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The article deals with the problem of the addressee of Oedipus’ curse in Sophocles’ Oedipus
Tyrannus 236—243. It is suggested that the curse is directed both against the murderer of Laius
and against all potential informants who are concealing the murderer’s name. The ambivalence,
or rather the incongruity, of Sophocles’ text is explained by the double rhetorical aim of Oedipus’
monologue: it is at once an edict demanding to reveal the identity of the murderer and a curse
against the murderer himself. The double rhetorical function of the monologue derives from its
double dramatic role. On the one hand, it begins the action of the play, which consists in revealing
the murderer’s identity, and on the other hand, the curse acts as the play’s leitmotif: it is cited
throughout the tragedy and determines Oedipus’ future fate.
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crucial both for the development of the plot and for the thematic organization of

the play. Oedipus declares here an edict requiring the Thebans to find and extra-
dite the murderer, the edict which Oedipus himself will be destined to execute, and here
he pronounces a curse which will eventually be turned against himself. At the same time,
the monologue poses many problems related to textual criticism and to the interpretation
of the text. We will attempt to resolve one of such issues in this article.
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When Oedipus proclaims his edict, he demands from the citizens of Thebes if any of
them knows the murderer of Laius to share this knowledge with him (vv. 224—226):

e

Sotig 00’ Yu®v Adiov tov AaBddkov
katoldev Avdpog €k Tivog dLdAeTO,

ToUTOV KEAEV® MAVTA oNuaively Euol:
Whoever among you knows at whose hands
Laius, son of Labdacus, perished,

him I command to tell me all!!

Oedipus promises a reward to anyone who gives up the murderer; and if the murderer
confesses himself guilty he will be released from punishment and will only have to leave
the country (vv. 227—232):

kel UEV poPeital TovmixAnu’ vIeEe MV

aUTO¢ KOT UTOU" — meloeTol yap GALO pev

dotepyeg ovdEV, yiig &’ dmelowy aPAapng —

€10’ ad g EAov 0idev A “E AN xO0vOC

TOV QUTOXELPQ, UT) OLOTTATW® TO YAP

KkEPOOG TEAD *YO X1 XAPLS TTpOooKElTETAL.

If he is afraid taking out an accusation

against himself: he shall suffer nothing else unwelcome,
but shall leave the land unharmed.

But if someone knows another of you,

or a foreigner, to be the killer, let him not be silent;

for I can dispense rewards, and gratitude also shall be his.

Then Oedipus announces what his actions will be if the Thebans remain silent and
harbour the murderer (vv. 233—243):

€18’ ad clwmoeode, kal Tic §) pihov

Ocioag dmmoel Tolmog 7} xa0Tol T0de,

Gk TvOe dpdow, TaUTa XP1 KAVETY EUol.

TOV dvop’ dmmowd® tovtov, dotig otl, YTg

Tf08’, fig &Yd kP& TE Kal Opdvoug VEU,

untT’ €o0déyxeadal unte TPOOPWVELY TLVA,

untT’ &v Oed®v etyaiot unte OuaoLy

KoLvov moetobat, unte xépvipog véuery:

MOV 6’ AT’ olkWV TTAVTOC, MG ULATUATOG

1009’ fHutv dvtog, g O TTudkodY Be0D

uavtelov EEEpnvey &p,Tiog Euol.

But if you remain silent, and someone,

fearing for a friend or for himself, rejects this order—
what I shall do then you must hear from me!

I forbid all belonging to this land,

over which I rule and sit upon the throne,

to receive him or to speak to him,

or to let him share in prayers and sacrifices to the gods,
or to touch holy water;

but all must drive him from their homes,

since we are polluted, as the Pythian oracle of the god
has just now revealed to me.

I Here and elsewhere in this article the translation of Sophocles’ plays by Lloyd-Jones is
used (with some alterations).
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He explains this edict by his ardent desire to fulfil Apollo’s oracle demanding that the
murderer of Laius be found and his willingness to help the deceased king (vv. 244—245):
&y®d utv odv to160de Td Te daluovt
T® T AvOpl T® BaAVOVTL CUUUAXOC TIEAM.
This is how I shall fight side by side with the god
and with the man who died.

Oedipus concludes his edict with two additional curses — one directed against the
murderer and the other against himself if he deliberately conceals the murderer in his
own house (vv. 246—251):

natevxouol 8¢ Tov dedpandt’, elte Tig

elg OV MM Bev eite mieldvorv uéta,

®axOV xax®d¢ VIv duopov éxtpipor Blov.

Emevyoual 0’, oirolowy ei EvvéoTtiog

&v 1ol éuotg yévolt’ €uod Euveldotog,

maBeTv datep 10100’ ApTimwg Hpacduny.

And I pray that the doer of the deed,

whether a single man has gone undetected or he has acted with others,

may wear away a miserable life in misery, miserable as he is.

And I pray further that if he is by the hearth

in my own house with my own knowledge,

I may suffer the fate with which I have just cursed others.

The interpretation of this text is highly controversial. One of the main questions for
commentators concerns the words T1Ov &vop’ dmavd®d TovTov in v. 236. Who is Oedipus
referring to here?

Most scholars? believe that the order to exclude “this man” from social life in the city
should refer to the murderer. There are compelling reasons for this point of view.

First, in vv. 241—-243 Oedipus indicates the reason why “this man” should be denied
communication and participation in shared sacrifices: he is the bearer of uiaoua, as
the oracle revealed. We know that the oracle in calling for the expulsion of uiaoua was
referring specifically to the murderer of Laius. Creon, conveying the command of the
oracle in the prologue, begins by quoting this oracle: &vwyev fudg Poifog Eupavic,
avag, / ulaoua xopag, dg tebpauuévov xbovi / év 1d’, EAadivelty und’ dvrxeotov
Tpépely “The lord Phoebus orders us plainly / to drive out from the land a pollu-
tion, one that has been nourished in this country, / and not to nourish it till it cannot
be cured” (vv. 96—98). Then he explains that the bearer of the filth is the murderer:
ToUTOV OavOVTOC VUV EMIOTEAAEL COPDC / TOUC ADTOEVTAC XELPL TIOUPETY Tivag “He
was killed, and the god now tells us plainly to punish his killers, whoever they may be”
(vv. 106—107).

Second, the words of Oedipus’ command are repeated several times further on in the
tragedy, and the characters when recalling them always refer to the murderer. Initially he
is addressed by Tiresias. Annoyed by the anger of Oedipus who does not understand why
the soothsayer conceals the name of the murderer from him Tiresias says (vv. 350—353):

2 Blaydes 1859, 49, comm. to v. 242; Schneidewin 1856, 54, comm. to vv. 236—237; Ribbeck
1858; Ribbeck 1861; Jebb 1914, 43 (trans.: ‘the slayer’); Lloyd-Jones, Wilson 1990, 86; Finglass
2018, 247—-249, comm. to vv. 236—240.
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EVVETM 0¢ T® xNPUYUATL

DITEP TPOETTTOG EUUEVELY, ®AP’ UEPAC

THig VOV mpooaudav unte Tovode Uit Eué,
g &vL yiig oo’ dvooiw udotopt.

I call on you to abide by the proclamation
you made earlier, and from this day on
address neither these men nor me,

since you are the unholy polluter of this land!

When Oedipus asks him to explain these words (&M o001 ppdoov “say it again”,
361), Tiresias replies: @ovéa o¢ et Tédvdpdg 00 tnteic xvpelv “I say that you are the
murderer of the man whose murderer you are searching for” (362).
Then Oedipus himself begins to guess that the stranger he killed may have been Laius,

and recalls his own curse in dread (vv. 815—820):

Tig TOUOE v’ Avdpog ViV &v ABMMOTEPOC,

Tig &xOpodaiumwy udrrov av yévolr’ avijp,

Ov un Eévarv EEeott und’ AOTOV TIVL

oouoLg 0éxeabal, undé TPooPmWVELY TIva,

MOy & &ur’ olxwv; xal T&d’ ovTig FAhog AV

i yo '’ ¢uaut® téod’ dpdg 6 mpooTiBeic.

who now could be more miserable,

and who more hateful to the gods, than I,

whom no stranger and no citizen may receive in his home,

whom no man may address,

but all must drive from their houses. And it was none other

than I myself who laid upon myself these curses.

Finally, Oedipus recalls the curse again at the end of the play when he learns a ter-
rible secret about himself and is finally convinced that his curse is turned against himself.
He wishes to flee the country and not stay in his house any longer, for he falls under the
curse he has uttered (g éx x0ovog plhwv Eautdy, 000’ ETL / uevddv douoLg dpalog, Mg
Npdoato, 1290—1291).

On the other hand, some commentators attribute this command of Oedipus not to the
murderer but to those Thebans who will conceal the name of the murderer?. This inter-
pretation can also be justified by quite strong arguments.

First, this meaning follows from the logical development of Oedipus’ speech. Initially,
Oedipus promises a reward to the one who will not remain silent and reveal the iden-
tity of the murderer (vv. 227—232). The next part, which begins with the words £i 8 ’ad
owwmnoeobe, should obviously contain a threat or a warning to those who will not carry
out the edict and will not betray the murderer.

Second, Oedipus’ words in vv. 249—251 &metyouan d’, oixolowy i Evvéotiog / €v Tolg
vévolt’ €uol Euvelddtog, / mabely datep Tolod’ dpTimwg fpachuny “And I pray further that
if he is by the hearth / in my own house with my own knowledge, / I may suffer the fate with
which I have just cursed others”, expressing the hero’s readiness to take the curse upon him-
self if he harbours the murderer in his house, are understandable only if he has previously ut-
tered the same curse against the other Thebans (Gep 10100’ dpTig Npacduny).

Third, only if Oedipus’ curse is directed against those who know the murderer and
do not denounce him, we can explain the response of the chorus to his monologue

3 Classen 1861; Knox 1957, 81—82; 1959; Carawan 1999.
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in vv. 276-278: Homep w’ dpoiov Ehafeg, ®d’, &vaE, 2od. / olt’ Extavov yap odte
TOV ®TaVOVT Ex / OeTEal “As you have made me subject to a curse, so, my lord, shall
I speak. / I did not kill him, neither can I point to / the killer”. Commentators usually
assume that the chorus, by calling itself &patog “subject to a curse”, refers to the final
words of Oedipus’ monologue, where the hero appeals to the gods to continue send-
ing misfortunes to those who fail to obey his edict: xai TaUta Totg ur dpdoLv eyoual
Oeovg / uIT Epotov adTolg Yig dviéval Tivd / ufit’ oDV yuvaux®dv moidag, GAAL Td
mtdTuw / T@ VOV pBepelobaL xdTL ToTO’ €xOlovt “And for those who take no action I pray
that the gods / may not send up crops from the earth / nor allow their women to bear
children, but that they may perish / by the fate that now afflicts them or by one yet worse”
(vv. 269—272)% However, the combination of the two confessions o9t #xtavov ... olte
TOV ®TavOVT Exw deTEa is too reminiscent of the condition previously defined by Oe-
dipus under which the culprit should be excluded from public life: £i 8 a¥ oL 0£00E,
xal Tig §j ihov / deloag dmmoel Tolmog 1) xatoT 10de “But if you remain silent, and
someone, fearing for a friend or for himself, rejects this order” (vv. 233—234). Further-
more, the expression W dpaiov EAafeg coincides with the foregoing words from the fi-
nale of the tragedy, where Oedipus himself turns out to be “subject to the curse”: &paiog,
m¢ Npdoato, words that refer specifically to his edict of exclusion from public life.

Finally, it is only with this interpretation of the curse that the exchange of remarks be-
tween Oedipus and the chorus following Oedipus’ monologue (vv. 292—296) is under-
standable. The hero here expresses regret that, although everyone has heard that Laius
was killed by some strangers, no one has seen the murderer (10v 8¢ 0p®dvT’ 0Vdelg 6pQ,
293). The chorus suggests, however, that if the murderer is familiar with fear, he will not
resist Oedipus’ curse (&AL €1 1L uev o deluatde v’ Exel uépog / tag o0g dnovmv o0 UeVET
101800’ &dpdg, 294—295). This line can only have one meaning: according to the chorus,
the murderer will certainly tell about his deed and then free himself from the curse’. Hence,
the chorus considers the curse to be valid only if the murderer is hiding; it is the conceal-
ment of the secret, not the murder itself, that is the basis for the present punishment.

Thus, as we may see, Oedipus’ claim in vv. 236—243 can be understood in two ways,
and each interpretation has a convincing evidence. Each commentator chooses one of
these two interpretations and rejects the other, and that always leads to an artificial or
simply wrong understanding of the words of the edict itself as well as other related pas-
sages. Let us first take a look at the mistakes made by those scholars who attribute the
curse to the Thebans harbouring the murderer, while denying that it can refer to the
murderer himself.

We shall begin with the text of this command. As I noted above, Oedipus demands
that “this man” be excommunicated, referring to the oracle, which indicated the exis-
tence of wiaoua in the city (vv. 241-243):

4 See Finglass 2018, 261, comm. to vv. 276—278.

> Finglass understands this passage in a different way. He believes that, according to the chorus,
the murderer, in fear of Oedipus’ curse, must flee. However, it is unlikely that the murderer’s secret
escape could be seen as fulfilling Apollo’s will and would satisfy Oedipus. In support of his point of
view Finglass refers to the words in the first stasimon dpa viv / deAGdwv / (mmmwv abevapdtepov
/ @uYQ méda voudy (vv. 466—468), but there escape is a poetic image describing the murderer’s
departure into exile.
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.. OC WACUOTOC
100’ fHutv dvtog, g O [Tubkdv OeoD
uavtelov EE€nvev dptiwg éuotl.
since we are polluted,
as the Pythian oracle of the god
has just now revealed to me.

It would be reasonable to associate ploopa precisely with the murderer and to under-
stand the participle clause with @¢ as causal, just as it is used further when Tiresias re-
peats the curse, referring it to the murderer Oedipus évvénw c¢... / <...> / ...tpooavddv
unte Tovode UNT’ Eué, / dg dvti yijg Tod’ dvooiw wdotopt (vv. 350—353). Usually
T000¢ is seen as the masculine genitive of 8d¢; we shall examine this phrase further and
offer a slightly different interpretation, but in any case it is obvious, that it is the mur-
derer who is the chief bearer of piaoua, and it is the murderer to whom the oracle men-
tioned by Oedipus links piaoua (dg o ITuBindv B0 / pavietov EEEpnvev dpTiwg Euol,
242-243). Knox in his translation®, when referring Oedipus’ words not to the murderer
but to the man who knows but conceals the truth, understands the first ®¢, introduc-
ing the participle, in a comparative rather than causal sense — “as if he were himself the
source of infection”. Carawan sees here an even stronger and a more direct statement;
in his opinion, it is already clear to the audience that the one who has been initiated into
the murder mystery is a carrier of filth, so the participle clause can also have a causal
meaning (“all must drive him from their homes as a defiler of us all”). But in both cases
the reference to the words of the oracle remains unclear — the oracle did not say that one
should persecute someone who knows but is concealing a murderer or that this particular
person is associated with the filth. Carawan leaves this inconsistency in his interpretation
unexplained, and Knox simply smoothes it out in his translation. He suggests that the
reference to Apollo explains only the word wiaoua and not the entire preceding phrase
(“as if he were himself the source of infection which Apollo’s oracle has just made known
to me”). In that case, however, the Greek text should read ¢ and not @c.

Carawan tries to relate to the potential informant all the subsequent passages as well,
which bring us back to this curse’. In his view, when Tiresias, in his anger, reveals the se-
cret to Oedipus, stating that he himself must undergo the punishment he has determined
(Bvvénm ot T xnpvyuatt / Omep mpoeimog éuuévery, 350—351), he says only that Oedi-
pus knows the murderer, but does not yet call him the murderer. But then what about the
following statement by Tiresias, in which he clarifies the meaning of his enigmatic hint?
Tiresias says it directly here: povéa o¢ enuL Tdvdpdc 00 INTelg xvpelv — “I say that you
are the murderer of the man whose murderer you are searching for” (v. 362). According
to Carawan @ovéa. is not used in this phrase to mean “murderer/killer”, but “guilty as
the killer”. Needless to say, such an interpretation is impossible and is only due to the
scholar’s desire to find the meaning he wants in the line. This same desire leads him to
a highly dubious interpretation of two other passages in which Oedipus himself recalls
the curse — first fearing that he might be the murderer (vv. 813—820) and then being
convinced of it (vv. 1290—1291). In his view, Oedipus is referring here only to his “addi-
tional” curse, the one he has directed against himself in case of concealing the murderer

6 Knox 1959.
7 Carawan 1999, 213-217.



in his house (vv. 249—251). It is difficult to dispute the fact that he does not accidentally
utter this “additional” curse and that it also echoes at the end of the drama, but the main
and most tragic echo here is certainly with his strongest and the most emotional com-
mand in vv. 236—243, and it arises because Oedipus turns out to be the murderer and not
someone who knows but is hiding the truth.

On the other hand, those commentators who link vv. 236—243 exclusively with the
murderer also have to rely on far-fetched interpretations to prove their point.

Let us first turn to the very command to exclude the culprit from communication and
the context in which it is made. Oedipus first promises leniency or a reward to those who
will tell about the crime. Then he begins to talk about what he is prepared to do if the
Thebans keep quiet. Obviously his words should sound like a threat and the threat should
be aimed at those who will disobey, i.e. those who will remain silent (vv. 233—235):

€1 8’ ad cuwmoeole, xai Tig fi pilov
dcioag dmmoel Tolmog ) xa0Tod T0dE,

ax T®vde 0pdow, TADTA X1 KAVETV EUOT.
But if you remain silent, and someone,

fearing for a friend or for himself, rejects this order—
what I shall do then you must hear from me!

Commentators, for whom the subsequent curse is directed against the murderer, have
to understand these three verses differently. Henry and after him Finglass explain them
as follows®. In their view, Oedipus is not threatening but is willing to accept that the
murderer will not be extradited. With his command to exclude the murderer from so-
cial life he only wants to reduce the risk of filth — he expects the Thebans to, if they are
not ready to completely get rid of the filth, at least limit it by cutting off communication
with the murderer. This is, by the way, how Shervinsky also understands the passage and
translates it into Russian:

Ho ecnu daoce BbI M ymomuure,

3a apyra i cTpaliach Wib 3a ceosl, —
JlanbHEUIIyI0 MOIO y3HaliTe BOJIIO:
IIpuka3spiBalo, KTO ObI HY ObLIT OH,
Yb6uiiua ToT, B cTpaHe, rie sy BJacTH,

IMox KpoB CBOIi He BBOIUTH €r0 U C HUM
He rosopurs’...,

Not only does such an interpretation weaken the meaning of this claim, depriving it of the
power of a terrible curse that can echo in crucial moments of the drama, it is also grammati-
cally impossible. In the futural conditional sentence ei 8 ad cuwmoeode, xal Tig ) @ihov /
Oeloag dmmoel Tovmog 1) xatov TéOe it is not conjunctive that is used, but emphatic forms
of the future tense which are supposed to express the meaning of admonition or threat. Thus
Oedipus’ command can only be a threat addressed to those who refuse to speak.

Those who attribute Oedipus’ curse exclusively to the murderer point to the expression
1OV dvdpa Tovtov in v. 236. According to Finglass, the generalizing Ti¢ standing in the

$ Henry 1969, 126; Finglass 2018, 248.

° But even if you keep silent, / whether you fear for your friend or for yourselves. / Find out
my further will: / I command you, whoever that murderer may be, / in the land where [ am in
power, / not to bring him under your roof, / nor speak to him...
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subordinate clause cannot be continued by this emphatic and a very particular phrase,
and therefore 10v dvOopa toUtov cannot refer to those who are silent — it must neces-
sarily refer to the murderer!?. This argument, however, is flawed. We find a similar use
of oUtog 6 &vnp in a general rather than specific sense, and also with a reference to the
preceding sentence, e.g. in Antigone, vv. 666—671:

AAN OV TOMG otoele, TOVOE Y1 ®AVeLY

xal opxpd xal dlxona xal tévavtio.

»al TovTov &v 1oV dvdpa Hapooiny Eyd

®aA@®G Uev dpyxey, ev 0’ av Gpxeobal Oélery,

000p6¢ T &V &V XELWDVL TTPOOTETAYUEVOV

uéverv dixalov xdyabov mapaoctdny.

One must obey the man whom the city sets up in power
in small things and in justice and in its opposite.

This is the man whom I would trust

to be a good ruler and a good subject,

and when assigned his post in the storm of battle

to prove a true and noble comrade in the fight.

Here tottov 10V dvopa refers to an even more generalised character — not even Tig,
but the unexpressed and unspecified subject of the verb ®AveLv. In another example,
from Philoctetes (vv. 456—458), just like in the words of Oedipus, obtot oi &vdpec in
the main clause summarizes the previous subordinate clause that also has a generalizing
meaning (it is introduced by dmov “wherever”):

Omov & 6 xelpwv TéyaboT uelCov obével

®ATOPOIVEL T XONOTA YO dELMOC KPATET,

TOUTOVG €YD TOUG AvOPaC 0V OTEPEM TTOTE.

Where the worse man has more power than the better,

what is good perishes, and the coward is in power,
the men in that place I will never tolerate.

Those commentators who see ToUtov 10V dvdpa. as the murderer and not the one who
harbours him have to somehow manage the curse that Oedipus has turned against him-
self. Oedipus says (vv. 249—251):

émevyoual d’, oinolowy ei EvvéoTiog

&v 1ol éuoig yévolt’ €uod Euveldotog,
BTy datep 10100’ ApTimwg Hpacdunyv.
And I pray further that if he is by the hearth

in my own house with my own knowledge,
I may suffer the fate with which I have just cursed others.

The pronoun toiode must refer to the chorus, the Thebans; hence, Oedipus here
speaks of his readiness to take the punishment he had just threatened the citizens of The-
bes with. Assuming that the command he had just made for excommunication applied
to any citizen of Thebes who did not denounce the murderer, this new curse is under-
standable and stands in its place. If, however, ToUtov 1OV &vOpa signified the murderer,
then what is the meaning of the words &smep 10100’ dptimg Hpacdunv? Why does Oe-
dipus use this demonstrative pronoun to indicate the present person, and also in plural?
Jebb and Campbell assume that dmep 10100’ dpTiwg fHpacduny refers to the curse upon

10 Finglass 2018, 248.
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the murderer uttered in vv. 246—248: xotevyouol 8¢ 1OV dedpaxrdt’, eite Tig / eig OV
MM Oev €1te MAeLOVOV UETAL, / ®OnOV xou®dS VIV duopov Extpipal Biov “And I pray that
the doer of the deed, / whether a single man has gone undetected or he has acted with

others, / may wear away a miserable life in misery, miserable as he is”. They suggest that
the plural Totode derives from Oedipus’ assumption that there may have been several

murderers (e{te Tig €lg OV MANOev elte mAetdvwv péta)!!'. However, the hero is hardly so

concerned with this assumption as to start speaking about murderers in plural; the phrase

gite Tic £lg AV AMéANOev £1te mAeldvwy puéta is more a rhetorical enumeration of all exist-
ing possibilities than an independent judgment. An even more obvious objection can be

made by drawing attention to the adverb dptimg. According to Jebb and Campbell, it
should refer back to the previous phrase. However, when d&pting refers to some words

previously said in the text, it always brings us back to them — back after another con-
versation, another discourse, or another event. “As I have just said” always sounds like

a reminder; this expression cannot follow immediately after the words spoken (cf. all ex-
amples from Sophocles: &ptiwg in Ajax 1321 brings us back to the previous scene ending

at vv. 1315, in Electra 347 to vv. 333—334, 481 to 417—423, in Oedipus Tyrannus 243 and

474 t0 96—98, 726 to 716, 745 to the curse in vv. 236—237, 1054 to 859—860, in Trachin-
iae 346 to 248—290, in Philoctetes 764 to 656—657). Other commentators and publishers

prefer to emend the text. Ribbeck moved these verses to the end of the monologue, in-
serting them after Oedipus’ final curse upon all those who would not obey his edict (xai

Tavta Toig ut dpdaty etyouar Ocovg / Uit &poTov adTolg Yiic Aviévor Tivd / Uit ovv

YUVOUX@®V TOA00C, GAAY T@ TTOTUW / T® VOV @OepeToban ndTL ToUd’ &xOiovt, 269—272) 12,
However, this generalising curse concludes the monologue perfectly, and the mention-
ing of Oedipus’ particular case then disrupts the rhetorical ending; moreover, it intrudes

inappropriately between this curse and an equally generalising wish for the welfare of all

those who would agree to obey the king’s commands (Ouiv 6¢ toig dAlotol Kadueiolg,
dooig / 148’ Eot’ dpéorovd’, § te ovuuoyog Aixn / xol mdvteg €0 Euvelev eloael Oeol,
273-275). Finglass and Lloyd-Jones, following Wecklein, exclude vv. 249—251 from the

text!?; however, these verses contain, and perhaps even most strongly express, the tragic

irony with which the entire Oedipus’ monologue is filled — the irony that Oedipus is ac-
tually turning his words on himself.

The only conclusion that can be drawn from all what has been said above is that both
interpretations of Oedipus’ command to deny communication to the culprit are correct,
it is directed both against the murderer and against those of the Thebans who would con-
ceal the truth. His curse is ambiguous'4, or rather inconsistent. In the context in which

1 Jebb 1914, 44, comm. to vv. 246 and 45, comm. to v. 251; Campbell 1879, 162, comm.
to vv. 246—251.

12 Ribbeck 1858.

13'Wecklein 1880; Finglass 2018, 251; Lloyd-Jones 1994.

14 The double reference of the curse was suggested by Dyson, who sees here a deliberate
authorial ambiguity (Dyson 1973, 205—206). According to him, an important fact, known to
the audience but not yet understood by Oedipus, is the equivalence between the witness and the
murderer, and the ambivalence of the curse should underline, for an informed audience, this
equivalence. Dyson finds another example of the same identification in the conversation between
Oedipus and the chorus that follows the monologue (vv. 292—296) already mentioned above. Here,
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these words are spoken, we expect a threat against the person who harbours the murderer,
but the command itself should rather refer to the murderer; then, over the course of the
drama, these words are given one meaning and then another.

Some suggestions can be made about the reasons for this inconsistency. It may be due
to the fact that Sophocles, in constructing Oedipus’ monologue, seeks to solve two dra-
matic problems simultaneously. First, the monologue begins the action of gradually solv-
ing the murder of Laius. Oedipus must issue an edict allowing him to begin the search for
the murderer — the edict requiring the Thebans to name the murderer. The denouement
of this storyline will be the moment of recognition, i.e. the discovery of the murderer.
Second, here Sophocles forces Oedipus to pronounce a curse upon the murderer, which
will also be crucial to the plot: the author will come back to it throughout the drama,
and it will determine Oedipus’ fate after the recognition. The author solves both of these
problems by ironically emphasising Oedipus’ lack of understanding of his situation. On
the one hand, the hero demands to share information with him, not realising that he is
in possession of it. On the other hand, he threatens to punish the murderer, not realising
that he himself is the murderer.

These two compositional tasks also determine the monologue’s two rhetorical func-
tions — it is both an edict addressed to the Thebans and a curse upon the murderer. It
begins as an edict, demanding that the murderer be exposed (vv. 224—226):

6otic 100’ Yu®v Adiov tov AaBddrov
xdatoldev AvOopog éx Tivog SumAeTo,
TOUTOV ®eAeVW TTAVTA onuaivery éuot.
Whoever among you knows at whose hands

Laius, son of Labdacus, perished,
him I command to tell me all!

to the words of the chorus about Laius’ death Bavelv EAéxOn mpdg Tiverv 6domdpwv (v. 292)
Oedipus, according to the manuscript reading, replies: fixovoa ®é&ydm: Tov §’1d6vT’ 00delg 6pd
(v. 293). This reading must refer to the witness who is hiding and thereby concealing the truth.
The next chorus’ remark &AL’ €1 TL uév om delpuatog v’ Exel uépog / Tag odg dxoVmV o0 UeVED
101800’ Apdc (vv. 294—295) in this case should also refer to the witness. However, Oedipus
unexpectedly refers it not to the witness, but to the murderer: G u1} ’ott dpdvTL TdpPOC, 00’
£moc @oPet (v. 296). In Dyson’s opinion, here again we face the identification of the witness
and the murderer — an idea which, as the researcher believes, runs “deep in the king’ mind”.
This interpretation, however, can by no means be correct. First, we have to assume that the
character’s words do not express his own thoughts, but his subconscious notions, and this is
alien to the whole structure of Greek tragedy. Second, Oedipus is convinced that this murder
had no bystander. The only person who was present and survived was one of Laius’ servants,
who, as reported to Oedipus, fled in fear and saw nothing but that there were many murderers
(118—123). Therefore we must certainly, together with Finglass (2018, 264, comm. to v. 293),
accept the conjecture in v. 293 TOv 6¢ dp®VT’ 0Vdelg OPQ.

It is impossible to agree with Dyson not only because of his misreading of v. 293. The equivalence
between the witness and the murderer cannot be a mysterious truth known to the audience but
escaping Oedipus for the moment. This equivalence is an obvious fact for everyone: a murderer
is always a witness to his crime. Oedipus understands this perfectly well, repeating twice in his
edict that the murderer is obliged to denounce himself (vv. 227—228 and 234); what he does not
understand is that he himself is the murderer and the witness. Thus, if the ambivalence of this
passage is deliberately conceived by the author, its purpose cannot be explained.
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Sophocles then turns to the formula typical for edicts — he promises a reward for
law-abiding citizens and threatens punishment for those who disobey!>. Obviously, the
reward is for those who tell about the murderer and the punishment is for those who
keep quiet. However, the poet wants to put another, quite different theme into this con-
text — punishing the murderer — and he introduces the murderer into both parts of the
formula. It turns out that Oedipus is primarily waiting for information from the mur-
derer himself. If the murderer reveals himself, he will only be removed from the coun-
try without any other punishment (xei uev @opeital ToUmixAnu’ vmeEedmyv / adtog xat’
avtol: — geloeTon yap GAAO uev / dotepyeg ovoEv, yijg O’ dumelowy dBAapric, — “If he
is afraid (to tell) taking out an accusation against himself: he shall suffer nothing else
unwelcome, but shall leave the land unharmed”, 227—229); if he does not fulfil the
commands of Oedipus and continues to hide, he will (of course, after the exposure) be
excluded from social life in the city. The murderer becomes the main object of Oedi-
pus’ threat. Although the king mentions alongside with him those who are close to him
and who may be harbouring him (xafi Ti¢c §j @ilov / deloag dndoel Tolimog, 233—234),
it is the murderer himself that is important to Sophocles. He is named at the end of this
conditional clause (1] xavtov, 234), so the audience should refer the phrase 1ov &vdp’
Amavd® TovTtov to him first of all.

This insertion of the curse upon the murderer into the edict requiring the sharing of
information raises other problems beyond the semantic ambiguity of the curse itself.
First, it is not entirely clear how the fate of the murderer, if he confesses, will in fact dif-
fer from his fate if he remains silent. In both cases he faces exile. Both his leaving the
country without any other harm to him in the first case and his excommunication in the
second are essentially the same punishment: both mean exile. The contrast is created
here purely rhetorically by opposing the word &BAafnc to a long series of phrases ex-
pressing the idea of punishment: uit’ €06¢éxeo0al ute TPOOPWVETY TIVA, / UNT’ v Be@Vv
evyalol unte OvpaoLy / ®xowvov oetobal, unte xépvipog véuelv: / @Belv &’ &’ olxwv
ndvtag (vv. 238—241).

The second problem the author has to solve is how to turn this threat of punishment,
which was originally part of the edict, into a curse. This is necessary for Sophocles so that
later on in the tragedy, when he refers to this passage, it sound with particular force and
really determine the whole fate of the hero: the execution of the punishment to which
he has condemned himself must be supervised by the gods. This is why Oedipus imme-
diately turns his edict into a curse. Solemnly concluding the edict with the words &ym
ugv o0V To160de 1@ Te daluovi / 1@ T Avdpl T® OavévTl cVUUyOC TEAW (Vv. 244—245),
he adds a curse upon the murderer to it: xote0ouan 8¢ TOV dedpondT’, elte TIc / €ig DV
MéANOev eite AeLOVOV UETA, / ®xarOV Xax®dC VIV duopov éxtpipal Blov (vv. 246—248),
and then he uses the word &pd& to define the very command to exclude the murderer or

15'We find a similar contrast, for instance, in Creon’s edict in Antigone. Creon assigns posthumous
honours to Eteocles and posthumous punishment — refusal of burial — to Polynices who fought
against his native city. He ends the edict with words stressing the opposite treatment of law-
abiding and bad citizens: Tol6vd’ Euov @pdvnua, xolmot’ Ex 7y’ Euot / Tuf tpoéEovo’ ol naxol
TOV EVOMmV. / AAA dotig evoug Thde i) mOAeL, Bavarv / xal TdV duoing Ex v’ Euol Tiuoetan
(vv. 207-210).
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his concealer from communication — in a new curse, already addressed to himself, Oe-
dipus says &metyopou ... TaOelv Emep T0108° dpTing Noacduny (vv. 249—251)'6.

Thus, the semantic ambivalence of vv. 236—243 arises from the fact that this passage,
conceived and needed by the author as a curse upon the murderer, is placed in the con-
text of an edict demanding that the Thebans extradite the murderer. This ambivalence
also corresponds to the two roles which Oedipus himself unknowingly plays and which
Sophocles ironically stresses: Oedipus is both the murderer and the one who knows about
the murder; all the curses which he addresses against both the murderer and his conceal-
ers apply to himself.

Now it is worth looking at how Sophocles tries to resolve the resulting inconsistency
in the passage in question.

As we have already noted, the basis for excluding the culprit from communication in the
city here is the fact that he is, according to the oracle, the bearer of piooua (bg uLGouaTog
/ 10U0’ fulv dvtog, wg 10 TTuBdv B0l / wavtelov EEEpnvev dptiong Euol, 241—-243).
This is true of the murderer, but in no way applies to the possible informant who is hid-
ing the truth. Therefore Oedipus does not address his curse against every informant, but
only to the murderer himself and his close ones. (i & ad cwwmoecde, »al Tic §i eilov /
Octoag dmmoel Totmmog § xavTol 10de, 233—234). Those who are in direct contact with the
murderer are subject to the same filth as he is; so Oedipus is ready to turn the curse upon
himself if he deliberately harbours the murderer in his own home (émetyouan 8’, oixolov
el Euvéotiog / év tolg éuolg vévolt’ uol Euveldotog, / mabelv dmep 1010d’ &pTimwg
nNopaodunyv, 249—251). An excellent illustration of this notion is a passage from Plato’s di-
alogue Euthyphro, which reveals such a great lexical closeness to the passage from Oedipus
Tyrannus that it could be considered an allusion to the text of Sophocles. Euthyphro ex-
plains to Socrates that he is right in prosecuting his father, whom he considers responsible
for the death of the thes (61]¢), i.e. hired labourer. According to him, if he begins to live in
the same house with the murderer, sharing the hearth with him, and, knowing about the
murder, does not report on his father, the filth will spread on him:

Telotov, ® Sdxpoteg, 8Tl otel TL Srapépety gite AAMGTPLOC £1TE 0ixeTOg O TEOVEDS, AAL 0D
T0UTO WOVOV BTV PUAATTELY, £iTe &V Sinn Extelvev 6 ntelvag elte un, x~oc‘t el uev év dixn, éaw,
el 8¢ un, émekévan, Edvaep 6 xtelvag ouvéoTtidg ool xal duotpdmetog 1 i1oov yap 10 uiaoua
yiyvetot Edv oUVIIC T® TOLOVTE OUVELOMC %Al U APOOLOTg oeaUTOV T ol Exelvov Tf dixn
EmeElv (4b—c).

It’s ridiculous, Socrates, that you think it makes a difference whether the dead man is from

outside or inside the household, but that you don’t have to watch out solely for whether the
slayer slew lawfully or not, and if it was lawful, let him go and if not, prosecute, even if the slayer

16 Dyson (1973) has pointed out the genre duality of the monologue which includes both
an edict and a curse. But he believes that firstly the command to exclude the culprit from
communication only sounds like part of the edict, and only later, in the following parts of
the play, it is reinterpreted as a curse. In his view, Oedipus adds the curse in vv. 246—248,
referring to the situation in which the murderer remains unidentified: then let the gods make
his life miserable. However, Oedipus cannot consider this option. The only aim he seeks is
to discover the identity of the murderer. Dyson also misunderstands the phrase dsmep 10160’
aptiog npaocdunvinv. 251, relating, following Jebb, totode to the murderers mentioned in v.
247. As we have seen, this understanding of Totode is impossible, this pronoun can only refer to
the object of the threat in vv. 236—243; thus already here in v. 251 this threat is called a curse.
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shares your hearth and board. You see the pollution is just as great if you knowingly associate
with such a person and don’t cleanse both yourself and the other man by taking him to court!’.

The second way in which Sophocles softens the inconsistency of his text is by a cer-
tain ambiguity in the phrase ®¢ pibouotog 1000’ fulv dvrtog (vv. 241—-242). Interest-
ingly, Tiresias, quoting Oedipus’ edict in the next scene, slightly changes the words and
the whole construction. He commands the king (vv. 350—353):

EVVETD 0 T® xNPOYHOTL

MOIEP TIPOETTAG EUUEVELY, HAP’ NUEPAG

THig VOV mpooaudav uite Tovode Uit €U,
Mg dvtL yiig THod’ &vooiy uidotopt.

I call on you to abide by the proclamation
you made earlier, and from this day on
address neither these men nor me,

since you are the unholy polluter of this land!

Instead of piaoua he uses the word widotwp, which unequivocally refers to the mur-
derer and attributes the participle clause to o€ (the dative case depends on the verb évvémw
and is used here instead of the genitive, so that the participle clause is not dependent on
¢ué). Thus, here the phrase is clearly referring to Oedipus the murderer, who is the source
of the filth and therefore is to be punished. In Oedipus’ monologue, however, the same
participle phrase sounds completely different. The word uicoua does not describe a per-
son, but a phenomenon'$; the participial construction does not correspond to TOv &vdpa
ToUTov, but is used absolutely; the pronoun ToU0¢ can hardly refer to ‘this man’, defined
by a completely different demonstrative pronoun. Taken together, these three grammatical
facts seem to suggest that Oedipus is not so much referring to the murderer, but to the filth
that comes from murder in general. To00¢e should then be understood as a form of the neu-
ter gender rather than the masculine: “Since this is a filth to us”. 16d¢ and uiaoua, denot-
ing not a particular person, but the whole phenomenon of filth in general, can already be
referred to anyone on whom the filth spreads, and with this interpretation the phrase would
explain why not only the murderer himself, but also his close ones should be expelled.

In this article I have touched upon an important feature of Sophocles’ style that needs to
be taken into consideration when interpreting his text. Commentators tend to expect logi-
cal order and consistency from a text. However, they often achieve this order by distorting
the obvious meaning of individual passages. We should admit that the poet may allow in-
consistencies, sacrificing clarity in the presentation of facts for other purposes that prove to
be more important to him. Sophocles aims more at rhetorical expressiveness and dramatic
coherence than at logical clarity and certainty. In this case, he creates a passage of a great
emotional power to which the characters will be able to refer again and again throughout
the drama and which will ultimately determine Oedipus’ fate itself. This passage is placed
in a not entirely suitable context, the author tries to smooth over the contradictions that
arise between the passage and its context, some inconsistency still remains, but this is not
very important to Sophocles, as his artistic tasks are quite different.

17 Trans. C. Emlyn-Jones and W. Preddy.
18 In classical Greek literature ulaoua refers only once to a person who is a source of filth —
in v. 1028 of Choephori, which may be a later interpolation (see Fraenkel 1950, 778 and 815).
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