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OF TOMBS AND KINGS: DEATH  
AND SOVEREIGNTY IN OEDIPUS AT COLONUS



A B S T R AC T: This article examines Oedipus at Colonus as a drama of sov-
ereign custody over the dead. Drawing on Mbembe’s understanding of sov-
ereignty as articulated through the power to dictate life and death, it argues 
that Sophocles stages death as a field of political regulation rather than deg-
radation or erasure. Through secrecy, restricted access, controlled mourning, 
and territorial enclosure, Athens transforms Oedipus from polluted exile into 
a guarded civic resource whose invisible tomb secures the future of the polis. 
By monopolising knowledge of the burial site and excluding kin from witness, 
the city regulates visibility, memory, and space, thereby consolidating author-
ity through mortuary sovereignty, the regulation of access, visibility, and com-
memorative knowledge surrounding a powerful death.

INTRODUCTION

Why would Athens claim as its protector a guilt-ridden exile whom 
Thebes had rejected? What does this paradox reveal about how 

a city constructs identity through death? This question lies at the heart of 
Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus. Written near the end of the playwright’s life,1 
the drama revisits Oedipus not as the cursed king of Oedipus Tyrannus, 
but as an aged blind wanderer seeking a resting place. By all accounts Oed-

* 	 I am grateful to the anonymous peer reviewers for their valuable feedback and helpful 
comments.

1.	 The play did not reach the Athenian stage until 401 bce, several years after Sophocles’ 
death, when it was produced by his grandson, also named Sophocles, the son of Ariston. 
The chronology of its composition cannot be determined with certainty. Nonetheless, 
the linguistic and thematic features of the drama point to a late period of authorship, and 
many scholars consider that the tragedy was drafted during the poet’s final years of life, 
shortly before his death in 406 bce. For an in-depth analysis of this question see Hesk 
(2012) 174–79. See also Markantonatos (2007) 36–37 and Kelly (2009) 14–18.
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ipus appears defeated, penniless, dependent on his daughters, tainted by 
past sins of patricide and incest. Yet a prophecy suddenly elevates this ab-
ject figure into a coveted prize over which Athens and Thebes struggle for 
symbolic sovereignty. Sophocles reimagines death as a battleground where 
rival cities articulate their futures, using the fate of one man to negotiate civ-
ic renewal.2 

To explore this transformation, the present study engages contempo-
rary debates on necropolitics.3 This study does not argue that Oedipus at 
Colonus exemplifies necropolitics in Mbembe’s full sense of death-worlds, 
degraded populations, or the systematic production of living death. Rather, 
it isolates a foundational dimension of his theory, namely the claim that sov-
ereignty articulates itself through the administration of mortality and applies 
this insight heuristically to Sophocles’ staging of civic authority over the 
dead.4 While Mbembe’s analysis is grounded in colonial and modern forma-
tions of necropolitical violence,5 its central concern with the relationship be-
tween sovereignty and death offers a productive lens for reading Sophocles’ 
tragedy.6 Although the play does not stage the paradigmatic necropolitical 
forms of violence that target bodies and their afterlives, it nevertheless fore-
grounds mortuary sovereignty: the authority to regulate access to a potent 
death, to control its visibility, and to monopolise the knowledge through 

2.	 Scholars have long noted how Sophocles frames this transformation through the lens 
of hero-cult and civic ideology. As Markantonatos shows, the play connects Oedipus’ 
end with Athenian traditions of heroization, presenting him as a “new divine protec-
tor” whose burial grants the city political and spiritual renewal (Markantonatos [2007] 
140–56). Moreover, Edmunds’ classic study of the cults of Oedipus demonstrates how 
this dramatic motif resonates with historical practices of venerating heroes whose posthu-
mous power safeguarded communities (Edmunds [1981] 221–38). Likewise, Lardinois 
emphasises that Sophocles reworks myth in service of ritual and politics, casting Oedi-
pus’ death as a civic negotiation in which Athens asserts its identity and moral authority 
(Lardinois [1992] 322–26). 

3.	 Mbembe (2019) 66–92. 
4.	 Mbembe (2003) 11–16.
5.	 On the distinctions between biopolitics, thanatopolitics, and necropolitics, see Troyer 

(2020) 123–36. Foucault’s account of biopolitics describes the modern governance and 
optimisation of life, while thanatopolitics foregrounds the sovereign power to kill. Nec-
ropolitics, as developed by Mbembe, extends this discussion by analysing how sovereign-
ty structures exposure to death, produces death-worlds, and organises political relations 
through differential vulnerability to mortality. Moreover, for approaches that emphasise 
the governance and sacralisation of the dead as constitutive dimensions of sovereignty, 
see Stepputat (2014) 11–32.

6.	 On the subsequent theoretical development and expansion of necropolitics beyond its 
initial colonial framework, see Velaoras (2025) 8–12.
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which it acquires political force. Sophocles thus dramatises a modality of 
sovereign control grounded in the enclosure, regulation, and guarded ap-
propriation of a potent dead body under civic protection. Within this con-
ceptual frame, Oedipus at Colonus may be read as a reflection on sovereign 
custodianship over death.7 As Giorgio Agamben has argued through the fig-
ure of the homo sacer, sovereignty defines itself by drawing thresholds be-
tween inclusion and exclusion.8 Sophocles’ drama, however, stages not the 
abandonment of bare life but its inversion: a once excluded figure is reinte-
grated and revalued through death under sovereign protection.

Classical Athens offers fertile ground for this inquiry. The Athenians 
routinely politicised death: hero cults treated tombs as sources of com-
munal strength,9 oracles required the retrieval of ancestral bones to secure 
civic protection, and disputes over burial rites demonstrated how control 
over the dead could reinforce sovereign authority. As Nicole Loraux and 
others have shown, public funerary ritual was central to the construction 
of civic identity through the collective commemoration of the war dead.10 
Against this backdrop, Oedipus at Colonus emerges as a sustained reflection 
on sovereign custodianship over death. Oedipus’s status as a wandering ex-
ile evokes vulnerability and abandonment, yet the play redirects that expo-
sure into guarded incorporation rather than exclusion. His polluted body 
becomes a contested resource whose controlled death can secure or deny 
political power. Orchestrated as a sacred disappearance under Athenian 
protection, his burial is concealed by Theseus and withheld even from his 
daughters. Knowledge of the tomb is privatised, mourning is restricted, and 
Oedipus’s memory is transferred from familial, or Theban claim to Athe-
nian custody. Through this hidden tomb, Athens acquires protection and 
prestige, while Thebes forfeits any share in his power.

In what follows, I argue that Sophocles presents Oedipus’s end as a po-
litical mechanism: a dramatization of how death can be staged, regulated, and 
transformed into civic authority. This approach builds on earlier scholarship 
attentive to piety, suffering, and the paradox of exile in Oedipus at Colonus, 
but it shifts focus to sovereignty and memory.11 How can a life defined by 

7.	 Οn necropolitical violence and the governance of death, see Bargu (2019) 209–31.
8.	 Agamben (1998) 82–86. 
9.	 On heroes as localised powers whose tombs anchor communal identity and protection, 

see Parker (2005) 446–47.
10.	 Loraux (1981).
11.	 For example, Edmunds (1981) highlights the religious dimensions of Oedipus’ fate, sit-

uating his story within patterns of cult and sacred observance. Moreover, Markantonatos 
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divine curse be refigured into a death that saves a city? What does it mean for 
a community to appropriate the death of a foreigner as the cornerstone of its 
own identity? These questions frame the analysis, situating Sophocles’ play 
at the intersection of sacred authority and the necropolitical problematic of 
sovereignty and mortality. Through a close reading of the death scene and 
its aftermath, the analysis shows how secrecy, restricted access, and spatial 
control convert Oedipus’s death into a foundation of civic power.

THE SACRED POLITICS OF OEDIPUS’S DEATH

Sophocles stages Oedipus’s death as one of the most mysterious exits in 
Greek tragedy.12 Unlike the self-inflicted violence of Ajax’s suicide or Jo-
casta’s hanging,13 Oedipus’s passing is neither visible nor violent. His death 
occurs offstage, shrouded in mystery, and is reported only by a messenger. 
This distinctive staging marks a deliberate departure from tragic conven-
tions: Oedipus’s end is presented not as an intimate family loss but as a care-
fully orchestrated civic consecration.14 The disappearance is ritualised to 
inscribe Athenian authority onto sacred space. In this final scene, Oedipus 
is paradoxically absent yet enduring, his physical form vanishes, even as he 
becomes permanently present as a spiritual guardian of the land. By refusing 
the audience any visual spectacle of Oedipus’s death, Sophocles withholds 
the usual catharsis of pity or terror that a tragic death might evoke.15 Instead 
of emotional release, the spectators are prompted to contemplate a new in-
sight: that death itself can be staged as a political consecration. The absence 
of a body becomes the foundation of an enduring civic presence. This shift 

(2007) underscores the paradox of exile, noting how Oedipus’ marginality becomes a 
source of civic identity. Kelly (2009) stresses also the endurance of the aged king, whose 
suffering is framed as both personal burden and spiritual purification. Similarly, Hesk 
(2012) reads the play as a meditation on Athens’ ability to accommodate the polluted 
exile while elevating him into a sacred protector. 

12.	 Bowra (1944) 334. 
13.	 Greek tragedy often stages death as a visible and violent spectacle. In Sophocles’ Ajax, 

the hero’s suicide by falling on his sword dramatises the collapse of martial honor and 
provokes both horror and compassion. In addition, in Oedipus Tyrannus, Jocasta’s off-
stage hanging is reported with brutal clarity, marking the culmination of shame and de-
spair within the house of Oedipus. 

14.	 On Oedipus’s enigmatic death and its dramatic and ideological aftermath, see Easterling 
(2006) 133–50.

15.	 For an analysis of the play’s tragic structure and conception of tragic experience, see 
Hesk (2012) 173.
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from spectacle to symbolic absence foregrounds the politics of commemo-
ration, asking the audience to consider how an invisible tomb might serve as 
the bedrock of communal identity.

From the moment Oedipus senses his death approaching, the drama 
emphasises that higher forces are at work. His demise is imbued with divine 
agency, suggesting a sacred orchestration rather than a mere mortal expira-
tion. At the climactic moment, Oedipus himself declares:

Διὸς πτερωτὸς ἥδε μ’ αὐτίκ᾽ ἄξεται 
βροντὴ πρὸς Ἅιδην.16

This winged thunderbolt of Zeus will lead me very soon to Hades.17

Unlike the anguished Oedipus of Oedipus Tyrannus who was crushed by 
shame and self-blinding, this Oedipus embraces his death as an act of obe-
dience to the gods. He interprets the thunder as Zeus’s personal summons. 
In following that summons, he gains a measure of authority and compo-
sure never afforded him in earlier narratives: he does not collapse in de-
spair but advances deliberately toward his fate, almost as if performing a 
sacred duty. As Markantonatos observes, Oedipus’s direct communication 
with divinity here serves to instruct us in the wider implications of his he-
roic death.18 Indeed, the play elevates Oedipus to a quasi-heroic stature in 
death precisely through his acceptance of Zeus’s will. This stance aligns him 
with other mythic figures who interact with gods, yet there is a crucial con-
trast: unlike Prometheus who defied Zeus,19 Oedipus yields to Zeus’s order, 
and through yielding he becomes useful to the polis. In submitting to divine 
command, Oedipus converts his cursed biography into a form of symbolic 
capital for Athens. Sophocles pointedly inverts the usual tragic pattern in 
which obedience to a god leads only to personal annihilation.20 Here, obe-
dience leads to transfiguration: the once-accursed man attains a sanctified 
death that will benefit an entire city.

16.	 The text given here is from the Loeb Classical Library (Sophocles. Antigone. The Women 
of Trachis. Philoctetes. Oedipus at Colonus, 1994). 

17.	 I use Taplin’s translation. See Taplin (2015) 220–92.
18.	 Markantonatos (2002) 116.
19.	 Briel interprets Prometheus Bound as a play of steadfast defiance: Prometheus resists 

Zeus’ sovereign mandate and becomes an emotional center of rebellion, embodying re-
sistance to divine order. See Briel (2022) 287–306.

20.	 Van Nortwick (2012) 152–53. 
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The ritual character of Oedipus’s final departure is reinforced by its 
setting. The place of his death is no ordinary location but the sacred grove 
of the Eumenides at Colonus,21 introduced at the play’s opening as a hal-
lowed yet forbidding space. What begins as a ground of pollution (since 
Oedipus trespasses on it as a suppliant) becomes the very site of his sacral-
isation. In dying there, Oedipus undergoes a kind of translation from hu-
man exile to local divinity. Crucially, no corporeal remains are left behind: 
no corpse is ever shown or even explicitly described. The body vanishes, 
leaving no trace for burial, theft, or desecration. The absence of Oedipus’s 
physical remains precludes any ordinary funerary rites, there will be no 
tomb for pilgrims to visit, no tomb for enemies to exhume. Instead, Oedi-
pus’s disappearance itself becomes the sign of his enduring presence. We 
are told that Oedipus is transformed into a civic protector for Athens, a be-
nevolent daimōn whose power emanates from an unmarked, unseen tomb 
known only to Theseus. Oedipus had commanded Theseus to keep the 
burial site secret and off-limits to all mortals (1760–67):22 

ὦ παῖδες, ἀπεῖπεν ἐμοὶ κεῖνος 
μήτε πελάζειν ἐς τούσδε τόπους 
μήτ’ ἐπιφωνεῖν μηδένα θνητῶν 
θήκην ἱερὰν ἣν κεῖνος ἔχει. 
καὶ ταῦτά μ’ ἔφη πράσσοντα καλῶς 
χώραν ἕξειν αἰὲν ἄλυπον. 
ταῦτ’ οὖν ἔκλυεν δαίμων ἡμῶν 
χὤ πάντ’ ἀίων Διὸς Ὅρκος.

He himself decreed it, daughters;
ordered me to stop all mortals 
from approaching that location, 
nor to let them raise their voices 
near the sacred place he’s settled. 
He assured me, if I did this, 
I would keep this country ever
free from menace. And our god here 
heard me, so did Zeus’ attendant,
god of Oath, who always hear us. 

21.	 For the shaping of the status of the dead by ritual context, including the circumstances 
and location of death, see Sourvinou-Inwood (1995) chapter V.

22.	 Markantonatos (2002) 130–47.
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By monopolizing knowledge of the burial, Theseus (and through him, 
Athens) secures exclusive rights to Oedipus’s spiritual power. The dying 
Oedipus binds Theseus by a sacred oath to guard the secret, effectively 
transferring his potency to the Athenian state under conditions of strict se-
crecy.23 The tomb is declared a holy precinct that no one may approach or 
inquire into, a restriction guaranteed by divine witnesses.24 This moment 
ritualises the political transfer: a private death is converted into civic power. 
Oedipus’s corpse, once a source of miasma, is now absorbed into the sacred 
geography of Athens. Yet in Greek thought pollution does not render a body 
politically inert;25 precisely because miasma threatens the collective order, it 
demands containment and regulation.26 He disappears into the earth of Atti-
ca, and in doing so becomes inseparable from the land’s future safety.

Notably, Oedipus could not have achieved this status without first un-
dergoing certain ritual purifications. As scholars have pointed out, upon ar-
riving at Colonus he had to perform libations to the Eumenides, thereby 
cleansing himself of his longstanding pollution and enabling his heroization 
in death. Indeed, “he needed to perform libations to the Eumenides in or-
der to free himself of pollution, which was preventing him from becoming 

23.	 Sophocles’ construction here resonates with broader Greek practices of hero cult. The 
recovery and reburial of heroic relics were commonly believed to secure protection and 
strength for the community. Spartan claims to the remains of Orestes and Athenian ef-
forts to retrieve the bones of Theseus stand out as prominent examples. These acts func-
tioned not only as gestures of piety but as assertions of civic identity and instruments 
of military advantage. See Nagy (1979) 114–18, Antonaccio (1995) 164–75 and Ekroth 
(2002) 121–128.

24.	 On hero cult and its association with ritual secrecy in the fifth century bce, see Kearns 
(1989) 51–52.

25.	 Parker (1983) 3–4.
26.	 In Oedipus Tyrannus, Sophocles repeatedly identifies Oedipus as a miasma, a pollu-

tion or defilement upon Thebes. Early in the play, Creon reports Apollo’s command: 
μίασμα χῶρας ὡς τεθραμμένον χθονὶ / ἐν τῇδ’ ἐλαύνειν μηδ’ ἀνήκεστον τρέφειν (Drive 
out defilement nurtured in your land. / Cherish it not longer, it must be purged, lines 
97–98). Here, the god’s directive makes the city’s salvation contingent on expelling the 
source of its contamination. Later, in the messenger scene, the Corinthian messenger 
asks Oedipus whether his fear is that ἦ μὴ μίασμα τῶν φυτευσάντων λάβῃς; (So you 
wouldn’t have the guilt of a crime against parents? line 1012). Finally, once his crimes 
are revealed and he has blinded himself, Creon calls him τοιόνδ’ ἄγος ἀκάλυπτον (this 
cursed thing, line 1427), a defilement so great that “the earth and rain and light can’t 
bear to touch”, line 1428. Oedipus is thus constituted as an embodied source of ritual 
and civic pollution whose expulsion becomes a civic necessity. The later transformation 
of this polluted body into a protective presence at Colonus represents not a negation of 
miasma but its redirection under a different civic authority. Translation follows Meineck 
and Woodruff (2000).
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the cult hero of Colonus”.27 Additionally, as Platipodis argued that Oedi-
pus’s past crimes might be mitigated under Athenian law, for example, the 
fact that he killed his father in self-defence could incline an Attic jury toward 
acquittal, nullifying his blood guilt.28 These ritual and legal nuances under-
score an important point: before Oedipus can be of use to Athens, his pol-
luted past must be symbolically cleansed. The play takes care to foreshadow 
this transformation from defilement to purity. Thus, the once-accursed 
man who was synonymous with impurity in Thebes becomes, by the end, 
a source of sacred purification for Athens. Hero cult in archaic and classi-
cal Greece typically presupposes a localised tomb that functions as a site of 
communal ritual activity.29 Sacrifice, visitation, and collective remembrance 
depend upon some degree of shared access. In Oedipus at Colonus, access 
is withdrawn. The burial site is sealed, its location entrusted exclusively to 
Theseus, and even the hero’s daughters are excluded from witness. The 
sacred power generated by Oedipus’s death is therefore placed under sover-
eign custody rather than circulated through public ritual practice. Oedipus 
himself, in departing, claims that his tomb will be a blessing to his hosts and 
a curse to his former city, an assertion we will examine more closely in the 
next section.

It is illuminating to compare Sophocles’ dramatic imagination with ac-
tual Athenian commemorative practice. The logic of Oedipus’s secret tomb 
aligns in part with civic ideology of the war dead, yet also pointedly diverges 
from it. Thucydides describes the public funeral at Athens, where each year 
the bones of fallen soldiers were displayed and honoured collectively in a 
state ceremony, reaffirming the city’s continuity and shared values.30 In that 
tradition, an open ritual and visible tombs unify the community’s memory. 

27.	 Nagy (2013) 546.
28.	 Platipodis (2012) 138.
29.	 As Winnington-Ingram observes, Oedipus is destined to become a hero, one of that 

class of beings intermediate between gods and mortals whose worship was widespread 
throughout Greece. Many such heroes were figures of myth who, after death, were grant-
ed a special status corresponding to the exceptional powers they had displayed in life. 
See Winnington-Ingram (1980) 254–55. 

30.	 Thucydides’ account of the epitaphios logos (2.34–46) offers the most detailed picture of 
Athenian public burial, describing how the bones of the fallen were gathered into tribal 
chests and interred together in the δημόσιον σῆμα. This ritual did more than honor the 
dead: by organizing their remains according to tribe yet burying them together in a single 
public tomb, the city reaffirmed both the unity of the polis and the integration of individ-
ual sacrifice into the civic whole. On the ideological force of this ceremony see Loraux 
(1981) 15–32.
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Sophocles, by contrast, offers a mythic counterpoint: Oedipus functions as 
an extraordinary kind of war-dead hero whose remains are not displayed 
at all. His tomb is invisible and inaccessible, yet it anchors Athens’ identity 
just as firmly as any state monument. If Pericles’ funeral oration articulated 
civic virtue through the public commemoration of many, Sophocles articu-
lates it through the secret commemoration of one. Oedipus’s hidden tomb 
is a kind of negative funeral oration, a monument that cannot be seen or 
visited, but which nevertheless organises civic space and ideology. This im-
aginative innovation even anticipates certain modern commemorative strat-
egies, such as the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier or memorials that achieve 
significance through absence. It reminds us that invisibility can be as politi-
cally productive as visibility.31 By making Oedipus’s resting place unknow-
able, Athens ensures that his memory belongs solely to the city; it cannot be 
shared or contested.

At the same time, this move clashes with a classical assumption about 
death ritual: the French thanatologist Louis-Vincent Thomas argued that 
only through proper funerary ritual does a corpse transition from a biologi-
cal remnant to a socially recognised “dead” person, integrated into cultural 
memory.32 Sophocles’ tragedy poses a challenge to that idea, since Oedipus 
receives no public funeral rites at all. Instead, his burial is omitted, yet he at-
tains a potent afterlife in collective myth. In other words, Oedipus at Colonus 
suggests that political power can sometimes dispense with ordinary funerary 
formalities and still successfully integrate the dead into its symbolic system, 
albeit on its own highly controlled terms.

NECROPOLITICS AND CIVIC AUTHORITY AT COLONUS

The foregoing analysis shows how Oedipus’s death is sacralised and seclud-
ed; we now turn to how it is explicitly politicised as an instrument of Atheni-
an power. Mbembe’s account of sovereignty as articulated through mortality 
helps illuminate this process. In Mbembe’s framework, sovereignty is most 
starkly expressed in the capacity to decide who may live and who must die, 

31.	 As Anderson notes, the tombs of the Unknown Soldiers epitomise a monument built on 
absence, where the invisibility of the body paradoxically strengthens its role as a unifying 
national symbol. See Anderson (2006) 9–10.

32.	 This reference is drawn from the work of Sajewska, who in her analysis reflects on the 
transformation of selected bodily remains into sites through which communities manage 
and regulate death. See Sajewska (2019) 431–32.
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and in the practices that organise death’s political aftermath. In Oedipus at 
Colonus, Sophocles dramatises a similar logic, transposed into mythic and 
religious terms. Death itself is put to work for the polis. We might describe 
this as a sovereign politics of mortality: the governance of the living through 
the strategic management of the dead. Oedipus’s story reveals a scenario in 
which controlling one man’s fate after death translates into political capital 
for the state.

Even before he dies, Oedipus consciously frames his own body as a po-
litical offering to Athens. In his first encounter with King Theseus, the old 
man makes a remarkable proposition. He announces that he has come to 
give something to Athens, namely, himself. In the text he says (addressing 
Theseus):

οι. 	� δώσων ἱκάνω τοὐμὸν ἄθλιον δέμας, 
σοὶ δῶρον, οὐ σπουδαῖον εἰς ὄψιν· τὰ δὲ 
κέρδη παρ’ αὐτοῦ κρείσσον’ ἢ μορφὴ καλή.

θη.	  ποῖον δὲ κέρδος ἀξιοῖς ἥκειν φέρων; 
οι. 	 χρόνῳ μάθοις ἄν, οὐχὶ τῷ παρόντι που. 
θη.	  ποίῳ γὰρ ἡ σὴ προσφορὰ δηλώσεται; 
οι. 	 ὅταν θάνω ’γὼ καὶ σύ μου ταφεὺς γένῃ.

oe. 	� I’ve come to give my wretched self to you, 
my body, nothing nice to look upon, and yet,  
it offers benefits far finer than external beauty.

th. 	What is this benefit you claim to bring? 
oe. 	You shall learn that in time, but not just yet.
th. 	When is it, then, your offer shall be clearly shown?
oe. 	 When I have died and you have buried me. 

In lines 576–82, Sophocles stages a stark civic bargain: Oedipus, a dy-
ing suppliant, asks Athens for asylum and burial, promising in return a boon 
that will benefit the city only after his death.33 The dialogue turns on tempo-
ral deferral, Theseus must accept the “poor, miserable body” now without 
fully understanding its worth, trusting that time will disclose the profit it 
contains. The value of Oedipus is explicitly posthumous; only by granting 
him a tomb in Attic soil can Athens unlock the power his death will confer. 

33.	 For a discussion of Oedipus in the role of a suppliant, see Burian (1974) 408–29, Mar-
kantonatos (2007) 123–40 and Kelly (2009) 75–79.
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Thus, sovereignty appears here as the authority to manage death, to trans-
form pollution into protection and abjection into civic strength. In this way, 
Sophocles imagines political power as the capacity to convert exclusion into 
belonging and an outcast’s end into the city’s enduring security.34

The play makes the stakes of this bargain even more explicit when Oed-
ipus reveals the oracle attached to his burial.35 He prophesies that if he is 
laid to rest in Attica, his very tomb will serve as a supernatural defence for 
Athens. Speaking to Theseus and bystanders, Oedipus warns that after his 
death Thebes will eventually seek war against Athens and at that time his 
buried body will wreak vengeance on his former city. The text vividly de-
scribes this future scenario (621–23):

καὶ ταῖσι Θήβαις, εἰ τανῦν εὐημερεῖ 
καλῶς τὰ πρὸς σέ, μυρίας ὁ μυρίος 
χρόνος τεκνοῦται νύκτας ἡμέρας τ’ ἰών, 
ἐν αἷς τὰ νῦν ξύμφωνα δεξιώματα 
δόρει διασκεδῶσιν ἐκ σμικροῦ λόγου. 
ἵν’ οὑμὸς εὕδων καὶ κεκρυμμένος νέκυς 
ψυχρὸς ποτ’ αὐτῶν θερμὸν αἷμα πίεται, 
εἰ Ζεὺς ἔτι Ζεὺς χὠ Διὸς Φοῖβος σαφής.

So even if for now the sunny days between
yourself and Thebes are shining fair, 
innumerable times begets innumerable days and nights,
and as these pass they shall, though for some trivial cause,
shatter in pieces with the sword 
these now harmonious bonds.
Then shall my hidden, sleeping corpse,
though cold, gulp down their warm life–blood,
if Zeus remains still Zeus,
and if his son Apollo still holds true. 

The imagery here is startling and visceral. Oedipus imagines his tomb as an 
active, almost predatory force. The earth itself, infused with his corpse, will 
“drink the warm blood” of the Thebans in the event of conflict. In effect, 
Oedipus portrays his future tomb as a kind of secret weapon for Athens: a 
source of divine violence that will defend the city by destroying its enemies 

34.	 Currie (2012) 339–40.
35.	 Kelly (2009) 79–85.
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from beneath the soil. This prophecy turns Oedipus’s body into what one 
philosopher and anthropologist, René Girard, would recognise as a potent 
sacred object: the victim whose very remains harbour a dangerous, double- 
edged power. As Girard notes, the figure of the sacrificial victim often re-
tains a “dangerous potency even after death,” the corpse becoming a locus 
of sacred power that a community must both revere and fear.36 In this sense, 
the dying Oedipus momentarily assumes a kind of sovereign authority him-
self: he dictates the terms of life and death for future combatants, decree-
ing that Theban blood will be shed and Athenian lives spared thanks to his 
burial. However, it is crucial that Oedipus does not hold onto this authority 
personally. He immediately cedes all control to Theseus. He instructs that 
only Theseus shall know the location of his tomb and the specifics of this 
prophecy. Thus, even though Oedipus is the source of the oracle, the en-
forcement of its power becomes a matter of civic custody. Theseus, as the 
king of Athens, will be the guardian of Oedipus’s secret and the mediator of 
its benefits.37 Oedipus’s final act is to yield up the sovereignty of his corpse 
to the polis, guaranteeing that its power will outlive him only as public pow-
er, not as personal magic.

The climax of the play intensifies this dynamic of controlled death. 
When the moment comes for Oedipus to die, he performs one final, telling 
action: he bans his own family from witnessing his end. As the thunder from 
Zeus signals that the time has come, Oedipus calls for Theseus and pointed-
ly orders Antigone and Ismene away. He says to his daughters:

ὦ παῖδες, τλάσας χρὴ τὸ γενναῖον φρενὶ 
χωρεῖν τόπων ἐκ τῶνδε, μηδ’ ἃ μὴ θέμις 
λεύσσειν δικαιοῦν, μηδὲ φωνούντων κλύειν, 
ἀλλ’ ἕρπεθ’ ὡς τάχιστα· πλὴν ὁ κύριος 
Θησεὺς παρέστω μανθάνων τὰ δρώμενα.

36.	 Girard (1977) 255–57.
37.	 As Zeitlin concludes her discussion about the connection between Oedipus, Thebes, 

and Athens: “Historical evidence may never make clear in what way Oedipus’ prophecy 
about relations between Thebes and Athens comes to pass. […] There is no cause for 
wonderment that Thebes should sometime in the distant future turn hostile to Athens, if 
we consider the radical incompatibility between the dramatic representations of the two 
cities. From this point of view, the truth of Oedipus’ prophecy is never in doubt. The 
message of Oedipus therefore also assures us that his disappearance can only be tem-
porary. After all, whenever Thebes returns to the tragic stage, Oedipus, too, must come 
back to life”. See Zeitlin (1992) 167.
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My daughters, you must raise the strength of will
to move away from this place here, 
and not expect to look upon the things you should not, 
nor to hear what’s spoken next. So quick go. 
No one except the master Theseus, 
should stand near, and learn what now is done. 

This command (1640–44) seals Oedipus’s transformation from private 
individual to civic possession. By excluding Antigone and Ismene, he re-
moves mourning and witness from the familial sphere and transfers them to 
political authority.38 Theseus alone remains present, and knowledge of the 
tomb is bound by oath and silence. Sovereignty operates here through the 
regulation of access: who may see, who may approach, who may know. As 
Adrian Kelly notes, this moment completes Oedipus’s passage into public 
property.39 The exclusion of his daughters also carries a gendered charge: 
in Greek practice, female kin performed lament and funerary rites. Their re-
moval from the scene places memory under civic control and encloses death 
within the authority of the polis.40

Judith Butler’s concept of grievability clarifies the stakes of this relo-
cation. Butler argues that a life becomes publicly grievable only within a 
social frame that recognises and authorises it as such; grievability is struc-
tured by power rather than given naturally.41 In Oedipus at Colonus, that 
frame is not absent but monopolised. Oedipus is not erased from memory, 
his death is elevated into civic significance, yet the terms under which he 
may be mourned, witnessed, and remembered are tightly regulated. Thebes 
is denied his body and any knowledge of his burial, and even his daugh-
ters are excluded from lament. Oedipus is not rendered ungrievable, but his 
grievability is institutionally contained and spatially delimited within Athe-
nian sovereignty, where his death acquires meaning as a guarded source of 

38.	 Markantonatos (2002) 149–59.
39.	 Kelly (2009) 84.
40.	 Alexiou traces the tradition of female laments from archaic through classical and later pe-

riods, paying attention to the formal, poetic, and ritual structures of women’s lamentation 
in tragedy and funeral ritual. See Alexiou (2002) 45–60 and Loraux (1998) 9–28.

41.	 Judith Butler’s analysis of grievability complements the necropolitical framework applied 
here. Butler reminds us that lives must first be apprehended as lives to be apprehended as 
lost, and that those excluded from such epistemological frames remain ungrievable. See 
Butler (2016) 1–32.
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civic protection rather than as private loss. The hidden tomb exemplifies 
this framing power. The corpse remains physically inaccessible yet symbol-
ically central, inaccessible to enemies, to kin, and even to the wider citizen 
body. By restricting access to the body, to knowledge, and to ritual par-
ticipation, Sophocles dramatises how sovereign authority determines the 
conditions under which a death becomes publicly legible and politically ef-
ficacious. Sovereignty here does not negate mourning; it claims the right to 
organise it.

Meanwhile, what of Thebes? The tragedy makes it clear that Thebes, 
which earlier cast Oedipus out, will reap only sorrow from his death. The-
bes is denied Oedipus’s corpse and thus any benefit from it, and in fact in-
curs a curse by trying to reclaim him. Oedipus’s own sons are doomed to 
mutual slaughter, an outcome Oedipus explicitly links to the power vacuum 
and unresolved curse back home. By refusing to return to Thebes or allow 
his burial there, Oedipus ensures that his body will not empower his native 
city. Instead, Athens receives his blessing, and Thebes inherits his curse. 
The final sections of the play foreshadow the fratricidal war between Eteo-
cles and Polyneices as the direct consequence of Thebes’s loss.42 The man-
agement of Oedipus’s death becomes a drama of territorial sovereignty.43 
Athens secures protection through controlled custody of the corpse, while 
Thebes forfeits that power and descends into internal violence. The con-
trast stages two different responses to the political force of death. One city 
encloses and stabilises it. The other fails to contain it. 

As Markantonatos notes the escalating violence which overtakes The-
bes serves as a paradigm of what happens when moral order collapses and 
the dead are left unassuaged. The play indirectly invokes the horror of civ-
il strife (stasis) such as the one Thucydides described in Corcyra, where 
all kinship and law were upended. In Sophocles’ vision, Thebes’s impend-
ing catastrophe reflects the consequences of a community failing to contain 
the power of death: the city that could not accommodate the sacred corpse 
(Oedipus) is instead torn apart by profane carnage. By contrast, Athens, 
which knew how to possess and ritually tame that power, enjoys stability. 
The message is that proper governance of death is integral to the health of 
the body politic.44

42.	 Bowra (1944) 325–31.
43.	 Stepputat (2014) 28.
44.	 Markantonatos (2007) 186. 
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To summarise, Oedipus at Colonus resonates with Mbembe’s insight 
that the governance of death is inseparable from the governance of life. In 
this tragedy, the city of Athens claims the authority to turn an exile into a 
hero and death into sovereignty. Through Sophocles’ dramatic vision, we 
see a mythic dramatization of sovereign power over mortality that resonates 
structurally with later necropolitical theory: the state secures its future by 
seizing control over the memory and placement of the dead. The true power 
of Athens in this play lies as much in its control of the dead as in its armies 
or institutions. By consecrating Oedipus’s memory and monopolising his 
tomb, Athens converts mortal weakness into civic strength. In short, Oed-
ipus at Colonus reveals that a city’s sovereignty may ultimately rest on its 
power to consecrate certain deaths and to deny that power to others.

EPILOGUE

In conclusion, Oedipus at Colonus offers a sustained meditation on the po-
litical uses of death. Sophocles asks how a life defined by curse, blindness, 
and exile can become, in death, the cornerstone of civic authority, and how 
a city may appropriate the passing of an outsider as a source of its own le-
gitimacy. The answer unfolds through a fusion of sacred ritual and political 
calculation. Oedipus’s final days are carefully integrated into the religious 
and spatial order of Athens: his supplication at the sacred grove, his cov-
enant of secrecy with Theseus, and his mysterious burial known only to 
the king convert private suffering into public strength. Athens demonstrates 
sovereignty not simply by defending Oedipus from Thebes, but by master-
ing the conditions of his death and the destiny of his remains. Mortality, in 
this vision becomes a durable resource of statecraft.

At the same time, the play shows that sovereignty depends upon con-
trolling memory and visibility. By claiming exclusive custody over Oedi-
pus’s tomb and denying Theban access to his remains, Athens asserts both 
territorial and spiritual authority. Commemoration becomes a guarded pos-
session of the polis, as vital to its power as force itself. Crucially, Sophocles 
does not erase Oedipus’s polluted past but transforms it: the marks of ab-
jection are recast as signs of sacred suffering that now protect the city. In 
this transfiguration from disgraced wanderer to protective hero, the polis 
displays its most subtle power, the ability to convert disgrace into blessing. 
The exile’s body, once a sign of disorder, becomes a hidden foundation 
of civic continuity. In transforming mortal vulnerability into civic custody, 
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Sophocles imagines sovereignty as guardianship over death itself, a dynam-
ic that this study has approached through necropolitical theory not as an 
anachronistic imposition, but as a heuristic and conceptually adapted lens 
for illuminating how classical Athens imagined sovereignty as guardianship 
over death.
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