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Light and Darkness: o dramatic suspense
fn Ocdipus I'yrannuos
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In view of First class articles on the subjget of Light snd Duarkness im-
agery i Qudipus Ty ratnns' ', the appearance of yoet another arlicle o the
subject scems L0 requite some extensive justilication. These studies reduce
the inmage to the mere cantlict between Oedipus and Teiresias without
seekig il throughoul the whole pluy. We may begin with the reasonabie
lvputhesis that the image is functionally integrated into the drama: it we
(ind thatahe evidency of the play buars this o1 we may conglude thal this
worrespods te the asther's intention, in this way we will pot only g in-
sipht inte Sophocles” draumatic techniyue, bur we may hope alvo o denve a
ot appreviatiost of the moral tmplication of the play. Henee Light and
Lxick ness coin be dealt with as the subslatsoe for the entive anitary action of
edipus Tyrannus, Methadelogically, this article sechs 1o apply (o the im-
age of Light und Darkness in Oedipns Tyrannus the dramatic suspense
which is accomplished theough the gradea! revelation. | suppose that the
lungeage of the whele play is orchestrated in serms of 4 ciescendo and
diminendi of light and darkness imagery. In lact, ¢very novn, serb and
adjective that construct the imuge of light and darkinss in the play is
sgniliciut in this respect, if we examine each word and odee it according

Lo its oceurange s the plis .

The imsgery dealt with, here, oceurs not s0 much ay such, but railier
those clements which Light and Darkness svinbolize, Since knowledpe 1
the s1aie of having seen, recognition is assovited with vighs' ", IENOTINCe,
presumiably, is the stale of darkness,

EFram the very begining al the play. Light and Darkress imagery runs,
wstialy through the play up 10 the doshle recogmirion of bath Jocasks il
Oudipus. The play opens with a mysterious plague which js destroving its
citizens and st vhe living things there. A group of supplizims, 19 whom 1he
Giaey 0 1he plague arg abscure, commumeate, through the priest 10
Cadipus, who foimerly solved the sphiny's riddle with his intelleciual

ooy
mwer, 16 unvover the present ohseasily
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Qcdipus, here appeics as a Man OF vision, ashle 1o discern that w bl
d . . .
abscure 1o others'™. e is seenas the reveuler of the derkness oc, 11 other

words, 1he causes of the pestilence.

Qedipus guest ('or the hidden reasons of the plugoae had already begun
since he sent his hrother-in kaw. Creon, 4o consslt the oracle at Detphi
When Creon returns, Oedipus is esger Tor his news, which wemtio be
good. Qedipus eagerly addresses him even belore he buc s chance (0 speak
He welvcomes the radiant looks luq.rl:pi':u; "ol € reon, and expects u
radiant answer from Lthe aracle- such an doswer which evvades the darkness;
the state of ignorance. The oracle declures than the plague will conig 1o an
end when 1he murderer of Laius is detected and punished, and so the search
tegins. Of course there is. snlf, darkness in the tong slrllﬁgle L reach the
light. in other words, to pet Xnowledgn.

Creon was ol given, at Deiphi, the whole knowledge which he went 1o
seck. Though the oracle shed light oa the caeses of The plavue. 10 awer
shadowed the defiler’s idently. So, darkness 15 still there as loag o the
dehiler is obscure. We, presumuably, weed not o dwell on the fact thut the
Oracle did notl deceive Ocedipus, merely it pave hinn (e opporiaity (o
make an errotr. QOcdipus. resolved o take the imtiative in getling the
knowledge, tells Creon that he himself will bring dark things 1o the
ight Eyw pav®d "' Oedipus, the revesler of the darkness, having
heen faced here with a puzzle could not resist following « Fact to s logicil
conclusion. Yet, n sense of fragic irony pernieates the pursait of kinawing
which is the powerful mode of the action. The pricst’s supplication 1o
Ocdipus (o uncover the obsgure vituses af the plague is dirccted precisely
the man who is unwitlingly the cunse of the ptague. Oedipus the resealer iy
the onc whp should he revealed.

The lirst appearance of the Chorus stands in relation with (he state of
cdarkoess which, sull, overwhelus the scthon, In the parados:' ' the chorus
reacts 1a the tidings by expressing s hewilderment. However, the chaps
alihough thrown into some apprenhension us 10 what may by the hinal
outcome of this affair, is conlident that the gods, who hine pratecied
Thebes belore, will do so anee agisif, showing themselvey cantinuingly on
the side of law and order. The chorus prays that the patron derties muay br
ing Iighl'l]_ I is one af health: a light that putsan end (o the plague on, vne
can say that uocover the darkoess which enwraps (he deliler.
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Credipis, wha declared formserly to Ciean thut he hnse!l wall bring dark
ity by the light, wssures (or the chorus that e will continae his scureh
successlully, if nothing (hat helps i the reveat iseonceated, 1 he cliorns,
who trthlally sssares Tor Cedipus iy complete ignorgnce of the deliler,
ain tat help expressing the ambiguity of the Delphic answer' T So far, the
durhiase does ot vanish, The chores saggests o nwn who iy Capalhle to
uncover sich a darkness, [1is Teiresias whocouldsee polwta o

whd pride o searcher of this matter to the Tyhe

[t worths noting that Oedipus’ first words of welcome to Teiresias are:
“ah Teiresias who observe every [hinEa} NAVYTa vqla-,u e pE G:Il:lﬂz.
Such a weleome seems to bear Qedipus’ admilunceal Teiresias power of
knowledge, and may, besides, reflect Qedipus vehement zeal to uncover
darkness. However, neither Oedipus’ appealsm' a

= |
. nor his a.ngcr' » Su¢-
. . . . 5
ceeds in convincing Teiresias te reveal the obscunty of the aracle™™

By this point in the play the weisian begins to preyvail the action of the
phiv centered in the persoas of Qedipus; the searcher nf knowledgre, and
Teiresiug who tries 10 heep thinge dark The conilict is inflamed as sovn as
Ocilipus, in reaction 10 Teresias” conecalment. assames that he iy the cou-
wiver of Laius” murder, and bwits kim, in o srrong  anger, with
Windnews'"' Then. Teiresias, in reagtion to Qedipus’ accosation, declytes
that Oedipus is the ctiminal whom he himsell seeks' ' and. moreover.
ndicates. covertly, his incest’ ™ yet, Oedipus” reachiom e 1he prophei’s
sudgement is the deuidl of his power to bring things 1o light. xince he, heing
Hind, is the offspring of endless nighty 1@ TPEPEL WPOL uux‘iﬂfa
Jin addition 1o that, Oedipus is quick 10 aeeise Terestus and Crean of prot-

P datian' "
tng agmnmst Ris royul persen and station”

More sirikingly, Qedipus shows himsell 1o be overeontident in his awn
abilitiee. especially in sell’ esteeny Tor his knowledpe and inteliigence
Cedinrus helieves thiat he iy granted with l;nnwlcdgffvﬁln .lupﬁml 'lll_
while the prophet is blind in his art ;r3py TExvnyv A’ !'o TUQ\Q'E.
Ocdipws, here, huilds his gudpement (9 Teiresis” ignorance ondhe facl thiv
he himsell was the only ong who could solve the sphina's riddle’ U He s
a eonlidence in ms own ntellectial powers amd can not 10esie any one

wlip guestion them' "' However, eiresias, properly . pot the contrast
beeween himsell and Oedipus in ironic wards: the fitersilly Blind  sees | ar,

. . ‘&
knews. while the sighted s bl or, 1y i’ " oven whenever the
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truth is revealed, Oedipus blindsess, sosays Teiresias soreisdicilly. will be

? - 0 . -
atnal one' . Teiresias judgement secins (0 regi b the inner meaning of
fight und darkness imagcry.

The accurance of light and darkness imugery. here. has been ahondantly
interpreted. Lapehl and durkness imopees sre contered e the penony ol
Cedipus and Teiresias. The scene represents the clash ol 1he 1mayes
associated with each of them, In thal wene. night has beenaset m opposi
ton Lo Iighl' "The imggecy of the dght and the darhness the vision and
blindness, i< allied with 1the tension beiween the wit of Ocdipus wnd the
Gvine wisdom of Teiresins' . Faesight and ignocance, blindbgss and
insight. these imporiant themes in Gedipus Tyrannus are 1irst estublished
firmly in (he Tewesias seene” ' The image of sightedness and Blingdness i
clearly fundumental: th hlind seer Peirgsias wind the sichtal Oedipus blind
o the realities ol the world about him constilute an epposition eenteral (o
Sophacles meaning' " i the Teiresws scene there 1s (he cantrast, sa em-
phaucally mode, bemween the phy-ical Bhiadness of the prophet s the -l
Hindness of 1he I;lng' '

On the whaole these views are, perhups, indisputable. but thes (431 short
of secking the image throughout the whols play. This is particularls strange
in the case of a pluy which is ulmost pniversally regatded as the most
technically perfect work of a most technicully proficient dramatisi. Let 1<
wsume that Sophocles, steeping his imagination in the actions, andd
pondering its characters and their experiences as a dranwnist inevitably
docs, embodics the imagery of light und dotkness throughout the whole
struclure of the pliy. The construction oF actions in the play ix sinngd by
the continual occurance of the image, while the dramatic suspenss 1s con-
sistenily maintained. along with the tragwe irony, as the imended me:ning
moves on, The real fungtion of Teiresias scene. perhaps, is to show how lar
from the truth Oedipusas, and 10 help,in the prrovess of the pradua! revel

The graduasl reves) moves on when Teiresias, who elaborates his prfpe.
ment of Qedipus’ 1gnernce, teils Oedipus, ma prophetic words, that ““this
day shall bring you forth and causes your destructiun"-?p- !'I‘-éDU-Q!:‘UE
JE na i b.myggpé}ff Rut Oedipus, who boasts with his knowledge,
is unable to guess the meaning of Teiresias’ words which seem 10 him

- i - i .
ascurte riddling words alvinta waocapn | . Teiresias |5,‘mdctjd.
speaking in riddles. Seers, like oracles, lend 10 express themselves in a rid-
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dling way Rut lock at the man 10 whom this is said. He is a [amaous sover
al riddles, a darkness revealer. The Jjronic coptrast stands oul the mare
dearly pregisely because andiesnce knows the truth: the old man, literally
bltnd, sees more Lhan the vigorous king who prnides himselt an his
knowledge and inteliigence, yel is metaphorically blind. 1t is clear ihat
Oedipus, up tll now, is unable 10 uncover the darkness easily. Sephocles,
so far as | can see, does net want Gedipus to learn the truth in other way: it
is essential to his conceprion of the action thar QOedipus should find the
ruth out for himself.

However, before Teircsias leaves, he, eaplicitly, gives informations
ahout the muerderer’s indentity which, distinctly, apply Lo Oedipus““.
Teircaas' Tinul senience 15 a dely 1o cedipus. Re agrees 10 by consdered
gnerant if he is to be proved wmng‘m. It warths noting that Oedipus’
reaction 1o Teiresias dely is just going out ip silence,

Oediprs goes in silence because he can nol yet make any sense of
Teiresias’ parudoaes. For it ong can not see the solution to a nddle then it
remusins nonsense. and there is nothing Lo be said"u" It is prohable that
Ocdipus fls 10 camprehend Teiresias® words and suspects its truth
because events have conspired 1o push him inta accepting plausible bul
lulse premisses, frum which only false deduvtions are possible. The siate-
ment which Oedipus had believed that i avoiding Corinth he was avoiding
parricide and incest appears as an essential element in the make- belicve
world of Ocdipus which was responsible of his lack of knowledge, The
reveal ic, sull. suspended. Though the truth is revealed, it remzins in the
torder line between light and darkness

We should abserve, too, the canunvation of the contlict between light
und darkiesy in the chorwes' ode that (ollows the deparwre of both
Teiresias and Ocdipus' ' The light, so the chorus says, [lash-
o érapve ") yet, though the truth is revcaled, it stands off
neither in assent nor in denial'’”. Another evidence of the chorus
bewilderment is found in admitting, on the contrary of Qedipus,.its blind-
ness, oﬁx ﬁpa 0 The truth, 10 the chorus, is, still, enwraped in
darkness, Sophocles, hece, makes his chorus express incomprehensjon,
Thal frank adntission of incomprehension challenges the ausdience 10 ask
itsell whether it has understeod ihe past or can predict the futnre of
Oudipus=Whether 1L can or not i has surely understoad more than the
charus. In such cases the chorus’ ignorance is functional in relationship to
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die dudience’ awaness: the less they know the more we know' ™ Iy
representation of the chorus® ignorgnue e ta- derons off ligh and darkness
imagery mav he, perbups, justificd by Sophocloe preparation for g seveli.
tion of - the truth jo latey seenes of the play

A partial revelation steps np as Yocasta m her desire (o clear Qedipus of
the murder of s, lets out part of 1he dhic seacl by her aliusion 1o the
“Iriple cross. roods " Then, Ocdipus. anxionsly, gets from JTocisea
nmwore detsils which Rappen 10 remind i of s eneounrer a1 il w.ulI
Oedipus, vonfusedly, is wlmd Jest the prophel s seqnyg (oo gleary

ur PAbxwv & pdvtic g.

Oedipus, in a hall recoil, seems, here, (0 admit the prophet’s kpowlcdge.
Moreover, Oedipus’ informanon shout Laies” attendants. which gor
responds with his cocounier  govew b asecond conerete iifngatiess aler
thy menton of the crons-razads. of iy role i 1 s’ dewth. Oedipus cdanis
that this informatian thraws onl light T@B? "}51‘] Oiapa ‘i‘ﬁ. e

Although durkness secims (0 varish, and wuth stands out in licht
Ocdipus. still. suaspects Tis robe  Lams™ death, The story of Laius” servint,
who wis (he only one of Laius’™s purty 1 escape alive. that (hey woe sl
tucked by several obbers, heeps the reveul of 1. Oedipus semmeons | sy’
wrydnt o make certam of his story! ", The andicnee emotions piight be
hotly stirred, here. for the reason that Ocdipus s not anby ignoranr who he
&, but, he. alsa, is ignorant ol whai he iy Jdoing,

1t worths noting that the chorus, in the ode that follows Qcdipus’ depar-
ture, acknowledges its faith in the oracle'” The two central stanzas o the
o:ie begin with the statement: hybris ereats the monarch ﬁpp g guie-
vet wipavvov, | Such a statement calls for interpretation. [t is
interpreted that the chorus prays that Ocdipus will not be guilty, for il he is
he will he destroyed, Illogically, in the light of its apprehension (hat
Teircsias may be right, but undersiandably in the light of its devotion 1o
Qedipus and the fact that the evidence is not complete, the cherus hopes
that somehow Qedipus and the gods may be able 10 continue their efforts
together ta save Thebes'™ But Winninglon-lngram rightly claims that il
there is any s¢nse in which Oedipus is arrogant, his pride is Intetlectuzl, He
has toa much pride in his keen intelligence: what he must learn- and 1each-
& that he has been too wrong again'™"!. So far as | can see, the choruws, here,
censures Qedipus, implicitly, for being over-confident in his knowledge.
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Ie choras, presumably, reacted thus after it had heard how closely the
story of Oedipuy corresponds 10 the circumstanges of Laius' death, These
detiils are enough ta create for the chorus i very strong probability that
Oedips killed Laus, in which case Teiresias uppears 10 be right aiter gll. J1
this is true, it beoomes necessary, Lhen, to vensure Qedipus’ intellectual
pride.

Hawever, Sophocles,, by o srokhe of genius, heeps the 1eveal ofl s 1
teodupcimg the Corinthian messenper wha decliies the news of Ocdipaes
suppescd Laher, Polybus' © Jaceia, on heaing that, exulbis in ths ap-
pureni proof of the mrelevancve of the chilling nracle She woes on 10 e
ber seeptical vivws on Qedipuy’ " wha goes dlong with locasta’ Y B,
the newx of Palvbuis® death, although it cases Oedipues mind of one hadl o)
the praphecy, in it e conne longer kil bes Gather st feases himn i ans
wiy aboit the other Wb, tye danger oF eest withy bie paihgr

Another exsmple of supreme Sophoclenn artisity i seen in kis handhng
ol the Cornahan mgesaenazer, whase bhthe sssianpton thar Re can allv e
Bopering fears in the mind of Oedipus by 1eseabioe Tt Polybus and
Merope were oL, n fLact, his purents’ Cserve il 1o ekl Ocdip s’
iwnoranee Gediprs beging, conseguently . (he yaest lor kis own idenniny
which s the domingnt mrovennnt 1 the ceoteral pars of the plis . ol the
kpawicdee which Oedipns pams contes 10 be thw end ol the play.

Bevide the darkasess that happened 1o enclose 1he murdeter of Laius, who
i the ciuse of the plyue, Oedipus, now. 1 conlronted with anuorher
darkness thut enwraps his own dentitn Ovedipas, who, gomeall wow
noruni that hoth wspects of darkness are combinad (oecther, poes on 1w
shed Tight on his bipth®

The tension ingcreanes as Qedipuy gives 00 eor o Jocasta who, o
desperate attempt (o present Oedipws rom braaogine Hie trovh o lght, begs
him to stop asking guestions’ " Jocdsta s attempt (9 restram Oedipay
Irom ashing tufiher guestians hes been gbundantly nrerpreled. Jocawa.
WitlRary Lo Ogdipes . s o gversige Person s o wanits (@ be seenny andd 1o
avoid The threut, not fike Oedipies 10 meer it' " Iocasta’s desperste .
emnpl emphasizes Oedipus’ regard for the fruth' ioacgeniagtes Jus
deterpnastun 10 ke whiclis the driviag peser ot the l;luy"' " She dirs
not teveal the truth she just conpes tr undentind” * Those opinions aie
piced sabahle o handling Jocasia’™s chamicter Yol e ns vongpe o
thin the real function of Sophocles’ depicion of Joveska, heic, is perhaps,
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to create a gomplete isotadon of Oedipus, und W0 preciptale the ultimale
aatastrophe. Oedipus happens to be the only one who fuves durkness, for.
now, the veil is torn for Jocss Since she is now aware al 1he truth, she,
weeing that her ettort is o vain doey 1ol it ol Laus’ servaetl cames e
but rushes of1 inte the palzee o il hersell. The gudicnee emotions are
irred, again, lor the reason that Qedipus is not aoly ignaran who be s,
but he is alse, s ignorant of what he is daing,

Now, the action worolls aguinst the backgrouna ol the oracublir pro-
phesics of the pods, those eryptic. partial pevelations of the divine
knowlcdge which the human incetlect con not aceept or understand uotil
they are fulfilled™' The chorus, in its illustan te Cithaeron, in the ode thar
fallows Jocasta’s dcparturcm”
Oadipus’ identity,

o IS preparing for o very soon revelation of

Laius' servant, whom Qedipus has sought [or te reveal the murderer’s
dentity, comes, very lately, to reveal Ocdipus’ identity'™ . Sophockes has.
bv a srrake of genins, combined varim dramatic functions in one person
and thus achicved an astonishingly concentrated action, Just as the Corin-
thian messenger 15 the same pian whoe rescucd the condemned child an
Cithueran, 5o the Thebean shepherd who hunded it over was the sume who
accompanied Laius an hiz was ta Delphi, He witnessed the killing and 1led
w0 the country with hiy knowledge ol tha new king'« secrer. Yhen he now
appears by arder of the king, he first rernses (o speak, as Teiresias did, bwt
again Qedipus forces him o wll the fruth: he, the king, is the son of Loius
who, zlarmed by the prophecy that his son woutd kill him. had exposed his
child on Cithacron, Ocdipus is an incestuous parrivide. With this
knowledge Ocdipus is led into insight. Oedspus, here, us most eritics rightly
painl oart, serves a5 an example of the fragility of the human knowledge,
Qcdipus’ now knawledge a1 the end of the pliay is 4 recagnifion of man's
Enorance.

‘Now, (he darkness vanishes, the ignorance is no longer there, and the
light of the Lruth becomes so distinet that Oedipus, now wishes that he may
bt behold it for ever: & @la, Tehevtalby gt HpooPrévaius
vov %, Suddenly, Ocedipus, ashamed of what he has wrought, jabs out
hs own cyesm’. Qedipus® self blindingw”’ has been variously interpreted.
It is an ect of madness'™, it executes punishment™™, and it accomplishes
prity’". To other critics, Oedipus® mental blindness is peralleled in his
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#|f inflivied physical blindness' ' If we do examine Ocdipus’ words at Lthe
end of the play. something of interest emergrs. Oedipus says that Apalle
was behd has blindness, bul only his hands have brought it shout' . He
probihbly, indicates the prevail o1 the divine knowledge in contrast with the
uman knowledge. The light, in other word, the knowledge of the oracle
thut uncovered the darkness, has proved (he ighorance, in other word, the
Hindness of Oedipus. Ocdipus reassures the idca of his ignor:nce when he
tells his daughiers that. before now, he was blind and ignoram ofi6
bpiov oo 'm-ropmh"'“. S0, Ocdipus” blindsiess sorganically
related to the tructure of knowledge as it unfolds itself for Ocdipus. To ef
lect dramatic suspense. Sophocles devores the greater part of the play to
the gradual discovery, in the terms of light and darkaess imagery, and
makes OQcedipus himsell the author of the revetation,
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