Antigone Reading Guide


Prologue (p. 189-194) - Antigone and Ismene

The play opens with the prologue consisting of dialogue between Antigone and her sister Ismene. 

1. What is the dramatic purpose of the prologue? 
2. What problem does Antigone report to her sister? 
3. What does Antigone intend to do? 
4. What is Ismene's reaction to this intention? 
5. What is Ismene's view of the relationship between men and women? 
6. Briefly analyze the characterization of these two women in the prologue. What dramatic purpose does the character of Ismene serve? 

In the Greek text the word, philos, which can loosely be translated as `friend', is frequently used by the two sisters in the prologue. Philos is related to the verb philein `to love' and can be used as we use the word "friend", but also can be applied to a blood relative and therefore often means something like our "loved one". 
7. To whom does Antigone apply this term in the prologue? 
8. How far is Antigone prepared to go on behalf of her loved one? 
9. Why does Antigone, employing an oxymoron, say that she will "do holy things criminally" when she refers to her proposed deed? 
10. What conflict of values is represented in this phrase? 

Parodos (p. 194-195)

11. Although the events described in the parodos are presented rather obscurely in poetic language as is characteristic of choral songs, can you summarize in a general way in one or two sentences what the Chorus is describing? 
The "man who had come from Argos" refers in a collective sense to the Argive army which supported Polyneices in his attack on Thebes. 
12. Which side in the war does the Chorus favor and why? 
First Scene (196-203) - Creon, Chorus and Guard

Creon in his first appearance in the play delivers a long speech outlining the philosophy that guides his actions and his edict. 
13. What human institution does Creon believe to be most important in life? Compare his beliefs with those of Antigone. 
14. On what specific points does Creon contradict Antigone? Note the language of Creon's edict 
15. What is the Chorus's initial attitude toward Creon's decree? 
16. What is the dramatic purpose of the character of the Guard? How is he characterized in this scene? What view of Creon does the Guard present to us? 
17. What is Creon's reaction to the Guard's news? 

Ode I (203-204)
The first ode, or stasimon, often referred to as the "Ode to Man", is one of the most famous choral songs in Attic Tragedy. The Chorus begins by singing: "There are many wondrous things and yet nothing is more wondrous than man". The Greek word for "wondrous" is deinos, which is ambiguous in its meaning. It can also mean "terrible" (i.e., "producing fear"). The Chorus obviously intends the meaning "wondrous" when it praises man for his mastery of nature by the development of civilized skills. This praise of man's achievement of civilization is undoubtedly inspired by Sophistic anthropological accounts of man's cultural development as a result of his own efforts. Like the Sophists, the Chorus views human progress in an optimistic way. 
18. Make a list of man's civilized skills as enumerated by the Chorus. 
19. According to the Chorus is there any limitation to man's mastery of nature? 
20. Does it view man's cleverness as unambiguously "wondrous" or is there also something "terrible" about it? Explain your answer briefly. 
21. Who appears on-stage immediately after this ode? Connect the appearance of this character with what the chorus sings in the last stanza of the "Ode to Man". 
Note that Creon consistently uses metaphors (images) which link him with these skills and with civilization in general. On the other hand, Antigone and the resistance to Creon's edict is generally represented by images connected with nature. 
22. Why do you think that Sophocles organized his imagery in this way? What meaning does this organization of imagery suggest for the Antigone? 

Second Scene (p. 205-214)- Guard, Antigone, Creon, Chorus and Ismene
The second episode presents the face-to-face confrontation of the two antagonists, Antigone and Creon. 
23. What is the attitude of the Chorus and the Guard with regard to the capture of Antigone? 
24. How does Antigone defend her defiance of the edict? 
25. How does Antigone view the relationship between laws made by man and those created by the gods? 
26. What is Creon's view of the relationship between man and woman and the relative importance of blood ties vs. the ties of citizenship? 
27. How does this contrast with Antigone's view of the same? What is Antigone's attitude with regard to her deed? with regard to Ismene's attempt to share responsibility for the deed?
Second Ode (p. 215-216)

After the confrontation between Creon and Antigone, the Chorus sings of the misfortune that has come to Antigone and Ismene, who have been condemned to death. The Chorus puts this tragedy in the context of the calamities suffered by the House of Labdacus, the grandfather of Oedipus who killed his father and married his mother and whose sons, Polyneices and Eteocles, killed each other in a dynastic struggle. 
28. Who brought these disasters on the House of Labdacus? 
29. Why has this family suffered so much and made such disastrous mistakes?

Third Scene (p. 216-224) - Creon, Haemon and Chorus

30. How does the Chorus view Creon’s statement to Haemon: "Whoever is chosen to govern should be obeyed—Must be obeyed, in all things, great and small, Just and unjust!”?

31. According to Haemon, what is the reaction of the common people to Creon's decree of death for Antigone? 
32. What advice does Haemon give to Creon? 
33. What is the point that Haemon is attempting to make to Creon by the analogies of the tree and the ship? 
34. What criticisms does Haemon make of Creon? 
35. What threat does Haemon make?
36. Why does Creon change Antigone's punishment from public stoning to burial alive in a cave?
Ode III (p. 224) 

37. What is the main theme of this brief ode to Love? 
38. Since choral odes generally comment upon the action of the previous episode, explain what connection this song has with the preceding scene. Can you find any lesson for Creon in this ode? 

Fourth Scene (p. 225-228) - Antigone, Chorus and Creon

39. What new side of Antigone's character do we see at the beginning of the fourth episode? 
40. Antigone compares herself to Niobe (Tantalus's daughter) who because of her grief turned to stone. What does Antigone say that she and Niobe have in common? 
41. What difference and similarity between the two does the Chorus see? 
Ode IV (p. 228-230)
The fourth ode presents three mythical examples which comment upon Antigone's situation. 
42. What do the first two mythic personages, Danae and Lycurgus (the son of Dryas), have in common with Antigone? 
Fifth Episode (p. 230-236) - Teiresias, Creon and Chorus

The fifth episode brings the appearance of the blind prophet Teiresias. 
43. What dramatic purpose does the character of Teiresias serve? 
44. What omens does Teiresias report? 
45. What do these omens mean? 
46. What is Creon's initial reaction to Teiresias's report? 
47. How is this reaction characteristic of Creon? 
48. Why does Creon finally change his mind about Teiresias? 
49. What course of action does the Chorus recommend to Creon? 
50. What is Creon's reaction to this recommendation? 
51. What has Creon learned about law?
Paean (p. 236-237)

52. Why in the hyporchema*  (or paean) does the Chorus choose to pray to Dionysus at this critical moment rather than to any other god? (The reference to Dionysus is veiled, using many of his epithets) 
53. What request does it make of the god? 

*An unusual feature of the structure of the Antigone is the substitution of a lively dance-song called a hyporchema for the more stately rhythms of what would have been the fifth ode. The optimistic tone of the hyporchema has been occasioned by Creon's change of heart and is meant to emphasize by contrast the horror of Antigone's death and Creon's misfortune in the next scene. 

Exodos (p. 238-245) - Messenger, Chorus, Eurydice and Creon

54. Is the prayer of the Chorus in the hyporchema answered positively or negatively in the exodos? 
55. Why do you think that Creon goes to bury Polyneices first rather than to Antigone's cave, as he said he was going to do in the previous scene? 
56. What does Creon find when he arrives at the cave? 
57. What is the result of Creon's confrontation with Haemon? 
58. In his speech, Creon gives voice to one of the traditional themes of tragedy. See if you can identify this theme. 
59. Why did Eurydice commit suicide? 
60. What moral lesson does the Chorus see in the fate of Creon at the close of the play?

