Oedipus Reading Notes
Teiresias – the blind prophet; regarded as a holy man of Thebes who knows more about the will of the gods than anyone else.  Sophocles’ audience would be familiar with the following myths regarding Teiresias’ blindness:  

A) Athena blinded him when he saw her naked while she was bathing.

B) Zeus and his wife Hera asked Teiresias to settle their argument as to which sex derives more pleasure from amorous relationships.  When Teiresias answered it was the female sex, Hera grew angry and blinded him.  To make up for this injury, Zeus gave Teiresias the power of prophecy and rewarded him with a long life.

Teiresias and the Paradox of Blindness

A paradox is a seeming contradiction; whatever seems impossible is in fact, possible. A paradox is a play on ideas, side-by-side contraries that seem to clash and reconcile simultaneously.

Examples:

“It’s the little things in life that are colossal,” said G.K. Chesterton, a famous British essayist and master of the paradox.

Richard Lovelace in “To Althea, From Prison, wrote, “Stone walls do not a prison make”—and in his imprisonment finds freedom.

Paradox is the language of lovers and religion

“He who would save his life, must lose it.”

“The last shall be first.”

“Hear now ‘tis, foolish people, and without understanding; which have eyes, and see not; which have ears, and hear not.”  Jeremiah 5:21

None so blind as those that will not see.”  Matthew Henry

My heart leaps up when I behold
A rainbow in the sky:

So was it when my life began;
So is it now I am a man;
So be it when I shall grow old,
Or let me die!

The Child is father of the man;
And I could wish my days to be

Bound each to each by natural piety.
--William Wordsworth

Teiresias, the blind prophet is known to have extraordinary powers of divination. Oedipus, who physically can see quite well at the beginning of the play, is accused of being blind to the truth.

Stichomythic Dialogue

Stichomythia is a technique in verse drama in which single alternating lines, or half-lines, or occasionally pairs of alternating lines, are given to alternating characters. It typically features repetition and antithesis. The term originated in the theatre of Ancient Greece, though many dramatists since have used the technique. Stichomythia is particularly well suited to sections of dramatic dialogue where two characters are in violent dispute. The rhythmic intensity of the alternating lines combined with quick, biting ripostes in the dialogue can be quite powerful.

· Provides contrast to lengthy speeches and choral readings

· Occurs in moments of high tension or conflict between characters

· Used to present thesis and counter thesis; question and answer; argument and refutation

· Uses nearly parallel lines in its best form and cue words lead the thought from one speech to the next

· Greek theater used stichomythia to distinguish the speeches of the masked actors, to separate long, rhetorical speeches, and to provide appropriate form for argumentation to heighten the audience’s emotion.

Example:

Creon – Now listen to me. You have talked; let me talk too. You can not judge unless you know the facts.

Oedipus – You speak well; there is one fact; but I find it hard to Learn from the deadliest enemy I have.

Creon – That above all I must dispute with you.

Oedipus – That above all I will not hear you deny.

Creon – If you think there is anything good in being stubborn against all reason, then I say you are wrong.

Oedipus – If you think a man can sin against his own kind and not be punished for it, I say you are mad.

The Role of the Chorus

Characteristics of the Greek chorus:

· Group of approximately 12-15 men

· Sang lyric poetry and danced to musical accompaniment
· Were unpaid, drawn from the citizenry at large

· Performing in the chorus was regarded as a civic duty

· Were trained and costumed

· Wore the dress of the people they represented and wore light masks

Functions of the Greek chorus:

· Provided link from audience to actors, responding to the play in the manner the playwright hoped the audience would respond—the ideal spectator.
· Provided tension release

· Reflected upon what has happened, pondered what might happen, asked questions.

· At times advised central characters

· Often functioned as the consciences of the people, establishing an ethical perception from which to view the action

· Helped to establish mood and to heighten the dramatic moments through movements and song

· Added theatricality to performance

· Helped to establish important pacing of play, pointing moments at which the audience should reflect upon what has happened and what might yet happen.

· Could be in the play or outside of it, by either participating in the action or by commenting on the action merely as an observer

· Separated scene of action from one another

· Usually through a leader as spokesperson, could interact with the central characters.

Understanding Irony
Irony – the contrast between what appears to be and what actually exists, between what is expected and what is experienced.

Examples – 

· Romeo and Juliet, only children of bitter enemies, meet accidently and fall in love.

· A New York bank robber held several people hostage but felt responsible to feed them, so he ordered pizza and paid for it.

· In O. Henry’s short story “The Ransom of Red Chief,” the kidnappers pay a ransom to the parents of the child to make them take the unruly, bratty child back.

Three types of irony

a) Verbal Irony – When a character says one thing but means another.  Teiresias calls Oedipus blind although Oedipus can physically see.  Teiresias means that Oedipus lacks the insight necessary to understand the situation he is in.  Once Oedipus realizes his fate, he pokes out his own eyes in horror.

b) Situational Irony – What happens is different than what is expected to happen.  It is ironic that the murderer whom Oedipus seeks to cast from Thebes to lift the curse upon the city is Oedipus himself.

c) Dramatic Irony – The audience or reader is aware of critical information that characters are not.  When Oedipus states that, “…by avenging the murdered king I protect myself,” dramatic irony is in play.  The audience knows Oedipus is guilty of the murder, but Oedipus does not.  By avenging the king, Oedipus destroys his own life.

Purpose of Irony

· Heighten suspense

· Add humor

· Assist in developing depth of character

· Express theme

· Assist in foreshadowing

Oedipus as an Archetype
Archetype – a basic model from which copies are made; therefore a prototype.  In general terms, the abstract idea of a class of things which represents the most typical and essential characteristics shared by the class; thus a paradigm or exemplar.

An archetype is atavistic (characteristics of prior generation exhibited in new generation) and universal, the product of the “collective unconscious” and inherited from our ancestors.  The fundamental facts of human existence are archetypal:  birth, growing up, love, family and tribal life, dying, death, not to mention the struggle between children and parents and sibling rivalry.

Certain character and personality types have become established as archetypal

· The womanizer (Don Juan)

· The rebel

· The all-conquering hero

· The braggart

· The country bumpkin

· The small ton boy who makes it in the big city

· The self-made man

· The wrongfully accused hunted man

· The siren (seductive woman)

· The witch 

· The femme fatal (woman who causes downfall of hero)

· The villain
· The traitor

· The snob

· The social climber

· The guilty figure in search of redemption

· The damsel in distress

· The victim

Archetypal creatures

· The lion

· The eagle

· The snake

· The hare

· The tortoise

Archetypal objects

· The rose

· The garden of paradise

· The state of “pre-Fall” innocence

Archetypal themes

· The quest
· The pursuit of vengeance

· The victory over an obstacle

· The descent into ruin

· The rituals of redemption and fertility

Archetypes are used by authors to convey the message of common experiences among mankind without explicitly stating them.

Archetypes make context for historical people, events, etc., to have relevance in modern times.
The Classical Definition of a Tragedy
In fourth century B.C.E., Aristotle in his work The Poetics gave Western civilization a definition of tragedy which has greatly influenced writers of tragedy and the form of tragedy for over twenty-four centuries.

Aristotle’s Definition 

Tragedy, then, is an imitation of and action that is serious, complete, and of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds of being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative; through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation for these emotions.

Aristotle divides his analysis into six basic parts: plot-making, character delineation, thought and language, speech, song, and spectacle.  Aristotle confined most of his analysis to play-making, mentioning the final three merely as components of the whole.  Therefore, to understand Aristotle’s definition of tragedy more clearly, consider the following facets of his analysis:

1. The writer of tragedy imitates a serious and complete action of a certain magnitude, represented by what characters on stage say and do.

2. “Action” is the motivation from which deeds emanate or the rational purpose of the play.

3. The element of pathos (Look this word up!) is essential to the whole.

4. Plot is the arrangement of carefully selected, carefully sequenced, tragic incidents to represent one complete action.

5. The plot consists of parts or types of incidents in the beginning, middle, and end of the play.

a. Quantitative Parts: Prologos, Parados, Episodes, Choric Odes, and Exodos.

b. Organic Parts: reversal of the situation (peripetia) – a change by which the situation turns around toward the opposite recognition (anagnorisis) – a change from ignorance to knowledge; pathos (suffering) – a moment of passion which may be aroused by spectacular means, or may also result from the inner structures of the play.

6. Plots vary in kind.

a. Complex versus simple – complex plots include reversal and recognition; simple plots do not include these elements.
b. Ethically motivated versus pathetically motivated.

      7.  The story must seem probable.

8.  Plot is divided into two main parts – 1) complication – from the Prologos to the turning point; 2) unraveling or denouement – from the turning point to the end.

9. A play can be unified only if it represents one action , and the best plays are unified by a single plot and a single catastrophe.

10. The central action of the play springs from character and thought, manifested through dialogue

11. The chorus most directly represents the action (or purpose) of the play.

12. Characters should be carefully delineated to contrast sharply with one another, should be full of life individually, should vary ethically, should be probable, consistent, and should reflect the central action of the play in the development of character.

13. The tragic hero should be a ruler or leader whose character is good and whose misfortune is brought about by some error or frailty.

14. Language should be elevated and in verse (Greek verse was similar to blank verse today) and should reflect rhetorical strategies of persuasion (primarily represented  in the Episodes and Choric Odes).

15. The special quality of man’s pleasure in tragedy comes from the purgation of the passions of fear and pity felt by the audience as they watch the fate of the tragic hero unfold, recognizing in it the universal human lot.

@Adapted from The Center for Learning, used with permission.

