Oedipus The King - Plot
Background
Much of the myth of Oedipus takes place before the opening scene of the play. The protagonist of the tragedy is the son of King Laius and Queen Jocasta of Thebes. After Laius learns from an oracle that "he is doomed/To perish by the hand of his own son," he binds tightly together with a pin the feet of the infant Oedipus and orders Jocasta to kill the infant. Hesitant to do so, she demands a servant to commit the act for her. Instead, the servant abandons the baby in the fields, leaving the baby's fate to the gods. A shepherd rescues the infant and names him Oedipus (or "swollen foot"). Intending to raise the baby himself, but not possessing of the means to do so, the shepherd gives it to a fellow shepherd from a distant land, who spends the summers sharing pastureland with his flocks.The second shepherd carries the baby with him to Corinth, where Oedipus is taken in and raised in the court of the childless King Polybus of Corinth as if he were his own.

As a young man in Corinth, Oedipus hears a rumour that he is not the biological son of Polybus and his wife Merope. When Oedipus sounds them out on this, they deny it, but, still suspicious, he asks the Delphic Oracle who his parents really are. The Oracle seems to ignore this question, telling him instead that he is destined to "Mate with [his] own mother, and shed/With [his] own hands the blood of [his] own sire." Desperate to avoid his foretold fate, Oedipus leaves Corinth in the belief that Polybus and Merope are indeed his true parents and that, once away from them, he will never harm them.

On the road to Thebes, he meets Laius, his true father. Unaware of each other's identities, they quarrel over whose chariot has right-of-way. Oedipus's pride leads him to murder Laius, fulfilling part of the oracle's prophecy. Shortly after, he solves the riddle of the Sphinx, which has baffled many a diviner: "What is the creature that walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three in the evening?"

To this Oedipus replies, "Man" (who crawls on all fours as an infant, walks upright later, and needs a walking stick in old age), and the distraught Sphinx throws herself off the cliffside. Oedipus's reward for freeing the kingdom of Thebes from her curse is the kingship and the hand of queen Jocasta, his biological mother. The prophecy is thus fulfilled, although none of the main characters know it.

The Action of the Play
A priest and the chorus of Thebans arrive at the palace to call upon their King, Oedipus, to aid them with the plague of Apollo ravaging the city. Oedipus has sent his brother-in-law Creon to ask help of Delphi, who at that moment returns. Creon says the plague is the result of religious pollution, caused because the murderer of their former King, Laius, was never caught. Oedipus vows to find the murderer and curses him for the plague that he has caused.

Oedipus summons the blind prophet Tiresias for help. When Tiresias arrives he claims to know the answers to Oedipus' questions, but refuses to speak, instead telling Oedipus to abandon his search. Oedipus is enraged by Tiresias' refusal, and says the prophet must be complicit in the murder. Outraged, Tiresias tells the king that Oedipus himself is the murderer. Oedipus cannot see how this could be, and concludes that the prophet must have been paid off by Creon in an attempt to undermine him. The two argue vehemently and eventually Tiresias leaves, muttering darkly that when the murderer is discovered he shall be: a native citizen of Thebes; brother and father to his own children; and son and husband to his own mother.

Creon arrives to face Oedipus' accusations. The King demands that Creon be executed, however the [[Greek Chorus|chorus] convince him to let Creon live. Oedipus' wife Jocasta enters, and attempts to comfort Oedipus, telling him he should take no notice of prophets. Many years ago she and Laius recieved an oracle which never come true. It was said that Laius would be killed by his own son, but, as all Thebes knows, Laius was killed by bandits at a crossroads on the way to Delphi.

The mention of this crossroads causes Oedipus to pause and ask for more details. He asks Jocasta what Laius looked like, and suddenly becomes worried that Tiresias' accusations were true. Oedipus sends for the one surviving witness of the attack to be brought to the palace from the fields where he now works as a shepherd. Jocasta, confused, asks Oedipus what is the matter, and he tells her.

Many years ago, at a banquet in Corinth, a man drunkenly accused Oedipus of not being his father's son. Bothered by the comment Oedipus went to Delphi and asked the oracle about his parentage. Instead of answers he was given a prophesy that he would one day murder his father and sleep with his mother. Upon hearing this he resolved to quit Corinth and never return. While travelling he came to the very crossroads where Laius was killed, and encountered a carriage which attempted to drive him off the road. An argument ensued and Oedipus killed the travellers, including a man who matches Jocasta's description of Laius.

Oedipus has hope, however, because the story is that Laius was murdered by a gang of robbers. If the shepherd confirms that Laius was attacked by many men, then Oedipus is in the clear.

A man arrives from Corinth with the message that Oedipus' father has died. Oedipus, to the surprise of the messenger, is made ecstatic by this news, for it proves one half of the prophesy false, for now he can never kill his father. However he still fears that he may somehow commit incest with his mother. The messenger, eager to ease Oedipus' mind, tells him not to worry, because Merope the Queen of Corinth was not in fact his real mother.

It emerges that this messenger was formerly a shepherd on Mount Cithaeron, and that he came was given a baby, which the childless Polybus then adopted. The baby, he says, was given to him by another shepherd from the household Laius, who had been told to get rid of the child. Oedipus asks the chorus if anyone knows who this man was, or where he might be now. They respond that he is the same shepherd who was witness to the murder of Laius, and who Oedipus had already been sent for. Jocasta, who has by now realised the truth, desparately begs Oedipus to stop asking questions, but he refuses and Jocasta runs into the palace.

When then shepherd arrives Oedipus questions him, but he begs to be allowed to leave without answering further. Oedipus presses him however, finally threatening him with torture or execution. It emerges that the child he gave away was Laius' own son, and that Jocasta had given the baby to the shepherd to secretly be exposed upon the mountainside. This was was done in fear of the prophecy that Jocasta said had never come true: that the child would kill its father.

Everything has at last been revealed, and Oedipus curses himself and fate before leaving the stage. The chorus laments how even a great man can be felled by fate, and shortly afterwards a servant exits the palace to speak of what has happened inside. When Jocasta entered the house she ran to the palace bedroom and hanged herself there. Shortly afterwards Oedipus entered in a fury, calling on his servants to bring him a sword so that he might kill himself. He then raged through the house until he came upon Jocasta's body. Giving a cry, Oedipus took her down and removed the long gold pins that held her dress together, before plunging them into his own eyes in despair.

A blind Oedipus now exits the palace and begs to be exiled as soon as possible. Creon enters, saying that Oedipus shall be taken into the house until oracles can be consulted regarding what it best to be done. Oedipus' two daughters, Antigone and Ismene, are sent out and Oedipus laments the that they should be born to such a cursed family. He asks Creon to watch over them and Creon agrees, before sending Oedipus back into the palace.

On an empty stage the chorus repeat the common Greek maxim, that no man should be considered fortunate until he is dead.

Questions to understand the plot Oedipus The King
1. Who does Laius seek advice from?

2. Who does the servant leave the baby’s fate with in the field?

3. What does Oedipus’ name mean?

4. Who and where is Oedipus broth up?
5. What does the Delphic Oracle tell Oedipus?

6. Who does Oedipus kill on the road to Thebes?

7. What happens to the Sphinx?

8. Who is the murder of the king of Thebes?

9. Who tells Oedipus about the first prophecy, trying comfort him?

10. Who comes to confirm that Laius was attacked by many men?

11. Is the king of Corinth Oedipus’ father by birth?

12. What does Oedipus say that man can be felled by?

13. Who does Oedipus ask to watch over his children? 

Oedipus Rex viewing questions

1. In the opening title what is the play called?

2. Who is the author of “Oedipus the King?”

3. Are the people happy in the beginning?

4. In what physical shape are most the people in the beginning?

5. Who are the people carrying long sticks with signs on them?

6. Who is the man in white?

7. What is he the lord of?

8. What does the prologue say about why, they believe in him?

9. How does the man in white act toward the people?

10. Where did he send his brother?

11. What does the Oracle say?

12. What did the servant remember?

13. What will happen if they do not find out the truth?

14. Who comes out as the people leave?

This is the Parode or (Entrance Ode): The entry chant of the chorus?

15.  Who does the chorus appeal to?

16. Who is the chorus supposed to represent in the city of Thebes?

17. Who is the first to reappear?

18. Who were they praying to?

19. Who does Oedipus Rex question about the murder?

20. Who does Oedipus not excluded from the sentence?

21. Who is the champion of the gods?

22. Who does Oedipus and King Laius share?

23. What is the irony in the scene?

24. What is wrong with the prophet? 

25. What use is wisdom if it only leads to __________?

26. Why can’t the prophet tell them the truth?

27. What type of champion is the prophet?

28. Whose secret is it?

29. Who should the king blame?

30. Who is the unclean thing?

31. What does the word taboo mean?

32. What did the woman or Sphinx look like?

33. Why does the prophet have “the right” to answer?

34. Who has committed crimes like the king?

35. Where was the man that they are looking for born?

36. Now this ends the first _____________________ that follows the Parodies?

37. Now the _______________________ will sing the __________________________ that goes over what has happened?

38. Who must the chorus/people find?

39. Who comes in and talks to the chorus?

40. What cuts no ice with Oedipus?

41. Who should know if the prophet is lying or telling the truth?

42. Does the brother want to be king?

43. What does Oedipus want of his bother?

44. Who comes to stop the fight?

45. What does the chorus say started the fight?

46. Who did the Oracle say would kill King Laius?

47. What happened to the child of King Laius?

48. Where did King Laius die?

49. What does the servant of King Laius do now for a living?

50. Who said the Oedipus wasn’t his father’s son?

51. What are two of the things that were told to Oedipus by the Oracle?

52. What did Oedipus do to the men he meet on the road?

53. Who does Oedipus hope that the servant says killed King Laius? 

54. What happened to the queen’s son?

55. This ends the second _____________________________ .  

56. Now the __________________________________ will sing the _______________________________ to recap what has happened?

57. Who appears after the chorus’ song?

58. Where is the queen going to visit?

59. Was the queen able to comfort Oedipus?

60. What do the Corinthian’s want to do to Oedipus?

61. Who is King Polybus of Corinth to King Oedipus?

62. Why is Oedipus laughing at the oracle?

63. Where was the oracle from?

64. Where was Oedipus found?

65. What does Oedipus mean?

66. What is the one wish that the queen has?

67. What is one of the gods that the chorus mentions?

68. Does the man remember the man from Corinth in the beginning?

69. What happens if Oedipus is forced to ask him again?

70. Why didn’t the Sheppard kill the boy?

71. What have they seen happen to Oedipus the king?

72. What happens to the queen?

73. What does Oedipus do with the queens brooches?

74. The members of the chorus talk about several opposites name one set of them?

75. Who made this life for Oedipus?

76. What has made him blind according to the chorus?

77. What Metaphor does Oedipus use to describe himself?

78. Who will take charge of the Government and Oedipus?

79. Who does Creon want to talk to?

80. Who come to see Oedipus? 

81. Who does Oedipus ask to take care of his children?

82. What must Oedipus learn to do now?

83. When the chorus sings the final song and leaves what is it called?

