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Introduction
: The
Enduring
Legacy of
Virgil’s Epic
and
Fitzgerald’s
Masterful
Translation

For more than two
millennia, Virgil’s The
Aeneid has stood as
one of the
foundational texts of
Western literature. It
is a poem of exile,

destiny, love, and
war, chronicling the
journey of Aeneas
from the ashes of
Troy to the shores of
Italy, where he lays
the groundwork for
what would become
Rome. But for
readers of English,
the experience of this
epic is profoundly
shaped by the
translator who
renders Virgil’s Latin
into our modern
tongue. Among the
many English
translations, the
version by Robert
Fitzgerald holds a
uniquely esteemed
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of Virgil The Aeneid
Robert Fitzgerald
crafted is not merely
a linguistic exercise;
it is a poetic re-
creation that
captures the
grandeur, the pathos,
and the rhythmic
power of the original
while remaining
accessible to
contemporary

audiences. This
article explores why
Fitzgerald’s version
remains a touchstone
for students,
scholars, and general
readers alike,
examining its stylistic
choices, its historical
context, and its
lasting influence on

the way we
understand Virgil's
masterwork.

Behind the
Translation:
Robert
Fitzgerald’s
Poetic
Credentials

To understand the
distinctive qualities
of Fitzgerald’s
Aeneid, one must
first appreciate his
background. Robert
Fitzgerald

(1910-1985) was not
only a translator but
also a distinguished
poet, critic, and
professor. His deep
engagement with
classical literature
began during his
studies at Harvard
and later at Oxford,
and it was sharpened
by his work as a
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journalist and war
correspondent.

Fitzgerald’s earlier
translations of
Homer’s The Odyssey
(1961) and The Iliad
(1974) had already
earned him acclaim
for their clarity,
dignity, and fidelity
to the spirit of the
original poems. When
he turned to Virgil in

the 1980s, he
brought decades of
experience in

rendering ancient
epic into a modern
idiom that neither
sounded archaic nor
sacrificed the music
of the hexameter.

Fitzgerald was
acutely aware that
Virgil’s Latin is more
polished and
consciously artful
than Homer’s Greek.
Virgil wrote during
the reign of

Augustus, a time of
political consolidation
and cultural
flowering, and his
poem reflects a
sophisticated,
sometimes
melancholy
sensibility.
Fitzgerald’s own
poetry—elegant,
restrained, and often
deeply moving—made
him the ideal conduit
for Virgil’s voice. His
version of Virgil The
Aeneid Robert
Fitzgerald offered is
therefore not a flat
prose crib but a living
poem that respects
the original’s meter
(iambic pentameter,
a natural English
equivalent for
dactylic hexameter)
while avoiding the
forced rhyme or
stilted inversion that
mars some earlier
attempts.
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distinctive
set

Several
features
Fitzgerald’'s Aeneid
apart from other
celebrated versions,
such as those by John

Dryden, Allen
Mandelbaum, or the
more recent Sarah
Ruden. Fitzgerald
aimed for what he
called “a kind of
limpid clarity” that
allows Virgil’s
imagery and
narrative drive to
shine through
without the
interference of overly
ornate language. Yet
he never shrinks from
the poem’s sublime
moments—the storm

that shipwrecks
Aeneas on the coast
of Carthage, the
doomed love of Dido,
the terrifying descent
into the underworld,
and the final,
haunting scene of
Turnus’s death.

Fidelity to Tone
and Emotion

One of the hallmarks
of Fitzgerald’s work
is his ability to match
the shifting emotional
registers of the poem.
In the first book,
when Aeneas sees the
Carthaginians

building their city
and feels a pang of
envy mixed with
sorrow, Fitzgerald
renders it with a
quiet dignity: “O
fortunate people,
whose walls already
rise!” The reader
feels both the longing
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for home and the
hero’s acceptance of
his own unsettled
fate. Later, in the
heartbreaking fourth
book, Dido’s
speeches burn with
passion and
anguish—Fitzgerald
preserves the raw
grief without lapsing
into melodrama. His
diction is always
precise, never florid,
and his line breaks
reinforce the pacing
of Virgil’s narrative.

Use of Modern
English Without
Sacrificing
Grandeur

Many older
translations,

particularly Dryden’s,
are written in a high
Augustan style that
can feel remote to
modern readers.

Fitzgerald avoids
both the cloying
archaism of the 19th
century (“thee,”
“thou,” “hath”) and
the flatness of a
purely utilitarian
rendering. Instead,
he uses a resonant
but contemporary
vocabulary. For
instance, when the
ghost of Creusa
appears to Aeneas as
he flees Troy,
Fitzgerald writes:
“Why give way to
such grief, my sweet
husband? These
things do not happen
without the will of the
gods.” The language
is direct, yet the line
carries a spiritual
weight that honors
the original.

The
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The
Aeneid presents
unique difficulties.
Virgil’s Latin is
compressed, allusive,
and sonorous. His
sentences often run
on for many lines,
their structure
carefully balanced,
and his word order is
designed to create
specific effects that
are impossible to
replicate word-for-
word in English.
Moreover, Virgil
constantly echoes
earlier Greek and
Latin poets—Homer,
Ennius,

Lucretius—weaving a
dense intertextual
fabric. Fitzgerald
does not attempt to

Translating
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lets the narrative
carry the deeper
meaning, trusting the
reader’s awareness of

the overall epic
tradition. His
footnotes and
introduction offer
guidance without
overwhelming the
text.

Meter and

Rhythmic Flow

Virgil’s hexameter is
a versatile line that
can accommodate
rapid action, solemn
reflection, or tender
dialogue. Fitzgerald
decided to use a
flexible iambic
pentameter—the five-
beat line familiar
from Shakespeare
and Milton—as his
base. This meter feels
natural to English
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ears and allows for
variations: sometimes
a line will have an
extra syllable, or a
strong pause will
occur in the middle,
echoing Virgil’s own
caesura. The result is
a translation that can
be read aloud with
pleasure, as
Fitzgerald himself
intended. In his note
on the translation, he
wrote: “The sound of
the verses is part of
the meaning.”

Key Episodes
Brought to

Life by
Fitzgerald

To appreciate the
quality of Virgil The
Aeneid Robert
Fitzgerald

translation, it is
helpful to look at

specific episodes
where his talents
shine brightest.

The Fall of Troy
(Book II)

Aeneas recounts the
destruction of Troy to
Dido’s court. The
scene is chaotic and
violent: the Trojan
horse, the killing of
Priam, the
disappearance of
Creusa. Fitzgerald’s
language captures
both the horror and
the sense of divine
betrayal. When the
giant horse is pulled
inside the city walls,
he writes: “O my
countrymen, what
blind madness drove
you on? / You thought
the enemy gone? No,
you were never free.”
The direct address
(“O my countrymen”)
turns the reader into
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a witness, and the
line break after “on”
creates a moment of
breathless
realization.

Dido’s Despair
(Book 1IV)

Perhaps no passage
in the poem is more
famous than Dido’s
curse as she watches
Aeneas sail away.
Fitzgerald renders
her final speech with
devastating clarity: “I
shall die unavenged,
but die I will. / Let my
shade drink your
sight. I know no
better / token. I will
follow you through
the dark.” The word
“shade” evokes the
classical underworld,
and the simplicity of
“l know no better
token” makes her
anguish utterly
human. Fitzgerald

resists the temptation
to over-embellish,
trusting the raw
emotion of the
situation.

The Descent to
the Underworld
(Book VI)

The underworld
sequence is one of
the most
philosophical and
visionary parts of the
poem, where Aeneas
learns about the fate
of souls and the
future glory of Rome.
Fitzgerald’s

translation captures
the sublime eeriness
of the setting: “On
they went in the blind
night, through the
gloom of empty halls
/ and the ghostly
kingdom of Dis.” The
adjective “blind” for
the night is
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Coniparing

suggests both™ the
absence of light and
the blindness of the
souls. And when
Anchises reveals the
pageant of Roman
heroes yet to come,
Fitzgerald’s lines
swell with prophetic
dignity: “Others, I am
sure, will cast more
lifelike bronze, / will
draw from marble
living faces, plead
cases better, / trace
the paths of heaven
with a rod.
Remember, Roman, /
this will be your
special gift: to rule
the nations.” The
imperative
“Remember” strikes
like a gong,
underscoring the
epic’s central
message of duty.

Fitzgerald
with Other
Popular
Translations

Readers seeking a
version of The Aeneid
often compare
Fitzgerald to other
notable translators.
Allen Mandelbaum’s
translation (1971)
uses a similar
unrhymed

pentameter but tends
toward a more
abstract, sometimes
effusive style. David
West’s prose
translation is faithful
and clear Dbut
sacrifices the poetic
lift. The recent verse
translation by Sarah

Ruden (2021) is
punchy and
colloquial,
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emphasizing the
violence and
restlessness of the
poem. Fitzgerald,
meanwhile, occupies
a middle ground: he
is accurate enough
for classroom study
and lyrical enough for
pleasure reading. No
translation is perfect,
but Fitzgerald’s
remains the
recommended choice
for those who want to
experience Virgil’'s
epic as a poem in
English—one that
stands on its own as a
work of art.

Why Fitzgerald
Endures in the
Classroom and
Beyond

College syllabi for
classical literature
courses have
consistently included

Fitzgerald’'s Aeneid
for decades. Its
combination of
scholarly care and
literary flair makes it
ideal for students
who are new to epic
poetry but also useful
for advanced readers
who want to revisit
the text. Moreover,
Fitzgerald’'s work has

influenced other
writers and
translators: his

phrasing echoes in
contemporary poetry
and even in popular
culture references to
the Aeneid. His
version also pairs
well with his
translations of
Homer, creating a
consistent reading
experience for those
who want to compare
the epic traditions of
Greece and Rome.
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Thematic
Richness in
Fitzgerald’s
Interpretatio
n

Beyond mere word
choice, Fitzgerald’s
translation subtly
emphasizes certain
themes that are
central to Virgil’'s
poem: the tension
between fate and free
will, the cost of
empire, the fragility
of human love, and
the relentlessness of
time. By using a
clear, uncluttered
style, he allows these
themes to emerge
organically from the
narrative rather than
being imposed by
commentary. For
example, when
Aeneas leaves Dido,

the reader feels the
moral ambiguity—he
is following the gods’
command, but the
human cost is
devastating.
Fitzgerald does not
apologize for Aeneas,
nor does he condemn
him; he simply
presents the tragedy
with balanced
judgment, trusting
the reader to draw
their own
conclusions.

Conclusion:
Why
Fitzgerald’s
Aeneid
Remains
Essential

In the crowded field
of English
translations of
Virgil’s masterpiece,
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Robert Fitzgerald’s
The Aeneid holds a
rare and deserved
reputation. It is a
translation that
respects the
complexity of the
original Latin while
offering a poem that
is alive, moving, and
lucid. Fitzgerald’s
deep understanding
of both Virgil’s world
and the resources of
modern English
allowed him to
produce a version
that has become a
classic in its own
right—a bridge
between ancient

Rome and
contemporary

readers. Whether you
are encountering
Aeneas for the first
time or returning to
his journey after
many years, the
translation by Robert
Fitzgerald offers an
experience that is
both faithful and
freshly imagined. It is
no exaggeration to
say that for millions
of readers, Virgil’'s
Aeneid is the words
of Robert Fitzgerald,
and that is a legacy
any translator would

envy.



