
WHGC:  10/5/07 and 10/8/07 

 

Sophocles, Antigone 

 

Terminal Learning Objectives: 

1. Students will distinguish how Greek drama as a performed art (acted, sung, and 

danced) differs from literature that is meant to be read and from literature that 

was orally recited. 

2. Students will receive a brief introduction to the cultural-historical context in which 

the play was composed and will distinguish that context from the archaic, mytho-

historical context in which the play is set. 

3. Students will be able to analyze several passages of the text critically, identifying 

important themes, values, and enduring questions raised by the text. 

 

Key Issues and Themes: 

 

1. The relationship between law and justice:  

• Is the law always just?   

• What responsibility does the individual have to obey the law if s/he 

perceives it as unjust, if a group perceives it as unjust? 

 

2. The existence/non-existence of a universal or divine law: 

• Who or what defines “divine law”?   

• Contemporary controversies: abortion? the death penalty? war? 

terrorism? gay rights? 

 

3. Freedom of action, marginalized classes, proper limits of political power:  

• Where does political power come from? 

• Who has the right to govern, and who has the right to dissent? 

• How does the dissenter appropriate a voice/source of power in the 

debate? 

 

4. Gendered spaces: public space, the political and social realm (male) vs. private 

space, the domestic realm (female).   

• How are spaces still gendered today? 

 

5. Ritual, custom, and duty 

• What does duty to family entail?  Ought it be formalized or legalized or 

legislated? 

• What does it mean to honor the dead and why must we do it? Why is 

honoring the dead a sacred responsibility? 

 

Some Key Facts and Common Sources of Confusion for Students: 

 

1. Context of the performance.   Antigone was produced in 441 BCE in Athens as a 

part of city festival called the Greater Dionysia.   Athenian male citizens were the 

predominant spectators.  Evidence for the presence of females, slaves, or other 

resident aliens in the audience is scant.  Thus, when discussing gender in the play, 

we should remember that it was written, acted, and viewed by a predominantly 

male, citizen audience.   

 



2. Language.  Students may find the choral odes less accessible than the dialogue.   

The play was written in verse, not prose, and was composed using several 

different metrical forms.  Dialogue between characters is iambic, a rhythm that 

corresponded more closely to natural speech.  Choral odes were written in a 

variety of lyric meters and were accompanied by music and dance.   

 

3. Historical and political context.   441 BCE, Athens: 

• Wars between the Greeks and Persians had ended 39 years earlier.  War 

between Athens and Sparta, the Peloponnesian War, would begin 10 

years later. 

• Athenian democracy: radical powers enjoyed by the citizen body.  

Citizen assemblies performed all legislative functions.  Most chief 

executive officers of the government were chosen by lot and served a 

one-year term; generals were elected; citizens held judicial authority in all 

criminal and civil matters.  Women, however, were not citizens; they were 

the property or wards of their husbands or nearest relative and enjoyed 

no legal status or rights. 

• Athenian imperialism.  By the mid-5th century, Athens was assuming 

diplomatic, economic, and military hegemony over islands in the Aegean 

and in cities in Asia Minor. 

• Artistic milieu: Aeschylus, the tragedian, had been dead for 15 years; 

Sophocles and Euripides were both active and prolific. 

• Parthenon: a work in progress.   

• Pericles, Athenian statesman, general, and patron of the arts, was near 

the peak of his influence 

 

4. Narrative context.   

• Background and chronology.  One of the Theban myths, perhaps familiar 

to students from Sophocles’ Oedipus the King.   

o The actions of this play take place after Oedipus’ death and 

(probable) apotheosis.  After Oedipus’ death, Eteocles and 

Polynices, Antigone’s brothers, fought for control of the throne at 

Thebes.  The war between the brothers is the subject of Aeschylus’ 

play, Seven Against Thebes and Euripides’ play Suppliants.   

o The narrative order of the Oedipus myths: Oedipus the King, 

Oedipus at Colonus, and Antigone does not reflect the order in 

which the plays were composed or produced.  Antigone (441 

BCE), Oedipus the King (ca. 427-425 BCE), and Oedipus at 

Colonus, (401 BCE, produced 4 years after Sophocles’ death).  

Thus, it is not correct to refer to these plays as a trilogy. 

• Central controversy of the text: the burial of Polynices.  Students may 

wonder, “So what?”  According to Greek custom, the nearest female 

family members are charged with funeral rituals and care for the body of 

the dead, a very sacred and important duty.   


