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Understanding Irony and Subtle Ambiguity in Oedipus Rex
Oedipus Rex is so rich in irony that one can not help but chuckle and slightly grimace at Oedipus’ ignorance, pride, and arrogance. In the prologue, we discover from Creon that “Apollo commands us now to take revenge upon whoever killed [Laius]” (8). This sets Oedipus in motion to find Laius’ murderer, and for the audience it establishes a unique tension as we watch him literally search for himself. Foreknowledge of the myth of Oedipus remains essential for seeing the irony in Oedipus’ comments. As was common at the time, the myth of Oedipus and the myth of the House of Cadmus were known among Greeks. As a result, Sophocles uses dramatic irony and ambiguity to create a tension-filled atmosphere and feelings of pity for Oedipus. 
Oedipus’ verbally ironic proclamations create tension for the audience. When Oedipus asks, “Could I track down the murderer without a clue?” he actually could do this because he is the murderer (13). These rhetorical questions are mainly for the audience’s delight at seeing Oedipus unknowingly discuss his fate. And sadly, we pity him for his ignorance and arrogance. In scene 1, Oedipus proclaims that “as one who became a citizen after the murder, I make this proclamation to all Thebans” (14). Here, Oedipus is ignorant of the irony in his statement, for he did become a citizen, but not after the murder of Laius; it is after he murdered. Sophocles’ use of subtle ambiguity is quite brilliant, and further study of this play continues to reveal these details. With every viewing or reading of this play, new layers of irony and ambiguity reveal themselves, again adding to the overall dramatic tension and aesthetic value of the play. In the same speech, Sophocles places the words “criminal” and “I” juxtaposed as Oedipus claims, “As for the criminal, I pray to God—” (14). The proximity of these words underscores how closely related the murderer and Oedipus really are—separated only by the brief pause of a comma and the undiscovered truth. In another example of Sophocles’ attention to word placement we see the words “the murderer: your king” juxtaposed, again making a strong association between the murderer and Oedipus. Of course Oedipus means to describe King Laius; however, the audience knows about Oedipus’ fate and may relish in the playful verbal irony and ambiguity, which creates a tense and tragic atmosphere in this play.
As was common in the times of ancient Greece, the proclamations and edicts of the king are law, and all citizens are bound to the law of the king. Of course Oedipus assumes that he is in no way connected to the murder, and he proclaims that the people of his country shall never “receive” the man who fails to tell the truth about the murder of Laius, to never speak to him “no matter who he is…and he is to be driven from every house” (13). Unknowingly, and unfortunately, Oedipus has defined the terms for which he will spend the rest of his life: alone, ostracized, and scorned. Sophocles’ use of dramatic irony in this scene allows the audience to feel pity for Oedipus, for he must abide by his edicts, regardless of his role as king. Furthermore, in the same speech, when Oedipus claims to “associate myself with the oracle and take the side of the murdered king,” he unknowingly, yet ironically, means to stand next to the king (as an alliance), yet it is literally the king’s side of the road that Oedipus traveled many years ago. With this understanding of verbal irony, we can see that ironically Oedipus has unwittingly associated himself as the murderer. 
Oedipus’ perceived arrogance is really an appropriate love for the people of Thebes. As we witnessed in the prologue, the people of Thebes are suffering greatly: children are born dead, animals die, and crops are fruitless—a great pestilence and plague has engulfed the city. Although Oedipus may appear arrogant and hubristic at times, he displays emotions and uses language that is appropriate for a king of his power and good-standing with the people of Thebes. As Oedipus sympathizes with the idea of a King Laius’ potential progeny, had he lived, Oedipus ironically claims “I take the son’s part, just as though I were his son, to press the fight for him and see it won” (14). It may seem hubristic that only Oedipus can claim victory, but remember that Oedipus did defeat the Sphinx and save the people of Thebes years before. The irony in this scene may delight those who wish to see Oedipus fail. Still, his fate is so awful that one can not help but feel pity for him and his intention to save the people of Thebes once again. For a man that calls his people “children” he shows great love and compassion for the people of Thebes, and this dichotomy makes the play’s tension monumental because we don’t want to see a great hero suffer needlessly. Most importantly, it begs the question, why is he “so hated by the Gods?” (43).
Understanding Sophocles’ use of irony and ambiguity of this play are essential to developing an appreciation for it as a work of art. The syntax and diction are so carefully crafted that one can understand why Sophocles is often identified as one of the greatest playwrights of all time. As our understanding of the play deepens with each subsequent revision, we begin to see Oedipus not as an overbearing and arrogant leader, but as man who means to love and to save his people, a man who knows that he must take responsibility for his actions, and a man who demands the truth—no matter how upsetting and brutal it may be—and this is why we pity him. 
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