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Introduction

When it comes to the golden age of Greek tragedy, Sophocles stands out as one of the most influential dramatists.
His masterful exploration of fate, hubris, and moral responsibility has captivated audiences for over two millennia.
Among his most celebrated works is the Oedipus trilogy, a series of plays that follows the doomed king of Thebes
from the moment of his birth to his final act of self exile. For students, scholars, and casual readers alike, a detailed
the oedipus plays of sophocles summaryoffers a gateway into the heart of ancient Greek drama and the
enduring questions it poses.

In this article, we will delve deeply into each of the three plays—Oedipus Rex, Oedipus at Colonus, and Antigone—
providing clear, concise synopses, thematic analyses, character breakdowns, and contextual background. By the
end, you'll have a comprehensive understanding of Sophocles’'s tragic masterpiece and its relevance to
contemporary audiences.

Overview of Sophocles and the Oedipus Trilogy

Sophocles (c. 496-406 BCE) was a playwright from Corcyra who introduced several innovations to Greek drama,
including the addition of a third actor and the use of the chorus as an active commentator rather than a mere
background. His works often explore the tension between human agency and the inexorable will of the gods.

The Oedipus trilogy is unique in that it follows a single protagonist through three distinct stages of his life. While the
first play, Oedipus Rex, is a self contained tragedy, the subsequent two acts as a thematic and narrative
continuation, expanding on the consequences of Oedipus’s actions and the moral dilemmas faced by his family.

The Trilogy: Oedipus Rex, Oedipus at Colonus, Antigone

The Oedipus plays of Sophocles can be grouped into three parts, each with its own dramatic arc:

1. Oedipus Rex — The classic tale of prophecy, crime, and self discovery.

2. Oedipus at Colonus — A contemplative exploration of exile, redemption, and the afterlife.

3. Antigone — A moral clash between state law and divine ordinance, set against the backdrop of Oedipus’s
legacy.

Although the first two plays were written in the 5th century BCE, Antigonewas produced later, perhaps after
Sophocles’s death. Nonetheless, the trilogy remains a cohesive narrative that examines the ripple effects of
Oedipus'’s tragic fate.

Summary of Oedipus Rex

Oedipus Rex (also known as Oedipus the King) opens with the city of Thebes plagued by a devastating plague.
The people seek the oracle at Delphi to find the cause, and the oracle reveals that the plague will end only when
the murderer of the former king, Laius, is brought to justice.

Oedipus, the current king, vows to solve the mystery. He interrogates the messenger, the seer Tiresias, and the



prophetess Jocasta, all while the chorus of Theban elders comments on the unfolding events. Oedipus’s relentless
pursuit of truth leads him to the revelation that he himself is the murderer of Laius, having unknowingly killed him on
a mountain road years earlier. He also discovers that he has married his own mother, Jocasta, fulfilling the
prophecy he tried so hard to avoid.

The climax arrives as Oedipus realizes the full extent of his sin. In a moment of horror and self repentance, he
blinds himself and orders his wife to leave Thebes. The play ends with Oedipus, now blind, being escorted out of
the city, a symbol of both punishment and purification.

Key Plot Points

e The plague threatens Thebes and demands a solution.
¢ Oedipus’s determination to find the murderer.

¢ Revelation of Oedipus’s identity as Laius’s killer.
 Discovery of his incestuous marriage to Jocasta.

Self blinding as an act of penance.

e Oedipus’s exile from Thebes.

Primary Themes

e Fate vs. Free Will — Oedipus’s attempts to escape prophecy ultimately lead him to fulfill it.

« Ignorance vs. Knowledge — The play’s title itself, “Oedipus the Ruler of the Blind,” underscores the paradox of
knowing the truth while being blind to its consequences.

e Hubris and Humility — Oedipus’s pride in his intellect blinds him to the gods’ will.

Summary of Oedipus at Colonus

Set several decades after the events of Oedipus Rex, Oedipus at Colonusfollows the aging, blind king as he seeks
sanctuary at the sanctuary of the god Apollo in Colonus, a suburb of Athens.

The play opens with a procession of Theban refugees led by Oedipus. They are met by a group of Athenian priests
who are skeptical of the blind king’s claim of divine favor. Oedipus’s son, Polynices, arrives with his army, hoping to
secure a homeland for his people. The conflict escalates when the Athenians demand that Oedipus leave, citing the
curse of the gods.

Oedipus’s presence is a test of divine will. He is offered a chance to die peacefully in the sanctuary, where he can
be buried in the sacred ground. In a poignant moment, Oedipus delivers a speech about the nature of the gods, the
inevitability of fate, and the necessity of humility. The play concludes with the gods granting Oedipus’s request,
allowing him to die in peace, and the Athenians recognizing his divine favor.

Key Plot Points

e Oedipus’s arrival in Colonus and his desire for sanctuary.
Conflict with the Athenian priests and the threat of exile.
e Polynices’s arrival and political intrigue.

¢ Oedipus’s final speech on destiny and divine justice.

< Divine intervention allowing Oedipus’s peaceful death.

Primary Themes

« Redemption and Mercy — The possibility of forgiveness even after grave sins.
e Sacred vs. Secular — The tension between religious sanctuary and civic law.
e Legacy and Memory — How a ruler’'s deeds are remembered by future generations.



Summary of Antigone

While not part of the Oedipus trilogy per se, Antigoneis intrinsically linked to Oedipus’s story. It centers on his
daughter, Antigone, and her defiance of King Creon’s decree that her brother, Polynices, should be left unburied as
a traitor.

Antigone’s conviction that divine law supersedes human law drives her to bury her brother, an act that leads to her
arrest and sentencing to death by entombment. Creon’s rigid adherence to state law clashes with Antigone’s moral
duty, leading to a tragic chain of events: the death of Creon’s son, Haemon, who is engaged to Antigone; the
suicide of Creon’s wife, Eurydice; and ultimately, Creon’s own realization of his hubris and the futility of his laws.

Key Plot Points
e Creon’s decree forbidding Polynices’s burial.
e Antigone’s clandestine burial of her brother.
e Antigone’s capture and trial.
¢ Haemon’s attempt to persuade Creon to relent.
e Haemon’s suicide, Eurydice’s suicide, and Creon’s downfall.

Primary Themes

« Individual vs. State — The conflict between personal conscience and civic duty.
¢ Divine Law vs. Human Law — The question of which set of rules holds ultimate authority.
e Fate and Free Will — Even in a new generation, the curse of Oedipus’s family continues to dictate outcomes.

Common Themes and Motifs Across the Trilogy

While each play has its distinct narrative, several thematic threads weave through all three:

e Fate’s Inescapability — The Oedipus family is doomed by a prophecy that cannot be altered.

e Hubris and Humility — Oedipus’s pride leads to his downfall; Antigone’s conviction ultimately results in her
death.

¢ The Role of the Chorus — In each play, the chorus offers moral commentary, reflecting the collective
conscience of the city.

« Divine Intervention — The gods influence mortal affairs, reminding characters of their limited power.

« Mortality and Legacy — The plays examine how actions echo beyond the individual, affecting the city and
future generations.

Character Analysis

Oedipus

Oedipus is a tragic hero whose intelligence and determination are matched by his tragic flaw—hubris. His
relentless pursuit of truth ultimately leads him to the very truth he sought to avoid.

Jocasta

Jocasta embodies the tragic acceptance of fate. She attempts to protect her son from prophecy, but her actions
inadvertently fulfill it.

Creon

Creon’s character arc illustrates the dangers of authoritarianism. He begins as a ruler who prioritizes law over
compassion, but his rigid stance ultimately brings ruin to his family.



Antigone

Antigone is the embodiment of moral integrity. She stands against unjust laws, even when it costs her life, making
her a symbol of resistance.

Historical Context and Influence

In the 5th century BCE, Greek society was undergoing significant political changes. The rise of democracy in
Athens and the conflict between city-states shaped Sophocles’s themes. His portrayal of state power versus
individual conscience resonated with contemporary audiences facing similar dilemmas.

The Oedipus trilogy also reflects the Greek concept of ananke (necessity), suggesting that even the most powerful
individuals are bound by divine forces. This philosophical underpinning influenced later Western literature, inspiring
works such as Shakespeare’s Hamlet and modern existentialist dramas.

Dramatic Techniques Used by Sophocles

e Staging and Chorus — Sophocles used the chorus not merely as a commentator but as an integral part of the
narrative, providing social context and emotional depth.

e Paradox and Irony — The play’s title, “Oedipus the Ruler of the Blind,” exemplifies dramatic irony, where the
audience knows the truth before the protagonist does.
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