
English 9 
Antigone introduction 

Remember the history of  tragedy: 

Aeschylus c. 525-455BC 
	 allows for two characters to converse 
Sophocles c. 497-405BC 
	 adds the third actor, increases number of  actors speaking, adds painted scenery	  

Euripides c. 480-406BC 
	 represents heroes as more down to earth, interested in stories of  women, more 	 	 	
	 	 psychological 

Tragedy, according to Aristotle in his Poetics is “the imitation of  an action that is serious and also 
as having magnitude, complete in itself.”  He also notes the roles of  pity and fear. 

We have discussed at some length the status and situation of  the tragic hero and the main 
components of  peripeteia, hamartia, and anagnorisis, which relate the the tragic hero along with 
the catharsis, the audience’s own purgation of  pity and fear. 

What characteristics comprise a tragic hero is especially important in Antigone. 



To understand the story of  Antigone, you need to know the story of  Oedipus, which is the subject 
of  another play in your book, Oedipus the King, also by Sophocles, but not actually part of  the 
same trilogy. 

Names from the Oedipus story: 
Laius 
Jocasta 
Polybus 
Merope 
Creon 
Eteocles 
Polynices 

And so this is the background for the Antigone story.  Aeschylus also wrote a story about the 
aftermath of  the Oedipus story, which is about the sons of  Oedipus, Polynices and Eteocles, 
called Seven Against Thebes.   

In the story, the fallen Oedipus leaves his kingdom to his sons, and they decide to share the 
throne in alternating years.  After the first year, Eteocles refuses to step down, and so Polynices 
raises an army of  Argives to invade Thebes to take the throne.  The seven heroes are the seven 
who attack.  In the end, the two brothers kill themselves. 

Now, Jocasta’s brother, Creon, steps out of  the shadows and decides that he is in charge, Eteocles 
will be honored with a royal burial, and Polynices will be left for dogs and birds in characteristic 
shameful fashion. 

How important are burial rites to the Ancient Greeks? 
What do you think about choosing Eteocles over Polynices? 
How can you defend Creon’s action? 
What injustice can you find there? 

So, the two sisters of  Eteocles and Polynices are Antigone and Ismene, and they are left to sort it 
out.


