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COMPARING TRANSLATIONS OF OEDIPUS REX

Translations inevitably affect our perceptions of every aspect of the literature we read.  How is your perception of Oedipus and of Thebes’ situation influenced by the words and phrases chosen by the different translators?  Compare and contrast five different translations of Oedipus’s speech from the Prologue.  Focus on specific words and phrases and the use of poetry or prose.  How do each of the translations influence 1) the reader’s impression of Oedipus’s state of mind, 2) his relationship to his people, and 3) the situation in Thebes.

FITTS AND FITZGERALD’S TRANSLATION
My children, generations of the living
In the line of Kadmos, nursed at his ancient hearth:
Why have you strewn yourselves before these altars
In supplication, with your boughs and garlands?
The breath of incense rises from the city
With a sound of prayer and lamentation.
				Children,
I would not have you speak through messengers,
And therefore I have come myself to hear you—
I, Oedipus, who bear the famous name.
				[To a priest]
You, there, since you are eldest in the company,
Speak for them all, tell me what preys upon you, 
Whether you come in dread, or crave some blessing:
Tell me, and never doubt that I will help you
In every way I can: I should be heartless
Were I not moved to find you suppliant here.



PAUL ROCHE’S TRANSLATION
Children, children!  Scions of the ancient Cadmean line!
What is the meaning of this thronging round my feet –
This holding out of olive boughs all wreathed in woe?
The city droops with elegiac sound and hymns with palls of incense hang.
I come to see it with my eyes, no messenger’s.
Yes, I whom men call Oedipus the Great.  [He turns to priest.]
Speak, Elder, you are senior here.
Say what this pleading means, what frightens you, what you beseech.
There’s not a thing I could cold-bloodedly refuse petitioners so pitiful.


BERNARD M. KNOX’S TRANSLATION
	My sons!  Newest generation of this ancient city of Thebes!  Why are you here?  Why are you seated there at the altar, with these branches of supplication?
	The city is filled with the smoke of burning incense, with hymns to the healing god, with laments for the dead.  I did not think it right, my children, to hear reports of this from others.  Here I am, myself, world-famous Oedipus.
	You, old man, speak up – you are the man to speak for the others.  In what mood are you sitting there – in fear or resignation?  You may count on me; I am ready to do anything to help.  I would be insensitive to pain, if I felt no pity for my people seated here.



LUCI BERKOWITZ AND THEODORE F. BRUNNER’S TRANSLATION
	What is it, children, sons of the ancient house of Cadmus?  Why do you sit as supplicants crowned with laurel branches?  What is the meaning of the incense which fills the city?  The pleas to end pain?  The cries of sorrow?  I chose not to hear it from my messengers, but came myself – I came, Oedipus, Oedipus, whose name is known to all.  You, old one – age gives you the right to speak for all of them – you tell me why they sit before my altar.  Has something frightened you?  What brings you here?  Some need?  Some want?  I’ll help you all I can.  I would be cruel did I not greet you with compassion when you are gathered here before me.



DAVID GRENE’S TRANSLATION
Children, young sons and daughters of old Cadmus,
Why do you sit here with your suppliant crowns?
The town is heavy with a mingled burden
Of sounds and smells, of groans and hymns and incense;
I did not think it fit that I should hear
Of this from messengers but came myself, --
I Oedipus whom all men call the Great.  [He turns to the priest.]
You’re old and they are young; come, speak for them.
What do you fear or want, that you sit here
Suppliant?  Indeed I’m willing to give all
That you may need; I would be very hard 
Should I not pity supplicants like these.
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OEDIPUS REX
MULTIPLE TRANSLATIONS/MULTIPLE POINTS OF VIEW

Oedipus’s State of Mind

1.  Which translation portrays Oedipus in the most favorable light?  Why?

2. Which translation portrays Oedipus in the most negative light?  Why?


Oedipus’s Relationship with His People

3. Which translation does the best job of showing Oedipus has a positive relationship with his people?  Why?

4. Which translation does the best job of showing Oedipus does not have a good relationship with his people?  Why?


Situation in Thebes

5.  Which translation does the best job of making the situation in Thebes seem dire?  Why?


Overall
6. Which translation is the most poetic?  Why?

7. Which translation is the easiest to understand?  Why?

8. Which translation makes the reader feel the most sympathy for Oedipus? Why?



