
 

 
AP English IV Summer Reading Project (2019) 

The Theban Trilogy translated by Robert Fagels: There are multiple versions of this text. For accurate quote 
identification and passage analysis in class in and assessments, this is the copy to use. 

 
Background: The Theban Plays retell a mythological tale already familiar to the Greeks. Why, then, would 
Athenians attend the performance of a play with a plot well known to them? The answer, of course, is that they 
wanted to see how the events unfolded and how they affected the principal characters. If you saw the movie 
Titanic or Pearl Harbor, you were probably aware ahead of time that the Titanic sank and that Pearl Harbor was 
left in smoking ruins. Nevertheless, you saw these movies anyway because you wanted to see the persons involved 
and the events leading up to the tragedies. Athenians approached Sophocles' plays in the same way: They wanted 
to see how Sophocles told the story with his extraordinary writing and interpretive talents.   
....... 
The Theban plays tell the continuing story of Oedipus and his daughter Antigone in the following order: (1) Oedipus 
Rex (also called Oedipus the King and Oedipus Tyrannus), (2) Oedipus at Colonus, and (3) Antigone. Because each 
play can stand alone as a separate dramatic unit and because Sophocles wrote the plays years apart and out of 
sequence, they technically do not make up a trilogy, although some writers refer to them as such. While most 
writers refer to them instead as The Theban Plays, even this name is a misnomer, since the second play takes place 
at Colonus. 
 
 
Date of Completion: The probable date for the completion of Antigone is 441 B.C. and for Oedipus the King, 430 
B.C. Oedipus at Colonus was produced posthumously in 401 B.C. However, the story Sophocles tells begins with 
Oedipus the King, continues with Oedipus at Colonus, and ends with Antigone. 

 Sophocles’ tragedy, as well as that of any other Greek playwright, is a verse drama written in elevated language in 
which a noble protagonist falls to ruin during a struggle caused by a flaw (hamartia) in his character, such as pride 
(hubris), or an error in his rulings or judgments. A Greek tragedy has the following characteristics:  

● It is based on events that already took place. The audience is familiar with these events.   
● The protagonist (main character) is a person of noble birth and stature.   
● The protagonist has a weakness and, because of it, becomes isolated and suffers a downfall.   
● Because the protagonist's fall is not entirely his or her own fault, the audience may end up pitying him or 

her.   
● The fallen protagonist gains self-knowledge. He has a deeper insight into himself and understands his 

weakness.   
● The audience undergoes catharsis, a purging of emotions, after experiencing pity, fear, shock and other 

strong feelings. The people go away feeling better.   
● The drama usually unfolds in one place in a short period of time, generally about one day.   

The Role of the Chorus  

.......The chorus generally has the following roles in the plays of Sophocles:   

● To explain the action  
● To interpret the action in relation to the law of the state and the law of the Olympian gods  
● To foreshadow the future  
● To serve as an actor in the play  
● To sing and/or dance  
● To present the author's views.   

Note how the chorus seems to function in these plays. We will discuss this in class.  

 



As you read each play, answer the following questions:   *I would suggest purchasing a slim, single-subject 
notebook for note-taking purposes. You will find these invaluable as you begin the writing process and as you are 
called upon in class discussion. The notes will not be due, the following questions will be due. Questions should  be 
answered with a comprehensive, coherent, analytical response. The purpose of the questions is not to answer a 
question, but to engaging in a thoughtful discussion with the text. 
 

▪ What themes are apparent in each play? Do the plays share any common themes?  
▪ Trace character of development. Which characters seem to evolve? Which remain stagnant?  
▪ Considering the play Antigone, which character appears to be the tragic hero? Creon or Antigone?  Offer 

evidence. 
▪ How does the chorus function in each play? Do their functions vary in any way?  
▪ One of the major themes we will discuss this year is the role of fate and free will and how each concept 

offers some truth about the human condition. Address which  characters seem to guide their own 
destinies. Or are they entirely victims?  

▪ Based on your reading of these plays, how would you define the characteristics of the tragic hero?  
▪ What is the role of Tiresias? How do the plays address the dichotomy of sight and blindness? 
▪ The “Woman” question is one we will often consider; thus, what role, if any, does gender perform in the 

play?  
▪ In each of the plays, the Chorus offers a moral lesson (one of the primary purposes of Greek tragedy). 

What lessons are offered in each play?  
 
 
 
In the first week of school, we will deepen our understanding of Greek tragedy and the various aspects of the 
genre. Be prepared to offer your insights and understanding of the plays. You will be called upon to do so.  
 
 
Assessments that will result from this project are as follows:  
 
(1) Timed Writing  (AP Open-ended prompt) 
(1) Process paper—a literary analysis of one of the plays. It will be assigned during the first week of school and due 
back to me within three weeks. Be prepared to start writing on Day 1!  
(1) Unit test which will cover all three plays and all notes given during our study of Greek tragedy.  
 
***All are summative grades.  
 
 
I will check email periodically during June and July, and more often during August. I suggest that you begin sooner 
rather than later so that you can seek support if you encounter a problem. You may email me at 
alison.jackson@humbleisd.net.  
 
In addition, I will begin posting notes, handouts, etc. for the unit over Greek tragedy in early August. Familiarizing 
yourself with those materials is highly recommended!  
 
Remember, this class is largely driven by philosophy and discussion. I will not lecture for hours on end; I expect full 
engagement in our study. More importantly, if you enter the conversation, you will find great joy in literature and 
philosophy.  
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