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INTRODUCTION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF HOMER’S EPIC

For nearly three millennia, Homer’s Iliad
has stood as the cornerstone of Western
literature, a gripping tale of rage, honor,
mortality,  and the brutal  costs of  war.
Yet  for  modern  readers,  the  ancient
Greek  language  can  be  a  formidable
barrier.  Enter  Robert  Fagles,  a  scholar
and  translator  whose  rendering  of
Homer’s  masterpiece  has  become  a

touchstone for  a  new generation.  The
Iliad  Fagles  translation,  first  published
in 1990, strikes a rare balance between
scholarly  fidelity  and  poetic  vitality.  It
brings the rhythm and raw emotion of
the  original  into  contemporary  English
without  sacrificing  the  epic’s  grandeur.
This  article  explores  why  the  Fagles
translation remains so beloved,  how it
compares  to  other  versions,  and  what
makes it  an essential  read for  anyone
seeking to experience the Iliad in all its
power.
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WHO WAS ROBERT FAGLES? THE
SCHOLAR BEHIND THE VOICE

Robert  Fagles  (1933–2008)  was  a
renowned American professor of English
and comparative literature at Princeton
University. Before tackling the Iliad,  he
had already established a reputation for
his translations of Aeschylus’s Oresteia
and  Sophocles’s  The  Three  Theban
Plays.  His  approach was not  that  of  a
mere  philologist  but  of  a  poet  who
understood that translation is an art of
re-creation.  Fagles  believed  that  the
translator  must  capture  not  just  the
meaning  of  words  but  the  music,
pacing, and emotional weight of the
original. His version of the Iliad was born
from years of painstaking work, with a
goal  to  make Homer speak directly  to

readers  in  the  twenty-first  century.  The
result was a translation that feels both
timeless  and immediate,  conferring  on
Fagles a lasting legacy among classical
translators.
The  popularity  of  The  Iliad  Fagles
translation can be attributed in part to
his  ability  to  preserve  the  epic’s  oral
qualities. Homer’s poetry was meant to
be heard, not merely read on a page.
Fagles’ line lengths echo the hexameter
of the Greek, and his diction flows with a
natural  cadence  that  invites  reading
aloud. This attention to sound gives his
version a theatrical  energy that  draws
readers into the heat of battle and the
agony of grief.

WHAT MAKES THE FAGLES
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TRANSLATION UNIQUE?

A Marriage of
Accuracy and
Accessibility
Many earlier translations, such as those
by  Alexander  Pope  or  Richmond
Lattimore, were either too formal or too
literal.  Pope’s  eighteenth-century
couplets, though beautiful, distance the
modern ear;  Lattimore’s literal  line-for-
line rendering, while crucial for scholars,
can  feel  stilted  and  dense.  Fagles
charted  a  middle  path.  He  avoided
archaic  vocabulary  and  convoluted
syntax,  instead  using  a  plain  but

e l e v a t e d  E n g l i s h  t h a t  f e e l s
contemporary yet  respectful  of  the
epic  tone.  He  also  employed  a  flexible
iambic  pentameter  base,  making  the
narrative easy to follow without losing its
heroic ring.
Another hallmark of The Iliad Fagles is
his  handling  of  epithets—“swift-footed
Achilles,”  “brilliant  Hector,”  “ox-eyed
Hera.”  Rather  than  mechanically
repeating them, Fagles weaves them in
with a feel for when they add dramatic
emphasis.  This  creates  a  text  that  is
both reader-friendly and true to the oral-
f o r m u l a i c  n a t u r e  o f  H o m e r i c
composition.
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Character,
Emotion, and the

Human Cost
Fagles’  translation  excels  at  rendering
the  emotional  core  of  the  Iliad.  When
Achilles mourns Patroclus or Priam begs
for Hector’s body, the language acquires
a piercing intimacy. The translator does
not shy away from the raw pain and fury
that drive the poem. Critics have often
noted  that  in  Fagles’  hands,  the  gods
feel  capricious and human, the heroes
flawed  and  relatable.  This  psychological
depth is a major reason why the Fagles
translation  has  been  so  successful  in
college courses and book clubs: it makes

the ancient characters feel  like people
we can grieve for and rage alongside.

The Role of
Bernard Knox’s
Introduction and
Notes
A supporting pillar of The Iliad Fagles
edition is the accompanying introduction
a n d  n o t e s  b y  B e r n a r d  K n o x ,  a
distinguished  classical  scholar.  Knox
provides  essential  context  about
Homeric society, the Trojan War myth,
and the structure of the epic. His essay
helps  readers  understand  the  cultural
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backdrop  without  overwhelming  them.
The notes at the back are unobtrusive
yet  illuminating,  clarifying  obscure
references  or  explaining  key  themes.
This partnership between translator and
commentator  gives  the  volume  an
academic  rigor  that  complements  its
poetic readability.

HOW DOES THE FAGLES
TRANSLATION COMPARE TO
OTHERS?

Richmond Lattimore (1951):
Extremely literal, line-by-line.
Preferred by scholars for precision,
but often deemed too stiff for
general reading.
Robert Fitzgerald (1974): Poetic
and fluid, slightly more formal than
Fagles. Fitzgerald’s version is

highly admired but can feel more
distant.
Stanley Lombardo (1997): Very
contemporary, almost colloquial.
Lombardo’s translation is punchy
and fast-paced but sometimes
sacrifices grandeur for speed.
Caroline Alexander (2015):
Faithful to the original Greek but
with a fresh prose style.
Alexander’s version is excellent for
clarity, but less rhythmic than
Fagles.
Emily Wilson (2023): The most
recent notable translation,
focusing on clarity and inclusivity.
Wilson’s approach is innovative,
but Fagles remains the benchmark
for poetic grace.
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Among these, The Iliad Fagles is often
recommended  as  the  best  all-around
translation  for  readers  who  want  both
beauty and understanding.  It  does not
sacrifice  meaning  for  meter,  nor  does  it
flatten the poem into prose. It occupies a
sweet spot that has made it the default
choice for twenty-five years.

THE CULTURAL IMPACT OF THE
FAGLES TRANSLATION

Since its release, the Fagles translation
has sold millions of copies and has been
adopted  in  countless  high  school  and
university curricula. It has also inspired
adaptations in popular culture. The 2004
film  Troy,  directed  by  Wolfgang
Petersen, may have drawn from various
sources,  but  the  emotional  tone  and
many  of  its  speeches  echo  Fagles’

language.  Writers,  poets,  and  even
military leaders have cited his version as
a profound meditation on the nature of
conflict.  The  translation’s  accessibility
has allowed the Iliad  to  reach beyond
academia  into  the  hands  of  general
readers  who  might  otherwise  never
encounter  Homer.
Moreover,  the  audiobook  version
narrated by Sir Derek Jacobi—using the
Fagles text—has become a landmark of
recorded  literature.  Jacobi’s  powerful
delivery amplifies the oral  quality of  the
translation,  making  it  a  favorite  for
listeners. This combination of a superb
translator and a masterful narrator has
helped  sustain  the  popularity  of  The
Iliad Fagles in the digital age.



The Iliad Fagles 7

7

READING THE ILIAD TODAY:
THEMES THAT RESONATE

The Iliad is often mischaracterized as a
simple war story. In Fagles’ translation,
its complexities shine. The epic grapples
with questions that remain urgent: What
is  the  nature  of  heroism?  Can  glory
compensate  for  death?  How  do  we
mourn, and how do we forgive? Achilles’
rage  aga ins t  Agamemnon ,  h i s
withdrawal  from  battle,  his  grief  for
Patroclus,  and  his  final  encounter  with
Priam  form  an  arc  that  explores  the
limits  of  pride  and  the  possibility  of
compassion.  Fagles’  language  makes
these  themes  immediate.  When  Priam
kisses the hands of the man who killed
his  son,  the  scene  is  devastating  yet
redemptive.  Such  moments  are  why

readers  return  to  the  Iliad  generation
after  generation,  and  why  Fagles’
version  feels  so  vital.

TIPS FOR FIRST-TIME READERS
OF THE ILIAD FAGLES

Read the introduction by1.
Bernard Knox first. It provides
context that enriches your
understanding of the story and its
characters.
Read aloud. Fagles’ translation2.
was crafted for the ear. Hearing
the rhythm and the names will
bring the epic to life.
Don’t get bogged down by the3.
catalogue of ships (Book 2).
This section is a long list of Greek
contingents. Skim it if needed; it’s
more important for atmosphere
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than plot.
Pay attention to the similes.4.
Homeric similes are famous for
their vividness—comparing
warriors to lions, storms, or fires.
Fagles handles them with
particular skill.
Focus on character5.
development. Notice how
Achilles changes from the
beginning to the end. Hector’s
humanity also deepens as the
poem progresses.
Use the notes sparingly. Knox’s6.
notes are helpful, but reading
straight through first gives you the
emotional arc without interruption.

CONCLUSION: WHY THE ILIAD

FAGLES ENDURES

More  than  three  decades  after  its
publication,  The Iliad Fagles  remains
the  translation  that  captures  both  the
epic  and  the  intimate.  It  respects  the
ancient  text  while  making  it  vibrantly
modern.  Robert  Fagles  succeeded  in
translating  not  just  words,  but  the  fire
that  burns  within  Homer’s  lines—the
anger, the grief, the fleeting moments of
tenderness  against  a  backdrop  of
destruction.  For  anyone  wanting  to
experience  the  Iliad  as  a  work  of  art
rather  than a historical  relic,  Fagles is
the translator to trust. His version is a
gateway into the very heart of Western
literature, and it continues to inspire new
readers to pick up the tale of Achilles,
Hector, and the fall of Troy. In a world
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still haunted by war and the search for
mean ing ,  Homer ’ s  vo ice—now

channeled  through  Fagles—speaks  as
urgently  as  ever.


