
Background Information and Resource for Antigone

Tragedy 
 The legend of the phoenix stems from Greek mythology—strength and life arise 

from destruction. 
 A difficult and rewarding form of drama—made into an art by the Greeks. 
 Involves the downfall of a hero, usually ending with his or her destruction or 

death.
 Involves intense emotion; horrible truth that leads to release or catharsis.
 Aristotle’s Poetics states that: 

o Tragedy arouses the emotions of pity and fear, wonder and awe. 
o A tragic hero must be a man or woman capable of great suffering. 
o Tragedy explores the interactions of gods and mortals. 
o Tragedy purifies the emotions. 
o Tragedy shows how the hero is brought to disaster by hamartia, or a single 

flaw in character.

Greek Theater 
 Tragedies were produced as part of a religious festival every year in Athens. 
 Awards were given to the playwright who presented the best series of three 

dramas. 
 Plays were performed in vast outdoor amphitheaters that could seat 40,000. 
 All actors were men. They wore masks with built-in megaphones so they could be 

heard; they also wore platform shoes for added height. 
 The stage was a slightly raised platform. 
 Actors’ movements were bold and definite. 
 The Chorus—a group of actors who moved and sang together— acted as one 

character and spoke in unison during the Choral Odes, which separated the scenes 
of the drama. 

 The Chorus set the mood, summarized the action, represented a point of view, 
sided with various characters, or warned of disaster. 

 Greek theater incorporated unities of time, place, and action, which meant that 
there were no scene changes, and no complicated subplots; the plays took place in 
one day and in one place and focused on one event. 

 Violent action took place offstage; messengers told the audience what happened. 
 The audience knew the story ahead of time. The emotion of the characters is what 

they came to see.

Author Information: Sophocles
 Was one of three great Greek tragic playwrights (with Aeschylus and Euripides); 

wrote during the “Golden Age” of ancient Greece 
 Born in 496 BC—lived for 90 years 
 Wrote over 100 plays—only seven remain 
 Served his city of Colonus, near Athens, in various capacities 
 Entered his plays in contests—won his first at age 28 



 Defeated Aeschylus in that competition 
 Awarded first prize about 20 times and second place prizes all other times 
 Added the third actor to the cast of his plays—before this, all dramas were played 

with only two characters other than the Chorus

Antigone and Her Family Background 
 Antigone is a complete play, but it is part of a cycle of three plays, including 

Oedipus Rex and Oedipus at Colonus, written by Sophocles about the generations 
of the Cadmus family. 

 The plays deal with the curse placed upon the family for a crime committed 
against the gods. The curse begins with a prophecy to King Laius and Queen 
Jocasta of Thebes that their son, Oedipus, will kill his father and marry his own 
mother. 

 To avoid fulfillment of the prophecy, the baby Oedipus was left in the mountains 
to die of exposure, but was found and raised by the king and queen of Corinth, not 
knowing his birth parents. 

 Later Oedipus unknowingly kills his father and wins the hand of Jocasta, the 
widowed queen, thus fulfilling the prophecy. They have four children, Antigone, 
Ismene, Eteocles, and Polyneices. 

 When Jocasta discovers the truth, she hangs herself. When Oedipus discovers the 
truth, he blinds and exiles himself. He leaves his brother-in-law, Creon, to look 
after his children. 

 Before he dies, Oedipus leaves orders that his two sons share the kingship; 
however, Eteocles, the first to reign, refuses to step down. Polyneices, his brother, 
attacks the city and his brother. They kill each other in battle. 

 Creon becomes king and orders Eteocles buried with religious rites and honors. 
He orders that Polyneices be left unburied and uncovered for birds and animals to 
feed on his body. According to Greek beliefs, his soul could thus never rest. 
Antigone buries her brother against the order of her uncle. Thus begins the play’s 
action.


