
oedipus rex study guide
Oedipus Rex Study Guide: Oedipus Rex, also known as Oedipus the King, is one of the most famous
tragedies written by the ancient Greek playwright Sophocles. This timeless tale explores themes of
fate, free will, and the search for truth. In this study guide, we will delve into the plot, characters,
themes, and symbolism of the play, providing a comprehensive resource for both students and
literature enthusiasts.

Plot Summary

Oedipus Rex is set in Thebes, a city plagued by a terrible curse. The play opens with Oedipus, the
king of Thebes, addressing his people who are suffering from a devastating plague. In response to
their plight, he sends his brother-in-law, Creon, to the Oracle of Delphi to seek guidance. Creon
returns with the news that the plague will only end when the murderer of the previous king, Laius, is
found and punished.

As Oedipus investigates the matter, he learns from various characters, including the blind prophet
Tiresias, that he himself is the murderer he seeks. He is horrified to discover that he has unwittingly
fulfilled a prophecy that foretold he would kill his father and marry his mother. The play reaches its
tragic climax as the truth is revealed, leading to Oedipus’ self-inflicted blindness and exile from
Thebes.

Characters

Understanding the characters in Oedipus Rex is crucial for grasping the complexities of the play.
Below is a list of the main characters:

1. Oedipus: The tragic hero and king of Thebes, known for his intelligence and determination to
uncover the truth.
2. Jocasta: Oedipus’ wife and mother, who tries to protect him from the truth about their
relationship.
3. Creon: Oedipus’ brother-in-law, who becomes king after Oedipus’ downfall.
4. Tiresias: The blind prophet who knows the truth about Oedipus’ past but is reluctant to reveal it.
5. Laius: The former king of Thebes and Oedipus’ biological father.
6. The Chorus: A group of Theban elders who comment on the action of the play and provide insights
into the moral and social implications of the events.

Themes

Oedipus Rex is rich with thematic elements that contribute to its enduring relevance. Here are some
of the key themes:



Fate vs. Free Will

One of the most prominent themes in Oedipus Rex is the conflict between fate and free will. The play
suggests that while Oedipus attempts to exercise his free will by seeking the truth and trying to
change his fate, he ultimately cannot escape the destiny that has been predetermined for him. This
raises questions about the extent to which individuals can control their own lives.

Blindness and Insight

The motif of blindness is central to the play. Oedipus is physically sighted but blind to the reality of
his situation until it is too late. In contrast, Tiresias, though physically blind, possesses the insight
and knowledge that Oedipus lacks. This theme emphasizes the idea that true vision comes from
understanding and accepting the truth, rather than merely seeing.

The Search for Truth

Oedipus’ relentless pursuit of truth drives the plot forward. His desire to uncover the truth about
Laius’ murder ultimately leads to his own downfall. This theme underscores the idea that the truth
can be painful and that some truths might be better left undiscovered.

Guilt and Innocence

Throughout the play, Oedipus grapples with feelings of guilt and innocence. Despite his noble
intentions, he is guilty of fulfilling the prophecy. This theme invites audiences to consider the nature
of guilt and the moral implications of actions taken without knowledge of their consequences.

Symbolism

Sophocles employs a range of symbols throughout Oedipus Rex to enhance the narrative and deepen
its meaning.

The Crossroads

The crossroads serve as a critical symbol in the play. It represents the point of decision and the
choices Oedipus makes that lead to his tragic fate. The intersection embodies the themes of fate and
free will, as Oedipus chooses a path that ultimately leads to his ruin.



Eyes and Sight

The play frequently references eyes and sight, symbolizing knowledge and ignorance. Oedipus’
physical sight contrasts sharply with his inability to perceive the truth. When he blinds himself, it
symbolizes his acceptance of the truth he has come to know.

The Sphinx

The Sphinx, a creature with the body of a lion and the head of a woman, represents the enigma of
Oedipus’ life. Oedipus famously solves the Sphinx’s riddle, a feat that grants him kingship. However,
the Sphinx also symbolizes the complex and often puzzling nature of fate and destiny.

Structure and Style

Oedipus Rex follows the classic structure of Greek tragedy, which includes the following
components:

1. Prologue: The opening scene where background information is provided.
2. Parodos: The entrance of the Chorus, who sets the tone for the drama.
3. Episodes: The main action of the play, divided into scenes where characters interact.
4. Stasimon: Choral odes that reflect on the events and themes of the play.
5. Exodus: The conclusion of the play, where the resolution occurs.

Sophocles employs a formal, elevated style of language, and the dialogues are rich with dramatic
irony and foreshadowing. The use of the Chorus adds a communal perspective, enhancing the
emotional depth of the narrative.

Historical Context

Oedipus Rex was written in the 5th century BCE, during the height of classical Greek culture. It
reflects the beliefs and values of ancient Greek society, particularly concerning the power of the
gods and the inevitability of fate. The play was performed at religious festivals dedicated to Dionysus
and was part of a trilogy of works by Sophocles.

The themes explored in Oedipus Rex resonate with contemporary audiences, as they address
universal questions about human existence, morality, and the struggle for identity.

Conclusion

The Oedipus Rex Study Guide serves as a valuable resource for anyone looking to understand this
complex and profound work of literature. By examining the plot, characters, themes, symbolism,
structure, and historical context, readers can gain a deeper appreciation for Sophocles’ artistry and



the enduring relevance of this tragedy. Oedipus Rex continues to be a powerful exploration of the
human condition, inviting reflection on the nature of destiny, the search for truth, and the
consequences of our choices. Whether studied in an academic setting or enjoyed for its literary
merit, Oedipus Rex remains a cornerstone of Western literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Oedipus Rex'?
The main theme of 'Oedipus Rex' is the concept of fate versus free will, exploring how Oedipus's
attempts to avoid his prophesied fate lead him to fulfill it.

Who are the key characters in 'Oedipus Rex'?
The key characters include Oedipus, Jocasta, Creon, Tiresias, and the Chorus.

What role does the Chorus play in 'Oedipus Rex'?
The Chorus provides commentary on the events of the play, reflects the public's viewpoint, and
serves as a moral compass.

How does Oedipus's character change throughout the play?
Oedipus transitions from a confident and determined king to a tragic figure who realizes the truth
about his identity and fate, leading to his downfall.

What are the significant symbols in 'Oedipus Rex'?
Significant symbols include blindness and sight, representing knowledge and ignorance, and the
crossroads, symbolizing choice and fate.

What is the significance of blindness in 'Oedipus Rex'?
Blindness serves as a metaphor for ignorance and the inability to see the truth, while physical
blindness at the end symbolizes Oedipus's gained insight.

How does the setting influence the events of 'Oedipus Rex'?
The setting of Thebes, plagued by suffering and illness, intensifies the urgency of Oedipus's quest for
truth and highlights the consequences of his actions.

What role does prophecy play in 'Oedipus Rex'?
Prophecy drives the plot, as it predicts Oedipus's downfall and shapes his actions, ultimately
illustrating the inevitability of fate.



What is the dramatic irony present in 'Oedipus Rex'?
Dramatic irony occurs when the audience knows Oedipus's true identity and fate before he does,
heightening the tragedy of his situation.
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