
The king and queen of Thebes had a baby son. This should have made them happy, but the king was 

troubled. He had visited the oracle, who had the power to predict the future. The oracle made a terrible 

prophecy about the boy: “He will kill his own father and marry his own mother.” 

Desperate to escape the prophecy, the king considered killing his son. But he thought the gods might punish 

him for such an unnatural crime. He wanted the boy dead, but did not want to be the one to kill him. So he 

had a metal pin hammered through the boy’s feet, and told one of his shepherds to take him into the 

mountains and leave him there to die. 

But the shepherd took pity on the boy. He gave him to another shepherd, who came from Corinth on the 

other side of the mountain. That shepherd in turn gave the boy to the king of Corinth, who was childless. The 

king named him “Oedipus” which means “swollen foot”, and raised him as his own son. So far as Oedipus 

knew, he was the prince of Corinth. 

But eighteen years later, a drunk at a party accused him of not being the king’s son. So Oedipus went to ask 

the oracle if that was true. Instead of answering his question, the oracle made the prophecy again, this time 

to Oedipus himself: “You will kill your father and marry your own mother.” 

Oedipus was desperate to stop the prophecy coming true.  To save the king and queen he knew as his father 

and mother, he fled from Corinth. But he fled towards Thebes, where the father and mother he knew nothing 

about were king and queen.  

As he came towards Thebes, at a place where three roads met, a man coming the other way in a chariot 

ordered him to get off the road. Oedipus refused; they fought; and Oedipus killed the man. 

Next he met the sphinx, a monster that was terrorising the city of Thebes. She had the body of a lioness and 

the head of a woman. She asked each traveller this riddle: “What goes on four legs in the morning, two legs 

in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?” All those who guessed wrong, she killed. 

But Oedipus guessed right. The sphinx jumped off a cliff and died, and Oedipus entered Thebes in triumph. 

The king had recently been killed, so they made Oedipus king in his place, and he married the queen.  

Oedipus and the queen had four children. Gradually, Thebes fell victim to a terrible plague which killed the 

children, the animals and the crops. Oedipus, full of pride, promised to save the city.  He asked the oracle 

why the gods were angry with Thebes. They answered that the plague would last until the murderer of the 

previous king, was caught. Oedipus cursed the killer and vowed to find and punish him, whoever he was. 

But then Oedipus heard where the old king had died: at a place where three roads met. Remembering his 

fight at such a place, he suspected he might be the killer himself. So he sent for the witness to the murder.  

Before the witness arrived, there was another caller: a messenger from Corinth, bringing Oedipus the news 

that his father, the king of Corinth, had died. He would now rule both Thebes and Corinth. If his father was 

dead, there was no way he could kill him, so Oedipus thought he had escaped that half of the prophecy. 

Even so, he could not return to Corinth while his mother lived, in case the other half came true.  

“But the queen of Corinth is not your mother, nor was the king your father,” the messenger revealed. For he 

was the same man who, when he was a shepherd, had received Oedipus as a baby from another shepherd, 

and presented him to the King of Corinth. 

Then the witness to the murder of the old king of Thebes arrived. He had once been the shepherd to whom 

the king had entrusted the task of killing his baby son. But he had pitied the boy, and passed him on to start a 

new life in Corinth. The king, thinking the shepherd had done as he asked, made him a trusted servant. 

Years later, he had been with the king on the day he died. He now recognised the killer – Oedipus himself!  

Realising what had happened, the queen hanged herself in shame. Oedipus found the body of the woman 

who was both his wife and his mother. He took two pins from her dress, and gouged out his own eyes. 
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