The Blind Leading: Aristophanes’ Wealth and Oedipus at Colonus
The conceit that Wealth is blind dates at least back to the complaints of Hipponax (6th cent.).  The attempt to cure his blindness, though, occurs for the first time in extant literature in Aristophanes’ Wealth,  produced in 388.  This paper argues that Aristophanes’ innovative treatment of Wealth’s blindness echoes the transformation of Oedipus in Sophocles’ Oedipus at Colonus, produced in 402.  This is not to suggest that Wealth is an all-out parody of Oedipus at Colonus. Wealth’s engagement with Oedipus at Colonus operates on visual, situational, and thematic parallels, rather than direct verbal parody.

Wealth’s reworking of Oedipus at Colonus begins in the prologue.  In Wealth, an old, blind man dressed in slovenly rags enters, followed by attendants. This opening scene recalls striking stage movements from Oedipus at Colonus. That play begins with the entry of Oedipus on stage, supported by Antigone; his blindness, his rags, and his old age receive intense focus.  As the tragedy draws to a conclusion, Oedipus himself becomes the leader (1520-21, 1542-43, 1588-89) and ultimately walks off stage unassisted (Seale 1982: 136-37; Edmunds 1996: 76-77).  Thus culminates a development in which Oedipus has metaphorically regained his sight, becoming a visionary figure (Shields 1961; Seale 1982: 119). The opening of Wealth takes this “blind man as leader” image, makes it comically concrete, and turns it into the opening visual paradox of the play.  Other aspects of Wealth’s prologue add to the paratragic tone: characters are wearing laurel wreaths and there is much talk of Delphi and its oracle (Rau 1967: 160-162, Groton 1990: 16-18).
The initial encounter between Wealth and his followers also re-enacts some of the physical struggle over the body of Oedipus himself in Oedipus at Colonus. Apollo has instructed Chremylus never to let go of the one he first encounters as he leaves the temple, and to bring him home (Wealth 41-43).  In lines 56-75 there is a brief altercation with the as-yet-unnamed blind man: Chremylus and Cario try to learn his identity, he responds angrily, they grab hold of him, and he protests vehemently.  Given the attempted seizure of Oedipus himself by Creon in Oedipus at Colonus (lines 860 ff.), there is every reason for the audience of Wealth to think that this ragged, blind, and now physically beset old man is Oedipus, until he reveals—surprise—that he is Wealth. (See Revermann 2006: 262-63 on initial “visual misdirection” in Wealth).
In each of the two plays, the blind man undergoes a transformation: in the case of Oedipus, from defiled exile to visionary hero who exerts daemonic powers from beyond the grave; in Wealth, from blind mendicant to sighted benefactor.  The metaphorical and ultimately mysterious transformation of Oedipus becomes in Wealth a much more literal curing of blindness through incubation at the Asclepieum. (The focus on Asclepius may be a nod to Sophocles as well, since ancient sources report that Sophocles was instrumental in establishing an Asclepieum in Athens.) Both Oedipus and Wealth change from their rags into clean clothes, and each is ritually washed of his squalor (OC 1597-1603; Wealth 625, 657-58). Ultimately, the transformed figure in each play is installed at a site advantageous to Athens and has continuing impact on the city itself.

My argument has at least two ramifications.  First, it adds to the case built by Sommerstein (2001: 28-33) that this version of Wealth, Aristophanes’ second play under the same title (the first was in 408), was not a lightly revised version of the first, but a whole new play written de novo. Second, we get a fuller appreciation for the interaction between comedy and tragedy—in this case, the comic playwright’s ability to adapt for his own purposes a Sophoclean theme of rehabilitation. 
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