A HISTORY OF OEDIPUS

THE ANCIENT WORLD IN FILM AND MODERN CULTURE

Seneca vs. Sophocles:

SOPHOCLES:

‘Sick as you are [Thebans], there is none

Whose sickness is equal to mine’ (60-1)

SENECA:

‘… this pestilence

So deadly to Cadmus’ race, so widespread in its destruction,

Spares me alone’ (29-31)

Schelling and Hegel:

‘A mortal destined by fate to become a malefactor and himself fighting against this fate, is nevertheless appallingly punished for a crime, although it was the deed of destiny! The ground for this contradiction, that which made the contradiction bearable, lay deeper than one seeks it. It lay in the contest between human freedom and the power of the objective world in which the mortal must succumb necessarily if that power is absolutely superior, if it is fate. And yet, he must be punished for succumbing because he did not succumb without a struggle. That the malefactor who succumbed under the power of fate was punished, this tragic fate was the recognition of human freedom; it was the honour due to freedom. Greek tragedy honoured human freedom, letting its hero fight against the superior power of fate. In order not to go beyond the limits of art, the tragedy had to let him succumb. Nevertheless, in order to make restitution for this humiliation of human freedom exhorted by art, it had to let him atone for the crime committed by destiny … It was a sublime thought, to suffer punishment willingly even for an inevitable crime, and so to prove one’s freedom by the very loss of this freedom, and to go down with a declaration of free will’.

Friedrich Schelling Letters on Dogmatism and Criticism No. 10, from The Unconditional in Human Knowledge, 1794-1796 (1980, translated by F. Marti, London)
An Egyptian priest is reported to have said that the Greeks remain eternally children. We may say, on the contrary, that the Egyptians are vigorous boys, eager for self-comprehension, who require nothing but clear understanding of themselves in an ideal form in order to become Young Men. In the Oriental Spirit there remains as a basis the massive substantiality of Spirit immersed in Nature. To the Egyptian Spirit it has become impossible – though it is still involved in infinite embarrassment – to remain content with that. The rugged African nature disintegrated that primitive Unity, and lighted upon the problem whose solution is Free Spirit … (296-7)
That the spirit of the Egyptians presented itself to their consciousness in the form of a problem is evident from the celebrated inscription in the sanctuary of the Goddess Neith at Sais: ‘I am that which is, that which was, and that which will be: no one has lifted my veil’ … In the Egyptian Neith, Truth is still a problem… (297)

The Greek Apollo is its solution; his utterance is ‘Man, know thyself’, In this dictum is not intended a self-recognition that regards the specialities of one’s own weakness and defects: it is not the individual that is admonished to become acquainted with his idiosyncrasy, but humanity in general is summoned to self-knowledge. This mandate was given for the Greeks, and in the Greek Spirit humanity exhibits itself in its clear and developed condition (297)
Wonderfully, then, must the Greek legend surprise us, which relates, that the Sphinx – the great Egyptian symbol – appeared in Thebes, uttering the words: ‘What is that which in the morning goes on four legs, at midday on two, and in the evening on three?’ Oedipus, giving the solution, Man, precipitated the Sphinx from the rock. The solution and liberation of that Oriental Spirit, which in Egypt had advanced so far as to propose the problem, is certainly this: that the Inner Being of Nature is Thought, which has its existence only in human consciousness (297)

But that time-honoured antique solution given by Oedipus – who this shows himself possessed of knowledge – is connected with a dire ignorance of the character of his own actions. The rise of spiritual illumination in the old royal house is disparaged by the connection with abominations, the result of ignorance; and that primeval royalty must – in order to attain true knowledge and moral clearness – first be brought into shapely form, and be harmonise with the Spirit of the Beautiful, by civil laws and political freedom (297)

G. Hegel, from The Philosophy of History (1902, translated by J. Sibree, New York; from university lectures given originally between 1821 and 1831).
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Jean Auguste Dominique Ingres – Oedipus and the Sphinx (1808)
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Oedipus and the Sphinx – Gustave Moreau (1864)
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Edvard Munch – Vampire (1893-4)
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Georgio de Chirico – Melanconia (1912)
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Georgio de Chirico – The Song of Love (1914)
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The Sleeping Venus – Paul Delvaux (1944)
