World Literature


Mrs. Cotton

Close Reading Exercise

from Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex
The first text we will read together this year is Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex. Before we begin, I would like to get a sense of your close reading skills. Complete the following exercise independently.

Summary: 

Oedipus is born to King Laius and Queen Jocasta. A prophet claims Oedipus will grow up to kill his father and marry his mother. In order to avert this, the king and queen order their son to be killed. A shepherd saves the baby, and not knowing who he is, gives him to the childless king and queen of a neighboring kingdom. Oedipus grows up happily. When he learns about the prophecy, he leaves town in order to avoid it.

As he travels, he meets a rude man at a crossroads. They fight, and Oedipus kills the man. Not thinking much of it, he continues to travel, and eventually he comes to the city of Thebes. Thebes is being attacked by a Sphinx. No one can enter or leave town, and the people are beginning to starve. The only way to defeat the Sphinx is to solve its riddle. Oedipus does, and the Sphinx jumps into the sea. The city is saved, and they ask Oedipus to marry their queen, Jocasta, since the king has gone missing. Oedipus and Jocasta are married for twenty-five years and have four children together.

As the play opens, the citizens of Thebes are dying of a plague. There is drought and the women can no longer conceive children. As King of Thebes, Oedipus sent his brother-in-law, Creon, to ask an oracle why the gods are punishing the town of Thebes.

The oracle claims that the god Apollo is very angry because King Laius was killed, and his murderer in unknown. Oedipus, unaware that he is the killer, vows to avenge the king’s death.

OEDIPUS:
Then I shall reveal these things anew
,
for justly
 did Phoebus
, and justly did you
assign me this case on behalf
 of the dead, 
so that you will rightly see me as an ally
,
avenging
 both this land and the god together.
For not on behalf of more distant friends,
but as if from myself I shall dispel
 the stain.
For whoever he was who killed that man
would as soon kill me with that same violent hand.
Helping that one, therefore, I am helping myself.
But you, my children, as soon as you can, rise
from these seats, stopping these suppliant
 wails
.
Someone, muster
 here the people of Cadmus
,
as I will leave nothing undone. For with God’s help
we shall see whether we are saved or lost.

1. Initial Reflection: Write a brief paragraph (3-5 sentences) summarizing Oedipus’s story. Include the author and title in your topic sentence. 

Example: In the excerpt from Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, Oedipus is saying _________________.

Text-Dependent Questions

Directions: Answer the following questions using complete sentences.

2. Look at the summary. What important information does Oedipus not know?

3. According to the information in the summary, what has Oedipus done in his life that is heroic? Use evidence from the text to support your answer.

4. For whom does Oedipus say he needs to fight? Whom does this include? Why is this ironic?
5. Oedipus Rex is a tragedy. Based on the information in this sample of the text, what tragic events occur? How do they come about?

� Anew: in a new or different way; once more; again.


� Justly: rightly; with honesty


�Phoebus: Apollo, God of the Sun and Archery


� Behalf: in the interests of a person, group, or principle


� Ally: friend; teammate


� Avenging:  inflict harm in return for an injury done another


� Dispel: make disappear; drive away


�Suppliant: a person making a plea to a person in authority


� Wails: cries of grief, pain, or anger


� Muster: to assemble or gather


�Cadmus: the founder of Thebes





