Antigone Translated By Robert
Fagles

Antigone translated by Robert Fagles stands as a monumental achievement in the
realm of classical translations, offering modern readers a compelling and accessible
version of Sophocles' timeless tragedy. Fagles, renowned for his masterful renderings of
Homer’s epics, brings the same depth, clarity, and poetic grace to his translation of
Antigone, allowing contemporary audiences to experience the profound themes of justice,
loyalty, and human suffering that have resonated through centuries. This translation not
only bridges the ancient and modern worlds but also enhances our understanding of the
play’s enduring relevance.

Introduction to Robert Fagles’s Translation of Antigone

The Significance of Translation in Classical Literature

Translating ancient Greek tragedies into English presents unique challenges. The original
texts are rich with poetic devices, cultural references, and linguistic nuances that can be
difficult to convey across languages and eras. Robert Fagles’s approach to translating
Antigone is marked by a commitment to capturing the spirit and rhythm of Sophocles’s
language while making it accessible to modern readers.

Fagles’s Literary Style

Fagles’s translation is celebrated for its poetic elegance, clarity, and fidelity to the
original tone. His skillful use of diction and syntax preserves the play’s dramatic intensity,
allowing readers to engage deeply with the characters’ moral dilemmas and emotional
struggles. His version balances fidelity and readability, ensuring that the play’s timeless
themes remain vivid and impactful.

Overview of Sophocles’s Antigone

The Plot and Main Characters

Antigone, the daughter of Oedipus, is caught in a conflict between divine law and human
law. After her brothers Eteocles and Polynices die fighting for the throne of Thebes, King
Creon decrees that Polynices, considered a traitor, shall not be given a proper burial.
Antigone defies this edict, insisting on her moral duty to honor divine laws concerning the
dead. Her act of civil disobedience sets off a tragic chain of events. Main characters
include:

© wildcard.lunchbox.io Antigone Translated By Robert Fagles 1



Antigone: The brave and principled protagonist who defies royal decree.
Creon: The king of Thebes, embodying state authority and law.

Ismene: Antigone’s cautious sister.

Haemon: Creon’s son and Antigone’s fiancé.

Tiresias: The blind prophet who warns Creon about his stubbornness.
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The Central Themes

At the core, Antigone explores themes such as: - The conflict between individual
conscience and state laws - The nature of justice and morality - The consequences of
pride and stubbornness - The inevitability of fate and human suffering

The Impact of Fagles’s Translation

Accessibility and Modern Readership

Fagles’s translation makes Sophocles’s language accessible without sacrificing poetic
beauty. His choice of contemporary yet respectful diction invites modern audiences into
the emotional and philosophical depths of the play, fostering a deeper understanding of
its themes.

Preservation of Poetic Rhythm and Tone

One of Fagles’s key achievements is maintaining the poetic rhythm of the original Greek.
His use of blank verse and carefully crafted line breaks emulate the theatrical cadence of
the ancient chorus and dialogues. This musical quality enhances the dramatic tension
and emotional resonance.

Critical Reception and Scholarly Praise

Scholars and readers alike praise Fagles’s Antigone for its fidelity and lyrical quality.
Critics note that his translation balances scholarly accuracy with poetic artistry, making it
a standard edition in academic settings and a favorite among general readers.

Comparative Analysis: Fagles’s Antigone vs. Other
Translations

Differences in Language and Tone

Compared to earlier translations, such as E.H. Plumptre or Richard Lattimore’s versions,
Fagles’s Antigone offers: - A more conversational and accessible tone - Richer imagery
and poetic devices - Greater emphasis on the play’s emotional intensity



Fagles’s Approach to the Chorus

The chorus in Antigone plays a vital role in commenting on the action and reflecting
societal values. Fagles’s translation captures the chorus’s lyrical and reflective qualities,
often emphasizing its poetic rhythm to evoke the play’s tragic aura.

The Relevance of Antigone in Modern Times

Universal Themes and Ethical Dilemmas

Antigone’s story resonates today because it grapples with universal questions: - When
should individuals prioritize moral duty over laws? - How does pride influence leadership
and justice? - What are the consequences of stubbornness and inflexibility? Fagles’s
translation amplifies these themes, making the play’s messages pertinent to
contemporary discussions on civil disobedience, human rights, and governance.

Antigone and Contemporary Issues

The play’s exploration of moral conflict finds echoes in modern debates over: - Civil rights
movements - Political resistance - Ethical decision-making in the face of authority
Fagles’s accessible language ensures that these issues remain relevant and engaging for
present-day audiences.

The Artistic and Educational Value of Fagles’s
Translation

For Students and Scholars

Fagles’s translation serves as an invaluable resource for students studying classical
literature, drama, or philosophy. Its clarity and poetic quality aid comprehension while
inspiring appreciation for Sophocles’s craft.

For Theater Productions

The rhythmic and lyrical qualities of Fagles’s version make it an excellent choice for
theatrical adaptation. Directors and actors can find a language that captures the play’s
intensity and rhythm, enhancing live performances.

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Robert Fagles’s
Antigone

Robert Fagles’s translation of Antigone remains a touchstone in the landscape of classical
translation. By skillfully balancing fidelity to the original with contemporary language and

© wildcard.lunchbox.io Antigone Translated By Robert Fagles 3



poetic rhythm, Fagles ensures that Sophocles’s profound tragedy continues to inspire,
challenge, and resonate with audiences today. His work exemplifies the power of
translation to bridge cultures and eras, allowing timeless stories to find new life in every
generation. Whether you are a student, scholar, theater enthusiast, or casual reader,
Fagles’s Antigone offers a compelling and beautifully crafted window into one of history’s
most enduring dramas—an essential read that underscores the universality of human
morality and the timeless struggle for justice.

Antigone Translated by Robert Fagles: An Expert Review and In-Depth Analysis When it
comes to translating ancient Greek tragedies into accessible, poetic English, Robert
Fagles’s Antigone stands as a towering achievement. His translation not only preserves
the profound emotional depth of Sophocles’s original but also elevates it through a
modern poetic sensibility that resonates with contemporary readers. This review explores
the nuances of Fagles’s translation, examining its linguistic mastery, thematic richness,
and significance within the landscape of classical literature.

Introduction to Robert Fagles’s Antigone

Robert Fagles’s translation of Antigone (originally published as part of his acclaimed
trilogy of Greek tragedies, including The lliad and The Odyssey) offers an accessible yet
poetically faithful rendering of Sophocles’s work. Published in 1984, Fagles’s Antigone has
become a standard in academic settings and a favorite among general readers for its
clarity, power, and lyrical quality. Fagles’s approach is characterized by a delicate
balance—maintaining the original’s tragic intensity while rendering it into a form that
feels both authentic and alive to modern sensibilities. His translation has been lauded for
capturing the subtleties of Greek diction, the rhythm of the verse, and the deep
philosophical questions that continue to resonate millennia after the play’s first staging.

Translation Philosophy and Approach

Faithfulness to the Source Material

Fagles’s translation philosophy emphasizes fidelity to the original text’s spirit and tone.
He aims to preserve the play’s core themes—duty, morality, state authority, family
loyalty, and individual conscience—without diluting their complexity for the sake of
simplicity. He approaches the Greek text with a scholarly rigor, consulting various ancient
sources and prior translations, but ultimately prioritizes creating a version that feels
natural and poetic for contemporary readers. His choice of diction often reflects a careful
consideration of the original Greek’s nuance, striving to retain the play’s rhythmic and
musical qualities.



Use of Poetic Language

Fagles’s poetic sensibility shines through in his translation style. He employs a free verse
that echoes the original’s formal and elevated tone, using vivid imagery and dynamic
phrasing to bring the characters’ voices to life. For example, in rendering the Chorus,
Fagles employs a lyrical, chant-like rhythm that captures their role as moral
commentators and emotional barometers within the play. His language is often direct but
imbued with poetic grace, making the complex philosophical debates accessible and
compelling.

Balancing Accessibility and Depth

While Fagles’s translation is accessible enough for general readers, it does not sacrifice
depth or nuance. Instead, it invites readers to grapple with the ethical dilemmas and
emotional conflicts that define Antigone. This balance makes his translation ideal both for
classroom study and personal reflection.

Language and Style: An In-Depth Examination

Poetry and Rhythm

Fagles’s mastery of poetic rhythm is evident throughout Antigone. His lines often mimic
the cadence of Greek choral odes, creating a musical flow that enhances the dramatic
atmosphere. The play’s heightened language—rich in metaphor and imagery—is
rendered with a clarity that maintains the play’s grandeur without becoming inaccessible.
He often employs a mix of formal diction and natural speech, which helps distinguish
between different characters’ voices—Antigone’s passionate defiance, Creon’s
authoritative sternness, or Ismene’s cautious hesitation.

Vocabulary and Diction

Fagles’s vocabulary choices are precise and evocative. He avoids overly archaic or overly
modern language, instead opting for words that feel both timeless and immediate: -
Instead of “death” repeatedly, he might use “the grave” or “the dark,” adding poetic
variety. - His depiction of Creon as a figure of “iron will” or “stone-hearted” captures the
rigidity of his authority. - Antigone’s speech often employs fiery, resolute phrasing such
as “l will bury him myself,” emphasizing her moral conviction. This careful diction ensures
that readers grasp the emotional intensity and thematic complexity without becoming
bogged down in obscure language.

Character Voices and Dialogue

Fagles excels at capturing the distinct voices of each character: - Antigone: Her language
is fiery, resolute, and poetic, reflecting her unwavering moral stance. Phrases like “I will
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not be dishonored” or “I am my own law” resonate with her rebellious spirit. - Creon: His
speech is authoritative, commanding, and at times, cold. Fagles emphasizes his control
by using firm, commanding diction, portraying him as a ruler caught in his own hubris. -
Ismene: Her cautious tone is captured in her hesitant, pleading language—an
embodiment of her conflict between obedience and moral duty. - Chorus: Fagles’s Chorus
often provides philosophical commentary, adopting a lyrical, reflective tone that guides
the audience through the play’s moral landscape.

Thematic and Cultural Significance

Exploration of Justice and Morality

One of the defining themes of Antigone is the conflict between human law and divine law.
Fagles’s translation emphasizes this tension through his choice of words and phrasing,
making the play’s ethical debates accessible yet profound: - The clash between Creon’s
edict and Antigone’s moral obligation is rendered with clarity and emotional weight. - His
translation invites readers to consider questions about authority, civil disobedience, and
personal conscience.

Family Loyalty and Personal Morality

Antigone’s act of burying her brother Polynices against Creon’s edict encapsulates the
play’s exploration of familial duty versus civic duty. Fagles’s language captures her
passionate resolve: - Her declaration “I will bury him myself” is delivered with poetic
force, emphasizing her moral independence. - The tragic consequences of her choices are
underscored through Fagles’s vivid imagery and rhythmic language.

Tragedy and Human Flaw

Fagles’s translation highlights the play’s tragic dimension—hubris, stubbornness, and the
inevitable downfall of those blinded by pride. His careful rendering of the characters’
speeches allows readers to see the tragic flaws that lead to catastrophe.

Impact and Reception

Academic and Educational Significance

Fagles’s Antigone has become a staple in university curricula worldwide. Its clear, poetic
translation makes Sophocles’s complex ideas approachable for students, fostering a
deeper understanding of Greek tragedy’s enduring relevance.



Critical Acclaim

Scholars and critics have praised Fagles’s translation for its fidelity and poetic beauty.
Many consider it the definitive modern English version, capable of conveying the play’s
emotional intensity and philosophical depth.

Reader Engagement

Beyond academic circles, Fagles’s Antigone resonates with general readers for its lyrical
language and timeless themes. It invites reflection on moral courage, authority, and the
human condition—universal questions that continue to challenge and inspire.

Conclusion: The Significance of Fagles’s Translation

Robert Fagles’s Antigone stands as a masterful achievement in the realm of classical
translation. Its poetic grace, linguistic precision, and philosophical clarity ensure that
Sophocles’s tragedy remains vibrant and relevant in the modern age. Whether
approached as a scholarly text or a compelling work of poetry, Fagles’s translation offers
a profound, accessible pathway into one of the most enduring plays of Western literature.
For students, educators, and casual readers alike, Fagles’s Antigone provides a powerful
lens through which to explore themes of morality, authority, and human resilience—an
essential addition to any literary collection or study of Greek tragedy.

Questions & Answers About antigone translated by
robert fagles

N Question Answer

o

1 | What are the key themes Fagles' translation highlights themes such as
explored in Robert Fagles' individual conscience versus state law, civil
translation of Antigone? disobedience, loyalty, fate, and the conflict between

personal morality and authority.

2 | How does Robert Fagles' Fagles' translation is praised for its accessible
translation of Antigone differ |language, poetic rhythm, and fidelity to the original
from previous versions? Greek text, making the play more engaging and

relatable for contemporary readers while preserving
its dramatic intensity.

3 | Why is Robert Fagles' Fagles' translation is celebrated for its lyrical quality
translation of Antigone and clarity, capturing the timeless human dilemmas
considered a modern classic? | in Sophocles' play and bringing it to a new
generation of readers and students.
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What challenges did Robert
Fagles face in translating
Antigone, and how did he
address them?

Fagles aimed to maintain the play's poetic form and
emotional depth while ensuring accessibility. He
balanced fidelity to the original Greek with modern
language, often using rhythmic and evocative
diction to preserve the play’s theatrical power.

How can reading Robert
Fagles' translation of
Antigone enhance our
understanding of Greek
tragedy?

Fagles' translation offers a vivid and emotionally
resonant experience, helping readers grasp the
universal themes, complex characters, and moral
conflicts that define Greek tragedy, making it more
relevant today.

What is the significance of
Robert Fagles' translation in
academic settings?

Fagles' Antigone is widely used in classrooms for its
clarity and poetic beauty, serving as an accessible
yet profound version that encourages critical
analysis of Greek tragedy and its relevance to
contemporary issues.

Are there any notable
differences in tone or style in
Robert Fagles' translation of
Antigone compared to other
translations?

Yes, Fagles' translation is characterized by its poetic
rhythm, accessible language, and a tone that
balances reverence for the original text with a
modern sensibility, setting it apart from more literal
or archaic versions.

Antigone, Robert Fagles, Greek tragedy, Sophocles, classical literature, ancient Greece,
Greek drama, tragedy translation, Greek theater, Sophocles Antigone
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