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In myth, Oedipus was a Theban king who could not escape his fate. He married a woman who, unbeknown to him, was his own mother, Jocasta (Iocaste). The story is mentioned in Homer's Odyssey, but the classic telling of the Oedipus tale is the Athenian playwright Sophokles' extant tragedy Oedipus the King (presented ca. 429–420 BCE).

Oedipus was the son of Laius, king of Thebes, and Jocasta, his wife. Warned by prophecy that his son would kill him, Laius abandoned the infant on Mt. Kithaeron, after first running a spike through the baby's feet—from which the child later got his name, Oidipous, "swollen foot." As in all such folktales, the infant did not die but was rescued, in this case by a Corinthian shepherd, servant of the Corinthian king. This king and his wife, being childless, were happy to adopt the boy and pass him off as their own.

Nevertheless, the young Oedipus was taunted by others for being adopted, and eventually he went to Delphi to ask the god Apollo who his real parents might be. The oracle withheld this information but told Oedipus that he would kill his father and marry his mother. Disgusted, Oedipus decided never to return to Corinth. Journeying by chance toward Thebes, he fell into a dispute at a crossroads with a stranger. Not knowing that this was Laius, his own father, Oedipus killed him. Then he reached Thebes, which was at that time being terrorized by a supernatural female monster, the Sphinx.

When the Sphinx encountered people, she would ask them a riddle, and eat them when they failed to guess the answer. The riddle asked: "What goes on four legs at morning, two at noon, and three at evening?" Oedipus deduced the correct answer: a human being. (The "legs" represent, respectively, the baby's hands and knees, the adult's upright legs, and the elderly person's legs and cane.) At this point the Sphinx either killed herself or was killed by Oedipus. Acclaimed by the Thebans, Oedipus now married the newly widowed queen, Jocasta, whom he did not know to be his mother. In most versions they had four children: the girls Antigone and Ismene and the boys Eteokles and Polynices. These children were also doomed to unhappy ends.

In Sophokles' play, these events are revealed through Oedipus's own careful investigations (prompted by a plague and famine in Thebes that can be resolved only by discovering the murderer of Laius). Jocasta hanged herself in grief, and Oedipus blinded himself and abdicated his throne, going into exile with Antigone. In Sophokles' play Oedipus at Colonus (performed 401 BCE), the aged hero is shown as having wandered to Colonus, an outlying Athenian village (and Sophokles' own home). There Oedipus disappeared from earth, having been taken up by the gods.

The subject of Oedipus and the Sphinx was a popular one of vase painting in the 400s BCE.
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