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The study of Sophocles' tragic play "Oedipus Rex" (also known as "Oedipus the King") is a
staple in literature classes around the world. As students delve into the themes, characters,
and dramatic elements of this classic text, they often seek guidance to navigate its
complexities. This article serves as a comprehensive study guide answer key to assist
learners in understanding the play's key aspects, including plot summaries, character
analyses, themes, and significant quotations.

Plot Summary

"Oedipus Rex" unfolds in Thebes, where King Oedipus is determined to rid the city of a
plague. The play begins with the citizens of Thebes petitioning Oedipus for help. Oedipus
sends his brother-in-law, Creon, to the Oracle of Delphi to seek answers. The oracle reveals
that the plague is a punishment for the unavenged murder of the previous king, Laius.
Oedipus vows to find and punish the murderer, not knowing that he himself is the culprit.

As the investigation progresses, Oedipus learns unsettling truths about his origins and his
tragic fate. He discovers that he had unknowingly killed his father, Laius, and married his
mother, Jocasta. The play culminates in Oedipus’s realization of his actions, leading to
devastating consequences for himself and his family.

Key Events

1. The Plague: The play opens with Thebes suffering from a plague, prompting Oedipus to
act.

2. The Oracle's Message: Oedipus learns from Creon that the plague is linked to Laius’s
murder.

3. The Investigation: Oedipus seeks information from witnesses, including the blind prophet
Tiresias.

4. The Revelation: Oedipus discovers his true identity and the horrific truth of his actions.
5. The Aftermath: The play ends with Oedipus’s self-inflicted blindness and exile.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "Oedipus Rex" is crucial for interpreting the play's themes
and messages.



Oedipus

Oedipus is the tragic hero of the play. As the king of Thebes, he is portrayed as intelligent
and determined, yet flawed and blind to the truth of his own life. His quest for knowledge
leads to his downfall, embodying the tragic irony of his situation.

- Traits:

- Intelligent: Oedipus is quick-witted and capable of solving riddles.

- Determined: He is committed to saving Thebes and uncovering the truth.
- Prideful: His hubris leads him to believe he can outmaneuver fate.

Jocasta

Jocasta, Oedipus’s wife and mother, plays a pivotal role in the narrative. She initially
appears as a supportive figure but becomes increasingly desperate as the truth unravels.

- Traits:

- Protective: Jocasta tries to shield Oedipus from the truth.

- Pragmatic: She dismisses prophecies and believes in the power of human agency.
- Tragic: Her eventual realization of her role in the tragedy leads to her suicide.

Tiresias

Tiresias, the blind prophet, represents knowledge and foresight. His blindness is symbolic of
the theme that true sight comes from understanding rather than physical vision.

- Traits:

- Wise: Tiresias possesses knowledge that others cannot grasp.

- Cautious: He is reluctant to reveal the truth to Oedipus.

- Symbolic: His blindness contrasts with Oedipus’s metaphorical blindness to his fate.

Themes

The themes in "Oedipus Rex" are rich and complex, offering insights into human nature and
the world.

Fate vs. Free Will

One of the central themes is the tension between fate and free will. Oedipus tries to escape
his prophesied fate, but his efforts only bring it to fruition. This raises questions about the
extent of human agency in the face of a predetermined destiny.



- Key Quotes:
- "It is not my nature to give up."
- "l will fight for you, | will search for the truth."

Blindness and Sight

The motif of blindness permeates the play. Oedipus is physically sighted but metaphorically
blind to the truth of his existence. In contrast, Tiresias, though blind, sees the reality of
Oedipus's situation.

- Key Quotes:
- "You have your sight, but you cannot see."
- "l'am blind, but | know who you are."

Guilt and Innocence

Guilt plays a significant role in the unfolding tragedy. Oedipus's guilt is profound, stemming
from actions he committed unknowingly. The theme of innocence is also explored,
especially in how characters grapple with their perceived roles in the tragedy.

- Key Quotes:
- "l am the cause of this ruin."
- "l did not know my own blood."

Significant Quotations

Quotations from "Oedipus Rex" encapsulate the play's core themes and character
motivations. Below are some pivotal lines to consider during analysis:

1. "The truth must be made known." - Oedipus’s determination to uncover the truth drives
the plot.

2. "l would rather be a servant in a poor man's house than be king of the dead." - Oedipus’s
realization of the value of life.

3. "You are the murderer you seek." - Tiresias’s revelation that brings Oedipus’s downfall.
4. "l am Oedipus." - This declaration underscores his identity and the tragic irony of his
situation.

Conclusion

Studying "Oedipus Rex" offers profound insights into human nature, the struggle against
fate, and the quest for knowledge. The intricate character dynamics, rich themes, and
powerful quotations not only enhance the understanding of the play but also resonate with
timeless questions about morality and existence. This study guide answer key provides a



framework for engaging with the text, ensuring a deeper appreciation of Sophocles’
masterful storytelling. As students explore the layers of meaning within the play, they are
reminded of the tragic dimensions of the human experience, echoing through the ages.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Oedipus Rex that is often
highlighted in study guides?

The central theme of Oedipus Rex is the concept of fate versus free will, exploring how
Oedipus's attempts to escape his prophesied fate ultimately lead him to fulfill it.

How does Oedipus's character develop throughout the
play according to study guides?

Oedipus’s character evolves from a confident and determined king to a tragic figure
marked by blindness to the truth, culminating in his realization of his own identity and
actions.

What role do the gods play in Oedipus Rex as discussed
in study guides?

The gods play a crucial role in Oedipus Rex, as they are seen as controlling fate and
influencing the characters’ lives, emphasizing the theme of divine intervention versus
human agency.

What are some key symbols in Oedipus Rex that study
guides often analyze?

Key symbols include sight and blindness, representing knowledge and ignorance, and the
crossroads, symbolizing the choices Oedipus makes that lead to his tragic fate.

How does the concept of truth manifest in Oedipus Rex
according to study guides?

The concept of truth is central to Oedipus Rex, as Oedipus's quest for truth leads to his
downfall, highlighting the idea that some truths can be painful and destructive.

What is the significance of the chorus in Oedipus Rex as
noted in study guides?

The chorus in Oedipus Rex serves as the voice of the Theban citizens, providing
commentary on the action, reflecting the moral and emotional undertones of the play, and
guiding the audience's response.
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