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… It is at this point that Sophocles’ tragedy opens.  The messengers bring back the reply that the plague will cease when the murderer of Laïus has been driven from the land.

But he, where is he? Where shall now be read 

The fading record of this ancient guilt?

The action of the play consists in nothing other than the process of revealing, with cunning delays and ever-mounting excitement – a process that can be likened to the work of a psycho-analysis – that Oedipus himself is the murderer of Laïus, but further that he is the son of the murdered man and of Jocasta.  Appalled at the abomination which he has unwittingly perpetrated, Oedipus blinds himself and forsakes his home. The oracle has been fulfilled.

[Intro. p. 132] 

King Oedipus, who slew his father Laïus and married his mother Jocasta,  merely shows us the fulfillment of our own childhood wishes.  But, more fortunate than he, we have meanwhile succeeded, in so far as we have not become psychoneurotics, in detaching our sexual impulses from our mothers and in forgetting our jealousy of our fathers.  Here is one in whom these primaeval wishes of our childhood have been fulfilled, and we shrink back from him with the whole force of the repression by which those wishes have since that time been held down within us.  While the poet … brings to light the guilt of Oedipus, he is at the same time compelling us to recognize our own inner minds, in which those same impulses, though suppressed, are still to be found.  The contrast with which the closing Chorus leaves us confronted --:

 
… Fix on Oedipus your eyes, 

 
Like a star his envied fortune mounted beaming far and wide: 

 

Now he sinks in seas of anguish, whelmed beneath a raging tide …

-- strikes as a warning at ourselves and our pride, at us who since our childhood have grown so wise and so mighty in our own eyes. Like Oedipus we live in ignorance of these wishes, repugnant to morality, which have been forced upon us by Nature, and after their revelation we may all of us well seek to close our eyes to the scenes of our childhood.


There is an unmistakable indication in the text of Sophocles’ tragedy itself that the legend of Oedipus sprang from some primaeval dream-material which had as its content the distressing disturbance of a child’s relation to his parents owing to the first stirrings of sexuality.  At a point when Oedipus, though he is not yet enlightened, has begun to feel troubled by his recollection of the oracle, Jocasta consoles him by referring to a dream which many people dream, though, as she thinks, it has no meaning:


 
Many a man ere now in dreams hath lain 

 

With her who bare him.  He hath least annoy 

 

Who with such omens troubleth not his mind.

Today, just as then, many men dream of having sexual relations with their mothers, and speak of the act with indignation and astonishment.  It is clearly the key to the tragedy and the complement to the dream of the dreamer’s father being dead.  The story of Oedipus is the reaction of the imagination to these two typical dreams.  And just as these dreams, when dreamt by adults, are accompanied by feelings of repulsion, so too the legend must include horror and self-punishment.  …

