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The Poetics of Oedipus


During the Golden Age of Greece, where many aspects of the present day may find an origin, a score of different types of science, math, and art were created. Greek drama was one of the many creations, and has always been important to Greek culture. It was a tool to transmit messages of intellect, morality, and even religion. These standards, set by the Greeks, are still seen in drama today, but what the dramas of today do not have are the large masks that acted as megaphones, tall shoes and hats that embellished an actor’s height, the limitation on the amount of voices allowed in the drama, or the elements described in Aristotle’s Poetics. Although Aristotle was not a dramatist himself, and actually lived after the great Greek playwrights, his book is the only critical study of Greek tragedy written anywhere near the actual time period of the great Greeks. The elements explored in Aristotle’s Poetics are clearly linked to the elements of Greek tragedy due to the correlation between Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and Aristotle’s words.

Due to the class system employed during the time of the Ancient Greeks, a Greek drama was required to have various aspects so as to provide entertainment for members of all classes. These aspects include serious actions, lofty language, and even a bit of banter. Aristotle defines a Greek drama by those aspects, and includes the first two in the definition of dramatic form. There are several actions going on throughout the play, the most serious of which include Oedipus’s accusations against Creon and the investigation of the murder. Both of these actions create a problem that must be solved. When Oedipus condemns Creon as a traitor he reveals his character to be dramatically changed, but also creates a problem for Creon. Creon cannot live as long as Oedipus does not believe in prophecies, and Oedipus cannot be King if the prophecies are true. The seriousness of this action is shown through the audience’s knowledge that either Creon or Oedipus has to lose something dear. The investigation of the murder intensifies the fear awakened by the previous scenes as the audience watches Oedipus draw ever closer to discovering his folly. As Oedipus continues to investigate, he affects many other people’s lives with his findings. Iocasta even goes as far as to kill herself when she realizes what happened to her first husband and who her second husband must be. She warns him as she flees, “May you never learn who you are!” (Sophocles 57), but he does not heed her words. As for lofty language, the Chorus makes wonderful use of it. Each chorus sets up a contrast such as light and dark, or church and state, and then goes on to use figurative language. The first chorus sets immediately into a pattern that is followed throughout the drama. It proclaims “What is God singing in his profound Delphi of gold and shadow?” (Sophocles 10) instead of simply asking “What is Apollo telling us to do?”. The choruses continue to make use of such language and give the drama its dose of figurative language.

The Greeks expected not only to be entertained by a Greek tragedy, but to be driven to strong emotions such as fear and pity by it, and then to have those emotions purged and soothed in the end. Aristotle says that the purpose of a Greek tragedy is to uplift the audience emotionally and then lead them to a catharsis at the tale’s conclusion. All three of these emotional changes are felt in Oedipus Rex. Towards the beginning of the drama, when Oedipus is unknowingly vowing to take vengeance upon himself, the audience is driven to intense feelings of pity. How can anyone not pity a man who has fulfilled the fate he was trying to run away from without even knowing it? Later, the audience fears both Oedipus himself and that he will learn too much about his past. The audience fears Oedipus the man because he is vastly different from the hero they knew at the beginning of the story. This Oedipus has become obsessed with discovering who murdered Laius, even if it means his own downfall, and is already partly convinced that he must be the culprit who killed the former King. “Am I all evil, then? It must be so,” (Sophocles 43) he says, even before he has talked to the shepherd to verify the bandit story. Catharsis is achieved in the very end of the play when Oedipus emerges, punished for his crimes and accepting of his fate. Although Oedipus’s fate is a sad one, it is a comfort to the Greek audience to know that the Gods are in charge.

A Greek tragedy was nothing without a well crafted plot, and the Greeks came to expect three things from the plot of a tragedy. They expected to see the reversal of the status quo, the hero  recognize his own guilt, and the tragic incident that followed the hero’s realization within the duration of a day, in one setting, and through a series of closely related events. All three of these events are found in Oedipus’s story. When he first descends to the people to see what is wrong is the reversal of the tragedy. All that was previously flourishing has fallen into decline and no one really knows why, which creates a problem. When Creon returns and tells Oedipus he must avenge the old King to save Thebes, Oedipus immediately vows to do it and sets himself up for a fall. The exact point of the realization in Oedipus Rex is debatable. It is said that Oedipus realizes the truth when he speaks to Teiresias, the blind prophet, who tells him slyly of his own guilt more than once throughout their conversation; but, it is also said that the realization occurs when the truth is verified and Oedipus can do nothing but accept it. Both points lead to a certain level of acceptance of the truth, but Oedipus’s character changes dramatically after his conversation with Teiresias. He switches quickly from pleasant, “Teiresias: seer: student of mysteries of all that’s taught and all that no man tells” (Sophocles 16), to rude and afraid, “What a wicked old man you are!” (Sophocles 18), during the conversation.  Therefore, it is more acceptable to place the realization there. The tragic incident takes place off stage when Oedipus blinds himself with Iocasta’s golden pin, and the audience is only told about the gruesome act through a messenger. The description, however, is more than enough to make an audience disinclined to see such a scene, and the incident is still accounted for in the play. United, the three elements of an interesting plot find their place in the tale of Oedipus.


The hero of a Greek tragedy was often one of the most carefully crafted elements of the entire drama. Although the hero, also known as the protagonist, could be any type of man, but he was always the incarnate of two traits: a tragic flaw, and pride. In Oedipus’s case, his tragic flaw is ignorance. He knows nothing about his real origin, let alone his crimes, and so wanders into his fate by trying to avoid it. He proves just how ignorant he is with his own words when he describes his reaction the prophecy Apollo gives him: “As, that I should lie with my own mother, breed Children from whom all men would turn their eyes; And that I should be my father’s murderer. I heard all this, and fled.” (Sophocles 42). Had ignorance not clouded his judgment, Oedipus would have stayed in Corinth to avoid his fate instead of leaving his home. And if pride, known as hubris to the Greeks, had not blinded him when he was King, he would not have inquired into the death of Laius any further when the investigation started producing evidence that pointed at him. The last trait required of a protagonist is that of innocence. Oedipus was not felled by his own evil nature, for he had none. Oedipus thought of the people of his Kingdom even when his world was going dark, and came to his downfall through no fault of his own, but through ignorance and hubris.

Since the Greeks looked down upon violence and gore in general, the violence that was included in Greek tragedy was always performed off stage. Aristotle’s elements include Greek tragedy never makes a spectacle of itself by allowing violence on stage. The story of Oedipus Rex begins when Oedipus is already King, so the violence included in the scene of Laios’s death is avoided, and the rest of the violent acts performed in the play take place in Iocasta’s room, which, conveniently, is never a part of the set. Sophocles gives the part of informing his audience of the violence that has taken place through another agent: a messenger. After both Iocasta and Oedipus have exited with their realizations a scene consisting of a conversation between the Second Messenger and the Choragos takes place. The messenger informs the audience of Iocasta’s death and Oedipus’s new point of view with a monologue that includes some very gruesome descriptions, including that of Iocasta’s suicide and Oedipus’s blinding. “And there we saw her hanging, her body swaying from the cruel cord she had noosed about her neck” (Sophocles 68-69) accounts for Iocasta’s fate, and “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” (Sophocles 69) accounts for Oedipus’s. Although violence is not allowed on the stage, the gory details of the descriptions are enough to give the violence as much impact as enacting it, and make one sick.

Because of the correlation between Aristotle’s Poetics and Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex it is evident that the elements Aristotle describes are those of a Greek tragedy. The study of Greek tragedy at such an early time period helped to provide structure for future works and develop the work of today. Without the Greek playwrights we would not have drama, but without those who study drama, we would have chaos on the stage. Thanks to the study of art, art is able to learn from past mistakes, and grow into something even more beautiful.
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