Elegy for Oedipus

The elegy is one of the oldest poetic forms, going back at least to the time of the ancient Greeks, when it was written to express the sadness of a death.  The word elegy comes from the Greek word elegeia, which means "song of mourning."  These poems were popular elements of Greek tragedies.

While there is such a thing as an elegiac stanza- a fairly structured four-line stanza written in iambic pentameter and rhymed abab- the elegy itself has no given form.  However, a loose structure or pattern can be seen in the classical elegies of the Greeks.  Classical elegies start out with a statement of the subject, followed by the lamentations or mourning of this death, and finally consolation, as the speaker comes to accept the loss.  Common subjects include death, war and love. 

The first person to write an elegy was probably Mumnermus of Colophon, a Greek who lived in the seventh century B.C.  It is difficult to be sure that Mimnermus wrote the first elegies, but there are fragments still existing from his two books of elegies.  In his poems, he wrote about how wonderful it was to be young and alive, and how horrible the thought of death was to him.

Among the Romans in the first century B.C., love chased death from the elegy, and the elegy instead became the preferred poetic form for love poetry.  Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid were the three principal Latin love eulogists.  This Latin influence was felt in France in the 1500s when Clement Marot published his first book of love elegies in French.  The French poets, Pierre de Ronsard and Louise Labe also wrote love elegies during this same time period.  

In England, in 1611, the connection between the elegy and death was reintroduced with John Donne's use of a funeral elegy.  The German poets Goethe and Schiller also used the idea of an elegy as a lament for the dead.  In 1750, the English poet Thomas Gray wrote his well-known poem "Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard."  The poem is not about any particular death, but rather Gray's thoughts and feelings while sitting among the graves.  Other well-known English elegies are John Milton's "Lycidas" (17th century) and Percy Bysshe Shelley's "Adonais" (19th century).  The German poet Rainer Maria Rilke wrote a series of ten elegies called the "Dunio Elegies."  These poems are about art and death and how humans struggle with these ideas.  Another modern elegy is Federico Garcia Lorca's "Lament for Ignacio Sanchez Mejias."  American poet Walt Whitman's poem "When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd" is an elegy written after the Civil War.  In it, Whitman accepts the nation's loss and his own, the death of Abraham Lincoln and the death of the soldiers. 

In its broadest sense, an elegy is a poem about something ending: a love, a life or a moment.  For this assignment, consider Sophocles' play Oedipus and the tragic story it tells.  Then, follow the steps listed below to create your own elegy:

1. List, cluster or quick-write on recurring images, symbols, characters, incidents and themes you find in Oedipus.  Zero in on Oedipus' quest for truth and how, in the course of the play, Oedipus destroys himself and fulfills the prophecies of the gods.  Also keep in mind the voice of the Chorus and its role throughout the play.

2. Next, use the structural suggestions below to fashion your ideas into an elegy:

a. begin with an apostrophe (directly address Oedipus)

b. state the theme somewhere in the opening stanzas;

c. use four line stanzas;
d. employ the rhyme scheme abab;
e. write in syllabic verse (a regular number of syllable per line); occasional variations are acceptable; if you really want a challenge, use iambic pentameter verse;

f. include a chant, or refrain, that echoes the voices of the Chorus;
g. incorporate both lamentation and acceptance;

h. you may include some"found" lines from the text of the play (optional).
Other examples of elegies found in your DiYanni text include: "Elegy for Jane," by Theodore Roethke, 1180, "Elegy for My Father, Who Is Not Dead," Andrew Hudgins, 1130, and  Seamus Heaney’s “Mid-Term Break,” 1120.

Due:  Tuesday, 11/2, in final draft typed form.
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