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~The beginnings of Greek history are vague. It’is hard

r to decide when reek-histdry began and when it ended, since - .

- - -

a high degree civilization was attained by Greek-speaking

people before the time of Homer, and continued for half a
millennium after the loss of political iodepencence.1 Swiss 1)
historian, Jacob Burckhardt, views‘the problem philosihicallyL
All beglnnlngs are lost in obscurlty ? In éearéhiné the .
literature for material on Sophocles‘:nd his wost,'the wo;ds k

£

of these hlstorlans become hauntlng One finds that althbugh

certain biographicatl 1nformat10ﬂ is avallable, Sophocles,' )

- Y

the .man, is not greatly revealed other than through his works,
N - 4

¥ . “which unfortunately were-not totélly prese;vedﬁ Time has -

- .

caused much to be lést. Perhaps these limitations of ¥

.resource material account for the widely divefgent views
. : . -
offered by scholars interpreting his works. Perhaps the

. 4
. works themselves are the source for the Qisagreement., Cedric

*

t.) M . i
Hubbell Whitman offers the following: -

s
.

”

. . !

J o Sophocles was an artist who h1d his meanings under

! - "+ a glossy and almost impenetrable surface of sim-

B plicity. Like Dante and Goeth, he could wear the
mask of orthodoxy, like Mozart, he could veil his

human intensity in formal grace and reflned

brilliance. Beside his contemporarys Euripides,

he has often seemed stiff agd remote. Yet the . \
most dlscrlmlna g readers have always felt his N
. inner fire, since the fifth century B.C.. . -
. . scholars and men of letters‘ have used all - the1r
"+philology_and intuition to pierce: hi's baffling
exterior. .
N ‘v . ‘. . i
df his surviving work, it is generally agreed that the: "
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greatest is Oedipus Rex. On this work poo one finds widely

divergent, and reasonably convincing, arguments. On’'one

., : - A

side of the argum?nt we find that Sophoqles was urging mén
’xo humility and piegy in tﬁq\face of irrationa;ly evil gods;
and on the other side we hear that morality was not aﬂserious
question for S&phocles in thi§ play. C. M. Bowra speaks for
the Toralists: The c;ntral idea of a Sophoclean tragedy is
that through suffering a-man learns to beimodest before the'

P

,gods... When "(the chéractérs) are finally fo¥ced to see the

truth, we know that the gods have Rreyhiled and that men must

. : A
accept their own insignificance.4 ! ‘

The opp051te v1ew is expres'sed by A. J. A Waldock

We know little of Sophocles' rellglon When

e sum up what we know of his beliefs we find ‘)
.them meagre in number and depressingly common-
place in quality.... He believed that there
are ups and downs in fortune, and that men are
never secure.... There is religion’in ¥YOedjipus
Tyrannus,'' but it is not all crucial in the
‘drama.... There is no meaning in the-"Oedipus
Tyrannus. There is merely the terror of
c01nc1dence, and then, at the end of it all,

our impreéSsien of man's power to suffer, and

of his greatness because of his power. Tt s
A compromise ‘position may be that morality was not tlie

primary question heiig raiSed in Oedipus, nor was Sophocles

N

urging man to humility and piety,~altHough that notion tan
p . .

-

. - .
be! endorsed. in a negative way. Sophocles was in Qedipus g

o c1t . . s :
Rex primarilyjinterested-in the insufficiency of human .

€
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. + knowledge. ’ o ' o
Any discussion of a 5th céntur} Greek view of morality,
humility, or piety would be incompiltg without relatipg iE to '
their eveapresent gods and their moiekin Destin?. The Greek
view embraces the same i%logicaiity as the Christian view ~--
divine foreknowledge ind humaq'frke will existing together.

. : -
, As in Oedfpug, the foreknowledge of Oédipus' actions k "
posséssed Py the gods does not detract from the indepep@qnc€
.of Qedipus' act;ons'iq the piay, ;incqtit does not afféct
.. . the decision; which prodhce the 03E§S$T0Phe- éut this fore-
knowledge, made objective in the form gf a prophecy, does
~affect‘:\L actions of Oedipus before the play\fegins.6 This
-séktéﬁ:;f‘about the play may serve to illustrate the point .
;hat thé~Greek view does ﬁot, i; this case, exclude'free‘ ) ',
human jaction. . Thexprophecy allows for the igdependent acti;n

—

Oedipus, which, of course, fulfills it. This Greek view

of Destiny is explained in broader terms by Kar1~Re{nhaTdt,

For Sophocles, as for the Greeks of.an older time, fate in

g Fn oreer \ %
.general is never a determinisT but rather a’ spontaneous

- !

development of the power of the daemonic,: evén when it is ¢

. ) proghesied and eygn‘wﬁen‘it is fulfilled throggh an order N

7

imminent in what happens in the world's course. It would

be a mistake, however, to underestimate the influence of gods ,

7

in Oedipus. Samuel Johnson conceded their influence in the

oL play as follows: ,That his_(Oedipus) crimes and punishment

.
£ -
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still seem disproportionate is not to be imputed as a fault

L .

to Sophocles, who proceeded only on the arncient and popular
"notion of Destiny; which we know to have been the basis of

Pagan theology.8 Lo 7

* PR } 1)
¥

That the Ggeeks themselves had fear for the wo;kingg of

P - « - . ,

fate may be evidenced by the opening lines ofDSoﬁhocles“

Trachine, which he also used to close hls Oedipus Rex.

¢

f«"r

Look up on that last day always.. Count no mortal .
happy till he has_passed the final limit of his life
secure from pain. _ -

.

F

Thus, a summary view of the Greek notign of Destiny 'would
reveal a subtle interplay of the human and the divine ever
- }

moving toward ‘a future seen by the gods, but not xeally

determined by them, and of which the Greeks were sometimes, ’
'feaf%wl.k . ' -

Oedlpus is a curious mixture of a contemporary Greek -

H

ruler, yet a man apart from his time -- a man‘subordlnate to ‘iQ/\

X ®
.

éhe will of the'god§, yet in cghflict with them. At one ‘

glance we see Oedipus standing firm, a willfof iron, moving
R F ‘ ' * . ) ’ :

%P his own directions. Another wiew will see him cruelly ' .
¢ : -

o . . . -

punished, yey*of queﬁtionahle‘guilt. yi,can fi?d xhé-same

kigds,of éurious mixtures in "The Thghan-Legend,"lo‘ﬁhe Qery
source for the Oedipus Rex.s The fofcé b}vtﬂe Jlegend ?;la‘
cdmb;nation’§f god and huﬁaﬁ.ﬁilr as-+it ;elates toAgod'ahd ’.

& ’
<

L)
human knq#ledge. These, 1ngred1ents are, ba51c also ‘to the

- -

- ‘ . s o
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play. But; in the play S¢phocles very carefully arranged,thﬁ

material of the myth in such a way as to exclude the external

-

© factors in.the life of Oedipus from the action of the play;

whiép is not Oedipus” fulfillment of the prophecy, but his

discovery that he has, already fulfilled it. N v

rd

The tragic hero of the play is a man of several dimensions.
Perhaps his most str1k1ng characterlstlc is hi's passion for
truth (knowledge). 'It is such a passion that 1ead§ him to

the discovery of his own identity which is, of course, his

cagastrophe. From ,the beginning, when the E;iest requests -
Oedipus to seek an answer for the blight on the city, we find

that Oedipus had already sent Creon to Apbllo in his<Pythian
. {

-

temple.

-

OEDIPUS: You have not aroused me like a man from sleep; know
that I have given many tears t&wthls, gone many 'ways
wandering in thought, but as thought I found only
one remedy and that Iitook.. . 69

A 4

.Later, when Creon gives him the message from King‘Phoebuég after

>
~ Y ¥ Y

sevenJ{ questions to Creon about the command, ‘Oedipus accepts
4

the task 5f finding the murderexX of Laiuys with some conviction:

OEQIPUS: I will bring this to light agdin... 133

PR

We later see, in His exchange with Teiresias the prophet, that

Oedipus is angered by dela¥y. in the information he §eeks. v
TEIRESIAS: I will say nothing furtler. v
- ., Against this'answer let your temper rage

as wildly as you willk. : ) -,
OEDIPUS: Indeed I am
' +  so angry “kshall not hold back a jot .
of what I thynk. . 347

P .
s

N




. PRIEST: We have not come as® suppliants to this altar

4

-

Ca -
<
)

<

Perhaps this exchange can set the example for another aspect

€

. “
of Oedipus‘the man -- his impulsive intellect. Also, after .

he has angered Teiresias into telliﬁé him that he (Oedipus) is ‘

A :
the plague on the land and the murderer of the King, his mind
. 7 .

rejects‘tﬁe ided and~he ‘immediately suspects that Creon has
made a plot aéiinst him.

OEDIPUS: " Was this your own design or‘Creon's? . 379
The matfer of his integrity.pervades the stofy-iine and nourishes
the plot. He lived hy his decree, sought the truth, always,

and accepted the tragic consequeﬁces even unto himsélf. He

continuaily chooses action instead of safety.

N

There would seem some merit in descrfﬁing Oedipus the man,
to mentioning how his subjects -viewed, him. Were they gespectful

and honorable toward&their king? The lines Bpokeﬁ by the

»

priest in the beginning of the play would seem to indicate that
the people viewed him as a great King and more. .
\ \ -
because we thought of you as a God,. but
rather judging you the first of men in all
chances of this life and when we mortals 4 <

have to do with more than man. t 34

- ' 2

In our discussion of the piaxﬂye will seek to allow the ‘//

’ ¥

possibility that fate (the gods, etc.) was responsible for :
s { .
Oedipus' undoing; in which case, human knowledge (reason)

‘ could have had little effect on the outcome. We will allow too

= » \

an oppos{ng view, that(Oedipus was himself responsible for his

L2

K . . > . " -
fate, also in which case his knowledge (reason) was insufficient

Lo N .

f . S




I . ) ‘go - ) R R ¢
for him to avoid suffering. . .

-

B already mentioned the source for Oedipus is "he:
. -4 -
Theban Legend." We find in the legend a series of propheciesh

LT

by the gods, and a series of human reactions which attempt to

"tbgart the prophecy. This is never really successfully done. .

, .
As Watling explains the legand, “But still the word of Apollo .
- ' 11 )

—- and human compassion -- prevailed.” So from the very

beginning, we 'find no way to avoid- what the gods prophesize,

wand they did- predict the fate -of Oediﬁus.

Moreover, the lingering religious ﬁttitude of blgod-forf
blood law would seem to make Oedipus'néscaﬁe from punishment : Lot
' out of the question. In. the words of C. H: Whitman:
) '3%..it might %e urged that Oedipus' crimes_are o ) 1
’ . " more in the religious than purely legal or . |

| B moral centax, and that therefore,, whatever his
! motivating intention, Oedipus himself is just
. as "hateful to the gods' -- in the eyes, at

least, of the ancient chthonian religion, ' :
with its blood-for-blood law, .defended and " . ‘

S . exalted by daemonic hosts of Furies, with their
attendant spirits, the Alastore's and Miastures.l?

Even the plague which causes Oedipus to begin his search for

& .
truth is the  will of the gods. The chorus refers to the god

-~

“responsible for the plague in line 215. ) ’j/

Another consideration is.the Greek "hamartia' theory o

(tragic flaw), which again finds Oedipus punished through no

~

fault of his own, but rather‘for a flaw in, himself supplied

' by fate or chance. e :

h ]

These points, plus the GreeESNiew of Destiny, would seem

- to suggest that the gods (fate) had decided from the legend




Pl

4

LY

through the play that thell prophecy would be fulfilled; in

which case Oedipus' frantic search for truth, hlS honesty in.

Dy

motive, and his innocent will, possessdon of, hupan knowledge

-

*(reason) could not really change anything. -

The argument which holds that Oedipus is‘responsigle
for his own dest1ny 1s personally more appeallng, yet more
d1ff1cu1t to understand For: although one can‘lnterpret
Sophocles' play a number of ways, no on€ way that makes )
sense .completely excludes the seenlngly ever- present Greek
view of Destiny -- which can have reduced roles of importance

‘but not be excluded One can, however, m1n1mlze the 1nf1uence
s

i g

of the supernatural by p01nk1ng out that Oedipus forced and

-pulled the knowledge from,the past that led to,his downfall.

His efforts were vigorous and frultful. Even,at these p01nts

* -

. when he‘was‘not certain how frigndly certain information

. would be to him personally, he had to know. He could not be

~ * . '
moved or in.any way dissuaded. To him, knowledge was the
4 . .

ultimate value. He had to know! And once knodinéfthe truth

-

of his deeds,” he loses confidence in the merits of reason

and declares after{he has blinded himself;
OEDIPUS: ...Well, let my . .
. fate go where it will. . 1459

So he (Oedlpus) sought truth (knowledge), and found that once

*

he had found it, he suffered the same fate as the Oed1pus who

was led to his destiny by the gods.

&£
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o Klthough as we have seen it 15,30551b1e to 1nterpret

YN

Sophocles' play more than one way and that we can not find

consistent textual SV1dence that’ Sophocles W1shed to hold

’ .
Pl 13

' ,; Oedipus guilty 'or not. Nor can'we conclude exactly how
. £

“ . t
Sophocles viewed the supernatural. However, I do get a strong . 1

LY - ’

™ ' fee11ng tha't the posse551on of hnowledge was In 1tae1f for -

Sophocles through hlS play, quite meaningless, at least i .

. . terms of applying it to one's own fate for the purpose of . -

altering it. Human reason was"an exercise in futility. The

universe 1is ordered (%oﬁehow) and‘thihgs will be and happen b .

-

as they will. Human beings cdn observe, and even help -- as -

: * - '.\ v . )
o instruments within that order -~ but not really change.
} e . . » .

' ' Oedlpus didn't know the truth, and the prophecy was growing

“.
-
» %

to its prediction. 0ed1pus later kpew some of the 'facts and’
. L b] . -
the prediction continued to grow.. Oedipus ultimately learmed

.

the entire "truth and the prophecy was fwifllled Nothing
-} ’ \ A " 2
really changed, and pehlpus' acquisition of knowledge alteredf P
nothing.<* - : . '

. ’
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