
the riddle of the sphinx
The riddle of the sphinx is one of the most enduring legends from ancient mythology, captivating
the imaginations of scholars, storytellers, and curious minds for centuries. Originating from Greek
mythology, the riddle is tied to the figure of the Sphinx, a creature with the body of a lion and the
head of a human. This article explores the origins, significance, and interpretations of the riddle, as
well as its impact on literature and culture.

Origins of the Sphinx and Her Riddle

The Sphinx is primarily associated with the myth of Oedipus, a tragic hero in Greek mythology. The
creature was said to guard the entrance to the city of Thebes and posed a riddle to all travelers.
Those who could not answer the riddle would meet a grim fate, as the Sphinx would devour them. The
story unfolds as follows:

1. The Background of Thebes: The city of Thebes faced a dire plague, and the citizens were desperate
for a solution. The Sphinx, sent by the gods, became a symbol of this crisis.
2. The Riddle: The Sphinx's riddle was as follows:
"What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening?"
3. The Consequence of Failure: Failure to answer correctly resulted in death, leading to a growing
sense of dread among the inhabitants of Thebes.

The Riddle Explained

The riddle itself is deceptively simple yet profoundly philosophical. It reflects the stages of human life,
and its interpretation can be broken down as follows:

- Four Legs in the Morning: This refers to infancy, when a baby crawls on all fours.
- Two Legs at Noon: This symbolizes adulthood, when a person walks upright.
- Three Legs in the Evening: This represents old age, when a person may use a cane for support.

This clever construction of the riddle reveals deep insights into the human condition, highlighting the
inevitability of aging and the transitions that define our lives.

Oedipus: The Hero Who Solved the Riddle

The myth continues with the arrival of Oedipus, who would ultimately become the hero of Thebes. His
encounter with the Sphinx was a pivotal moment in his story:

1. Oedipus's Arrival: As Oedipus approached Thebes, he encountered the Sphinx, who posed her
infamous riddle.
2. The Answer: Oedipus, quick-witted and intelligent, correctly answered, "Man." This answer not only
saved his life but also freed Thebes from the Sphinx's terror.



3. The Aftermath: With the Sphinx defeated, Oedipus was hailed as a hero and eventually became the
king of Thebes. However, his victory was bittersweet, as it foreshadowed the tragic fate that awaited
him.

The Themes of Knowledge and Ignorance

The story of Oedipus and the Sphinx invites reflection on the themes of knowledge, ignorance, and
fate. The riddle serves as a metaphor for the challenges that one must face in life:

- Knowledge: Oedipus’s ability to solve the riddle signifies the power of knowledge. In ancient Greek
society, wisdom was highly valued, and the ability to discern truth from deception was deemed
essential.
- Ignorance: Conversely, the fate of those who could not answer the riddle highlights the dangers of
ignorance. The Sphinx's victims serve as a cautionary tale about the consequences of unawareness.
- Fate: The character of Oedipus embodies the struggle against fate. Despite his triumph over the
Sphinx, he later learns that he is bound by a tragic destiny, illustrating the complex interplay between
free will and predetermined outcomes.

The Sphinx in Art and Literature

The riddle of the Sphinx has transcended its mythological origins, influencing various forms of art and
literature throughout history. Its themes resonate across cultures, and it has inspired countless
adaptations and interpretations.

Influence in Classical Literature

The myth of Oedipus has been retold and reimagined by many playwrights, poets, and authors:

- Sophocles: His play "Oedipus Rex" is one of the most famous adaptations, presenting the story in a
tragic framework. The riddle serves as a crucial element, setting the stage for Oedipus's ultimate
downfall.
- Seneca: The Roman philosopher and playwright also explored the themes of fate and knowledge in
his works, drawing from the Oedipus myth.
- Modern Interpretations: The riddle has inspired contemporary literature, where authors often use it
as a metaphor for life's complexities and challenges.

Artistic Representations

The Sphinx has also been a popular subject in visual arts, symbolizing mystery and enigma. Notable
representations include:

- Ancient Sculptures: The Sphinx is depicted in various ancient sculptures, often representing strength
and wisdom.



- Renaissance Art: Artists such as Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres and Gustave Moreau have captured
the Sphinx in their works, infusing it with layers of meaning and interpretation.
- Modern Visual Culture: The Sphinx continues to appear in films, television, and graphic novels, often
symbolizing a challenge that must be overcome.

The Riddle of the Sphinx in Popular Culture

In contemporary society, the riddle of the Sphinx has permeated popular culture, often serving as a
metaphor for the human experience:

- Video Games: Many video games incorporate riddles reminiscent of the Sphinx's challenge,
prompting players to solve puzzles to advance in the narrative.
- Movies: Films that explore themes of identity, knowledge, and destiny often reference the Sphinx,
using it as a symbol of the trials that characters must face.
- Philosophical Discourse: The riddle has become a point of reference in philosophical discussions,
especially regarding the nature of existence and the search for truth.

Conclusion

The riddle of the Sphinx remains a powerful symbol of the complexities of the human experience,
representing the eternal quest for knowledge and understanding. Its impact on literature, art, and
culture demonstrates the timeless relevance of its themes. As we continue to grapple with life's
mysteries, the Sphinx's challenge serves as a reminder of the importance of wisdom, the dangers of
ignorance, and the inescapable nature of fate. The enduring legacy of the Sphinx invites us to ponder
our own riddles and the answers we seek in our journeys through life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of the riddle of the Sphinx?
The riddle of the Sphinx originates from Greek mythology, specifically the story of Oedipus. The
Sphinx was a creature that posed a riddle to travelers, and those who could not answer it were killed.

What is the riddle of the Sphinx?
The riddle of the Sphinx is: 'What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three legs
in the evening?'

What is the answer to the riddle of the Sphinx?
The answer to the riddle is 'a human.' In the morning of life (as a baby), a person crawls on all fours;
at noon (in adulthood), they walk on two legs; and in the evening (in old age), they often use a cane,
making it three legs.



How did Oedipus solve the riddle of the Sphinx?
Oedipus solved the riddle by understanding the metaphorical description of human life stages, thus
allowing him to outsmart the Sphinx and save Thebes.

What happened to the Sphinx after Oedipus solved the riddle?
After Oedipus solved the riddle, the Sphinx was so distraught that she threw herself off a cliff, leading
to her demise.

What does the riddle of the Sphinx symbolize in literature and
psychology?
The riddle of the Sphinx symbolizes the journey of life and the search for knowledge and self-
understanding. It also represents the challenges one must overcome to attain wisdom and insight.
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