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The third and only surviving tragedy of a first-prize winning trilogy, The Seven against Thebes recounts the fulfillment of Oedipus's curse upon his neglectful and abusive sons that each would die at the other's hands. The play was preceded by two other tragedies gleaned from the story of Oedipus. The first, entitled Laius, recounted the story of his father, and the second, Oedipus, gave Aeschylus's version of the central episode of the legend. A satyr play entitled The Sphinx followed the three tragedies. The Seven against Thebes provides a particularly clear example of the manner in which a play that features the siege of a city in a dramatic tradition that precluded onstage death could substitute declamatory verse description for action.

When the two sons of Oedipus, Eteocles and Polynices, succeeded to the throne of Thebes, they were supposed to share power by turns. Eteocles, however, refused to vacate the throne and exiled Polynices. He in turn raised an army in Argos and with it attacked his native city. As the play begins, a frightened Theban citizenry is awaiting the attack. A chorus of Theban women expresses the general fear as they pray at the city's altars. King Eteocles reproves them for spreading panic and suggests that doing so could undermine the resolve of the men defending the city. He also reassures the women by informing them how his spies have learned the enemy's strategy, and how he has already begun taking measures to counter it by defending the seven gates of the city against seven squadrons of troops to be led by seven heroes.

A spy enters and reports that the seven heroes have sworn a blood oath by the god of war, Ares, to overthrow Thebes. He reports the name of each hero and that of the gate his squadron will attack. As the spy does so, he also recounts the emblem that six of the heroes bear on their shields. One of the attackers, a soothsayer, has no device on his shield. As the spy names each attacking hero, Eteocles responds by naming the leader of the defenders who will guard each gate and resist the invading force. The seventh gate will be under attack from a force led by Polynices, and Eteocles himself will lead the force against his brother.

(For our contemporary audiences, accustomed to graphic battle scenes, the list and counter-list, with their accompanying verse descriptions of the arms of the leaders and their prowess, can grow a bit tedious. Athenian audiences, however, were accustomed to the way their theater handled such matters. Both Homer and Hesiod had earlier featured such detailed descriptions of heraldic devices as part of the color of battle scenes. If the Athenian audience experienced any tedium, it did not affect the distribution of prizes.)

Shocked to learn that their king will hazard his own person in battle against his brother, the chorus attempts to dissuade Eteocles since his doing so will provide an opportunity for the operation of Oedipus's curse. Eteocles, however, scorns their advice, reminding them that if his death by his brother's hand is fated, it will occur one way or another.

Some critics have suggested that Eteocles is the archetype of Aristotle's flawed tragic hero. A competent leader, public-spirited, concerned about the welfare of his people, he nevertheless allows himself to be blinded by his hatred of his brother, and this sets in motion the train of events that leads to the hero's fall.

As the battle rages offstage, the chorus onstage revisits the stories of Laius and Oedipus, telling how the father had been warned to die childless to avoid cursing his land, and how Oedipus, Laius's son, had fulfilled the curse and intensified its effect by adding unwitting parricide and incest to the list of crimes against the gods that his family had committed. The chorus darkly perceives the continuing operation of the curse against the generations of Laius's progeny.

The spy reenters and reports both the successful defense of the city and the death at each other's hand of Eteocles and Polynices. The chorus responds to the news with appropriate prayers—gratitude for their city's salvation and horror and grief at the death of the brothers and its manner.

Antigone and Ismene, the sisters of the fallen brothers, and a train of mourners now enter bearing the bodies, and all sing responsively concerning the tragedy. Then, in a scene that some have suggested may be a later addition to the play, as the mourners move off to bury the bodies of the brothers, a herald arrives from the city fathers to forbid the burial of Polynices' body. The politicians reason that since Polynices attacked his native city, he does not deserve decent burial and should simply be left for the vultures. Antigone, however, will have none of it. Even though she may be punished, she will not leave her brother's corpse unburied. Should she do so, according to Greek belief, his soul would not be able to cross into the underworld and would be condemned to wander forever. The chorus decides she has chosen rightly and joins the sisters in their funeral rites for their brothers. The play ends with the citizens praising Zeus for their salvation from the attackers.
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