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Preface to the Revised Edition

The Focus translation of Oidipous at Colonus, which appeared 
more than a decade ago under my former name,1 has been substan-
tially revised for this new edition. Most importantly, the translation 
itself has been revised to bring it into line stylistically with my trans-
lations of Antigone and King Oidipous.2 It looks very different, and I 
hope that it reads more smoothly. Like its predecessor, however, it is 
still aimed at readers, especially students and teachers, who wish to 
work with a version that is close to the Greek. I have tried as far as 
possible to remain faithful to Greek idiom and metaphor, to translate 
words important for the meaning of the play consistently, and at times 
to retain the original word order, verse and sentence structure. This 
approach sometimes leads to awkwardness, but I hope this will be 
outweighed by its benefits.  Though many aspects of the poetry have 
inevitably been lost, as they must be in any translation, I believe, and 
hope the reader will discover, that much of the poetry of meaning is 
best communicated in such a way. 

The original meters have necessarily been sacrificed, but in 
the revised edition I have used a kind of six-beat iambic line for the 
iambic (spoken) portions of the drama, and tried to retain a reason-
ably anapestic rhythm for Sophocles’ anapests (which are printed in 
italics). I have not used any formal metrical scheme for the lyrics, or 
sung portions of the text, which are simply rendered in short lines 
and indented. (In order to avoid confusing the reader, in some lyric 
passages I have increased the number of lines so that they coincide 

1      M.W. Blundell, Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, Translated with Introduction, 
Notes and Interpretive Essay (Focus Classical Library, Newburyport MA 
1990).

2      M.W. Blundell, Sophocles’ Antigone, Translated with Introduction, Notes and 
Interpretive Essay (Focus Classical Library, Newburyport MA 1998); R. 
Blondell, Sophocles’ King Oidipous, Translated with Introduction, Notes and 
Interpretive Essay (Focus Classical Library, Newburyport MA 2002).
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viii     ix

with the marginal line numbers, which are taken from the original  
text.) Despite this attempt to retain some of the rhythmic sense of the 
original, my first priorities have usually been accuracy and consis-
tency. 

The spellings of Greek names have been changed, in line with 
my other Focus translations, in an attempt to reap some of the ben-
efits of both comfort and defamiliarization. For the most part I have 
used traditional English spelling for the names of historical persons 
and places (e.g. Aeschylus, Athens), but transliterated mythological 
names in so far as this accords with modern English pronunciation (e.g. 
Kreon, Polyneices). In the case of Oidipous, there are further reasons 
for preferring this spelling over Oedipus, since it not only captures 
more effectively the many puns upon his name in King Oidipous, but 
encourages the reader to resist the anachronistic Freudian associations 
of the traditional spelling. 

The explanatory notes — which have been only lightly revised—
are aimed at those approaching this play, and perhaps all ancient 
Greek literature, for the first time. They provide factual information 
on such matters as mythology, geography and unfamiliar customs, 
together with clarification of obscure phrases and a few interpretive 
pointers. There are no stage directions in ancient Greek texts. Those 
provided in the translation are based on indications in the dialogue, 
and are intended to clarify the stage action for the modern reader. A 
fuller discussion of important background material concerning the 
poet, his theater, the myth of Oidipous and the religious context of 
the play is contained in the Introduction, which has been updated so 
that it largely matches the Introductions to my translations of Antigone 
and King Oidipous. The translation itself is followed by an interpretive 
Essay (slightly revised), which should be read after the play, and some 
suggestions for further reading (updated for the new edition).

My original translation of this play followed A.C. Pearson’s 
Oxford Classical Text (Oxford 1924), with some departures. For the 
revised edition, I have also consulted the Oxford Classical Text of Hugh 
Lloyd-Jones and Nigel Wilson (Oxford 1990) and followed their text 
in numerous places. The translation and notes are both indebted to 
Jebb’s great work, and to a lesser extent to Kamerbeek’s more recent 
commentary.3 I have also benefited from felicitious phrasing in Hugh 
Lloyd-Jones’ translation of this play for the Loeb Classical Library, 
which has appeared since the first edition of this book. 

3        R. C. Jebb, Sophocles, the Plays and Fragments. Part II: The Oedipus Colo-
neus (3rd edn. Cambridge 1900); J.C. Kamerbeek, The Plays of Sophocles. 
Commentaries Part II: The Oedipus Coloneus (Leiden 1984). 

OedColRevised 9/20/02, 12:03 PM8



viii     ix

It remains to reiterate my thanks to friends and colleagues who 
assisted me with the original edition: James J. Clauss, Ann Cumming, 
Alain Gowing, Michael Halleran and Stephen Sharpe. In preparing 
the revised edition, I thank the students in my Sophocles class in 
the autumn of 2001, and Douglas R. Roach for his meticulous and 
thoughtful reading.

University of Washington
Seattle
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INTRODUCTION

SOPHOCLES

Of the hundreds of tragedies produced in fifth-century BCE Athens, 
only a handful of works by just three dramatists have survived to the 
present day. Seven of these plays are by the poet Sophocles, who was 
born at Colonus, the rural village near Athens where his play Oid-
ipous at Colonus is set, in about 495 BCE. This makes him a generation 
younger than his great predecessor Aeschylus (c. 525-456), and ten 
or fifteen years older than Euripides (c. 480-406). But the relationship 
between the three tragedians and their works is not strictly linear. The 
first dozen years of Sophocles’ career overlapped with Aeschylus’ final 
years, and for the rest of his long life Euripides was his rival. Aeschylus 
made use of Sophocles’ theatrical innovations (discussed below), and 
Sophocles in turn was influenced by Euripides. It is said that when 
Euripides died in 406 BCE, Sophocles dressed his chorus in mourning 
at a public ceremony that preceded the dramatic festival (the proagon). 
He himself was to die later the same year, or early in the next. In the 
fourth century and beyond, these three men rapidly became canonized 
as the great figures of the Athenian tragic theater, which led to the 
survival of some of their works when the entire output of the other 
tragic playwrights was lost. As with all ancient texts, the survival of 
these particular plays depended not only on the vagaries of taste, but 
on the chancy process of the copying and recopying of manuscripts, 
until the advent of printing nearly two thousand years later. 

Sophocles lived a long and active life, spanning almost the 
whole of the fifth century BCE, which saw a great many political 
and cultural achievements at Athens. We know almost nothing of his 
background (except that his father, Sophillus, is said to have owned a 
weapons factory), but the evidence of his career suggests a well-con-
nected family. Like any Athenian boy whose father could afford it, 
he will have received the customary education in music, poetry and 
athletics. The mainstay of this education was Homer, especially the 
Iliad, which was thought to embody not just literary excellence but 

1
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2     3INTRODUCTION INTRODUCTION

traditional cultural and moral values. As a boy, Sophocles will have 
learned to recite large quantities of the epic from memory. This must 
have been especially significant for the future playwright whom later 
writers were to describe as “most Homeric” of the tragedians.

The poet’s childhood coincided with the Persian Wars, in which 
the Greeks, largely under the leadership of Athens, foiled repeated 
Persian attempts to invade the Greek mainland. Sophocles was about 
five years old when the Athenians won their first great victory over 
the Persians at the battle of Marathon (490 BCE). When the Persians 
were defeated again, in a sea-battle off the island of Salamis in 480 
BCE, the young Sophocles is said to have led the dance in celebration 
of the victory. If true, this was a significant honor, as well as a tribute 
to the youth’s good looks and physical grace. He grew to maturity in 
the years that followed the Persian Wars, when the power and influ-
ence of Athens were on the rise. After their victory the city founded 
the Delian League, an alliance of Greek states for mutual defense 
against the Persians. But as the fifth century progressed Athens took 
increasing control of the League, until it grew to resemble an Athenian 
empire more than an alliance of free states. The so-called allies were 
soon required to pay Athens large amounts of annual tribute in the 
form of ships or money. This period of Athenian history is marked 
by the leadership of Pericles, who was born around the same time 
as Sophocles and dominated public life from about 460 BCE until 
his death from the plague in 429. He both strengthened democracy 
at home and expanded Athenian influence abroad, in large part by 
exploiting Athenian leadership of the Delian League.

One of Pericles’ most ambitious enterprises was the public build-
ing program that culminated in the construction of the Parthenon— the 
great temple of Athena on the Acropolis at Athens. Like other such 
projects, this temple, with its magnificent architecture and sculptural 
decoration, was partly financed by taxes from members of the Delian 
League. Besides supporting the visual arts, Pericles was a patron of 
writers and thinkers, helping to promote the extraordinary artistic 
and intellectual accomplishments of fifth-century Athens. Literary 
excellence was also fostered by the generally open and tolerant nature 
of Athenian democratic society, which placed a high value on artistic 
achievement and freedom of expression. (The notoriously provoca-
tive philosopher Socrates was active as a “gadfly” throughout most of 
this period, and was not prosecuted until 399 BCE, after Athens had 
become demoralized by defeat and less tolerant of public criticism.) 
But the cultural achievements of Periclean Athens meant little to the 
oppressed members of its empire or to its rivals, headed by Sparta. In 
431 BCE, when Sophocles was in his sixties, the resentment aroused 
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24  INTRODUCTION

OIDIPOUS AT COLONUS

CHARACTERS
OIDIPOUS, former king of Thebes
ANTIGONE, daughter of Oidipous
STRANGER, a resident of Colonus

CHORUS of fifteen aged noblemen of Colonus 
ISMENE, daughter of Oidipous

THESEUS, king of Athens
KREON, Oidipous’ brother-in-law, king of Thebes

POLYNEICES, son of Oidipous
MESSENGER, an attendant of Theseus

Guards and attendants of Theseus; Kreon’s armed escort

Setting: A grove sacred to the goddesses known as the Eumenides (“Kindly 
Ones”), at Colonus, a rural village near Athens.1 Within the sacred precinct 
is a large rock, which forms a seat, and an opening through which one may 
exit into the grove at the rear. Just outside the precinct is a low ledge of 
natural rock. 

[Enter Oidipous, a blind old man, guided by his young daughter Antigone. 
They are dressed as beggars, and Oidipous carries a staff and a beggar’s pouch. 
They enter along one of the side-entrances, which throughout the play will 
represent the road from Thebes. Oidipous addresses his daughter in iambic 
trimeters, the meter of dialogue (Introduction, p. 15).]

1        The Greek polis or city-state included not just the city proper, but the 
rural lands and villages surrounding it, which in the case of Athens 
make up the territory known as Attica. Colonus (Sophocles’ birthplace) 
was about a mile and a quarter northwest of Athens (see Map 2). It was 
politically part of Athens, and its people were Athenian citizens (compare 
line 67).

25
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26     27SOPHOCLES OIDIPOUS AT COLONUS

OIDIPOUS
Antigone, child of a blind old man,2 what region
have we come to, or the city of what men?
Who’ll take in Oidipous the wanderer upon
this day, providing some scant offering of gifts?
I beg for just a little, and I get still less                                               5
than little—and yet that’s sufficient for my needs.
For suffering and time, my long companion, and 
a third thing, my nobility, have taught me how 
to be content. But child, if you see anywhere 
to sit, a public place or some grove of the gods,                            10
stop me and settle me, that we may now inquire
just where we are: for we have come as strangers who 
must learn from townsfolk and fulfill what we are told.

ANTIGONE
Father, long-suffering Oidipous, the city’s crown
of ramparts is—to judge by eye—still far away.3                           15
But this place here is clearly sacred—I surmise—
luxuriant with laurels, olives, vines; a throng 
of feathered nightingales sing blessedly within.4

So rest your limbs and sit here, on this unhewn rock:
the road you’ve traveled is a long one for a man who’s old.       20

OIDIPOUS
Then help me sit, and guard me—blind man that I am.

ANTIGONE
That’s something time’s already taught me how to do.

[She seats him on the large rock within the sacred precinct.]

OIDIPOUS
Can you explain to me where we have settled down?

2      Oidipous blinded himself out of horror when he discovered that he had 
unwittingly murdered his father and married his mother. These events 
are dramatized in Sophocles’ earlier play, King Oidipous (Introduction, 
p. 20).

3      The most prominent feature of these “ramparts” was the Athenian 
Acropolis, which rose up behind the spectators in the theater of Dionysos 
and served as a fortress when the city was under attack.

4      It has been pointed out that nightingales arrive in Greece for the summer 
at about the same time as the spring festival of Dionysos, when the play 
was first performed.
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