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The Oedipus trilogy begins with a pestilence and ends with a cave.

Delany’s Dhalgren begins with an implied disaster and ends the same: 

caves are throughout.

I will bring her where the path is loneliest,

And hide her alive in a rocky cavern there.

I’ll give just enough food as shall suffice

For a bare expiation, that the city may avoid pollution.

In that place she shall call Hades, god of death,

In her prayers. That god only she reveres.

Another kind of border, a mystical one. Creon’s power to regulate 

borders does not prevent Disaster from entering through an open gate. 

The tragedy unravels upon ordering Antigone sealed in a cave.  

For one instant they passed through a smell that brought back-it hit 

with the force of hallucination: a cave in the wooded mountains where 

something had crackled in a large, brass dish on the wet stone, while 

above he had seen, glittering…  

    

I imagine this final scene in the full light of day, ascending noon. It’s 

the time when tragedy, imperfection, morbidity and sin is at the highest 

contrast with the placidity of branches in the wind and townsfolk 

drawing water. Cave-night in day-light. 

This time he went to where the crevice was only a foot wide and stepped 

far off the lip. The cave mouth was a lambda of moon mist, edged with 

leaf-lace. 

It’s the glint off a dagger, scintillating interplay, shadow and light. 

Absurdity and exposure, it’s a Camus moment. An exposed Polyneices at 

the gates, labyrinthine rhetoric, civil and religious swells, then the flat 

reality of an impotent King and the consequences of a death wish.

You see me, you people of my country,

As I set out on my last road of all,

Looking for the last time on this light of the sun--

Never again. I am alive but Hades who gives sleep to everyone

Is leading me to the shores of Acheron,

Though I have known nothing of marriage songs

Nor the chant that brings the bride to bed.

My husband is to be the Lord of Death         

                  

. . . am a marauder in the internal city, tenuous as the dark shaken on 

itself with a footstep, eyeblink, heartbeat. Intrigued by the way his fear 

has given me purpose, I swagger down the labyrinth of least resistance. 

Where is the sound? There is a sound like glass and sand, or a finger 

turning in the channels of the ear. I acknowledge my own death with an 

electrified tongue, wanting to cry. These breaths I leave here disperse 

like apparitions of laughter I am too terrified to release.         

Creon says the Gods are far above man, thus cannot be polluted by the 

action of man.   

Before him, above the city, shapes unfurled out over the water. He could 

not see the far shore.

Tomb, bridal chamber, prison forever dug in rock    
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Cave logic.    

“What were you in prison for?” “Morals charge,”   

Dhalgren has masked actors and strict gestures.

Justice in the logic of Justice and Death in the logic of Justice, he makes 

everything symmetrical, categorical, brittle and rigid, he does not 

accept exception.        

 

But historically it’s a very new, not to mention vulgar, idea that the 

spectator’s experience should be identical to, or even have anything 

to do with, the artist’s. That idea comes from an over-industrialized 

society which has learned to distrust magic-

Haemon: There is no city possessed by one man only 

Tiresias:

I was full of fear; at once on all the altars,

As they were fully kindled, I tasted the offerings,

But the god of fire refused to burn from the sacrifice,

And from the thighbones a dark stream of moisture

Oozed from the embers, smoked and sputtered.

The gall bladder burst and scattered to the air

And from the streaming thighbones lay exposed

From the fat wrapped round them--

This is the city’s sickness-- and your plans are the cause of it.

For our altars and our sacrificial hearths

Are filled with the carrion meat of birds and dogs,

Torn from the flesh of Oedipus’ poor son.

So the gods will not take our prayers or sacrifice

Nor yet the flame from the thighbones, and no bird

Cries shrill and clear, so glutted

Are they with the fat and the blood of the killed man.

The gods will not accept their animal sacrifice. The seer divines an 

interdependent man, animal, and God. Creon sees law. The Fates 

measure and cut regardless.

Even upon following the laws of the gods, you could just as easily be 

felled for choosing the wrong one. The laws of the gods in terms are not 

the same as the laws of humanity.

Haemon:

Your face is terrible to a simple citizen;

If frightens him from words you dislike to hear.

But what I can hear, in the dark, are things like these.

Outside the streets are quiet as disaster-areas after evacuation, more 

claustrophobic than inside, rank as our den is with heat and sleepy 

shiftings.

I should have added in a disclaimer when I was picking a lot of this 

stuff apart… there is too much reasonless sorrow, whim, too much 

accumulated history purely based off, say, blood feud or bad timing in 

tragedy for it to be interpreted or represented as allegory or in primarily 

allegorical terms, and it’s really hard to kick that habit! I think we’re all 

kind of trained to interpret that way, something about tragedy seems to 

evade it, that’s what I find so interesting about it. Whilst this dichotomy 

is present in the text, it’s more something that the action of the drama 

moves through, it doesn’t really have that sense of “aboutness”, if you 

know what I mean? Dhalgren feels pretty evasive too.

Creon’s End

Brittle, fabric, paint, hardware
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