
Playwright’s Name: Sophocles 

Date of Birth: 496 B.C.E. 

Place of Birth: Colonus, a village outside of Athens, Greece 

Date of Death: 405–406 B.C.E. 

Brief Life Story: Considered one of the three greatest playwrights of the classical Greek theater, Sophocles was a friend of Pericles 

and Herodotus, and a respected citizen who held political and military offices in fifth-century B.C.E. Athens. He won fame by 

defeating the playwright Aeschylus for a prize in tragic drama at Athens in 468 B.C.E. Only seven of his complete plays have reached 

the modern era, but he wrote more than 100 and won first prize in 24 contests. Best known are his three Theban plays, Antigone, 

Oedipus Rex, and Oedipus at Colonus. Sophocles's other complete surviving works are Ajax, Electra, Philoctetes, and Trachinian 

Women. He is credited with changing Greek drama by adding a third actor, reducing the role of the chorus, and paying greater 

attention than playwrights before him to character development. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Directions Part II: Read over the following article that provides more background information, specifically on Oedipus which takes 

place prior to Antigone (almost like a prequel).  Take Cornell Notes on this article because your Antigone quiz will include 

questions on this background article.   

Antigone was actually the earliest of the plays Sophocles devoted to the Theban cycle of myths. It was first produced about 442 BCE, 

when the playwright was in his fifties. Oedipus the King was produced about 429 BCE, and Oedipus at Colonus was written in the 

extreme old age of Sophocles and produced sometime after his death near the end of the fifth century. 

Story of Oedipus and his family: Cadmus, founder of the city of Thebes, was an ancestor of Oedipus (see the genealogy image). 
When Laius, one of the Theban kings, asked Apollo, through his oracle at Delphi, whether he and his wife Jocasta would have a son, 

the oracle replied that they would, but that this son was destined to kill his father. After the child was born, Laius pierced his ankles, 

bound them together and gave the baby to a herdsman to expose. Pitying the infant, the herdsman instead gave the baby to another 

shepherd, who took the child back to his native city, Corinth, and gave him to the Polybus and Merope, the childless rulers of that city. 

The royal couple named him Oedipus (“swollen foot”) and raised him as their own son. 

When Oedipus was grown, some companions taunted him, saying he was a bastard, not the legitimate son of Polybus. Troubled, 

Oedipus traveled to Delphi to consult the oracle, which prophesied that he was destined to kill his father and marry his mother. 

Odeipus left Delphi swearing never to return to Corinth, seeking in that way to avoid the awful fate predicted by the oracle. However, 

at a cross-roads where three roads came together, he met an entourage led by a haughty aristocrat who refused to make way for him. 

Enraged, he killed the older man and all his servants except for a lowly herdsman. Oedipus soon arrived at Thebes, which was 

suffering terribly from a Sphinx, a monstrous winged lion with the head of a woman who posed a riddle to all travelers and devoured 

them when they failed to solve it. When the Sphinx confronted Oedipus with her riddle—“What animal goes on four legs in the 

morning, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening?”—he solved it with the answer “Man, who crawls as a baby, walks on two 

legs in his prime, and walks with the aid of a stick when old.” Defeated, the Sphinx cast herself from the cliff. Having saved the city, 

Oedipus was proclaimed king to replace the slain Laius and married the queen, Jocasta. When the Theban herdsman finally made his 
way back to the city, he saw that the man who had killed his master was now king, so he asked to be assigned to an outlying pasture 

far from the city. 

After many prosperous years during which four children were born to Oedipus and Jocasta, a terrible plague ravaged the population of 

Thebes (the plague in Oedipus the King may allude to the devastating plague that swept through Athens in 429 BCE, killing many, 
including the statesman Pericles; some modern scientists claim that the symptoms described for this plague resemble those caused by 

the ebola virus). The Delphic oracle proclaimed that Thebes was harboring a pollution, the murderer of Laius, and the sickness would 

not leave until this pollution was cast from the land. Oedipus’ efforts to discover who this murderer was ultimately reveal that he was 

the land 's pollution; seeking to avoid his fate, he had unknowingly killed his real father, married his mother, and produced four 

children who were also his siblings. When the truth is revealed, Jocasta hangs herself and Oedipus takes her brooch and stabs his eyes 

until he can no longer see. A rare vase painting depicts masked actors enacting the scene when the Herdsman discloses the truth to 

Oedipus as Jocasta silently listens. 

Oedipus’ two daughters, Antigone and Ismene, accompanied him into exile, while his two sons, Eteocles and Polyneices remained in 

Thebes, where Jocasta's brother Creon was ruling as regent. When the boys were grown, they agreed to rule Thebes alternately. 

Eteocles ruled first, but when his year was up he refused to relinquish the throne to Polyneices. Polyneices, who had married the 
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daughter of the king of Argos, led the Argives and six other cities in an assault on Thebes (The Seven Against Thebes). Thebes drove 

off the attackers, but in the course of the battle the two brothers killed each other. Their uncle Creon assumed the throne and decreed 

that Eteocles was to be buried with honors but his brother Polyneices was to be left unburied, to rot in the sun and be eaten by 

scavengers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


