. 

The young man must separate emotionally from the world of 

his childhood and the identity it provided; he must beco1ne self­

reliant through acting out into the world, able to take responsi­

bility for hi1nself and eventually for his aged parents. For our 
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purposes, the significance of this move is in the change in the 

male's location within the polarity nature/ culture. Moving from 

private to public life entails, as we have seen, a shift in the basis 

of identity-from the facts of biology to actions taken in the 

context of hun1an culture. To put it another way, the young man 

moves from being a part of nature to being a manipulator of 

nature-from created to creator. 

All of this is well within the experience of modern men in 

pursuit of the Dream. The analogy to Oedipus's incest here 

would be a failure fully to embrace the new, self-created heroic 

persona, and the accompanying responsibilities that go, in this 

model of maturing, with adulthood. It is important to empha­

size that we are not talking here about those men who, for rea­

sons beyond the scope of our discussion, never start after the 

Dream in the first place. Sophocles' Oedipus plays help to illu­

minate the implications of having made that choice, not why one 

person docs and another does not. Oedipus has already begun 

his heroic career when he returns to Thebes and claims his bride, 

and the analogy for our time rnight be expressed as a failure to 

follow through in grasping the pron1ise that the self-created life 

offers; it is not in declining the heroic self in the first place. 

We should also observe that the role of ronsrio11s rhoire in the 

shaping of the heroic life is not clear. If the dynan1ic of identity 

forn1ation in infancy is replayed for n1alcs in late adolescence, 

then we can say that the irnpcrativcs of the Dream rnay well exert 

their power below the level of conscious choice. And we n1ay add 

to this the incessant rncssages sent by our culture about how to 

achieve success and happiness, which arc thcn1selvcs active prior 

to conscious choice. My experience with young rnen ( including 

myself), for what it is worth, convinces me that the urge to pur­

sue the heroic Drearn is usually felt deeply and often unreflec­

ti vcly: this is what you do, and this is who you are, when you grow 



SELF-CREATION AS SELF-DESTRUCTION 55 

up. Thar rhc rcsulring 1nyopia brings pain as well as rewards is 

nor so obvious. 

Conclusion: Innocence and Gui1r 

Iris true to Sophocles' ironic vision that. in trying to separate 

fro111 his parents, Oedipus binds hin1sclf to the1n in a ruinous 

war, Because of his funda111ental ignorance about his origins, 

evcrrth ing that Oedipus docs has a doubleness: aII of his deci­

sions. taken with the right n1otives ( i.e., sanctioned by the heroic 

perspective), turn back on hin1 and produce the wrong results. 

It is con1n1on to talk of the innocence or guilt of Oedipus, and 

fron1 a legal or n1oral standpoint this is appropriate: ignorance 

does not always excuse wrongdoing. In this regard, it has see1ned 

irnportant to n1any students of the play to 1nake a distinction 

between what Oedipus did before the play opens, killing his 

father and 1narrying his mother, and what he does in response 

to the in1n1ediate crisis of the plague. In the forn1er case, the role 

of divine wiII seems more prominent, and Oedipus can be un­

derstood as the victim of outside forces beyond his control 

( though the killing of Laius shows us a rather rash, impetuous 

response to a seemingly n1ild affront). In the latter arena, Oedi­

pus's acts n1ight seen1 n1ore his own-more the result of con­

scious choices not affected so directly by divine will, or "fate," 

and so presenting a less cloudy moral picture. 

Frorn our perspective this set of distinctions is less central, 

because our attention is focused elsewhere, not so much on the 

moral implications, for himself and for the com1nunity, of what 

Oedipus does, as on how ignorance about certain facts of his 

makeup lead him to act, with the best of intentions, in a de­

structive and self-d~structive way. And because Oedipus's origi­

nal n1isperceptions are fundamental to his later identity, out of 

which he acts in response to the plague, the distinction between 
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past and present acts is less important. Likewise, the story 

teaches us about ourselves because the ignorance of Oedipus, en­

forced in the play by divine will and the response of Laius and 

Jocasta to it, symbolizes for us a selective blindness that can. it 

seems, be built into our postadolescent understanding of who 

we are and who we are to become. This narrow focus docs not 

excuse us fron1 responsibility for acts we may commit under its 

influence, but understanding the nature of our blindness in pur­

suit of the Dream can help us to accept the new parts of our­

selves that we eventually confront, later in life. 
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SELF-DESTRUCTION 
AS SELF-CREATION 

Oedipus Rex 2 

No one can be 1noral-that is, no one can hannonize con­

tained conflicts-without corning to a working arrange­

rnent between the angel in hin1sclf and the devil in hin1sclf, 

between his rose above and his rnanure below. 

Alan Watts, The Book 

The entrance of Jocasta n1arks a shift in focus of the play. Up to 

this point, the plot has been pushed along by Oedipus's initia­

tive in the present, generating the ironic doubleness we have ob­

served in his actions and their consequences. Following the im­

peratives of his heroic will to act as a way of controlling the 

world and its problen1s, Oedipus has launched an investigation, 

producing surprising and upsetting results, but he has managed 

to escape facing the consequences of the exchange with Tiresias. 

After Crean leaves the stage, our attention is drawn back in­

creasingly to the past, as the events surrounding Oedipus's birth 

and exposure on Mount Cithaeron inexorably come to light. 

The revelations, as always in the play, are finally forced into the 

open by Oedipus's driving will. But the heroic determination is 

redirected now, away from saving Thebes-we hear no more of 

the plague-and toward solving the question of the king's true 

identity. Yet even if Oedipus's attention is diverted from his civic 

duties, the projection of his inner state out onto the civic order 

57 
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continues. As Oedipus's heroic persona slowly collapses under 

the weight of the revelations, the health of the city begins to 

seem irnperiled: if Oedipus is not who he thought he was, then 

the stability of the order he represents is also in question. And 

as the king is driven to adopt ever n1ore desperate explanations 

to escape the realities of his past, the problematic nature of the 

relation between the hero and his community surfaces again. 

The plague, which began as a proble1n outside of Oedipus, has 

become a problem about him, and as he reluctantly turns inward 

to face his illness, the city's original affiliation with him looks 

n1ore and more like a Faustian bargain. 

Prophecy Under Attack 

Characteristically, the final destruction of Oedipus's heroic 

persona begins with Jocasta's attempt to shore it up. He has told 

her that he suspects collusion between Creon and "his" prophet, 

Tiresias, and of the frightening charge that Tiresias has made 

against him. Her response is immediate and firm: 

A prophet? 

Well then, free yourself of every charge! 

Listen to me and learn some peace of 1nind: 

no skill in the world, 

nothing human can penetrate the future. 

Here is proof, quick and to the point. 

(707-710) 

She goes on to recount the prophecy that Laius would be 

killed by his offspring, the exposure of their only son on Mount 

Cithaeron, and the subsequent killing of Laius by "thieves" at 

the crossroads. The prophecies, she concludes, were wrong, and 
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so the prophets cannot cbin, to know the future. She ends with 

what for the audience is an 01ninous assertion: 

\Vhatc\'cr the god needs and seeks 
'-

he'll bring to light hi1nsclf. with case. 
L- '-

(724-725) 

The process has been underway since the play's first scene. 

Oedipus is not reassured: rather, his thoughts begin to race. 

1 J'here was Laius killed? J,Jlhm? As Jocasta replies, the pace of his 

self-discovery quickens: he ren1e1nbers that he killed several 111en, 

and just at the tin,e Laius is said to have died. More details co1ne 

out, and his dread grows. He tells Jocasta the story of his youth­

ftil decision to leave Corinth to check the truth of a drunkard's 

clain1 that he did not know his own parents, of the horrifying 

prophecy that he would kill his father and rnarry his mother, of 

his encounter with an older n1an and his entourage at the same 

crossroads, how he killed then, all in anger because they would 

not let hirn pass (77I-8I3). If this man was Laius, then Oedi­

pus has cursed himse!J, doo1ned himself to exile or death. He would 

rather disappear frorn the world of mortals, beco1ne aphantos ( in­

visible) than to see himself "stained with such corruption" 

(83 I-833 ). The role of doctor that Oedipus assu1ned at the be­

ginning of the play is now becoming untenable for hin1: he 1nay 

instead be, as Tircsias cbin,ed, the corruption that infects 

Thebes. 

There is one last hope. One man escaped fron, the crossroads 

and returned to tell the Thcbans what happened. When he saw 

Oedipus on the throne, he begged to be sent off into the wilder­

ness as a shepherd. Oedipus seizes on a slender chance for es­

cape: the man said "thieves" had attacked Laius, and Oedipus 
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acted alone; let the shepherd be brought to confirm his story. Jo­

casta insists that he did say "eh ieves," and reminds Oedipus that, 

in any event, prophecies are unreliable; Laius was not killed by 

his son: "So much for prophecy. It's neither here nor there" 

(857-858). 
There is much here that strains the bounds of naturalism. 

Can it be that Oedipus was never struck by the coincidence be­

tween his trouble on the road and the 1nurder of Laius? Would 

he never have told his wife about the incident? Or about his 

eh ildhood? These are valid issues, and they are not resolved in 

the play. Here again, however, there are other ways to under­

stand the in1port of what some have considered lapses. First, we 

might reply that, from a dramatic standpoint, the revelation of 

this material here has a powerful impact. One of the most ad­

mired aspects of Sophocles' technique in Oedipus Rex is the way 

the hero's anagnoresis (recognition) and his peripeteia ( reversal of 

fortune) occur simultaneously: when something is revealed is as 

important in this context as what is learned. And from the psy­

chological perspective we have been developing, Oedipus's ob­

tuseness is of a piece with his earlier response to Tiresias: that 

he only begins to put the pieces of the story together after being 

bo1nbarded with evidence incriminating hin1 en1phasizes the 

power of denial in the hero, driven by his powerfril will, fueled 

by his distorted idea of who he is. The events in the outer life of 

Oedipus, revealed as they are here, do not always withstand 

scrutiny; as a picture of the inner evolution of the hero toward 

a truer portrait of his basic identity. the story is powerful and 

accurate. 

Jocasta's fierce insistence on Oedipus's innocence also has a 

multiple resonance. As his wife and queen, she obviously has an 

investincnt in preserving his heroic persona. But we have seen 

that Sophocles also en1phasizes her n1aternal bond to Oedi-
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pus-a role that has portentous i111plications for hirn as a hero 

and as a n1an. \Ve have said that ancient heroes look to their 

n1others for unquestioning support, to their fathers for wis­

don1-the latter often harsh and difficult to accept. Until she 

is forced bv Zeus's intervention to urge Achilles toward the new 
J '-

p ers p ecti ve that allows hin1 to release the body of Hector, 

Thctis consistently supports her son in behavior that is self­

destructivc. Gilga1nesh's n1other endorses wholeheartedly his 

journey to the Cedar Forest to kill the 1nonster Hu1nbaba, an act 

of hubris that will cost hi1n his friend Enkidu. Venus, the 

111other of Aeneas. arranges for his tryst with Dido in Carthage, 

deflecting hirn fron1 the role Jupiter has assigned hi1n, then 

abets the destruction of the union before Aeneas can learn any­

thing from it. As Oedipus draws nearer to the truth about his 

past. Jocasta tries ever more desperately to block his access to 

self-knowledge. Thinking that the old shepherd will clear Oedi­

pus in the search for Laius's killer, she reassures him as they leave 

the stage: 

I'll send at once. But do let's go inside. 

I'd never displease you, least of all in this. 

(861-862) 

The Child of Chance 

The choral song that follows reflects the increasing strain on 

the community of Oedipus's struggle. And as the truth crashes 

down on the king, the collapse of his world seems to send out 

ripples that reach even beyond the confines of the city. The cho­

rus begin by reaffirming their reverence for the eternal laws 

given to mortals by the gods, then move to conden1n the pride 

of overbearing tyrants, which threatens the order sanctioned by 

those laws. How this portrait relates to Oedipus is left unclear: 
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it could refer only to the unknown murderer of Laius. In the final 

stanza, the ambiguity grows more acute: 

Never again will I go reverent to Delphi, 

the inviolate heart of the Earth 

or Apollo's ancient oracle at Abae 

or Olympia of the fires-

unless these prophecies all come true 

for all mankind to point toward in wonder. 

King of kings, you deserve your titles 

Zeus, remember, never forget! 

You and your deathless, everlasting reign. 

They are dying, the old oracles sent to Laius, 

now our masters strike them off the rolls. 

Nowhere Apollo's golden glory now­

the gods, the gods go down. 

(897-910) 

The radical doubt about Oedipus's origins and identity has 

cosmic implications that arc n1irrorcd in the chorus's anxious at­

tempts to make sense of the world: if prophecies cannot be 

trusted, then neither can the gods; if the gods ~uc not to be 

trusted, then where do we look for assurance that the world 

n1akcs sense? Fron1 the opening scene of the pb)~ Oedipus has 

presented hin1self as the gods' agent. the mortal guarantor of 

order in the city. Now his crun1bling heroic persona threatens to 

take Thcbrs down with it. The heroic bringer of order is be­

coining an agent of chaos. 

Jocasta reappears, carrying the branch of a suppliant. She ap­

proaches the altars in front of the palace-which, we finally 

learn, arc Apollo's-and prays to the god to set the Thcbans 
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free of defilc111ent. \Ve have returned to the play's opening scene, 

but Oedipus can no longer stand in for Apollo. He is, Jocasta 

tells us, \\Tacked with frar and doubt. 1-he circular structure un­

derscores how 1nuch has changed-how thoroughly the heroic 

confidence of the king has been undern1ined. A n1essengcr enters, 

innocent!:· cager to deliver the news th:1t will launch Oedipus's 

final descent fro111 tyrant to crin,inal, fron1 hero to polluted out­

cast. There is no ancient dran1a with a tighter structure and 

n1ore effective plot than Oedipus Rex, and the next scene is the 

n1asterpiece of the play. Modulating the dialogue with a faultless 

car, Sophocles puts us on the rack with Oedipus, drawing out 

the execution. As the truth conics forward, every attetnpt to de­

flect it only adds to its force; each revelation, delivered in hopes 

of freeing Oedipus, pushes hin1 closer to the brink of an abyss 

that appears, in the play's tragic perspective, to be bottomless. 

The 1nessengcr is fro1n Corinth. The old king has died, and 

Oedipus is called to be king. Jocasta, delighted with this further 

evidence that the prophecies were wrong, sends for Oedipus. 

The king arrives i1nn1ediately, and hearing the news, questions 

the old man carefully: Was it murder? A natural death? Sickness 

took hitn off, it seems, and now Oedipus joins Jocasta in dis­

missing the prophecies as worthless. The euphoria is short­

lived, however: what about the queen? Oedipus must re1nain vig­

ilant while she lives, in fear of fulfilling the other part of the 

prophecy. Jocasta impatiently disn1isses his qualn1: 

Fear? 

What should a man fear? It's aII chance, 

chance rules our lives. Not a man on earth 

can see a day ahead, groping through the dark. 

Better to live at random, best we can. 

And as for this marriage with your mother-



64 OEDIPUS: THE MEANING OF A MASCULINE LIFE 

have no fear. Many a man before you. 

in his dreams, has shared his mother's bed. 

Take such things for shadows, nothing at all­

Live, Oedipus, 

as if there's no tomorrow! 

(977-983) 

These lines, so compelling centuries later to Freud, may be 

the most farnous in the play. But fron1 our perspective, it is not 

the evidence of the "Oedipus complex" that draws attention. 

More telling is the enthroning of chance. All through the pla 1~ 
we have seen that there is an intirnate connection between Oedi­

pus's inner life and the health of the city. On a political level, 

within the fran1e of the story, the citizens view their ruler as the 

symbol of right order sanctioned by the larger divine order; 

from our perspective as spectators outside the story, the linkage 

appears as a dramatic, min1etic device, objectifying in the city 

the subjective state of Oedipus. In the context of these corre­

spondences, Jocasta's speech beco1nes part of the 1noven1ent 

from order to chaos, inside the hero. outside in the citv and be-
/ 

yond to the very structure of the cosn1os. \Ve have seen that the 

Greeks of Sophocles' tin1e thought of Chance as a deit}~ and that 

she was usually i1nagined as embodying an element of random­

ness with in the larger order of the gods. Jocasta's speech suggests 

another, 1norc troubling interpretation that only became com-

1non in Greek thought a century or so later: Chance, she seems 

to be saying, exists outside of the order sanctioned by the other 

gods. -rhe queen, buoyed by the latest news, sees no evidence 

that the divine order can be seen to function on the human level: 

all is decided at rando1n; the world cannot be understood, so 

whv trv? Instead. live for the 1non1ent; do not look for guidance 
J J 

in a larger order. 
--· 
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In Joc1sta's words we n.:-co(rnize a crisn su1nn1arv of what we 
b [ 1 

call an existentialist view of the world: we ask the world to ex-

plain itself~ and it declines-it is "absurd." (The Latin root 

here is related to the word for dcafi1ess-thc world cannot hear 

us.) In the 1noral uncertainty of n1id-twenticth-century Europe, 

this view was co1npelling: if God is dead, then we 1nust create 

our own 1ncaning through artion; no higher order guarantees 

1ncaning; existence precedes essence. The heroic resonance of 

this view is also clear: Ca1nus' Dr. Rieux, fighting the plague 

without hope, is an cssentiaily Ho1neric character. The chorus's 

fears have con1e true. Discarding prophec); the king and queen 

have thrown away the divine order that guarantees n1eaning on 

earth. Jocasta now goes a step further: if Chance is truly an in­

dependent force, then nothing makes sense: to live at rando1n in 

the religious and 1noral world of Periclean Athens is to plunge 

into frightening chaos. 

Oedipus remains wary, and the messenger politely asks why. 

Oedipus reveals the old prophecy, and the man cheerfully-and 

at excruciating leisure-tells him not to worry: they were not his 

real parents; he was an orphan, given as an infant to the 1nes­

sengcr himself; see, his ankles still bear the marks of the pierc­

ing for which he was named. But who was the man who gave the 

infant away? One of Laius's men, he thinks. We i1nagine Jocasta 

stiffening here: for her, the denial is over. But Oedipus has a n10-

ment or two left to drean1. Pressed for the identity of Laius's ser­

vant, the Corinthian suspects it may be the very shepherd that 

Oedipus has already summoned, but he defers to Jocasta forcer­

tainty. Now begins the final exchange between the king and his 

queen, Oedipus pushing characteristically to know everything, 

Jocasta begging hi1n to stop the search. He n1istakes her reluc­

tance for snobbery: she would not want a foundling, n1aybe a 

slave, for her consort. She finally runs into the palace, having 
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pronounced him doomed: May he never know who he is! ( I 069). 

Self-knowledge is the wisdom to be gained by this hero, at what­

ever cost, and his mother, true to her traditional role, cannot fi­

nally help him. 

Oedipus's denial swells to onr last crescendo: 

Let it burst! Whatever will, whatever must! 

I 1nust know 1ny birth, no matter how common 

it may be-I n1ust see my origins face-to-face. 

She perhaps, with her woman's pride 

n1ay well be mortified by my birth, 

but I, I count mvself the son of Chance, 
J 

the great goddess, giver of all good things-

I'll never see myself disgraced. She is my mother! 

And the moons have nurked me out, rny blood-brothers, 

one n1oon on the wane, the next moon great with power. 

That is my blood, my nature-I will never betray it. 

never fail to search and learn my birth! 

(1076-1085) 

The old fire is back, and with it much of the heroic myopia 

we have seen all through the play. This narrowed vision leads 

him into a contradictory, and finally untenable, position. Once 

again, Oedipus sees hin1sclf linked to the gods-this time by 

birth-and he uses this link to push against the restraints of 

hun1an life. As with Achilles, his sen1idivine status makes him 

defy ordinary lin1its; the true facts of his birth, which have lately 

seen1ed able to threaten his heroic autonorny, will finally, as he 

sees it, free hi1n. And this particular genealogy seems to extend 

his autonomy even further. Following Jocasta's lead. he en1braces 

Chance as his patron deity, and so in1agines h imsclf able-true 

to his heroic perspective-to step outside even the constraints 
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of divi nc will. to I ivc at rando1n. Like his divine 1nothcr, he ex­

ists outside the cos1nic nlan guaranteed bv other deities; his r ._ j 

heroic self-inflation has ea rricd h in1 beyond all I i1n it now. 

But of course his orio-ins are other than he i1nagincs, and 
b '-

tracking thcn1 down will have the opposite effect fron1 what he 

i111agi nes in his heroic fantasy. The great. restless energy conti 11-

ucs trained with fierce intensitr on a 1nvstcn~ one that he sees as 
' j j 

different fro,n the earlier proble1n of the plague. But we know 

that the 111\'Stcrv has alwavs been the sa111e, and his defiant words 
i I I 

co111e to our ears filtered through Sophocles' relentless irony. 

The heroic desire to know, to control disorder through itnposing 

structure on what looks like chaos, has brought Oedipus to an 

inescapable in1passe: the object of his knowing, once grasped, 

will drain the strength fro,n his grip. Blood and moons are the 

province of won1en in the Greek i1nagination. To glory in his 

bonds to these powers is for Oedipus to place hirnself beyond 

the reach of heroic self-assertion-to reenter the constraining 

and defining boundaries of his biolog}~ the very place he has 

been running from. 

The chorus catch the spirit of Oedipus's last gambit and re­

spond with a short burst of lyrical optimism. Oedipus is, after 

all, the son of deities. Is Apollo his father? Hern1es? Dionysus? 

Is his 1nother a nu1ninous n1ountain nymph? Notice that the 

chorus do not endorse Chance as a worthy parent: the stakes are 

too high for the com1nunity if the king en1bodies the spirit of 

randomness. But the city's health re1nains, in the eyes of these 

citizens, linked firmly to the fortunes of its ruler. 

The Death of the Drea1n 

Jocasta has gone; Oedipus, the Corinthian n1essengcr, and the 

chorus remain onstage. The king catches sight of an old man 

walking toward him: 
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I never 1net the man, n1y friends ... still, 

if I had to guess, I'd say that's the shepherd, 

the very one we' vc been looking for all along. 

Brothers in old age, two of a kind, 

he and our guest here. At any rate 

the ones who bring hirn in are my own men, 

I recognize them. 

(1110-IIIS) 

Here is another brilliant piece of theater. As the old shepherd 

creeps reluctantly along, goaded by Oedipus's guards, he ap­

proaches the king across a relatively short dran1atic space in the 

cheater. To us he shan1bles forward from a vast distance. across 

time from that day when the royal couple gave him their infant 

to expose on Mount Cithaeron. We know, and every audience 

before us has known, what he brings: he is indeed the one Oedi­

pus has been looking for all along. After the old man finally ar­

rives center stage ( if I were directing, this would take a while), 

Sophocles draws out the revelation of Oedipus's identity for an­

other seventy-five lines, the shepherd evading, the Corinthian 

1nessenger helpfully prompting, and Oedipus, as always, prod­

ding. Finall)~ Oedipus grasps the whole truth: 

Ogod-.... 
All con1e true, all burst to light! 

'-

0 light-now let me look my last on you! 

I stand revealed at last-

cursed in my birth, cursed in marriage, 

cursed in the lives I cut dm,vn with these hands! 

(I 182-I 185) 

These are Oedipus's last words as traditional hero, and he 

rushes offstage. When he returns in this play, blind and bleed-
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ing, he is alread), chan£:ed, has alreadv beo-un the next srage in his 
'- L..! I b '-

1 o ng life-journey toward that grand and n1ysrerious exit fron1 

this world in Sophocles' lasr work. 

The Drea111 has died. and it is fitting rhat an old 111an should 

be its final executioner. The shepherd is, in fact, the third old 

1nan to bring Oedipus news of his re,11 identir)~ and he tells us 

nothing essential about Oedipus that was not delivered by rhe 

fi rsr one, Ti resias, and confi nned by his "brother in old age,'' 

the Corinthian n1cssenger: the three are, we 111ight sa)~ "triples" 

of each other. The function of this repeated "type" with in the 

story n1ay be understood in at least two ways. Insofar as the n1es­

senger and the shepherd carry on the work of Tiresias in par­

ticular, rhey beco1ne aged rnidwives for the other Oedipus who 

has been lost all those years: the other Oedipus has been walk­

ing toward the king of Thebes since he left Corinth. At the same 

tin1e, seen within in the fran1ework of the hero story as symbolic 

representation of the hero's 1naturation, the figure of the old 

1nan fills the place of the father, as Priam does for Achilles. 

Pria1n's plea for the release of his son Hector's body, which 

pron1pts the speech about the two jars of Zeus and the unity of 

all 1nortals, begins with the words "rein ember your father" ( Iliad 
24. 486 ). Like the old men in Oedipus Rex, Priam takes the role 

of Achilles' father in leading hi1n toward wisdom, and in the old 

shepherd's slow walk across the stage we can see a ref1ection of 

Pria1n's lonely trek across the plain of Troy toward Achilles' hut. 

Oedipus has been offered three chances to grasp the hard wis­

don1 about hi1nsclf and, by extension, the meaning of his life, 

that the hero's father ordinarily delivers. To accept it at last is, in 

the terms of the ancient narrative, to 1nove into a new stage in 

life, out of the self-created heroic fantasy, supported by his 

1nother, and into a more cotnplex world governed by transcen­

dent forces beyond human control. This postheroic world is 

what we will see through the blinded eyes of the aged Oedipus. 
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Rushing off stage in his pain, Oedipus is carried by the last 

ebbing of a titanic wave of energy chat has driven the play from 

its opening scene. Gone with hin1 are the Corinthian heroic per­

sona he has nurtured and defended and the whole structure of 

his world as he has come to know it. Looking to create and con­

firrn rneaning in his life, Oedipus has destroyed the basis for 

that meaning and has left chaos in its place. It is the chorus, as 

usual, who voice the fear in the hero's wake: 

0 the generations of men 

the dying generations-adding the total 

of all your lives I find they come to nothing ... 

does there exist, is there a man on earth 

who seizes more joy than just a dream, a vision? 

And the vision no sooner dawns than dies 

blazing into oblivion. 

You are my great exan1ple, you, your life 

your destiny, Oedipus, man of misery­

I count no man blest. 

(I 186-I 195) 

The hero is the paradeigma ( the model); caking his measure, the 

chorus can only conclude that human life is finally meden ( noth­

ing). Reviewing his rise to heroic splendor and later fall into 

horror brings these ordinary citizens to see their original bar­

gain with the wondrous stranger in a son16er light: 

But now for all your power 

Ti111e, all-seeing Time has dragged you to the light, 

judged your marriage n1onstrous frotn the start­

the son and father tangling, both one-
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0 child of Laius, would to god 
'--

I'd never seen you, never never! 
J 

Now I weep like a 1nan who wails the dead 

and the dirge comes pouring forth from n1y heart! 

I tell you the truth, you gave n1e life 

mr breath leapt up in you 

and now \'OU brin2: down nioht unon 111\' eves. 
j ~ 0 r 1 1 

71 

( I 2 I 3 - I 22 I ) 

Oedipus, like all heroes, offers at first an escape fro1n tin1e­

a vision of life that defies lin1its-but finally his surge toward 

godhead conies full circle and leads to the definitive hu1nan 

characteristic, death. 

True to the rich layering of 1ncanings in the play, the univer­

sal in1perative of 1nonality for hutnans has already found its par­

adig1n on stage, in the death of the heroic, Corinthian Oedipus. 

In his last words before leaving, this man rnarks his own passing 

as dying heroes often do, saluting the light for the last time: 

Ogod­

all co1ne true, all burst to light! 

0 light-now let tne look my last on you! 

I stand revealed at last-

cursed in n1y own birth, cursed in marriage. 

cursed in the lives I cut down with these hands! 

( I I 82-I I 85) 

It is characteristic of Sophocles' vision that for Oedipus the 

finding of his true self demands the death of his heroic persona. 

But the playwright is not done with his creation yet. In the last 

scenes of the play, the acts of Oedipus point, however tentatively, 

beyond the seeming cul-de-sac of the heroic life, as he gropes to-
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ward some new way of understanding the world and his place in 

it. Traveling with him, we are offered a glimpse at the first stage 

of life, for Oedipus and for us, beyond heroism. The journey be­

gins with self-mutilation. 

Self-Blinding as Punishment 

As the chorus's song dies away, a messenger arrives. The 

Athenian audience, if they are regular theatergoers, know what 

kind of news to expect. Greek tragic drama never enacts physi­

cal violence in open view; rather, the deeds are done offstage, and 

then reported. So here, we learn of Jocasta's suicide by hanging. 

and then of Oedipus's response: 

He rips off her brooches, the long gold pins 

holding her robes-and lifting them high, 

looking straight up into the points, 

he digs them down the sockets of his eyes, crying, "You, 

you'll see no more the pain I suffered, all the pain I caused! 

Too long you looked on the ones you never should have seen, 

blind to ones you longed to see, to know! Blind 

fron1 this hour on! Blind in the darkness-blind!" 

(1268-1274) 

The intricate layers of in1agery organized throughout the 

play around the polarities of light/ dark, knowledge/ignorance 

come to fruition in this potent act. And as Oedipus's last major 

act in the play. it cannot fail to be definitive. Now, apparently re­

pulsed by the evidence of his rnisguided actions, he shuts out the 

light. rollowing the usual associations of light in Greek culture 

and our own, we are likely to understand this as a drastic pun­

ishment: no rnore access to the mediun1 of independence, happi­

ness, growth, knowledge; into the world of sadness, death, igno­

rance, dependence. Certainly this is how the chorus see it: "I 
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shudder at the sight" ( l 306); "I)rcadful what you've done ... / 

how could you bear it, gouging out your eyes?" (1327-1328). 
Those 1nodcrn con1111entators pursuing a Freudian interpreta­

tion sec the self-n1utilation as a punishn1cnt for incest; they cite 

other instances in Greek literature where those who transgress, 
'-

c specially in son1c sexual wa)~ arc blinded, and go fron1 there to 

sclf~blinding as a sy1nbolic castration. 

Ti rcsias cxc1npl ifics a telling qualification: those who act 

wrongly but 1mi11tmtio11al£v arc often con1pcnsatcd for the loss of 

eyesight by increased insight, usually in the forn1 of prophetic wis­

do1n. Such stories reflect a belief-in ancient and 111odcrn cul­

tures-that those without eyesight arc son1chow 1norc attuned 

to other fonns of knowledge than the sighted: Hon1er's blind­

ness helps to explain his extraordinary insight into hmnan na­

ture; 1nore 111undancl)~ we believe now that the other senses­

touch, taste, smell, hearing-are especially acute in blind 

people. 

Oedipus, ignorant of his real identity, would seem to fit into 

this latter category of unintentional wrongdoers. But his case is 

unusual, we might say, because he blinds himself. Indeed, he insists 

on his own agency in the act itself: 

Apollo, friends, Apollo-

he ordained 1ny agonies-these, my pains on pains! 

But the hand that struck my eyes was mine, 

mine alone-no one else-

I did it 1nyself! 

What good were eyes to 1ne? 

Nothing I could sec could bring me joy. 

(1329-1335) 

Here we sec vestiges of Oedipus's heroic will: he will judge 

and punish hin1sclf, taking a role often reserved for gods. And 
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his understanding of the blinding and its justification suggests 

no compensatory gain in insight: 

What I did was best-don't lecture me, 

no more advice. I, with my eyes, 

how could I look my father in the eyes 

when I go down to death? Or mother, so abused ... 

I have done such things to the two of them, 

crimes too huge for hanging. 

Worse yet, 

the sight of my children, born as they were born, 

how could I look into their eyes? 

No, not with these eyes of mine, never. 

(1369-1377) 

Austere, unrelenting, Oedipus speaks in the voice of the tra­

ditional, self-destructive hero who has transgressed and cannot 

live with the shame invoked by his acts: Sophocles' Ajax is an apt 

parallel, killing himself rather than live with the consequences of 

a n1adness sent on him by Athena. There is no hint here of any 

relief~ of any hope for a new perspective in the darkness. God­

like, Oedipus has n1ade hin1self by imposing his will on the 

world; displeased with his creation, he destroys it. But we have 

seen that Sophocles offers other 111odes of being in the world to 

contrast with Oedipus, and in particular, Tiresias. Returning to 

the con1ple1nentary relationship between Oedipus and Tiresias 

allows us a glin1pse at \vhat is to con1e for Oedipus. 

Self-Blinding and the Hero's Death-Unto-Self 

-rhe intersection of Oedipus's 1novcrnent into darkness with 

the death of his heroic persona is, in itself. con1fortably within 

the bounds of the traditional hero story. The pattern of separa-
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tion and return, at the core of n1any heroic narr;uives, takes the 

hero out of his nonnal place and into so1ne new arena, offering 

knowledge and experience beyond the ordinal){ where only one 

with his special qualities can go. Once returned, he can share his 

precious insight with those left behind. A trip to the under­

world, where the hero looks death in the f~1ce and conies back to 

tdl of it, is the 111ost vivid realization of this process. Such a 

journey offers profound 111etaphors for the 1noven1ent of the 

hero toward spiritual wholeness: by entering the realn1 of the 

dead, he puts hin1sclf at the n1ercy of the force that 111arks the 

li1nits of hun1an control. and so, br extension, i1nperils his very 

identity as hero. Gilga1nesh, seeking escape fro1n his 1nortality 

in the wake of Enkidu's death, travels to the Land of Dilmun, 

across the \Vaters of Darkness. Utn:ipishtim, his surrogate fa­

ther, offers deep, if unwelco111e truth: all mortals must die. After 

vain atternpts to win a special dispensation, Gilgan1esh finally 

accepts his lot and returns to rule his city a wiser, more mature 

man. Achilles makes the same kind of journey, but symbolically. 

After Patroclus dies, grief drives Achilles into a spiritual dark­

ness, a death-unto-self, from which he returns with a new per­

spective on his place in the world after accepting his mortality 

at the urging of Priam, another surrogate father. 

The modern metaphor for this darkness is the unconscious, 

where the conscious ego is no longer in control-the repository 

of aspects of the self that must finally be acknowledged if we arc 

to realize our full potential as humans: Jung's individuation be­

gins, as we have said, with the acknowledgement of unconscious 

elements of the self. In both the ancient and modern metaphors, 

annihilation of the conscious, controlling self allows access to 

deeper truths that in turn show the way to a new understanding 

of one's self and place in the world; in both, it is the experience of 

powerlessness that opens the way to a new kind of e1npowern1ent. 
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Oedipus, plunging into darkness by his own hand, realizes 

the death of his Corinthian persona in a characteristically rich 

way. The self-blinding, a renunciation of the agency through 

which he has been powerful and through which he has defined 

himself, is understood by all onstage to be a punishment-and 

so it is, if heroic agency is considered the ultimate good. But it 

is also analogous to the hero's voluntary trip to the underworld, 

where he risks being subject to the ultimate limit of human con­

trol-and thus a diminishing of agency-in search of knowl­

edge unavailable to the ordinary person. The first meaning of 

the blinding is valid within the limited perspective of the old, 

Corinthian Oedipus; the second points beyond heroic self-as­

sertion toward another way of seeing. We may begin to follow 

out the implications of this new vision by recognizing that-as 

modern students of the play have often noted-the blinding is 

a move toward the figure of Tiresias, the repository in this play 

of Oedipus's buried life. The old, heroic Oedipus must die be­

fore a new man can be born, and the key to this new man is to 

be found in what Tiresias reflects back to him. 

Mortality marks the limit of heroic assertion. Tiresias offers 

this perspective to Oedipus, but indirectly. by implication. In his 

prophecies, he undermines the way Oedipus understands why he 

has become the man he thinks he is. The power to control the 

world, which had seemed the basis for Oedipus's identity and, 

by extension, for the n1eaning of his life, is shown to be an illu­

sion. Instead, 111ysterious, transcendent forces have shaped his 

life in a way that neither he nor his parents could avoid. Oedi­

pus denies these truths until, through the shepherd and the 

Corinthian n1essenger, the facts of Oedipus's birth-his place 

as a biological son in the larger structures of nature-come to 

light and confinn what Tiresias has said. The complexity of 

Sophocles' dra1natic technique can at times be overwhclrning 
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and 111ay blur a point essential for our purposes: the world of na­

ture, the gods, and fate-though the relations between thc1n as 

the Greeks understood thcn1 arc often con1plicated-arc all 

analogous in one sense: that thev finalI)' transcend and lin1it 
~ I 

hun1an control. And aII confirn1 bv this transcendence the basic 
J 

fact of n1ortalitr. Tiresias shows Oedipus his powerlessness in 

the foce of aII three forces: the natural world, reflected in his bi­

ological links to Laius and Jocasta: his C1tc, as revealed in the 

prophecies; the will of the gods, represented by Apoilo's surro­

gate, the prophet. 

By blinding hirnsclf~ Oedipus can be understood to n1ark on 

one level a belated affcptanrc of all that Tiresias showed hin1 in 

their encounter: the apparent powerlessness of the blind man 

becomes an en1blc1n for the essential place of hurnans within the 

larger cosn1os, rather than outside it, as agents. Showing us this 

1nuch, Sophocles traces a familiar journey in the hero narrative, 

from solipsistic egotisrn to humility. This far many hero stories 

take us, but no further; having brought the hero through the 

death-unto-self to the threshold of a new perspective, the sto­

ries end. The tone of the response onstage to and by the blinded 

Oedipus seems to leave us at best on that threshold. It will be an­

other twenty years before Sophocles returns to the story, to take 

Oedipus beyond traditional heroism. Meanwhile, we may pause 

to consider the implications for the adult life cycle of what has 

happened to Oedipus. 

Death-Unto-Self Within the Life Cycle 

Helpless and grotesque, the blind Oedipus appears to be at 

the end of any meaningful life, as such a life is defined in the 

heroic perspective. Cut off fron1 the light, he cannot act out into 

the world to create meaning: his agency has been extinguished. 

As he is led off the stage at the end of the play by Creon, the fu-
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ture is opaque at best. In the view of all onstage, the question of 

whether he ought to be exiled or killed, as his own command de­

creed, does not seem compelling; he is, after all, dead already in 

the ways that count in that world. But though we can learn from 

Oedipus, his world-the artistic construct of Sophocles' 

play-is not finally ours: what is final in the symbolic matrix of 

Oedipus's heroic life is only a transition in our evolving journey; 

what leads to unnatural horror in Thebes can be, in the symbolic 

analogue of our inner selves, quite "natural" at a certain time in 

our lives. Indeed, the action of the play represents a phase in the 

lives of many men that is fairly common, and not necessarily 

"bad": the drive to make and do is not in itself negative; the hero 

can do much good, for himself and the community. The trou­

ble comes, as we have said, when he cannot move beyond the 

Dream, by coming to terms with what he has denied in himself, 

and then finding a place for these elements as part of his iden­

tity. We return for the moment to modern studies of the adult 

life cycle. 

We have seen that the formation of the Dream by young men 

comes at the end of a transition from adolescence to adult life. 

We have also observed that time and circumstances, cultural 

and/ or biological, conspire to urge a heroic perspective on those 

who seek the Dream: ties to larger structures, in society and na­

ture, that help define the identity of children, are devalued as the 

seeker creates himself through acting out into the objectified 

world. The fictive story of Oedipus has shown us how this view 

of oneself implies a particular relationship between knowledge, 

will, and power: the 1nore he imposes his will on the world, the 

more authentically "hin1self' he becon1es; the more himself he 

becomes, the n1ore his sense of agency tells him that the world 

has 1neaning. This configuration seems to serve those adopting 

it until, son1etin1e in the late thirties, when experience begins to 
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challenge its assurnptions, and the young n1an enters another 

tr;111si tion period. 

("')f transition periods in general, Levinson says ( 5 I): 

The task of de\'clopmental transition is to terrninate a time in one's 

life: to accept the losses the termination entails; to review and eval­

uate the past; to decide which aspects of the past to keep and 

which to reject; and to consider one's wishes and possibilities for 

the future. One is suspended between past and future, ;1r1d strug­

gling to o,Trcon1e the gap that separates them. Much from the past 

n1ust be given up-scpa rated fron1. cut out of one's l ifc, rejected in 

anger. renounced in sadness or grief And there is rnuch that can be 
~ ~ 

used as a basis for the future. Changes n1ust be atten1pted in both 

self and world. 

During any such period, we suffer a kind of death-of our 

ideas about who we arc and where we fit: our old se]f dies to 

1nake roon1 for the new version. This is necessary because, as 

Levinson reminds us (6 I), we cannot live out all aspects of the 

self during any one period of our lives. Like Oedipus, we find 

that the mode] of self-in-the-world we adopted earlier no longer 

fits the experience of being in the world, and like him, we n1ay 

seek darkness in sorne form to renew contact with parts of our­

selves that we have lost track of or never knew. 

This latter journey is especially true of the midlife transition, 

when neglected parts of the self begin to shoulder their way into 

view. In our rush to launch the Dream, we may well bury parts 

of ourselves that do not fit the heroic 1nold. But for us, as for 

Oedipus, a reckoning eventually comes. And as Oedipus teaches 

us, the collapse of the old self amid the clan1oring of other voices 

can have consequences beyond personal identity. Because the 

meaning of life for heroes is a product of the impress of a cer-
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tain 1nodel of the self on the world, the undermining of the 

heroic self can result in the meaning being drained out of life­

the event we call a midlife crisis. The chorus's anxieties in the 

face of Oedipus's collapsing identity reflect out onto the con1-

munity the crisis of meaning inside the king: if prophecies do 

not reveal the will of the gods, the world cannot be charted. 

The Other Oedipus and Midlife Reassessments: Young/Old 

Though the polarity death/ rebirth can inform all transition 

periods in adult life, the dynamic is especially pronounced in the 

midlife transition, because this is the time in life when deterio­

rating physical capacity, the death of friends, perhaps of rela­

tives, all make the fact of one's own ulcin1ate mortality seem in­

escapable: I am a creature whose life on earth is finite. I will die. 

Such a realization begins the process of undermining the heroic 

illusion of a life without limits, and its growing power inside us 

urges reassessment of other assumptions chat follow from the 

heroic perspective. At the same time, the fin ice nature of our ex­

istence can suddenly heighten the urgency of this reassessn1ent: 

if I have only so much time, then what I choose and reject are 

crucial; the road not taken begins to look out of reach forever. 

Tiresias shows Oedipus the shadowy outlines of his other 

self. After a period of denial, the hero accepts the existence of 

this new/ old self and-in our reading-blinds himself as a way 

of turning inward toward the darkness inside himself, to face 

those aspects of his identity that have been kept from his con­

scious attention. I11dividitatio11 (to use Jung's word) entails major 

shifts in our idea of who we are and, by extension, of what life 

means: this is the precious knowledge we can bring back fron1 the 

underworld. To make these changes, we characteristically con­

front certain polarities that inform our existence and cry to find 

ways to resolve them in a way that 1nakcs a new self possible. Res-
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olution docs not 111can rnaking the oppositions go away by choos­

ing one side over the other; the tensions will always be present. 

Rather, we 111ust acco1111nodatc the tensions by son1chow tran­

scending then1. In the active, conscious life of Oedipus, Sopho­

cles shows us the para1netcrs of the heroic perspective and what it 

in1plics about identity: the other, buried Oedipus is just as i1lu111i­

nating for what lin1its and finaily transcends this kind of vision. 

Levinson ( I 9 I-244 ), synthesizing the work of rnany 111odcrn 

scholars, sees four polarities as crucial to the n1id] ife transition: 

Young/Old, Destruction/Creation, Masculinc/Ferninine, At­

tach111ent/Separatcncss. (We will renan1c this last pair, to avoid 

confusion with another distinction we have been drawing: En­

gage1ncnt/Detach1nent.) The 1nost fundamental of these polar­

ities is the first, and this should not surprise us since it raises is­

sues related to the passing of time-the measure of mortality. 

The hero exists, in his assumptions about his powers, outside 

tin1e. Then death becomes real, and suddenly he is a creature 

bounded by the shape of an individual life. In our late thirties, 

the fact of death becomes real for us, and we are suddenly in the 

middle of something, looking both backward to our youth and 

forward to some ti1ne in the future when it will all end. We arc 

no longer young but not yet old. Like Oedipus, we face a sud­

den awareness of limits on our existence and our control over the 

shape of our life; our body ages whether we like it or not; we are 

ruled by forces beyond our control. 

The story of Oedipus reflects the polarity Young/ Old in an­

other, more striking, way. When we reach middle age, it is also 

often the time when those who have eh ildren see then1 begin­

ning to go through teenage adolescence. As parents, we have a 

peculiar double perspective on our children's struggles to cope 

with their changing bodies and their first attempts to move away 

fro1n the sheltering embrace of family toward adulthood. As 
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adults, we may be detached from this turrnoil, since we are in a 

different place in our lives. At the same time, as parents, we iden­

tify with our children, and relive our own struggles through 

then1: n1aybe we can get it right this time. And of course we-with 

our changing bodies-are moving into our own period of transi­

tion, which will require analogous adjustn1ents, letting go of old 

selves, accepting new ones. And as we move toward forty, our own 

parents may well be entering old age. This will n1ean another 

fundamental change: the people we looked to for nurturing, and 

from whon1 we tried to distance ourselves in order to feel au­

tonomous, will soon perhaps become ours to care for. They will 

need us as we needed them, and so we may feel besieged on both 

sides. In any event, we arc between two other dramatic transitions 

being nude by those to whon1 we are bound by blood. Pulled by 

conflicting roles and generations, we arc, as parents and chil­

dren, caught in the tension that characterizes transition periods. 

Oedipus, ignorant of his true past, living the heroic life, can­

not sec his true relationship to his parents or his children. Once 

n1ade aware of his birth and biology, he must face the horren­

dously compro1nised relationship he bears to both. Father and 

brother, son and lover, he is trapped between two roles that arc 

definitive for understanding one's place in the world. As we have 

seen, Sophocles' play presents as objective and concrete what we 

n1ay understand as subjective and syinbolic. The fact of incest 

on the Athenian stage can syn1bolizc in our lives a tension be­

tween young and old: we are at once young enough to feel our 

children's pain and yet n1oving into a tin1e when the struggles of 
our parents will be 1nore analogous to our own. 

l)est1·uction/ Creation 

I an1 watching television. On the screen con1c pictures of 

some place distant fron1 n1e, where there is civil war. I idcntifv 
J 
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the "good" side, accordino· to 111r nol itical F1refrrrnces :1nd 111)' 
'-' b " r 

ideas about 111oral behavior. Of the "bad'' people, I say: "How 

can they do that to other people? They're behaving like anitnals, 

not hunun bein2:s." This has been a recurrino scene in 111)' life. 
~ b 

Entering college during the ti1ne of the \ 1ietnan1 War, I have 

;11nple opportunity to react ro grueson1e pictures on the screen. 

Doing so affords pleasures: I can feel "con1111itted" to n1y be­

liefs-the stronger 1ny outrage, the purer n1y n1otives. I can also 

feel superior to the "other side" ( here include 1ny pa rents, who 

are not able to achieve 1ny level of purity)-[ could never do 

that. I an1 intelligent. enlightened. But one da)~ when I have 

reached the age of thirty-eight, the scene ends differently. I 

watch. I conden1n, and then suddenly realize that, put in the 

san1c circutnsrances as rhe "bad" people, I could not guarantee 

that I would act differentlv. 
J 

\Vhat happened to 1ne is apparently a common event for 

those entering tniddle age. It 1nay be understood in various ways. 

Fron, a position of "enlightenn1ent," I have 1noved into the dark. 

That darkness is inside me, I realize, and the discovery is not ini­

tially pleasant: I have the same capacity for destruction within 

n1e as any other hun1an being. All of this follows frorn the fact 

of 1nortalitv. As a creature who will die, I a1n akin to the "ani-
1 

1nals" I condernned; like any other part of nature, I can destroy 

other living things. None of this fits co1nfortably within the 

heroic self-concept. Heroes realize their true selves only insofar 

as they defy limits: 110 death; heroes create meaning by controlling 

the forces of nature, including anin1als: I am not a part of nature; I 
stand apart from it, a steward. 

But if the fact of mortality reminds us of our links to the rest 

of the natural world, it also pushes us to recognize and explore 

what makes us unusual within the natural world. We have ob­

served that, given the apparently unique self-consciousness of 
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hutnan beings, the fact of death creates a certain urgency in us. 

With only a finite time left on this earth, we must make the 

most of it, by doing great things-by leaving, perhaps, some 

legacy after we die. Here we encounter the other side of the po­

larity: creativity. Badgers, not burdened by the nagging certitude 

of their passing, feel no need to write books about Greek 

tragedy; humans, because we weigh our acts in the light of our 

extinction, labor to beat death: "I have erected a monument 

more lasting than bronze," says Horace of his poetry ( Odes 
3.30.I ). Humans are special, in that only we can destroy not as 

a part of an instinctual need to survive but out of hatred and 

spite; and only we can reflect on our existence and create moral 

and aesthetic monuments to that reflection. Both traits follow 

from the condition of being human; to accept our human na­

ture, we 1nust accept the presence of both in ourselves. 

Such acceptance is unavailable to the Corinthian Oedipus. As 

self-created hero, he can understand himself as reflecting only 

one side of the polarity. As king, parent, child, and husband, he 

creates: civic harmony, healthy children, doting parents, a loving 

wife. Comes the plague, and he is unable to see his part in the 

destruction, flailing out at others, the "bad" people who must 

be stopped; enter Tiresias, with the news that the king is the 

sickness; Oedipus denies, deflecting the disease back onto the 

prophet and then to Crcon. \Vhen the final blow is struck by 
the old shepherd, the Theban Oedipus is reborn, embodying 

both sides of the polarity with a terrifying richness. This Oedi­

pus is a killer, of his father, of those citizens who died in the 

plague, and, by his relentless search for control through knowl­

edge, of his own heroic self; this Oedipus has brought pain, 

through his unwitting incest, to his 1nother, wife, and children; 

this Oedipus, seeking to in1pose order on his adopted city, fosters 
chaos and fear. 
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Here again, Sophocles' powerful realization of the passage 

fro111 Corinthian to Theban Oedipus, with its frightening and 

repugnant consequences in the naturalistic world of the pla)~ 

rnay obscure its relevance for our lives. But Oedipus is i1111occ11t, we 

say; he is not responsible for the patricide and the incest. So he 

is. and yet in Sophocles' spnbolic systern, his ignorance beco1nes 

part of a blindness to his true self that follows fro1n his heroic 

self-assertion. \Vhat Tiresias shows the king, in essence, is evi­

dence of his hu1nanness, e1nbedded in, and defined by, his place 

in the larger order of the cosn1os. Oedipus becon1es the agent of 

destruction when he reenters the world of mortals fro1n the 

godlike potency of the heroic perspective; in other words, that 

he cannot help destroying beco1nes, in the structure of the play, a 

condition of his hu1nanity. And here is where we come in: like 

Oedipus. we n1ay have lost track of our place in the schen1e of 

things as we pursued the Dream; death becomes real for us, and 

we rcenter the world of fallible mortals, where destruction is the 

other side of creation. 

This is not to say that as humans we are doomed to do evil, but 

only that as a condition of our humanity we have the capacity for 

destruction; that to suppose we can embody only one side of the 

polarity is to claim that we can stand outside of the world that 

defines us. Once we leave the heroic perspective, that claim is no 

longer valid. All of this necessarily alters the context within which 

we make moral choices. In the heroic perspective, it is possible­

indeed obligatory-to define oneself as embodying one side of 

the polarities: young, creative, n1asculine, engaged. The dark parts 

of human existence are projected "out there," onto an objectified 

world on which we act. Thus, moral decisions beco1ne a matter 

of remaining true to our heroic nature, staying the course, often 

by acting to control the evil outside us. Once we discover the 

darkness within us, the dynamic changes. Now n1oral choices 
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proceed fron1 the knowledge that we could do evil, but may 

choose not to; the battleground is not out there but in here. 

Masculine/Feminine 

As men approach midlife, the gender-based aspects of heroic 

behavior bec01ne problematical. The masculine tendency to 

think of ourselves as authentic insofar as we are separate from 

others breaks down when we move from detached agent to finite, 

biological creature; the active n1ode of creation, directed outward 

so as to n1ake separate products, is imperiled by the growing 

sense of embeddedness within various relational systems; ratio­

nality and the solving of objectified "problems," shedding light 

from our intellect out onto the dark corners of the world, be­

corne less viable when the darkness inside begins to make itself 

felt; the c0111petitive drive to win, to define success by how well 

we control others, becomes more complicated as our awareness 

of kinship with other creatures in nature presses harder on us. 

Reassessing the weight of what we now call gendered ele­

ments within the hero is a part of at least one kind of ancient 

hero story. The second self is complen1entary to the hero in 

1nany ways, but not least in the prornincnce of traits the Greeks 

would have thought of as characteristic of women. Enkidu, the 

wild man fashioned by the gods to be a cornpanion for Gil­

ga1nesh, is in tune, as won1en were thought to be, with the 

rhvthms of nature-son1ething to be controlled bv heroic 
I , 

n1ales. He dresses in anin1al skins and has long hair "like a 

won1an" (The Epir ~f Ci{~mnesh I.2.38). Patroclus presents a si1nilar 

kind of contrast to Achilles' overbearing 1nasculinity, honoring 

solicitude for his friends over his desire for honor, co1npassion­

ate where his friend is solipsistic. defining himself through rela­

tionships rather than through the lone!); con1petitivc absolutes 

of Achilles. In both of these cases, the hero's final evolution toward 
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1naturin· and sniritual integration is 1narkcd bv an :1ecentance ,; r '-- J r 

within hirnsclf of those vcn' "fr,ninine" Llualities etnbodicd bv 
j J 

his second self 

The tradition:11 hero storr could, then, accon1111odate a re-, 

asscssn1cnt of the 1nasculine/fen1ininc pobritr within the hero 

as part of his spiritual evolution toward n1aturity. \Ve h:ivc al­

ready observed that Oalipus Rtx presents a p:nticularly rich real­

ization of this Storr trpe. with Tircsias as a kind of c01nplc-
1nentar]· second self to Oedipus: To the king's active, rational, 

outwardly-probing agcnc]~ he opposes a power based on his role 

as a passive conduit for the god's will. Oedipus looks out at the 

world and in1poses rneaning on it, while Tiresias's blindness is 

en1blc1natic of a 1nystcrious inner wisdon1, often riddling and 

obscure. Oedipus creates by acting out into an objectified 

world, Tircsias carries knowledge within hirnsclf, gestating a 

new Oedipus, reflecting the defining power of natural forces 

frorn which the 1nasculinc hero is custon1arily detached. Blind­

ing hin1self. Oedipus turns toward the feminine model of know­

ing and being that is ernbodied in the play by the sexually an1-

biguous prophet. 

Engagen1cnt/Dctach1nent 

Chasing the Drcarn in early adulthood, we face outward; we 

confront the world from a position of autonornous separation. 

The playful. dreamy fontasies of childhood give way now before 

the in1perative to create ourselves and our lives through exerting 

our will. This orientation Levinson calls "attachn1cnt"; we will 

call it "engagement." It does not n1ean that we arc engaged with 

others in a relational sense, defining ourselves through our con­

nections to them. On the contraq~ this kind of engagen1ent 

works against recognition of personal relationships as definitive; 

rather, we define ourselves by acting outward fron1 a position of 
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autonomy. At the same time, the other side of this polarity, de­

tachment, does not necessarily entail loneliness or isolation; in­

deed, engagement, as we have defined it, is more likely to foster 

isolation, encouraging us to see ourselves as separate, self-created 

units. Instead, detachment means turning inward, disengaging 

from the outer world to look within ourselves and reenter the 

realm of imagination and dreams. As we approach midlife, the 

early adult balance ( or imbalance) between the two parts of this 

polarity must change. All the forces pushing us then toward a 

recognition of our place within various larger structures foster a 

need to turn inward-to make the journey into darkness to 

confront and evaluate what is inside us. 

The hero's position with regard to this polarity is, as we have 

seen, strongly on the side of engagement. Surging out into the 

world to work his will, he is often portrayed as disastrously out 

of touch with his inner nature. His customary mode of power is 

what we ( following McClelland) have called stage three-un­

derstanding himself as powerful insofar as he is the source of 

power and the outside world is its object. And the hero is almost 

always a lonely man, isolated by his fierce desire for autonomy. 

Odysseus is the foremost example of eh is heroic trait: he has no 

real friends and feels powerful only insofar as he withholds in­

fonnation about hin1self, through disguise and lies, while ma­

nipulating others to make then1selves vulnerable to him. 

Oedipus, as usual, shows us the in1pl ications of eh is position 

with special acuteness, highlighting in particular its conse­

quences for identity. Not only~ until the Corinthian persona 

dies, does he foce resolutelv outward, he has no direct access to 
; 

the truths he 1night find if he did look inward. Splitting the two 

personae of Oedipus as he does, Sophocles objectifies what is 

subjective in us and helps us see the outlines of our own duali-
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ties. Once again, Tircsias is the kcr to a new orientation toward 
~ J 

the polarity in Oedipus. As prophet, he curies within hin1sclf 

what Oedipus n1ight find if he could change the balance; blind, 

he e1nbodies the inner-looking attitude that grows 1nore pro1ni­

ncnt as the heroic perspective fades. 

Oedipus at Midlifc 

\Ve have been tracking a confluence of 111etaphors. Saying nei­

ther rhar fitting the ten1plate of 111odern psychology over Oedipus 

Rex yields s01ne deeper truth about the work of art, nor that re­

fracting the 111odern n1etaphors through the pris1n of the play 

reveals their true 111eaning, we have rather been using both sets of 

metaphors, ancient and 1nodern, as they interact with each other 

and as they point beyond, to help us approach something other 

than either-the experience of an evolving sense of sclf-in-the­

world as it may flow by us in life. The very act of this reading 

has heroic overtones, as we have seen, because the experience in 

itself can never be di reedy accessible to us as something fixed. 

Everything is always changing, and snapshots of experience im­

pose form-and thus meaning-on what is never still. Though 

one model may seem to correspond to what we experience as 

"life" more closely than another, all meaning is finally 

metaphorical, and so ranking metaphors is problematical. 

Th is much said, what have we learned? Sophocles has pre­

sented us with a particular lens that has allowed us to broaden 

and deepen the import of what the psychological phrase 

"n1idlife crisis" describes. Coming to the transition that occurs 

in our late thirties, we may also be playing out the implications 

of a powerful mode of perception, adopted in the transition 

from adolescence to early adulthood, driven by a mix of nature 

and culture. This angle of vision, as Sophocles' metaphors tell 
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us, enco1npasses profound assumptions about how we become 

who we arc, how we fit in the world-and what, finall}~ our 

lives mean-and its passing can occasion enormous changes in 

our ideas about our very identity and existence. Oedipits Rex, like 

n1any hero stories, presents the transition as a symbolic death, 

splitting the two "lives" of the king in a way that suggests that 

"Oedipus" cannot encompass both the Corinthian and the 

Theban at the same time: one n1ust perish before another can 

live. Our modern metaphors, attuned to the interior experience 

of evolving identity, can accommodate some sense of enduring 

continuity behind the personae of the life cycle, but the subjec­

tivity of our 1nodel diminishes the clarity of the stages of evolu­

tion. What both paradign1s suggest to us is that any perspective 

on our identity is inextricably bound up "vith, on the one hand, 

our sense of where we fit in the world, and on the other with 

what we understand to be the n1eaning of our lives. 

Conclusion: Beyond Heroisn1 

In his last moments on the stage, Oedipus reviews his past 

with horror. and looks to the future of his children, entrusting 

them to Crean. For hin1selC he begs exile: 

As ft)r rne. 

never condernn the city of my fathers 

to house rny bod)~ not while I'm alive. no. 

let me live on the mountains, on Cithacron, 

my favorite haunt, I have made it farnous. 

Mother and father marked out that tomb-buried alive. 

Mother and father rnarked out that rock 

to be my everlasting tomb-buried alive. 

Let me die there. where they tried to kill me. 

(1451-1454) 
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There is in this pica a recognition of his place in nature, of 

the futilitv of heroic detach1nent fron1 the rest of the cosn1os. 
; 

F inall:: he would be one of the 111ounta i n-dwcll ing creatures that 

the chorus of A11t(~l111c saw as proper objects for hun1an control. 

He, and we, ha\'e co111e full circle. B,, solving the riddle of the 
; L, 

Sphinx-a dangerous fc111alc force-Oedipus ascended to the 

heroic plane of existence; acting fro111 that detached place, he 

chased and captured his buried selC and in the discovery has 

con1e to understand anew the riddle's question, "What is a 

hun1an being?'' 
L, 

At the san1e ti111e. there renuins in Oedipus a resistance to 

what his discoveries see111 to have taught hin1: he is somehow still 

diffcrmt: 

Oh but this I know: no sickness can destroy 1nc, 

nothing can. I would never have been saved 
L, 

fron1 death-I have been saved 

for son1ething great and terrible, something strange. 

\Vdl let mv destinv con1e and take 1ne on its way! 
J J ; 

(1455-1458) 

\Ve can never know whether Sophocles points to the "sequel" 

here. In twenty years, he will stage one, taking us beyond the tra­

ditional hero storv into territory uncharted elsewhere in ancient 
J J 

literature. The result would seen1 to respond to Levinson's sun1-

1narr of what has happened in Oedipits Rex: 

Even· n1an in the Mid-life transition starts to sec that the hero of , 

the fairy tale does not enter a life of eternal, si1nplc happiness. He 

sees, indeed, that the hero is a youth who must die or be trans­

fonned as early adulthood co1nes to an end. A 1nan n1ust begin to 

grieve and accept the symbolic death of the youthful hero within 
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himself He will gradually discover which of the qualities he can 

keep, which new qualities he can discover and develop in himself, 

and how he might be a hero of a different kind in the context of 

middle adulthood. ( 2 I 5) 

When Oedipus walks back onstage, he is well beyond middle 

adulthood: he is old, and ready to die. Blind, led by a child, he 

reminds us of no one so much as of his old nemesis Tiresias. But 

in the figure of the old prophet, we can begin to see how Sopho­

cles imagined a way of understanding oneself that follows di­

rectly from the limitations of the traditional heroic vision. Tire­

sias presents, as we have seen, a marked contrast to the kind of 

existence the Corinthian Oedipus embodied. At the same time, 

as prophet, with a special closeness to the divine, he is also dif­

ferent from ordinary humans: he stands nearer the boundary be­

tween human and divine, and in this he is akin to the hero. But 

Tiresias also shares this liminal position with all of us who are 

coming to the ends of our lives. To understand what Sophocles 

saw after heroism, that is where we must begin. 



3 

APOLLO'S GIFT 
Oedipus at Co/onus l 

"Cosmic .. consciousness is a release from self-conscious­

ness. that is to say from the fixed belief and feeling that 

one's organism is an absolute and separate thing, as dis­

tinct from a conYenient unit of perception. 

Alan Watts, This Is It 

From stage left. a familiar sight: an old man, leaning on a young 

\\'Oman, shuffles tentatively into view. His voice, we imagine, is 

thin and raspy: 

M)' child. child of the blind old man-Antigone, 

where are we now? What land, what city of men? 

\Vho will receive the wandering Oedipus today? 

Not with gifts but a pittance ... it's little I ask 

and get still less, but quite enough for me. 

Acceptance-that is the great lesson suffering teaches, 

suffering and the long years, my close companions, 

yes. and nobility too, my royal birthright. 

(1-8) 

Twenty years and more have passed since Oedipus walked out 

of sight in Thebes, off the stage in Athens, and we see the evi­

dence of their harshness, in his ragged clothes, but even more in 

93 
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his n1eek den1eanor. The proud tyrant, shamed but still insis­

tent, led away from his children with difficu1t 1~ has given way to 

a different presence. The first three words in the Greek text set 

the tone for the portrait to follow: teknon (child) tuphloit ( of the 

blind) gerontos ( old man). Oedipus has a short way left on his life 

journey; his blindness has taught him a new vision that will fi­
nally lead him to his mysterious end, but first he must turn to 

face his past through his children. 

Gouging out his eyes, Oedipus moved toward the figure of 

Tiresias. In that symbolic gesture, we saw the first glinuner of ac­

ceptance of what the prophet embodied-a way of being that 

contrasted radically with the heroic persona Oedipus had nur­

tured in Thebes. Now that new perspective has matured in the 

crucible of suffering, becon1ing the lesson that Oedipus has 

learned: acceptance of what the world gives, not heroic defiance. 

He cites three teachers that have led hin1 to his new wisdom: suf­

fering, time, and his birthright, his biological self (to gemzaio,0. To 

learn fron1 these teachers would not have been possible for the for­

rner Oedipus, the Corinthian Oedipus. Traditional heroes are de­

fined by their ability to overcome the world, not endure it; time, 

the 1neasure of mortalit)~ is to be defied; what we are given at birth 

is secondary to the hero we create by acting out into the world. 

\Ve might say that Oedipus sounds a farniliar theme here: 

after all, those who learn-or ought to learn-through suffer­

ing are thick on the ground in Greek tragedy. But in this pla:~ 

Sophocles goes beyond the recognition of suffering as teacher. Tak­

ing up where Oedipus Rex leaves off~ the story of Oedipus's last 

day will sho\\,, us how the old rnan fulfills the pron1ise of his self­

blinding by moving beyond the seen1ing in1passe of traditional 

hrroic self-creation and inevitable self:.destruction to the new 

kind of e1npowern1cnt that Tiresias ernbodies. Seeking his 

death, he gives new n1eaning to his life. 
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The Old M.111 as Stranger 
'-' 

Oedinus is anxious: whose cirv have rher reached? where arc r , i 

they? He and Antigone .1rc strangers to the place and 1nusr de-

pend on the kindness of the locals. As rhe stranger arriving in J 

src1nge bnd, Oedipus repbys a con1n1on story pattern in Greek 

literature. Like Odvsseus washing un on the shores of son1e un-
' ._ r 

known 1-..,eoplc. he feels vulnerable, and must proceed with care. 

Ar the same tin1c, he repeats his debur as a young 1na11 in 

Thebes, and here as there his advent will bring profound change 

to the con1n1uniry. But h:wing bested the Sphinx, he was arriv­

ing in triun1ph. ready to take the queen and create his heroic 

persona. Now-old. blind. feeble-he cornes already freighted 

with a notoriously tainted past. and may well be driven our of 

Athens as he was driven our of Thebes. 

In his seeming weakness and dependency; Oedipus looks like 

the typical old man in Greek tragedy. That world, ruled by the 

traditional heroic perspective, finds nothing redeeming in old 

1nen. Physic;1Ily diminished, they can no longer work their will 

in the world; withered and slowed, they show the marks of rime, 

rhe hero's enen1v. A reverence for older men, in deference to their 
' 

wisdo1n and experience, is seldom evident in Greek tragic drama. 

Much more com1non is the specrer presented later by the cho­

n1s of this play: 

Show me rhe man who longs to live a day beyond his rime 

who turns his back on a decent length of life, 
'-

J' 11 show the world a 1nan who clings to folly. 

For the long, loon1i ng days lay up a thousand things 

closer to pain than pleasure, and the pleasures disappear, 

vou look and know not where 
J 

when a n1an's outlived his limit. plunged in age 

and the good co1nrade comes who comes at bsr to all, 
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not with a wedding-song, no lyre, no singers dancing­

the doom of the Deathgod comes like lightning 

always death at the last. 

Not to be born is best 

when all is reckoned in, but once a man has seen the light 

the next best thing, by far, is to go back 

back where he came from, quickly as he can. 

For once his youth slips by, light on the wing 

lightheaded ... what mortal blows can he escape 

what griefs won't stalk his last days? 

Envy and enemies, rage and battles, bloodshed 

and last of all despised old age overtakes him, 

stripped of power, companions, stripped of love­

the worst this life of pain can offer, 

old age our mate at last. 

(1211-1238) 

A notable exception to this dismal portrait is, of course, Tire­

sias, in whom we see a vivid example of McClelland's fourth 

stage of power. Whereas the hero-embodying the third 

stage-is the source of a power expressed on its object ( the ex­

ternal world), the prophet is neither source nor object. He ex­

presses power, but not his own; he c1nbodies the god's power as 

it passes through him, not as it is i1npressed on him. Oedipus 

too, as we will see, can have access to this kind of power, but only 
after further trials. 

A Sense of Place 

Sophocles' last play is pervaded by a specific sense of place. 
Fron1 Oedipus's first questions to his last exit the location of peo­

ple and things is crucial. Antigone's answer to her father's open-
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ing speech describes the towers of Athens in the distance and 

the in1111cdiatc surroundings, which arc surely sacred: 

... but this is holy ground 

you can sense it clcarlr- \Vh): it's bursting 

with laurel, olives, grapes, and deep in its heart, 

listen ... nightingales, the rustle of wings­

thev' re breaking into song. 
J '- '"' 

(16-18) 

The tender gaze of the poet 1nay be discerned here. Sopho­

cles was born in Colonus, and the reverence for its holiness has 

a valedictory tone. Beyond this, the plants and birds all carry a 

specific syrnbolism. Laurel is sacred to Apollo, Oedipus's pa­

tron; olives to Athena, the guardian of Athens; grapes to Diony­

sus, god of Greek drama. And the nightingale traditionally sings 

laments for the dead. All of these elements are to return in the 

chorus's first song, in praise of Colonus, but here they set the 

scene economically for the last day of Apollo's most famous 

ward, and of one of Athens's three great tragic poets. 

Antigone eases her father to a seat on a rocky ledge just at the 

edge of the grove she has described. They speculate further on 

where they are: Athens they know about, but not this place; 

Oedipus is especially keen to find a sacred grove; he knows they 

have a mission to complete in such a place. Just as Antigone is 

about to reconnoiter, a man arrives, a citizen of Colonus as it 

happens. His first reaction to a friendly greeting from Oedipus 

is alarm: Oedipus must move immediately; he is trespassing on 

sacred ground. It is, we learn, the grove sacred to the "Terrible 

Goddesses, daughters of Earth and Darkness," also known as 

"the Kindly Ones, the Eumenides" (39-42). This is welcome 

news to Oedipus: 



98 OEDIPUS: THE MEANING OF A MASCULINE LIFE 

Oh­
then let the1n receive their suppliant with kindness! 

I shall never leave my place in this new land, 

this is 1ny refuge! 

(44-45) 

This grove, Oedipus says, is the "token" of his destiny, the 

place he has been looking for. Pressing excitedly, he asks for 

more details: What is this place? Who lives here? What kind of 

government? The grove is sacred to the Eumcnides, it seems, but 

also to Poseidon and Prometheus; it has with in it the Brazen 

Threshold of Athens, and the surrounding settlement is called 

Colonus, after a local hero whose equestrian statue is nearby; 

King Theseus rules Athens and Colonus. Oedipus asks the man 

to bring Theseus, to tell him, "with a small service he may gain 

a great deal" ( 72). The man wonders what a blind n1an could 

offer a king, to which, Oedipus: ''vVhatevcr I say, there will be a 

great vision/in every word I say" ( 74). 
Now we begin to sec that Oedipus may be neither as alien nor 

as impotent as he first appeared. This place has some destined role 

in his life, and he in turn can offer son1ething of value to its peo­

ple. Once the citizen has left, he bursts forth in passionate prayer: 

You queens of terror, faces filled with dread! 

Since yours is the first holy ground 

where I've sat down to rest in this new land, 

I beg you, don't be harsh to Apollo, harsh to n1c. 

When the god cried out those lifelong prophecies of doon1 

he spoke of this as well, my promised rest 

after hard vears weathered-
' 

I will reach my goal, he said, rny haven 

where I find the grounds of the Awesome Goddesses 
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and 111akc their hon1c nw hon1c. There I will round 
j 

the bst turn in the torn1cnt of 111y l ifc: 

a blcssin
0
0 to the hosts I live amono, 

b 

disaster to those who sent n1c, drove n1c out! 

And he wa rncd 1ne sions of all these th i n(,.,.s will conic b b 

in earthquake, thunder perhaps, or the flashing bolt of Zeus. 

And now I know it, now sonic 0111cn fro111 you, my queens, 

sonic bird on the wing that fills n1y heart with faith 

has led 111v slow steps home to ,·our green orovc. 
j J '- b 

Yes, how else could \'OLI be the first I' vc n1et 
I 

in all the roads I' vc travclcd?-you and I. 
ascetic and sober, we who drink no wine-

or found this solcn1n scat, this raw unhcwn rock? 

Now, goddesses, just as Apollo's voice foretold, 

grant my life at last sonic final passage, 

son1e great consun1mation at the end . .__, 

Unlcss-v,,ho knows?-I a1n beneath your dignity, 

slave as I an1 to the worst relentless pains 

that ever plagued a man. Conic, hear my prayer, 

you sweet daughters born of primeval Darkness! 

Hear me, city na1ncd for mighty Athena-Athens, 

honored above all cities on the earth! 

Pity this harried ghost of a man, 

this Oedipus ... Oedipus is no more 

the flesh and blood of old. 

99 

(84-I 10) 

In this speech, Oedipus's fictive life on the Athenian stage 

comes together to form a single arc, from his birth, through his 

heroic youth, to his death. The grove of the Eu1nenides is where 

it will all end, and this was destined from his youth. There is 
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1nuch to learn frorn the prayer, about the immediate present and 

future, about the whole shape of the life. 

Oedipus will die in the grove-soon, it would appear-but 

not before some great "consummation,'' signaled by thunder 

and lightning from Zeus. His presence here will help his friends 

and harn1 his enemies, making him a paradigm for a traditional 

n1orality that was still prevalent in Athens and inforrns several 

of Sophocles' plays. That the grove should be sacred to these 

goddesses in particular is telling. They are earth deities, as op­

posed to the Olyrnpian gods, and characteristically associated 

with death. But further, as daughters of earth and darkness, they 

represent those forces that the Corinthian Oedipus tried to 

deny in his life. Sending him to these divine guardians for his 

last great act, Apollo would seem to confirm the change in per­

specti\'c signaled by the self-blinding: to becon1e the man he is 

to be, to co1nplete his journc 1~ Oedipus must face the darkness. 

And finally. we note that the Eumenides, also called the Furies, 

arc the deities assigned specifically to guarding blood ties, and 

hounding those who dishonor then1. That Oedipus is destined 

to die in the grounds sacred to these spirits suggests sonic ,nca­

sure of reconciliation and healing at the close of his painful life. 

Crossing Boundaries 

Oedipus ends his prayer as a chorus of elders fron1 Colonus 

appear.1---Iiding in the grove, he hears their first words, which arc 

not pron11s1ng: 

Look for the man! Who is he? where's he hiding?-._ 

where's he gone, rushed awa}~ where now? 

That man, of all rnen on earth 

the most sh:u11eless, desperate man ali\'e! 

Look for him. press the search now 
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scour cvc1-v inch of the oround! 
; b 

A wanderer, wandcrino fi.1oitivc 
b b 

that old 1nan-no native. a stranoer ::::, 

else he'd never set foot where none n1av w:1lk, 
J 

this grove of the Furies, irresistible, overwhelming-

Oh we trc1nblc to say their n:1mes, filing by. 

not :1 look, not a sound, not a word 

mo,·ing our lips in silence 

silent reverence, oh pass b)~ pass by ... 

but now one's come, the run1ors say 

who fears the Furies not at all-

the nun we look for, sc:1nning, 
L, 

round and round this holy precinct. 

c1 n not find h i 1n 

cannot find his hiding ... 

IOI 

(117-137) 

The old men's suspicious, anxious tone ren1inds us how pre­

carious Oedipus's foothold still is in this fateful place. To these 

ordinary citizens, the old man represents something alien and so 

to be feared: he is still '' the stranger," and may be driven out. 

Emerging from the grove, Oedipus does little to caln1 the ex­

cited crowd. They find hin1 "dreadful" to look at; he begs then, 

not to see hi1n as a1101110s ( an outlaw )-the threat of exclusion 

abides; who is he? Not exactly a fortunate 1nan, he says, given 

that he is blind. The fact of his blindness excites still more anx­

ious curiosity: was he blind at birth? He has obviously suffered, 

and they want to help him avoid more pain: 

You've gone too far, too far­

but before you stmnblc one step more 

invading the sacred glade, rapt in silence 
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the deep green lawns where the bowl brims libations 

running with holy water swirling honey-

Stop-

sufferer, stranger, you must not trespass! 

Move, come down among us now­

closer, a good safe way from the grove, 

you hear, old traveler, rnan of grief? 

Do you have an appeal to make before our session? 

Move!-move off forbidden ground, come down 

where the law permits us all to speak, 

till then hold back 

be silent, not a word! 

(155-169) 

Oedipus is reluctant to leave the grove, but the chorus reas­

sures hin1: they will never drag him away from his resting place, 

if only he will leave the sacred precinct. There follows a passage 

of some twenty-five lines in which Oedipus gropes his way to a 

place that satisfies the old men, who sound like a bomb squad 

disarming a dangerous device: Oedipus becornes in this passage 

a charged object, his physicality almost numinous. Proximity to 

the sacred grove appears to energize the old exile, as if the power 

of the goddesses runs through hirn there, and when he n1oves 

away from the sacred place, leaning on Antigone, he seen1s to 

shrink, to revert fron1 the passionate pilgri1n of the prayer to the 

wear}~ feeble old n1an we saw enter at the play's beginning. Mod­

ern psychological paradigrns offer a perspective that deepens the 

impact of these first scenes. 

Modern Metaphors 

As we have seen, studies of the psychology of aging rnake a 

distinction between the position of old n1en in industrial, and 
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postindustrial, cultures and their status in n1ore traditional cul­

tures. The forn1er situation tends to produce a strongly negative 

portrait of old 111en; in the latter, the i111age is n1ore positive. 

This should not be surnrisino-, oivcn the olorification in \Vcst-r ~ b b 

ern culture of the heroic conquest of nature-of the enthrone-

111ent there of co111petitivc virtues that lead to success as defined 

in the old. 1nasculine heroic n1odel. David Gutn1ann, a pioneer 

in the cross-cultural studv of aging, nuts the distinction in a 
j 4,,,.., .__ r 

wider context that touches on 1nany issues the first scene of the 

play has raised (Gut111ann 1977, 315-316 ): 

[S]ocieties that sponsor an egocentric, self-seeking sp1nt 111 the 

population will be lethal to young and old alike. But societies 

which sponsor altruis1n, and the formation of internalized objects, 

provide security to these venerable cohorts. The internal object, an 

e1notionally invested re-presentation abstracted fron1 a long his­

tory of shared interaction, has constancy and relates the past to the 

present. Accordingl)r, the older person who has acquired true ob­

ject status transcends his immediate condition. His child does not 

see in the parent a useless. ugly person. Rather, he still relates to the 

vigorous, sustaining parent he once knew, as well as the weak per­

son in1mediately before hi1n. By keeping his object status the older 

person avoids becoming the stranger, and is thereby protected 

against the fear and revulsion aroused by the "other." There is a 

much noted tendency for the aged to reminisce, and even to relive 

their earlier life. Though taken as a sign of eccentricity, this may be 

an adaptive 1nove to escape the lethal condition of "otherness." As 

they re1ninisce, the elders seetn to be saying. "See me not as I an1, 

but as a total hist01y, and as son1eone who was once like you." 

Faced with dismissal by a culture that honors heroic values 

above all others, the old n1an depends for his authority on the 
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perception that he somehow retains his youthful self in the con­

tinuities of his personal history. A less precarious prospect may 

await old rnen in more traditional cultures not don1inated bv the 
J 

self-seeking, competitive spirit. There, passive affiliation with 

the supernatural tends to replace in old men the dependence on 

physical strength as a source of leverage. This change, con1bined 

with the obvious fact that the old are closer to the mysteries of 

death and thus the world of spirits, can n1ake the old n1an a kind 

of intennediary between humans and gods: 

Precisely because of their frailty. the aged arc rnoving into the coun­

try of the dead; thcv take on smne of the fearsome aura of the 
j J 

corpse they will soon bccon1e. Furthermore, in old age, a strong 

spirit is revealed in its own terms, no longer masked by the vitality 

of a young body. Thus, besides intersecting the n1ythic past, the 

aged overlap the spirit world which they will soon enter; and as 

they blend with that world they acquire its essential physiognomy 

and powers .... Clearly. the old traditionalist's power docs not de­

pend on his ability to dorninate men, but on his ability to influ­

ence God. (314) 

This picture of ernpowerment for old rnen follows directly 

fron1 the change in perspective we saw at the end of Oedipits Rex. 

Moving fron1 active agency to passive affiliation with transcen­

dent powers is consistent with n1oving from seeing the rneaning 

of one's life as the product of the irnposing of one's will on the 

external world to a recognition of one's place within larger struc­

tures of meaning. In old age, the issues arc n1orc sharply focused, 

because old men ;ue usually thought of as closer to the tran­

scendent forces than middle-aged 111en, but the relationship be­

tween identit}~ power, and life's 111eaning in the old man is only 

the final 1naturing of a perspective that follows fro111 the death 



APOLLO'S G I F T 105 

of the I)rea111. By telling the story of old Oedipus's last da)~ 

Sophocles can bring these rebtionships to a ch;1r;1cteristically 

vivid ex}")1-cssion that cotnpletes his dra1natic picture of the 

1ncaning of a tnasculinc life . ..__ 

Oedipus's situation does not offer a clear path to the power 

of the old hero. Though Gutn1a 1111 c1sts the dilc1nma of the 

stranger in a f:1n1ilv dran1a, it is casv enouQh to see how it reaches 
'-' j I 4..-' 

beyond that 1nil ieu. Oedipus is in the role of stranger with in 

what looks like the nonnal heroic world of Greek tragedy, 

friendly to self-seeking and egocentricity. And in his case, "ob­

ject status'' is hardly available to counterbalance the fear of oth­

erness: continuity with his past self is not a plus for Oedipus. In­

deed, Oedipus's 1najor challenge in seeking a good death will be 

to finish up his business with the past, and Oedip11s at Co/onus is 

in some respects a reprise of Oedipus Rex. 

At the sa1ne ti1ne, the opening scenes of the drama show in 

Oedipus the potential for passive 1nastery. His destined affilia­

tion with the Eumenides seems to empower hi1n: the closer he is 

to their sacred precinct, the more energized he becomes. He be­

gins to exemplify in this sense McClelland's fourth stage of 

power, acting as a vehicle for divine forces that are beyond his 

control or understanding. The object of these powers is to be 

Athens, the city to which Oedipus can offer some as-yet unde­

fined gift, the friends he will help at the expense of his enemies. 

The key to his achieving a final "consu1nmation" will be in real­

izing the potential-first glimpsed in the complen1entary fig­

ure of Tiresias-that his bond to the Eu1nenides offers; the ob­

stacles are those parts of his life that threaten to drag him back 

into the lethal milieux of Thebes and his family, where the 

heroic mode of being would make him a powerless pawn in the 

futile struggles of others. Tracking his progress allows us to 

learn from it a way of flourishing beyond youthful heroisn1-
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perhaps of achieving son1e consummation of our own in the 

co1npletion of life. 

Back From the Edge 

Oedipus sits on the edge of the sacred precinct, and we feel 

the liminality of the old man. The boundary of the grove, so con­

cretely present in nervous stage business, also symbolizes other 

levels of meaning: Oedipus is about to die, and the grove stands 

for the country of the dead; paradoxically its sacred quality also 

makes the green glade a metaphor for the mysterious existence 

of the gods, bounded off from the human world of death and 

change. Like the youthful hero who presses against the bound­

aries of divinity, Oedipus, by his position on the edge of the 

grove, helps to define the complex meaning of human experi­

ence by showing its contours. The difference is that Oedipus 

does not confuse himself with the gods. He is powerful because 

his proximity makes him an apt vessel for transcendent powers, 

not their replacement. In the physical movements of these first 

scenes, Sophocles presents us with a spiritual geography of the 

drama. Final greatness tor Oedipus lies within the sacred grove, 

with all that it syrnbolizes; from now until that final 1noment, 

forces friendly and hostile will pull Oedipus toward and away 

from the boundary, physical and 1netaphysical, of the grove: he 

will not leave the stage until the very end of the play. The con­

test begins with innocent curiosity in the chorus. 

The old n1an has been safely n1oved, and the chorus can treat 

hi1n as they would any other stranger, asking for inforn1ation: 

who were his parents; what is his fatherland? Oedipus responds 

to these see1ningly innocuous questions with evasion. Pressed 

further, he beco1ncs abject: "No no! Don't ask who I am-/ no 

1nore probing, testing-stop-no 1norc!" ( 2 I 0-2 I I). The old 

n1en are undeterred, and after a lengthy hesitation Oedipus re­

veals his identity. His worst fears arc realized in the reaction: 
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LEAl)ER: 

You, \'ou're that 1nan-? 
J 

OEDIPUS: 

Please. don't be afraid, wh:1tevcr I sav-, 

LEADER: 

O-ohhh! 

OEDIPUS: 

Mv dcstin,: ver\' hard .... 
' ' J 

Antig:onc, what will thcv do to us now? 
~' J 

LEADER: 

Out with you! Out of our countrv-far awa),! 
I J 

(222-226) 

In this n1on1ent Oedipus reverts fro1n nwninous pilgrim to 

threatening alien. His identit}~ instead of reassuring the citizens, 

heightens his aura of otherness in their eyes: he is a fan1ous out­

cast, polluted by his parricide and incest, son1eone who cannot 

even be to11ched. Oedipus's past offers no solace to hin1 or others; 

its appearance here begins a long interlude in the play's struc­

ture, as Oedipus is pulled away from the edge of his mortal life 

and back into the troubles of this world. 

vVe have witnessed a replay of the recognition scene from Oedi­
pus Rex. In both plays the revealing of Oedipus's "true" identity 

brings horror to the citizens of his chosen city; in both, the result 

is threatened exile. That the scene comes so early in this play sig­

nals an unconventional structure: the usual position is just before 

the dramatic climax of the story. But if we look at the entire story 

behind the first play, a certain similarity appears between the two 

works. In each, Oedipus arrives at a strange city, apparently an 

alien; subsequent events reveal that he has, in fact, an important 

connection with the new place-a bond that is finally more en­

during than his ties to his "home"; in each, the issue of Oedipus's 

identity is central to a dran1atic rneditation on the 1neaning of life. 
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In the aftennath of the drarnatic revelation, Antigone pleads 

for compassion: her father, as they can see, is athlion (shattered); 

she and he throw themselves on the citizens' merq~ appealing to 

then, as if to a god. Oedipus at Colomts fits into a subgenre of Greek 

tragedy called "suppliant drama"-plays about exiles arriving in 

another comn1unity and depending for their salvation on the 

kindness of strangers. In this case, the motif proceeds on two 

levels. Antigone and Oedipus need the protection of Athens, as 

it turns out, but finally the old 1nan's haven will be provided by 
the Kindly Ones in their sacred grove. 

The chorus are n1oved, but they insist the strangers leave, 

fearing the gods. Their intransigence angers Oedipus: 

Then what's the good of gloq: magnificent renown, 

if in its flow it strean1s awav to nothing? 
' '--

If Athens, Athens 

is that rock of reverence all men sav it is, 
J 

the onlv citv on earth to save the ruined stranger, 
' I '--

the only one to protect him, give hirn shelter-

where are such kindnesses for rne? First 

you raise me up from my scat in the grove. 

then you drive me off the land, terrified 

by my name alone, surely not my physique 

nor what I've done. 

Si nee 111v acts, at least, 

were acts of suffering more than actions outrioht-
~ b 

but I cannot bear to tell vou the whole storv 
' J 

of morher and father ... 

that's what 111akes vou fra r me. well I know. 
J 

But no, no-

how could you call me guilty, how by nature? 

I was arracked, I struck in sclf-defensc. 
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\ Vl1\' e,·cn if I had known what I was doi no, 
I b 

how could that 1nakc me guilrv? Bur in facr. 
.... J 

knowino norhin2. no, I went ... the w:l\' I went-
~ Q ' 

bur the ones who 1nadc 111c suffer, rhcv knew full well. 
I 

rhc,· wanted to desrro,· me. 
I J 

(258-274) 

Here Sophocles begins a review of the rnoral issues raised in 

Oedipus Rrx, that will continue throughout the central section of 

the plar The rears have not dulled Oedipus's 1nen1ories, nor his 

feelings about what happened, but the first waves of self­

loathing have been replaced by a greater sense of his victi1niza­

tion: how could he be guilq~ ifhe acted in ignorance? He reacted 

to a challenge on the road, and took what Thebes offered hin1, 

but all unknowing. Oedipus's defense follows conventional lines, 

and we can see in it the traces of the legal thinking that devel­

oped in the fifth century in Athens, as an older standard of jus­

tice, which devalued intent and concentrated on acts, gave way 

to a 111ore cornplex perspective. Although the word "guilty" in 

the translation fits our n1odern notions of legal accountability, it 

may blur slightly what is at stake here. The Greek phrase is kakos 
ph11si11, which might be rendered "evil by nature," and in using it 

Oedipus raises questions about the relationship between charac­

ter and action. Is he a bad person if he acted in ignorance, no 

matter what the result? 

The question of Oedipus's guilt or innocence is no easier to 

answer here than it is in Ordipus Rex, and, finally, no 1nore rele­

vant to our particular purposes. The context within which this re­

view occurs is in1portant to us. What is the 1neaning of Oedi­

pus's behavior in the light of our interest in the evolving picture 

of his understanding of hin1self and his relationship to the 

world? 
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We notice, first of all, that thinking about the past, though 

initially daunting, eventually angers Oedipus, and that anger in­

vigorates him: the feeble, querulous old man the chorus edged 

out of the grove has been replaced by someone more assertive. 

Modern studies of aging suggest that pugnacity in old men keeps 

them alive. In particular, the ability to externalize conflicts: "In­

tegral to active mastery, and perhaps to longevity, is the capacity 

to externalize aggression, to turn potentially debilitating inner 

conflicts into external struggles. This author has observed that 

surviving traditionalists frequently complain about a faceless 

'someone' who is trying to rob or kill them. In some cases the 

enemy is clearly a metaphor of death" (Gutmann 308-309). 
Seen in this context, Oedipus's anger is illuminating. His final 

goal is to make a good death in the grove of the Eumenides; to 

do so will be to realize the fruits of his mature self, the new un­

derstanding of the meaning of his life within the larger structures 

of the cosmos. In the 1netaphors of modern psychology, he will 

exhibit passive mastery in achieving his final consummation. Yet 

faced with the facts of his past, he becomes more active, in a cer­

tain sense. His anger seems to pull his attention toward forces 

outside hin1self that he believes have victimized him. The spiri­

tual map is enriched: moving away from the sacred grove takes 

Oedipus out of the present moinent and into the past-and, as 

we will see, into the tangled web of his fo1nily history that, in­

stead of ensuring his continued safety through the preservation 

of "object status," renders hin1 vulnerable. As is often the case, 

this feeling of weakness is covered over by a less frightening 

en1otion, anger, that energizes the old 1nan and puts death off. 

We sec a set of polarities ernerging. On one side, the present 

rnoment, colored by the prospect of a glorious finale in a sacred 

place that syrnbolizes tirnelcss transcendence. That end will re­

alize the prmnise of Oedipus's passive master}~ his role as selfless 
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\'chicle for powers grcarcr rhan he. On the other side, the past, 

infonned bv con1neriti\'e, heroic willfulness. Plunoino back into , r b b 

that past and away fro1n his destined end first stirs frar in Oedi-

F"'IUS, which is followed bv an active al.-roression, a desire to F1ro-
1 bb 

jeer his darker self out onto those transcendenr forces, defining 

againsr the1n his seF1~nate ego. Reviewino his F1ast seen1s to cut 
~ ~ b 

Oedipus off fro1n his newfc.1tmd nu111inous power, and he reverts 

to the ractics that worked f<.1r the heroic king of Thebes. 

Finally it all co111es back to poYvcr and its relationship to per­

sonal authenticity. The Cori nth ia n Oedipus felt powerful and 

authentic insofar as he in1posed his will on the world; the aged 

Oedipus has no need of this agenq~ because the gods have guar­

anteed his e1npowern1ent, if he will fulfill their will. The conflict 

in Oedipus Rex between the Corinthian Oedipus and the Theban 

Oedipus appears to resurface in this play, adding a further di­

n1ension to the story. \Vhat appears to be a struggle for the body 
of the old n1an becornes, on another level, a contest to define 

once and for all the meaning of his life. 

Farnily History 

Oedipus, ending his self-defense with a plea for sanctuary, re­

peats his assertion that he can offer something in return: 

Oon'r rejecr rne as you look into rhe horror 

of mv face, these sockets raked and blind. 
J 

I come as sorneone sacred, sorneone filled 

with piety and power, bearing a great gift 

for all your people. And when your ruler comes, 

whoever is your leader, you will hear it all 

and know it all. and 1neanwhile 

as we wait together, do not be unjust. 

(285-291) 
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'vVe might recognize a plea for something akin to "object sta­

tus" here: sec n1e not as I appear, but as something more; do not 

put me in the deadly category of "other," but see me as someone 

who is connected to you. The chorus, characteristically cau­

tious, will not rnake a com1nitn1ent until Theseus comes. At this 

rnoment, a figure appears in the distance-a woman in a broad­

brimmed hat. Antigone recognizes her sister, Isrnene, who has 

arrived from Thebes. After an emotional reunion, Ismene re­

veals that she brings bad news. How are the boys, asks Oedipus, 

seen1ing to sense that the trouble lies with them. Ismcne is eva­

sive: "They are-/ where they are ... now's their darkest hour." 

(336 ). This brings from Oedipus a lengthy denunciation of 

both sons-lazy and inattentive to their father, in contrast to 

his daughters, loyal and strong, Antigone travcling with hin1, Is­

n1ene serving as his agent in Thebes. We sec again the unhappy 

condition of Oedipus, a father who is unable to count on love 

and support from his own sons, an old nun whose ren1iniscing 

brings only pain. 

Pressed for more details, lsn1ene tells what the trouble is, and 

why it will affect Oedipus. The younger son, Eteoclcs, has driven 

the older, Polynices, off the throne and out of Thebes; Polyn­

ices has taken refuge in Argos, where n1arriagc to the king's 

daughter ensures hin1 allies in the battle to co1ne for the throne 

in 1-hebes. New oracles suggest that Thebes "will want vou 
~~ j 

greath~/once }'OU arc dead, and even while you're alive-/thev 
f,..,. ' J j 

need vou for their survival." (388-390); ''Thev arc in vour 
j ' ' 

hands, the oracles says,/their power rests in you." (392). It 
sec1ns that his to1nb will curse the ~fhcbans, if it lacks the proper 

rites. 1-hey want him back, but not within the citv lirnits-since 
' j 

he is ritually unclean-bur only nearby, where they can control 

him; Creon is coining even now to take hin1 back to Thebes. 
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Ocdinus is enra1.:rcd to hear this news and vows never to oo back. 
f b b 

In the speech that fc)llows. we learn 1nore about the past. At first, 

sha1ncd by his incest and parricide, Oedipus wanted only to die 

in 1-hebcs. After son1c ti1ne nassed, his fcelinos softened and he 
f b 

began to sec his acts in a 1norc forcrivino lioht. Just then, the citv 
~ b b b I 

decided to exile hi1n, and his sons, who could have stopped it, 

did nothing. The girls have saved hin1; the bo)rs will never be f~)l_--.... '--

given for their treachery. Now Oedipus sees these prophecies as 

of a piece with the old ones: if Athens and the Eun1enidcs will 

defend hin1, the citv will be rewarded; Thebes, n1eanwhile, will 
J 

be punished for driving hi111 out. The full story of the prophe-

cies is teased out o,·er the course of the play, but this 1nuch is 

clear: Oedipus, once helpless in the hands of the Thebans, now 

has the city in his power; his leverage over the1n depends on the 

Phvsical location of his bodv while he lives and after he dies. 
j J 

The pattern chat began with Oedipus's first self-defense con-

tinues. Re1ninded of his past by news of his family, Oedipus feels 

asha1ned, but as he reviews the events and his part in them, anger 

crowds out shan1e, and he becon1es more assertive, seeing his 

troubles as the result of others-his disloyal sons; the treacher­

ous citizens of Thebes. An interlude now punctuates yet another 

replaying of this rhythm: the chorus require Oedipus to per­

fonn certain rites in the grove, to ensure the goodwill of the 

goddesses; he asks Ismene to take his place, as he is too weak and 

feeble to do what is needed. \Ve are back to the passive, frail old 

man of the play's opening scene, who reemerges when called 

away from the sources of anger. \Vhen Ismcne leaves, the chorus 

begin to ask more questions. They've heard ru1nors about Oedi­

pus's past, but are they true? This brings anguish: he begs then1 

not to put him through the agony of describing it all again; they 

persist, and a familiar the1ne e1nerges: 
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OEDIPUS: 

I have suffered, friends. 

the worst horrors on earth, suffered against my will. 

I swear to god, not a single thing self-willed­

CHORUS: 

What?-how? 

OEDIPUS: 

Thebes n1arried me to disaster! Thebes bound me fast, 

so blind, to a bride who was my curse, my ruin, my-

( 521-526) 

Further details-the incest, its issue-put Oedipus on the rack 

again: "Horrible, countless horrors/ sweeping over me ... " 

(536-537). But to the chorus's description of what he has done, 

Oedipus replies firmly. He has not done anything, but: 

Received, 

received as a gift, a prize to break the heart-

Oh would to god I'd never served my cit); 

never won the prize they handed up to me! 

(539-541) 

Each time he goes back in ti1ne, the active, testy old man 

eventually returns, seeing his troubles as things put upon him­

a painful gift. When the chorus push ahead to the murder of 

Laius, the pattern recycles once rnorc in n1iniature, from abject 

pain-"thc second stab" ( 544 )-to projection: 

the man I murdered-he'd have murdered nw! 

I am innocent! Pure in the eves of the law. 
j 

blind, unknowing, I, I c1n1c to this! 

I'll tell rou: 
j 

(546-548) 



APOLLO'S G I F T 115 

Theseus 

Oedipus is spared further review by the arrival of Theseus. 

The Athenian king knows all about the past, but why has Oedi­

pus con1e to Colonus now? He reassures the old n1an that he will 

be a syinpathetic audience; he, too, grew up in exile, and will 

never turn away a stranger. Though Sophocles does not allude to 

it, there is. in foct. an even greater parallel between the two 111en, 

;H least in one story preserved elsewhere: Theseus, setting out for 

Crete to kill the Minotaur and save Athens from a yearly sacri­

fice of young 111en to that n1onster, pro1nises that when he re­

turns he will signal bv the color of his sail whether he is alive 
C.. I 

(white) or dead (black). He defeats the Minotaur, but forgets to 

change his sail fron1 black to white, and Aegeus con1111its sui­

cide. thinking his son to be dead. Theseus, like Oedipus, grows 

up in exile, saves his city by conquering a n1onster, and inadver­

tenth,, kills his own father. 
I 

The sin1ilarities between Theseus and Oedipus-though we 

cannot know how 1nuch the audience is supposed to add to The­

seus's storv-are tantalizing. Thev have an i1n1nediate function 
I I 

within the plot, reassuring the nervous old man; but beyond 

this, Sophocles seems to present in Theseus an alternative to the 

self-destructive hero of Oediplls Rex. Active, self-confident, pow­

erful. he has many of the qualities of the young Oedipus, but not 

his insistence on controlling the world: Finishing his welco1n­

ing speech to Oedipus, he calls himself "only a n1an"-one who 

knows he has no power over what will happen to1norrow 

( 56 7-568). Oedipus, swept away by gratitude, calls Theseus 

gennaion (noble), the word he used in his opening speech to de­

scribe the quality in himself that taught him acceptance instead 

of willful self-assertion. In reply, Theseus asks hin1 to "teach," 

that he may learn ( 569-575 ). The Corinthian Oedipus could 

not be taught so easily. 

The portrait of Theseus, pro1nising as it is, will not be devel-
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aped n1uch further in the play, though his role as representative 

of Athenian virtues becomes prominent later in the story. For 

now, Oedipus wants only to win the king's protection. To secure 

it, he offers himself: 

I con1e with a gift for you, 

n1y own shattered body ... no feast for the eyes, 

but the gains it holds are greater than great beauty. 

(576-578) 

Now the promises of earlier scenes becorne more concrete. 

Oedipus not only brings a gift, he is the gift. In the ensuing ex­

change, he supplies details to the initially doubtful king. Thebes 

will one day be defeated in the place where they now stand; to 

avert this, Oedipus's sons want to take hirn away to Thebes, be­

cause the city where his grave is will win the war. 

Theseus cannot imagine war between the two cities, to which 

Oedipus replies with a long speech affirming the power of time, 

which crushes and obliterates all in its path-the earth's 

strength, a man's body; hate turns to love and back to hate again; 

tranquil summer will give way to wintry war until 

some for-off day when 1ny dead body, slurnbering, buried 

cold in death, will drain their hot blood down, 

if Zeus is still Zeus and Apollo the son of god 

speaks clear and true. 

(621-623) 

Oedipus's final consu1n1nat1on is folded into the hard-won 

perspective that brought hin1 to it. He will be powerful in the 

fullness of tirne, the god's servant. not one who defies tin1e and 

destiny. l"hc n1eaning of his life will be realized in his death. 
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Gifts: The Hero and the Con1nn1nity 

Theseus is 111ovcd by the old n1an's offer: 

Such kindness-who could reject such a man? 

First, in any case. Oedipus is our ally: 

by mutual rights we owe him hospitality. 

\Vhat's 1nore. he has come ro beo our gods for hcln 
b L r 

and render no s1nall benefit to our countrv 

in return. to me as well. 
So I respect his claims. I'll never reject 

rhe gifts he offers, no. I will serrle hitn 
L 

J 

in our land, a fellow citizen with full rights. 

And if it pleases our friend to re1nain here, 

I command you. old 1nen, guard hi1n well. 

Bur if he'd rather cotne along with n1e­

what is your pleasure, Oedipus? 

The choice is yours. \Vhatevcr you decide, 

I will stand behind vou all the wav. 
J J 

I I 7 

(631-642) 

Theseus's tone is consistent with what we have seen ofhi1n so 

far. His offer is made in the context of an exchange, but the ap­

peal to a sense of n1ercy and the demands of hospitality signal 

an expansive generosity that goes beyond mere reciprocity. A 

dispute about the Greek text of the play clouds the issue of what 

exactly Oedipus's status will be in a legal sense, but the general 

import of Theseus's intent is clear: he will protect the old tnan, 

and make him part of the comn1unity in Athens. In exchange, 

Athens can look forward to some future gift, the exact tin1ing 

of which still remains 1nysterious, from the old rnan. Looking 

more closely at the dynamic of giving and receiving in the play 
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will enrich our understanding of the bond between Oedipus and 

his adopted city. 

Lewis Hyde, in his book The Gift, explores the implications of 

giving as an erotic act-one chat binds, in contrast to the ex­

changes of a market econo1ny: "le is this element of relationship 

chat leads me to speak of gift exchange as an 'erotic' commerce, 

opposing eros ( the principle of attraction, union, involvement 

chat binds together) to logos ( reason and logic in general, the 

principle of differentiation in particular). A market economy is 

an emanation of logos" (xiv). Hyde pursues this distinction in 

myriad ways. Ac the heart of the gift economy are movement, 

bonding, and paradox: to remain a gift, an object must always 

move, and as it moves it brings with it increase-an increase op­

posed to the "increase" realized from a sale in a market economy, 

which stays behind as profit. The increase begins when the gift 

has moved through someone, when a gift circle appears; at the 

same tirne, the gift must always be consumed in order to main­

tain its abundance: it is property chat "perishes" for the person 

giving, and in this death it brings new life for both the giver and 

the receiver. The spirit of the gift increases because the body of 

the gift is consu1ned; the n1erc passage of the gift, the act of do­

nation, contains the feeling, and therefore the passage alone is 

the investment. 

Of particular interest to us arc the i1nplications of gift ex­

change as a foundation for co1nmunity. Many tribal societies, it 

sce1ns, use the circulation of gifts as the ccn1ent that binds peo­

ple together. In this venue, giving beco1nes more than reciproc­

ity between two parties: 

Reciprocal giving is a form of gift exchange, but it is the simplest. 

The gift moves in a circle, and two people do not 1nake 1nuch of a 

circle. Th is is why ... n1ost of the stories of exchange have a n1in-
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iml!In of three people .... Circubr giving differs from reciprocal 

giving in several w:1.vs. First, when the gift 111oves in a circle no one 
~ ~ J ~ 

ever receives it fron1 the same person he gives it to .... The whole 

11100d is different. ... \Vhen I give to sornronc fron1 who1n I do 

not receive ( :1.nd ret I do receive elsewhere), it is :1.s if the gift goes 

around ;i. corner before it conics b:1.ck. l have to give blindly. And I 

will feel a sort of blind gratitude- as well. The sn1:1.llcr the circle 
'-

is-:1.nd particularlr if it involves just two people-the more a 

n1an can keep his crcs on things and the 111ore likely it is that he 

will start to think I ikc a salcsn1an. But so long as the gift passes out 

of sight it cannot be n1anipulatcd by one 1nan or one pair of gift 

partners. \Vhcn the gift moves in a circle its motion is beyond the 

control of the personal ego, and so the bearer must be a part of the 

group :1.nd each donation is an act of faith ( I 6 ). 

\ 1iewed in the context of Hyde's 1netaphors, our play takes on 

new meaning. Oedipus, it see1ns, has something to give to the 

Athenians, and they can reciprocate. Yet the gift did not originate 

with Oedipus but with the gods-specifically Apollo, who can 

guarantee as no 1nortal can the efficacy of the gift. Already, then, 

we have a gift circle. Theseus, in his response to Oedipus, can be 

understood to offer a gift on behalf of his subjects, but the gods, 

not Oedipus-who will be dead-will return the gift. The Athe­

nians give blindly, as an act of faith, and they will feel a blind grat­

itude. Out of this circulation of gifts will co1ne a powerful bond 

between Oedipus, Athens, and the gods-a new community. 

We observe that this relationship between the hero and his 

new community differs from the earlier, precarious alliance in 

Thebes. There, the city chose to participate in the forn1ation of 

Oedipus's heroic drea1n. By doing so, Thebes staked its health 

on the configuration of the world that follows fro1n the heroic 

vision. Oedipus became the citizens' agent in the world and their 
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link to the gods; in return, they received the fruits of his self­

assertion. But finaily the bargain was a costly one. When Oedi­

pus's heroic persona collapsed under the weight of his true iden­

tity, the civic order went down with it. Now Athens, like Thebes, 

will receive gifts from Oedipus, but the context is different. In­

stead of being an extension of the hero's egocentric perspective, 

the city will take part in a larger order-a gift circle that brings 

then1 into contact with the gods in a new way. 

Returning to Hyde's metaphors, we see how giving and re­

ceiving can also reflect the evolution in Oedipus's understand­

ing of his place in and relationship to the larger order of the 

cosn1os: 

I find it useful to think of the ego complex as a thing that keeps 

expanding, and not sornething to be overcorne or done away with. 

An ego has formed and hardened by the time most of us reach ado­

lescence, but it is srnall, an ego of one. Then, if we fall in love, for 

exarnple, the constellation of identity expands and the ego-of-one 

becomes an ego-of-two. The young lover, often to his own a1naze­

n1ent, finds himself saying "we" instead of ''n1e." Each of us iden­

tifies with a wider and wider cornmunity as we mature, con1ing 

eventually to think and act with a group-ego ( or, in most of these 

gift stories, a tribal ego), which speaks with the "we" of kings and 

wise old people. Of course the larger it becornes, the less it feels like 

what we usually n1ean by ego. Not entirel)~ though: whether an 

adolescent is thinking of hirnself or a nation of itself, it still feels 

like egotism to anyone who is not included. There is still a bound­

ary. ( I 6-I 7) 

The gift can circulate at every level of the ego. In the ego-of-one 

we speak of self-gratification, and whether it's forced or chosen, a 

virtue or a vice, the mark of self-gratification is its isolation. Re-
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cinrocal giving, the ego-of:.two, is a little more social. ... Bur :12:ain. 
[ ~ ~ ~ u 

if the exchange goes on and on ro rhe exclusion of others, it soon 
~ ~ 

goes stale .... No one else can drink from the coo-of-two. It has 
~ ~ 

its moment in our maturation. but ir is an in font form of the gifr 
'-

c i re! c. ( I 8) 

Finallr when the circle expands, the boundaries of our very 

ego can expand with it: 

If the ego widens still further. however, it really docs change its na­

ture and become somerhing we would no longer call ego. There is 

a consciousness in which we :1ct as part of things larger even than 

the race .... There is no boundar\' to be outside of. unless the uni-
' 

verse itself is bounded. (17) ... a circulation of gifts nourishes 

those parts of our spirit that are not entirely personal, parts that 

derive frotn nature, the group, the race, or the gods. Furthennorc, 

although rhese wider spirits are a part of us, they are not "ours"; 

they arc endown1ents bestowed upon us. (38) 

\Vhat Hyde is talking about here is the expansion of our idea 

of who we are beyond the heroic ego to the larger se!J. Now who 

we are includes "gifts" given to us by powers beyond our control, 

and when we pass on a gift, part of us goes with it. The n1ost 

powerful realization of the gift circle is that which includes the 

gods ( Hyde has been discussing the story of Abrahan1 and Isaac): 

The inclusion of the Lord in the circle ... changes the ego in which 

the gift 1noves in a way unlike any other addition. It is enlarged be­

yond the tribal ego and beyond nature. Now ... we would no 

longer call it an ego at all. The gift 1novcs beyond all boundary and 

circles into n1ystery .... The passage into 1nystery always re­

freshes .... We are lightened when our gifts rise from pools we can-
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not fathom. Then we know they are not a solitary egotism and 

they arc inexhaustible. ( 20) 

Oedipus, old and battered, has come to see his entire life in 

the terms Hyde suggests. As he says in defending himself to the 

curious chorus, he has siifferedhis fate, not created it (266-267); 
Jocasta was a gift from the Thebans; beyond this, everything that 

has happened to him was given by the gods ( 539-54 I). Taking 

this perspective puts Oedipus squarely in line with Achilles' 

profound vision of humility at the end of the Iliad: 

Such is the way the gods spun life for unfortunate mortals, 

that we live in unhappiness, but the gods themselves have no sor­

rows. 

There are two urns that stand on the door-sill of Zeus. They arc 

unlike 

for the gifts they bestow: an urn of evils, an urn of blessings. 

If Zeus who delights in thunder mingles these and bestows them 

on man, he shifts, and n1ovcs now in evil, again in good fortune. 

But when Zeus bestows from the urn of sorrows, he makes a fail­

ure of man, and the evil hunger drives him over the shining 

earth, and he wanders respected neither of gods nor mortals. 

Iliad 24. 525-533 

Moving beyond the heroic in1passe, Oedipus has the poten­

tial to become, like Tiresias, a channel for powers greater than 

himself. Gifts circulate through hin1, bringing increase with 

them. As the gifts move, his very self may expand, reconfiguring 

the boundaries of his identity far beyond the ego-of-one that 

drove his heroic will in Oedipus Rex, rnoving toward what Jung 

would call individuation or self-completion. Seen in this light, 

the arguments over whether Oedipus becomes a legal citizen of 
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Athens ;uc beside the point: his connection with the city and its 

people transcends the laws of hlllnans. And finall)~ because the 

gods fonn p;ut of the gift circle, what Oedipus brings to Athens 

and what he receives will circle into rnystcry. 

But we will sec that this consurnrnation ea n occur onlv when 
J 

Oedipus has finished with his past life, and the perspective that 

it i1nplies. To see h in1self as acted upon by larger forces ran en­

able Oedipus to understand hin1srlf in a new way; it can also be 

a part of the old, isolated, heroic scl( acting out into the world 

to defend itself against evils "out there." One 1nan's gift is an­

other n1an's persecution; the 1neaning of life, as we have said, de­

pends on where we arc looking fron1. 

Conclusion: The Con1n1unity and Its Ene1nies 

Having reassured the old 1nan that he will be safe in his new 

co1n1nunit\: Theseus hurries off to attend to affairs of state. 
J 

There follows one of the 1nost celebrated choral songs in Greek 

tragedy-an ode to Colonus. The iv)~ laurel, olives, and narcis­

sus that Antigone first described are returned to our attention, all 

signaling the special relationship of this place and its mother city 

Athens with the gods, Athena, Apollo, Dionysus, Aphrodite, the 

Emnenidcs, De1neter and Persephone, Poseidon, and Zeus. In 

Greek, the poetry is exquisite-a lyrical and tender farewell by 

the aged poet to his birthplace. The focus on these particular 

physical details takes us back to the opening scene and frames the 

first n1ajor n1ovement of the play's structure. Oedipus, having ar­

rived as a feeble, frightened stranger, has been taken into a new 

communiC)~ one informed by the gift circle that the old 1nan has 

established with the citizens and the gods. The dyna1nic of this 

comn1uniC)' reflects and reinforces the hard-won wisdo1n that 

began with the self-blinding and has matured in the crucible of 

suffering. Here, in this place, Oedipus will end his long life. 
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But not quite yet. There are, as we have seen, threats to this 

new union and to the understanding of himself that Oedipus 

carries into it. Echoes from the past, of Oedipus's heroic per­

sona and its consequences, have come to be associated in this 

play with Thebes and with Oedipus's sons. These forces have al­

ready begun to intrude, in the reports fron1 ls1nene and the cu­

riosity of the chorus. In the second half of the pla}~ Oedipus will 

have to meet and master his past once more, turning to face it 

with a combative truculence that fits with that tin1e and his for­

mer persona within it. Struggling against Creon and Polynices, 

Oedipus will encounter embodiments of his old selt; leavin2 
1.,"l 

them finally behind, he will come fully into the inheritance of 

Tiresias, and then move beyond it. 
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BEYOND TIRESIAS 
Ocdiplts at Colo111ts 2 

Man, thinking of hirnself secretly as a con1pletely free au­

tono1nous self with unlimited possibilities ( after all he is 

taught by his society that this is what he is), finds hi111self 

in an impossible predica1nent. He is "as a god" and there­

fore e\'ervthing is within reach. But it turns out that all he 
; ._, 

can successfulh, reach bv his own volition is not quite 
' J 

worth h;wing. \Vhat he real&• seeks and needs-love, an au-

thentic identit:~ a life that has n1eaning-cannot be had 

n1erelr by willi11g and br taking steps to procure the1n .... 

The things we really need come to us only as gifts, and in 

order to receive then, as gifts we have to be open. In order 

to be open we have to renounce ourselves, in a sense we 

have to die to our image of ourselves, our autonon1y. our fix­

ation upon our self-willed identity. We have to relax that 

psychic and spiritual cra1np that knots us in the painful. 

vulnerable, helpless "I" that is all we know as ourselves. 

Tho1nas Merton, Co19crt11res of A Cttilty Bystander 

Oedipus has conic to Athens seeking rest, bearing gifts fron1 the 

gods. In his n1eeting with Theseus, he fonns a bond rich with 

implications for himself and for his new city. Moving beyond 

reciprociq~ the old 1nan draws Athens into a gift circle with the 

gods; in doing so, he begins to realize the pron1ise of his self-

125 
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blinding by becoming the channel through which divine power 

flows, and in this he redefines the meaning of his life. Much is 

at stake, then, when Creon arrives from Thebes to challenge this 

new bond. 

Crean and the Tragic Past 

Crean comes freighted with meaning beyond the immediate 

time and place. His own history as a character in the trilogy of 

Oedipus plays by Sophocles is, as we have seen, a mixed one. The 

earliest Crean, of Antigone, presents the model of a tyrant in our 

modern sense: power-hungry, suspicious, self-destructive; in Oedi­
pus Rex, a milder figure emerges-one capable of strong emotion 

when challenged, but also of moderation and restraint in deal­

ing with the ruined and frightening king. Here, he walks on 

stage preceded, as we recall, by dark prophecies: 

ISMENE: 

Yes! 

the gods are about to raise you to your feet­

till now they were bent on your destruction. 

OEDIPUS: 

It costs then1 little to raise an old man! 

Someone crushed in younger days. 

ISMENE: 

That may be, 

but Creon, at anv rate-make no mistake, 
j 

he's con1ing for you. for just this reason. 

Soon, not late, I warn vou. 
I 

OEDIPUS: 

To do what, my child? Be clearer-tell me. 
ISMI::Nl:: 

To settle you near the fatherland of Thebes, 
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ro have you in rhcir power. 

bur vou rnav nor scr foor wirhin the borders. 
J J 

OEI)IPL!S: 

\ Vhar ea rrhly use an1 I ro rhcm. deposircd 
bc,·ond rhc garcs? 

/ L-

IS~1ENE: 

Your romb will curse rhcm 

if ir lacks rhc proper rircs. 

127 

(394-403) 

Thebes plans to leave Oedipus in limbo, outside the city but 

close by. The prophecy is obscure, like all messages from the 

gods, but this much is clear: Thebes will suffer a defeat "that day 

ther stand upon your [Oedipus's] tomb" ( 4 I I). The Thebans 

see1n to hope that by having Oedipus near their city, they can 

somehow avoid defeat at the hands of foreigners. Oedipus, look­

ing to find rest in the grove of the goddesses, has tied himself to 

Athens, and so pledged to bring victory to that city someti1ne in 

the future. 

Creon is, then, the agent for a maneuver that looks familiar to 

students of Greek tragedy and of Oedipus Rex in particular: 

Prophecies have foretold an outcome that he and his city hope 

somehow to avoid. Within the world of the play, his ploys seem 

at least plausible, but to us, looking on from our detached per­

spective, they are of a piece with other desperate atte1npts to 

deny the workings of inexorable forces beyond the control of 

mortals. In Creon, Oedipus confronts aspects of his former 

heroic self-the tragic denial of what must be. That Creon, too, is 

an old man ( probably older than Oedipus) reminds us that the 

new perspective Oedipus is trying to bring to fruition is not nec­

essarily the "normal" model for old men in Greek literature. 

Wisdo1n can come through suffering, but not to everyone. 
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Creon begins n1ildly enough: 

Noble old men, the pride of your land, 

I scen1 to catch a glint of fear in your eyes, 

a sudden shudder at my arrival. Don't be afraid, 

and don't greet rnc with anything uncivil. 

I haven't come here with any thought of force, 

I'm too old for that, 

and I know the city I have reached is strong, 

if any city in Greece is strong-a great power. 

No, I have been sent, despite my age, 

to persuade this old n1an here 

to return to the land of his fathers. 

I haven't c01ne on my own initiative either: 

I bear the n1andate of n1y entire people 

since it fell to me, by ties of blood, 

to mourn his pains as no one else in Thebes. 

( 728-739) 

Creon trades on his blood relation to Oedipus-not a 

promising note, given the history of such appeals in the Oedi­

pus plays. He also flatters Athens, the "great power," a title with 

1nuch poignance for the audience of 401 B.C., whose city had re­

cently been thoroughly defeated by Sparta in the Peloponncsian 

War; and he hides behind his aged frailty, though his henchn1cn 

are apparently young enough to use force. 

Fro111 here the tone begins to turn ugly. Oedipus is called 

"hon1e" by Thebes, wretched as he is; Creon is "pained" to see 

hin1, a "beggar," a "stranger" (xenos), stwnbling along bereft of 

sustenance. And Antigone, so frail, so degraded, a young wo1nan 

still urm1arried. Oedipus is a disgrace, to hin1self and his people; 
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he can hide himself and avoid further sha1nc bv returning to 
; ..__ 

Thebes ( 740-759). The :1tten1pt to sharne Oedipus into con1-

f-1liance firs with Creon's n1ission and the view of ]ife it repre­

sents. Nothing dri,Ts the sdf-sufTicient tragic hero like the fear ..__ ..__ 

of appearing inadequate before his fellow heroes. Shan1e is the 

con1n1on coin of tradition:1l heroic culture. In Hyde's terms, 

Crcon ap1-1cars in the guise of the salcsnun, looking to n1ove 

Oedipus back to Thebes, where the old n1an will earn a "profit" 

f~H his fonncr citv. 
; 

The Angry Oain1on 

Oedipus is 1110,·ed by this appeal. but not in the way Creon 

would hope. As we have corne to expect. the atten1pt to drag hi1n 

back into the past enrages and energizes: 

\Vhat brazen gall! You'd stop at nothing! 

Fron1 any appeal at all you'd wring 

so1nc twisted. ingenious justice of your own! 

\Vh,· n1ust vou attack n1e so, twice over, 
; I 

catching n1e in the traps where I would suffer rnost? 

First. in the old davs, when I was sick to death 
I 

with the horror of mv life, 
j 

when I lusted to be driven into exile, 

you ref used that favor-for all n1y prayers. 

But then, when I'd had my fill of rage at last 

and living on in the old ancestral house see1ned sweet ... 

then you were all for cutting, casting me away-

these ties of blood you rnaunder on about 

meant nothing to you then. 

(761-771) 
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The tirade continues for another twenty-five lines and we 

begin to sec signs in Oedipus that he has come to feel the new 

power that closeness to death has brought. He knows the real 

motives behind Creon's pleas, and they are futile; he will tell the 

destiny of Thebes: 

Well that is not your destiny, no this is­

my curse, my fury of vengeance 

rooted deep in your soil for all time to come! 

And for my sons, this legacy: a kingdom in my realm, 

room enough to die in-six feet of earth. 

Now then, don't I sec the fate of Thebes 

1nore vividly than you? Oh so 1nuch more, 

the sources of all I know arc so 1nuch stronger: 

Apollo and Zeus himsel( Apollo's father. 

(787-793) 

These lines remind us in one sense of Tircsias in Oedipm Rex, 
angered by Oedipus, delivering the true will of the gods. But the 

cursing has another resonance. In traditional societies, cursing 

beco1nes a potent weapon for old men, who draw on their lim­

inal closeness to the gods for power in this world to compensate 

for diminishing physical strength. And in the specific context of 

archaic Greek religion, Oedipus invokes the specter of the angry 

daimon the dead hero can bcco1ne, helping his friends and harm­

ing his encn1ics fron1 beyond the grave, his burial site the center 

of a cult of anxious worship. 

Here we encounter an aspect of the aged Oedipus that defies 

easy definition and n1ay make us slightly uncomfortable. He is 

angry, and he is able to contcn1platc with satisfaction the ven­

geance he will take fron1 beyond the grave on those who have 
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,,Ton2ed hi1n. The ano-er is consistent with what we have seen 
~J b 

fro1n his other forays into the past, but now it co1nes with a new 

sense of confidence fuclcd bv his (rrowi 112 awa rcness that he has 
,J b '-l 

a new kind of power l1mmst the gods haw a plan for him. \Ve reflect 

that a divine pbn for Oedipus is nothing new: that has not 

changed-neither for hin1 nor, presu1nabl)~ for any other n1or­

tal in the universe of the plays. \Vhat has changed is his aware­

ness of the plan and his acceptance of it. In Ordip11s Rex, tran­

scendent forces sccn1cd to work against Oedipus's need to feel 

powerful by in1posing his will on the world around hin1; now, 

by accepting his powerlessness in the face of those forces, he is 

apparently en1powered to work his will. This hardly looks like 

the forn1ing of a new kind of selfless servant of the gods. 

\Vhat bothers us, perhaps, is that son1ehow the future defeat 

of Thebes looks-to us and to Oedipus-like the fulfilling of 

his agenda. So it is, but that is only because the defeat of Thebes 

and the victory of Athens are apparently in the gods' plan, over 

which, Oedipus has learned through his years of suffering, he 

has no control and so must accept, whatever it n1ight be. We may 

feel that the distinction between the young, defiant Oedipus and 

the old, accepting one would be more telling if he would be 

shown to be accepting only of his own suffering, past and pre­

sent. rather than exulting in the future pain of Thebans. Per­

haps, too, we would prefer to think that to 1nove toward death 

and thus beyond human life would produce a certain detach­

n1ent fron1 the grievances of this world. 

And so it would, but Oedipus is not now 1noving in that direc­

tion. As long as he is pulled toward Thebes, Oedipus's business 

with this world is not finished-he is not ready to die-:1.nd as 

long JS he faces toward the past that Thebes syn1bolizes, he can­

not achieve the final serenity held out ro hin1 by the gods. The new 

leverage that his knowledge of the gods' plan gives hi1n is here put 
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in the service of a willful vengeance that reflects the former, 

heroic Oedipus, jealous of his own prerogatives, quick to accuse 

others of wronging him. The result is a peculiar mix of attitudes 

that reflects the still unfinished nature of Oedipus's life journey. 

We n1ay pause to reflect further on the role of Creon in this 

journey. He is, as we have seen, rather a different kind of old man 

than the Oedipus poised on the edge of the grove. While Oedi­

pus has been wandering, poor and homeless, Creon has been ei­

ther ruling or standing at the elbow of kings. In this sense, we 

111ighc well see in him what Oedipus n1ighc have beco111e if he had 

not been forced into self-awareness by suffering. Creon's readi­

ness to resort to shan1ing and, as we will soon see, bullying tac­

tics fits with the heroic n1yopia he carries for the Thebans as a 

whole. Oedipus at Co/onus is a different play from Oedipus Rex, with 

a looser structure, but in the confrontation of Creon and Oedi­

pus here we can see son1ething of the earlier argument of Oedi­

pus and Tiresias. In each case, an aged foreigner arrives to con­

front Oedipus with something of himself chat he would rather 

not accept. The difference is chat in the earlier play Tiresias 

points toward a future self, whereas here it is the past Oedipus 

whom Creon reflects. 

Thebes and Athens 

Oedipus and Creon continue to trade insults until Creon 

plays his trump: he has captured Ismene, and will cake Antigone, 

too-hostages to force Oedipus to go to Thebes. The aged cho­

rus are indignant, but neither they nor Oedipus, whose bravado 

crun1bles instantly in the face of these abductions, are able to do 

n1t1Ch against Creon's chugs as they n1arch off with Antigone. 

The next seventy lines show an inconclusive standoff, with the 

chorus atten1pting to block at least Creon's exit, he threatening 

war if he is touched. Finall}; Crean decides to cake Oedipus 
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hi1nsclf by force, and the old 1nan resorts to the only weapon he 

has. another curse: 

No!­

let the Powers of this place pennit me, 

let 111c break their sacred silence, one 11101-c curse. 

You, vou swine-with 111\' eves oonc, )'OU rinned awa)' 
I I I ~ rr 

the hclnlcss darling of 111)-' eves, 111\' light in darkness! r '- j i "'--' 

So n1ay the great god of the sun, the eye of the day 

that sees all things. grant you and your race 

a life like 1ninc-bl i nd old age at last! 

(864-870) 

Creon is undeterred and is on the verge of dragging Oedipus 

off hin1self when Theseus returns-riding a white horse, we 

irnagine-to thwart the villains. 

\Vith Theseus's arrival, the confrontation takes on a further 

din1ension. Now the standoff is between Athens, home of 

den1ocracy and protector of suppliants, and Thebes, the city 

that, in the Oedipus plays and in Greek tragedy in general, sym­

bolizes violence and political discord. Both characterizations 

were by the time of this play proverbial, but the contrast has an 

elegiac resonance here, in Sophocles' farewell to his home. Oedi­

pus initiates the glorification of Athens in his first protest to the 

chorus at 258ff.: what good is the city's renown for protecting 

strangers if it no\v expels him? The chorus pick up the the1ne as 

Creon tries to drag Oedipus away: "[I]t's the end of Athens, 

Athens is no 1nore!" (879). Theseus returns to en1body the 

virtues of Athens, in contrast to the Theban Creon, who has 

shown himself by now to be a thoroughly unpleasant old man. 

Hearing the story of Creon's outrages, Theseus sends out a res­

cue party to intercept the kidnappers, then delivers a stern rebuke: 
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You, you'll never leave this land until you return 

those young girls, produce them before my eyes. 

What you've done hurniliates rne 

and your own country, the race that gave you life. 

You have come to a city that practices justice, 

that sanctions nothing without law, but you, 

you flout our authorities, make your inroads, 

seize your prizes, con1TI1andeer at will! 

Tell me, did you imagine Athens stripped of men, 

peopled by slaves? Myself worth nothing? 

No, 

it wasn't Thebes that trained you in your treachery: 

Thebes n1akes no habit of rearing lawless sons. 

Nor would she ever praise you if she learned 

you're plundering me, plundering our gods, 

dragging away their helpless suppliants by force. 

Never, I tell you, if I'd set foot on your soil, 

even if I'd the most just claims on earth-

never without the sanction of your king, 

whoever he n1ight be, I'd never drag and plunder. 

I would know how a stranger should conduct himself 

in the midst of citizens. But you disgrace a city 
that deserves the opposite-your native city. too. 

And the fullness of your years that brings vou 
j ~ J 

ripe old age has emptied out your senses. 

(909-931) 

-rhe generous view of the Theban people as a whole-in 

contrast to their unworthy agent-that Theseus offers here has 

troubled sorne students of the pla}~ and has been attributed to 

local politics between Athens and Thebes at the end of the Pelo-
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ponnesian \Var. This rnay well be right, but in any event, the 

generosity fits with the picture of Theseus we already have: he, 

like Athens. gives the benefit of the doubt. Creon's reply. n1ean­

whilc, justifies his bad repute. He never thought Athens un­

n1anly or unwise. But he also never thought that Athens, noble 

bastion of justice that it is, would harbor a parricide, a corrupt 

practicer of incest with his own n1other. He (Creon) is only one 

old 111an, dcfenseless, but having a just cause, he will fight back 

as best he can (939-959). It is a s1narmy perfonnance in the 

light of his recent tactics, exen1plifying the kind of sophistic, 

sn1ooth talker al ways on the "wrong" side in Greek tragedy; and 

putting hin1 yet more firn1ly in the role of villain, opposed by 

the spotless Theseus. 

This part of the play is not Sophocles' most subtle dra­

n1aturgy. The painting of cities and their citizens is in broad 

strokes, predon1inantly black and white; Creon and Theseus in 

particular are characters n1ore at home in melodrama than the 

nonnally complex world of Greek tragedy. Theseus dashes on­

stage three times in this play before the disappearance of Oedi­

pus, each entrance showing him yet more selfless and noble. But 

there is no real development of his heroic persona, and we find 

in hin1 none of the probing characterization Sophocles uses for 

his hero in Oedipus Rex. His speeches here are full of virile as­

sertiveness and lofty sentiments; nothing of the darker side of 

traditional heroism is evident. Creon, meanwhile, is nasty in an 

almost comic-book style: we can imagine him twirling his mus­

tache as he orders his minions to snatch the helpless maidens. 

Again, none of the complexity even of the earlier portrait in 

Antigone comes through. In this stretch of the play, the goal of 

glorifying Athens as the home of justice and moderation scc1ns 

to have overridden Sophocles' normally penetrating presenta­

tion of hun1an motivation. 
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But finally, in any event, this is Oedipus's play, and no other 

character achieves a very high level of definition. Theseus and 

Athens on one side, Creon and Thebes on the other, all mirror, 

on the level in this play most germane to our interests, parts of 

Oedipus, past, present, future; the future triumph of Athens, al­

ready written in the prophecies, signals the gods' will in regard 

to Oedipus, too: he will realize the fruits of his suffering in his 

final, Athenian self, and reject the picture of himself that 

Thebes holds up to him. Both sides tug at the old man, and he 

stays at the center of our attention, the 1nagnet to which all 

other characters are drawn. Oedipus at Colonus has been a hard play 

for audiences to warm to, and part of the trouble may be the fact 

of its peculiar structure: an old man at the center, alternately ac­

tive and passive, with other characters coming and going in 

episodic fashion. In this sense, we 1nay see so1ne parallels to the 

earlier Electra, where the emotive but im1nobile hero responds to 

the acts of others. Yet Oedipus, though he is present fron1 the 

play's opening scene until his last exit near the end, is not im-

1nobile; his movements, though small in actual distance on the 

stage, carry enormous symbolic meaning, 1napping out his final 

struggle to be the n1an he is to be. 

Theseus's intervention restores Oedipus, and he launches one 

1nore blistering attack at Creon: 

Unctuous, shamrlcss-wherc do rou think your insults 

do more danuge, n1y old age or yours? Bloodshed, 

incest, 1niseq~ all your mouth lets fly at 1nc, 

I have suffered it all, and aII against mv will! 
'- I 

Such was the pleasure of the gods, raging, 

perhaps, against our race from ages past. 

But as for me alone-

say my unwilling crin1es against 1nysclf 
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and against 111\· own were pavn1cnt frorn the gods 
'- J I 

for so111cthing cri111inal deep inside n1e ... no, look hard, 

\·ou'll find no guilt to accuse 111c of-I arn innocent! 
J '-

(960-968) 

He goes on to review the terrible history one rnore tirne: 
'- J 

Laius's rnurder; the grotesque 111arriage to Jocasta. This is his 

last and 1nost vigorous sclf-defense, a fierce atten1pt finally to 

establish his innocence by virtue of his ignorance. The gods had 

their "pleasure" of him, deciding his doom before he was born, 

maybe even settling son1e ancient grudge against the family: how 

can Ix be condernned? Indeed, why is Creon's behavior not worse 

than his, since it was done with full knowledge of the circun1-

stances (969-1009)? It is as if Creon's laying hands on him 

transn1itted sorne germ of the violent tragic past, and it works 

in him now, fueling his sense of being a victim, his relapse into 

heroic isolation, a noble man brought low by his "enemies." 

Polynices: The Heart of Pain 

Theseus marches the querulous Creon away, and the chorus, 

catching the spirit of force, sing in anticipation of the great bat­

tle to come: 

0 god, to be there!-

where the warring annies wheel and charge­

soon, soon, fighting hand-to-hand 

in the brazen cries of battle! 

(1044-1047) 

They go on for almost fifty lines: Apollo at the pass, Theseus 

in the thick of battle, the armed n1ight of Col onus, and so forth. 

It is sometimes difficult to catch the exact tone of poetry fro1n 
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so far away in time, but to me this all seems to be imbued with 

the n1elodramatic flavor of the scene preceding. Theseus way­

laying a s1nall band of The ban soldiers atte1npting a shabby kid­

napping will not carry the weight this choral ode seems to re­

quire. In any event, the reunion of Oedipus with his daughters 

that follows immediately is founded on firmer emotional 

grounds: 

OEDIPUS: 

Child! 

You're here, both of you in the flesh? 

ANTIGONE: 

Yes! His strong arn1s saved us­

Theseus and his loyal cmnrades. 

OEDlPUS: 

Closer, children, come to your father! 

Let n1e embrace you-I never thought I'd feel you, 

hold you again. 

(1102-1105) 

We are rerninded of the old man's frailty and vulnerability 

here, following the thunderous tirade against Creon. He calls his 

daughters his "supports" (skeptra) (II 09), and the Greek word 

has a telling range of associations. It is used to describe both the 

beggar's staff and the scepter of the ruler in assembly: Achilles 

sla111s down the skeptron when he leaves the Greek camp at the be­

ginning of the Iliad; Odysseus carries a skeptron when he arrives at 

Ithaka disguised as a beggar, then wields it as king after his tri­

u1nph over the suitors; when Tiresias foretells Oedipus's exile in 

Oedipus Rex, he sees hi111 leaning on a skeptron. The image of 

Antigone and Isn1ene as the skeptra of their father has, then, rich 

irnplications. They have been his beggar's staff as he wanders, 
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but they also perhaps syn1bolize his return to power on the new 

tcnns decreed bv the gods-tenns that n1andate a rnore fc111i11i11c 
J .... J' 

111ode of being than his earlier, heroic self .... 
After n1utual shows of affection, Oedipus turns to Theseus 

and delivers a passionate speech of thanks, to hi1n and to his city, 

where he has finallv found "reverence, hurnanitv. and I ins that 
j j r 

ne\·cr lie" (I I 25-I 127). Carried away by his frclings, Oedipus 

reaches for Thcseus's hand, then checks hin1sclf: 

\Vhat arn I saying? 

\'ou touch 111c? How could I ask? So wretched, 

a 1nan stained to the core of his existence! 

I ask rou? Never! I wouldn't let you, 

even if \'OU \Vere willing. No, the onlv ones 
J ..__, I 

who can share n1y pain arc those who've borne it with 1ne. 

(II32-II36) 

Here is one of the more poignant 1noments in Greek drama. 

Oedipus, outcast and beggar for so n1any years, finally finds a 

new ho1ne, and even there cannot have the si1nple hun1an pleasure 

of touch, except fron1 his daughters, who as children of incest 

arc alread}~ presumably, beyond saving fro1n his polluted soul; 

nothing has changed in this regard since the end of Oedipus Rex. 
Theseus reassures Oedipus, who has apologized for going on 

at length: words are not so important to hin1 as actions, and 

Oedipus's deeds prove it. But there is one thing. A stranger has 

thro\vn hin1sclf as a suppliant on the altar of Poscidon, where 

Theseus was sacrificing. Oedipus is in11ncdiately curious: Who 

is the stranger? Vvhat could he want? Theseus says he is fro111 

Argos, and the mood changes instantly. Oedipus wants to hear 

no more about the 1nan; he knows hi1n. It is Polyniccs, "that son 

I hate!" (I I 73). Why not at least talk to hin1, Theseus asks. Be-
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cause the very sound of his voice is "loathsome" to his father 

(I I 77). 
No episode in the play is more controversial than the scene 

between Oedipus and his elder son. The plot seems to have 

moved along to some kind of happy ending, with Creon and his 

nefarious henchmen dispatched, the old man and his daughters 

reunited. Oedipus has had a chance to defend his past behavior, 

and even if we are not totally convinced by his claims, at least we 

feel some sense of closure. To bring on Polynices at this point, 

retarding the climax of a plot that has already wandered more 

than is pleasing to some, seems perverse. Though we have seen 

Oedipus's anger at his sons before, and know its origins, the 

force of the old man's fury is still daunting. It is a sad thing for 

a rnan to hate his children in any event; for Oedipus, it is especially 

so. Cut off as he is from any connection with his past, threat­

ened with the deadly status of other; an old man might look to his 

children at least for support: the love of children can preserve 

"object status." This has been possible in the case of Oedipus's 

daughters, but not with his sons, and in the patriarchal world of 

the play the difference is telling. 

But to yearn for a n1ore tranquil relationship between Oedi­

pus and his sons, for forgiveness instead of unrelenting fur}~ is 

to miss the power and significance of what is happening to the 

old man. Oedipus's isolation is soon coming to an end. In the 

final, horrific clash with Polynices, the pain of Oedipus's past 

history is relived and brought to a climax of sorts, in prepara­

tion for the great consumn1ation that will mark his departure 

both fron1 this earth and from the way of understanding him­

self that helped bring the pain into being. 

Against Oedipus's refusal arc ranged Theseus, who urges re­

spect for the god on whose altar Polynices has thrown himself, 

and Antigone, who begins n1ildly, then hits close: 
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'{cs, and you're his father­

so even if he'd inflict on you the worst wrong, 

the worst outr;-i2:e, father, it isn't rio-ht 
~J ~ 

for \'OU to strike back in kind. 
I 

Oh let hi1n conic! 

Many other n1en have rebellious children, 

quick te1npcrs too ... but they I is ten to reason, 

they relent, the worst ones r;-ige in their natures 

channcd away by the soothing spells of loved ones. 

Look to the past, not the present, consider all 

vou suffered through yo1tr father and n1other-
' '-' J 

look hard at that. You will sec, I think, 

what a dreadful outcon1e waits on dreadful anger. 

You' ,,e good reason to remen1ber, deprived of your eyes­

eyes that can never see the light again. 

Yield to us! 

It isn't good for rnen with a decent cause 

to beg too long, or a man to receive help, 

then fail to treat a fellow-victin1 kindly. 

141 

(l 189-1203) 

The sentiments are not perhaps startling in themselves-the 

need for forgiveness in families, avoiding the same mistakes one's 

parents made-but this is not a nonnal family. She speaks to a 

n1an who not only "suffered" through his parents, he was 

n1arked by them for death-a son who inflicted the ultin1ate 

"outrage" on his father. And, of course, the son who asks for 

n1ercy and forgiveness is also a brother, the daughter who inter­

cedes, a sister. This innocuous-sounding 1 ittle speech takes 

Oedipus to the heart of his painful family life, returning hi111 for 

the last time to the past, with all its horrors. 

Oedipus relents, but not without a pron1ise of protection 
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from Theseus. The Athenian king exits, and the chorus sing 

their last full song ( quoted in part earlier), on the evils of old 

age. In the final epode, the old men imagine Oedipus as a storm­

lashed headland: 

This is the grief he faces-I am not alone­

like some great headland fronting the north 

hit by the winter breakers beating down 

from every quarter-so he suffers, 

terrible blows crashing over him 

head to foot, over and over 

down from every quarter-

now from the west, the dying sun 

now fron1 the first light rising 

now from the blazing beams of noon 

now from the north engulfed in endless night. 

(I 239-I 248) 

A faint echo here perhaps of Oedipus's wish at the end of 

Oedipus Rex to live on Mount Cithaeron: "Mother and father 

n1arkcd out that rock/ to be my everlasting tomb-buried 

alive" (1452-1453). The role the chorus projects for Oedipus 

turns out to be wrong: if there is a stonn con1ing, it will proceed 

fron1 the old n1an, and his son is the one to be lashed. The re­

versal is effective in pointing the contrast between this Oedipus 

and the kind of n1an the chorus expects: Sophocles' heroes, 

whatever else they 1nay be, arc never ordinary. 

Antigone sees Polynices first, fron1 a distance, approaching in 

tears. Like the shepherd in Oedipus Rex, he walks-slowly, I in1ag­

ine-across the stage, an ernissary fron1 the past. Oedipus re­

n1ains silent for the first long speech, part of which is addressed 

to hin1. We hear at first echoes of Crean, a shocked outcry at the 
J 
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appalling state Polynices finds his father in. Yet the ugly nian­

ner that characterizes Creon's speeches is absent here: Polynices 

has wronged his father, and he adn1its it (I 265-I 270); he begs 

for forgiveness, tells the story of his recent past. and reveals the 

reason for his n1ission: whichever side Oedipus favors in the 

co111ing struggle between h in1 and his brother will win the war 

for the throne of Thebes (1331-1332). 
Oedipus has 111aintained a stony silence. The chorus, Antig­

one, Poh·nices, all beg hin1 to answer, and finallv he relents. The 
I ~ J 

resulting curse brings to a hair-raising, vitriolic crescendo all of 

his previous anger. First. a review of past offcnses: 

You, degeneratc­

vou. when \'OU held the throne and scepter 
' j 

vour blood brother now holds in Thebes, 
j 

vou drove n1c into exile, vour own father! 
; I 

You stripped me of my cit)~ you put on 1ny back 

these rags you weep to sec, now, only now 

you've sunk to the same depths of pain as I. 
(1354-1359) 

He goes on to his years of wandering, begging-all the fault 

of his ungrateful sons: only his daughters saved him. Neither 

Polynices nor his brother will rule in Thebes; no, they will kill 

each other, fulfilling an earlier curse from their father. His last 

\vords to his son spiral into demonic fury: 

You-die! 
Die and be damned! 

I spit on you! Out! 

your father cuts you off! Corruption-scum of the earth!­

out!-and pack these curses I call down upon your head: 
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never to win your mother-country with your spear, 

never to return to Argos ringed with hills-

Die! 

Die by your own blood brother's hand-die!­

killing the very man who drove you out! 

So I curse your life out! 

I call on the dark depths of Tarrarus brimming hate, 

where all our fathers lie, to hale you home! 

I cry to the great goddesses of this grove! 

I cry to the great god War 

who planted the terrible hatred in your hearts! 

Go!-with all my curses thundering in your ears­

go and herald the1n out to every man in Thebes 

and all your loyal cornrades under arms! Cry out 

that Oedipus has bequeathed these last rights, 

these royal rights of birth to both his sons! 

(1383-1396) 

Docs Polyniccs "deserve" this attack? Some readers have 

painted him in lurid colors, a consummate villain who deserves 

everything he gets, but finally this sccn1s forced. It appears, in 

fact, that Sophocles tried to make him as sympathetic as possi­

ble in the circumstances. He has been selfish and a bad son, but 

his abject apologies ring true; he has another agenda, but this 

docs not preclude rcn1orsc. There is s01ncth i ng n1onstrous 

about Oedipus here that no a1nount of special pleading will case. 

Yet fron1 the perspective we have been developing, the fury, 

however disturbing, 1nakcs sense. Polynices is the last of a series 

of people who have tried to pull Oedipus back fron1 the grove 

of the Eun1enidcs; his pleas reanimate the darkest parts of the 

past; like Crean, he prods at the sources of shame in the old 

man, and nothing drives anger like shan1c. In the larger move-
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rnent of the pla)~ this terrible eruption takes its place beside 

other angry outbursts that anin1ate the old Oedipus by provid­

ing an objective enen1y "out there." Such projection, we have 

said, prornotcs longevity in old n1en, and in this context, then, 

puts off the final walk to his death until his business with this 

world is done. 

In his anger, we have seen Oedipus revert to the way of un­

derstanding hin1sclf and his life that characterized his earlier, 
'--

Corinthian persona, as if contact with the past brought his for-

rner self back to life. During the exchange between Antigone and 

Polynices that follows, Oedipus is entirely silent: he will never 

speak another word to his son. He becomes instead a spectator 

to a farniliar scene: he could be watching himself as a young 

n1an-the tragic hero denying the workings of inexorable tran­

scendent forces. Polynices "knows," in the way all tragic heroes 

know, that his father's refusal to take sides means doom for the 

expedition against his brother at Thebes. Still he persists-de­

spite the pleading of Antigone-because denial overrides knowl­

edge in the tragic world: 

ANTIGONE: 

Turn back the armies, back to Argos, quickly! 

Don't destroy yourself and Thebes. 

POL '{NICES: 

Unthinkable-

how could I ever raise the same force again, 

once I flinched in crisis? 

ANTIGONE: 

Again? Oh dear boy, 

why should your anger ever rise again? 

What do you stand to gain, 

razing your father-city to the roots? 
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POLYNICES: 

Exile is humiliating, and I am the elder 

and being mocked so brutally by my brother­

ANTIGONE: 

Don't you see? 

You carry out father's prophecies to the finish! 

Didn't he cry aloud you'd kill each other, 

fighting hand-to-hand? 

POLYNICES: 

True, 

that's his wish-but I, I can't give up. 

ANTIGONE: 

Oh no ... but who would dare to follow you now, 

hearing oracles the man's delivered? 

POLYNICES: 

I si1nply won't report the1n, not a word. 

The good leader repeats the good news, 

keeps the worst to himself. 

ANTIGONE: 

So, my brother, your heart is set on this? 

POLYNICES: 

Yes-

(1416-1432) 

Here the elen1ent of projection takes on the flavor of exor­

cis1n, as if, in his last tirade, Oedipus passes on the poison of 

tragic denial pern1ancntly to his son, and then watches it work 

in hi1n. Now, finally freed of the past, Oedipus can turn toward 

the grove again, and n1ake a good death. Polynices, meanwhile, 

carries his father's deadly contagion back to Thebes, the syn1-

bolic home of all it represents. The episode of Polynices repre­

sents a suppliant drama within a suppliant drama, and the out­

cotnes must differ if Oedipus's spiritual quest is to be fulfilled. 
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For Oedipus to find a hon1e in Athens, he n1ust deny Polynices­

and the rotmger ,·ersion of hin1sclf that his son represents-a 

hornc inside hi111sclf: the heroic Oedipus n1ust die again to en­

sure the final corning into being of a different kind of n1an. 
'- '-

The Last \Valk 

Everything happens quickly now. Polynices leaves, the chorus's 

broodings on tin1c and destiny arc cut short by distant thunder. 

Oedipus feels the gods calling and sends for Theseus; the thun­

der con1cs closer, crashing all around; Oedipus asks again for 

Theseus: he would begin to deliver that gift now. The king ar­

ri,·es. noble and ti1nelv as alwavs, and hears fron1 the old rnan 
J J 

that the thunder signals his in1n1inent death. He has instructions: 

OEDIPUS: 

I will n?veal it all to you, son of Aegeus, 

the power that age cannot destroy. 

the heritage stored up for you and Athens. 

Soon, soon I will lead vou on n1vsclf, no hand 
j j 

to lead my way, to the place where I 1nust die. 

Never reveal the spot to mortal man, 

not even the region, not where it lies hidden. 

Then it will always form a defense for you, 

a bulwark stronger than many shields, 

stronger than the spear of massed allies. 

But these are great mysteries ... 

words must never rouse rhen1 from their depths. 

You will learn them all for yourself, once 

you come to our destination, you alone. 

I cannot utter them to your people here, 

nor to n1y own children, love them as I do. 

No, you alone 1nust keep them safe forever, 
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and when you reach the end of your own life, 

reveal them only to your eldest, dearest son, 

and then let him reveal them to his heir 

and so through the generations, on forever. 

Then you will keep your city safe from Thebes, 

the fighters sprung from the Dragon's teeth. 

So many cities ride roughshod over their neighbors­

reckless, even if that neighbor lives in peace-

for the gods are strong but slow to see and strike 

when a n1an has flung all fear of god to the winds 

and turned to frenzy. Never risk defeat, Theseus, 

never divulge what you will learn. 

Well, 

you know these things, no need to preach to you. 

On now, on to our destination ... I can feel 

the god within me urge n1e on-onward, 

we must hesitate no n1ore. 

(1518-1541) 

The transformation has been instantaneous. Frailty is all gone 

now, and so is anger. In their place, serene self-confidence: Oedi­

pus is certain that the gods want hin1 to be right where he is, 

doing just what he is doing. Along with this new attitude co1nes 

the return of the acceptance that 1narked his first entrance. We 

n1ay say that the dran1a has returned to where it began, with 

Oedipus on the edge of eternity. But with a crucial difference: 

what seen1ed then a sign of fi·ailty is now evidence of a flowering 

of the new 1nan; the angry dai111011 has given way to a giver of gifts. 

-rhe speech itself is full of poignant rneaning-for the 

Athenian audience, for us, and ( we suppose) for Sophocles him­

self Spoken in the wake of Athens's defeat, it has the effect of 
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offering a different kind of safetv for the citv-safet)' not in or 
'- J j 

fro111 arn1s and battle but. s01nehow, in the enduring c:1re of its 

greatest tragic hero, 111ystcriously presmt to his adopted ho1ne 

forever. In rhis context it is i1npossible to separatr the play­

\\Tight fro111 his cre:1tion. Sophocles, too, is close to death, and 

offers his own gift to thr city ,vhere he has lived so long: Athens 

will endure as long as its art ren1ains. 

His 1nessagc delivered. Oedipus rises. walking slowly: 

follow 111e. 0 n1y children, 
J 

con1e this wav. I stand revealed at last. look, 
J 

a strange new role for 1nc-I arn vour guide 
'- j 

as vou were once vour father's. On, onward! 
I I 

No. don't touch 1ne. let rne find that sacred grove n1yself 

where the Fates will bury Oedipus in this land. 

This wa}~ come, walk on! This is the way 

they lead me on, Hermes the Escort of the Dead, 

Persephone, Queen of the Dead. 

(1542-1548) 

Small physical rnovements have carried great weight all 

through this play, but none as 1nuch as this slow walk. Until 

now. Oedipus has been moved around the stage by forces beyond 

his control; now, he leads. In this new vigor and surety, Sopho­

cles shows us the power of the gods coursing through the old 

rnan-a physical representation of spiritual transformation. In 

the longer perspective of both plays, this walk con1pletes a se­

ries: Tiresias, the Corinthian 1nessenger, the old shepherd, all ar­

riving in Thebes; Oedipus himself arriving in Colonus, and now 

finishing the journey by exiting into the grove. Most important 

are the first and last. Tiresias came delivering and e111bodying 

both a past and a future for Oedipus; as he leaves to co111plete 
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his long life journey, Oedipus is about to realize the promise that 

the old prophet held out to him. Sophocles walks beside the old 

Oedipus, and so does Tiresias. 

The Great Consummation 

As he did in Oedipus Rex, Oedipus delivers the hero's farewell 

to the light, then leads his daughters, Theseus, and his atten­

dants offstage. The chorus pray to the gods of death to grant 

the old man a peaceful end. A messenger appears immediatcl)~ 

to describe the miraculous end of Oedipus ( as so often in Greek 

tragedy, acts that redefine the world of the play occur offstagc ): 

Walking into the grove, Oedipus stopped to bathe himself-a 

symbolic funeral-washing before the fact. This done, "Zeus of 

the Underworld" thundered again, and Oedipus began to say 

good-bye to his daughters. Th is tearful scene is reminiscent of 

the end of Oedipus Rex: in both instances, a far.ewell and the be­

ginning of a new existence. 

They were interrupted: 

and suddcnl)~ 

a voice, someone crying out to him, sr:utling, 

terrifying, the hair on our heads bristled-

it was calling for h in1. over and over, 

echoing all around us now-it was some god! 

"You, you there, Oedipus-what arc we waiting for? 

You hold us back too long! We must rnovc on, rnovc on!" 

( I 623-1628) 

Deities appear on stage and talk to mortals frequently in 

Greek traged)~ but this disembodied voice is unusual. And so is 

the plural "we," as if Oedipus had already passed into the corn-
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pany of the gods. One 111ore set of c111br:1ccs for his daughters, a 

plea to Theseus to protect the111. 1nd then he w:1s gone, taking 

onlr the king with hi1n to witness: 

That was the last we heard h i1n sa,; all of us 
J 

clustering there, :1nd ;1s we followed the daughters .... .... 

sobbing, stre:uning tears ... n1oving aw;w we turned 
'- .._ I 

in a n10111ent, looked back, and Oedipus-

we couldn't sec the man-he was gone-nowhere! 
L-

And the king, alone, shielding his eves, 
'-- '- I 

both his hands spread out against his face as if-

son1e terrible wonder flashed before his eyes and he, 

he could not bear to look. And then, quickl}~ 

we see hin1 bow and kiss the ground and stretch 

his arn1s to the skies, salute the gods of Olyrnpus 

and the powers of the Earth in one great prayer, 

binding both together. 

But by what do01n 

Oedipus died, not a n1an alive can say, 

only Theseus, our king. 

No blazing bolt took him off, 

no whirlwind sweeping inland off the seas, 

not in his last hour. No, it was some escort 

sent by the gods or the dark world of the dead, 

the light less depths of Earth bursting open in kindness 

to receive him. That man went on his wa,~ 
j 

I tell you, not with trains of mourners, 

not with suffering or with sickness, no, 

if the death of any mortal ever was one, 

his departure was a marvel! 

(I 645-I 665) 
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Though other 1nortals are deified in Greek literature, there is 

nothing like this strange and wonderful exit. The gesture of 

Theseus, binding earth and heaven together in prayer, fits the 

11100d here of wholeness, cotnpletion. We do not know where 

Oedipus has gone, only that he has been taken there by and in 

the company of the gods, only that his long life has reached a 

closure son1ehow n1arked by the divine. The play continues for 

another one hundred lines or so, as the living try to understand 

and absorb what has happened, but nothing more can be known 

about the old man's death. Theseus, dutiful to the end, has 

sworn to keep the mysteries secret, and we hear no more of it in 

ancient literature. Oedipus, in his last moments, has become the 

gift that circles into mystery, to the source that is inexhaustible. 

And with him go Sophocles and Tiresias, all part of the circle of 

giving that will son1eday con1e back around to Athens: the spirit 

of the gift increases because the body of the gift is consumed. 

Conclusion: Wholeness 

Endings create form, and form points to meaning. Thus the 

last line of Oedipus Rex: "count no man happy till he dies, free of 

pain at last" ( I 530). Now Oedipus has "died," whatever that 

can n1ean in the context of his n1ysterious exit. What meaning 

can we find, in the play and in the life it dran1atizes? Beginning 

with the play, we can see a three-part structure. The first two 

hundred I ines or so show the old man poised on the edge of his 

life, sy111bolized by the boundary of the grove. He is passive, ac­

cepting, frail, and he looks forward to finding rest. Then his 

past begins to intrude in various ways, introduced by the cu­

riosity of the chorus and Isn1ene's news about his sons. Fron1 

here until Polynices exits, the play is don1inated by the struggle 

to pull Oedipus b:ick into the Theban past, with all its conse-
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quences. In this long n1iddle section. Oedipus plunges back into 

the world, anirnated by his hostility; he is assertive, angr)~ and 

willful. The final third begins with the gods' thunder, when 

Oedipus turns away frorn Thebes and the past and toward the 

grove of the Ewnenides, anirnated as before, but now by the 

power of the gods running through hirn like divine electricity. 

If there is a "rneaning" ro this structure, it is char Oedipus is 

nor ready to leave this world until he confronts his past once 

n1ore; that to 1nake a good dearh, he n1ust finish his business 

with I ifc. Doing so brings risk, because the past is toxic for 

Oedipus. drawing hin1 back not only ro a painful set of events 

but also to a way of understanding hi1nself that so1nehow stunts 

hirn spiritually. In the present, what might be a gift looks to him 

like a burden; in the future he envisions, a vengeful daimon looms, 

not a 1nysterious member of the gods' giving circle. 

It is important to recognize the ele1nent of choice in Oedipus's 

behavior in his last hours. Oedipus is ready to accept the gods' 

will for him and others at the beginning of the play, and his at­

titude seems consistent with the implications of his self-blind­

ing. But 1noral character is always founded finally on personal 

choice, even if it means choosing to accept. In his struggles with 

Creon and Polynices, we see Oedipus asserting himself, reenter­

ing his past to state his case. When he is facing in this direction, 

we also see him stepping backward into the role of aggrieved vic­

tim that fits with his earlier heroic persona, and not with his 

more mature, accepting self. But finall)~ he chooses the present, 

chooses to turn his back on his past self and even on his own 

sons, with all the horrific consequences for them and Thebes. 

This done, he can turn toward the grove and walk serenely to his 

fate. Here, as in Oedipus Rex, coining to spiritual maturity is not 

without its cosrs for Oedipus. Oedipus at Co/onus is not about how 
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old age can be without pain-accepting the will of the gods 

gives no guarantee of that. It is about how living the truth as best 

we can know it, whatever the consequences, makes us whole. 

The particulars of the old man's exit also point to the com­

plex interaction of knowledge, will, and power that we have used 

as a way to approach the proble1n of finding meaning in a life. 

Realizing in his death his role as giver and gift, Oedipus final­

izes a new bond with Athens and with all of the cosmos. What 

comes to fruition then is a new configuration of self-in-the­

world-a change that becan1e possible after the self-blinding. 

The heroic perspective is founded on an understanding of the 

self as a discrete entity, acting out into an external, objective '' re­

ality." Identity is confirn1ed in this view by the integrity of the 

boundaries of the self: separation leads to self-creation; auton-

01ny is the goal of self-realization. The aged Oedipus challenges 

this model. Transcendent forces have shaped his fundan1ental 

identity in ways over which he has had no control. His accep­

tance of this truth is first signaled by the self-blinding, but the 

in1plications of such a perspective arc not explored until the 

later play. Trudging into view in the first scene, he presents a 

vivid picture of what exactly the gods and fate have n1ade: a tired 

old n1an, worn out by wandering. That he accepts his suffering 

see1ns there to be as n1uch a sign of his weakness as of wisdon1. 

Striding serenely into the grove at last, he shows us a different 

kind of n1an-powerful herause of his acceptance. Between these 

two walks, we have seen the two personae alternate, following 

the rhythrn of the plot. 

-rhe key to Oedipus's eventual triu1nph lies in the achieving 

of what 111odern 111etaphors call passive 1nastery. Blinding hi111-

sclC he cut hi1nsrlf ofT fr01n the agency characteristic of young 

heroes, turning toward the inner vision en1bodied by Tiresias; 

the new power he taps is another kind of agency, and i1nplicit 
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within this new role is a redefinition of the rebtionship between 

self and other. The old n1a11 is e111powcrcd by accepting his pow­

erlessness in the face of tr:insccndcnt forces; he becon1es ;i chan­

nel for these forces. His identitv follows, then, from his role 
j 

within a larger svsten1: it is not. as before, the nroduct of his de-
-- j r 

tach111ent fron1 other parts of that srstc111. To put it another wa)~ 

self-realization is no longer 111easured by autonon1y. 

The n1etaphors of gi\·ing offer the sharpest focus for this new 

configuration. As :in agent for the gods. Oedipus enters into a 

gift circle with the Athenians. As Hyde ren1inds us, taking part 

in such a circle offers the possibility of expanding the boundaries 

of the self; as the gift n1oves, the self can go with it: "There is a 

consciousness in which we act as part of things larger even than 

the race" (I 7). Oedipus not only offers a gift to the Athenians, 

he is the gift. Passing fron1 the earth, he fully assumes the kind 

of identity we have been tracing here. His disappearance is 1nys­

terious; it leaves us with the strong sense of inclusion and co1n­

pletion, syrnbolized in Theseus's prayerful gestures. What has 

been completed is the making of Oedipus. His identity is now 

fully integrated into the larger forces of the cosmos: he is whole. 

Metaphors of cosmic unity don1inate n1ost spiritual systems, 

representing the final goal of the human guest for co1npletion. 

Because the do1ninant heroic 1nodel of identity works against 

wholeness, linking self-realization with a discrete, autono1nous 

self, being gathered into the divine can only be understood fro1n 

the heroic perspective as an obliteration of the person in the 

larger and unknowable cos1nos-not completion but dissolu­

tion. Oedipus at Colo11us, if we listen carefully, is telling us so1ne­

thing different: only by recognizing our oneness with the uni­

verse do we become the person we were always meant to be. This 

is Sophocles' final answer to the question posed by the riddle of 

the Sphinx. 





CONCLUSION 
Ancient Hrroisrn and the Meaning of a Masculine Life .._ 

All things end in the Tao 

as rin'fs flow into the sea. 

Lao T zu, Tao Te Ching 

According to quantum mechanics there is no such thing as 

objectivir~·· \Ve cannot eliminate ourselves from the picture. 

\Ve are a part of nature, and when we study nature there is 

no way around the fact that nature is studying itself. 

Gary Zukav, The Dancing JM, Li Masters 

It is only the time lag and the im1nense complexity of the 

relations between stars and men which make it difficult to 

see that they imply one another just as 1nuch as man and 

woman. or the poles of the earth. 

Alan Watts, Natltrc, Man and Hlo111a11 

\Ve learn from the life of Oedipus how the meaning of a tradi­

tional masculine heroic life, as it is experienced from within, is 

bound up in issues of power and identity. Returning for a 1no-

1nent to some fundamental distinctions that lie behind ideas 

about "n1eaning," we observe that, like the Greeks, we nonnally 

understand form as prerequisite to meaning, formlessness as 

meaningless: "cosn1os" simply means "order." Forn1 is in turn 

157 
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defined by limit, or boundary: "to define" means "to put a 

boundary around." In1plicit in the idea of boundary is an inside 

and an outside. To put it another way, meaning demands a con­

text, son1ething within which it resides. The sources and guar­

antors of this meaning must lie "outside" it in some sense, tran­

scendent in time, space, or essence. Thus we have some difficulty 

in talking about the creation of the universe: what was outside 

it, bringing it into being by imposing limits? In the beginning of 

Hesiod's characteristically Greek cosmology was Chaos, "form­

less emptiness"; the world "begins"-that is, there is a tempo­

ral boundary; hence, meaning-when some shape is created 

within this undifferentiated matter by the apparently sponta­

neous generation of the first two deities, Earth and Eros (He­

siod, Theogony I I 6-I 22). But this still leaves the pesky question 

of what defines Chaos. Our own cosmologies eventually come to 

the frightening issue of the shape of the universe: If there is an 

outer edge to everything that is, what can lie beyond that? ( Ein­

stein's model of curved space has not yet, I think, quite taken 

hold in the minds of most.) If there is 110 boundary to the uni­

verse, what does it "mean?" Infinity (lack of boundary) is with­

out meaning. 

Likewise, the meaning of a life depends, in this model, on 

for111. I understand the creature "I" to exist within certain 

boundaries-spatial, ten1poral, psychic, spiritual. Here is where 

identity and the meaning of life intersect: I an1 n1yself within the 

bounds of 1ny self; to detern1ine the meaning of 11~y life, I must 

first know where I end and the rest of the cosmos begins. My 

life has a beginning, n1iddle, and end; move the end up close, 

and every act has 1neaning; slide it way out into the distance, and 

things lose their urgency, and ultin1atcly their meaning. In this 

perspective, hun1an life, like everything else we can understand 

as meaningful, has a context: the ultimate sources of rncaning in 
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a hunian life arc those that arc beyond it, transcendent-nature, 

the gods, "fate." (For the existentialist. who discerns no shape 

in what transcends hun1an life, rncan ino- is son1chow created 
b 

fron1 the insiflr of the boundar}~ by acting outward into the 

world. I ikc blowing up a balloon. But the balloon needs some­

thing pushing back against the air inside to have shapc-prob­

lc1ns here.) 

Following fron1 the funda1nental apprehension of form as pre­

requisite to a 1ncaningful life is the feeling that one's life has 

n1caning if it has a purpose. I arn leading a meaningful life if I 

arn here, now, for some reason-if my life is shaped by some sense 

of a goal. If I reach 1ny goal. I have fulfilled 1ny "potential"; that 

is, if I have tapped the power to which the purpose in my life 

gives rne access. Alread}~ in the word "shape," we see the link to 

form. Purpose implies an end, which in turn implies a limit; be­

cause 1ny life is seen to have a finite shape, taking up a certain 

space, it appears to have so1ne meaning. Returning to the 

thought experiment above, if we remove the boundaries of an in­

dividual life, meaning is drained out of it. The Greek gods have 

unlirnited power and unlimited time; therefore, nothing they do 

in their own sphere ( as opposed to the mortal world of time and 

change) matters; their lives have no purpose or n1eaning in 

the1nselves. The "potential" of a life suggests a power to be de­

veloped, the realization of which we sec in our physical selves if 

not always in our emotional or spiritual selves: the gods, in and of 

themselves, have no potential, since they are already all-powerful. 

To mean something, we must move in some dimension, be it tem­

poral or some other; but finally, the sense of 1nove1nent is satis­

fying because it implies a goal, a boundary, a shape. 

Oedipus Rex offers a powerful n1editation on the ideas we have 

been reviewing here. In particular, the play drarnatizes the pecu­

liar heroic way of seeing the connections between identity and 
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1ncaning. Oedipus, when we meet him in the beginning of the 

play, scc1ns a conventionally pious man, with respect for the 

power of the gods. But when we look at the assumptions behind 

what he says and docs, a different picture emerges-one of a 

man who believes that he creates the shape, and so the meaning, 

of his own life by acting outward. The can-do attitude he 

adopts toward kingship reflects this assumption, as if there were 

no problem that the application of his intellect, driven by his 

will, could not solve. This attitude is founded, in turn, on the 

assumption that there is a fundamental separation between the 

world ''out there" and Oedipus. And this boundary seems firm 

to Oedipus because he understands hin1self-that is, his self­

as coextensive with his ego, the conscious captain of his will. 

Now the mosaic falls into place: the Corinthian Oedipus, 

whom the king of Thebes understands, can stand apart from 

the riddle of the Sphinx or the plague and act against the firm 

boundaries that separate his identity from these manifestations 

of the "other." And-here is the key-by doing so, he seen1s to 

carve out a shape for his life, and so creates rncaning in it. The 

most seductive part of this n1odel is the way the heroic, self-cre­

ated life seems to have rncaning insofar as the ego-driven will 

feels powerful. In other words, by expressing power over what is 

separate from me, I am creating purpose and 1neaning in n1y life, 

and so I an1 becon1ing the person I am to be. Srnall wonder that 

eh is perspective has proved so irresistible over the centuries. 

The depth of Sophocles' grasp of these patterns is clear from 

the way he exposes them for us. When Oedipus is confronted by 
his other life, his other sel( all of the masculine, heroic struc­

tun~s of meaning arc challenged. The "other"-that is, the The­

ban-Ocdipus has been fonned by transcendent forces beyond 

his control: here is a version of hi1nsclf that docs not n1irror back 

to hin1 his power over the rest of the universe. Meeting this new 
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111:111 and knowing hin, to be part of hin1sdf, the heroic, Corin­

thian Oedipus finds that the vehicle for that sense of power­

his autonon,,j rnarked bv the discrete boundaries between his 
I i 

self and the rest of the cos111os-is co1npro111ised, because the 

boundaries have been breached: his identity has suddenly been 

pulled into the larger context of nature, divine will, and fare; the 

plague is not "our there" but inside hin1. And not only does his 

identity change. bur also the n,eaning of his life. Fron, godlike 

1naker of rneaning, he "descends" to the level of something 

1nade, the 1neaning of which has sources beyond him. 

Modern Heroism 

The explosion of technology in rh is century is driven by the 

sarne 1nasculine model of selfhood to be found in ancient heroic 

stories. As we have learned to manipulate the natural environ-

111ent, the illusion of control over nature through intellect has 

flourished, reaching a glorious crescendo of sorts in the space 

program of the I 960s and I 970s, but continuing apace in co1n­

puters and biogenetic engineering. The gains from this revolu­

tion have been dramatic: cures for disease, increased capability 

of prolonging life, early warning for potentially fatal weather, 

and so forth. But recently we have begun to see the darker side 

of this control, in the destruction of the environ1nent, the de­

struction of people, and the debilitating alienation and loneli­

ness of modern life. And yet, though the dangers in embracing 

the heroic myth become clearer each day, we find it hard to let 

go of or even modify this way of understanding ourselves and 

the meaning of our lives. 

Sophocles tells us why: it is not just that we cannot let go of 

the excitement and material comfort afforded by technological 

advances, bur also that, once we occupy the heroic self, we can­

not find meaning in life without it. The bargain that this way 
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of seeing ourselves offers is alluring, but finally Faustian. To 

control the world, we must be separate from it; the illusion of 

control makes us feel powerful, and with that feeling comes the 

feeling of personal authenticity and a meaningful life. But hero­

ism also isolates us, so we feel vulnerable; to protect ourselves 

against the hostile world "out there," onto which we have pro­

jected all the dark parts of ourselves, we reach for more power, 

which isolates us further, so we build more prisons and more 

weapons, which make us feel powerful and safe, but alone. 

The market economy, a method of organizing societies that 

is ever n1ore ascendant in the modern world, is predicated on the 

heroic n1odel of selfhood, in which maxin1izing my "earning 

power"-that is, my power over others-1naxi1nizes my per­

sonal authenticity. This may help to explain the seen1ing puzzle 

of people-indeed, whole nations-starving arnid 1naterial 

abundance. In The Gift, Lewis Hyde 1nakes the connection be­

tween heroic autonomy and what he calls the Law of Scarcity 

that inforn1s modern capitalism (23): 

Given 1natcrial abundance, scarcity n1ust be a function of boundaries. 
J 

If there is plenty of air in the world but s01neth ing blocks its passage 

to the lungs, the lungs do well to con1pbin of scarcity. The assun1p­

rions of marker exchange may not necessarily lead ro the e1nergence 

of boundaries, but they do in practice. \Vhen trade is ''clean'' and 

leaves people unconnected, when the merchant is free to sell when 

and where he will, when rhe n1arker moves 1nostly for profit and rhe 

dominant 1nyth is not ''to possess is to give" bur "the fittest sur­

vive," then wealth will lose its n1otion and gather in isolated pools. 

1-he profit that stays behind in pools when goods n1ove is 

used to buttress the self-created boundaries of the heroic pris-
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onhousc of the self whilr at the sa111e ti111e creating threats to 

that self in the fonn of desperate, starving people, which in turn 

requires 1nore power to protect the alienated self-which is the 

basis for identity and 1ncaning underlying the whole system to 

begin with. Our con1n1on way of speaking about hwnan inter­

action reflects the tenacity of this way of seeing ourselves in re­

lation to others, and rc111inds us of its gmdcrcd qualities. To be ex­

cessivclv confined within the bounds of oneself is to be "selfish"· 
) ' 

to nurture, to reach out to others across the boundaries of the 

self is to be "selfless.'' Since nurturing is often considered in this 

view to be "fcn1inine,'' then to be fe1ninine is to dilute the 

boundaries of the self, to lose identity. 

\Ve have co1ne to a remarkable place: for my (masculine) life 

to have n1eaning. I must be powerful; to be powerful, I must be 

alone, but at the same time surrounded by people with whom I 

1nust not share my "goods," lest the boundaries of my identity 

be blurred. Indeed, the presence of those who envy and perhaps 

hate 1ne is proof not only of 1ny success and power, but also of 

my identit)~ and the proper goal of their lives is to achieve a sim­

ilar position with regard to others. Here we find the modern 

analogue to the seductive, but ultimately destructive, bargain be­

tween the hero and his co1nmunity in ancient heroic narratives. 

Given its self-perpetuating nature, it is not surprising that 

those who start down the path of heroic self-creation find it hard 

to turn aside: we n1ay, like Oedipus, have to be forced off the road. 

It appears in fact that there may be a natural rhythn1 infonning 

our susceptibility to the lure of the masculine hero 1nyth, that 

we eventually meet evidence of other voices in other rooms, and are 

ready to hear them. The story of Oedipus shows us that we 1nay 

respond by choosing another way of understanding ourselves 

that acknowledges our inclusion in a larger arena of n1eaning. 
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The Second Half of Life 

Oedipus turns inward when he blinds himself Doing so, he 

voluntarily lets go of the agency that characterized his heroic sep­

aration fro1n the cosn1os. The facts of his birth and early his-, 

tory have already undern1ined that position, placing him firmly 

within the context of time, nature, and death. Now he symbol­

ically chooses to explore what it means to be made as well as 

n1aker, to grow into the new self that his past presents. The 

blindness brings an increased sense of vulnerability; that Oedi­

pus chooses it shows-from our perspective here-his decision to 

trust in powers beyond hi1nself to keep hi1n safr. This is a 1najor 

break with the assumptions of the heroic model of the self, 

which responds to vulnerability by strengthening the barriers 

that keep others out. The years of wandering-reflecting the 

disengage1nent characteristic of the midlifr transition-aptly 

represent a period of exploration, of rootlessness as a state of re­

ceptivity to whatever gifts life has given or will give. 

His sons have turned away fron1 hin1, pursuing their own self-­

created heroic fantasies by denying their biolog 1~ and he leans on 

his daughters, his skeptra. Appropriately enough: to n1ove from 

active shaper to passive sufferer is to shift-in the Greek view 

and (still) in ours-fron1 a 1nasculine to a fc1ninine n1ode of 

being; to en1brace voluntarily the fcn1ininc. v,rhich the Greeks 
L J 

understood to be attuned to the rhyth111s of nature as opposed 

to culture, is in turn to in1pcril the boundaries of the au­

tonon1ous self the sources of n1eaning in a heroic n1asculine life. 
L 

The consequences of Oedipus's choice throw into relief the 

sources of the Greek n1ale's fear of won1en: to be in the world of 

won1en is to risk loss of self, oblivion, through inclusion: Ca-..... 

lypso, the t hrcatening fr1nalc of Odysseus's journeys, gets her 

nan1c fro111 the verb ka~vpto (" I sn1other"); she offers Odysseus 
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i1111nortalit}~ the seductive but ultin1atrly 111eaningless existence 

of the gods. 

The collapse of boundaries when Oedipus n1eets his other self 

also has, as we have seen, i1nplications for his understanding of 

h in1self as a 1noral agent. As hero, he projected onto others those 

parts of hin1sclf that could do hann. Now it turns out that the 

cri1ninal lives inside hi1n, and cannot be kept at a con1fortable dis­

tance; the outlines of n1oral issues, once clearly focused by their 

objective distance fro1n the 1nasculine hero, now turn fuzzy. The 

dra1na of choice, always central to our understanding of character, 

now n1oves its venue fro1n the outer edges of the hero, surveying 

the field of possible externalized targets for action, into the 

1nurky inner recesses, sorting through impulses that may be 

frighteningly dark. Now the masculine insistence on rights, to pro­

tect the boundaries of autonomous moral agents, must make 

room for the "feminine" ethic of reaching across boundaries to 

care for others-including oneself-with its focus on responsibility. 

All of this follows from Oedipus's decision to blind himself. 

By the end of Oedipus Rex, then, we already have before us some 

signs of how the meaning of a masculine life can begin to evolve 

in midlife. The central the1ne is of inclusion, and the challenge this 

process presents to the primacy of being a maker instead of 

something made. Faced with the fact of our powerlessness be­

fore forces that lie beyond our control, we may make various 

choices. We 1nay decide to fight against the fact of our i1nmer­

sion in larger orders, in all or sornc of its manifestations: age has 

not slowed me down-I can hold off physical decay by exercis­

ing more; the troubles I am experiencing arc not mine, but the 

work of some new set of "enemies" out there; I do not need to 

lean on friends, but to work harder. Denial has n1any for111s, and 

offers seductive if temporary relief. But if we choose instead to 
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learn from Oedipus, to begin by accepting the fact of inclusion, 

the meaning of our lives changes. 

Made as well as makers, we begin to understand power dif­

ferently. Our characteristic mode of experiencing power passes 

from McClelland's stage three, in which we are the source of 

power that we i1npress on the world "out there," to stage four, 

in which we are neither source nor object, but feel powerful in­

sofar as we seem to be a channel for a higher source. Such a re­

orientation fits with the reconfiguring of identity that follows 

from inclusion. The shape of my self is not now entirely of my 

own making; its boundaries are determined by powers over 

which I never had control. Now the meaning of my life is de­

pendent not on what I make and do, but where I fit in the larger 

order of things; perhaps I can realize the purpose of my life by 

living out the contours of what I have been given. 

These changes in turn encourage a subtle shift in our evalua­

tion of the importance of autonomy in the meaning of life. 

Since I have not, apparently, entirely made myself or the shape 

of my life, perhaps I do not need to be afraid to let go of the il­

lusion of control: many things never have been under my control, 

and I have made it this far, so why not relax? Maybe I can be safe 

even if I do not control the world. This is the equivalent of 

Oedipus's decision to choose to trust the universe by blinding 

himself. And if my autonon1y is not needed to keep 1ne safe, then 

I can perhaps guard 1ny "rights," and the rules that guarantee 

then1, less zealously. Instead I can think about how my part in 

larger structures makes 111y identity n1orc dependent on recog­

nizing 1ny responsibility to others. I can think less about what 

separates rne fron1 others and 1nore about how I a1n connected 

to then1; perhaps who I arn is a function not so n1uch of my au­

tonon1y as of n1y interdependence with the rest of the cosmos; 

perhaps n1y "self" expands with the gift I pass on. 
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The Last Day 

Oedipus's-and Sophocles'-last day on the Athenian stage 

reviews the entire shape of the hero's life. Oedipus at Colomts dra-

1natizcs outward!); in the 111ove1nents of the old 111an toward and 

:nvav fro111 the 2:rovc, what can also be understood as an inner 
J ~, 

struggle to realize the fruits of the original decision to turn in-

ward. Because Oedipus is on the threshold of death, the strug­

gle is given intensity: the ultin1ate shape, and therefore meaning, 

of his life is about to be decided. If Oedipus turns back toward 

1-hcbes, with all that it syrnbolizes, he reenters the self-destruc­

tive world of traditional heroisrn and the narrow model of self 

that world in1plies. So when he plunges into the past, to reex­

arnine and defend his actions, or to face those who would pull 

hi1n back, we see a man at ho1ne in the heroic milieu: angry at 

others, who1n he believes have caused his pain, projecting the 

parts of hi1nself and his past that do not fit with his selective 

idea of who he is-a long-suffering victim-out onto the pea-

l " h ,, p e out t ere. 

\Ve may see what looks like a paradox here. The habit of ex­

ternalizing sources of pain is associated in modern studies of old 

1nen with longevity. So cursing, the most potent weapon of old 

n1en in traditional societies, turns out to be "healthy"; so when 

Oedipus is in his combative, heroic mode, finding enemies onto 

whon1 he can project his darkness, and with whom he can 

frighten himself, he is behaving in a way that is apparently "good 

for hi1n." And it is, if we accept the heroic idea that death is an 

enem}~ the ulti1nate limit to be avoided at all costs. But the old 

Oedipus does not arrive in Athens looking to prolong his life. 

On the contrary, he is looking for the right place to die. The 

1node of being that he has been experiencing while wandering all 

those years has a different hierarchy of i1nperatives than the 

heroic life. The horrendous curses he unleashes against his "en-
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ernics" in the course of the play do prolong his life, in that they 

keep him turned away f ro1n the place where he knows he must 

eventually go. But to live on is not anymore the primary objec­

tive; now to die in the grove of the goddesses is "good for him." 

How can this be? Though we may "see" in an intellectual way 

how this conclusion might be reached from a reading of the 

plays, the strength of the heroic perspective in our lives makes it 

hard to accept wholeheartedly the idea that death is "good." If 

someone is terminally ill and in great pain, then maybe death is 

better than living: "It was a blessing." Otherwise, we usually feel 

that there is something wrong with those who want to die. To die 

is, for the hero, the ultimate loss of control: the isolated "I," 
agent of all that creates meaning, ceases to be. It is no surprise 

that modern science has taken as one goal the ability to prolong 

life at any cost. But as we have seen, the new model of being-in­

the-world that follows frorn the crisis of inclusion at midlife has 

a larger notion of the boundaries of the self Whatever "I" am is 

with in the context of other, transcendent forces and structures 

of meaning. Why, indeed, is death not seen to be a part of rhe 

larger process of which we are one manifestation? Why is death 

f " ") nor a part o me . 

The Meaning of Oedipus's Life 

The disappearance of Oedipus completes the shape of his life 

as we at least can know it: the battle to detern1ine the meaning 

of that life is finished. What can we say about its final fonn? 
J 

1-he gesture of 1-heseus is one of ro11nertio11, as if sornething in the 

old n1an's departure binds together what we ordinarily see as 

separate: sky and earth, spirit and flesh. In this connectedness 

we see boundaries erased, wholeness established-or perhaps 

rcaffirn1cd. The completion of Oedipus's life is realized in his ulti­

mate in1n1ersion in rhe cosn1ic order, personified by the gods 
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who call to hi111 as a crnnpanion, but co1nprising finally all that is. 

So ends what we like to think of as a n1etaphorical journey. 

l1cdipus has tcweled far in the two plays: fron1 lonely isolation to 

costnic inclusion; fron1 tighth· bounded n1asculine ego to an ex-
'- j L, 

pans i vc, 1nore fc1ninine self that binds heaven and earth in a gift 

cirde; frotn heroic defier of tin1e and change to part of the end­

less ebb and flow of eternity. \Ve, as fellow travclcrs, n1ay perhaps 

sec in the journey son1ething fm1iliar. Our heroic wilI to control 

and shape nature, our defiance of death, our struggle to fortify 

the boundaries of our egos, all recnact ancient urges. And we 

rn~n: if we choose, finallv turn away from the lure of these forces 
j j j 

and walk with the blind old n1an into the embrace of eternity. 





FURTHER READING 

Introduction 

On the Oedipus 1nyth and its afterlife in literature, see Ed­

n1unds l 985. Studies of the hero story are rnyriad. The most 

comprehensive treatn1ent of the maswline hero story is still 

Campbell l 949. See also Van Nortwick l 992. For an introduc­

tion to the issue of gender as it relates to the life cycle, see also 

May l 980; Gilligan l 993. For traditional hun1anist views of the 

tragic hero in Sophocles, see Whitn1an 1951, Knox 1957 and 

l 966. Segal l 986, chapters 1-3, gives a helpful overview of 

more recent theories, such as structuralism, semiotics, and de­

construction as they are applied to Greek tragedy; Segal l 98 l, 
1-42, is a 1nore detailed discussion of the structuralist ap­

proach. Vickers l 973 argues convincingly for the accessibility 

of Greek tragedy to modern audiences, differing with other 

modern interpreters who have stressed the alien qualities of the 

genre ( e.g., Jones l 962; Lloyd-Jones I 983 ). For a lively and in­

formative view of the fifth century B.C.E. in Athens, see Beye 

1987, 97-125. Vernant and Vidal-Naquet 1988 gives a brief 

but stimulating set of remarks about the intersection of histor­

ical circumstance and 1nythical form in Athenian tragedy, and 

Knox 1957, 53-106, sets Oedipus Rex within the intellectual con­

text of the fifth century. Goldhill 1986, 197-243, is a more 

specialized study of the centrality of language as a subject in the 

I7I 
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intellectual life of Athens, and Segal I 993, 3-I l, 36-43, offers 

good sun11naries of the cultural and historical context for the 

perfonnance of Athenian tragedy. 

Psychological studies of the Oedipus figure begin with Freud, 

whose 1nost influential staternent about the "Oedipus Complex" 

comes in Freud 1965, 294-296. Pucci 1992 gives a good 

overview of the problems and issues raised by Freud's original 

ideas, plus an update on the more recent theories. See also \ 1er­

nant and Vidal-Naquet 1988, 29-48, 85-1 l l; Segal 1993, 
57-63. On the application of Jung's theories to the study of lit­

erature, see "The Origin of the Hero" in Symbols of TnmJormation 

( Collected Mlorks
1 

vol. 5); "The Phenomenology of the Spirit in 

Fairytales" in The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious ( CJV 9.1 ); 

"Psychology and Literature" in The Spirit in J.vlan, Art) and Literatitrc 

( Cff l 5 ); Aion: Researches into the Phmommolog_v of the Seif ( CH/ 9.2). 
See also Van Nortwick I 992, 3-5; Stevens l 983. 

On the psychology of aging, still a relatively new field, see 

Gutn1ann I 975, l 977; Neugarten I 977. For the psychology of 

the life cycle more generall}~ see Levinson 1978; Gould 1972; 
Lowenthal, Thurnher, and Chiriboga l 975; McClelland l 975. 

Chapter l 
The scholarship on Oedipus Rex is enorn1ous. \Vhat I list 

here-a fraction of the work that has been done on the play­

includes only those works that are directly relevant to what I 

cover in the chapter. General studies accessible to the nonspe­

cialist: Reinhardt I 979, 94-l34; \Vh itn1an l 9 51, l 22-l 48; 

Knox 1957; Kirkwood 1958; Carneron 1968; Gould l 970; Gel­

lie 1972, 79-105; Vickers 1973, 495-525; Segal l98I, 
207-248; Scodel 1984, 58-72; Segal 1993. The problern of 

Ocdjpus's identity is central to 111y \vork here. Particularly help­

ful on this topic are Knox I 957; Ca1neron l 968; Pucci l 992. 
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Otd1jms Rex is structured around riddling, puns, and the role of 

language as a kev to identi tv; for 1nore on this tOf)ic, see Knox 
L-· ~ j ~ 

l 957; Segal l 98I,241-244; \fernant and Vidal-Naquct l 988, 
l l 3-140; Goldhill l 986, 205-22 I. For n1ore on the figure of 

Tiresias, sec Reinhardt 1979, 104; Segal 1981, 241; Gellie 

1972, 84-86; Segal 1993, 104-109. 

Chapter 2 
For 1nore on the significance of the reversals in the last part 

of Oedipus Rex, see Knox 1957, 185-196; Winnington-Ingram 

l 979, l 79-204; \lernant and Vidal-Naquet l 988, l 13-140; 
Segal l 993, l l 4-133. On the hero and the life cycle, see Mc­

Clelland 1975, 1-76; Levinson 1978; Stevens 1983, 140-173; 
\ 1an Nortwick l 992. Oedipus's self-blinding has drawn much 

attention from interpreters, especially those with an interest in 

the psychological in1plications of the act, on which see Devereux 

l 973; Caldwell l 974. The best general introduction to the phe­

no1nenon of blindness in ancient Greek culture is Bernadaki­

Aldous l 990. 

Chapter 3 

The scholarship on Oedipus at Co/onus, though not as formida­

ble as that on Oedipm Rex, is still daunting. Again, I will mention 

only those works directly relevant to my ideas here. This chap­

ter is an expansion of my earlier article on Oedipus at Colonus, Van 

Nortwick l 989. The n1ost useful general studies of the play are 

Whinnan 1951, 190-218; Knox 1966, 143-162; Gcllie 1972, 
159-173; Winnington-lngra1n 1980, 248-279; Segal 1981, 
362-408. Blundell l 989, 226-259, gives valuable background 

for the n1oral substructure of the old Oedipus's behavior; see 

also Easterling l 96 7; Burian l 974. Bernadaki-Aldous l 990, 
l 35-232, provides a detailed reading of the play with special 
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attention to Oedipus's blindness. On old age in classical litera­

ture, see Falkner and deLuce l 989. I had not yet read Falkner's 

brilliant analysis of the play, Falkner l 995, when I wrote this 

book. I a1n delighted to see that my ideas are consistent with his. 

Chapter 4 

The 1neeting between Oedipus and Polynices has been the 

most controversial part of the section of Oedipus at Colonus cov­

ered in chis chapter. For more, see Whitman l 95 I, 2 l 0-2 l 2; 
Knox 1966, 158-162; Easterling 1967; Burian 1974. The 

meaning of Oedipus's disappearance has evoked less response 

than might be expected, given its uniqueness within Greek liter­

ature. Thoughtful assessments can be found in Reinhardt l 979, 
219-224; Whit1nan 1951. 214-218; Knox 1966, 160-162; 
Segal l 98 l, 402-405. 

Conclusion 

The ideas in this chapter are all elaborations of a funda1nen­

cal paradigm chat finds expression in many places. The 1nost ac­

cessible ( and enjoyable) reading on this perspective is found in 
the work of Alan Watts. In particular, see Watts I 953, l 966. 
Zukav l 979 gives a different slant, incorporating the findings 

of the "new physics." 
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