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Methuen Drama’s Modern Classics series showcases landmark plays from around the world. Drawing on the Modern Plays series, which launched in 1959, Modern Classics celebrates plays from the contemporary repertoire by world-leading dramatists and presents their work in a definitive edition, alongside new introductions by leading scholars and industry professionals. With writers such as Pulitzer Prize-winners Jackie Sibblies Drury, Ayad Akhtar and David Mamet through to Lucy Prebble, Katori Hall and Caryl Churchill, Modern Classics are ideal for students and anyone wanting to deepen their knowledge of the plays that form part of the modern dramatic canon.

Sophokles Antigone

A marvellous new translation by Anne Carson that crackles with canny colloquialism and insight – Arts Desk

When her dead brother is decreed a traitor, Antigone refuses to leave his body unburied. Defying her uncle’s governance she forges ahead with the funeral alone, placing personal allegiance before politics, a tenacious act that will trigger a cycle of destruction.

T.S. Eliot Prize-winning poet Anne Carson, offers a vivid translation of Sophokles’ tragic masterpiece that was first staged in a ground-breaking production at the Barbican in 2015, directed by Ivo van Hove.

A raw and beautiful adaption, Sophokles. Antigone is published in Methuen Drama’s Modern Classics series, featuring a new introduction by Laura Jansen.

Anne Carson is a MacArthur Fellow; she has received the Lannan Prize, the T.S. Eliot Prize, the Pushcart Prize, the Griffin Poetry Prize (twice-awarded), and was an Anna-Maria Kellen Fellow at the American Academy in Berlin, Germany. Anne adapted The Bakkhai for the Almeida in 2015. Classic Stage Company in New York has produced An Oresteia (a trilogy adapted from Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Sophokles’ Electra and Euripides’ Orestes) in repertory. Norma Jeanne Baker of Troy (a version of Euripides’ Helen) has been staged at The Shed in  New York.  An opera-version of H of H Playbook will be produced in Basel in 2027, composed by Bruce Dessner.
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Introduction



unusual girl that she is

  (Anne Carson, ‘A Note from The Translator’, Sophokles. Antigone. 2015: 5)




I’m a strange new kind of inbetween thing aren’t I

  (Sophokles. Antigone, Translated by Anne Carson. 2015: 39)



You may be approaching these pages with knowledge of Belgian theatre director Ivo van Hove’s stage production ‘Antigone’. This play toured with great success (and some criticism, too) in Luxembourg, London, Edinburgh, and parts of the USA in 2015. With famous French actress Juliette Binoche in the leading role, it has arguably become an instantly recognisable stage performance of Sophocles’ tragedy in English. But have you read Sophokles. Antigone, the ‘translation-play’ that Canadian poet, classical scholar, translator, and visual artist Anne Carson (1950–) produced for van Hove’s staged play and which follows this introduction? If you haven’t yet, you will discover that there’s nothing quite like it!

First things first, though, in case you haven’t yet read Sophocles’ tragedy. Produced around 442–441 BCE, his Antigone was performed at the Festival of Dionysus in Athens that year, earning the tragedian the first prize. In Sophocles’ version (for he was not the only ancient Greek tragedian to retell Antigone’s tragic myth; his near contemporary Euripides had his own version, now lost), the story goes something like this. Four siblings – Polynices, Eteocles, Ismene, and Antigone – are the offspring of King Oedipus of Thebes and his wife Jocasta, whose brother is the formidable Creon, Antigone’s uncle. Following Oedipus’ death, Polynices and Eteocles take turns to rule Thebes; yet this arrangement does not work out, and a quarrel for power ensues between them, culminating in Eteocles’ usurpation of the throne and Polynices’ expulsion from Thebes. There follows a bloody battle for political and territorial power between the Theban and Argive armies – led by Eteocles and Polynices, respectively – in which the two brothers are killed. When Creon becomes king, he declares Polynices a traitor of Thebes, and decrees that he is not to be buried or mourned in customary state and religious fashion. But Antigone boldly defies her uncle’s order and somehow manages to bury her beloved brother outside the city walls, even as her sister Ismene warns her repeatedly of the dire consequences of her civil disobedience: namely, of setting the laws of the state against those of the gods. Spoiler alert: Antigone is caught – dramatically so – and this leads to a tragic chain of events, culminating in her suicide by hanging. Yet disaster also awaits other key characters: Creon, his wife Eurydice, and his son Haemon. A tragic drama indeed.

Sophokles. Antigone is not Anne Carson’s first rendition of Sophocles’ tragedy. Before this translation play, she published an experimental graphic adaptation titled Antigonick (2012), winner of the John D. Criticos Prize for ‘original work that reflects on ancient Greece’. Antigonick is a book composed of aquarelle illustrations by Bianca Stone alongside Carson’s own handwriting in black and red ink, the latter colour surely symbolising brotherly blood. Both renderings, Sophokles. Antigone and Antigonick, speak intimately to Carson’s reception of Sophocles and the drama of a sister who loses a brother whom she cannot bury – at least, not in the way she would have hoped. Antigone’s experience resonates with Carson’s own: her elder brother, Michael, passed away in 2000, a personal tragedy that Carson vividly commemorates in yet another avant garde work – her highly acclaimed Nox (2010). This accordion-shaped book, housed in a coffin-like box made out of text, photographs, and sketches, is something of a consolation monument to Michael, who died unexpectedly in Denmark, too far from Carson’s home in Canada for her to see him buried. In Nox, Carson reworks poem 101 by the Roman author Catullus, which he composed when his own brother died far from home (this time, Asia Minor). Nox, Antigonick, and Sophokles. Antigone form part of a network of works on brother-sister relations, the death of a sibling, their burials, and the various ways of mourning their loss – themes that go back to her sustained reading of Catullus and, above all, Sophocles’ Antigone.

Elsewhere in Carson’s oeuvre, Antigone is implicit in other Sophoclean figures, like Electra: the ‘bedless, unwed, unmarriageable’ daughter of Agamemnon and Clytemnestra, whose single power is to say ‘no’. As Carson puts it in her introduction to her translation of Elektra, ‘her function [has] been reduced to one activity – saying no to everything around her. No to her father’s murder at the hands of her mother … no to her life as if nothing were wrong … no to breaking off her lament’. Carson concludes that ‘Sophokles is a playwright fascinated … by people who say no … people who resist compromise … like Ajax or Antigone’ (An Oresteia, p. 78).

Translations of Sophocles’ play into English abound. Some aim at a degree of fidelity to the ancient Greek, such as Hugh Lloyd Jones’ Loeb edition (1994), regularly consulted by students learning Greek at school and university. Other translations have gained wider recognition, such as Robert Fagles’ Penguin Classics rendition (1984) which, as the back cover tells us, is renowned for conveying ‘Sophocles’ lucidity and power: the cut and thrust of his dialogue, his ironic edge, the surge and majesty of his choruses and, above all, the agonies and triumphs of his characters’. Then there is Anne Carson’s rendering, the one you are holding in your hands, or viewing on your screen. Flick or scroll through it: have you noticed the utter absence of punctuation marks, the hallmark use of Ks instead of Cs to transliterate the Greek kappa (κ) in order to intensify this letter’s sound (you can try saying it aloud: Sophokles, Kreon, Bakkhos), the exclamatory ‘O’s without the h (‘O tomb | o bridal chamber | O house in the ground forever’, cries Antigone as she buries Polynices, p. 40), the economy of language, often brisk and wittily colloquial (‘what’s up, Teiresias’, says Kreon, in response to the blind seer’s solemn address: ‘hail, you kings of Thebes’, p. 43)? Add to this the heterogenous distribution of words across the page that make your eyes err up and down, left and right, as if you were seeing language perform on the stage (single-word lists, zig-zags, uneven margins, blank spaces in between), together with a series of somewhat puzzling, incomplete utterances, usually ending in ‘what’ (‘KREON: here’s Kreon | perfect for what’, p. 25; ‘CHORUS: here comes Kreon … | dragging his what’, p. 51).

‘This is not serious; it means nothing at all!’ a student of mine uttered with frustration in Greek class. ‘Tch-tch, you don’t get it, do you? She’s dead serious about it all; she knows her Greek, and makes it raw and real for us!’ responded another, by now a Carson convert. Such seems to be the constant reception of Carson’s approach to translating Sophocles’ Antigone, Greek tragedy, and the Greco-Roman classics more broadly: readers’ responses fluctuate between unreserved admiration and a sense of knowing, on the one hand, and unsettled confusion and shock, on the other. For me, though, the aspects of Carson’s writing that provoke such reactions are precisely what makes her translation-play Antigone a true ‘modern classic’: like Sophocles’ heroine, it is bold, non-conformist, and utterly radical. This may also be what Juliette Binoche tried to convey in a recorded interview at the Barbican Centre in London, where von Hove’s ‘Antigone’ opened in March 2015. At one point, the actress – who had to take elocution lessons to master the style of Carson’s script – reflects on the tenor of this rendition, its hard-to-pin-down quality (note the






	πολλὰ τὰ δεινὰ κοὐδὲν ἀν-
	Many things are terrible, but none


	
	



	CHORUS:    

	many things strange

	terrible

	clever

	wonderous

	monstrous

	marvellous

	dreadful

	awful

	and

	weird

	there are in the world

	but none more

	 strange

	 terrible

	 clever

	 uncanny

	 wondrous

	 monstrous

	 marvellous

	 dreadful

	 awful

	 and weird

	 than Man












	καὶ μὴν ὅδ᾿ ἄναξ αὐτὸς ἐφήκει
	Here comes the king himself,

	μνῆμ᾿ ἐπίσημον διὰ χειρὸς ἔχων,
	holding in his arms a clear  reminder:

	εἰ θέμις εἰπεῖν, οὐκ ἀλλοτρίαν
	if one may say so, his ruin  [comes not] from others,

	ἄτην, ἀλλ᾿ αὐτὸς ἁμαρτών.
	but from his own mistake.





	CHORUS:   here comes Kreon

	       dragging his

	       dragging his

	       drawing his what

	       no one else did this

	       he did this
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