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                               The Joys of Being Ephemeral:

             Translating Ancient Greek into Modern American
An American who translates Greek drama for the contemporary theater works with Euripides, Sophocles, or Aeschylus looking suspiciously over his shoulder, silently suffering the diminished resonance and lost nuance of the idiom his characters must speak--modern American English--if he is to be heard in our land today.  The situation is awkward for all concerned:  for the great playwrights renewing their immortality, for the American language asserting its own mettle, and for the translator who is determined to let neither side down.


The translator's difficulties begin with the peculiar nature of Greek dramatic language, which is, to our ears, relentlessly riddling, oblique, convoluted, sheer showing off.  The Athenian audience loved it, apparently, but not even the most conservative contemporary scholar would attempt to translate a Greek play literally for the stage.  In his famous parody,

A. E. Housman shows us what it would sound like:

Chorus (addressing Alcmaeon):
O suitably-attired-in-leather-boots

Head of a traveller, wherefore seeking whom

Whence by what way how purposed art thou come

To this well-nightingaled vicinity?

My object in inquiring is to know.

But if you happen to be deaf and dumb

And do not understand a word I say,

Nod with your hand, to signify as much.1
There are times when a translator must strain every nerve to keep his chosen play from sounding perilously close to Housman's wicked mimicry--the more devastating because it is not an exaggeration, but a concentration of the normal speech of Greek playwrights.


Hard as this task is, a translator who attempts to meet the needs of actors and audience while remaining loyal to his great original must deal with four even more difficult demands.  The first of these is a basic need for tight logical and dramatic coherence.  A drama is a forward-moving and widening awareness conveyed by speech and action.  No bravura phrase, no squeamishness at presenting awkward or plodding facts can be allowed to lose the play its sinewy thread of meaning.  Every line of dialogue must respond to its predecessor and provoke its sequel.  If the meaning of a line is fuzzy in English, the translator has probably misunderstood it in Greek.  Here is an example from The Bakkhai of a point it took me years to grasp correctly.  In a quite literal version by William Arrowsmith, it reads:

PENTHEUS        Have you introduced your rites

           in other cities too?  Or is Thebes the first?

DIONYSOS   Foreigners everywhere now dance for Dionysos.

PENTHEUS   They are more ignorant than Greeks.

DIONYSOS                           In this matter

           they are not.  Customs differ.2
The puzzle here is what customs (nomoi) have to do with whether Asians are ignorant or not.  If literally translated, the line makes very little sense in its context.  It becomes a line thrown away, an evasion.  What Dionysos must mean by nomoi, I one day realized, is not an outward behavior pattern, but a psychic openness, a custom of mind which was able to welcome the god's wild dance.  With great relief I substituted this version:

PENTHEUS    Is Thebes the first place you've brought this god?

DIONYSOS    No, our dancing joy has swept Asia.

PENTHEUS:   Asians aren't Greeks--what do they know?

DIONYSOS    This time, they've caught on much faster than you.

            They respond differently to life.3 

What I attempt here is to translate not the word only, but the context, the implication:  that is, I hope, the drama.


The translator's second basic duty is to convey a play's highly individual melodic tone and mental tenor.  Sophocles' Oedipus the King has a mental tone of brutal paradox and double meaning restrained by great surface calm.  Euripides' Hippolytos has a consistent lyrical bittersweetness, his The Bakkhai a loud gorgeous power and a drumfire of hidden meaning, resembling in this respect Oedipus the King.  The sound of a unifying tone should be heard everywhere, in terse dialogue as well as in choral songs and messengers' reports.


The third requirement that weighs on a translator is to preserve the strangeness of the Greek mind, the awkward or amazing characteristics of its cultural life.  As translator James Scully writes of Aeschylus:  "His audacity and otherness should come through untamed.  He is not, and should not seem to be, our contemporary.  Immediately present, yes.  But as himself, not quite as one of us."4

The otherness is found, for instance, in the Greek habit of seeing a person and his future totally bound up with a single demanding god; or in the pollution that seeps from a crime to poison not only the criminal's mind but his children's lives.  We may grasp these cultural rules abstractly, and even become familiar with the patterns of behavior they impose on a Greek hero, but an unquestioning belief in the rightness or naturalness of these ideas is not easy to acquire, especially for a non-classicist who rarely reads or sees a Greek play.  Yet the translator must not only suspend our disbelief, he must make these strange ideas matter to us.  Nietzsche has summed up some specific kinds of awareness we have lost:

We no longer wholly understand how ancient man experienced the most familiar and ordinary events--the day for instance, and his waking up.  Because the ancients believed in dreams, waking existence had a different lustre . . . our "death" is an utterly different death.  All events had a different sheen because a god shone in them; the same was true of all decisions and glimpses into the distant future, because ancient man had oracles and hidden signs and prophecy.  "Truth" was thought of differently, when the lunatic could be considered its mouthpiece--something that makes us shudder or laugh.  Injustice had a different emotional effect since people feared not merely social punishment and disgrace but divine retribution as well.5

Fourth and finally, the translation will not play well unless it has an idiomatic English texture.  This is a particularly cruel and controversial demand, but one that contemporary translators and audiences rightly impose on themselves.  It would be perfectly possible for a translator-poet to imitate the formal rhetorical devices, the allusiveness, the periphrasis inherent in the tragic style, as well as its recurrent pungency.  But because we have no equivalent high style we love to hear, when such translations are staged the rhetoric is a constant distraction from dramatic substance.  Our need is to hear the Greeks on our stage expressing themselves as closely as possible to how we ourselves would speak, the poetry heightened to the intensity of the original Greek by means of rhetorical devices familiar to and thus unconsciously welcomed by the modern ear.  We see no good reason for Phaidra in Hippolytos (the Grene and Lattimore translation) to say:  "Destruction light upon the wife who herself plays the tempter and strains the loyalty to her husband's bed by dalliance with strangers,"6  when she could say more simply:

There is one wife who should die horribly--

the one who first polluted her marriage,

provoking strange men till they slept with her.7

We Americans have an inescapably low tolerance for artificiality.  But if we lack an appreciation of elaborate formal rhetoric, we certainly do enjoy other kinds of theatrical speech:  power, economy, wit, symbolic suggestiveness, and naturalness.  These modern rhetorical virtues, though different from the ancient ones, share with them an important function.  The rhetoric absorbs the audience's surface attention so that the psychically dangerous content of the drama may be continuously imparted.  Frustrate or bore our surface attention, as unnatural formal language risks doing, and the psyche will not be receptive to the drama itself.


An even better reason for relying on the modern American idiom is that, thanks to the efforts of our splendid and diverse writers, it can touch virtually any emotional or imaginative chord we find in the Greek.  One translator who has managed to render a Greek play almost entirely in this modern idiom is James Scully, who worked with the Hellenist C. J. Herington.  Their rugged and austere Prometheus Bound reveals as never before Aeschylus thinking in images:

Prometheus is dragged by POWER and VIOLENCE;

HEPHAISTSOS, lugging chains and blacksmith's

tools, trails after them.

POWER:

And so we've come to the end of the world:

To Scythia:  this howling waste

                            no one passes through.

Hephaistos, now it's up to you.

What the Father wants done

 you've got to do.

On these overhanging cliffs

 with your own shatter-proof irons

Clamp this troublemaking bastard to the rock.

After all, Hephaistos, it was your glowing flower

                          Fire

--the power behind all

  works of hands--

he stole it, he gave it away

to human beings.8
Though nearly as literal as any trot, this is also splendid American.  Scully's Prometheus, in fact, is more literal than any previous English version because he has accepted without evasion all of Aeschylus' wild metaphors, such phrases as "sea-wandering linen wingd/ chariots for sailors" which, as Scully says, "forces us to reimagine boats," to encounter them as a primitive invention before they had a name.


The translator thus has to preserve and reconcile these often contradictory principles:  dramatic coherence, original tone, cultural otherness, and idiomatic verve.  With tact, luck, and ingenuity, success can be achieved.  But there is a still more serious problem of translation:  ourselves.  We are inevitably infested with prejudices, attitudes, cliched responses, of which we are only intermittently conscious.  If the translator needs to know Greek culture well, he also needs a shrewd eye and ear for the conditions prevailing in his own language and culture.


One very large problem to a translator of The Bakkhai, for example, is American understanding of the word "orgy."  To us it means more or less concentrated debauchery, a heady combination of drink, music, sex, and drugs.  To Euripides and his age, though the root word is the same, "orgy" meant something more serious and interesting.  A Dionysiac orgy is highly organized, and though it makes use of the music, drink, and sex that we expect, it attempts not merely to thrill, nor to debase the initiate, but to put him or her in touch with the sources of power and joy pounding through our bodies and through nature; in touch, that is, with god.  A translator, therefore, must present all the orgiastic experiences and scenes in The Bakkhai as religious events.  He cannot allow the audience to think, as Pentheus mistakenly does, that crude indulgence and swift sex are what Dionysos gives those Theban women.  Here are two brief passages from the Entry Song which attempt to combine the religious with a much more violent kind of exuberance:

Bless the man, bless his luck,

who learns the mysteries of god:

he lives in sacred joy.

Bless the dancers

who give body and soul to Bakkhos.

We take them

with us into the holy body of god.

Bakkhos will dance

steep mountain joy into our spirits

until we are pure.9
The mountain goes sweet with Bakkhos.

He's there in the maenad,

his fawnskin's on her body--

out of the running pack

she drops to the earth.

She kills in blood, she devours in joy

the raw flesh of a goat, and is hurled 

back to the mountains

of Phrygia and Lydia,

cried on by the Loud God, whose cry

runs through her.10
Even the killing and eating of live animals must be felt by the audience as a revelation, in which the goat's blood and god's cry cause a physiological shock of divinity to flood the mind. 


Similarly, the audience of The Bakkhai must be made to realize that Pentheus is a very unstable character, so that when he suddenly reveals an urge to see, and then to join the maenads on the mountain, his abrupt change will make sense.  The translator must seize the opportunities Euripides gives to stress Pentheus' obsessive insecure bullying style of leadership and his obsessive sexual curiosity.  Take Dionysos' hair, for instance.  When the Stranger (Dionysos) first is led, hands bound, to Pentheus, the young king should be coolly assessing the Stranger's intentions and resources, but goes into a kind of daydream about the erotic usefulness of the stranger's hair and complexion, perhaps even unconsciously stroking one or the other.  Pentheus uses the adjectival phrase pothou pleus to describe the Stranger's hair, which means "full of desire" or "seductive."  In translating the passage myself, I wanted to convey the intense attraction the Dionysian life holds for Pentheus, the fact that the god's hair and skin--underneath Pentheus' surface scorn--are crying out to him.  So, perhaps at the risk of overtranslating, I rendered the passage as follows:

Your body's not bad looking, Stranger--

to women, at least.  That's the real point,

isn't it, of your trip to Thebes?

Of course it is:  look at this wavy hair

at your cheeks.  I'm lovely, it says, Touch me.

I don't think wrestling is your sport.

Nor did your creamy skin just happen.

You hid it from the sun, to save its pale beauty

for hunting Aphrodite in the dark.

Who are you?  Born where?11

Another of Euripides' doomed young men, Hippolytos, is much harder to make intelligible, let alone splendid and moving, to an American audience.  A young man who acted as Hippolytos does would be now thought seriously maladjusted.  How can a translator make an audience respond to the core of his nature--which includes his disdain of heterosexual love, hatred of women, and a suicidal refusal to break even his rashest promises?


We have difficulty thinking of sexual love as evil, and find diatribes against the female sex absurd.  We don't agree with Henry Thoreau when he says in Walden, "Chastity is the flowering of man; and what are called Genius, Heroism, Holiness, and the like, are but various fruits which succeed it.  Man flows at once to God when the channel of purity is open."12  But that's an incomplete if superb rationale for Hippolytos' worship of the virgin goddess Artemis.


What the audience must see--something they once surely suspected, and put out of their minds--is that sexual energy sometimes drives sympathy and decency from people.  Phaidra's lust, for example, so upsets her moral balance that she inspires her husband Theseus to murder her son Hippolytos.  She thus provides clear proof for Hippolytos' belief that sexual desire is dangerous.  Indeed, his fanatical rejection of desire becomes increasingly intelligible as lust-crazed Phaidra slides toward exposure, suicide, and revenge.  But though Phaidra's final actions help make Hippolytos' fears understandable, the translator must still find a tone for Hippolytos' famous attack against women which will draw our sympathy to him, more than to his objects of detestation.  Therefore I rendered this long speech as an inexperienced adolescent's fantasy version of how the real world of adult lust operates:  seemingly knowing and assured, but very naive.

May I never have to live with a woman

bursting with exuberant vitality--

for it's the clever girls that Aphrodite

picks for her adulteresses,

whereas your listless matron

has not enough wit to stir suspicion.

I'd never let a wife have personal servants

unless they were dogs, surly enough to show teeth

at the first whisper of lewd gossip.

But as things stand the clever wives

perfect their intrigues behind the scenes

and send their maids abroad on erotic errands,

                        turns to address NURSE
precisely the way you came and offered me

my father's unthinkable conjugal pleasure.13

Throughout my version of the play I recognized that the audience, governed by its prejudice that sexuality is always good and healthy, would instinctively dislike Hippolytos.  But instead of making him attractive by showing him less cold or less naive, which would have ruined Euripides' great conception, I tried to persuade the audience that his vehemence against the sexual act rests on a truth, even though Hippolytos himself only superficially grasps it.


When I translated The Bakkhai, on the other hand, I was actually helped by contemporary attitudes--by our flexibility in defining sex roles and our sensitivity to the damage caused by societies that attempt to make male and female traits mutually exclusive.


Euripides' Pentheus is, very obviously, truly imperceptive and obsessive when dealing with the miraculous Stranger (Dionysos) who invades his city.  In the course of turning his supposedly rational but ego-stupefied Greek words into American ones, however, I began to hear a much livelier and more unsettling note which I very much wanted to catch.  Here are several instances.  In the first, Pentheus repeats a rumor:  

                          Packs of these women

drink wine from brimming bowls, then creep off

to isolated nooks where they give sex

freely to any male who wants them.14
In the second he recoils when Kadmos attempts crown him with ivy.

Don't touch me with that crown!  Go out there,

wallow in Bakkhos yourself.  But don't smear

your crazy squalor off on me.15
In the next he musters his troops:

Thebes, we're going to war against the Bakkhai.

I've had enough.  We are humiliated

when we let women act like this.16
And finally, after Dionysos tells Pentheus he must wear female clothing if he expects to see the maenads:

Me, in a woman's gown?  That would embarrass me.17
I hear in these lines a voice violently jealous of its male prerogatives; I hear someone who wants women kept in tightly guarded roles, who meets their escape and exuberant liberation with deadly force, and who is made uneasy by the excruciatingly sweet intuition that anything like womanly weakness or womanly clothing could come to be his and could please him.  Far from being rigid or uninteresting, Penheus' mind is a wild brew which threatens from the first moment we see him to boil over and declare some forbidden wish.  His unspoken desires insinuate their way into virtually every speech.  He not only denies the feminine gentler side; introspection in himself, but resists any self-expression by women themselves.  Euripides knew (as Charles Segal has recently argued)18 that a man achieves his identity not by denying or dominating the females around him and the feminine in his nature, but by integrating these successfully into his own.  Pentheus' destruction shows us that the ferocious and exclusively masculine bias of Greek society destroyed men as well as repressed women.  Pentheus does to himself what the state does to its citizens:  insists, in Segal's words, on "the sharpest possible dichotomy between male and female and upon violent repression of the latter if it threatens to get out of control."19  Euripides provides, in Agave, Pentheus' mother, the only considerable woman in the play, a shocking parallel to Pentheus' collapse into the female nature he resisted for so long.  Agave appears on stage as a hunter, carrying the head of her son, whom she has killed in an orgiastic frenzy.  In every speech she exults in her manly, her more than manly, acts:

People of Thebes, citizens of our lovely towers.

I want you to see this quarry which your women 

have just surprised and killed.

No javelins you throw

from a safe distance, no iron nets,

only our delicate fingers, our white feminine arms

did this.  Men, all your clanging weapons

are for cowards.20

Without my ever consciously intending her to do so, Agave in my translation carries in her voice our contemporary woman's exhilaration as she claims as hers things long forbidden.  The question is whether my brush with the zeitgeist has brought me closer to Euripides' intent or not.  I think it has.  And this leads me to believe that translation is a much less deliberate and conscious craft than it usually appears.  It does not depend on individual talent.  By making Pentheus, Agave, and Dionysos speak plausible American English, I encourage a hidden theme to emerge:  the destructive energy created when a society locks men and women into rigid sexual identities.  Could it be that knowledge of such dangerous energies, which the Greek tragic dramatists constantly invoke, must be present, however raw, in the sensibility of the translator's culture and language, before he can express what is tragic in the Greek?  Agree to that proposition and you will understand why the use of contemporary idiom is so controversial and threatening.  For by teaching the characters of a Greek drama to speak American, we test the seriousness and the intelligence of our culture by the most severe standard there is:  the hard Sophoclean and the excoriating Euripidean light.


A colleague once asked me, what does it feel like to be a translator rather than an original playwright?  By way of answering I think of the ads for a Masterpiece Theater series that went:  For the next six weeks Glenda  Jackson will be Queen of England.  Translators are, in the great scheme of things, like mayflies--ephemera.  The life of their work is very brief--at best 20 or 30 years, since every generation must make its own brash versions of the Greek plays.  Euripides, of course, lives on and every few decades breeds a new batch of translators.  Why am I moved to spend so much time on work whose obsolescence is certain?  Because my own fatalism, I think, is like the fatalism of actors, whose best nights in the theater dissolve and leave not a rack behind.  I translate Euripides and Sophocles because they lend those who give them their American voice so many and such great lines.  

ENDNOTES

5(Die Froliche Wissenschaft, 1152) tr. by William Arrowsmith, in Arion:  A  Quarterly Journal of Classical Culture, Vol.II, No. 4, pp. 13-14.    

