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WHEN THEATER WAS LIFE: THE WORLD OF SOPHOCLES

I

Greek theater emerged from the same explosive creativity that propelled the institutions and ways of knowing of ancient Athens, through two and a half millennia, into our own era. These ranged from the concept and practice of democracy, to an aggressive use of logic with few holds barred, to a philosophy singing not of gods and heroes but of what exists, where it came from, and why. Athenians distinguished history from myth, acutely observed the human form, and reconceived medicine from a set of beliefs and untheorized practices into a science.

Playwrights, whose work was presented to audiences of thousands, effectively took center stage as critics and interpreters of their own culture. Athenian drama had one major showing each year at the nine-day Festival of Dionysos. It was rigorously vetted. Eight dramatists (three tragedians, five comic playwrights), chosen in open competition, were “granted choruses,” a down-to-earth term meaning that the city financed production of their plays. For the Athenians theater was as central to civic life as the assembly, law courts, temples, and agora.

Historians summing up Athens’ cultural importance have tended to emphasize its glories, attending less to the brutal institutions and policies that underwrote the city’s wealth and dominance: its slaves, for instance, who worked the mines that enriched the communal treasury; or its policy of executing the men and enslaving the women and children of enemy cities that refused to surrender on demand. During its long war with Sparta, Athens’ raw and unbridled democracy became increasingly reckless, cruel, and eventually self-defeating. Outside the assembly’s daily debates on war, peace, and myriad other issues, Athenian citizens, most notably the indefatigable Socrates, waged ongoing critiques of the city’s actions and principles. Playwrights, whom the Athenians called didaskaloi (educators), were expected to enlighten audiences about themselves, both individually and collectively. As evidenced by the thirty-three plays that survive, these works presented a huge audience annually with conflicts and dilemmas of the most extreme sort.

To some extent all Sophocles’ plays engage personal, social, and political crises and confrontations—not just those preserved in heroic legend but those taking place in his immediate world. Other Athenian intellectuals, including Thucydides, Aeschylus, Euripides, Plato, and Aristophanes, were part of that open-ended discussion in which everything was subject to question, including the viability of the city and its democracy (which was twice voted temporarily out of existence).

II

To this day virtually every Athenian theatrical innovation—from paraphernalia such as scenery, costumes, and masks to the architecture of stage and seating and, not least, to the use of drama as a powerful means of cultural and political commentary—remains in use. We thus inherit from Athens the vital potential for drama to engage our realities and to support or critique prevailing orthodoxies.

The myths that engaged Sophocles’ audience originated in Homer’s epics of the Trojan War and its aftermath. Yet Homer’s world was tribal. That of the Greek tragedians was not, or only nominally so. With few exceptions (e.g., Aeschylus’ The Persians), those playwrights were writing through the Homeric world to address, and deal with, the polis world they themselves were living in. Sophocles was appropriating stories and situations from these epics, which were central to the mythos of Athenian culture, and re-visioning them into dramatic agons (contests) relevant to the tumultuous, often vicious politics of Greek life in the fifth century BCE. Today some of Sophocles’ concerns, and the way he approached them, correspond at their deepest levels to events and patterns of thought and conduct that trouble our own time. For example, “[Sophocles’] was an age when war was endemic. And Athens in the late fifth century BC appeared to have a heightened taste for conflict. One year of two in the Democratic Assembly, Athenian citizens voted in favor of military aggression” (Hughes, 138).

Each generation interprets and translates these plays in keeping with the style and idiom it believes best suited for tragedy. Inevitably even the most skilled at preserving the original’s essentials, while attuning its voice to the present, will eventually seem the relic of a bygone age. We have assumed that a contemporary translation should attempt to convey not only what the original seems to have been communicating, but how it communicated—not in its saying, only, but in its doing. It cannot be said too often: these plays were social and historical events witnessed by thousands in a context and setting infused with religious ritual and civic protocol. They were not transitory, one-off entertainments but were preserved, memorized, and invoked. Respecting this basic circumstance will not guarantee a successful translation, but it is a precondition for giving these works breathing room in which their strangeness, their rootedness in distinct historical moments, can flourish. As with life itself, they were not made of words alone.

Athenian playwrights relied on a settled progression of scene types: usually a prologue followed by conversations or exchanges in which situations and attitudes are introduced, then a series of confrontations that feature cut-and-thrust dialogue interrupted by messenger narratives, communal songs of exultation or grieving, and less emotionally saturated, or ‘objective,’ choral odes that respond to or glance off the action. Audiences expected chorus members to be capable of conveying the extraordinary range of expressive modes, from the pithy to the operatic, that Sophocles had at his disposal. To translate this we have needed the resources not only of idiomatic English but also of rhetorical gravitas and, on occasion, colloquial English. Which is why we have adopted, regarding vocabulary and ‘levels of speech,’ a wide and varied palette. When Philoktetes exclaims, “You said it, boy,” that saying corresponds in character to the colloquial Greek expression. On the other hand Aias’s “Long rolling waves of time . . .” is as elevated, without being pompous, as anything can be.

Unfortunately we’ve been taught, and have learned to live with, washed-out stereotypes of the life and art of ‘classical’ times—just as we have come to associate Greek sculpture with the color of its underlying material, usually white marble. The classical historian Bettany Hughes writes in The Hemlock Cup (81) that temples and monuments were painted or stained in “Technicolor” to be seen under the bright Attic sun. The statues’ eyes were not blanks gazing off into space. They had color: a look. To restore their flesh tones, their eye color, and the bright hues of their cloaks would seem a desecration. We should understand that this is so—even as we recognize that, for us, there is no going back. We’ve been conditioned to preserve not the reality of ancient Greek sculpture in its robust cultural ambience and physical setting, but our own fixed conception of it as colorless and sedate—a perception created, ironically, by the weathering and ravages of centuries. No one can change that. Still, as translators we have a responsibility not to reissue a stereotype of classical Greek culture but rather to recoup, to the extent possible, the vitality of its once living reality.

Regarding its highly inflected language, so different from our more context-driven modern English, we recognize that locutions sounding contorted, coy, recondite, or annoyingly roundabout were a feature of ordinary Greek and were intensified in theatrical discourse. Highly wrought, larger-than-life expressions, delivered without artificial amplification to an audience of thousands, did not jar when resonating in the vast Theater of Dionysos, but may to our own Anglophone ears when delivered from our more intimate stages and screens, or read in our books and electronic tablets. Accordingly, where appropriate, and especially in rapid exchanges, we have our characters speak more straightforwardly—as happens in Greek stichomythia, when characters argue back and forth in alternating lines (or ‘rows’) of verse, usually linked by a word they hold in common. Here, for example, is a snippet from Aias (1305–1309)1 that pivots on “right,” “killer,” “dead” and “god(s)”:

TEUKROS A righteous cause is my courage.

MENELAOS What? It’s right to defend my killer?

TEUKROS Your killer!? You’re dead? And still alive?

MENELAOS A god saved me. But he wanted me dead.

TEUKROS If the gods saved you, why disrespect them?

There are no rules for determining when a more-literal or less-literal approach is appropriate. Historical and dramatic context have to be taken into account. The objective is not only to render the textual meaning (which is ordinarily more on the phrase-by-phrase than the word-by-word level) but also to communicate the feel and impact embedded in that meaning. Dictionaries are indispensable for translators, but they are not sufficient. The meanings of words are immeasurably more nuanced and wide-ranging in life than they can ever be in a lexicon. As in life, where most ‘sayings’ cannot be fully grasped apart from their timing and their place in both personal and social contexts, so in theater: dramatic context must take words up and finish them off. In Aias, Teukros, the out-of-wedlock half brother of Aias, and Menelaos, co-commander of the Greek forces, are trading insults. When Menelaos says, “The archer, far from blood dust, thinks he’s something,” Teukros quietly rejoins, “I’m very good at what I do” (1300–1301).

Understanding the exchange between the two men requires that the reader or audience recognize the ‘class’ implications of archery. Socially and militarily, archers rank low in the pecking order. They stand to the rear of the battle formation. Archers are archers usually because they can’t afford the armor one needs to be a hoplite, a frontline fighter. The point is that Teukros refuses to accept ‘his place’ in the social and military order. For a Greek audience, the sheer fact of standing his ground against a commander had to have been audacious. But that is not how it automatically registers in most modern word-by-word translations, which tend to make Teukros sound defensive (a trait wholly out of his character in this play). Examples: (a) “Even so, ’tis no sordid craft that I possess,” (b) “I’m not the master of a menial skill,” (c) “My archery is no contemptible science,” (d) “The art I practice is no mean one.” These translations are technically accurate. They’re scrupulous in reproducing the Greek construction whereby, in an idiomatic context, a negative may register as an assertion—or even, framed as a negative future question, become a command. But tonally, in modern English idiom, Teukros’ negation undercuts his assertion (the ‘I’m not . . . but even so’ formula). To our ears it admits weakness or defensiveness. “I’m very good at what I do,” however, is a barely veiled threat. The dramatic arc of the encounter, which confirms that Teukros will not back down for anything or anyone, not even a commander of the Greek army, substantiates that Sophocles meant it to be heard as such.

Hearing the line in context we realize instantly not only what the words are saying but, more pointedly and feelingly, what they’re doing. His words are not just ‘about’ something. They are an act in themselves—not, as in the more literal translations, a duress-driven apologia. Translation must thus respond to an individual character’s ever-changing demeanor and circumstance. The speaker’s state of mind should show through his or her words, just as in life. Idiomatic or colloquial expressions fit many situations better—especially those that have a more finely tuned emotional economy—than phrases that, if uninhabited, hollowed out, or just plain buttoned-up, sound evasive or euphemistic. Many of the speeches Sophocles gives his characters are as abrupt and common as he might himself have spoken to his fellow Athenians in the assembly, in the agora, to his troops, his actors, or his family.

At times we have chosen a more literal translation in passages where scholars have opted for a seemingly more accessible modern phrase. At the climactic moment in Oedipus the King, when Oedipus realizes he has killed his father and fathered children with his mother, he says in a modern prose version
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