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THE BLINDNESS OF MIND AND EYES IN SOPHOCLES’
THEBAN TRAGEDIES AND SHAKESPEARE’S KING
LEAR: OEDIPUS, LEAR, AND GLOUCESTER

Annomauus. Cxonerso mesxay Iaumom Codorira u Jlupom Ilex-
CIIMpa BIIEPBBIE OBLJIO 3aMEUYEHO HECKOJBKO IeCATHJIETHN Hasas.
JIutepaTypoBeasr 00paTHI BHUMAaHNE Ha dIIHU30/IbI, B KOTOPBIX 00a
aps OTTAJKUBAIOT Te€X, KTO MOBOPUT Ipasay (Hampumep, Tupecus
u Kenra), yours! gBa chima Omumna u ase govepu Jlupa, Oaum omta-
KHUBaeT CBOI KeHy u Marh, mepTByo Nokacry, a JIup — cBomo ous,
mepTByI0 Kopnenuo, Kpeon Bxomaur ¢ Tpymmom ArTuronsr, a Jlup —
¢ TpynoMm Kopnesmuu, cioemoro Oumuiia Beger AHTHIOHA, a CJIEIIOTO
I'mocrepa — Onrap u T.10. Heckonbko mer masa (2019) 6611 omy6sim-
KOBAH I1eJIBIA COOPHUK CTATEl, MOCBAIIEHHbIX ITAPAJIIeIAM MEKITY
«Omunom B Komone» u «Koposem Jlupom». Y xorst B aToM cOopHHI-
Ke CXOJICTBO MESKJY JBYMS IIbeCAaMU aHAJU3UPYETCS C PA3HBIX TO-
YeK 3pPeHHs, OOHAKO He yIesIsseTcss 0co00ro BHUMAHUS MeTadopH-
YECKOMY CMBICJIY CJIEIIOTHI yMa U IJIa3, aCHeKTy, Ha KOTOPBIA aBTOP
JIAHHOM CTaThU BIlepBEIe 0OpaTwyt BuuManue B 2015 r. u boJtee 1moj-
poOHO paccMaTpuUBaeT B 9TOM craThe. «JIyulile OBITH CJIEIIBIM IJIasa-
MH, Y€M CJICIBIM YMOMY: 3TO U3peUeHne apMIHCKOr0 HCToprorpada
V B. Eruire, Berpedaroreecs 1 B APYTUX JPEBHUX UCTOYHUKAX, KAK
HeJIb3s JIyYIlle IIOIX0AUT K IPpaMaTUIHON UCTOPUN DIUTIA, KOTOPBIH,
B CBOIO O4Yepeb, UMeeT XOPOIII0 U3BECTHBIE aHAJIOTH B IIEKCIIHPOB-
cxom «Kopoue JIupe» — Jlupa u I'mocrepa. B craThe paccmaTtpusa-
eTcs MHTEePEeCHAs ITapajlielib MeskIy oTUMH TPeMsI IIePCOHAKAMHU, a
MMEHHO MyYHUTEJIbHBIN, TPArHYeCKU IIyTh 00PeTeHUsT UMHU MYIpO-
CTH Uepe3 CJIEoTy (B ciiyuyae OUIa 3TO IIPOPOUYECKasd MYIPOCTh).

Knrmouesnte crosa: ciermnora yma, caemora riia3, MyJApPOCTh depes
CJIETIOTY, IIPOPOYecKasi MyapocTh, Jmautt, Jlup, [tocrep
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Abstract. Similarities between Sophocles’ Oedipus and Shake-
speare’s Lear were first noticed decades ago. Scholars called at-
tention to the episodes in which both kings repel truthtellers (e. g.,
Tiresias and Kent); Oedipus’ two sons and Lear’s two daughters
are killed; Oedipus laments over his wife and mother, the dead Jo-
casta, and Lear weeps over his daughter, the dead Cordelia; Cre-
on enters with Antigone’s corpse and Lear with Cordelia’s corpse;
the blind Oedipus is led by Antigone and the blind Gloucester by
Edgar; etc. A few years ago (2019) an entire collection of articles
was published on the parallels between Oedipus at Colonus and
King Lear. Although in this collection the similarities between the
two plays are analyzed from different points of view, no special at-
tention has been paid to the metaphorical meaning of blindness of
mind and eyes, an aspect about which the author of this article first
wrote in 2015 and discusses it in more detail in this paper. “It is
better to be blind in the eye than blind in the mind”: this saying of
the 5 century Armenian historiographer Yeghishe, found in other
ancient sources as well, perfectly fits the dramatic story of Oedi-
pus, who in his turn has well-known counterparts in Shakespeare’s
King Lear, namely Lear and Gloucester. This paper focuses on an
interesting parallel between these three characters, namely, the
painful, tragic way by which they acquire wisdom (in the case of
Oedipus, prophetic wisdom) through blindness.
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noticed some decades ago. John Harvey, in his article “A Note on

Shakespeare and Sophocles”, called attention to episodes where both kings
“throw out” the truthtellers (such as Tiresias and Kent respectively), Oedipus
laments over the dead Jocasta and Lear weeps over the dead Cordelia, Creon
enters, as Harvey supposes, with the dead body of Antigone (in Antigone)' and
Lear enters with the dead body of Cordelia, the blind Oedipus is guided by
Antigone and the blind Gloucester is led by Edgar, Oedipus’ two sons and Lear’s
two daughters are killed, etc. [Harvey 1977: 264—265]. A decade later, Adrian
Poole drew a parallel between Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, Euripides’
Bacchae, and Shakespeare’s King Lear, calling the readers’ attention to the fact
that all three tragedies “rouse and weigh <...> questions about death and justice”
[Poole 1987: 234]. Further, after more similarities had been demonstrated by
other scholars [Miola 1992; Kerrigan 2018], a whole collection of articles was
eventually published a few years ago [Bigliazzi 2019]. In her fine summarizing
“Introduction” to this volume, the editor, Silvia Bigliazzi, stresses the “need to
investigate more thoroughly into the connections between these two plays, both
genetically and comparatively, reconsidering conjectures about Sophocles as a
possible catalyst in Shakespeare’s uses of a variety of different sources «...> as well
as diverse linguistic, thematic, and conceptual parallels” [Bigliazzi 2019: 18].
However, although in this collection of papers the parallels between the two
plays are analyzed from different points of view, no special attention is paid to
the metaphorical meaning of the blindness of mind and eyes, an aspect which I
first discussed in the introduction to my Armenian translation of King Lear
[Topchyan 2015: 32—33].

Blindness, both in the ordinary and metaphorical senses of the word, is one
of the main motifs and concepts in the tragic story of King Lear. In his introduc-
tion to the play published in the Penguin Shakespeare series, the distinguished
Shakespearean scholar Kiernan Ryan writes: “But, just as the metaphorical
madness of Lear’s actions in the opening scene mutates into the actual madness
through which he acquires wisdom, so Gloucester’s blindness to the true nature
of his sons morphs into the real blindness which allows him to see feelingly the
way the world goes” [Ryan, Hunter 2005: loc. 608—610].

‘When meeting the blind Gloucester, Lear says: “No eyes in your head? <...»
yet you see how this world goes”, to which Gloucester answers, “I see it feeling-
ly” (IV.6.146). In the first scene of the play, Lear is blind in the mind, a blindness
that is not objective and dictated by the circumstances, but rather subjective, self-
willed and extremely stubborn. It is not that he is completely lacking in the ability
to understand the actual reasons for the behaviour of those surrounding him, but
he is simply unwilling to see what is obvious, with its inevitable consequences
(cf. [Halio 2007: 14]). This is sheer kingly obstinacy: he is used to the fact that
whatever he says or does is appropriate and cannot be questioned. Therefore, it is
in vain that Kent tries to direct his gaze towards the truth (“See better, Lear; and

S imilarities between Sophocles’ Oedipus and Shakespeare’s Lear were first

'In fact, if Creon himself carries a dead body, it is rather Haemon’s than Antigone’s.
Cf. Griffith’s comment on 1257—60 [Griffith 1999: 346].
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let me still remain / The true blank of thine eye” — 1.1.159—160). Because at that
moment the blindness of the mind is unpreventable.

There is a saying of the 5" century Armenian historiographer Yeghishé
(Elishe), found in other old sources as well (see [Thomson 1982: 68]): “It is bet-
ter to be blind in the eye than blind in the mind”. We can hear something similar
to this proverb, in different wording and formulation, from the Earl of Gloucester
as well (IV.1.20—22):

I stumbled when I saw: full oft ‘tis seen,
Our means secure us, and our mere defects
Prove our commodities.

Paradoxically, Gloucester, who, being “blind in the mind”, behaved fool-
ishly, believing his villainous son Edmund and rejecting his honest son Edgar,
later on, thanks to his physical blindness, sees better with his mind. He has his
famous archetype in Ancient Greek drama.

The myths about Oedipus’ family, the Labdacids, were well known in the time
of Sophocles, but, of course, each author could interpret them creatively, in his
own way (a good example of this creative freedom is Euripides’ Phoenician Women,
where we find the Oedipus story to be significantly different from the Sophoclean
version). In the brief references to Oedipus in Homer’s lliad (23.679—680) and
Odyssey (11.271-280), it is said that after he has killed his father and married his
mother, the gods immediately make this known to the people. His mother and
wife, whom Homer calls Epicaste, hangs herself, while Oedipus continues reigning
in Thebes, and after his death games are organized in his honour.

In his tragedy Oedipus Rex, Sophocles chose another variant of the story and
significantly reworked it, examining in Oedipus’ character an everlasting philo-
sophical and psychological problem — the man doesn’t know who he is in real-
ity, and when, in the end, he inevitably comes to know that, it is too late.

Oedipus, king of Thebes, who at the fatal moments of his life, when killing his
father and marrying his mother, had suffered from the lack of knowledge and had
not seen when his eyes were in their place, suddenly, after losing them, becomes a
seer and predicts the future. Such is his character in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus:
he knows what is going to happen, he foretells that the army of the seven generals
will not conquer Thebes, but that the campaign will be disastrous first of all for
them, and that his sons Polynices and Eteocles are going to kill each other. More-
over, not only he became a blind prophet but also was endowed with magic power.
He dies in mysterious circumstances; although blind, he himself goes to find the
place of his grave, which must also be known only to Theseus, king of Athens, and
which is going to have divine power and protect Athens from enemies. There is an
underground thunder at the moment of his death, a divine voice calls on him to
die, something terrible happens, and Theseus, the only man who is present, covers
his eyes with his hand in order not to see that. As is supposed by the messenger who
tells us about his death, probably the earth had split open and devoured him.

All this somehow, especially the mysterious circumstances, reminds us of the
supposed suicide of Gloucester in King Lear, when he, as it seems to him, throws
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himself from a high rock into the precipice remarkably described by Edgar, while
an awful creature, a fiend with two full moons instead of eyes and with a thou-
sand noses and horns, as Edgar says, had accompanied him to the dread summit
of the rock.

Even more interesting is the likeness between Oedipus and Lear. Both of
them are deprived of the royal throne and become miserable wanderers, the first,
because of his unknowingly committed sins, and the second, because of his self-
conceited, capricious character and blindness of mind. Oedipus, as he says in
Oedipus at Colonus, is expelled from his city by his power-seeking sons (or at least
they don’t oppose his expulsion), while Lear is thrown out of their houses by his
ungrateful and wicked daughters. Oedipus, when deeply insulted and angered,
cruelly curses his son Polynices (1380—1396), while in Shakespeare’s play Lear
fiercely curses his daughter Goneril (1.4.266—279).

That is to say, the source of the subjects and motifs of Shakespeare’s stunning
tragedy can already be found in the classical world, which, of course, doesn’t
mean that when writing King Lear, Shakespeare doubtlessly had Oedipus’ charac-
ter in his mind. Although he knew classical mythology and some Greco-Roman
writers quite well, there is no evidence that he ever read the Greek tragedians
first-hand. As Ben Johnson famously wrote, Shakespeare knew “small Latin and
less Greek”, and as Harvey in his above-mentioned article noted regarding the
similarities, “not possessing Shakespeare’s copy of Sophocles, we have no way
of knowing whether they are more than coincidences” [Harvey 1977: 261]. More
recently, Kerrigan has expressed an opposite view (“Among the origins of King
Lear «...> are the tragedies of Greek antiquity” [Kerrigan 2018: 65] and “Shake-
speare had read some Sophocles” [Ibid.: 73]), which, however, is rather a hy-
pothesis than a conclusion based on factual evidence. In the tragedy of Hamlet,
Polonius mentions Roman, not Greek, dramatists, namely Seneca and Plautus
as exemplary playwrights (there is a special study on the influence of Seneca on
Shakespeare [Miola 1992]). Nevertheless, there were Latin translations and ad-
aptations of Greek dramas in Shakespeare’s England, and he should have been
familiar at least with some of them (cf. “...Many recent studies bring credible evi-
dence to bear upon the diffusion of the Classics, including Greek texts, in Eliza-
bethan England” [Beltrametti 2019: 269]). Besides that, Seneca himself wrote a
tragedy entitled Oedipus. In this view, we could either suppose that the parallels
between Sophocles’ Theban tragedies and Shakespeare’s King Lear are acciden-
tal and independent of each other, or, rather, they are expressions of the same
traditional motifs, especially, the blindness of eyes and the blindness of mind.

Furthermore, there are also other similarities between Greek drama and
Shakespeare’s works. Particularly two of Sophocles’ Theban plays, namely Oe-
dipus Rex and Antigone, are among the oldest classical examples of a tragedy in
which the dramatic conflict between irreconcilably opposing characters and re-
alities inevitably leads to a disaster, a great misfortune — examples on the basis of
which important theories of theatre and drama were later developed. Let us re-
member, for instance, several definitions by the eminent Shakespearean scholar
Andrew Cecil Bradley [1905: 5—39]:
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1. The action in Shakespearean tragedy is essentially a conflict. It can often
be perceived as an antagonism between two characters, one of which is the pro-
tagonist, or else as a collision of two sides or groups, in one of which the protago-
nist is the most prominent figure.

Accordingly, the actions of Sophocles’ tragedies Oedipus Rex and Antigone
are dramatic conflicts as well. In the first one, the conflict is between the pro-
tagonist Oedipus and the circumstances surrounding him: a seeming wellbeing
on the one hand, and imminent catastrophe on the other. In other words, this is
a conflict between the blindness of mind and lack of knowledge on the one hand,
and grim reality on the other, as well as between unawareness and awareness in
the characters of ignorant Oedipus and the knowing blind prophet Tiresias. In
Antigone, the dramatic conflict is between the protagonist Antigone and Creon,
king of Thebes, which more precisely corresponds to Bradley’s definition. If we
overlook for a moment the particular characters and speak more generally, the
conflict is between a sister’s self-sacrifice and a king’s tyranny, and from an even
more general point of view, between unwritten divine laws and human laws.

2. According to Bradley’s next definition, Shakespearean tragedy is always
related to people of high estate, often, to kings and princes, and if not, then to
important figures of a country (such as, for instance, Coriolanus, Antony, or
Othello), or at least, to significant noble families (for example, in Romeo and Ju-
lief). Though we can say that the soul of a prince and of a peasant can suffer and
feel pain in the same way, still the story of a king, prince, triumvir or general “has
a greatness and dignity of its own. His fate affects the welfare of a whole nation
or empire; and when he falls suddenly from the height of earthly greatness to the
dust, his fall produces a sense of contrast, of the powerlessness of man, and of
the omnipotence — perhaps the caprice — of Fortune or Fate, which no tale of
private life can possibly rival” [Bradley 1905: 10]. And Bradley cites the famous
passage about the maddened Lear: “A sight most pitiful in the meanest wretch, /
Past speaking of in a king” (IV.5.200—201).

Accordingly, in the three Theban tragedies of Sophocles, the royal family of
the Labdacids perishes (with the exception of Ismene, but her story finishes when
her sister Antigone dies), and in Antigone, thematically the last (though probably
the earliest by date) of those tragedies, Cleon, king of Thebes, “falls suddenly
from the height of earthly greatness to the dust”, and his wife and son die.

3. So, Bradley says, Shakespearean tragedy is a story “of human actions
producing exceptional calamity and ending in the death of men of high estate”
[Bradley 1905: 16], a definition which well fits many of the surviving ancient
Greek, including Sophoclean, tragedies. In other words, Shakespeare’s plays are
closely related to the traditions of Greco-Roman theatre.

This prompts us to remember another parallel with Ancient Greece. Protago-
ras, the famous Greek philosopher of the 5" century BC, said: ndvtov yponudtmv
uétpov éotiv &vbpmwatog (“Man is the measure of all things”; see, for instance,
in Plato’s Theaetetus, 152a). While such an approach was not very viable in Pro-
tagoras’ own day and often aroused the opposition of his god-fearing contempo-
raries, in the period of Late Renaissance it became widespread. Hence, there is

315



Uarn /Steps. T. 10. Ne 2. 2024

316

a significant difference between Sophocles’ Theban tragedies (especially Oedipus
Rex) and Shakespeare’s plays. While the actions of the latter’s characters are usu-
ally dictated by themselves, the “man-measures” (with some exceptions such as
the Ghost’s intrusion into Hamlet’s life), the pernicious behaviour of Oedipus
and the extermination of his family are predestinated from above. A power out-
side the human microcosm affects the descendants of the Labdacid family, di-
recting them with irresistible force to where they shouldn’t have been and making
them do what they shouldn’t have done. That same power, after its unprovoked
and incomprehensible cruelty towards Oedipus, suddenly decides in the end to
make a blind prophet of him and to endow him and his grave with supernatu-
ral qualities. The Greeks called that power by different names: T0y1, tdétuoC,
nempwuévn, uoipa (fate, destiny, fortune, lot, doom) or &vdyxn (the necessary,
the inevitable). It was present in the life of everyone, but, nevertheless, in certain
works (for instance, in Sophocles’ Antigone or in Euripides’ Medea), it signifi-
cantly lost its importance, became secondary and almost unnoticeable, leaving
the arena to the free will of the opposing parties and characters, and bringing
those plays nearer to the future, to Shakespearean tragedy.

Thus, the motif of blindness, having originated in the Ancient Greek world
and having been reassessed, particularly, in the plays of the great tragedian
Sophocles, reached Shakespeare and acquired new shades of meanings and con-
notations (but, let me repeat, we cannot insist that when creating the charac-
ters of Lear and Gloucester, Shakespeare was directly under the influence of
Sophocles’ Oedipus). The mental blindness of Oedipus, when he kills his fa-
ther and marries his mother, is not a result of his free will but is predestined by
his inevitable fate. Although, after his unintentional sins are revealed, he blinds
himself willfully, during an outbreak of wild frenzy, yet later on, again through
supernatural interference, he becomes a wise seer and soothsayer.? By contrast,
Lear’s mental blindness is free-willed and leads him to a complete loss of reason.
However, after passing through the path of madness, at the end of his life the
aged king, by way of both the external circumstances and the transformations
that have taken place in his soul and mentality, acquires wisdom which previ-
ously he never had or looked for (unlike Oedipus who thanks to his wit had saved
the Thebans from the Sphinx). Gloucester, too, demonstrates blindness of mind,
partly willfully and consciously, and partly due to external influence (for he be-
comes a plaything in the hands of his son Edmund), and eventually loses his eyes.
After becoming blind, he begins to see clearly with his mind. Thus, just as in the
case of Oedipus, a new capacity of mind appears as a result of mutilation and ter-
rible physical pain, with the difference that while Oedipus’ blindness is the deed
of his own hand, Gloucester’s blindness is the deed of others. That is to say, in all
three cases the result is wisdom (in the case of Oedipus, superhuman prophetic
wisdom) as an extremely painful, torturous achievement, and this ominous way
from blindness to wisdom is nothing else but tragedy.

2 For Oedipus’ “blindness and insight”, from a different point of view, cf. [Goldhill
1986: 205—221]. Cf. further [Segal 1995: 149—152].
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