
sparknotes the three theban plays
SparkNotes The Three Theban Plays serves as a valuable resource for students and literature
enthusiasts seeking to understand the rich themes, complex characters, and intricate plots of
Sophocles' renowned works: Antigone, Oedipus Rex, and Oedipus at Colonus. These plays, written in
the 5th century BCE, have stood the test of time, captivating audiences with their exploration of fate,
morality, and the human condition. In this article, we will delve into each of these plays, highlighting
their main themes, characters, and significance, while also referencing the insights provided by
SparkNotes.

The Historical Context of Theban Plays

Before diving into the plays themselves, it is important to understand the historical and cultural
context in which they were written. Sophocles, one of the three great Greek tragedians, lived during
a period of significant political and social change in Athens. The rise of democracy, along with
advances in philosophy and the arts, influenced his writing style and themes.

The Theban plays are set against the backdrop of Thebes, a city steeped in mythology and tragedy.
They revolve around the fate of the royal family—particularly the doomed lineage of Oedipus. The
plays explore the tension between individual agency and the inexorable power of fate, providing a
poignant commentary on human existence.

Overview of the Theban Plays

The Three Theban Plays consist of:

Oedipus Rex1.

Oedipus at Colonus2.

Antigone3.

Each play can be read independently, but together they form a cohesive narrative arc about the
tragic fate of Oedipus and his family. Let's dive deeper into each play.

Oedipus Rex

Oedipus Rex, also known as Oedipus the King, is perhaps the most famous of the three plays. It tells
the story of Oedipus, the king of Thebes, who is determined to rid the city of a plague by discovering
the murderer of the former king, Laius. Unbeknownst to him, Oedipus himself is the killer, having



fulfilled a prophecy that foretold he would kill his father and marry his mother.

Main Themes:
- Fate vs. Free Will: One of the central themes of Oedipus Rex is the tension between fate and free
will. Oedipus tries to outsmart the prophecy but ultimately falls victim to it.
- Blindness and Sight: The motif of blindness is prevalent throughout the play. Oedipus, who can
physically see, is blind to the truth of his own identity, while the blind prophet Tiresias possesses
insight into Oedipus's fate.
- The Search for Truth: The relentless pursuit of truth is both admirable and tragic. Oedipus’s
determination leads to his downfall, showcasing the dangers of knowledge and self-discovery.

Key Characters:
- Oedipus: The tragic hero whose quest for truth leads to his undoing.
- Jocasta: Oedipus's wife and mother, who ultimately reveals the horrific truth.
- Tiresias: The blind prophet who knows the truth but is reluctant to reveal it.

Oedipus at Colonus

Written later in Sophocles’ life, Oedipus at Colonus serves as a sequel to Oedipus Rex. In this play,
Oedipus is an old man who has been exiled from Thebes. He seeks refuge in Colonus, a village near
Athens, where he hopes to find peace before his death.

Main Themes:
- Redemption and Forgiveness: In this play, Oedipus seeks redemption for his past actions. The
theme of forgiveness is explored through his interactions with the citizens of Colonus and his own
daughters.
- The Power of Place: The significance of location is highlighted, as Oedipus seeks a final resting
place that will secure his legacy and protect the city of Thebes.
- The Nature of Suffering: Oedipus reflects on his suffering and the inevitability of human pain,
offering a more mature perspective on tragedy.

Key Characters:
- Oedipus: Now a figure of pity, he embodies the consequences of fate and the search for peace.
- Antigone and Ismene: His daughters, who represent loyalty and familial love, supporting their
father in his time of need.
- Theseus: The king of Athens who offers Oedipus protection and honor.

Antigone

The final play in the trilogy, Antigone, focuses on Oedipus's daughter, Antigone, who defies King
Creon’s decree prohibiting the burial of her brother Polyneices. This act of defiance sets off a chain
of tragic events that culminate in loss and sorrow.

Main Themes:
- Civil Disobedience: Antigone’s struggle against Creon’s edict raises questions about the law and
morality. Her actions challenge the authority of the state in favor of familial loyalty and divine law.
- Gender Roles: The play explores the expectations placed on women in society through Antigone's



rebellious spirit and her sister Ismene's more submissive nature.
- The Consequences of Pride: Creon’s hubris leads to his tragic downfall, illustrating the dangers of
excessive pride and the importance of humility.

Key Characters:
- Antigone: A strong-willed protagonist who embodies moral integrity and familial duty.
- Creon: The king of Thebes, whose rigid adherence to law ultimately leads to tragedy.
- Ismene: Antigone's sister, who represents the struggle between personal conviction and societal
expectations.

The Significance of SparkNotes

SparkNotes The Three Theban Plays is an indispensable tool for readers seeking to deepen their
understanding of these complex works. Here are some of the key features that SparkNotes offers:

Summaries: Clear and concise summaries of each play help readers grasp the main plot
points and characters.

Character Analysis: In-depth analyses of key characters allow readers to explore motivations,
conflicts, and development throughout the plays.

Themes and Motifs: SparkNotes highlights essential themes and motifs, enabling readers to
connect the plays to broader philosophical and ethical questions.

Study Questions: Thought-provoking questions encourage readers to engage critically with
the text and reflect on its significance.

Quizzes and Tests: These resources can help reinforce understanding and prepare students
for exams.

Conclusion

The Three Theban Plays by Sophocles continue to resonate with audiences today due to their
exploration of fundamental human experiences. Whether through the tragic journey of Oedipus, the
quest for redemption in Oedipus at Colonus, or the defiance of Antigone, these plays address
timeless themes that challenge our understanding of fate, morality, and the complexities of human
relationships.

Utilizing resources like SparkNotes The Three Theban Plays can significantly enhance one’s
appreciation and comprehension of these classic works. As readers engage with the rich narratives
and profound themes, they are reminded of the enduring power of tragedy to illuminate the human
experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are 'The Three Theban Plays' and who is the author?
'The Three Theban Plays' refers to the three tragedies written by the ancient Greek playwright
Sophocles: 'Oedipus Rex', 'Oedipus at Colonus', and 'Antigone'.

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

How does 'Antigone' address the conflict between law and
morality?
'Antigone' presents a conflict between the laws of the state, represented by King Creon, and the
unwritten laws of the gods, which Antigone feels compelled to follow, ultimately leading to tragic
consequences.

What is the significance of the character Creon in 'Oedipus at
Colonus'?
In 'Oedipus at Colonus', Creon represents the authority of Thebes and the political struggles that
arise from power, showcasing the tension between personal desires and civic duty.

How do the plays reflect the theme of blindness and sight?
The theme of blindness and sight is prominent in all three plays, particularly in 'Oedipus Rex', where
Oedipus is literally blind to the truth of his origins until it is too late, symbolizing the ignorance of
human nature.

What role do the gods play in 'The Three Theban Plays'?
The gods play a crucial role as they represent fate and the moral order of the universe, influencing
the characters' lives and decisions, often serving as a reminder of human limitations.

How does Sophocles use dramatic irony in 'Oedipus Rex'?
Sophocles employs dramatic irony throughout 'Oedipus Rex' as the audience is aware of Oedipus's
true identity and fate long before he is, heightening the tragedy of his eventual realization.

What is the significance of the Chorus in 'The Three Theban
Plays'?
The Chorus serves as the voice of the community, providing commentary, reflecting on the moral
implications of the characters' actions, and guiding the audience's emotional responses.



What moral lesson can be drawn from 'Antigone'?
One of the moral lessons of 'Antigone' is the importance of standing up for one's beliefs and the
consequences that can arise from defying authority, illustrating the complexity of moral choices.

In what ways do the plays explore the theme of family loyalty?
The plays explore family loyalty through the relationships between characters, particularly in
'Antigone', where familial duty drives Antigone to defy Creon, illustrating the conflict between
personal loyalty and societal expectations.
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