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In the past decade or so, feminist takes on ancient Greek and Roman myths and 

literature have, at last, reached the popular consciousness. These feminist takes range from 

fiction, to popular non-fiction, poetry, drama, and literary translations of ancient texts. It is 

the last of these, translation, that has received little academic attention, despite the rich 

scholarly traditions of feminist classical studies and feminist translation studies. Though 

neglected by scholarship, classical translations like those by Drs. Emily Wilson and Anne 

Carson have become widely known outside classical studies and receive much attention in 

the media and online for their feminist approaches. One problem: neither Anne Carson nor 

Emily Wilson describe their works as feminist translations.  

 The huge amount of attention both translators receive for their feminist translations 

reveals their appeal in a popular feminist economy of visibility. “Popular feminist” here 

refers to how Sarah Banet-Weiser (2018) articulates the predominantly cisgender, 

heteronormative, white, middle-class, and female visibility and empowerment-focused 

feminist movement that came to prominence along with the widespread adoption of social 

media (1-2). Popular feminism is relevant to this study due to its central focus on visibility as 

both the means and the end for women’s empowerment, best understood through economies 

of visibility. Banet-Weiser (2018) also provides the concept of an “economy of visibility,” 

which she modifies from Robyn Wiegman: that “race and gender are defined in large part by 

their visual representation” and the visual representations of bodies became commodities 

through the rise of film and television (21) Economies of visibility have shifted popular 

feminism such “that visual representation becomes the beginning and the end of political 

action” and being empowered means visible as a woman or as a feminist (Banet-Weiser, 23).   

The concept of a popular feminist economy of visibility allows for the perceptions of 

Carson and Wilson’s translations as feminist works in mainstream media and online; 

regardless of whether they actually feature any feminist content. To determine what it is 

about these translators and their translations that leads to their labelling as feminist, I studied 

both Carson’s (2015) and Wilson’s (2016) translations of Euripides’ Bacchae alongside the 

translation by Reginald Gibbons and Charles Segal (2009) and the original ancient Greek 

text. This comparative approach was also informed by studies on strategies and methods 

employed by feminist translators of the Canadian School. Finally, I also studied the popular 

media reception of both translators’ versions of the Bacchae as well as the reception of their 

more well-known translations.  

What I found is that Carson and Wilson do use some recognizable “feminist” 

strategies in translating: prefacing and footnoting, supplementing, and challenging generic 

masculine grammar. All these interventions appeal to the popular feminist emphasis on 

visibility, all concerned with making elements of the text visible or invisible. However, none 

of the reviewers that call Carson and Wilson feminist translators point to any of these 

interventions as a reason why. Some of these strategies are also employed in the translation 

by Gibbons and Segal, who are never called feminist translators for these same choices. 

Instead, in popular feminist economies of visibility, being a feminist translator means being 

visible as a woman translator.  

Consequently, Carson’s and Wilson’s roles as the most visible “feminist” classical 

translators means that the popular perception of feminist classical translation is of a method 

of translation that is limited to making the feminine visible and outright misogyny invisible, 

that will not, and cannot deconstruct the systems of sexist oppression that shape the text while 

still seeking to work within the classical tradition. But, Carson’s and Wilson’s visibility and 

ubiquity as feminist translators obscures the lack of translators who will radically and 

critically engage with the complex patriarchal legacy of the classics they translate. 
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