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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING POWER OF GREEK
TRAGEDY

In the landscape of Western literature, few works have cast a
longer shadow than the dramatic masterpieces of ancient
Greece. Among the towering figures of this golden age,
Sophocles stands as a colossus, and his most celebrated
achievement is undoubtedly the trilogy of plays that chronicles
the rise and fall of a single, cursed family. Sophocles The Three
Theban Plays—Oedipus Rex, Oedipus at Colonus, and
Antigone—form a cohesive narrative arc that has captivated
audiences for over two millennia. These are not merely stories of
kings and queens; they are profound explorations of fate, justice,
piety, and the human condition. To read Sophocles The Three
Theban Plays is to engage with the foundational questions of
what it means to be human, to rule, to rebel, and to suffer. This
article delves deep into each of these timeless works, examining
their plots, characters, and enduring significance.

SOPHOCLES: THE ARCHITECT OF CLASSICAL TRAGEDY

Before we journey through the specific plays, it is essential to

understand the playwright who created them. Sophocles lived
from approximately 497 to 406 BCE in Athens, a city that was the
epicenter of democratic innovation, philosophical inquiry, and
artistic expression. He was a contemporary of Aeschylus and
Euripides, the other two great tragedians, but he surpassed them
in both popularity and dramatic innovation. Sophocles introduced
the third actor to the stage, allowing for more complex character
interactions and conflict. He also reduced the role of the chorus,
shifting the focus to individual psychology and moral dilemmas.
Sophocles The Three Theban Plays represent the pinnacle of
his art, demonstrating his masterful control of dramatic irony,
pacing, and thematic depth. It is important to note that while
these three plays are often grouped together as a trilogy, they
were not originally written to be performed as a single unit. They
were composed years apart, for different festivals, yet they form
an astonishingly coherent cycle when read in sequence.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE THEBAN CYCLE

The city of Thebes serves as the central backdrop for all three
plays, and its royal family is afflicted by a curse that spans
generations. The story begins, in narrative time, with a prophecy
that the son of King Laius and Queen Jocasta will one day kill his
father and marry his mother. The attempt to evade this prophecy
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sets in motion a chain of events that leads to ruin, exile, and a
bitter struggle over the meaning of justice and divine law.
Sophocles The Three Theban Plays do not present these
events in chronological order of the story, but rather in the order
in which they were likely composed. Antigone was actually
written first, around 441 BCE. Oedipus Rex followed around 429
BCE, and Oedipus at Colonus was Sophocles' final play, written
when he was nearly ninety years old and produced posthumously
in 401 BCE. Despite this composition order, the narrative flows
most naturally when read in the chronological sequence of the
plot: Oedipus Rex, Oedipus at Colonus, and then Antigone. This is
the order in which the story unfolds, and it is the order we will
explore here.

OEDIPUS REX: THE FALL OF THE KING

The Prophecy and the
Investigation

Oedipus Rex is perhaps the most famous Greek tragedy ever
written, and it is the cornerstone of Sophocles The Three
Theban Plays. The play opens with the city of Thebes suffering
under a devastating plague. The people look to their wise and
capable king, Oedipus, for deliverance. Oedipus, who famously
solved the riddle of the Sphinx and saved the city once before, is
determined to find the cause of the current calamity. He sends
his brother-in-law Creon to the oracle at Delphi, who returns with

a chilling message: the plague will only end when the murderer of
the former king, Laius, is found and punished. Oedipus, driven by
a fierce sense of justice and a desire to protect his city, launches
a relentless investigation into the old crime.

The dramatic irony that pervades the entire play is masterful. The
audience knows, from the very beginning, that Oedipus himself is
the killer he seeks. He does not. As the investigation progresses,
Oedipus grows increasingly angry and suspicious, accusing the
blind seer Tiresias of conspiracy and even suspecting Creon of
plotting against him. Tiresias, with terrible reluctance, reveals the
truth: "You are the pollution you seek." Oedipus refuses to
believe it, but piece by piece, the evidence begins to accumulate.
A messenger arrives from Corinth with news that Oedipus'
supposed father, Polybus, has died of natural causes. This
appears to disprove the prophecy, but it instead unravels the
final threads of Oedipus' identity. The messenger reveals that
Oedipus was not the biological son of Polybus and Merope, but
rather a foundling—a baby given to him by a shepherd from
Thebes.

The Revelation and Its
Aftermath

The climax of the play is devastating. The old shepherd, who was
a servant of Laius, is brought forward and confesses everything.
He was ordered to expose the infant son of Laius and Jocasta on a
mountainside to avoid the prophecy, but he took pity on the child
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and gave him to the messenger instead. The truth is undeniable:
Oedipus has killed his father, Laius, at a crossroads years ago,
and he has married his mother, Jocasta. The prophecy has been
fulfilled despite every attempt to avoid it. Jocasta, realizing the
horror, hangs herself in her chambers. Oedipus, in an act of self-
blinding, takes the pins from her dress and stabs out his own
eyes, declaring that he can no longer bear to see the world or the
people he has wronged. The play concludes with Oedipus, now
blind and broken, begging to be exiled from Thebes. Oedipus Rex
is a powerful meditation on the limits of human knowledge and
the inescapable power of fate. It is the explosive beginning of
Sophocles The Three Theban Plays.

OEDIPUS AT COLONUS: THE EXILE AND THE
REDEMPTION

The Wandering Beggar

Oedipus at Colonus is the least performed of the three plays, but
it is arguably the most profound. It picks up the story many years
after the events of Oedipus Rex. Oedipus, now an old, blind
beggar, wanders the countryside with his faithful daughter,
Antigone. He has been cast out of Thebes, rejected by his own
sons, Polyneices and Eteocles, who have taken power and see
him as a source of shame. The play is set in Colonus, a village
near Athens that was the birthplace of Sophocles himself.
Oedipus and Antigone arrive at a sacred grove of the Eumenides
(the Furies), seeking rest. The locals are horrified, but Oedipus
insists that he is not an ordinary criminal. He claims to be a man

who has suffered terribly, but who has also been purified by his
suffering.

A central theme of this play is the transformation of Oedipus from
a polluted outcast into a figure of mysterious power and blessing.
A prophecy has emerged that the city that possesses the tomb of
Oedipus will be blessed and protected. Consequently, both his
sons in Thebes and King Theseus of Athens seek to win his favor.
Creon, representing Thebes, tries to force Oedipus to return, but
Oedipus refuses, cursing his sons for their betrayal. He declares
that they will kill each other in battle. Antigone, caught between
her love for her father and her loyalty to her brothers, represents
the compassionate heart of the play.

Reconciliation and Death

The final scenes of Oedipus at Colonus are among the most
beautiful in all of Greek tragedy. Oedipus, guided by a divine
sign, knows that his death is near. He takes leave of his
daughters and, in a mysterious scene witnessed only by Theseus,
he is taken by the gods. He does not die grotesquely but is gently
received into the earth at a sacred spot, becoming a protective
spirit for Athens. This play offers a kind of redemption for
Oedipus. He is no longer the arrogant king, but a broken man
who has found a measure of peace. In the context of Sophocles
The Three Theban Plays, Oedipus at Colonus serves as a
bridge between the explosive tragedy of the first play and the
political and moral conflicts of the third. It transforms Oedipus
from a victim of fate into a figure of spiritual authority.



ANTIGONE: THE CLASH OF LAWS

The Defiance of Creon

The final play in the chronological sequence, Antigone, takes
place after the deaths of Oedipus' sons, Polyneices and Eteocles.
The two brothers have killed each other in a civil war for control
of Thebes. Their uncle, Creon, is now the king. In an effort to
assert his authority and restore order to the war-torn city, Creon
issues a decree: Eteocles, who defended the city, will be given a
proper burial with full honors. Polyneices, who attacked the city
with a foreign army, will be left to rot on the battlefield, his body
denied the rites of burial. To bury him, Creon declares, is a capital
crime.

This decree sets the stage for a profound conflict. Antigone, the
daughter of Oedipus and Jocasta, believes that the laws of the
gods—which require all dead to be buried—supersede the laws of
any human ruler. She defies Creon's edict and performs the burial
rites for her brother. When she is caught, she is brought before
Creon. The confrontation between Antigone and Creon is one of
the most famous debates in all of literature. Antigone argues for
divine law, individual conscience, and familial duty. Creon argues
for civic order, state authority, and the rule of law.

The Tragic Consequences

Creon, stubborn and proud, refuses to relent. He sentences
Antigone to be entombed alive in a cave. This decision sets off a

chain of tragic events. The blind seer Tiresias warns Creon that
his actions are an offense against the gods, but Creon initially
dismisses him. However, after being persuaded by his son
Haemon (who is engaged to Antigone) and the chorus, Creon
finally changes his mind and rushes to free Antigone. He arrives
too late. Antigone has hanged herself in the tomb. Haemon, in
grief and rage, attacks his father and then takes his own life.
When Creon's wife, Eurydice, hears the news of her son's death,
she also kills herself. Creon is left utterly alone, broken by his
own rigidity and pride. The play ends with Creon acknowledging
his folly, praying for death, and being led away in despair.
Antigone completes Sophocles The Three Theban Plays with
a devastating conclusion about the cost of absolutism, the
conflict between human and divine law, and the nature of true
justice.

MAJOR THEMES ACROSS THE TRILOGY

Fate versus Free Will

The most persistent theme in Sophocles The Three Theban
Plays is the tension between fate and free will. In Oedipus Rex,
the prophecy seems inescapable, yet Oedipus's own actions—his
rage at the crossroads, his relentless pursuit of the truth—are
what bring the prophecy to fulfillment. Does Oedipus have free
will, or is he simply a puppet of the gods? Sophocles does not
give an easy answer. He suggests that fate sets a certain
trajectory, but human character and choices determine how that
trajectory is realized. In Oedipus at Colonus, the hero achieves a
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Justice is explored from multiple angles. In Oedipus Rex, justice is
a detective story, a search for the truth that ends in self-

destruction. In Ant

kind of mastery over his fate by accepting it. In Antigone, fate
emerges from the consequences of human choices, particularly

the stubbornness of Creon.

The Nature of Justice



