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ABSTRACT: This article seeks to examine the motivations
underlying Voltaire’s 18th-century reinterpretation of
the myth of Oedipus. The theoretical framework of this
article is grounded in Derrida’s concept of iterability,
which emphasizes that the repetition of a text necessarily
entails its transformation, as each new context infuses it
with fresh significance. Thus, an inquiry into the fate of
the Oedipus myth when adapted by one of the foremost
philosophers of the Enlightenment in 18th-century France
is both pertinent and revealing. The myth of Oedipus,
which features in both The Odyssey and The lliad, has
undergone substantial transformations across literary
traditions. While Homeric narratives depict Oedipus
as a ruler who retains his sovereignty despite his tragic
origins, Sophocles’ Oedipus the King remains the most
renowned dramatization, distinguished by its use of
dramatic irony and anagnorisis. Aristotle extolled the
play as the paradigmatic tragedy, asserting that it evokes
pity and fear through its meticulously constructed plot
rather than through spectacle. Since the era of Sophocles,
numerous playwrights—including Aeschylus, Euripides,
and Voltaire—have engaged with the Oedipus myth,
each reshaping it to align with contemporary artistic
and philosophical paradigms. Samuel Taylor Coleridge
classified Oedipus the King among the three greatest
literary plots, alongside Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist and
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Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones. However, Corneille (1659),
Dryden (1678), and Voltaire (1718) critiqued certain
structural aspects of Sophocles’ rendition and introduced
modifications, notably the incorporation of subplots
to enhance its dramatic complexity. These adaptations
underscore both the timeless allure of the Oedipus narrative
and the evolving interpretative frameworks applied to its
retelling. This paper contends that Voltaire’s Oedipus, first
staged in 1718, exemplifies the Enlightenment’s approach
to reimagining classical tragedy, reflecting the intellectual
and theatrical preoccupations of the period.
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INTRODUCTION

This study aims to explore the underlying motivations behind
Voltaire’s 18th-century reimagining of the Oedipus myth.
Drawing upon Jacques Derrida’s assertion that the act of repetition
inevitably alters a text, as each new context imbues it with distinct
meaning, this examination seeks to uncover the implications of
Voltaire’s adaptation. Derrida posits:

Every sign, linguistic or non-linguistic, spoken or written
(in the usual sense of the opposition), as a small or large unity,
can be cited, put between quotation marks, thereby it can break
with every given context, and engender infinitely new contexts
in an absolutely nonsaturable fashion. This doesn’t suppose that
the mark is valid outside its context, but on the contrary that
there are only contexts without any centre of absolute anchoring.
(Signature Event Context 97)

So, every sign, whether linguistic or non-linguistic, exists
within shifting contexts, lacking any fixed meaning or absolute
reference point. How does the myth of Oedipus evolve when
reshaped by one of the leading intellectual figures of the
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Enlightenment in France? Such an inquiry is both compelling and
illuminating, offering insight into the interplay between classical
tragedy and Enlightenment thoughts.

The character of Oedipus appears in both The Odyssey and
The lliad by Homer. In The Odyssey, during his descent into
the underworld, Odysseus encounters the spirit of Epicaste,
the mother of Oedipus, who reveals the tragic circumstances
of her life. Unknowingly, she married her own son after he
had killed her husband, an act that led to her eventual suicide.
(Book XI, 136) This account is similarly corroborated in 7he
lliad. In the Homeric tradition, Oedipus neither blinds himself
nor is subjected to exile following the revelation of his origins.
Despite its presence in Homeric literature, the myth of Oedipus
is most prominently known through the Greek tragedy Oedipus
the King, written by Sophocles. While Aeschylus and Euripides
also explored the Oedipus myth in their works, only fragmentary
evidence of their versions remains. Oedipus Rex, also referred to
by its Greek titles Oedipus Tyrannus or Oedipus the King, was
first performed around 429 BCE and is widely regarded as one
of the most extensively analysed texts in classical literature. The
play begins with a depiction of a devastating plague afflicting
the city of Thebes, a scene that may have been inspired by the
historical plague of 430 BCE that affected Athens. In the opening
scene, the priest informs Oedipus, the reigning monarch, that both
the populace and livestock are perishing, and infants are dying
before birth. In response, Oedipus has dispatched his brother-
in-law, Kreon, to consult the Delphic oracle regarding possible
remedies for the crisis. Upon Kreon’s return, he conveys that the
plague will persist until the murderer of Laios, the former king
of Thebes, is identified and expelled from the city. Consequently,
Oedipus undertakes the responsibility of investigating the crime
and uncovering the culprit. Due to its focus on unravelling a
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hidden truth through systematic inquiry, the narrative of Oedipus
may be considered one of the earliest detective stories in Western
literary tradition.

Since the era of Sophocles, the myth of Oedipus has undergone
numerous reinterpretations and adaptations, reflecting evolving
literary and philosophical traditions. Among these, Voltaire’s
Oedipus or (Edipe, first staged in 1718, stands as a significant
reimagining within the context of Enlightenment thought. The play
enjoyed considerable success, having been performed 336 times
at La Comédie Francaise between its debut and 1852, attesting to
its enduring theatrical appeal. Although Voltaire is predominantly
recognized as a pivotal figure of the Enlightenment, his deep
engagement with tragic theatre remains an often-overlooked facet
of his intellectual pursuits. His admiration for the dramatic works
of Pierre Corneille and Jean Racine—two of the most illustrious
playwrights of 17th-century France—shaped his own theatrical
sensibilities. His mastery of tragic composition led Frederick
the Great to regard him as the legitimate heir to Corneille and
Racine’s dramatic legacy.

Aristotle, deeply captivated by Sophocles’ Oedipus the King,
regarded it as the quintessential tragedy, perfectly embodying his
theoretical framework (part 14). He asserts that the tragic emotions
of pity and fear should emerge organically from the composition
of the plot rather than from mere spectacle or dramatic effects.
Aristotle posits that tragic events may occur either with or without
prior knowledge, but the most effective tragic action unfolds
through ignorance, culminating in anagnorisis—trecognition—
followed by a reversal of fortune, or peripeteia. This moment
of anagnorisis in Oedipus the King occurs when a messenger
discloses the protagonist’s true lineage, prompting the realization
that the man he had slain was his father and that Jocaste, his wife,
is also his mother. Consequently, Oedipus comes to understand
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that he himself is the murderer of the very king he has been
seeking.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, a prominent Romantic poet, ranked
Oedipus the King among the three greatest plots in literary history,
alongside Ben Jonson’s The Alchemist and Henry Fielding’s
Tom Jones. However, Corneille (1659), Dryden (1678), and
Voltaire (1718) identified perceived structural weaknesses within
Sophocles’ original framework and thus introduced modifications
to their respective versions of the play, including the addition
of subplots to enrich the dramatic complexity. These revisions
reflect the shifting dramaturgical conventions and philosophical
perspectives that have shaped adaptations of the Oedipus narrative
across centuries.

French Enlightenment writers actively challenged political
and religious authority by rejecting adherence to pre-established
truths. Montesquieu (1689-1755) offered a comprehensive
critique of the societal norms and institutions of his era.
Rousseau’s (1712—-1778) theory of the social contract emphasized
that legitimate governance must embody the general will of the
populace. The publication of the first volume of the Encyclopaedia
in 1751 marked a seminal moment in the Enlightenment, aiming
to consolidate and disseminate knowledge across all domains.
In the theatrical works of Beaumarchais (1732-1799), the figure
of the valet emerges as a pivotal agent of critique, disrupting
hierarchical conventions and questioning the status quo. This
transformative epoch is often referred to as the ‘Age of Voltaire,
in recognition of the enduring intellectual and cultural influence
exerted by this seminal Enlightenment figure. Although the
theatrical works of Voltaire are seldom performed in the present
day—particularly in contrast to the enduring popularity of his
contemporaries Marivaux and Beaumarchais—he was regarded
by his peers as the preeminent dramatist of the eighteenth century.
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This paper argues that Voltaire’s Oedipus, first staged in
1718, epitomizes the Enlightenment’s reinterpretation of classical
tragedy, encapsulating the era’s intellectual and theatrical
concerns. The analysis unfolds in three distinct sections. The first
examines the primary narrative and its subplots, elucidating the
ways in which Voltaire’s rendition diverges from the Sophoclean
tragedy. The second focuses on the characterization in Voltaire’s
adaptation, highlighting the innovations introduced at that level.
Finally, the third explores the thematic evolution of the play,
demonstrating how Voltaire reconfigures its motifs to align with
Enlightenment ideals and dramatic conventions.

I) STRUCTURAL DIVERGENCE

Derrida’s exploration of iterability and citationality suggests
that every act of repetition inherently engenders variation, as the
dynamic interplay between sameness and difference conditions
each occurrence. No repetition is ever wholly identical; rather,
it inevitably entails transformation, reinforcing the idea that to
repeat something is, in essence, to alter it. While discussing the
word iterability, he reminds us that “iter, once again, comes from
itara, other in Sanskrit, and everything that follows may be read
as the exploitation of the logic which links repetition to alterity”.
(Signature Event Context 90). Voltaire’s Oedipus is structured in
five acts, comprising a total of twenty-three scenes, adhering to the
conventions of 17th-century French neoclassical tragedy. Unlike
Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, Voltaire eschews the immediate
accusation of Oedipus by Tiresias at the outset of the drama.
Instead, he replaces Tiresias with a high priest, who delivers the
pivotal declaration— “Thou, unhappy Prince, thou art the man”
(Act II1, Scene 4). The dialogues of Tiresias in Sophocles’ tragedy
exhibit notable parallels with those of the High Priest in Voltaire’s
dramatic work:
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Tiresias: I seem a fool to you, but the parents

who gave you birth thought I was wise. [...]

Today you will be born. Into ruin.

High Priest: Thou callest me hypocrite, and base imposter;

Thy father thought not so. [...]

To-day shall give thee birth;

To-day shall give thee death: (Act III, Scene 4)

Oedipus is perplexed by the reference to his father, as he
questions how Tiresias or the High Priest possesses knowledge
of Polybus. The delayed accusation in the tragedy of Voltaire
fundamentally alters the dramatic progression, differentiating
Voltaire’s interpretation from Sophocles’ more immediate
revelation. Furthermore, following this pronouncement, key
figures within the narrative, including Jocaste, Philoctetes,
and even the chorus, affirm Oedipus’ innocence. In contrast,
Sophocles’ Oedipus faces a far more relentless and unforgiving
fate, underscoring the structural divergences between the two
works. Sophocles employs Tiresias, a blind prophet, to create
moments of dramatic irony through repeated references to vision
and blindness. While Oedipus, despite his physical sight, remains
unaware of the truth, Tiresias perceives reality without the need
for eyes. Upon uncovering the horrific truth of his patricide and
incest, Oedipus blinds himself, symbolically aligning his physical
condition with his previous ignorance and expressing his anguish
at the prospect of facing his father in Hades.' Voltaire, however,
could not incorporate this layered irony into his adaptation as the
high priest is not a blind figure.

In Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, the plague afflicting Thebes
occurs years after Oedipus’ ascension to the throne, by which
time he and Jocaste have borne four children: two sons, Polynices
and Eteocles, and two daughters, Ismene and Antigone. Towards
the conclusion of the tragedy, after Oedipus has blinded himself,
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he makes reference to his adult sons, who neither appear on stage
nor are explicitly named within the play. Their names, however,
are mentioned in Antigone, another tragedy by Sophocles. In
contrast, Oedipus’s daughters are included in the list of characters
in Oedipus the King and physically present on stage. Notably,
however, despite their presence, they remain silent, as they are
not given any dialogue. In contrast, Voltaire’s Oedipus presents
a significantly altered timeline. The opening scene establishes
that King Laios perished four years prior, with Oedipus assuming
the throne two years after his death. Towards the conclusion of
Voltaire’s tragedy, Oedipus announces his intention to relinquish
his “country, kingdom, children, all” (Act V, Scene 1), implying
that he has more than one offspring. L.C. Knights, in his
renowned essay on Shakespearean tragedy, famously posed the
question: “How many children had Lady Macbeth?” In a similar
vein, one might inquire about Voltaire’s Oedipus: “How many
children had Jocaste?” However, this question differs from that
of Oedipus’ offspring, as Jocaste’s children include Oedipus
himself. In Voltaire’s adaptation, the exact number of Jocaste’s
children remains unspecified, making it improbable that Oedipus
has four children, as depicted in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King,
unless he had twice fathered twins. Further complicating this
ambiguity, Jocaste’s final words in Act V, Scene 6— “Weep only
for my son, who still survives”—suggest the existence of only
one surviving child. This raises the question of whether she had
additional offspring, an uncertainty for which the text provides
no definitive answer. Voltaire’s omission introduces an element
of interpretive ambiguity, underscoring the structural departures
from the Sophoclean tradition. Voltaire deliberately refrains
from extending the period of uncertainty surrounding the murder
investigation, diverging from Sophocles’ dramatic structure by
accelerating the revelation of Oedipus’ guilt.
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In his adaptation, Voltaire introduces the character of
Philoctetes as the virtuous suitor of Jocaste, whose marriage was
thwarted by her father’s refusal. The opening scene of Oedipus
features Philoctetes alongside his companion Dimas—both figures
absent from Sophocles’ Oedipus the King and entirely Voltaire’s
creation. Philoctetes laments that he might have vanquished the
Sphinx and married Jocaste, yet it was mere circumstance that
allowed Oedipus to fulfil this role instead.

O! if the conqueror of the sphinx was doomed

To conqueror thee, why was not I at Thebes?

I’d not have labored in the fruitless search

Of idle mysteries, wrapped in words of darkness;

This arm, to conquest long beneath thy smiles

Accustomed, should have drawn the vengeful sword,

And laid the howling monster at thy feet. (Act II, Scene 3)

Readers familiar with Racine’s Phédre, first performed in
1677, may discern a tonal resemblance to Phaedra’s lament to
Hippolytus. In Racine’s tragedy, Phaedra develops a passionate
and forbidden love for her stepson, Hippolytus, and reflects on
the arbitrary nature of fate. She mourns the fact that the slaying of
the Minotaur by Hippolytus’ father, Theseus, was merely a stroke
of fortune. Had events transpired differently, Hippolytus—not
Theseus—would have assumed his father’s place and become her
husband rather than her stepson. This reversal of fate, contingent
upon chance, underscores the tragic irony that permeates Racine’s
work. In the following passage, Phaedra articulates this sentiment
with profound anguish.

Where were you then? Why did he gather all

The mightiest Greeks, and not Hippolytus?

Why, still too young, were you not able then

To board the ship that brought him to our shores?

You would have killed the Cretan monster, vast

And endless though the windings of its lair. (Act II, Scene 5)
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It is reasonable to infer that Voltaire’s engagement with
the works of Racine and Corneille—whether deliberate or
subconscious—shaped his dramatic sensibilities. In Voltaire’s
Oedipus, Jocaste urges Philoctetes to flee Thebes, warning him
that his life is imperilled following the accusation of murder. Yet
Philoctetes, guided by his unwavering sense of honour, refuses to
retreat into exile. To depart without contesting the charge would
be a betrayal of his principles. Instead, he chooses to confront the
allegations head-on, determined to vindicate himself and uphold
his integrity. His resolute response to Jocaste underscores the
steadfastness of his character and the thematic weight of personal
honour within Voltaire’s tragic vision.

My station here; [ yet am innocent,

But in obeying thee I should be guilty.

Of all the blessings heaven bestowed upon me,

My honour and my fame alone remain

Untouched. O! do not rob me of a treasure

So precious to me; do not make me thus

Unworthy of Jocaste. (Act 111, Scene 2)

Philoctetes asserts his innocence but expresses that
compliance with Jocaste’s request would make him culpable. He
pleads to preserve his honour and reputation, fearing that losing
them would render him unworthy of Jocaste. This episode evokes
parallels with Corneille’s Le Cid, a tragi-comedy centred on
the moral and emotional dilemma faced by its protagonist, Don
Rodrigue. In the play, Rodrigue grapples with the imperative to
avenge his father’s humiliation after he is struck by the father of
Chimeéne, his betrothed. The situation presents a profound ethical
conflict: exacting vengeance would likely result in the death of
Chimeéne’s father, causing immeasurable grief to his beloved,
whereas refraining from retaliation would compromise his
family’s honour, contradicting the code of chivalry. In a celebrated
soliloquy, Rodrigue meticulously weighs the competing demands

10
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of duty and love, ultimately concluding that restoring his family’s
dignity is paramount. He resolves to seek retribution, believing
that only by upholding the honour of his lineage can he earn
the respect and admiration of Chiméne. This decisive moment
underscores the thematic tension between personal allegiance and
societal expectations in Corneille’s dramatic framework.

The high priest in Voltaire’s Oedipus claims to have witnessed
the spirit of Laios descending upon the altars, angrily declaring
that his murder remains unavenged and that his murderer resides
in Thebes, thereby causing widespread suffering. (Act I, Scene 3)
Similarly, in Act II, Scene 2, Jocaste confides in Aegina about the
apparition of her deceased husband, whose bloody and pale spectre
appeared before her. The presence of the slain king lamenting his
own death evokes a parallel to Shakespeare’s Hamlet, where the
ghost of King reveals the truth of his assassination to Hamlet
and says: “Revenge his foul and most unnatural murder”. (Act I,
Scene 5).

In Sophocles’ version of the tragedy, the origins of the
epidemic are disclosed through the Delphic oracle, relayed to
Oedipus by Kreon, Jocaste’s brother. Notably, Kreon is absent in
Voltaire’s adaptation. In Oedipus the King by Sophocles, Kreon
is falsely accused by Oedipus of orchestrating Laios’s murder. In
Voltaire’s tragedy, however, it is Philoctetes who is accused by
Araspes, the confidant of Oedipus, effectively replacing Kreon’s
role in the narrative. Voltaire’s decision to introduce Philoctetes
as a suspect serves a rationalizing function in the plot. Philoctetes,
formerly a lover of Jocaste, still harbours affection for her,
and Jocaste similarly retains a sentimental attachment to him.
Thus, accusing Philoctetes of Laios’s murder appears plausible
within the dramatic structure. Nonetheless, in Oedipus the King,
Oedipus’s suspicion of Kreon is equally compelling, given
that Kreon, as the queen’s brother, might have had motives to

11
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eliminate the reigning monarch. The critical distinction between
the two versions lies in the nature of the accusations: whereas
Oedipus himself levels the charge against Kreon in Sophocles’
play, in Voltaire’s adaptation, the accusation against Philoctetes is
initiated by Oedipus’s confidant. Oedipus, however, never adopts
this suspicion and continues to regard Philoctetes as innocent.

Voltaire’s Oedipus exhibits a certain noble dignity in
its characterization, aligning more closely with the ideals of
18th-century France and reflecting the 17th-century conception
of nobility. Voltaire was a vocal critic of the perceived lack of
propriety and decorum in Shakespearean and ancient Greek
drama, a concept known in French as bienséances. In the classical
theatre of 17th-century France, elements that might disturb the
sensibilities of refined audiences—such as explicit depictions of
nudity, violence, and death—were deliberately excluded from
the stage. By contrast, in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, Oedipus
appears on stage after blinding himself, his face and clothing
stained with blood, and remains present until nearly the end of the
play. Voltaire, however, adheres more strictly to the principles of
bienséances—his Oedipus does not appear after his self-inflicted
blindness. Instead, in the final scene, it is the high priest who
reports that Oedipus has plunged his sword, still stained with his
father’s blood, into his own eyes.

Another structural distinction in Voltaire’s adaptation lies
in the presence of Philoctetes, who dominates the narrative until
the third act, after which he disappears. In contrast, Oedipus’s
presence becomes more pronounced in the final two acts following
Philoctetes’ absence. This shift contributes to a lack of structural
cohesion, leading to a certain fragmentation in the dramatic focus.
Voltaire himself acknowledged this issue in his correspondence.
Among the three classical unities traditionally observed in
tragedy—unity of time, place, and action—the unity of action

12
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was particularly compromised due to the inclusion of a romantic
subplot between Jocaste and Philoctetes. In a letter to the Duchess
of Maine, Voltaire explained that he had reluctantly incorporated
the love plot at the insistence of Parisian actors, who refused to
perform the play unless a romantic element was present. Notably,
the initial edition of Oedipus lacked this romantic dimension, but
Voltaire’s friends encouraged him to familiarize himself with the
prevailing tastes of the era by reading Pierre Corneille’s Oedipus.
In Corneille’s version, Theseus and Dirce, the daughter of Jocaste
and Laios, are depicted as lovers. Consequently, Voltaire modified
the cast of characters to suit his artistic and thematic objectives,
incorporating new figures while omitting others as necessary.

IT) Representation/Re-presentation of Dramatic Personae
Derrida reminds us: “Representation can be understood in the
general sense of Vorstellung, but also in the general sense of re-
presentation, as repetition or reproduction of presentation [...]”
(Speech and Phenomenon 9) In that sense, Voltaire not only
represents the characters of Oedipus by Sophocles but also re-
presents them. In one of his letters, Voltaire critiques the manner in
which Sophocles introduces the character of Oedipus in Oedipus
the King, describing it as lacking refinement. He specifically points
to the direct declaration, “My name is Oedipus—the famous—
as everyone calls me,” as an unnecessarily explicit revelation
of identity, arguing that there is little reason to assume that the
Thebans would be unaware of their own ruler’s name and status.
Similarly, Voltaire finds the priest’s self-identification— “I am a
priest of Zeus”—to be overly simplistic in its exposition (Lettre
IIT). In contrast, Voltaire employs more sophisticated techniques
to introduce these characters within his own dramatic work. In
his play, Dimas is the one who tells his friend Philoctetes that
Oedipus and the high priest have arrived. (Act I, Scene 1)

13
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Voltaire’s  Oedipus introduces several characters—
Philoctetes, Araspes, Aegina, Dimas, Phorbas, and Icarus—who
do not appear in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King. Within Voltaire’s
adaptation, Philoctetes is depicted as Jocaste’s former lover,
Araspes serves as Oedipus’s confidant, Aegina assumes the role
of Jocaste’s confidante, and Dimas is characterized as Philoctetes’
close companion. In Voltaire’s Oedipus, it is Dimas who acquaints
his companion, Philoctetes, with the dire circumstances afflicting
Thebes upon his arrival in the city. Voltaire critiques the narrative
logic of Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, arguing that it is inconsistent
for the priest to inform Oedipus of a crisis that the king would
already be aware of. So, Voltaire’s adaptation employs a more
natural approach, positioning Dimas as the intermediary who
conveys this information to Philoctetes, thereby ensuring a more
coherent dramatic exposition. Confidants in dramatic literature
serve as trusted figures who both receive the protagonist’s secrets
and offer counsel in crucial moments. In 17th-century France,
playwrights frequently incorporated confidants into their works.
Voltaire, likely influenced by the plays of Corneille and Racine,
utilized this narrative device in his own writings. In Oedipus,
Voltaire presents the titular character as an exemplary enlightened
ruler rather than a sovereign wielding absolute power. He refuses
to condemn Philoctetes, challenging the convictions of his
confidant, Araspes. Araspes, in response, counsels his master
against placing absolute trust in oracles. (Act II, Scene 5) Oedipus
pledges to safeguard Philoctetes under all circumstances, firmly
believing in his innocence. Moreover, he regards Philoctetes as
sufficiently virtuous to be considered a suitable heir to the throne:

I leave my country’ kingdom, children, all.

Then hear me now, hear my last parting words;

A king you must have; let him be my choice;

Take Philoctetes; he is generous, noble,

Virtuous, and brave; (Act V, Scene 1)

14
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Thus, Oedipus renounces his homeland, throne, and family,
delivering final words of advice. He urges the selection of
Philoctetes as the next ruler, emphasizing his generosity, nobility,
virtue, and bravery. In his letter III incorporated in (Euvres
completes de Voltaire, Voltaire critiques the portrayal of Oedipus
in Sophocles’ tragedy, finding it irrational that he accuses Kreon of
Laios’ murder despite referring to him as “my oldest friend here.”
Consequently, Voltaire substitutes Kreon with Philoctetes in his
adaptation. Aegina, as Jocaste’s confidante, serves the critical
function of eliciting her mistress’s innermost thoughts through
questioning. This narrative device effectively exposes Jocaste’s
internal emotions to the audience. Through her exchanges
with Aegina, it becomes evident that, like Oedipus, she firmly
believes in Philoctetes’ innocence. Additionally, she confides
in her confidante that she once harboured love for Philoctetes,
though what remains is now merely “the sad remembrance of
a conquered passion.” (Act II, Scene 2) Her demeanour aligns
more closely with the rational characters depicted by Corneille,
as opposed to those in Racine’s works, where love often reaches
an irreversible state.

In Voltaire’s tragedy, upon realizing that he is responsible for
the death of Laios, the former husband of Jocaste (at this point
he doesn’t know that Laios was his father also) and the king of
Thebes, Oedipus is overcome with profound shame and implores
Jocaste to end his life:

Take, take this sword,

The instrument of my unhappy rage;

Receive, and use it for a noble purpose,

And plunge it in my breast. (Act IV, Scene 3)

Oedipus, consumed by despair, offers his sword to Jocaste,
urging her to wield it for a noble cause and end his suffering. This
response bears a resemblance to Phaedra’s reaction in Racine’s
tragedy, in which she implores Hippolytus to end her life due to

15
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the shame she feels over her forbidden love for her stepson. The
words she addresses to Hippolytus are strikingly similar to those
observed in Voltaire’s work.

Here is my heart. This is the place to strike.

Already prompt to expiate its guilt,

I feel it leap impatiently to meet

Your arm. Strike home. (Act 11, Scene 5)

Phaedra, burdened by guilt, offers her heart as the target,
eagerly seeking redemption through a decisive blow. Once more,
Voltaire’s depiction of Oedipus closely aligns with the stylistic
and thematic conventions of 17th-century theatre.

In Voltaire’s adaptation of Oedipus, Jocaste plays a
significantly expanded role, appearing in 15 out of the 23 scenes,
with her lines concluding the play. This prominence is largely
attributed to the inclusion of a Jocaste-Philoctetes love dynamic
within the narrative. Additionally, she is depicted as having ruled
Thebes for two years prior to Oedipus’ ascension to the throne.
Following Oedipus’ act of self-blinding by thrusting his sword
into his own eyes, the high priest proclaims that Jocaste should
continue governing the city. However, rather than accepting this
directive, she chooses to take her own life by stabbing herself.
This is the method of suicide adopted in Seneca’s Oedipus. (48)
In Sophocles’ Oedipus the King, by contrast, Jocaste meets her
fate first, hanging herself, after which Oedipus, overwhelmed by
his revelation, removes the long pins from her gown and drives
them into his own eyes. Oedipus appears in precisely 15 scenes in
Voltaire’s play as well, though an additional distinction lies in the
presence of a soliloquy in Act V, Scene 4, which serves as one of
his final moments in Voltaire’s rendition.

Voltaire significantly minimized the role of the chorus in his
adaptation of Oedipus. However, he acknowledged its function
as a narrative device that enables principal characters to express
their thoughts and emotions to the audience. Aristotle asserts that

16
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“the chorus must be regarded as one of the actors,” underscoring
its indispensable role in dramatic composition. While the chorus
serves various purposes within a play, its most essential function
remains its lyrical dimension.

It can be reasonably concluded that Voltaire’s Oedipus
represents an effort to construct a more rationalized and
philosophically aligned narrative reflective of the intellectual
climate of his time. The characterization of Oedipus is notably
refined, with the protagonist portrayed in a more morally
sanitized manner, the theme of incest deliberately restrained, and
the institutional authority of the Church subjected to critique.
These alterations resulted in a significant thematic transformation
in Voltaire’s reinterpretation of the ancient myth.

III) Thematic Evolution

The question of whether Oedipus himselfexhibits characteristics of
the Oedipus complex invites a nuanced discussion. Sigmund Freud
first introduced the concept in his seminal work Interpretation
of Dreams (1899), defining it as a psychoanalytic phenomenon
in which a child harbours subconscious desires for the parent
of the opposite sex while simultaneously experiencing feelings
of rivalry with the parent of the same sex. More specifically,
Freud theorized that during the phallic stage of psychosexual
development—typically occurring between the ages of three
and five—a young boy perceives himself as competing with his
father for his mother’s affection, while a young girl similarly sees
herself in competition with her mother for her father’s attention.
Freud’s conceptualization of the Oedipus complex may have been
inspired by a particular passage in Sophocles’ Oedipus the King.
In this scene, upon learning of the prophecy that he is destined
to wed his mother, Oedipus expresses profound fear. Jocaste, in
response, reassures him by stating:
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It’s best to take life as it comes.

This marriage with your mother - don’t fear it.
In their dreams, before now, many men
Have slept with their mothers.

Jocaste encourages Oedipus to accept his fate, dismissing
fear of marrying one’s mother by noting that many men have
experienced similar scenarios in dreams. The central argument is
that Sophoclean Oedipus remains unaware of his true parentage
and actively seeks to avoid both his presumed mother and father,
thereby complicating any direct application of the Oedipus
complex to his character. Raised by King Polybus and Queen
Merope, whom he believes to be his biological parents, Oedipus
is oblivious to his actual lineage. Upon receiving a prophecy from
the oracle at Delphi foretelling that he will one day kill his father
and marry his mother, he is overcome with fear and voluntarily
departs from Corinth to prevent such a fate. During his journey,
Oedipus encounters Laios, the King of Thebes, and unknowingly
kills him in a confrontation. At the time, he is unaware that Laios
is, in fact, his biological father. He subsequently encounters the
Sphinx, who presents him with a riddle: “What walks on four feet
in the morning, two in the afternoon, and three at night?”” Oedipus
successfully provides the correct answer—Man, who crawls on all
fours in infancy, walks upright on two legs in adulthood, and uses
a walking stick in old age. As a result, the Sphinx takes her own
life by drowning herself, thereby liberating the city of Thebes.

In gratitude for his triumph over the Sphinx, Oedipus is offered
the hand of Queen Jocaste in marriage, unaware that she is, in
fact, his biological mother. While these circumstances seemingly
challenge the direct application of Freud’s theory, Freudian
psychoanalysis contends that unconscious desires are difficult to
refute, thereby leaving room for interpretation regarding Oedipus’
psychological disposition. The theme of incest is present but it
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is more subdued in Voltaire’s tragedy. However, it so happened
that when the play was staged, the Regent of France Philippe
Duc d’Orléan was rumoured to have incestuous relation with his
daughter the duchess de Berry. The father and the daughter, both
were present when the play was staged.

Voltaire is widely recognized as a proponent of rational
thought, a defining characteristic of the Enlightenment era. His
vision for theatre extended beyond mere emotional catharsis; he
sought to create a dramatic medium that would instil values of
individual liberty, a commitment to human rights, and the virtue
of tolerance. In his work, the critique of institutional corruption—
particularly within the Church—is articulated through Jocaste’s
dialogue:

These priests are not what the vile rabble think them,

Their knowledge springs from our credulity. (Act IV, Scene 1)

Jocaste challenges common perceptions of priests, suggesting
that their authority is rooted in the people’s willingness to believe
rather than true wisdom. This form of religious critique aligns
more closely with the intellectual and cultural climate of 18th-
century France rather than the traditions of ancient Greece.
Philoctetes introduces yet another critical perspective:

That Priests are here more formidable foes,

Because respected, feared and honoured more.

Supported by his oracles, the priest

Shall often make his sovereign crouch beneath him;

Whilst his weak people, dragged in holy chains,

Embrace the idol, tread on sacred laws

With pious zeal, and think they honour heaven

When they betray their master and their king,

But above all, when interest, fruitful parent

Of riot and licentiousness, increase

Their impious rage, and back their insolence. (Act III, Scene 5)
Philoctetes critiques the power of priests, arguing that their
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influence often subjugates rulers and misleads the people into
betraying their sovereign under the guise of religious devotion.
It highlights how self-interest can fuel unrest and embolden
religious authorities to manipulate the masses. Eighteenth-
century France is notable for its opposition to the divine right of
kings. This doctrine posited the monarch as God’s representative
on earth, thereby granting him absolute authority over his
subjects. Rousseau vigorously challenged this concept in his
Social Contract theory, which argued that sovereignty is derived
from a contractual agreement between the ruler and the people,
wherein the populace voluntarily surrenders its general will.
Consequently, if the sovereign fails to uphold the terms of this
contract, the people retain the right to dissolve it. During the
French Revolution of 1789, Robespierre invoked this principle,
asserting that the monarchy had violated the general will of the
people, thus legitimizing their right to revolt. A similar sentiment
is reflected in the words of Philoctetes as he addresses Oedipus.

Kings, indeed, are gods

To their own subjects, but to Hercules,

Or me, they are no more than common men.

And, therefore, little, thou mayst think, should fear

To attack the bravest. [...]

We knew no master, and desired no subjects:

I have made kings, but never wished to be one. (Act 11, Scene 4)

The speaker rejects the notion of kings as divine, asserting
that they are merely ordinary men to figures like Hercules. He
emphasizes his independence, stating that while he has elevated
otherstokingship,heneversoughtpower forhimself. Inthis context,
his rhetoric aligns more closely with the revolutionary ideals of
18th-century France rather than the traditional heroic archetype
of ancient Greek literature. It is worth noting that Philoctetes
played a significant role in the Trojan War following the death of
Herakles. Sophocles notably explored his character in a dramatic
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work in which Philoctetes serves as the central protagonist.

CONCLUSION

Voltaire’s Oedipus presents a reinterpretation of Sophocles’
Oedipus the King, altering its structure, pacing, and character
dynamics while reinforcing Derrida’s notion that repetition
inevitably entails transformation. Voltaire delays the pivotal
accusation against Oedipus, reshapes the timeline, and introduces
ambiguity regarding Jocaste’s offspring, distinguishing his version
from the Sophoclean tragedy. Drawing influence from Racine,
Corneille, and Shakespeare, Voltaire adapts classical themes
while maintaining bienséances to uphold the decorum of 17th-
century French theatre. A significant departure in Oedipus is the
introduction of Philoctetes, a noble suitor who replaces Kreon’s role
and adds a romantic subplot that alters the dramatic focus. Jocaste’s
expanded presence further underscores Voltaire’s rationalized and
structured approach, integrating confidants and minimizing the
chorus to refine character interactions. Voltaire’s tragedy embodies
Enlightenment ideals, advocating reason, individual liberty, and
human rights while critiquing institutional corruption, particularly
within the Church. He also minimizes the theme of incest, aligning
his adaptation with the moral sensibilities of 18th-century France.
Through Philoctetes’ defiance of monarchical authority, Oedipus
resonates with revolutionary thought, reflecting the intellectual
climate of the time and emphasizing a departure from absolute rule
towards rational governance.

In this article, the texts of Sophocles and Voltaire were
examined in English, except for select letters by Voltaire, which
were available only in French. This analysis focuses exclusively
on Voltaire’s innovations in relation to Sophoclean tragedy, while
occasionally referencing the adaptations of Seneca and Corneille.
A thorough analysis of tragedies inspired by the myth of Oedipus,
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asrevisited in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, could have
potentially uncovered additional significant insights. An essential
question explored by both Sophocles and Voltaire is whether there
are truths that are better left unknown. Oedipus affirms this notion
unequivocally, while Jocaste rejects it. In contemporary times,
as we navigate an era of relentless and boundless knowledge
acquisition, we must reconsider the implications of this question
and its relevance to our pursuit of understanding.
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Notes:

1.

Shakespeare makes use of this type of irony in his tragedy, King Lear,
through the character of Gloucester, whose metaphorical blindness is
manifested in his misplaced trust in Edmund rather than Edgar. This
ironic reversal becomes fully realized when Gloucester loses his physical
sight, prompting his recognition of prior moral and perceptual errors. He
laments: “I have no way and therefore want no eyes. I stumbled when I
saw.” (Act IV, Scene 1)
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