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‘This work of translation, then, is a battlefield, in which our Arabic language 

has raided the plump Greek bosom of [the Iliad], captured its virgins, and plundered 
its jewels.’ So said Muḥammad ᶜAbduh (1849–1905) of the first Arabic translation of 
Homer’s Iliad. The poem had been rendered into Arabic verse by the Lebanese 
intellectual and, later, politician Sulaymān al-Bustānī (1856–1925) in a seventeen-
year project that culminated in the publication of the text in Cairo in 1904. It was the 
first complete rendering of a ‘classical’ (i.e. ancient Greek or Latin) literary text into 
Arabic, and it was immediately taken to be a momentous achievement. In this paper, 
in light of the early reception of the text, of which ᶜAbduh’s words above are 
representative, I argue that al-Bustānī’s translation of the Iliad was interpreted by 
Arab intellectuals as the capture of a key object in the façade of Western cultural 
authority. As such, it came to be perceived as a symbolic turning-point in the power 
dynamics undergirding European colonialism, represented locally by the ongoing 
British occupation of Egypt (1882–1914). I begin by sketching the global 
transmission of Homer in the processes of nineteenth-century European 
expansionism. I then set al-Bustānī’s translation in its immediate context of an Arabic 
discourse on the ancient Greeks that took shape in the aftermath of Napoleon’s 
invasion and occupation of Egypt (1798–1801). Having described the background, I 
explain how al-Bustānī’s text performed the apprehension of Homer for Arab culture, 
in an act of resistance against the inscription of ancient Greece in a monolithic 
narrative of ‘civilization’ that represented the specious moral basis for the European 
‘mission civilisatrice’. Largely by means of material supplementary to the actual 
translation, al-Bustānī framed Homer as a figure of monumental prestige at the same 
time as he re-embedded the ancient Greek poet in a framework of local cultural 
history. In concluding comments, I reflect on the shaping influence of geopolitics on 
this landmark translation and, at a theoretical level, on the particular constraints on 
translatability in circumstances where an urgent political struggle is at stake. 


