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The Written Embodiment of Tragedy


When thinking of tragedy, many things come to mind. One would most commonly think of some combination of death and Shakespeare. But tragedy goes back even farther than Queen Elizabeth, and involves much more than just death. Tragedy was written by the Greeks, ancient playwrites who knew their stuff. Many years later, but still on the same brainwave, Aristotle wrote a critical study to help classify these works. Aristotle’s Poetics reflects every aspect of Greek tragedy in Sophocles’ play Oedipus Rex. 

In Poetics, Aristotle supplies a mold for the main character of a Greek tragedy to fit into. Sophocles’ protagonist Oedipus demonstrates such characteristics, the first becoming apparent to the audience in the beginning lines of the play. Oedipus is a “good” man, not without faults, but through his actions he is shown to be a man with a genuine wish to do what is right. As King of Thebes Oedipus is good to his people. He is caring and compassionate and shows a desire to help with all their problems. In the first lines of the play, Oedipus addresses the people of Thebes, wishing to know their troubles, “Tell me, and never doubt that I will help you/In every way I can.” (4; Prologue) As such, his subjects have great respect for him as a king and turn to him in times of need to solve their problems and protect their existence. They believe him to be touched by the gods and meant to be their savior. The Priest speaks to Oedipus and asks for him to grant them his help once again, “O mighty King, we turn to you:/Find us our safety, find us a remedy,…Once, years ago, with happy augury,/You brought us fortune; be the same again!” (5; Prologue) This dialog helps the audience to see that Oedipus has no evil intentions, simply a drive to be a great king. 

Oedipus also fits Aristotle’s ideal of a Greek tragedy protagonist, through his display of Hubris, his excessive pride. When Teiresias tells Oedipus that he is the one to be banished and the one who has caused so much trouble for the city, Oedipus immediately dismisses it and is enraged. His pride ends up being the cause of his blindness. It keeps him from considering the truth or even taking the action of stopping to think. Teiresias finally blurts the truth to Oedipus in the line, “I say that you are the murderer whom you seek.” And Oedipus responds, in denial and protecting his pride above all else, “Now twice you have sat out infamy. You’ll pay/for it!” (20; I) His anger and pride blot out his ability to see reason and realize that he is the cause of the people’s pain. 

Aristotle states that during the plot, the character must go through a reversal, for Oedipus, this change takes place during his conversation with Teiresias. As is previously communicated to the reader, Oedipus is an honorable king. However, as his confrontation with the seer progresses, his character transforms completely, from the Oedipus the audience became aquainted with at first, to a monsterous king. Accused and humiliated by Teiresias, Oedipus’ anger comes out. He is no longer his old self, the calm, patient and devoted ruler. When Teiresias refuses to divulge to him the truth he so determinedly seeks, Oedipus loses his temper and replies, “What a wicked old man you are! You try a stone’s/Patience! Out with it!” (16; I) This extreme switch in character is something the audience has not yet seen in the good king Oedipus. His exclamation shows his pride, the cause of his downfall, and also the irony in his misjudgment of his own patience.  

Through his hubris, Oedipus refuses to see reason, and keeps insisting on finding the truth even against warning, but finally, while speaking to the Shepard and the Messenger, Oedipus experiences the recognition stated by Aristotle. A recognition each protagonist of Greek tragedy must go through. But Oedipus is not the first to reach a recognition, revealing to the audience the extreme extent to which his ignorance and pride have developed. Jocaste sees her mistakes just before Oedipus sends for the Shepard, and begs him not to persist. In his failure to see reason, Oedipus, once again, dismisses the wise warning and subsists. When the Shepard offers the final piece of evidence, Oedipus finally sees the horrible secret in which he has lived his life. Throughout the conversation he is all about the questions, although he sees it all falling together, he still interrogates the Shepard. It seems as if he sees his downfall approaching, but is somehow powerless to stop himself from pursuit. Finally, the outburst comes to pass. Oedipus realizes the dread and cries out, “Ah God!/It was true!/All the prophecies!…I, Oedipus,/Oedipus, damned in his birth, in his marriage/damned,/Damned in the blood he shed with his own hand!” (64; IV) Oedipus drops hints throughout the play, bordering on knowing the truth, but this is the first real moment that he voices and admits that it is true, that he is the cause of death to the people of the city, making this point the most important point of recognition. 

Being as the name of Greek tragedy involves the word ‘tragedy,’ the audience can very well expect something tragic to take place, Aristotle also believed this, and in this area Sophocles does not disappoint.  Oedipus involves three main tragic incidents. Each rises in importance through chronological order. The first is the death of Laios. The audience is, of course, included in the few who know the true cause of Laius’ death, however because this death takes place before the time of the actual play, it cannot have the true desired effect. Next, and more hard hitting, is Jocaste’s suicide. Once she experiences the recognition, and realizes there is no hope of convincing Oedipus to give up his chasing of the truth, she runs off stage in anguish. The audience is then informed, by another character, that she hung herself. The Messenger communicates to the chorus what happened inside, “And there we saw her hanging, her body swaying/From the cruel cord she had noosed about her/neck.” (68-69; Exodus) Directly after hearing of Jocaste’s downfall, they are told of Oedipus’ self-inflicted punishment. The punishment is symbolic and has a fearful effect on the audience. Oedipus gauges out his own eyes. This is also revealed to the audience by the messenger, “And as he spoke,/He struck at his eyes-not once, but many times;/And the blood spattered his beard,/Bursting from his ruined sockets like red hail.” (69; Exodus) Both of these actions take place offstage, and are not directly shown to the audience, just passed along as news. This helps qualify these events as true tragic incidents in the eyes of Aristotle. Although the news is quite descriptive, there is no graphic display of violence, which Aristotle states is unnecessarily terrifying to the audience. The way this news is delivered is effective enough in helping the audience to learn from the protagonists mistakes. 

It is apparent that Oedipus as a character goes through a purging of emotions, or catharsis, but the audience also experiences this along with him, giving the tragedy purpose. The audience learns from the play in the way that the author intended.  They are shown Oedipus’ gradual fall from honor, his flaws and his mistakes. An unknown lesson that also ends up being portrayed is not to doubt the gods. Throughout the play, Jocaste and Oedipus are found to be denouncing the prophesies, saying not to put stock in them because they are unreliable. Both confide that the prophesies of their pasts have failed to come true. Jocaste confesses to Oedipus, “From now on, where oracles are concerned,/I would not waste a second thought on any.” (45; II) In the end, of course, the prophesies are proven correct. Through this, the audience is taught not to ignore the gods because ignoring fate is not an option.  Finally at the end, the chorus is there to sum up the action of the play, and reveal to the audience the true lesson and what they should be carrying away from viewing the story of Oedipus. The chorus describes the king that Oedipus was before, and relate him to members of the audience, then states that he should not be envied because he did not end his reign as an honorable king. They dictate the lesson of the play as, “Let every man in mankind’s frailty/Consider his last day: and let none/Presume on his good fortune until he find/Life, at his death, a memory without pain.” (81; Exodus) They are telling the audience not to be sure they have achieved a great existence until their lives come to an end and there have been no painful mistakes.  

Sophocles’ tragedy Oedipus Rex truly can be classified as such through the thoughts and words of Aristotle. Although this play was written as a type of highly entertaining how-to guide for the ancient Greeks, its themes and purpose still come into play in modern society. Even though people today don’t put much of their trust in oracles, there are still things that can be learned from Oedipus’ painful life. A modern audience would learn that excessive pride could lead to a tragic end. Maybe not as tragic as being without eyes, but still pretty horrible. 
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