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A Wise and Irascible Hero:
Oedipus from Thebes to Colonus

GHERARDO UGOLINI

Abstract

The essay aims at foregrounding the opposite yet complementary
dimensions which typify Oedipus’ character in Sophocles’ Oedipus
at Colonus. On the one hand, he is introduced as a wise man, the old
blind one - both blindness and old age being traditionally associat-
ed with wisdom — who has learnt from experience and is now able
to grasp life’s deepest meaning. This wisdom is based upon religious
piety, the awareness of fate’s superior and unfathomable power, but
also of time as well as of the oracles’ truthful validity. Such a mod-
el of wisdom is radically different from the one young Oedipus ex-
hibited in Oedipus the King, where he sported a knowledge through
which he wished to measure and dominate time in contrast with
the word of oracles and prophecies. On the other hand, in Oedipus
at Colonus, Oedipus is often prone to uncontrollable outbursts of
anger, in that he retains a tendency towards opyn (anger, wrath, ir-
ritation), which, in the previous drama, was an essential compo-
nent of his character and whose most manifest expression dwells
here in his repeated curses against his two sons. Wisdom and im-
pulsiveness are therefore the two main aspects which characterise
Oedipus’ identity in Sophocles’ last play. They intertwine continu-
ally and set the rhythm of the play by creating a tension between
two identities: a more human one, dominated by impulsiveness and
connected with the protagonist’s familial history and his own past
crimes (i.e. parricide and incest) of which he cannot get rid, even
though he pleads innocent, and one that tends towards divinity,
eventually transforming him into a cult hero and the protector of
the Attic land.

Keyworbps: Sophocles; Oedipus; Antigone; Colonus

The initial lines of Oedipus at Colonus, pronounced by the protago-
nist, contain a sort of self-representation that offers extremely in-
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teresting points to analyse. Here is the old king of Thebes’ first
speech upon entering the stage (OC 1-8):*

Téxvov TvpAoDd yépovtog Avtiydvn, Tivag
XOPpovg apiyped’ 1) tivwv avdpdv oA
tig tov mhavritnv Oidimovv ko’ Npépav
Vv vOv oowviotoig déEeton Swpnpacty,
OHLkpOV pev éEatodvta, ToD opkpod & €Tt
petov pépovra, kol T08” eEopkodv Epoi-
oTépyey yop ol mabot pe xo xpovog Euvarv
pokpoOg SL8AoKEL, Kol TO yevvoiov Tpitov.

[Child of a blind old man, Antigone, to what region have we
come, or to what city of men? Who will entertain the wandering
Oedipus today with scanty gifts? Little do I crave, and obtain still
less than that little, and with that I am content. For patience is the
lesson of suffering, and of the long years upon me, and lastly of a
noble mind.]

The spectators who sat in the seats at the theatre of Dionysus,
who years before had witnessed the first performance of Oedipus
the King* or some of the subsequent revivals, or were familiar with
the plots of Sophocles’ earlier tragedies, would have been amazed
to see the enormous changes endured by the character. In addition
to underlining his old age (1: yépovtocg) and blindness (1: TvpAod),

1 All Greek passages from Oedipus at Colonus are cited from the edition
of Guido Avezzu (Sophocles 2008); translation of Richard Claverhouse Jebb
(Sophocles 1889) with some slight modifications.

2 All Greek passages from Oedipus the King are cited from the edition of
Patrick J. Finglass (Sophocles 2018); translation of Richard Claverhouse Jebb
(Sophocles 1887) with some slight modifications. If the first representation of
Oedipus at Colonus is dated with certainty at the end of the 5th century BC,
shortly after the death of Sophocles (406 BC), there is no agreement among
scholars on the dating of Oedipus the King. Datation oscillates between an
earlier date (433) proposed by Miiller (1984) and a later one, proposed by
Perrotta (1935: 257-68) and then confirmed by Diano (1952: 81-9). The prevail-
ing opinion is that the scourge that hits Thebes at the beginning of the drama
is a reference to the Athenian epidemic that broke out in 430 BC, which plac-
es the tragedy around this time. See, among others, Bates 1933; Knox 1956;
Lesky 1972: 217-19. On the whole issue see the recent overview by Finglass
(Sophocles 2018: 1-6).
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Oedipus’ words highlight his condition of being a “vagabond” (3:
mAavitnv) and of absolute destitution to the point that his phys-
ical existence is made possible only upon his acceptance of dona-
tions. Along with these material dimensions, the moral values of
moderation, resignation, and humility immediately emerge, and
also “knowing how to make do” (7: otépyewv) with the little that
he has. These three values “teach” (8: di8&oket) Oedipus in this
new way of life. He lists them one after the other in 7-8, arranging
them in a sequence that seems to reproduce a climactic structure.

He speaks of:

1) the “sufferings endured” (ai m&Bou) according to the traditional
Aeschilean formula of learning through pain (wé0et p&bog);

2) the “long time spent” (xpévog Evvav pokpog), and in this case
an archaic form of traditional wisdom is brought back into use,
for which the inexorable passing of time discovers the truth
and modifies men’s attitudes with a consequent educative effi-
cacy (cf. OT 613-15);

3) finally, the third (tpitov) and most important element of the se-
ries, the “noble nature” that is intrinsically a part of him, indi-
cated by the neuter syntagm t0 yevvaiov, understood as the
equivalent of yevvauotng, and referred not so much to the no-
bility of birth (which also for Oedipus is an indisputable fact
since it belongs to the royal family of the Labdacids), but to
the nobility of mind. This last feature will be recognised by
Oedipus and also King Theseus (569), and it is precisely the
recognition of their common noble nature that represents the
starting point of the welcoming process in the Attic territories.

The Oedipus found at the beginning of Oedipus at Colonus is
depicted with great emphasis as an individual who has fallen in-
to the lowest sphere of social, political, and economical exclusion,
who is uprooted, “one without a homeland” (207: amdémTOALS).
He is practically without a physical body of his own, he is only
a “phantom” (110: €ldwAov) unable to survive without the atten-

3 See Aesch. Ag. 177. lI&Bau indicates the facts of life in general that we
undergo, and here it prefigures a tension between acting and undergoing
(aBeiv / Spav) which constitutes a fundamental thematic axis of Oedipus’
repeated self-defences during the drama.
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tive assistance of his daughter, Antigone. At first glance, it appears
that he is a completely different figure from the Oedipus depict-
ed in Oedipus the King. At least this is the sensation that the first
lines of the text suggest, which Oedipus himself intends to convey
by celebrating his own self-representation. In his explanation of
his painful apprenticeship to the public, he points out the obvious
change between who he is now and who he was before. Quantum
mutatus ab illo!, we could say. The Oedipus we see at the end of
Oedipus the King is a lonely and blind sovereign, completely an-
nihilated by misfortunes and the suicide of his mother-wife, and
denied political power and intellectual prestige after having been
“renowned by all” (OT 8: ntdot kAewvdg), “the first among men” (33:
avdpdv 8¢ mpdTov), “the best of the mortals” (46: Bpotdv GpLoT),
“almost equal to a god” (31: Beoiot pév vov ok ioovpevov), “the
most powerful of all” (40: kpaticTov maowv). After he blinds him-
self in the exodus, he is a man “disliked by the gods” (1345-6: O¢olg
exOpotatov Bpotdv; 1519: Beoic vy’ éxBioTog), abandoned by them
(1360: &0Oeog, “forsaken by the gods”), as he himself recognises,
banished from the city (1378ff.), and left alone to bear an unsur-
passable pain (1365-6: €l 8¢ TL TpeaPiTepov £TL KakoD kKokdv / TODT
Elay’ Oidimoug; 1414-15: Tépd Yorp Kokdr / 008elg 0ldg Te ANV £Hod
pépewv Ppotdv),* dominated by the desire to sever the ties con-
necting himself to the outside world. His goal of blinding him-
self is never to see the world again (1334-5: i yap €del &’ opav, /
0t vy’ OpodvTL pndév v idetv yAukD; 1337-9: Ti SAT épol PAemtov
1) / otepkTov, 1) Tpooyopov / €T’ €6 akovewy 11dov, piloy;),’ so
that he does not have to look into the eyes of other men (1384-
5: TOLavd €y knAdo punvocag éunv / opboig éueAlov OppacLy
tovtovg opav;),* with the regret of not having destroyed all the
physical channels of sensory perception, including his hear-
ing (1386-90: fjxiotd Y- &AL’ €l A dkovovong T v / nyfg 8L

4 “If there is a woe surpassing all woes, it has become Oedipus’ lot” and
“my plague can rest on no other mortal”.

5 “Why should I see, when sight showed me nothing sweet?” and “What,
my friends, can I behold anymore, what can I love, what greeting can touch
my ear with joy?”.

6 “After bearing such a stain upon myself, was I to look with steady eyes
on this folk?”.
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DTWV PAPYHOG, OVK GV EGXOUNV / TO Pr) AITOKATjo0 TOOHOV &OALOV
Sépag, / v’ 1) TueAOG Te Kol KAV pndév: TO yap / TV @povtid’
€EW TOV KoKQOV OLKELV YAUKD).?

In the final lines of Oedipus the King, the sovereign, having
committed parricide and incest, recognises that Apollo is the ar-
chitect of his destiny (1329-30: ATOA @V T4’ Rv, ATOAA WV, pilot,
/ 6 xako kokor TeAGV gpor Tad épa mabear),® and even though at
this point he is deprived of all power, Oedipus continues proudly
to show that he at least decides his own destiny. He insistently re-
quests to be killed (1410-11) or sent into exile from Thebes (cf. 1436-
7: Piyov pe yig ék thod’ 6cov tayie®’, dmov / Bvntdv pavodpon
undevog mpoonyopog, “Cast me out of this land with all speed, to
a place where no mortal shall be found to greet me”; 1518: yfig p’
Odnwg mépelg dutowkov, “See that you send me to dwell outside this
land”) in agreement with the Delphic oracle and its own procla-
mation promulgated in the first part of the tragedy. But in the face
of this request, peremptory and even arrogant, the ruler Creon re-
plies by challenging Oedipus’ power to make decisions by himself,
and proposing that all of his choices be subjected to the will of the
gods (1438-9: £8pac’ &v €0 ToUT 16607 &v, el pr) Tod Oe0d / TpwTIoT
éxpnlov ékpabelv ti mpaxtéov, “This I could have done, to be sure,
except I craved first to learn from the god all my duty”).

There is no trace anymore of the arrogance and self-centred-
ness that could be seen in the initial scene of Oedipus at Colonus.
As mentioned above, Oedipus confesses that he has learned the
resignation and the art of making do. But is this really true? Is the
old Oedipus, blind and a beggar, exiled and poor, who arrives at
Colonus, truly different from the Oedipus who had reigned over
Thebes and then had blinded himself after the discovery of his
crimes? From a methodological point of view, it can be consid-
ered inappropriate or even unwise to compare two tragedies writ-
ten decades apart by the same author. They belong to completely

7 “No indeed: were there a way to choke the source of hearing, I would
not have hesitated to make a fast prison of this wretched frame, so that I
should have known neither sight nor sound. It is sweet for our thought to
dwell beyond the sphere of grief”.

8 “It was Apollo, friends, Apollo who brought these troubles to pass, the-
se terrible, terrible troubles”.
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different circumstances from various points of view and are cer-
tainly not connected to each other within a unitary theatrical te-
tralogy. Yet ancient criticism had already established a connec-
tion between the two Sophoclean tragedies (cf. Hypothesis I of
Oedipus at Colonus: ‘O émi Kohwvd Oidirtovg cuvnppévog mag €0t
1@ Topdvvw, “Oedipus at Colonus is connected to Oedipus the King
in a certain sense”), and a vast hermeneutical tradition has tried to
read the two texts as a continuation of each other, if not as a com-
pletion and a realisation of the first in the second, as if Sophocles,
from the beginning, had imagined the myth of Oedipus to be artic-
ulated in two separate moments. It is not my intention to resume
this perspective, let alone bring back the old theory arguing that
the old Sophocles intended to offer the reconciliation of Oedipus
with himself, the world and the gods. This idea has been argued
in the past, albeit with different emphases, by Goethe, Wilhelm
August Schlegel, Hegel, Nietzsche and even by the philologist
Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff (in the chapter on Oedipus
at Colonus included in the book of his son Tycho on Sophocles’
dramatic technique, where he claims that, “The poet settles down
thus; he is old and wants to complete his drama, to placate his
Oedipus, before he himself finds peace”).? But nowadays this view
is completely unacceptable. However, the fact that Oedipus at
Colonus is peppered with clues (explicit references and allusions)
that consciously refer to the previous Oedipus the King,® undoubt-
edly facilitates a conscious re-examination of the old tragedian’s

9 “Der Dichter beruhigt sich dabei; er ist alt und will sein Drama noch
vollenden, seinem Oedipus den Frieden geben, ehe er ihn selbts findet”. (1917:
368; my translation) A detailed overview of the main philosophical and phil-
ological interpretations of Oedipus at Colonus can be found in Bernard 2001:
12-38.

10 Fundamental to this is Seidensticker 1972, which highlights numerous
structural and thematic parallels. On a similar line is also Lanza 1984, which
insists on the ‘revisitation’ of the character of Oedipus by Sophocles. With
Winnington-Ingram (1980: 256) it can be said that “The Coloneus is a sequel
to the Tyrannus in the sense that it is not the events of the earlier play, but in
some measure, the characteristics of the earlier Oedipus are taken for grant-
ed”. For Thévenet (2015) the continuity between the two dramas is given by
the fact that Oedipus acts as an emblem of ‘dangerous knowledge’ in both.
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characterisation of Oedipus, forcing us to compare the similarities
and differences.

We do not know what happens to Oedipus in the period of
time that separates the end of Oedipus the King and the begin-
ning of Oedipus at Colonus, nor do we know which events in that
time period contributed to characterising and maybe even modi-
fying the protagonist’s nature. We do not know this for the simple
reason that neither Sophocles nor other tragedians, as far as we
know, have ever dramatised the segment of the mythic saga that
we could name “The adventures of Oedipus in exile before arriv-
ing at Colonus’. Because of certain passages in Oedipus at Colonus,
it can be safely said that Oedipus, contrary to what he asks for, is
not driven into exile immediately after he finds out that he com-
mitted parricide and incest, but is kept segregated in the palace as
if he were impure and contaminated. Only many years later did
his two sons sanction his expulsion from Thebes against his will.
In particular, the rhesis Ismene pronounces at 361-84 informs us
that for a certain period Eteocles and Polynices ceded the govern-
ment of the city of Thebes to Creon, but then an “evil strife” (372:
€pig kaxr)) broke out between the brothers which set them against
each other and started the consequent rupture of the city’s stasis
and Polynices’ exile. These are tiny fragments that emerge from
a past of extreme suffering and loneliness for Oedipus. If we then
look at how Sophocles’ previous dramas foreshadow the end of
Oedipus, we will see that in Antigone, at 50, Ismene complains that
her father “had fallen into hated ruin and without glory” (&smex6rng
dvokAeng T anwdAeto). In Oedipus the King, Tiresias concluded his
obscure and threatening prophecy with the prediction that no one
would know a ruin worse than that of Oedipus (427-8: cod yop
ovK €0TLV BpoT®dV / Kdklov 00TIg ékTpiProetal mote).” The same
Oedipus, in Oedipus the King, blinds himself knowing well that his
fate is destined to be worse than death by illness (1455-7: koitot
10600TOV Y’ 0lda, prjte P &v vooov / pit’ &Alo mépoan pndév- oo
yop av mote / Ovijokwv €0mbnv, pn ‘i T dewvd kakd).? All of

1 “ .. for no man will ever be crushed more miserably than you”.
12 “And yet I know this much, that neither sickness nor anything else can
destroy me; for I would never have been snatched from death, except in or-
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these signs point to the fact that the tragedian, when composing
Antigone and Oedipus the King, did not have any idea about the
plot development of Oedipus at Colonus, nor the idea of transform-
ing his character into a culture hero protector of Attica.

Now I would like to concentrate, in particular, on two as-
pects of Oedipus’ personality that seem to be relevant and char-
acteristic. Sophocles’ emphasis on them highlights the continu-
ity and discontinuity between the earlier and the more recent
tragedy: wisdom and irascibility. These two significant traits
mark a strongly contradictory dimension of Oedipus’ character,
and are both present in the first and in the second drama, even
if the approach to knowledge appears to be radically changed.
The Oedipus of Oedipus the King was presented as a champion of
yvoun (“thought”, “judgement”), an investigator endowed with a
method and proud of the successes achieved (solving the riddle of
the Sphynx), eager to learn, able to gather clues and link them to-
gether according to logical procedures; he was the emblem of a
knowledge both secular and rational similar in many respects to
that of the most advanced téchnai of the time such as the iatrikeé
téchne, medicine (and in fact he was summoned to cure Thebes
from the epidemic). He is the hero who wants to know the truth at
any cost (1065: o0k &v TBoiuNV pr) 00 T@d’ ékpabelv capdg),” un-
willing to stop, who wants to discover his origins in spite of dan-
gerous threats (1076-7: omola xp1ilet pnyviTw: TOOHOV & €Y, /
Kel OpIKPOV €0TL, omép’ i0elv PovAnocopon). And even when he
comes to intuit all the circumstances that predict his catastroph-
ic future, his will is never weakened. Even though he knows that
he will come to conclusions that will destroy him, he continues his
search until the end, remaining faithful to the imperative of dis-
covering the truth.s This form of knowledge built over time, ac-
cumulating information, and linking clues, certainly reflects cul-
tural trends of the time, as studies have long indicated, such as the

der to suffer some strange doom”.

13 “T will not hear of not discovering the whole truth”.

14 “Break forth what will! Be my race ever so lowly, I crave to learn it”.

15 On the paradigm of Oedipus, the champion of knowledge and research,
and on the reference models that inspire it, see especially Knox 1957, Newton
1975, Di Benedetto 1983: 85-104, Ugolini 2000: 157-84.
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aforementioned medical science or the historiographical research
model. And in some ways the zétesis of Oedipus focused on ascer-
taining his own identity would seem to be the starting point of the
research model in the Platonic dialogue.”

But in that first drama on Oedipus, all the deficits of such a
model of inquisitive knowledge were highlighted during the un-
folding of the action. What Oedipus thought he knew reveals in
fact to be vain and illusory. His reasoning, his reconstructing hy-
potheses, his logical deductions, are defeated in the face of the
truth about his past. His self-inflicted blindness is the obvious
symbol of his defeat, but the condition of blindness also marks a
radical turning point whose effects are perceivable in Oedipus at
Colonus. Also in this drama, Oedipus seems to be profiled as a fig-
ure of great wisdom, but his wisdom is now completely differ-
ent: he has learned to be satisfied, just as he has learned the val-
ues of humility and resignation. His curiosity is still alive (in the
opening scene, for example, he quivers from the desire to know
where he has arrived and insists on his daughter Antigone’s get-
ting information),” but in some ways he has learned to dominate it
and channel it in the right direction. For example, now he knows
how to recognize the signs forewarned by Apollo regarding the
place where he is destined to end up, those semeia of the oracle’s
predictions® that the earlier Oedipus could not decipher, wheth-
er it was the Delphic oracle that pronounced them or the man-
tis Tiresias on the stage at the theatre of Dionysus. Now he is de-
termined to fulfil the oracle as much as he had desperately tried
to avoid it as a young man. His self-blinding becomes retrospec-

16 This suggestive hypothesis has been advanced by Flashar 1977: 135.

17 OC 23: Exeig S18&Eon 8 1’ dmor kabéotopev; (“‘Can you tell me, now,
where we have arrived?”); 26-7: AN. &M\’ doTig O TOTOG N pébw polodod
moy; O1. vad, tékvov, einep éoti y° e€owknopog (“AnT. Well, shall T go and
learn what the spot is called? OED. Yes, child, if indeed it is inhabited”).

18 OC 94-7: onpeia & fjEewv t@VOE pot mapnyyva, / 1) celopov 1j fpovtrv
T 1] Alog célag. / Eyvoka pév vov &g pe trvde v 0d0v / odk €60’ 0mtwg 00
ToTOV €€ DPOV TTepdv / eERyay’ eig T08” dhoog: (“And he went on to warn
me that signs of these things would come, in earthquake, or in thunder, or in
the lightning of Zeus. Now I perceive that in this journey some trusty omen
from you has surely led me home to this grove”).
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tively the paradoxical symbol of his access to a higher form of
knowledge. His wisdom is no longer based on rational research,
but on the recognition and acceptance of the established values of
the ethical-religious tradition. Now that he is blind, Oedipus sees
and understands better than before, manifesting a sort of inspired
knowledge, or “visionary energy” (Giulio Guidorizzi in Sophocles
2008: 220), that in certain aspects makes him resemble the Tiresias
of the previous drama.” The condition of physical blindness has
profoundly changed his approach to knowledge. In the ancient
world, the nexus of blindness and prophecy was widespread in
the sense that it tended to identify, in the deprivation of physical
sight, the sign of a second, even deeper inner vision (just think of
the cases of Tiresias, of Evenius from Apollonia, of Phineus).>* In
place of perception, that is external knowledge, the internal vi-
sion takes over. If on the one hand his disability destroys the pos-
sibility for Oedipus to have intersubjective relations, on the oth-
er it is necessary for its own survival. Antigone, who supports and
guides him, must see for two people,” and it is not by chance that
Oedipus calls his daughter his “eye” (866: 6pp’), and in this same
way he calls Ismene his “sticks” (1109: cxfrTpa).

The long and heartfelt prayer that Oedipus addresses to the
Eumenides (84-110) is symptomatic of the status of superior wis-
dom that the protagonist has reached, or at least this was sup-
posed to appear to the public who kept the memory of a sceptical
Oedipus towards oracular knowledge to the point of impiety (OT

19 Reinhardt (1947: 227-8) had already highlighted the character affini-
ty between Tiresias of Oedipus the King and Oedipus of Oedipus at Colonus:
the same contradictoriness between human nature and divine-prophetic
knowledge.

20 On Tiresias see Ugolini 1995. The connection between blindness
and vision concerns not only seers, but also poets and singers (Homer,
Demodocus): see Tatti-Gartziou 2010. On the topic of blindness in Oedipus
at Colonus, see in particular Bernidaki-Aldous 1990. The ‘clairvoyance’ of
Oedipus is a trait that appears from the beginning of the drama and intensi-
fies gradually towards the finale: see Shields 1961.

21 OC 33-6: & Egiv’, dxobwv THode T Umép T &pod / adThg 0 dpwong
obvey’ nuiv alolog / okomdg mpoonkelg TOV adnlodpev gpdoal (“Stranger,
hearing from this maiden, who has sight both for herself and for me, that
you have arrived as a scout of good fortune for the solving of our doubt”).
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380-98, 702-25). Now he seems to be endowed with a strong in-
tellectually inspired ability accompanied by a profound religious
piety and a total acceptance of the destiny that was prophesied
to him, in particular with the readiness to tread to the end of the
path that Apollo has prepared for him. He proclaims himself “sa-
cred and pious” (OC 288: iepog eboefrig T¢), despite being aware of
his own status of impurity.>

In Oedipus the King, Oedipus’ indomitable desire to investigate
and discover the truth is intertwined with an immoderate passion,
with a tendency towards irony and impulsivity that in Sophocles’
text is systematically qualified as 6pyn.» It is difficult to establish
whether this inclination was a typical feature of Oedipus’ charac-
ter even before Sophocles made him the protagonist of his trag-
edy. There is no trace of this in the very few attestations avail-
able, but there are too few instances to be sure.* Certainly, the
Athenian tragedian has greatly emphasised this characteristic. His
insults directed at Tiresias, his exaggerated and absurd slanders
against Creon, his scornful doubts about the veracity of the ora-
cles, his impulsive and violent reaction during his confrontation
with Laius (807: maiiw 8v” 6pyng, “T hit for anger”), and his escort at
the fateful crossing of three roads, are concrete examples of how
this uncontrollable inclination of dpyr] translates within the design
of the drama. And this irascibility is consistent with the one we
find in Oedipus at Colonus. The stages of life change (from adult-
hood to old age), the places change (from Thebes to Colonus), his

22 As Knox rightly observes (1964: 147-8), here Oedipus seems to possess
all of those characteristics of divinity (knowledge, security, a sense of justice)
which in Oedipus the King he attributed to himself arrogantly without really
having them.

23 The term 0pym is a keyword that occurs with unusual frequency in
Oedipus the King: there are seven occurrences, almost all of which refer to
the character of Oedipus (OT 337, 344, 345, 405, 524, 807, 1241). In Oedipus
at Colonus, the lemma records three occurrences (OC 411, 806, 905), two of
which (411 and 806) explicitly concern the protagonist’s character.

24 On the myth of Oedipus before Sophocles’ re-elaboration, see Robert
1915, Dirlmeier 1948, Wehrli 1957, De Kock 1961, Edmunds 1981, March 1987:
121-48, Cingano 1992 and 2003, Bona 2005, Markantonatos 2007: 41-60,
Finglass in Sophocles 2018: 13-27.
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status changes (from ruler of the polis to beggar without a home-
land), the forms of knowledge change (from the impetus of ration-
al inquiry to the peaceful contemplation of superior wisdom), but
the character of Oedipus remains the same: a restless, impulsive
and resentful figure, prone to rage, to irascibility, and violence.?
It is Theseus himself who points out that a beggar cannot afford
to have such outrageous Qupodg outbursts, since it is unreasona-
ble to show hatred towards enemies when one is not in a position
to defend oneself (592: & pdpe, Bupog & v kaxoig ob EvpPopov,
“Foolish man, anger amidst woes is not suitable”).>

Therefore his calm and moderate senile wisdom, achieved over
time through suffering, does not correspond at all to the imper-
turbable character of a reassured hero, but to a restless one, greedy
for vengeance, obstinate and selfish, not at all softened by misfor-
tunes, but feral, full of envy, of an unshakeable anger facing his
destiny. There are various elements that contribute to his outburst
of anger, including Oedipus’ awareness that they do not want to
make him king of Thebes again. The resentment of Oedipus to-
wards the Thebans who hunted him is a fil rouge that accompanies
the whole drama, a constant retro-thought that guides his feel-
ings with an uncontrollable force. Already in the aforementioned
prayer to the Eumenides (84-110) a rancorous indication of hate
emerges in line 92, when he alludes, next to the “benefits” (képdn)
that in the future he may grant the country that will welcome him,

25 Erwin Rohde was the first to reject the traditional hermeneutical mod-
el that saw in the old Oedipus who arrived at Colonus a heroic transfigura-
tion with ethical and religious overtones; for him, Oedipus is a man “hard-
ened in his bitter excitement, greedy, stubborn, and selfish, not refined by his
misfortune but turned wild”, “a man, savage, angry, ruthless, who horribly
curses his children, who relishes, thirsty for revenge, the misfortunes of his
country”. See Rohde 1903: 2, 574 (my translation).

26 The concept of 6pyr| defined by Aristotle in the Rhetoric seems to
adapt quite well in the case of the old Oedipus who arrives at Colonus:
"Eoctw 81 opyn Opebig petd Aomng tipwplog [@ouvopévng] S gaivopévnvy
Ohywpiav elg adTOV 1§ <T1> TOV adtoD, ToD dAywpelv pr) tpoohkovrtog (“Let
us then define anger as a longing, accompanied by pain, for a real or appar-
ent revenge for a real or apparent slight, affecting a man himself or one of
his friends, when such a slight is undeserved”). Text: William David Ross
(Aristotle 1959); translation: John Henry Freese (Aristotle 1926).
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also the “ruin” (&tnv) that he will procure “for those who sent me
forth, who drove me away” (toig mépjaowv, ol i’ dmrlacav).! It
is the first trace of a theme — posthumous revenge - that travers-
es the whole play with both vampire-like and crude images (620-
1: the body of Oedipus in the tomb drinking the warm blood of his
enemies; 788: Oedipus as yopag dAdotwp, “vengeful spirit on the
land”).

His angry impetus is constantly connected to the painful mem-
ories of his past (parricide, incest, exile), which far from having
taught him moderation and self-control are unhealed wounds im-
printed in his soul, wounds that shake him to his core and pro-
duce choleric reactions. Thus, we see his anger explode in front of
Creon in a progressive crescendo when Oedipus does not hesitate
to curse him for his lies, his deceit, and his lack of morality (761-
99). Even the way he treats his son Polynices, building a wall of
chilling silence and coldness between them, takes the shape of the
most exasperated anger, to the point that Antigone and Theseus
reproach Oedipus for his excessive insensitivity towards his son.?
Oedipus’ indignation towards both of his sons then results in his
curse of their mutual killing (1380-93), a traditional theme of the
Labdacid saga, already attested in the Thebaid part of the epic cy-
cle, and in Aeschylus’ Seven Against Thebes, but amplified here to
testify, in fact, to the impulsive and violent character of Oedipus.
Regarding the cursing of Oedipus, it should be noted that in this
drama it only sanctions the dispute between the two brothers that
has already happened, but does not provoke it (as in the Seven
Against Thebes and the Cyclic Thebaid).

1 At 411 Oedipus’ daughter Ismene mentions the 6pyn of her father in re-
lation to his vengeance against the Thebans post mortem: tig ofjg U1’ dpyAG,
ooig Ot avtdow tagolg (“Under the power of your anger, when they stand
at your tomb”).

2 See the dialogue between Oedipus and Theseus at 175-80 and
Antigone’s rhesis at 1181-203. The way in which the scene of Polynices is con-
structed as well as his characterisation as a suppliant and repentant serve to
emphasise the hardness and the violence of Oedipus’ anger and have no “su-
perhuman” trait (as Knox would have it, 1964: 159-60). See Easterling 1967
and Di Benedetto 1983: 225-7. For Burian that of Oedipus in front of his son
Polynices is “an explosion of wrath and hatred without parallel” (1974: 425).
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Wisdom and moderation are indissolubly intertwined with his
constant irascibility. For example, think about his words of resig-
nation because of the inconstancy of all that is temporal in 607ff.
On the one hand, they seal Oedipus’ judicious acceptance of mun-
dane temporality and its constant variability (609: cuyyeil mav6’
0 Torykpatrg xpovog, “‘but everything else sinks into chaos from
time which overpowers all”), as well as the need to understand
the reasons for the changes due to time passing; but, on the oth-
er hand, they must be framed in the context of his angry refusal to
adapt to the political interests of his sons and his distressing fear
of being kidnapped. Oedipus is only apparently an old, pacified
and serene man, as he says upon his arrival at Colonus. His incli-
nation towards 6pyn is always lurking and cannot be reduced to a
simple character trait of a tyrannos and not even to a device that
attenuates and reduces Oedipus’ guilt. This inclination undermines
the stability and superiority of the wisdom he has gained.? At a
certain point, when Ismene affirms with consolatory intent that
the gods who have overthrown Oedipus will now raise him again
(394: vOV yap Beoi 6” dpBolot, tpdcbe §” dAAvoav, “the gods now
raise you up; but before they worked your ruin”), Oedipus re-
plies with a fulminating joke (395: yépovta & opBodv @Aladpov
0g véog méon, ‘It is a paltry thing to raise up age, when youth
was ruined”). At first sight, this is an uncomfortable judgment for
many modern interpreters (Perrotta considered him openly blas-
phemous, 1935: 563). It is an aggressive joke towards the divini-
ty that clashes with a drama focused on the acceptance of desti-
ny. Oedipus firmly rejects the traditional conception of heroisation
as being a divine reward in exchange for undeserved suffering. In
fact, it is a joke that reveals the ambivalence of the old Oedipus,
who evidently remains quite sceptical of his own expectations, de-
spite what was predicted by the oracles, and so embittered to the
point that he asks his daughter if she ever really believed that the
gods took care of him (385-6: 1101 yap €oxeg eATId” G €pod Beodg
/ dpav T’ €€ev, dote cwbfval mote, “What, had you come to

3 On the contrary, Rosenmeyer (1952) believes that Oedipus’ anger, with
the curses against his children it produces, is a trait that leads him back to
the divine sphere.
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hope that the gods would ever have concern enough for me to
give me rescue?”). This impulse leads him to express doubts about
the role of the gods, and Sophocles uses this situation to problem-
atize the contradictions of divine justice.

In conclusion, this ambiguity of Oedipus’ character, his wis-
dom accompanied by a lack of self-control, seems to be the con-
stant theme that connects the young Oedipus of Oedipus the King
with the old Oedipus of Oedipus at Colonus. He changes his way
of thinking, and he modifies the paradigm of his wisdom, but the
same impulsive, precipitous, rabid temperament remains. Once the
similarities and differences of Oedipus’ character traits are found
and documented from the first drama to the second one, the ques-
tion remains why Sophocles insisted on such a portrayal of his
character. The answer that I venture to suggest is this: Sophocles
intended to present a tense and ambiguous character hardly in line
not only with the paradigms of the archaic tradition, but also with
other famous heroic figures of Sophoclean drama. Oedipus is a he-
ro with obvious traits of humanity and weakness (think, for ex-
ample, of the anxiety which at the end he has about Theseus not
arriving in time to assist him in the moment of disappearance:
1457-8, 1461, 1465-6, 1486-7). His anger and the curses he launch-
es eventually underline his condition of isolation and exception-
ality. This ambivalence seems to be dictated by motivations fun-
damentally linked to the dramatic structure of the tragedy. A wise
Oedipus, who continually trips over his own limits, creates a cer-
tain tension that makes the journey towards the final outcome of
his death and his consequent transformation into a cultic and pro-
tective hero more problematic. It is this internal conflict of the
protagonist, on which the tragedian insists, and which produc-
es a continuous slowing down of the dramaturgical progression,
that makes it impossible to reach a final conciliation or reassuring
conclusion.

Translation by Carina Fernandes
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