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Sophocles' "Antigone" is a cornerstone of classical literature, exploring themes of duty, justice, and the
struggle between individual conscience and state law. This study guide is designed to help students
understand the play's key elements and offers an answer key for common questions that arise during

study. By breaking down the text into manageable sections, this guide will facilitate a deeper

comprehension of the characters, themes, and literary devices used by Sophocles.

Overview of Antigone

"Antigone" is the third play in Sophocles' Theban trilogy and follows the story of Antigone, the daughter
of Oedipus. The play is set in Thebes, where Antigone defies King Creon’s orders to honor her
deceased brother, Polynices, with a proper burial. The conflict between Antigone and Creon highlights

the struggle between personal morality and state laws.

Key Characters

Understanding the main characters is crucial for interpreting the play. Here are the primary figures:

» Antigone: The protagonist who prioritizes familial loyalty and divine law over human law.
* Creon: The king of Thebes, representing the state’s authority and the rule of law.

¢ Ismene: Antigone's sister, who initially represents conformity and fear.



e Haemon: Creon’s son and Antigone’s fiancé, who embodies the struggle between love and duty.

o Teiresias: The blind prophet who warns Creon of the consequences of his actions.

e Chorus: The voice of Theban elders, providing commentary and reflection throughout the play.

Plot Summary

The plot of "Antigone" unfolds as follows:

1. Exposition: The play opens with Antigone and Ismene discussing their brothers' deaths in the recent
battle for Thebes. Creon has decreed that Polynices will not be buried, while Eteocles will receive full

honors.

2. Rising Action: Antigone decides to defy Creon’s orders and bury Polynices. She recruits Ismene,

who refuses, fearing the consequences. Antigone proceeds alone.

3. Climax: Antigone is caught burying her brother and is brought before Creon. Despite knowing the

consequences, she boldly defends her actions as morally justified.

4. Falling Action: Creon, bound by his own laws, sentences Antigone to death, leading to a tragic chain

of events, including Haemon's plea for mercy and his subsequent suicide.

5. Resolution: The play concludes with the tragic deaths of Antigone, Haemon, and Creon’s wife,

Eurydice, leaving Creon to grapple with his hubris and the consequences of his decisions.



Themes and Motifs

Several themes emerge from "Antigone," each reflecting the complexities of human experience and

moral dilemmas.

Individual vs. State

One of the central themes of "Antigone" is the conflict between individual beliefs and state laws.
Antigone represents personal morality, emphasizing divine laws that transcend human authority. In
contrast, Creon embodies the state, prioritizing order and governance over personal loyalty and familial

duty.

Fate and Free Will

The tension between fate and free will is also prominent. Characters in the play struggle with their
destinies, often questioning whether their choices are truly their own or predetermined by fate.
Antigone’s determination to bury her brother can be viewed as an exercise of free will, yet her tragic

end suggests a powerful force of fate at play.

Gender Roles

Antigone challenges traditional gender roles. As a woman acting against the king’s edict, she defies
societal expectations, showcasing strength and conviction. The play raises questions about the roles of

women in society and the implications of their actions.



Tragedy and Catharsis

The play is a quintessential tragedy, evoking feelings of pity and fear in the audience. Sophocles
employs catharsis, allowing viewers to experience emotional release through the characters’ suffering.
Antigone's steadfastness and Creon’s eventual downfall evoke deep reflection on human nature and

governance.

Literary Devices

Sophocles employs various literary devices to enhance the narrative and thematic depth of "Antigone."

Symbolism

Symbols play a significant role in conveying deeper meanings:

- Burial Rites: The act of burial symbolizes respect for the dead and the conflict between divine and
human law.
- The Chorus: The Chorus represents the voice of society, reflecting public sentiment and moral

perspectives.

Foreshadowing

The use of foreshadowing creates tension and anticipation. Early warnings from Teiresias suggest

impending doom, hinting at the tragic outcomes that unfold.



Irony

The play is rich in irony, particularly dramatic irony. The audience is aware of the tragic consequences

of Creon’s decisions long before he is, heightening the sense of tragedy.

Study Questions and Answer Key

To facilitate comprehension and critical thinking, here are some study questions along with their

answers.

Study Questions

1. What motivates Antigone to defy Creon’s edict?

2. How does Creon's character evolve throughout the play?
3. In what ways does the Chorus contribute to the narrative?
4. Discuss the significance of Teiresias's warnings.

5. How do gender roles influence the actions of Antigone and Ismene?

Answer Key

1. Antigone is motivated by her loyalty to her family and the belief in divine law, which she holds
above human law.

2. Creon initially appears resolute and unyielding but becomes increasingly isolated and remorseful as
the consequences of his actions unfold.

3. The Chorus provides commentary that reflects the moral and thematic undercurrents of the play,
guiding the audience's understanding of the events.

4. Teiresias's warnings serve as a crucial turning point, foreshadowing the tragic outcomes and



highlighting the consequences of pride and inflexibility.
5. Gender roles play a significant part in shaping the characters' decisions; Antigone defies

expectations, while Ismene initially adheres to societal norms.

Conclusion

Sophocles' "Antigone" remains a poignant exploration of moral conflict, authority, and the human
condition. By using this study guide, students can deepen their understanding of the play's
complexities. Engaging with the characters, themes, and literary devices will not only enhance
comprehension but also foster critical thinking about the issues presented in this timeless work. As
students reflect on the tensions between individual belief and state law, they may find parallels in

contemporary society, making "Antigone" a relevant study for modern audiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What themes are explored in Sophocles' Antigone that are often
highlighted in study guides?

Key themes in Antigone include the conflict between individual conscience and state law, the role of

fate versus free will, and the consequences of pride and defiance.

How can study guides help students understand the character
motivations in Antigone?

Study guides often provide character analyses, which help students explore the motivations behind
characters' actions, such as Antigone's commitment to family loyalty and Creon's adherence to law and

order.



What is a common misconception about the ending of Antigone, and
how can study guides clarify this?

A common misconception is that Antigone's death signifies defeat. Study guides clarify that her actions
reflect a moral victory and highlight her steadfastness in upholding her beliefs despite the tragic

outcome.

What types of questions can be found in study guides for Antigone
that aid in exam preparation?

Study guides typically include comprehension questions, thematic discussions, character analysis

prompts, and essay topics that encourage critical thinking and a deeper understanding of the text.

Are there specific passages from Antigone that study guides
recommend analyzing, and why?

Yes, study guides often recommend analyzing key passages, such as Antigone's monologues and
Creon's decrees, as they encapsulate the play's central conflicts and themes, providing insight into

character development and dramatic irony.
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