OEDIPUS REX

Oedipus Rex, like any other plays or stories have many symbols and hidden meaning behind the story as a whole and the characters within it. This play of Sophocles is very much based on the society that he has lived in, the ancient Greeks, as is evident by the characters and the role they assume in this production.


Although the mythological Gods were only mentioned by name and did not appear in this play, the role conveyed to them was clear; their will are not to be challenged. Greek mythology talks of the Fates; immortals that controlled the birth, length and death of every mortal and their work are usually conveyed through the oracles. It seems appropriate that Oedipus learns of his fate only after visiting the Oracle, another symbol of the Divinities. Furthermore, the patron of the Oracle at Delphi was Apollo, who was also the God of healing. He was reputed to have punished mortals by plagues, such as the one brought on in Thebes.


Of course the figurative symbol of the Gods in the play is Tiresius, the wise man. He is revered above the ordinary man, as the seer of the Truth. When Tiresius tells Oedipus the Truth, the ruler refuses it and accuses him of lying. The wise man’s ability to tell no lie came from Zeus and Oedipus is not only rejecting Tiresius’ words but also, symbolically, the power of the Gods. Moreover, Tiresius is an old man, representing the older traditions while the young king upholds the newer, more modern ideas of individuality and human might.


Oedipus, king of Thebes, adopted son of Polybus, ruler of Corinth and the brilliant man who solved the Sphinx’s riddle. We are told he is endowed with the gift of puzzle resolution. This characteristic is also very ironic since, although he solved the riddle of Sphinx, he was unable to solve the riddle of his own life, his origins. His very name was a clue to his background yet he was completely ignorant of it.

In addition, he is very much what today we would call a humanist, believing in the power of humans over that of the Gods. In the play, Oedipus accuses the wise man Tiresius of not helping the citizens of Thebes by solving the riddle of the Sphinx. Here Tiresius, servant of Apollo, is the embodiment of the mythology and Oedipus humanity. Basically, humanity was able to save itself from the Gods.

Finally, Jocasta, the woman, the wife, the mother. She like most of the women of the classical Greek period had only one important role in their lives; reproduction. The women were usually confined to a single room in the house and could only leave accompanied by a male, be he his father, husband or son. Richer women had more privileges, as is evidence by Jocasta, but in the end her role was still singularly procreation. The new king marries the wife and she must bare him children. In a way, the play is exploiting this fact to worsen Oedipus’ situation; the curse would not be so bad had he only killed his father, but to bear children with his own mother is unspeakable.

On closer examination of her role in the play, most of the time, she is comforting Oedipus. Some might see thing as a very motherly role, but also a little degrading since she does not help perpetuate the story; or she makes Oedipus repeat news or Oedipus seeks assurance by making the messenger repeat himself. In a way, she is an annoyance. She also did not reveal the Truth to Oedipus when she discovered it, impeding on his search. At the end of the play, it was with her golden broaches that he blinds himself, a way of demonstrating the suffering that women and their accessories have brought to men.

Sophocles, through his play, made clear the social status that each should take. First, there is the uncontested will of the Gods, then the dominant force of all people, the man and finally at the bottom is the woman. The story is also about the struggle of man over the Gods, or fate where man eventually succumbs. Although this story was written about 25 centuries ago, perhaps there is an immortal lesson to the understood. 
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