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Oedipus Rex by Sophocles, 429 B.C.
Study Guide
Part I: Directions: As we read, complete the questions below.
1. What is your first impression of Oedipus? What 

characteristics of Oedipus are you aware of 
after he gives the opening speech?

2. What problem is afflicting Thebes at this time?

3. Why have the Priest and many citizens 
gathered as suppliants, and how do they view 
Oedipus? How does this view contribute to 
Oedipus’ status as a classic tragic hero?

4. Assuming that, like Sophocles’ audience, you 
know what is to happen, explain how the 
following quote is an example of dramatic 
irony. “[L]et us never recall of your reign/that 
we first stood straight, but stumbled later.”

5. Why does Oedipus believe that no one is as 
sick as he is?

6. What action has Oedipus taken to find an 
answer to the city’s problem?

7. Why does the Priest suspect Creon brings 
good news?

8. When Creon arrives from Delphi, what does 
Oedipus insist that he do? Why?

9. What does Creon report from the Oracle?

10. What is Oedipus’ reaction to Creon’s 
information?

11. What happened to Laius, the former king? 
How did the city receive an account of the 
events?

12. In Line 133 Creon refers to “bandits,” while in 
Line 135 Oedipus refers to “a bandit.” Why do 
you think Oedipus responds assuming only 
one bandit? Is this significant? Why or why 
not?

13. What theory does Oedipus immediately 
develop about Laius’ death?

14. Why did the citizens of Thebes not investigate 
Laius’ murder at the time it occurred?

15. What does Oedipus promise to do? Why, 
according to Oedipus, must his resolution be 
strong?

16. Give details of how the chorus describes the 
city to the gods.

17. What does Ares represent to the chorus? What 
various things do they wish unto him?

18. What is Bacchus’ special relationship to 
Thebes?

19. The chorus addresses a variety of gods in this 
passage. What is their central purpose?

20. Reread Oedipus’ long speech beginning at  
Line 217. What is his tone?



21. What does Oedipus order his citizens to do? In 
what ways does he give them incentive to 
cooperate?

22. About the killer, Oedipus states, “And I pray, if  
he should be known to me/and share in my 
hearth among my family,/that I suffer all that I  
called upon these.” Explain why this is an 
important moment in the play.

23. What does Oedipus reveal about his family life 
in this passage?

24. In this speech, Oedipus refers to Laius’ 
descendants as “ill-fated,” but to his own good 
fortune in obtaining Laius’ throne as driven by 
“chance.” Explain if there is a difference 
between these two concepts, and why 
Oedipus might choose to characterize these 
happenings in different ways.

25. What are examples of dramatic irony in 
Oedipus’ speech? Explain why they are 
examples of dramatic irony.

26. In what way does the chorus believe the 
identity of the killer should be revealed? What 
is Oedipus’ response? What alternative does 
the chorus offer and why?

27. What is the chorus’ opinion of Tiresias? How 
does Oedipus describe him when greeting 
him?

28. What does Oedipus mean by the statement, 
“even if you cannot see, you still 
understand/what sickness plagues our city”?

29. Explain what Tiresias means by his first 
statement to Oedipus. “How terrible to 
know/when it does not help the knower.”

30. What is Tiresias’ reaction to Oedipus’ plea for 
help?

31. How does Oedipus feel about Tiresias’ 
behavior? Why does he think Tiresias has a 
special responsibility to help the city?

32. What terrible thing does Oedipus accuse 
Tiresias of doing? How does he further insult 
the seer?

33. Goaded into anger by Oedipus, what does 
Tiresias tell him?

34. What is Oedipus’ reaction to Tiresias’ 
revelations? What alternative ways does he 
explain why Tiresias would make them?

35. What previous situation does Oedipus criticize 
Tiresias for failing to help? How does Oedipus 
say he solved the problem as opposed to how 
Tiresias would have?

36. How does the information about this previous 
situation allow for one of the unities of Greek 
theater?

37. What is the chorus’ opinion of this exchange 
between Oedipus and Tiresias?

38. In what ways is Oedipus blind or will he be 
blind according to Tiresias?

39. Why does Tiresias say that Oedipus, of all 
people, should understand his riddles?

40. What does the chorus think will happen to the 
killer of Laius?

41. Although there is confusion about which one to 
believe, Tiresias or Oedipus, whom does the 
chorus support? Why?



42. Why has Creon come to confront Oedipus?

43. How does the chorus defend Oedipus against  
Creon’s anger?

44. What does Oedipus accuse Creon of doing? 
On what does Oedipus base this accusation?

45. What arguments does Creon use to defend 
himself?

46. What does the chorus suggest to Oedipus?

47. What is Oedipus’ answer to the chorus? What 
does he plan to do?

48. In what way does Creon’s behavior contrast 
with Oedipus’?

49. Why does Jocasta believe Oedipus and Creon 
should be ashamed of themselves?

50. What does Creon say that persuades Jocasta 
to urge Oedipus to believe him?

51. How does Oedipus characterize what the 
chorus is asking of him?

52. Why does Oedipus decide to let Creon go?

53. What advice does the chorus give Jocasta 
when she inquires about the details of the 
argument between her husband and brother?

54. Does Jocasta follow the advice?

55. Do you find anything unusual about Jocasta’s  
initial reaction when Oedipus reveals the 
accusation against him? Why or why not?

56. What is Jocasta’s opinion of soothsayers? On 
what does she base this opinion?

57. What details that Jocasta reveals of Laius’ 
death trouble Oedipus? What is the symbolism 
of the location of Laius’ death.

58. After questioning Jocasta about the details of  
Laius’ death, what does Oedipus suspect? 
Why is this a significant moment in the play?

59. What happened to the servant who survived 
the attack on Laius’?

60. What does Oedipus relate about his past to 
explain his fears?

61. Why did Oedipus kill the men at the 
crossroads?

62. What is similar about why Laius attempted to 
kill his child, and why Oedipus fled Corinth? 
What does each action tell you about his belief  
in fate or free will?

63. At this point in the play, what aspect of the 
prophecy does Oedipus not yet suspect that 
he is fulfilling?

64. How has Oedipus cursed himself? What does 
he prefer to this doom?

65. How will Oedipus determine if he was the man 
who killed Laius?



66. What opinion does the chorus express?

67. What does Jocasta insist?

68. According to the chorus, what should be the 
consequences when an individual does not 
fear justice or properly revere the gods?

69. What concerns does the chorus have about 
the current state of religious belief? How do 
these concerns relate to Oedipus and 
Jocasta?

70. Why is Jocasta praying? What does she want?

71. Explain what Jocasta means when she says, 
“Now we are all afraid, seeing him/so shaken, 
who is pilot of our ship.”

72. What news does the messenger bring?

73. How does Jocasta interpret this news?

74. How does Oedipus react to the news of 
Polybus’ death? What does he fear?

75. How does Jocasta respond to Oedipus’ fear? 
What does Jocasta say that relates to Freud’s 
ideas of the “Oedipus complex”?

76. Explain the irony of the metaphor, “Surely your 
father’s tomb is also a bright sign?”

77. What information does the messenger give 
Oedipus to put an end to his dread of the 
oracle? How does this man know the truth?

78. What is the meaning of Oedipus’ name? Why 
is this information significant?

79. Why is Oedipus excited by the messenger’s 
information? Who does he insist on 
questioning?

80. What is Jocasta’s reaction to this new 
information from the messenger? Why does 
she react in this way?

81. How does the new information come into 
conflict with Jocasta’s previously expressed 
beliefs?

82. How does Oedipus interpret Jocasta’s 
behavior?

83. What is the chorus’ response to Jocasta’s “wild 
grief”?

84. How does the messenger’s information change 
the central question in the play?

85. What does Oedipus mean when he declares 
himself the “child of Chance”? Why is this an 
example of dramatic irony?

86. What behaviors has Sophocles presented as 
evil and dreadful?

87. To heighten the suspense and create a 
distraction before the final climax, the Greek 
playwrights often included brief songs. What 
false hope is the chorus creating?

88. How is the shepherd identified when he 
arrives?

89. How does the shepherd react when the 
messenger identifies Oedipus as the child they 
exchanged?



90. How does Oedipus coerce the shepherd to 
speak against his will?

91. The shepherd urges Oedipus not to inquire 
further about the truth. Who else has urged the 
same of Oedipus earlier in the play?

92. How did the shepherd receive the child and 
why?

93. Why did the shepherd not do as he was told?

94. Explain the various reasons why the shepherd 
is experiencing so much despair.

95. During the dialogue between Oedipus and the 
shepherd, what happens to their lines as they 
get closer and closer to the revelation of the 
truth?

96. What is the tone of the chorus now?

97. What is the contrast between Antistrophe 1 
and Strophe 2?

98. Explain the chorus’ statement, “All-seeing time 
discovered you unwilling.” Why is this concept 
central to the play?

99. What is the public’s attitude (expressed by the 
chorus) toward Oedipus?

100. How do you feel about Oedipus? Do you 
see him as a victim of a cruel fate or as a man 
who was at least partly to blame for his own 
sorrow?

101. Without changing scenes, how do we learn 
of all the action that occurred in the castle? 
How does allow for one of the three unities of 
Greek theater?

102. What two “self-chosen” pains does the 
servant describe?

103. What do you think Oedipus was trying to 
do when he found Jocasta?

104. Explain what the servant means by the 
statement, “some god led him on.”

105. What does the servant report Oedipus 
says to explain the terrible deed he performs?

106. According to the servant, what does 
Oedipus lack that prevents him from exiling 
himself?

107. How does the chorus react when they see 
Oedipus?

108. In response to the chorus, what god does 
Oedipus say is involved with his sorrows? 
Where did this god’s influence end?

109. Oedipus believes the gods hate him more 
than any other man. Does anything justify their  
hatred? Why do you think Oedipus has been 
chosen to live out such a terrible fate?

110. Why does Oedipus wish the shepherd 
dead?

111. According to Oedipus, why did he blind 
himself and not take his own life? Why will no 
disease kill him?

112. Why does Creon want Oedipus taken into 
the house?



married siblings

113. How does Creon “cheat” Oedipus’ 
expectations?

114. Why must Oedipus seek Creon’s 
permission to go into exile? Why does Creon 
not grant it immediately?

115. Besides exile, what else does Oedipus ask 
of Creon?

116. Why is Oedipus concerned about his 
daughters’ futures and not his sons?

117. When Oedipus protests Creon’s request 
that he let go of his daughters, how does 
Creon respond?

118. Explain how the relationship between 
Creon and Oedipus has been altered in the 
course of the play.

119. How does Creon treat Oedipus in this final 
section?

120. According to the chorus when is the only 
appropriate time to call a man “blessed”?

121. What is the meaning of the term catharsis? 
Do you feel at the completion of the play that  
you have experienced a catharsis?

122. In what way is Oedipus heroic?

123. At the completion of the play, what do you 
feel some of its themes are?

124. Do you think Oedipus has a tragic flaw, as 
a classic Greek tragic hero? If so, what is it? 
Are there any other potential tragic flaws 
besides the one you’ve chosen?

Part II: Family Tree
At the beginning of “Oedipus Rex,” we learn that Oedipus is the King of Thebes and married to Queen  
Jocasta.  We also know that Creon is Jocasta’s brother.  As the story continues, complete a “family tree”  
for Oedipus.  (It gets interesting!) 

Oedipus  Jocasta Creon


