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Discovering Homer Anew: The Enduring Power of
The Iliad Translated by Robert Fagles

For over two and a half millennia, the epic clash of bronze and the raw grief of heroes have
echoed from the plains of Troy. Homer's lliad is the foundation stone of Western literature,
a primal story of rage, honor, mortality, and the devastating cost of war. Yet, for
generations of modern readers, accessing this ancient masterpiece often feels like peering
through a frosted window. The original Greek is a distant rhythm; many older translations
feel stilted, archaic, or weighed down by academic formality. This is where the monumental
achievement of The lliad Translated by Robert Fagles becomes not just a translation,
but a resurrection.

First published in 1990, Fagles's version did something remarkable. It swept away the
reverential dust and allowed the epic to breathe with a new, urgent life. It became the
definitive edition for a generation, selling millions of copies and finding a cherished place on
bookshelves, in classrooms, and in the hands of readers who had previously found Homer
impenetrable. To understand the lasting impact of this work is to understand the delicate
art of translation itself—a process that is less about substituting words and more about
transmitting the very heartbeat of an ancient world into a living, modern tongue. This
article delves into what makes Robert Fagles's translation of the /liad a landmark
achievement, exploring its unique voice, its scholarly rigour, and its profound, continuing
influence on how we experience Homer today.

The Voice of the Warrior: Why Fagles's Translation Feels So Alive

The single most celebrated quality of The lliad Translated by Robert Fagles is its
breathless, muscular energy. Fagles did not believe that an epic poem should sound like a
museum piece. He famously described his goal as capturing the "dreadful, headlong
momentum" of the original Greek. Instead of a stately, measured stride, his lines advance
in a galloping, rhythmic rush of dactylic hexameters adapted into a flexible English meter.
You feel the crash of spears on shields, the desperate sprint of a chariot, the boiling fury of
Achilles.

This is achieved not through literal word-for-word translation, which often results in clumsy
English, but through a masterful sense of pacing and tone. Fagles uses a vigorous,
contemporary vocabulary that does not sacrifice dignity for accessibility. His Achilles does
not drone; he snarls, he rages, he weeps. His Hector is not a cardboard hero; he is a man
riddled with the fears and responsibilities of a commander and a father. The dialogue
crackles with personality.
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e Action: Battle scenes are visceral and quick. The similes, which can often feel like
awkward interruptions in older versions, are seamlessly woven into the fabric of the
narrative.

e Pathos: The emotional weight is never blunted. The final scene between Priam and
Achilles, where the old king begs for the body of his son, is a devastating piece of
theatre, rendered with a spare, aching clarity that moves modern readers as
powerfully as it did ancient audiences.

e Orality: The poem was originally sung and heard, not read silently. Fagles
understood this. His language is inherently oral—it demands to be read aloud. The
repetition of epithets ("swift-footed Achilles," "Hector of the shining helm") feels less
like redundancy and more like a resonant refrain, a drumbeat marking the passage of
the narrative.

The Translator's Art: Balancing Scholarship with Poetry

Robert Fagles was not merely a gifted poet; he was a deeply respected professor of
comparative literature at Princeton University. This dual identity is crucial. The lliad
Translated by Robert Fagles is not a loose, "poetic" reimagining that betrays the source.
It is built on a bedrock of painstaking scholarly engagement. Fagles worked directly from
the Greek, consulting with leading classicists of his day, particularly Bernard Knox, whose
brilliant and accessible introduction and notes accompany the Penguin Classics edition.

This collaboration is a gift to the reader. Knox's introductory essay provides an invaluable
framework, explaining the historical context, the oral tradition, the structure of Homeric
society, and the complex tapestry of gods and mortals. Together, the translation and the
apparatus create a complete reading experience. You are not just reading a poem; you are
entering a world, guided by two erudite and passionate hosts. The balance Fagles strikes is
a difficult one:

1. Fidelity to Meaning: He does not invent major plot points or change the core
themes. The rage of Achilles and its catastrophic consequences remain the central,
unforgiving axis of the poem.

2. Fidelity to Feeling: He insists that the feeling of the text—its speed, its sorrow, its
grandeur—is as important as its literal meaning. A translation that is perfectly
accurate but emotionally dead is, for Fagles, a failure.

3. Accessible Diction: He largely avoids archaic "thee," "thou," and "doth," which can
alienate general readers, while still retaining a register that is elevated and poetic. It
is a language that feels timeless but not ancient.

A Legacy of Influence: How Fagles Changed the Classics

When The lliad Translated by Robert Fagles was published, it landed like a thunderbolt.
It didn't just become a bestseller; it changed the conversation around classical translation
for the foreseeable future. It demonstrated, commercially and critically, that an ancient text
could be a vibrant, popular, and accessible work of art. It opened the door for a new wave
of translators who felt emboldened to prioritize readability and poetic vitality over rigid
literalism.
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The influence can be traced in several key areas:

Popular Culture: Fagles's lliad became the go-to text for a host of cultural references. It
was the source material for countless university courses, book clubs, and even the
inspiration for creative works. Its language seeped into the public consciousness. For many,
the name "Achilles" is now inextricably linked with the anguished, powerful voice Fagles
gave him. The translation's success was a major factor in the renewed interest in classical
epics that followed, paving the way for popular works like Madeline Miller's The Song of
Achilles, which was directly inspired by it.

Academia and the Common Reader: It bridged the yawning gap between the ivory
tower and the general public. While scholars could debate the nuances of individual word
choices, the overwhelming consensus was that Fagles had created a translation that was a
legitimate literary achievement in its own right. It was a poem that could be studied and a
story that could be loved. This dual appeal is its greatest legacy. It allowed non-specialists
to experience the full, raw power of Homer without feeling like they were doing homework.
The inclusion of well-crafted maps, notes, and genealogies by Penguin Classics further
enhanced its reputation as the ideal entry point for any serious reader.

Comparing the Giants: Fagles vs. Lattimore vs. Wilson

To truly appreciate the distinct choices made in The lliad Translated by Robert Fagles,
it is helpful to place it alongside other landmark translations. Each reflects a different era
and a different philosophy of translation.

Richmond Lattimore (1951): For decades, Lattimore's version was the standard for
academic study. His translation is famed for its literalness, its commitment to reproducing
the Greek line count, and its archaic, stately diction. When you read Lattimore, you feel
very close to the Greek syntax. You also feel a certain distance; his Achilles can sound regal
but remote. Fagles, by contrast, is more concerned with the overall effect and emotional
punch, often sacrificing literal word order for a more natural English flow. Lattimore is the
scholar's translation; Fagles is the reader's and the listener's.

Emily Wilson (2023): Wilson's recent translation is the most significant challenger to
Fagles's throne for the general reader. She is the first woman to translate the lliad into
English, and her version is marked by a brisk, clear, and often starkly modern tone. She
employs iambic pentameter, the verse rhythm of Shakespeare and Milton, giving the poem
a very different kind of formality and speed. Where Fagles is expansive and powerful,
Wilson is often taut and precise. Fagles conjures the epic's grandeur and the "headlong
momentum" of war; Wilson brings a sharp focus on the poem's brutality, its systemic
violence, and its marginalized characters. A reader might choose Wilson for a more critical,
clear-eyed view of the war, while they might turn to Fagles for a more immersive,
sonorously powerful experience of the epic's tragedy and heroism. Both are masterful, but
their music is entirely different.

Why This Translation Still Matters Today

Over three decades after its publication, The lliad Translated by Robert Fagles remains
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a monument of modern letters. Its relevance is not merely historical. The themes of the
lliad—the futility of rage, the bonds of love and friendship, the confrontation with mortality,
the pity of war—are as urgent in our own time as they were in Homer's. Fagles's great skill
was to make these themes feel immediate and pressing.

When you read his version of Hector's farewell to Andromache, you are not a spectator to
an ancient ritual; you are witnessing a family torn apart by a conflict beyond their control.
When you hear Achilles's howl of grief for Patroclus, you feel the annihilating power of
personal loss. This is the enduring power of Fagles's work. He reminds us that a translation
is not a substitute for an original; it is a conversation across time. His lliad is his side of that
conversation, and it is spoken with a clarity, passion, and humanity that will continue to
captivate readers for generations to come.

Conclusion: An Invitation to an Epic Journey

The lliad Translated by Robert Fagles is more than a book; it is an invitation. It invites
you to stand on the windy walls of Troy, to feel the heat of the burning ships, to rage with
the godlike Achilles, and to weep with the broken King Priam. It demolishes the barrier of
time and language, offering a direct, visceral connection to one of the most powerful stories
ever told. Whether you are a student approaching Homer for the first time or a seasoned
reader returning to an old friend, Fagles's translation remains the gold standard for
experiencing the lliad as a living, breathing work of art. Pick it up, read a page aloud, and
you will understand immediately why this version has become the definitive gateway to the
epic world for millions. Homer's immortal song has found its modern, mighty voice.



