Oedipus the King as Archetype

Literary critics identify two archetypal motifs in the saga of Oedipus, an archetypal hero: “the Quest” and “the King-as-Sacrificial-Scapegoat.”

I. The Quest

The hero undertakes an arduous journey during which he must perform seemingly impossible tasks and overcome obstacles to save the kingdom.

The Hero’s Journey

Most of us were introduced to the Heroic Journey through mythology. Mythological heroes take great journeys: to slay Medusa, to kill the minotaur, to find the golden fleece. But The Hero's Journey isn't just a pattern from myth. It's the pattern of life, growth and experience -- for all of us. We see it reflected everywhere, from a television comedy to the great works of literature to the experiences in our own lives. 

	Stage
	Characteristics
	Example
	Oedipus the King

	Separation from the Known World
	
	

	The Call
	· Invites us into adventure

· Offers the opportunity to gain something of value (physical or spiritual) by facing the unknown

· May choose willingly to undertake quest or may be dragged into it

· Reasons for quest:

1. Something was taken and we need to reclaim it

2. Something is lacking in our life and we must find what is missing

3. We want to save or restore honor

4. We realize something is not permitted and must gain these rights
	
	

	The Threshold
	· The jumping off point for the adventure

· Interface between the known (familiar world) and the unknown (a world filled with challenges and dangers)

· At the threshold, people and situations block our passage until we are truly ready to meet the challenge

· Threshold guardians: for children (parents), for adults (fears and doubts)

· Encounter helpers who provide assistance (often bringing a divine gift or talisman)

· Most important helper is a mentor or guide (keeps us focused on goal)

· Mentors/helpers cannot take the journey for us, we must do it ourselves if we are to benefit from it and grow
	
	

	Initiation and Transformation
	
	

	The Challenges
	· Begin journey into unknown (outward into a physical unknown or inward into a psychological unknown)

· Puts hero more and more at risk (emotionally and physically)

· Face a series of challenges or temptations that increase in difficulty

· Challenges always strike at greatest weakness

· Greatest test is to differentiate real helpers from “tempters”

· Tempters try to pull us away from our path
	
	


	Stage
	Characteristics
	Example
	Oedipus the King

	The Abyss
	·  Greatest challenge of the journey, we must surrender ourselves completely to it

· We must face our greatest fear, and face it alone (known as slaying the dragon).

· A possibility the challenge will beat us, or we can’t surrender to it and thus retreat
	
	

	Trans-formation
	· As we conquer and overcome our fears, the transformation is complete.

· Final step is moment of death & rebirth (part of us dies so a new part can be born)
	
	

	Revelation
	· Part of the Transformation is a Revelation (a sudden, dramatic change in the way we think or view life).

· The change in thinking is what makes us a different person.
	
	

	Atonement
	· We achieve atonement when we are “at one” with our new self.

· We are in harmony with life and the world (an imbalance has been corrected).
	
	

	The Return to the Known World
	
	

	The Return
	· Our return to everyday life

· We discover our gift and may become a great leader or are spiritually enlightened.

· We begin contributing to our society (possibly renewing or even saving it).

· Sometimes things don’t go smoothly:

1. our message is rejected

2. we are ostracized or killed for our ideal

3. we lose our new understanding or are corrupted

4. we leave society because our understanding is greater than others around us
	
	


II. The King-as-Sacrificial-Scapegoat

The hero, with whom the welfare of the people is identified, must be sacrificed to atone for the people’s sins and save the kingdom.

	Characteristics
	Example
	Oedipus the King

	1. Identified with Welfare of the People
	
	

	2. Must be Sacrificed
	
	

	3. Atonement for People’s Sins
	
	

	4. Save the Kingdom
	
	


The Eight Steps of the Hero’s Journey

1. The Call

2. The Threshold

3. The Challenges

4. The Abyss

5. Transformation

6. Revelation

7. Atonement

8. The Return

