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OEDIPUS REX:  STUDY QUESTIONS

PROLOGUE
1. Shakespeare usually begins his plays with a brief scene in which minor characters comment on some aspect of the main character’s behavior or personality; thus, we hear about the main character before meeting him/her.  Sophocles opens his play by immediately introducing the audience to Oedipus, the main character.  Which approach, Shakespeare’s or Sophocles’, do you feel is more effective dramatically?  Why?
2. Why might Sophocles have decided to open the play at this point in Oedipus’ life?
3. What qualities do we immediately see in Oedipus?  How do the Thebans perceive him?
4. What news does Creon bring from Delphi?  What single clue about the murder does Creon reveal?
5. Why had Thebes ignored the crime at the time?
6. What is Oedipus’ first theory about the murderer’s identity?  What are his two motives in finding the murderer?
7. What metaphor does Sophocles choose to describe Thebes’ situation?

PARADOS (ODE OF ENTRY)
1. What is the mood of the Chorus upon its entrance?
2. What appeals do they make?  To whom do they appeal?  Why do they focus on these particular gods and goddesses?
3. Whom does the Chorus represent?
4. Why is the nature of the plague significant?  Why not an earthquake or flood, for example?
5. What are the predominant figures of speech in the Parados?
6. How has the language changed between the Prologue and the Parados?

SCENE ONE AND ODE ONE
1. How does Sophocles connect the Parados to Scene One?
2. In what ways does Oedipus criticize his subjects?
3. What initial signs of hamartia (error or mistake resulting from a tragic flaw) do we see in Oedipus?  Speculate as to what the flaw(s) might be?
4. What might be suggested by the fact that Oedipus had to send twice for Teiresias?
5. At his entrance, how is Teiresias described by Oedipus and the Choragos?  What audience attitude should this description establish?
6. What seems to be Teiresias’ philosophical attitude?
7. What false conclusion does Oedipus reach about Teiresias’ lack of cooperation?  What effect will this conclusion have on Oedipus?  On Teiresias?
8. What role does the Choragos play in the quarrel?
9. What is the mood of the Chorus in Ode One?  What issues are discussed?

SCENE TWO
1. How does Sophocles connect Ode One to Scene Two?  
2. What character trait of Oedipus is revealed by the fact that he accuses Creon of treason without first hearing his side?
3. What argument does Creon use to convince Oedipus that he has no designs on the throne of Thebes?
4. What does this argument reveal about Creon’s character?  What other aspects of Creon’s character are revealed in Scene Two?
5. What decision does the Chorus persuade Oedipus to make regarding Creon?
6. How does Iocaste attempt to refute Teiresias’ allegation?
7. Why didn’t the survivor of the massacre at the crossroads accuse Oedipus as soon as he returned to Thebes and saw who the new king was?
8. How does Iocaste’s attempt to soothe Oedipus backfire?  What is his new fear?  What is ironic about it?
9. What does Oedipus tell of his own past to Iocaste?  Why did Polybos and Merope lie to him?
10. What do the speeches of Oedipus and Iocaste concerning their respective pasts contribute to the drama?
11. Whom does Oedipus ask to have brought to him at the end of Scene Two?  What is his new hope?  What is the dramatic function of this new hope?
12. Find further evidence to support your theory about Oedipus’ tragic flaw.
13. What are some significant figures of speech in Scene Two?  [Hint:  look on p. 30 for a paradox, p. 35 for a metaphor, p. 38 for a metaphor and a paradox]

ODE TWO
1. How does the Chorus feel about the laws of the universe?
2. What warning does the Chorus voice?  What might this warning foreshadow?
3. What is the Chorus worried about just before Iocaste enters in Scene Three?
4. What are the predominant figures of speech in Ode Two?

SCENE THREE
1. What is the dramatic effect of Iocaste’s prayer at the beginning of this scene?
2. What ironies underlie the Corinthian messenger’s arrival?  What message does he bring?  According to this messenger, why should this message comfort Oedipus?
3. What comment does Iocaste make to the Chorus and the messenger about fate?
4. Find at least three examples of a character mocking the power of the gods.
5. Find the single line which constitutes the peripeteia [reversal of fortune] of the play.
6. What does the name “Oedipus” mean?
7. Why does Iocaste attempt to keep Oedipus from questioning the shepherd?  How does Oedipus misconstrue her pleas to stop his investigation?
8. How is Oedipus’ character further developed in Scene Three?

ODE THREE
1. What is the subject of Ode Three?  In this ode, Kithairon [ki – tie – run] is again mentioned.  What is Kithairon, and how is it connected to Oedipus?
2. What effect is created by juxtaposing the pastoral imagery of Ode Three with Scene Three?
3. What is the significance of the Chorus hoping that Oedipus is a half-divine king at this point in the play?

SCENE FOUR
1. Why is the shepherd reluctant to speak?
2. What facts does the shepherd bring to light?  Trace the points at which his life intersected with Oedipus’ life.
3. What admirable trait is revealed about Oedipus’ character in this scene where he discovers the full truth about himself?  What three heinous sins does he now realize he has committed – sins which were unspeakable and unforgivable in ancient Greece?
4. Should Oedipus have insisted on knowing the truth?  Would his ignorance have prevented his destiny?  Would NOT finding out who he was have made everything okay?
5. At the end of Scene Four, what apostrophe [direct speech to an abstract concept as though it were a person] does Oedipus utter as he prepares to enter the palace?  What does the concept addressed symbolize at this point?

ODE FOUR
1. How does the Chorus react in Ode Four to Oedipus’ reversal of fortune (peripeteia)?
2. The Chorus uses the metaphor of a hunter to describe the day’s events.  Who is the hunter?  The quarry?  [Consider all the possibilities.]
3. How does the Chorus expand on the theme of illusion and reality in Ode Four?  What stylistic devices enrich this theme?
4. On page 64, the Chorus calls Oedipus “true king.”  There are two Greek words, “tyrannus” and “rex,” which both translate into English as “king.”  However, in Greek these words have quite distinct meanings.  “Tyrannus” is a ruler who has come to power by his own merit or by defeating the former king.  “Rex” is a ruler who has inherited his power.  Some translators call this play Oedipus Rex and some call it Oedipus Tyrannus.   Is Oedipus a “tyrannus” or a “rex”?

EXODUS
1. The ancient Greeks did not allow unseemly scenes to be portrayed on stage, but rather required that such scenes be narrated by a character.  Does this approach enhance or reduce the horror?  [You might consider whether in horror movies it is more frightening to know what the monster looks like and where it is hiding, or not to know.]
2. What tales of horror does the palace messenger relate to the audience?  What happened to Iocaste?  What happened to Oedipus?
3. What does Oedipus’ self-blinding in reaction to his downfall say about his character?
4. What does Oedipus ask of Creon?  What does Creon decide?
5. What does Oedipus sense about his destiny?
6. What impression of Creon are we left with as he speaks his final words to Oedipus?
7. Who remains to comfort Oedipus?  How is it symbolic that this should be Oedipus’ comforter?
8. What wisdom has Oedipus gained?  Was it worth the price he paid?
9. Who should be held responsible for Oedipus’ fate at the end of the play – himself or the gods?  Defend your choice.
10. Is Oedipus Rex a play glorifying man or glorifying the gods?
