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INTRODUCTION: A JOURNEY THROUGH THE AGES

For  over  two  and  a  half  millennia,  Homer's  epic  poem,  The
Odyssey,  has  captivated  audiences  with  its  timeless  tale  of
heroism,  temptation,  and  the  yearning  for  home.  While  the
ancient  Greek  text  has  been  translated  countless  times,  few
versions  have  achieved  the  acclaim and  accessibility  of  The
Odyssey By Homer Translated By Robert Fagles. Fagles, a
distinguished classical scholar and translator, accomplished what
many consider a masterwork of modern translation: he breathed
new life into an ancient text, making it vibrant, immediate, and
deeply moving for contemporary readers. His translation is not
merely  a  linguistic  exercise;  it  is  a  poetic  reimagining  that
captures  the  thunderous  rhythm  of  the  original  epic  while
employing clear, resonant English. This article explores why the
Fagles  translation  remains  the  definitive  choice  for  students,
scholars,  and  general  readers  alike,  delving  into  its  stylistic
brilliance, thematic depth, and enduring relevance in a world that
still  finds wisdom in ancient stories.  From the wrath of  Poseidon
to the cunning of Penelope, we will journey through the pages of
this remarkable translation and understand why it continues to

define  how  we  experience  one  of  the  foundational  works  of
Western  literature.

THE LEGACY OF ROBERT FAGLES: A TRANSLATOR FOR
THE AGES

Who Was Robert Fagles?
Robert  Fagles  (1933–2008)  was  a  professor  of  English  and
comparative literature at Princeton University, but his true legacy
lies in his translations of classical Greek and Latin poetry. Before
his celebrated The Odyssey By Homer Translated By Robert
Fagles, he had already gained renown for his translations of The
Iliad and Virgil's Aeneid. Fagles possessed a rare gift: he could
render ancient  verse into modern English without  sacrificing the
grandeur and emotional weight of the original. His approach was
neither overly literal nor excessively free; he sought a middle
path  where  fidelity  to  the  text  met  the  demands  of  poetic  flow.
Readers worldwide have embraced his translations, with millions
of copies sold, because they feel like living works rather than
museum pieces. Fagles understood that an epic poem must be
heard, felt, and experienced. His translation of The Odyssey, first
published in 1996, quickly became the standard against which all
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modern  translations  are  judged,  praised  for  its  muscular
language  and  narrative  momentum.

The Philosophy Behind the
Translation
Fagles famously described his goal as creating a translation "that
would read as English poetry." He was not interested in a word-
for-word  rendering  that  would  leave  modern  readers  cold.
Instead, he aimed to capture the spirit  of Homeric verse—the
repeated  epithets,  the  sweeping  similes,  the  dramatic
dialogues—in a way that felt natural to the English ear. Where
earlier  translators  sometimes  resorted  to  archaic  language
("thee" and "thou"), Fagles opted for direct, powerful speech. He
preserved the dactylic hexameter rhythm by using a flexible five-
or  six-beat  line,  avoiding  the  stiffness  that  can  plague  metrical
translations.  This  approach  is  why  The Odyssey By Homer
Translated By Robert  Fagles  reads  so  fluently  aloud,  inviting
readers to imagine the poem as it was originally performed: by a
bard before a live audience. It is a translation that honors the oral
tradition from which Homer emerged.

UNDERSTANDING THE ODYSSEY: PLOT, THEMES, AND
CHARACTERS

A Brief Synopsis of the Epic
At its heart, The Odyssey is the story of Odysseus, king of Ithaca,
and his ten-year struggle to return home after the Trojan War.
While his wife, Penelope, fends off a horde of suitors vying for her
hand and his throne, their son, Telemachus, sets out to find news
of his father. Odysseus himself endures a series of fantastical
adventures, from blinding the Cyclops Polyphemus to resisting
the deadly songs of the Sirens and the enchantments of Circe.
With  the  help  of  the  goddess  Athena,  he  eventually  reaches
Ithaca, where he slays the suitors and reclaims his household.
Fagles's  translation  renders  these  familiar  episodes  with
remarkable  freshness.  The  encounter  with  the  Cyclops  is
terrifying and visceral; the scene with the Sirens is hauntingly
melodic; the final battle is swift and brutal. Fagles makes readers
feel the salt spray, hear the clash of bronze, and sense the deep
longing that drives Odysseus onward.

Key Themes Illuminated by
Fagles's Language
The  Odyssey  By  Homer  Translated  By  Robert  Fagles
masterfully highlights the poem's central themes: nostos  (the
longing for home), xenia  (the sacred laws of hospitality), and
kleos (glory and reputation). Fagles's choice of words and his
rhythmic pacing underscore these ideas throughout. For instance,
his  rendering  of  Odysseus's  famous speech to  the  Phaeacian
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court captures the hero's blend of pride and vulnerability. The
translation also handles the theme of cunning versus brute force
with nuance; Odysseus is often called "the man of twists and
turns," a phrase Fagles renders with crisp precision. The theme of
loyalty, embodied by Penelope and the dog Argos, emerges with
poignant clarity. When Odysseus, disguised as a beggar, sees his
faithful  hound  recognize  him  after  twenty  years,  Fagles's
language is simple yet devastating: "There lay the dog, full of
fleas, old and worn out... but when he heard Odysseus's voice, he
perked up his  ears and wagged his  tail."  Moments like these
remind us why this translation has touched so many readers.

WHY THE FAGLES TRANSLATION STANDS OUT

Poetic Language That
Speaks to Modern Readers
One  of  the  primary  reasons  The  Odyssey  By  Homer
Translated By Robert Fagles remains so popular is its sheer
readability.  Fagles  employs  a  vivid,  sensory  vocabulary  that
brings the ancient world to life. The "wine-dark sea" and "rosy-
fingered  Dawn"  become  more  than  clichés;  in  Fagles's  hands,
they are fresh and evocative. He avoids the temptation to over-
archaize, using contractions and natural phrasing that make the
characters feel human rather than statuesque. When Odysseus's
men are turned into pigs by Circe, the horror is immediate: "They
had the heads, the voices, the bristles, and the bodies of pigs,

but their minds remained as human as before." The contrast is
stark  and  unsettling,  precisely  as  Homer  intended.  This
commitment to emotional  authenticity is  what makes Fagles's
translation a favorite among professors who want their students
to actually enjoy reading the epic.

Accessible Yet Scholarly:
The Perfect Balance
Fagles achieved what few translators can: he created a version
that satisfies both academic rigor and popular appeal. The text is
accompanied by a superb introduction by Bernard Knox, which
provides historical context, literary analysis, and a clear overview
of  Homeric  conventions.  The translation itself  includes helpful
footnotes  explaining  mythological  references,  geographic
locations, and cultural practices. Yet these scholarly aids never
interrupt the flow of the story. Readers can dive into the narrative
without having to pause constantly for clarification. This balance
is why The Odyssey By Homer Translated By Robert Fagles
is the version most often assigned in high school and college
courses, as well as the one most often chosen by book clubs and
casual readers. It is a translation that respects both the source
material and the modern reader's time and intelligence.

COMPARING FAGLES TO OTHER TRANSLATIONS
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Richmond Lattimore vs.
Robert Fagles
For decades,  Richmond Lattimore's translation was considered
the gold standard for scholarly accuracy. Lattimore aimed for a
line-for-line rendering that followed the Greek syntax as closely
as possible. While invaluable for students studying the original
language, his version can feel stilted and dense to the general
reader. Fagles, by contrast, prioritizes natural English syntax and
poetic cadence. For example, when Odysseus identifies himself to
the Cyclops, Lattimore writes: "Cyclops, you ask me my famous
name, and I will tell you." Fagles renders it: "Cyclops, you ask my
name?  I'll  tell  you."  The  difference  is  subtle  but  significant:
Fagles's version feels like spoken conversation, while Lattimore's
feels like a transcription. This accessibility is why The Odyssey
By Homer  Translated By  Robert  Fagles  has  become the
preferred choice for most readers today.

Emily Wilson's Recent
Translation
In  2017,  Emily  Wilson  became  the  first  woman  to  publish  a  full
English translation of The Odyssey. Her version is lean, sharp,
and deliberately modern. Wilson's translation has been praised
for  its  clarity  and  for  challenging  traditional  interpretations.

However, Fagles remains unmatched in terms of sheer musicality
and  grandeur.  Wilson  often  sacrifices  rhythm  for  brevity,  while
Fagles savors the language, letting lines swell and recede like
waves. For readers who want a version that feels like "a great
poem  in  English,"  Fagles  is  still  the  benchmark.  The  two
translations  serve  different  purposes:  Wilson  for  precision  and
contemporary sensibility, Fagles for epic sweep and emotional
resonance.  Both  are  valuable,  but  for  a  truly  transporting
experience, The Odyssey By Homer Translated By Robert
Fagles remains the gold standard.

HOW TO APPROACH READING THE FAGLES
TRANSLATION

Tips for First-Time Readers
Read it aloud: Fagles designed his translation for oral
performance. The rhythm and cadence become clear when
you hear the words spoken.
Don't get bogged down by the names: The text
includes a glossary, but you can also simply let the
unfamiliar names wash over you. The story will still make
sense.
Pay attention to the epithets: Homer uses descriptive
tags for characters—"Odysseus, master of many exploits,"
"grey-eyed Athena," "wise Penelope." Fagles handles these
with finesse; they serve as memory aids and poetic
markers.



The Odyssey By Homer Translated By Robert Fitzgerald 5

5

Take breaks between books: The poem is divided into
24 books (chapters). Reading one or two at a time allows
you to absorb the narrative fully.
Read the introduction last or first: Bernard Knox's
introduction is excellent, but some readers prefer to dive
into the story before reading analysis. Either approach
works.

Why It Deserves a Place on
Your Bookshelf
Owning a  copy of  The Odyssey By Homer Translated By
Robert Fagles is like holding a passport to the ancient world. It
is a book that rewards repeated readings; each encounter reveals
new  layers  of  meaning.  Whether  you  are  reading  it  for  the  first
time or returning after many years,  the translation retains its
power to  astonish.  Fagles's  Odyssey is  a  story about  what  it
means to be human: to suffer, to endure, to love, and to fight for
what  matters  most.  In  an  era  saturated  with  shallow
entertainment,  this  epic  offers  depth,  wisdom,  and  a  profound
sense  of  continuity  with  the  past.  It  reminds  us  that  the
challenges Odysseus faced—temptation, loss, the fury of nature,
the struggle for identity—are, in essence, our own.

THE CULTURAL AND EDUCATIONAL IMPACT OF
FAGLES'S TRANSLATION

Its Role in Modern
Education
It is difficult to overstate the impact of The Odyssey By Homer
Translated  By  Robert  Fagles  on  secondary  and  higher
education. Since its publication, it has become the default text for
courses  on  classical  literature,  Western  civilization,  and  even
creative  writing.  Teachers  appreciate  its  combination  of
authenticity  and  readability.  Students,  often  intimidated  by
ancient  epics,  find  Fagles's  version  approachable  and  even
exciting. The translation has also inspired countless adaptations,
from  stage  plays  to  film  references  and  graphic  novels.  It  has
introduced Homer to  a  generation that  might  otherwise have
dismissed the poem as irrelevant. By making the epic accessible,
Fagles has ensured that Homer's voice continues to be heard in
classrooms around the world.

Influence on Popular
Culture
Beyond  academia,  Fagles's  translation  has  influenced  writers,
filmmakers,  and  artists.  When  directors  and  screenwriters
reference The Odyssey, it is often Fagles's language they echo.
The translation has been quoted in speeches, set to music, and
adapted for audio productions. The phrase "man of twists and
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turns" has entered common usage, thanks in part to Fagles's
crisp rendering. Even those who have never read the full poem
recognize lines like "sing to me of the man, Muse, the man of
twists and turns" from the opening lines. This cultural permeation
is a testament to the translation's power. It has become not just a
version of Homer but, for many, the version of Homer.

CONCLUSION: WHY THIS TRANSLATION ENDURES

The Odyssey By Homer Translated By Robert  Fagles  is
more than a translation; it is a literary achievement in its own
right. It stands as a bridge between the ancient and the modern,
between the  world  of  Homer  and the  world  of  today.  Fagles
understood that a translation must be faithful not only to the
words on the page but also to the living spirit that lies between
them. His


