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he Old West, or the Wild West, is the closest thing America has to a myth-

I ical landscape. Itis no wonder, then, that classicists have seen themes of

Greek tragedy and epic re-imagined in the American Western. Keyne

Cheshire, a professor of Classics at Davidson College, has written an adaptation of
the Trachiniae set in the Old West.

This is not the first “plain talk” adaptation of Sophocles’s tragedy. Ezra Pound
in 1954 wrote a translation to reflect the language of the present day, and other
translators have rejected the pseudo-Shakespeare of Victorian classicists to render
the play in more contemporary speech.

Here are Deianira’s first words in Greek:

AOY0g pév ¢ dpyaiog avOpwTwy paveis,
g 0vK v ai@y ékpdbotg Ppot@v, Tpiv dv
Bdvy Tig, 00T € XpoTog 0BT €l T KaKAG.

According to Cheshire, a literal translation would go like this:

Word indeed is ancient of people spoken
that not could life you know of mortals, until
dies someone, neither if good nor if for him bad.

This is a bit of a straw man; even the most tradition-minded translator nowadays
would not write such gibberish. Michael Jameson, in the most recent edition of the
University of Chicago Press’s Complete Greek Tragedies, rendered the lines thus:

It was long ago that someone first said:
you can’t know a person’s life before that person
has died, then only can you call it good or bad.
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Here is Pound’s version:

“No man knows his luck ‘til he’s dead.”

They've been saying that for along time...
Finally, here is Cheshire:

Real old sayin’ folks just love to rattle off:
you can't tell about a person’s life until
they’s dead—can’t tell if it was good or bad, that is.

This brief excerpt gives the reader a sense of the language of this version. It is
faithful to the sense of the Greek text and written in aloose hexameter. At the same
time, it is rendered in a recognizably American vernacular, down to the names of
the characters and places. The name of Trachis in the pulp-fiction title is now “Jag-
ged Rock.” Deianira is “Deanna Kilman,” Hyllus is “Willie,” Lichas is “Lucas,” and
Tole is “Violet.” Only Heracles/Hercules retains his classical name, although in a
performance made at Davidson in 2011, he is called Herman and the drama is
“The Passion of Herman Kilman.”

The classicist will note that Deanna’s last name is the literal meaning of “De-
ianira.” The adaptation of names is one of the translation’s most attractive features,
always done with sensitivity to the meaning of the Greek. In her opening mono-
logue, Deianira had spoken of the home of her father Oeneus in Pleuron; in
Cheshire’s version, Deanna lived in “Sidersville” with her father “Enos Vintner.”
Some plot points are likewise modernized: Deannakills herself with her husband’s
gun rather than his sword. The Chorus—often a difficulty for naturalistic interpre-
tations of Greek tragedy—become the “Girls of Jagged Rock and the Kilman
Slaves” who sing songs reminiscent of country/western folk songs. Readers curi-
ous to hear the songs in performance can hear a rendition by Keyne Cheshire and
Davidson College students on Vimeo.com. The composer is a member of Da-
vidson’s class 0of 2011, Jon Springfield. The music is pleasant to listen to without
being banal.

At the same time, the folksy talk and American setting are jarring when the
translator retains the mythology and religion of classical Greece. In her opening
speech, Deanna describes being courted by the river god Achelous (here called
Sorrows River) who took the forms of various creatures. However “mythic” the
American West may be, its rivers remain rivers and its animals remain animals, not
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gods. It is likewise unconvincing for Americans to sing “paeans” to Apollo and Ar-
temis and to describe themselves as being in a Bacchic frenzy.

How one responds to this version depends much on one’s relationship to the
Old West. To many, it will feel as remote as Sophocles’ Athens. Both filmmakers
and contemporary novelists such as Cormac McCarthy have enjoyed considera-
ble success imagining Westerns in terms of Greek tragedy. Doing the reverse is
considerably more problematic.
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