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INTRODUCTION: WHY THE
FAGLES TRANSLATION ENDURES

For over two millennia, the epic poems
o f  H o m e r — T h e  I l i a d  a n d  T h e
Odyssey—have stood as the foundation
stones  of  Western  literature.  They are
tales of  wrath and wandering,  of  gods
and mortals, of the devastating cost of
war  and the aching longing for  home.
Yet  for  the  modern  reader,  accessing
these ancient masterpieces has always
depended on one crucial  intermediary:
the  translator.  Among  the  countless
English  versions  produced  over  the
centuries,  one  name  has  risen  to  a
position  of  particular  reverence.  The
I l iad  and  the  Odyssey  Fagles
translation has become, for many, the
definitive  gateway  into  Homer’s  world.
Robert  Fagles’  masterful  renditions,  first
published in 1990 and 1996 respectively,
have achieved something rare: they are
both critically acclaimed and genuinely
beloved  by  a  vast  general  readership.
This  article  explores  why  the  Fagles
translation has resonated so powerfully,
examining  the  art  of  his  craft,  how it
compares to other celebrated versions,
and its enduring legacy in making Homer
accessible to a new age.

WHO WAS ROBERT FAGLES? THE
MAN BEHIND THE MODERN

CLASSICS

To understand the impact of the Fagles
translation  of  The  Iliad  and  The
Odyssey,  it  helps to know the scholar
who dedicated years of  his life to this
monumental  task.  Robert  Fagles
(1933–2008)  was  a  distinguished
professor  of  English  and  comparative
literature at Princeton University. He was
not a classicist in the strictest sense—he
did  not  spend  his  career  excavating
Greek grammar—but rather a poet and a
master of English prose. This distinction
is critical. Fagles approached Homer not
as a puzzle to be solved with philological
precision, but as a living, breathing work
of art that needed to be recreated in a
new language. He famously worked with
a team of scholars to ensure accuracy,
but  his  primary  allegiance  was  to  the
poetry.  He  believed  the  translator’s
highest  duty  was  to  create  something
that moved the reader in the same way
the  original  Greek  moved  its  ancient
audience.  His  translations  of  The  Iliad
and The Odyssey  were the culmination
of a career that also included celebrated
versions  of  Aeschylus’s  Oresteia  and
Virgil’s Aeneid.

THE ART OF TRANSLATION:
WHAT MAKES THE FAGLES
VERSION SPECIAL?

Every translation of Homer is a balancing
act  between  fidelity  and  fluency.  A
version  that  clings  too  rigidly  to  the
original Greek, word for word, can feel
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alien and stilted.  A version that is  too
free can lose the texture and tone of the
epic.  The  Iliad  and  the  Odyssey
Fagles  translation  is  celebrated  for
finding  a  golden  mean.  What,
specifically,  are  the  hallmarks  of  his
approach?

Rhythm and
Musicality
Homer’s Greek was composed in dactylic
hexameter,  a  rapid,  rolling  meter  that
was likely chanted. No English meter can
perfectly  replicate  this.  Fagles  did  not
attempt  a  strict  metrical  scheme.
Instead, he crafted a supple, line-bound
free  verse  that  is  rich  with  internal
rhythm. He used iambic cadences and a
flexible  five-  or  six-beat  line  to  create  a
steady,  propulsive  narrative  flow.  This
choice  makes  the  Fagles  translation
exceptionally readable. The lines are not
clunky or rigid; they move with a natural
energy  that  pulls  the  reader  forward
through  lengthy  battle  sequences  and
intricate  descriptions.  As  one  reads
aloud—and these poems were meant to
be heard—the rhythm is both sturdy and
graceful.

Accessibility
Without
Dumbing Down
A persistent fear among purists is that a
readable translation is a watered-down
one. Fagles proved that this need not be
the  case.  His  diction  is  modern  and
direct,  yet it  never sacrifices dignity.  He
uses  contemporary  language  that  is

clear to a 21st-century reader, avoiding
archaic terms like “thee” and “thou” that
can  create  a  false,  antique  patina.
However, he also retains a formality and
intensity  befitting  the  epic  genre.  He
finds the modern equivalent for Homer’s
vivid and often brutal imagery. When a
spear  shatters  a  man's  teeth,  the
description  is  immediate  and  visceral.
This combination of clarity and power is
perhaps the single greatest achievement
of  the Robert Fagles translation of
The Iliad and The Odyssey. It allows
the  story  to  take  center  s tage,
unimpeded  by  l inguistic  barriers.

Naming the
Characters
Fagles  made  deliberate  choices  about
names. He used the Romanized spellings
(Achilles,  not  Akhilleus;  Odysseus,  not
Odusseus)  with  which  most  English
readers  are  famil iar .  This  was  a
conscious  decision  for  accessibility.
Furthermore, his use of epithets—those
repeated descriptive phrases like “swift-
footed  Achi l les”  or  “resourceful
Odysseus”—is  masterful.  He  integrates
them  seamlessly,  using  them  to
reinforce  character  and theme without
letting them become tiresome repetition.
The epithets in the Fagles translation
of The Iliad and The Odyssey function
as rhythmic touchstones, reminding the
reader of the enduring qualities of the
heroes  as  they  navigate  their  epic
journeys.

THE ILIAD AND THE ODYSSEY
FAGLES TRANSLATION: A SIDE-
BY-SIDE LOOK

While  both  epics  share  the  same
translator’s  voice,  each  presented
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unique  challenges.

The Iliad: The
Epic of Rage
The  Iliad  is  a  poem  of  extraordinary
violence  and  profound  grief.  Fagles’
translation  captures  the  relentless,
grinding horror of the Trojan War. The
Fagles translation of The Iliad excels
in its portrayal of Achilles’ seismic rage.
The opening lines are famously powerful:
“Rage—Goddess,  sing  the  rage  of
Peleus’ son Achilles.” This direct, forceful
invocation sets the tone for the entire
work.  Fagles  does  not  flinch  from  the
brutality of the battlefield, rendering the
detailed  descriptions  of  death  with
shocking clarity. Yet he also captures the
immense tenderness and sorrow of the
poem—the love  of  Hector  for  his  wife
Andromache,  the  final  heartbreak  of
Priam kneeling to beg for his son’s body.
This balance between fury and pathos is
the  hallmark  of  the  Iliad  and  the
Odyssey Fagles translation.

The Odyssey:
The Epic of
Homecoming
The  Odyssey  is  a  different  kind  of
poem—a  sprawling  adventure  tale  of
cunning  and  longing.  The  Fagles
translation  of  The  Odyssey  shines
here because of its narrative drive. The
hero Odysseus is constantly in motion,
and Fagles’ clean, vigorous prose-poetry
propels the story from one island to the
next.  He  captures  the  hero’s  famed
intelligence  and  eloquence,  his  “many

turns”  of  mind.  The  translation  brings
the  fantastical  elements—the  Cyclops,
Circe,  the  Sirens—to  l ife  without
becoming  childish.  And  it  handles  the
second  half  of  the  poem,  the  tense
homecoming  and  slaughter  of  the
suitors,  with  mounting  dramatic
suspense. The final reunion of Odysseus
and Penelope is rendered with poignant
restraint, earning its emotional payoff.

COMPARING TRANSLATIONS:
FAGLES VS. LATTIMORE VS.
FITZGERALD

No  discussion  of  the  Iliad  and  the
Odyssey  Fagles  translation  is
complete without comparing it to its two
main rivals:  the versions by Richmond
Lattimore and Robert Fitzgerald.

Richmond Lattimore (1951,
1965): Lattimore's translation was
the standard for decades. It is
famously literal, adhering strictly
to the Greek word order and line
count. This results in a translation
that feels ancient and formal, but
can be syntactically challenging
and difficult to read aloud. Fagles
offered a more fluid, more
immediately engaging alternative.
For the reader seeking scholarly
precision, Lattimore is invaluable.
For the reader seeking to be swept
away by the story, Fagles is often
preferred.
Robert Fitzgerald (1961,
1974): Fitzgerald, a poet himself,
produced a translation that is also
highly literary and beautiful. The
Fagles translation of The Iliad
and The Odyssey is often
compared directly to Fitzgerald.
Both are poetic and readable.
Fagles is generally considered to
have a more robust and energetic
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rhythm, while Fitzgerald is
sometimes described as more
lyrical and polished. Fagles is also
seen as more modern in his
diction. Many critics believe Fagles
succeeded in creating a version
that is both as poetic as Fitzgerald
and as accurate as Lattimore,
making it a kind of synthesis of its
two great predecessors.

Ultimately,  the  “best”  translation  is  a
matter of personal taste. However, the
widespread  adoption  of  the  Fagles
translation  of  The  Iliad  and  The
Odyssey  in  schools,  universities,  and
book  clubs  worldwide  suggests  that  it
has become the default, the version that
most  effectively  introduces  Homer  to  a
contemporary  audience.

THE CULTURAL IMPACT AND
LASTING LEGACY

The Fagles translation has not just been
read;  it  has  been  heard.  Actor  Derek
Jacobi’s  audiobook  readings  of  the
Fagles translations have won Grammys
and  introduced  the  epics  to  countless
listeners who might never have tackled
the  text.  The  powerful  orality  of  the
Fagles  prose  makes  it  ideal  for  audio
performance.  Furthermore,  the
translation  has  influenced  a  generation
of  writers,  filmmakers,  and  artists,
reaffirming  the  central  themes  of  these
ancient stories—honor, violence, loyalty,
hospitality,  and  the  urge  to  return
home—as perpetually relevant. The Iliad
and the Odyssey Fagles translation
has  become  the  standard  citation  in
popular culture, referenced in everything
from scholarly papers to movie reviews.

WHY READ THE FAGLES

TRANSLATION TODAY?
In an age of constant digital distraction,
the idea of sitting down with a 400-page
epic  poem  can  seem  daunting.  The
Fagles translation removes many of the
obstacles. It allows the reader to access
the  raw  power  of  the  story  without
wading  through  archaic  language  or
obscure  syntax.  If  you  are  a  student
encountering Homer for the first time, or
a lifelong reader returning to these texts,
the Robert Fagles translation of The
Iliad  and  The  Odyssey  offers  an
experience that feels both authentic and
immediate.  It  is  a  translation  that
respects  the  past  but  speaks  to  the
present. It is, in short, a masterpiece of
modern  English  literature  in  its  own
right—one that serves its ancient source
with profound love and skill.

CONCLUSION

Robert Fagles gave the modern world a
priceless  gift .  His  Il iad  and  the
Odyssey Fagles translation stands as
a monumental achievement in the art of
literary  translation.  By  balancing
scholarly  rigor  with  poetic  grace  and
modern  accessibility,  he  succeeded  in
bringing Homer back to life for millions
of readers. His versions are not a barrier
to  the ancient  text  but  a  brilliant  and
inviting  pathway  into  it.  They  capture
the  fury  of  Achilles,  the  cunning  of
Odysseus, the tragedy of Hector, and the
longing  of  Penelope  with  a  force  that
feels entirely new. For anyone wishing to
journey to the walls of Troy or across the
wine-dark sea, the translations of Robert
Fagles  remain  the  most  trustworthy,
thrilling, and humane of guides. They are
a testament to the enduring power of a
great story, told well.


