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The Epic Form in British Literature                                                                                            Gerz and Johns-Putra

Definition and Characteristics
of the Epic Form

By Adeline Johns-Putra (2004)
The epic is a narrative poem with the following characteristics:

1. of a profound national or even universal relevance;

2. with a virtuous hero or heroes (virtuous as defined by the culture of the epic) who must go through many trials to achieve the good of an entire people;

3. is imbued with immensity and sheer enormity in the scope and breadth of the narrative;

4. is acknowledged by the vast majority of literary authorities over many generations for excellence of its poetic and cultural merit.

Various Significant Epics of British Literature
Researched and Compiled by Don Gerz (2005)
(Note: Epics from world and American literature purposely are not included in this chart.

Those epics might be covered in MSA's world and American literature and composition courses.)
	Title
and Author
(if the author
is known)
	Region, Culture, Religion, and Approx. Date(s) of Composition
	Central Character(s)
	Summary, Comments, 

Some Background Info, Etc. 

	Beowulf

(Unknown Christian, Anglo-Saxon author, between 700 and 1000, but much of its material had been in circulation in oral narrative for many years.)
	Great Britain (present-day England), Anglo-Saxon (Old English), Anglo-Saxon Germanic religions blended with the then primitive Christian religion, around 700, but the action of the poem takes place around 500 in present-day Denmark and Sweden.
	Beowulf, a hero from Sweden who fights the monster Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and a fire-breathing dragon in Denmark.
Grendel,
a horrible demon

Grendel's Mother, an even more horrible demon than Grendel!
A Fire-breathing Dragon who is even more horrible than the above two horribles!
	King Hrothgar of Denmark, a descendant of the great king Shield Sheafson, enjoys a prosperous and successful reign.  He builds a great mead-hall, called Heorot, where his warriors can gather to drink, receive gifts from their lord, and listen to stories sung by the scops, or bards.  However, the jubilant noise from Heorot angers Grendel, a horrible demon who lives in the swamplands of Hrothgar’s kingdom.  Grendel terrorizes the Danes every night, killing them and defeating their efforts to fight back.  The Danes suffer many years of fear, danger, and death at the hands of Grendel.  Eventually, however, a young Geatish (Swedish) warrior named Beowulf hears of Hrothgar’s plight.  Inspired by the challenge, Beowulf sails to Denmark with a small company of men, determined to defeat Grendel.  (http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/beowulf/)


	The Faerie Queen

By Edmund Spenser
1552-1599

	Great Britain, England (London and Westminster) and Ireland, Christian religion (Protestant: Church of England/

Anglican),
1596
	Arthur, the central hero of the poem in search of the Faerie Queen
The Faerie Queen (Gloriana) - Though she never appears in the poem, she is its focus; her castle is the ultimate goal of many of the poem’s characters.  She represents Queen Elizabeth.
The Redcross Knight is the hero of Bk I; he stands for the virtue of holiness.
Una, Redcross's future wife, and the other major protagonist in Bk I.
Duessa, the opposite of Una, she represents falsehood and nearly succeeds in getting Redcross to leave Una.
	Spenser intended to write 12 books of The Faerie Queen, all in the classical epic style; Spenser notes that his structure follows those of Homer and Virgil.  Each book concerns the story of a knight, representing a particular Christian virtue, as he or she would convey at the court of the Faerie Queen.  Because only half of the poem was ever finished, the unifying scene at the Queen's court never occurs; instead, we are left with six books telling an incomplete story.  Of these, the first and the third books are most often read and critically acclaimed.  Though it takes place in a mythical land, The Faerie Queen was intended to relate to Spenser's England, most importantly in the area of religion.  Spenser lived in post-Reformation England, which had recently replaced Roman Catholicism with Protestantism (specifically, Anglicanism) as the national religion.  There were still many Catholics living in England, and, thus, religious protest was a part of Spenser's life.  A devout Protestant and a devotee of the Protestant Queen Elizabeth, Spenser was particularly offended by the anti-Elizabethan propaganda that some Catholics circulated.  Like most Protestants near the time of the Reformation, Spenser saw a Catholic Church full of corruption; he determined that it was the wrong religion.  This sentiment is an important backdrop for the battles of The Faerie Queen, which often represent the "battles" between London and Rome.  (http://www.sparknotes.com/poetry/fqueen/)

	Paradise Lost

By John Milton

1608-1674
	Great Britain, England (London and Westminster) under the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell and then the Restoration of King Charles II, Christian religion (Protestant: Presbyterian), 1667
	Satan - Head of the rebellious angels who have just fallen from Heaven as devils.
Various Devils

Various Angels

Adam and Eve - The first humans
God the Father - One part of the Christian Trinity.  God the Father creates the world by means of God the Son, creating Adam and Eve last.  He foresees the fall of Mankind through them.  He does not prevent their fall, in order to preserve their free will, but he does allow his Son to atone for their sins.
God the Son - Jesus Christ, the second part of the Trinity, delivers the fatal blow to Satan’s forces, sending them down into Hell, before the creation of Earth.  When the fall of man is predicted, He offers himself as a sacrifice to pay for the sins of mankind, so that God the Father can be both just and merciful.
	Throughout Paradise Lost, Milton expresses the idea that Adam and Eve’s fall from grace was actually fortunate, because it gives individual human beings the opportunity to redeem themselves by true repentance and faith.  The importance of remaining strong in one’s personal religious convictions, particularly in the face of widespread condemnation, is a major theme in the later Books of Paradise Lost, as Michael shows Adam the vision of Enoch and Noah, two followers of God who risk death to stand up for him.  Paradise Lost also presents a number of Protestant Christian positions: the union of the Old and New Testaments, the unworthiness of mankind, and the importance of Christ’s love in man’s salvation.  Nonetheless, the poem does not present a unified, cohesive theory of Christian theology, nor does it attempt to identify disbelievers, redefine Christianity, or replace the Bible.  Instead, Milton’s epic stands as a remarkable presentation of biblical stories meant to engage Christian readers and help them to be better Christians.  (http://www.sparknotes.com/poetry/paradiselost/)


	The Lord of the Rings
J. R. R.

(John Ronald Reuel)
Tolkien

1892-1973
Note: By definition, The Lord of the Rings series is not a pure epic since it is in simple prose instead of highly stylized poetry of an excellent quality.  However, other features (i.e., profound national or even universal relevance, a virtuous hero or heroes, immensity and sheer enormity in the scope and breadth of the narrative, and cultural merit) imbue it with many other important qualities of a genuine epic.

	Great Britain, England 
(Oxford: University College in Oxford), very close colleague of C. S. Lewis at Oxford (see below), Christian religion
(Roman Catholic), along C. S. Lewis,  inspired J. K. Rowling to write the Harry Potter series (see below), 1949


	Frodo Baggins, the main protagonist of The Lord of the Rings, a Hobbit of exceptional character

Bilbo Baggins, Frodo's uncle who knows (or who knows of) the key players of the epic
Other Hobbits associated with Frodo

Many Elves

Various Dwarves

Several Humans
Wizards, both good and evil
Numerous Enemies and Malevolent Beings

Loosely Associated Allies and Benevolent Beings

	Tolkien intended his three-part novel to act as a mythology for England, a group of fantastic tales about the prehistory of a world in which the values embodied those of the common British individual.  Tolkien did not wish to retell existing myths or legends, but rather to create new myths altogether.  The work touches on the very principles of love, friendship, and sacrifice that are an integral part of human life.  Scholars and critics continue to dispute whether The Lord of the Rings belongs alongside other serious works of modern British literature or whether it remains only a “period piece”—a work of fiction with only passing significance for its contemporary audience.  However, other respected literary critics see The Lord of the Rings as serious writing full of deep social and moral ideas.  Tolkien’s tales of Middle-earth present more than just an escapist fantasy about a magic, faraway world.  They give us a view of the world as it was changing in the middle of the twentieth century, forcing us to consider the values that dominated the emerging era.  Characters in the novel frequently comment on how the times are “dark,” as Éomer puts it in The Two Towers—echoing what many commentators said about World War II.  The novel is a battle between the forces of good and evil, and the good side is represented by an alliance of various races with diverse customs and interests.  The collaboration of Elves, Dwarves, Men, and Hobbits in pursuit of the common goal of saving the world—a sort of primordial version of the United Nations—presents an early vision of the global thinking that characterized postwar society.  Cultural differences are present—we hear much about how different Dwarves are from Elves, for example—but they are put aside when collaboration is required.  The pursuit of goodness and fellowship across races is part of what makes The Lord of the Rings so enduring in difficult historical times.  (http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/fellowship/)

	The Anathemata
By David Jones

1895-1974


	Great Britain, Whales, England (London), English and Welsh Myths, Christian religion (Roman Catholic), 1952


	(The representation and reconstitution of the great themes of man, nature, and history are the "characters" of this epic.)
	The Anathemata is "very probably the finest long poem written in English this century," judged W. H. Auden.  Jones acknowledges that it is a work born out of his limited and insular experience, as "a Londoner, of Welsh and English parentage, of Protestant upbringing, of Catholic subscription."  Paying careful heed to sound and language, using foreign words where only the foreign will do, Jones relates history--and connects it, to itself as well as to the reader.  It is a book that tries to locate the poet (and the reader), and Jones' transcends his limited locale and background in doing so.  Beginning with Rite and Fore-time, Jones leads through history, moving to Angle-land, and eventually Mabinog's Liturgy and Sherthursdaye and Venus Day.  Carefully hewn, the dense but free-flowing poem is an artistic achievement of great merit.  Man, nature, history: great themes are reduced, reconstituted, and represented by a poet with a marvelous ear.  Much of the myth is English and Welsh (though he does reach much farther), much of the religion weighed down by Roman Catholicism, but the sum is far greater than these parts.  Jones' achievement is a beautifully crafted, heavy, heady poem.

(http://arts.telegraph.co.uk/arts/main.jhtml?xml=/arts/2002/09/29/bojon29.xml&sSheet=/arts/2002/09/29/botop.html)


	The Chronicles of Narnia
By C. S.

(Clive Staples)

 Lewis
(1898-1961)
Note: By definition, The Chronicles of Narnia series is not a pure epic since it is in simple prose instead of highly stylized poetry of an excellent quality.  However, other features (i.e., profound national or even universal relevance, virtuous hero or heroes, immensity and sheer enormity in the scope and breadth of the narrative, and cultural merit) imbue it with many other important qualities of an authentic epic.


	Great Britain,  Northern Ireland (Belfast), England (Oxford: University College in Oxford), very close colleague of J. R. R. Tolkien at Oxford (see above), along with Tolkien,  inspired J. K. Rowling to write the Harry Potter series (see below), 1950-1956

	From The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe
Aslan - The king and god of Narnia.  The noble lion sacrifices his life so that the Witch will spare Edmund.

The White Witch  - Like any malicious character, the Witch, an embodiment of evil.
Peter Pevensie - Peter is the oldest of the Pevensie children, and he is noble and courageous.

Susan Pevensie - The second oldest of the Pevensie children, Susan is the beauty among the Pevensies.  She is sweet and kind.

Edmund Pevensie - The third oldest Pevensie child, Edmund is a brat for most of The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe, but eventually sees the error of his ways and returns to the good side.

Lucy Pevensie - The youngest Pevensie is cheerful, kind, and brave.

Professor Kirke -  He takes care of the Pevensie children so they can escape the air raids in London during World War II.  Wise and open-minded, he helps Peter and Susan understand that Narnia may indeed exist.

Emperor-over-the-Sea - We never meet him, but he is Aslan's father and the ultimate god of Narnia.

	The Chronicles of Narnia is a series of seven fantasy novels for children written by C. S. Lewis.  They present the adventures of children who play central roles in the unfolding history of the realm of Narnia, where some animals talk, magic is common, and good is fighting evil.  Although the books contain allusions to Christian ideas, an allegorical reading of these books is quite confusing and reductionist.  In the process of writing his fantasy works, Lewis (an adult convert to Christianity) eventually came to incorporate some elements of Christian theological concepts into the stories in a way that was accessible to the average reader.  In this, Lewis succeeds; The Chronicles of Narnia have become favorites with both children and adults.  The books are not weighty, and can be read for their adventure, color, and mythological ideas without concern for the Christian issues.  Lewis maintained that the books were not allegorical, and preferred to call the Christian aspects of them "suppositional."  This is similar to what we would now call alternative history.  One of Lewis' early academic publications was The Allegory of Love (1936), about medieval allegories of courtly love.  Consequently, he kept a strict definition of allegory.  As he states in one letter: "If Aslan represented the immaterial Deity in the same way in which Giant Despair represents despair, he would be an allegorical figure.  In reality however he is an invention giving an imaginary answer to the question, ‘What might Christ become like, if there really were a world like Narnia and He chose to be incarnate and die and rise again in that world as He actually has done in ours?’  This is not allegory at all."  Lewis also dispelled the myth that he had originally fashioned the stories for the purpose of demonstrating Christian principles: "Some people seem to think that I began by asking myself how I could say something about Christianity to children; then fixed on the fairy tale as an instrument, then collected information about child psychology and decided what age group I'd write for; then drew up a list of basic Christian truths and hammered out "allegories" to embody them.  This is all pure moonshine.  I couldn't write in that way.  It all began with images: a faun carrying an umbrella, a queen on a sledge, a magnificent lion.  At first there wasn't anything Christian about them; that element pushed itself in of its own accord."  (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Chronicles_of_Narnia)

	Harry Potter

By J. K.

(Joanne Kathleen)

Rowling

1965-

Harry Potter
(Continued)
Note: By strict definition, the Harry Potter series is not a pure epic since it is in simple prose as opposed to highly stylized poetry of an excellent quality.  However, many other qualities (i.e., profound national or even universal relevance, virtuous hero or heroes, immensity and sheer enormity in the scope and breadth of the narrative, and cultural merit) imbue it with many other important qualities of the genuine epic.
	Great Britain, England (Chipping Sodbury near Yate at Gloucestershire, Winterbourne, Bristol, Tutshill near Chepstow in the Forest of Dean, Exeter: University of Exeter), Scotland (Edinburgh),
1997-2007(?)
Book I of the seven-volume series was published in 1997, Book VI was published in 2005.  The last book (Book VIII) is expected in 2007
Note on Religion in Harry Potter: The ethical and moral structure of the Potter books is that of an implicitly secular Christian humanistic mold that fits traditionally with the Church of England's Anglican Protestantism.  Rowling’s defenders, as well as Rowling herself, insist she is following in the footsteps of countless traditional English authors, including C. S. Lewis and 

J. R. R. Tolkien, who imbued their writing with time-honored Christian themes.
(See Lewis and Tolkien above.)
	Harry Potter, The protagonist and unlikely hero of the story, who is gradually transformed from a timid weakling to a powerful figure by the end.
(Continued)

Hermione Granger, initially an annoying goody-two-shoe who studies too much and obeys the school rules too zealously.  Hermione eventually becomes friendly with Harry after she learns to value friendship over perfectionism and obedience. 
Ron Weasley, a shy, modest boy who comes from an impoverished wizard family.  Ron is Harry’s first friend at Hogwarts, and they become close.

Albus Dumbledore, the kind, wise head of Hogwarts.  Though he is a famous wizard, Dumbledore is as humble as his name suggests.

Voldemort, a great wizard gone bad.  When he killed Harry’s parents, Voldemort gave Harry a lightning-shaped scar.  Voldemort has thus shaped Harry’s life so that Harry’s ultimate destruction of him appears as a kind of vengeance.
	The Harry Potter books draw on a long tradition of English fantasy works that seem to be for children but are in fact deep allegories of the human condition.  Rowling herself has stated that her book is really about imagination and that practicing wizardry is only a metaphor for developing one’s full potential.  On one level, the story is a thriller with a criminal plot (the planned theft of the Sorcerer’s Stone) that is thwarted by a group of brave students, just as C. S. Lewis’s Narnia books--childhood favorites of Rowling’s--are about children who explore a strange land and perform heroic deeds.  However, on a deeper level, Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone, like the Narnia books, illustrates the challenges and adventures of growing up.  Rowling’s book outlines every child’s ordeal of becoming an individual, winning respect from peers, learning about loyalty, discovering the difference between forgivable vices and unforgivable sins, and believing in something bigger than oneself.  Harry’s transformation from a forgotten orphan living under the stairs into a publicly recognized individual (symbolized by the magical, adultlike letters addressed to him), and then finally into a renowned hero represents the successful entry into the public world wished for by every child.  Harry’s escape from misery to a new place where he has friends, respect, and a useful role in the world is a projection of every child’s ideal life.  Most importantly, Harry’s discovery that there is something uniquely valuable inside him represents the dream of innumerable people--children and adults alike--who enjoy indulging their imaginations.  Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets, the second book in the series, describes the return of the evil wizard Voldemort in a new form.  The events of the book suggest that evil can be warded off temporarily, but never banished forever.  The Chamber of Secrets also shows how the wizard world shares many characteristics with the unmagical world.  There is never a perfect, untroubled ending in either world.  As Harry matures, the books mature as well.  Each offers more plot complexity than the previous book, shows the ways in which Harry becomes more resourceful, and escalates the threat that Voldemort poses.  Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban introduces Hogsmeade, a purely magical village, as well as Azkaban, a magical prison.  It shows again that Voldemort cannot be oversimplified; even if he is not present, his servants are craftily plotting ways to bring him back to power, leaving the end slightly unresolved, paving way for the fourth book.  Harry matures from the second book to the third, deepening his loyalties, learning to combat his weaknesses, and having his first romantic feelings.  The first book, after situating Harry at Hogwarts, takes a stand against the immoral pursuits of immortality.  The second book speaks out against racism and the supposed worth of bloodlines.  The third book fights the injustices of a legal system gone wrong.  Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire expands the magical world beyond Hogwarts and Britain, through the International competitions of the Quidditch World Cup and the Triwizard Cup.  It also confirms that, while Harry has held Voldemort temporarily at bay in the previous books, Voldemort will return again, and the wizard world will have to reckon with this bleak certainty.  The explosive global response to the Harry Potter series has made the books the subject of serious literary criticism and academic interpretation, another first for a contemporary children’s book.  Scholars have tried to pinpoint exactly why the Harry Potter books have been so enormously successful.  The series’ ability to appeal to readers of all ages and nationalities has significantly aided sales, and in terms of genre, the Harry Potter books are complex and dynamic, incorporating elements of fairy tales, detective novels, boarding school narratives, adventure stories, quest tales, and fantasy novels.  Consequently, the books actively engage followers of each of those genres, not just regular readers of children’s literature.  Many critics and literary theorists also suspect that it might be Harry’s historic battle against evil that contributes to the books’ wide audience and loyal support.  Others argue that it is the series’ empowerment of children, who shoulder extraordinary responsibility and triumph despite setbacks, even pausing to instruct adults along the way.  (http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/harrypotter/)


Notes on the Epic Form in Literature

By Adeline Johns-Putra of the University of Exeter
August 17, 2004.  This article is a copyright of The Literary Encyclopedia.

The simplest definition for the epic is a long, heroic, narrative poem.  However, the epic means much more than this, for the very word connotes a special status—a profound national or even universal relevance as well as greatness, not merely in the scope and breadth of the narrative but in its poetic merit.  The problem, however, with describing the epic in terms of its special status is that this easily becomes a prescription rather than description, a demand that poems (or, later, novels, or even films) must be good enough to be epic.  It does not account for works that aspire to epic status yet apparently lack excellence.  More importantly, the vagueness of these terms fails also to explain the complexity of the epic tradition, which consists of a variety of texts that sometimes challenge expectations of what is epic and do not, as a body, possess any significant coherent attributes.

In other words, the epic as a genre demonstrates the complexity implicit in the concept of genre itself, and in the materials with which the concept attempts to deal.  Modern genre theory has, fortunately, evolved from the relatively simple idea of a genre as determining a list of fixed criteria.  For example, structuralist critics such as Tsvetan Todorov posit that genre provides over-riding rules of discourse, in much the same way that language possesses a context (langue) in which utterances (parole) can have meaning.  Meanwhile, the reception theorist Hans Robert Jauss has suggested that genre is shaped over time by changes in writers’ and readers’ expectations: genre in this sense is a contract between author and reader, a set of procedures by means of which sense is made, and, on occasion, violated.  These two models are useful in showing us how the epic genre works, for epic offers a set of ideas and contexts for writers to work with as they communicate with their readers.  As writers both imitate and innovate with previous epic texts, the epic tradition becomes a collection of diverse, albeit related, texts.  Thus, the idea of epic evolves over time, with various attributes accruing to it, some maintained and others abandoned.

To define and discuss the epic, then, is to describe its long history.  Lengthy narratives of heroic action have emerged in many cultures over time, from the Hindu Ramayana (19th century BC) and Mahabharata (16th century BC), to the eighth-century Beowulf, to the epics of the Ainu islands off Japan, whose exact date is unknown but which were written down in the eighteenth century.  The earliest known epic is the Babylonian-Sumerian epic of Gilgamesh, which was first written down in about 2000 BC but was being performed as early as 2200 BC.

The Western epic tradition is traceable to the Homeric epics, the Iliad and the Odyssey, which can be verifiably dated to at least the eighth century BC.  There is little precise information about the composition of these epics, about the poet the Greeks called Homer, or whether just one poet was responsible for each or both of these poems.  What is assumed is that they were composed by one or several bards before being more or less fixed and written down around the time of the invention of Greek writing in the eighth or seventh centuries BC.  It is also known that they formed part of a lost “Epic Cycle” telling of events surrounding the Trojan War.

The action of the Iliad concerns a number of days in the ten-year siege of Troy, an attack begun by the Greek leader, Agamemnon, after the abduction of Helen.  The story, however, is really about the brilliant Achilles, who becomes resentful and disillusioned at the injustices inflicted upon him by Agamemnon.  His withdrawal from battle has tragic consequences for both himself and his fellow Greeks, while his resumption of war leads to their victory and the brutal slaying of the Trojan prince, Hector.  The Odyssey takes place well after these events, and narrates Odysseus’ long and eventful quest to return home after the war.  As these brief synopses may suggest, the poems are concerned with the great deeds of a single, monolithic hero, yet their model of heroism is no simple one.  Achilles’ disillusionment with war and Odysseus’ yearning for peace and domesticity implicitly critique the code of martial glory and bravery contained in these epics.  The Homeric heroes may be great, but theirs is a complicated greatness.

It is not just the epic hero who conveys greatness, but the epic poet.  The reputation enjoyed by the Homeric poems and therefore by their creator was, from the fifth century BC onwards, inestimable.  Greek philosophers may have discussed and debated the nature of literary forms such as epic and tragedy, as Aristotle did in his Poetics, but they agreed largely on the excellence of Homer; his poems were valued not just for their artistic merits but for the breadth of knowledge they conveyed.  By the time the Roman Empire came into being, then, Homer had long been venerated as a central figure in Greek culture, and Greek culture was finding respect among the Romans for its sophistication.  The Romans, striving to emulate the Greeks’ philosophical and artistic prowess, sought to reproduce this in their own language.  The Aeneid of Virgil, written in the first century BC, is a direct response to Homer’s epics, as well as the first text to be almost unanimously considered of comparable worth to the Iliad and the Odyssey.  Virgil’s epic is an amalgamation of the two Homeric texts, merging the themes of war and homecoming into the story of the foundation of the Roman Empire by the exiled Trojan prince Aeneas.  In addition, it is not only a continuation of the genre but a significant innovation, for it explicitly yokes epic heroism to ideals of nationhood and leadership.  Although Aeneas is a multi-dimensional figure, he is aligned with moral values, such as piety and duty, with a clarity with which neither Achilles nor Odysseus had been.

In writing the Aeneid, Virgil also repeated certain Homeric conventions and crystallized these into specifically epic traits.  Aided by critical comments, such as those of Horace in his Ars Poetica, a range of formal epic characteristics emerged from the classical age.  These include: the invocation of the muse, usually at the commencement of the epic; the use of “supernatural machinery,” or the presence and intervention of the gods; the catalogue, such as Homer’s listing of the Greek ships; epic similes (lengthy and detailed similes whose meanings indirectly enhance the narrative); and the division of the poem into books of twelve or twenty-four—Virgil chose to write his epic in just twelve books out of deference to Homer, whose narrative was by then conventionally divided into twenty-four.

Classical epic—in terms of both practice and theory—resonates strongly in the poetry and criticism of the Renaissance.  An early example of Renaissance epic, and one that shows nicely the twin strands of innovation and imitation in the epic genre, is Dante’s Divina Comedia of the fourteenth century, a poem about the poet’s journeys through hell, purgatory and finally heaven.  Although sui generis in many ways, particularly in the autobiographical nature of its narrative, it demonstrates a preoccupation with epic—with Virgil rather than with Homer, who was rediscovered in the later Renaissance—and rewrites epic heroism as a personal, spiritual quest.

Meanwhile, as the Renaissance progressed, the influence of medieval chivalric romances such as the Chanson de Roland combined with the legacy of the classical epics to produce the great epic romances of the Renaissance, such as Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, Torquato Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered, and Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, each of which combines epic and romance in varying degrees.  Apparent in all these is the recasting of epic heroism into allegories of good versus evil, thus establishing the epic hero as primarily a knight in the service of Christian morality.  With John Milton’s Paradise Lost, the moral conflict is taken to its logical end, that is, to apocalyptic proportions, and the nationalistic tendencies of the epic established by Virgil are expanded to the level of the cosmological.  Though not straightforwardly “heroic” due to its lack of a single hero, there are more than enough epic conventions in Milton’s poem to signal its generic intentions.  These are adapted to fit with the text’s subject matter.  Thus, the poet invokes both the classical muse Calliope as well as the Holy Spirit, and the great military counsels of both the Iliad and the Aeneid are recalled in the debate that takes place in hell between the devils.  It must be noted here that Milton’s introduction of blank verse as a vehicle for epic expression was a formal innovation that would become an established epic convention in its own right.

It is a commonplace of epic scholarship that Paradise Lost changed forever the trajectory of epic.  The subsumption of the heroic, and indeed the epic, into the biblical made subsequent epic attempts untenable—crudely put, it seemed as if there was nowhere for epic to go after Milton.  The effects of this in the eighteenth century are best captured by Alexander Pope’s preference for translating and mocking epic over writing it.  Pope’s monumental translations of the Iliad and the Odyssey and his mock epic The Rape of the Lock demonstrate perfectly how epic continued to be venerated though no longer to be viable.  In addition, Pope’s Homeric translations consolidated the heroic couplet as an alternative metrical form for epic.

Paradise Lost is not the only work significantly to affect the epic form in the eighteenth century.  Cervantes’ Don Quixote, though perhaps not itself an epic, did provide a critique of the heroic modes of romance and hence epic, and thus enabled innovations in the genre.  Henry Fielding’s novels Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones, labeled by their author “comic-epic-poems in prose,” are notable challenges to the epic tradition, suggesting a new heroism based not on outstanding leadership and chivalry but on everyday sincerity.  Such heroism, of course, was also recognizable in the relatively new form of the novel, with its emphasis on managing the gulf between the interior and the exterior, the self and society.  Indeed, there is a case to be made for reading the novel as the channel into which the epic impulse flowed in the modern age, for heroism based on public action would seem to be untenable in a time in which the primacy of individual consciousness and will were being so openly acknowledged.  This is the argument put forward by both Georg Lukács (Theory of the Novel, 1914) and Mikhail Bakhtin (in his essay “Epic and Novel,” 1941) who posit separately that the epic age has been conclusively superseded by that of the novel.

Notwithstanding this, the epics of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries must be accounted for somehow.  It is perhaps more accurate to note that the questions of selfhood and subjectivity that, according to both Lukács and Bakhtin, help to modulate the epic towards the novel are evident in the epic attempts of both the Romantic and Victorian ages.  It could therefore be said that, in the nineteenth century, epic and novel coincide at several interfaces.  The epic’s concern with self is most obvious in The Prelude by William Wordsworth, in which the poet is imagined as an epic hero of sorts, his quest being—according to the subtitle given to it by Wordsworth’s wife—the “growth of a poet’s mind.”  Other nineteenth-century epics heroicize the poet to varying degrees, from Lord Byron’s Don Juan to John Keats’s unfinished Hyperion and The Fall of Hyperion to Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh.  Barrett Browning’s epic about the female poet’s journey toward both literary success and personal happiness is a significant challenge to previous alignments of epic heroism with masculinity, whether through its martial, nationalistic, or chivalric associations.

Meanwhile, the early twentieth century is most notable for epics that continue in the attempt to capture the essence of human experience but, in the spirit of modernism, insist that this experience is necessarily incoherent and disjointed.  James Joyce’s novel Ulysses is the keynote of this movement, with its “stream-of-consciousness” technique and its narrative of a day in the life of the ordinary Leopold Bloom.  H.D.’s Helen in Egypt and, more recently, Derek Walcott’s Omeros also combine epic influence with a modernist ethos of fragmented and shifting subjectivities; both constitute attempts at representing the epic in feminist and post-colonial modes respectively.

The epic impulse is most evident in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, however, in the medium of film rather than literature.  The desire for grand historical narratives has been evident in cinema from the first, for example, D. W. Griffiths’s The Birth of a Nation (1915), Sergei Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925) and Cecil B. de Mille’s famous extravagant productions.  Hollywood in particular has tended consciously to produce versions of epic, in narrating either classical or biblical content, as in The Ten Commandments (1956), Ben Hur (1959), and Spartacus (1960).  In the past two decades, special effects advances, especially of the digital variety, have resulted in blockbusters also labeled epic, such as Titanic and The Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001-04).  These two tendencies, that of imitating literary classical content and that of employing a breadth of scope and vision, have merged in recent epic films Gladiator (2000) and Troy (2004), the latter being a film version of Homer’s Iliad.

In the twenty-first century, then, the question “What is epic?” has no easy answer.  The term “epic” describes a bewildering range of texts, in the loosest sense of the word, for it finds itself applied to Hollywood blockbusters as well as “real-life” events such as sporting contests, corporate takeovers, political elections.  The history of the epic shows that the epic has come, to us, to connote the immensity of life, and resonates with questions of morality, social responsibility, and subjectivity.  The range of texts that have, over time, been designated as epic attest to the indeterminacy of the genre beyond these vague notions of greatness and specialness, as well as the impossibility of providing a simple definition of the word “epic.”
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