From Trachis to Jagged Rock:  Sophoclean Song in the Wild West


The problem of making Attic tragedy accessible to the modern audience regularly challenges translators and directors, who have employed a range of strategies to this end (Altena 2005, 472-489; Burian 1997, 228-283; Hartigan 1995, passim; Macintosh 1997, 284-323). One author of this paper has recently completed a translation of Sophocles’ Trachiniae (The Passion of Herman Kilman) that seeks to connect with an American audience by situating events in a mythical world inspired by and reminiscent of the Wild West, a surreal context chosen for its distance from antiquity and historical reality – where a woman might be wooed by a river or a magical serape might conceivably torture the son of God. This paper proposes to treat the tragedy’s choral portions only, by presenting text and audio recordings of excerpts and focusing discussion on problems encountered and decisions made in the process of crafting not only the lyrics but also the music composed for the eight songs by the other, student author of this paper.


The proper handling of the choral lyrics was essential to transporting successfully the events of Sophocles’ play from Greek Trachis and Euboea to the fantastical Jagged Rock and Bulbetter Territory, a world that required songs reminiscent of the Americana folk-music tradition and possessed of a recognizable old-time vernacular and idiom. Rhyme, simplified metrics, and the refrain were employed to this end, but the translator sought also to honor the organization and formal shifts of the original lyrics by keeping corresponding strophes and antistrophes metrically identical and by striving for a unique rhythm and tone in each strophic pair. Other major decisions included emphasizing the inherent fluidity of choral identity (Foley 2003, 1-30) and incorporating the band’s male members in order to offer a greater vocal range and variation in sound and style of song.

The music, composed for guitar, banjo, fiddle, accordion, upright bass, and voice, begins firmly rooted in the Americana folk tradition, whose accessibility is in keeping with the spirit of Attic performances before large audiences upwards of 14,000 (Goldhill 1997, 57-58). Over the course of the play, however, the music begins to break free of the tropes of folk and grows increasingly universal in its incorporation of other instrumentation, styles, modalities, and tendencies. The effect is the sense of a growing universal significance over the course of the play as devastation strikes the Kilman family, Deanna (Deianeira) commits suicide, and Herman (Heracles) is finally carried away to die. Through this shift in musical style the composer sought to explore the cathartic role of song, paying special attention to music’s ability at once to amplify and mitigate suffering.

Finally, the collaborative process of joining lyrics and music proved an interesting pedagogical experience for both translator and composer. While the nature of the music was shaped by the translator’s will, the lyrics, and the song’s immediate context within the play, the musical decisions by the composer at times had the effect of altering the lyrics themselves. Concessions and compromise thus took place on both sides, and such points of tension and resolution proved to be some of the richest parts of this collaborative professor-student endeavor.
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