English 2201

Oedipus Notes
Dramas

During the 5th century B.C. dramas were presented three times a year at religious festivals. They explained the relationship of men to their gods and expressed reactions to social conditions. Sophocles believed that man, guided by the everlasting laws of heaven, had the ability to live justly.  

It has been said that, “Oedipus is the protagonist of the most tragic play ever written.”  After learning the future, he makes decisions in an attempt to escape his fate.  He becomes a capable, intelligent, caring king, husband and father.  The truth of his identity is revealed when he seeks the truth of his past at all costs, never suspecting he is the cause of Thebes’ current troubles.  In trying to change the life the gods set for him, he unknowingly fulfills the prophecy and loses everything.

The importance of fate in Greek society

It was believed that while fate may be predetermined, people were free to face it in their own manner.  The decisions and actions people took while living their fate would reflect their dignity and character.  It is important to note that Laius, Jocasta, and Oepipus all go against the gods in trying to escape their fate, however they accept the consequences in different ways.

The Role of the Audience

Catharsis is an important element in Greek tragedies, and one that can’t come without an audience.  Catharsis is “a sudden emotional breakdown or climax that constitutes overwhelming feelings of great pity, sorrow, laughter, or any extreme change in emotion that results in the renewal, restoration and revitalization for living.” It refers to the sensation that would ideally be felt by an audience upon finishing watching a tragedy, based on the relief felt by the audience that others exist who could suffer a worse fate than them.

Terms

Protagonist – The main character, who must achieve a goal while overcoming obstacles that are placed in the way. For example:

· a wrong must be righted

· a misunderstanding must be cleared up

· an enemy must be overcome

· a problem must be solved

· a moral dilemma must be resolved

Dialogue – that which the characters say, although aided by action, must:

· reveal what happened before (flashback)

· reveal what is happening at the present time (tell a story)

· reveal the thoughts and feelings of the characters (describe what they are like)

· create a mood or feeling that the playwright wants the reader to experience

Aside – A dramatic technique in which a character reveals his or her true feelings either by whispering to another character on stage or to the audience

Soliloquy – a speech delivered by a character alone on stage.  He or she thinks aloud, seemingly unaware of the presence of the audience

Elements of Tragedy

1. Tragedy must have conflict.

2. Tragedy must include a series of events which culminate in an unhappy catastrophe.

3. Death or destruction could result as a person suffers a misfortune that may or may not be his or her own fault.

4. Tragedy deals with suffering and death.

5. The intent is to make a statement about human infallibility, and to portray characters as courageous and flawed, invincible and vulnerable.
6. Traditionally, the tragic hero or heroine is a person of importance caught in a set of circumstances from which he or she cannot escape and whose only choice ultimately is to accept his or her fate.

7. Tragedies probe the basic questions about human existence, such as

· To what heights can humans rise in the face of adversity?

· Why are people sometimes cruel to one another?

· Why is the world so unjust?

· Why must we suffer?

· What the limits of our suffering and endurance?

8. Tragedy usually assumes the universe is indifferent to humanity and its concerns, or even that it’s cruel and malevolent. Paradoxically, while the world is seen as a cruel, uncompromising place, unjust and full of deception, despair and other negatives, people are seen as capable of dignity and determination in the face of adversity, and able to triumph even in defeat.

Characteristics of a Sophoclean Tragedy

For each characteristic, use examples to explain how it is present in the play Oedipus.
1. The action of the play is based on events with which the audience is already familiar.

2. The protagonist is a person of noble stature.

3. The protagonist has a weakness, and because of it, becomes isolated and suffers a downfall.

4. Because the protagonist’s fall is not entirely his fault, the audience may end up pitying him.

5. The fallen protagonist gains self-knowledge. He has a deeper insight into himself and understands his weakness.

6. The audience undergoes catharsis, a purging of emotions, after experiencing pity, fear, shock and other strong feelings.  The people go away feeling better.

7. The drama usually unfolds in one place in a short period of time, usually about a day.
The Tragedy of Oedipus – Whose fault is it really?
A TRAGIC HERO is an honorable protagonist with a tragic flaw (also known as a fatal flaw, or hubris) which eventually leads to his demise.  A Greek Tragic Hero has to fit the following six characteristics.  For each characteristic below, explain how Oedipus can be used as an example.

1. A person of high estate or royal or noble position

2. A tragic flaw or weakness of character (hubris)

3. Makes unwise decisions (hamartia)

4. Undergoes great suffering (peripetia)

5. Reaches a new state of awareness (anagnorisis)

6. Must live on as example to others

Can you see any reason why Oedipus may not exactly fit the role of a tragic hero?  Is the tragedy of his life all his fault? Below, explain the role each of the characters played in the tragedy.
Queen Jocasta

King Lauis

Creon

Teiresias

King Polybus & Queen Merope of Corinth

Theban shepherd and attendant

Corinthian shepherd and messenger
Themes in Oedipus
List theme topics below:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Write theme statements below to complete the following sentence:

In Oedipus, Sophocles develops the idea that…..

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________
