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and son Telemachus have to live 
with a crowd of suitors competing for 
Penelope’s hand in marriage. The 
Odyssey is a poem about 
homecoming, embodied in the 
Ancient Greek word nostos (νόστος).

Tellings and retellings
The Odyssey has a long history of 
translation. The first translation was 
into Latin in around the third 
century BC by Livius Andronicus 
(who was, interestingly, a slave). The 

first translation into English was by 
George Chapman and published in 
1614 to 1616. Around 60 more 
followed, including ones by 
Alexander Pope (1725) and William 
Morris (1887). The most recent 
notable versions include EV Rieu’s 
translation (1946) and Robert Fagles’ 
poetry translation (1996), both 
published by Penguin. 

Wilson’s translation made the 
headlines for several reasons. Firstly, 
it is the first translation of The Odyssey 
into English by a woman. It has been 
translated by women into other 
languages – starting in 1708 with 
Anne Dacier’s rendering into French. 

The Italian translation by Rosa 
Calzecchi Onesti is much more 
recent –1968 – but was for a long 
time the most widely known version 
in that language. A translation by 
Imme Dros into Dutch was brought 
out in 1991. There is still no 
translation by a woman into German, 
but that is the only major European 
language now without one.

The nuances of gender
However, it is not the gender of the 
translator alone that is notable here, 
but the way in which the translation 
itself is attentive to gender issues. 
And as such, it is very much a 
translation for our time. 

Although she first and foremost 
wants to be known for the quality of 
her translation in general, Wilson’s 
thoughtfulness about gender has 
revealed translation errors that stem 
from male bias in previous 
renderings. She has illustrated this  
in a revolutionary way on Twitter  
(@EmilyRCWilson), comparing 
different translations and illuminating 
her own. In her tweet of 4 March 
2018, for example, she explains why 
she chose the word ‘mouths’ in her 
translation of the passage about the 
Sirens, the singers who tempt all those 
who sail past to listen to them forever: 
Now stop your ship and listen to our voices. 
All those who pass this way hear  
 honeyed song 
poured from our mouths. The music brings  
 them joy, 
and they go on their way with  
 great knowledge.

Wilson chose not to follow the 
traditional translation ‘lips’ given by 
male translators, and in this way 
rejected the sexualisation of the 
Sirens as mermaid-like creatures (see, 
for instance, Herbert James Draper’s 
painting on the next page). ‘Mouths’ 
is more truthful to the original, 
conveying that the Sirens are 
seductive not because of the way they 
look (they are sea nymphs with 
human heads and bird bodies) but 
because they know terrible secrets. 

Another example concerns Wilson’s 
translation of kunopis (κυν πις), 
meaning ‘dog face’ or ‘dog eye’. In 
the passage in which Helen of Troy 
recalls last seeing Odysseus’ son ‘the 
day the Greeks marched off to Troy, 
their minds/fixated on the war and 
violence’, Fagles’ translation of the 
next line is ‘shameless whore that I 

T he Assembly Rooms were 
filled to capacity when Emily 
Wilson appeared at the Bath 

Festival on 26 May. Currently 
Professor of Classics at the University 
of Pennsylvania, British-born Wilson 
has produced a new and highly 
acclaimed complete translation of 
The Odyssey into English, which 
Charlotte Higgins, The Guardian’s 
chief arts writer (and one of Wilson’s 
contemporaries studying classics at 
Balliol College, Oxford), has called ‘a 
new cultural landmark’ that ‘will 
change the way the poem is read in 
English’. Why has it met with such 
an enthusiastic response?

A story of homecoming
The Odyssey is a Greek epic poem in 
24 books attributed to Homer and 
believed to have been written in 
about 800 BC, when writing first 
came to the Greek world. It is the 
sequel to the other major work 
believed to have been recorded by 
Homer, The Iliad, which is one of the 
oldest works in Western literature 
(almost 2,000 years older than Beowulf) 
and tells the story of the Trojan War. 
These poems are regarded as the 
pillars of Greek culture and are 
based on a long oral tradition. 

The Odyssey is written in a poetic 
dialect of Greek, a literary amalgam 
of Aeolic Greek, Ionic Greek and 
other Ancient Greek dialects. The 
poem’s hero, Odysseus, King of 
Ithaca, is known as Ulysses in 
Roman myths. The poem describes 
his 10-year journey home after the 
fall of the city of Troy. He is assumed 
to be dead, and his wife Penelope 

Homer’s epic about Odysseus has been told and 
retold over the centuries. Aletta Stevens looks at a 
new translation that has been hailed a ‘landmark’

aletta stevens is a 
freelance Dutch mother 
tongue translator, founder 
member of iti, and 
contributor to ITI Bulletin. 
she is the author of 
Looking for Uncle Joop: A 
Long-Lost Story from Nazi-
Occupied Holland (2017) 
and takes a keen interest 
in translated literature. 
her website is www.
alettastevens.co.uk.

Retravelling  
The Odyssey

The Sirens are seductive 
not because of  their 

looks but because they 
know terrible secrets
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Voices joining together
Finally, Emily Wilson’s translation 
sought to bring out the poem’s 
multivocality, which is rooted in its 
oral performance; in other words, 
Homer’s is not the only voice that we 
hear in it. To demonstrate this, she 
read several passages, putting on 
different voices. She began by 
reading aloud the opening passage in 
Ancient Greek, followed by her 
English translation. Her low, 
powerful voice made both language 

versions sound impressive and 
commanding, but there was much 
more to it. Emily Wilson’s translation 
has an absence of pomposity, and 
lacks the elaborate, flowery language 
of some of the previous translations. 
Fagles’ translation of the first line, for 
example, is ‘Sing to me of the man, 
Muse, the man of twists and turns.’ 
By comparison, Wilson’s rendering 
below has a directness that makes it 
contemporary and instantly speaks to 
us today in a very different manner. 
Charlotte Higgins was particularly 
struck by her choice of the word 
‘complicated’, a completely fresh take 
on the Greek word polytropos 

(πολυτρόπως), meaning ‘much-
turning’, that immediately draws us 
into the text:
Tell me about a complicated man.  
Muse, tell me how he wandered  
 and was lost  
when he had wrecked the holy town of Troy,  
and where he went, and who he met,  
 the pain  
he suffered in the storms at sea, and how  
he worked to save his life and bring his men  
back home. He failed to keep them safe;  
 poor fools,  
they ate the Sun God’s cattle, and the god  
kept them from home. Now goddess,  
 child of Zeus,  
tell the old story for our modern times.  
Find the beginning.

Wilson has also avoided 
overused previous translations, such 
as the famous phrase ‘the rosy-
fingered dawn’, on the basis that 
repetition has a deadening effect. 
Along with such phrases as ‘the 
wine-dark sea’ and ‘bright-eyed 
Athena’, ‘the rosy-fingered dawn’ is 
one of the formulaic phrases that 
recur regularly in The Odyssey. 
Scholars believe these to be a 
signature of oral storytelling. For 
this written version, however, Wilson 
decided to break with tradition and 
vary her translation of rhododáktulos 
Ēṓs (‘ροδοδάκτυλος ’ ώς) according 
to context. Her alternatives include 
‘When early dawn revealed her 
rose-red hands’, ‘The early dawn 
was born; her fingers bloomed’ and 
‘Soon dawn appeared and touched 
the sky with roses’.

It took Emily Wilson five years to 
translate The Odyssey’s 12,110 lines of 
dactylic hexameter, a word count of 
just over 87,000 words. She says that 
translating an ancient language is a 
slower process and that you have to 
work much harder than with a living 
language. Asked why she had wanted 
to translate the poem at all, she 
replied: ‘I felt the English-speaking 
world did, in fact, need yet another 
Odyssey, because there were elements 
of the original that were obscured or 
not prioritised or not conveyed by 
the existing translations.’ Her 
extensive publicity tour took in the 
US, UK, Australia and Greece, as 
well as radio broadcasts and 
podcasts; she appeared at the Hay 
Festival and on national TV news; 
and she has been internationally 
reviewed. When did a translator last 
have such exposure?

was’, while Stephen Mitchell’s 
rendering is ‘bitch that I was’. Emily 
Wilson’s translation is by contrast: 
‘They made my face the cause that 
hounded them’.

By turning the noun into a verb, 
Wilson has not made Helen into an 
animal or a sexually destructive 
female, but has turned the Greeks 
into those who are hounded. 

Poetry and pentameter
The third reason why Wilson’s 
translation is a breakthrough is 
because previous prose or free-verse 
translations insufficiently conveyed 
the sounds and rhythm of the 
Ancient Greek – the ‘music’ of the 
language that was so essential to its 
oral performance at a time when few 
people were literate and most poetry 
was performed aloud.

After reading the original out loud 
to herself numerous times, Wilson 
decided to follow English literary 
tradition by using the iambic 
pentameter: a line of verse with five 
metrical feet, each consisting of one 
short (or unstressed) syllable followed 
by one long (or stressed) syllable. 
This was an inspired decision for an 
English readership, because English 
readers are already familiar with this 
type of verse from works by Chaucer, 
Shakespeare and Donne (‘Let me not 
to the marriage of true minds/Admit 
impediment. Love is not love/Which 
alters where it alteration finds…’). It 
also increased the poem’s pace, partly 
because Wilson, unlike most other 
translators, restricted herself to one 
line of Homeric Greek to one 
equivalent line of English verse. ph
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Wilson, unlike most 
other translators, 

restricted herself  to one 
line of  Homeric Greek to 
one line of  English verse

the odyssey translated  
by emily Wilson is 
published by  
W. W. norton & company 
(new York, 2017).

Herbert James 
Draper’s 1909 
painting ‘Ulysses 
and the Sirens’ is 
very much part of 
a tradition which 
saw the Sirens as 
seductive 
mermaids
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