Greek Tragedy: The Swollen-Footed King
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Oedipus & the Sphinx (ca. 1864)
Excerpted from 

Compton's Pictured Encyclopedia, vol. 6 (1926)

Oedipus.  Perhaps the most tragic hero in Greek legend is Oedipus, king of Thebes.  His father Laius, king of Thebes, learned from an oracle that his own son should kill him; and he therefore pierced and bound the feet of the new-born babe and cause him to be exposed on Mount Cithaeron, in order that he might perish.  But a kind-hearted shepherd found the child and named him "Oedipus," meaning "swollen foot."  The child was brought to the king of Corinth, who, having no heir, reared him as his own son.  When Oedipus was grown to manhood he learned form an oracle that he was to kill his father and marry his own mother.  To escape so dire a fate he decided to leave home, for he believed that the king of Corinth was his father.


On his way to Thebes, he met a chariot in which sat an aged man.  An attendant who preceded it rudely ordered Oedipus out of the way and a combat followed, in which Oedipus slew both master and servant.  So the first part of the oracle was fulfilled, for the aged man was Oedipus' real father, King Laius.


About this time a terrible Sphinx appeared in the neighborhood of Thebes.  This monster put to all who passed her riddle, and forced them to guess it or suffer death.  Many were devoured, for no one was able to give the correct answer.  To rid themselves of this terrible scourge, the Thebans offered the vacant throne and the hand of Queen Jocasta to whoever should overcome the monster.


"What animal," asked the Sphinx when Oedipus confronted it, "walks on four legs in the morning, on two at noon, and on three at night?"


Oedipus quickly replied: "Man . . .  Thereupon the Sphinx dashed herself over the rocky precipice and perished.


Oedipus then became king and was married to his mother Jocasta, thus fulfilling the second part of the oracle.  Soon the country was devastated by a terrible plague.  The oracle, when consulted, promised relief when the murderer of Laius should be banished.  Oedipus then learned from a seer that he had fulfilled the prediction of the oracle and killed his father, and married his mother.  In horror he put out his eyes, while his mother hanged herself.  A blind and helpless outcast, Oedipus wandered away with his daughter Antigone, who remained faithful to him.  She alone followed her blind father into exile, and cared for him until his death.

The Tragedy Continues


The tragic fate of Oedipus descended to his children.  After his abdication, his two sons, Eteocles and Polynices, became joint rulers of Thebes.  Eteocles, however, desiring to rule alone, seized the reins of government and expelled Polynices from Thebes . . .

[A bloody war ensued between the brothers: Thebes led by Eteocles versus Argos led by Polynices and the king of Argos, Adrastus]  The loss of life was terrible.  Finally Eteocles, grieved to think that all this bloodshed was on his account, offered to decide the issue by single combat with his brother.  The duel took place just outside the city walls.  Both Eteocles and Polynices were mortally wounded and died on the field.


Creon, brother of Queen Jocasta, now became king of Thebes.  He gave Eteocles burial with royal honors, but decreed that the body of the younger brother should lie unburied.  Antigone dared to defy the royal edict, and performed the funeral rites necessary to give his soul rest in Hades.

Sophocles Tells the Story


The Greek dramatist Sophocles tells the story of Oedipus and his children in the great trilogy of Oedipus the King, Oedipus at Colonus, and Antigone.  In this last play he gives a beautiful picture of the noble character of the heroic maiden.  When Creon asks: "And thou did'st dare to disobey the laws?"  Antigone replies:

Yes, for it was not Zeus who gave them forth,

Nor Justice dwelling with the Gods below,

Who traced these laws for all the sons of men:

Nor did I deem thy edicts strong enough, 

That thou, a mortal man, should'st over-pass

The unwritten laws of God that know not change.

They are not of today nor yesterday,

But live forever, nor can man assign

When first they sprang to being.

But Creon was unmoved.  Even the pleas of his son, Haemon, who loved Antigone, were of no avail, and she was condemned to die by being buried alive in cave.  Haemon succeeded in entering the vault, but too late, for Antigone was already dead; whereupon he threw himself on his own sword and expired beside the body of his beloved . . . His mother, Eurydice, in her grief, killed herself.  Thus Creon was doomed to a widowed and childless old age.

1) What point was Sophocles making about individual choice and action in telling such tragic stories?

2) What might the extreme popularity of these tragedies tell us about ancient Greek society?  Explain.

3) Why would such stories be told over and over again?

