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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF HOMER’S ODYSSEY

For more than two and a half millennia,
Homer’s  The  Odyssey  has  captivated
readers  with  its  tale  of  adventure,
resilience, and the longing for home. The
epic  poem,  chronicling  the  ten-year
journey  of  Odysseus  as  he  strives  to
return  to  Ithaca  after  the  Trojan  War,

remains one of the foundational works of
Western literature. Yet for most modern
readers,  experiencing  this  ancient
masterpiece relies heavily on the skill of
a translator.  Among the many English-
language versions, one name stands out
with particular prominence: Homer The
Odyssey  translated  by  Robert
Fagles.  This  translation,  first  published
in 1996, has become a touchstone for
students, scholars, and general readers
alike,  praised  for  its  poetic  vitality,
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readability,  and  fidelity  to  the  spirit  of
the original Greek. In this article, we will
explore  why  the  Fagles  translation
endures, what makes it distinctive, and
how  it  compares  to  other  celebrated
versions. Whether you are encountering
the epic for the first time or returning to
it  after  years,  understanding  the  craft
behind Fagles’ work enriches the reading
experience.

THE ENDURING POWER OF THE
ODYSSEY

Before  diving  into  the  specifics  of  the
Robert  Fagles  translation,  it  is  worth
reflecting on why The Odyssey continues
to  resonate  across  cultures  and
centuries.  At  its  heart,  the  poem is  a
universal story of perseverance, identity,
and  the  human  struggle  against

overwhelming odds.  Odysseus is  not a
flawless hero—he is cunning, sometimes
arrogant, and often delayed by his own
curiosity.  Yet  his  yearning for  his  wife
Penelope and his son Telemachus gives
the  epic  an  emotional  core  that
transcends time. The poem also weaves
together  themes  of  hospitality  (xenia),
loyalty,  and  the  power  of  storytelling
itself.  These layers  of  meaning ensure
that  each  new  generation  finds  fresh
insights.  The  translation  by  Robert
Fagles makes these themes accessible
without diluting their depth, which is a
significant  reason  for  its  enduring
popularity.

ROBERT FAGLES: A TRANSLATOR
FOR MODERN READERS

Robert  Fagles  (1933–2008)  was  a
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distinguished American poet, professor,
and  translator.  His  work  on  ancient
classics,  including  Homer’s  Iliad  and
Odyssey,  as  well  as  Virgil’s  Aeneid,
earned  him widespread  acclaim.  What
set Fagles apart was his background as a
poet  rather  than  a  strictly  academic
linguist.  He believed that  a  translation
should not only convey the meaning of
the  original  text  but  also  capture  its
emotional  power  and  musicality.  His
version  of  Homer  The  Odyssey
translated  by  Robert  Fagles
embodies this philosophy. Fagles aimed
to create a translation that could be read
aloud—a  crucial  aspect  given  that
Homeric epics were originally performed
orally.  The  result  is  a  text  that  flows
naturally  in  English  while  maintaining
the rhythm and dignity of ancient Greek

epic verse.

Why Fagles’
Approach
Resonates
Fagles’  translation  strikes  a  delicate
balance between accuracy and artistry.
He avoids the overly literal, sometimes
stilted language of older translations, as
well  as  the overly  colloquial  tone that
can  strip  the  epic  of  its  grandeur.
Instead,  he  uses  a  flexible  iambic
pentameter that gives the lines a natural
English  cadence,  making  The  Odyssey
feel  both  timeless  and  immediate.
Readers often comment that the Fagles
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translation “sounds like Homer” without
sounding archaic. This accessibility has
made it a standard text in high school
and  college  classrooms,  as  well  as  a
favorite for  personal  reading and book
clubs.

KEY FEATURES OF THE FAGLES
TRANSLATION

When examining Homer The Odyssey
translated by Robert Fagles, several
features stand out that contribute to its
reputation:

Poetic Fluidity: Fagles avoids
rigid adherence to dactylic
hexameter (the original Greek
meter) but creates a rhythmic
English equivalent that carries the
reader forward.

Vivid Imagery: The translation
retains Homer’s striking similes
and metaphors, bringing the world
of Odysseus—the wine-dark sea,
the Cyclops’ cave, the isle of
Calypso—to life with clarity.
Character Voices: Each
character, from the wily Odysseus
to the faithful Penelope, speaks
with a distinct personality. Fagles
manages to differentiate their
tones without resorting to artificial
dialect.
Comprehensive Notes and
Maps: The Penguin Classics
edition, widely available, includes
a detailed introduction by Bernard
Knox, genealogical charts, and
maps that help readers navigate
the geography of the epic.
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Readability: Sentences are
modern in structure, yet elevated
enough to preserve the epic’s
formal beauty. This makes it
suitable for both first-time readers
and those revisiting the poem.

How Fagles
Handles the
Epic’s Structure
The Odyssey  is  divided into 24 books,
and  Fagles  presents  them  with  clear,
unobtrusive  headings.  His  line  breaks
and  punctuation  guide  the  reader
naturally through the narrative’s shifts in
time—the  story  begins  in  medias  res

with  Odysseus  trapped  on  Calypso’s
island,  then  flashes  back  to  his  earlier
adventures.  Fagles  handles  these
transitions smoothly,  ensuring that  the
complexity  of  Homeric  storytelling
remains  understandable  without
oversimplification.

THE FAGLES ODYSSEY: POETIC
AND ACCESSIBLE

One  of  the  most  frequently  praised
aspects  of  Homer  The  Odyssey
translated  by  Robert  Fagles  is  its
balance  between  poetic  language  and
clarity.  Consider  the  famous  opening
lines:

Sing to me of the man,
Muse, the man of twists and
turns driven time and again
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off course, once he had
plundered the hallowed
heights of Troy.

This translation captures the invocation
to the Muse while immediately signaling
the  theme  of  wandering  and  human
fallibility. The phrase “man of twists and
turns”  is  both  vivid  and  economical.
Compare this to more literal translations
that might say “the man of many wiles”
or “the resourceful man.” Fagles chooses
language that resonates emotionally and
intellectually. The entire poem maintains
this  level  of  care.  Readers  often  find
themselves moved by passages such as
Odysseus’s  reunion  with  his  son
Telemachus or the final slaughter of the
suitors,  because  the  language  carries
the  weight  of  the  moment  without

becoming  overwrought.

The Role of
Bernard Knox’s
Introduction
The  Penguin  edition  of  the  Fagles
translation  includes  a  substantial
introduction  by  Bernard  Knox,  a
renowned  classicist.  Knox  provides
historical context, analysis of the poem’s
themes,  and  insights  into  Fagles’
translation  choices.  For  readers
unfamiliar with the Homeric world, this
introduction  is  invaluable.  It  also
highlights  Fagles’  commitment  to
presenting The Odyssey as a living work



Homer The Odyssey Translated By Robert Fagles 7

7

rather  than  a  museum  piece.  The
combination  of  Fagles’  translation  and
Knox’s scholarship makes this edition a
comprehensive  resource  for  anyone
seeking  a  deep  understanding  of  the
epic.

COMPARING TRANSLATIONS:
FAGLES VS. OTHERS

To fully appreciate the qualities of the
Fagles  translation,  it  is  helpful  to
compare  it  with  other  major  English
versions  of  The  Odyssey.  The  most
prominent alternatives include:

Richmond Lattimore (1965): A
highly literal translation that
adheres closely to the Greek line-
for-line. Lattimore’s version is
valued by scholars for its accuracy,

but can feel stiff and unpoetic to
modern readers. Fagles sacrifices
some literalism for greater fluidity.
Robert Fitzgerald (1961):
Another poetic translation that
predates Fagles. Fitzgerald’s
Odyssey is also highly regarded,
but some find it slightly more
formal. Fagles’ version is often
described as more conversational
while still elevated.
Emily Wilson (2017): The first
complete translation by a woman,
Wilson’s version is notable for its
clear, contemporary language and
its attention to gender dynamics.
Wilson’s translation is even more
accessible than Fagles, but it
occasionally sacrifices the epic’s
grandeur. Fagles remains
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preferred for those who want a
balance of poetry and readability.
Allen Mandelbaum (1990): A
translation that emphasizes
rhythmic verse. Mandelbaum’s
version is poetic but sometimes
eccentric in word choice. Fagles is
generally considered more
consistent in quality.

Among  these,  Homer  The  Odyssey
translated by Robert Fagles is often
the  recommended  choice  for  readers
who want a translation that feels both
authentic  and  engaging.  It  occupies  a
middle  ground—faithful  enough  for
academic use, but lively enough for pure
enjoyment.

WHY THE FAGLES TRANSLATION
IS IDEAL FOR STUDENTS AND
GENERAL READERS

The widespread adoption of the Fagles
translation in educational settings is no
accident. Its clarity helps students grasp
the  plot  and  themes  without  getting
bogged  down by  archaic  language.  At
the same time, the poetic quality allows
instructors  to  discuss  literary  devices
such as simile, epithet, and meter. Here
are  some  reasons  why  the  Fagles
translation  works  so  well  for  diverse
audiences:

Natural Dialogue: The speeches1.
of characters sound like real (if
elevated) human speech, making
dramatic scenes more gripping.
Consistent Naming2.
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Conventions: Fagles uses familiar
names (Odysseus, Penelope,
Telemachus) rather than less
common Greek variants, reducing
confusion.
Pacing: The translation maintains3.
momentum through action
sequences and allows for reflection
during quieter passages.
Supplementary Material: The4.
Penguin edition includes useful
maps, a glossary, and an index of
characters, which are especially
helpful for first-time readers.

Using the Fagles

Translation in the
Classroom
Teachers  often  choose  the  Fagles
version because it enables discussion of
Homeric  values  without  requiring
students to decipher difficult syntax. For
example,  the  concept  of  kleos  (glory)
and  nostos  (homecoming)  are  clearly
expressed  in  Fagles’  rendering.  The
translation also lends itself to dramatic
reading; students can take turns reading
parts aloud and feel the rhythm of the
epic.  Many  editions  of  the  Fagles
Odyssey  a re  a l so  ava i l ab le  as
audiobooks, narrated by actors such as
Ian McKellen,  further  testament to  the
translation’s oral quality.
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THE ROLE OF THE TRANSLATOR
IN PRESERVING EPIC POETRY

Translation is never a neutral act. Every
translator makes choices that shape how
readers  understand  the  original  work.
Homer  The  Odyssey  translated  by
Robert  Fagles  demonstrates  that  a
great  translation  can  act  as  a  bridge
between eras, allowing a 3,000-year-old
poem  to  speak  directly  to  modern
sensibilities.  Fagles  once  said,  “A
translation should not be a commentary
but an incarnation.” In other words, the
translator’s goal is to recreate the effect
of the original poem in a new language.
By  doing  so,  Fagles  ensures  that  the
epic’s  emotional  impact,  moral
questions,  and  narrative  drive  remain
potent. His translation respects the past

but lives in the present.
Moreover,  Fagles’  work  has  inspired
many readers to explore other works of
classical  literature.  After  reading  his
Odyssey, many seek out his translation
of  the  Iliad  or  the  Aeneid.  This  ripple
effect demonstrates the power of a well-
crafted  translation  to  foster  a  broader
appreciation for  ancient  literature.  The
accessibility  of  the  Fagles  translation
also  democratizes  the  epic;  it  is  no
longer  the  exc lus ive  domain  of
classicists  but  belongs  to  any  curious
reader.

CONCLUSION: A TRANSLATION
FOR THE AGES

In a world where countless translations
of  The  Odyssey  compete  for  readers’
attention,  Homer  The  Odyssey
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translated by Robert Fagles remains
a  benchmark  of  exce l lence.  I ts
combination  of  poetic  grace,  narrative
drive, and editorial support makes it the
edition  of  choice  for  millions.  Whether
you are reading the epic for academic
purposes, personal enrichment, or sheer
enjoyment,  the  Fagles  translation  offers

an experience that is both authentic and
deeply  human.  It  allows  the  timeless
story  of  Odysseus  to  continue  its
journey—one that, like the hero himself,
is  filled  with  challenges,  wonders,  and
the  enduring  hope  of  reaching  home.
Pick up the Fagles Odys


