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Epic poetry : “A long narrative poem celebrating the great deeds of legendary heroes, in a grand ceremonious style.  The hero usually protected or even descended from gods performs superhuman  exploits in battles or voyages often saving or founding a nation or human race itself.  They are often derived from the oral tradition” (Baldick 70).
Baldick, Chris.  The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms. Oxford, N.Y: Oxford UP, 1990.
“Epics are heroic narratives of … earlier times, originally recited by bards on the battlefield & at royal rituals, preserved in a fluid oral tradition, and

and known to be grounded in actual events ( 9th-7th for the Mahabharata)
Conventions of epic poetry:

1. invocation of the muse

2. use of epithets & extended similes
3. listing of heroes or combatants

4. beginning in medias res (in the middle)
5. action happens on a grand scale

6. use of formulaic machinery (i.e. repetition of certain stock phrases, known as formula and use of the same epithets and same forms of introduction to episodes & speeches

7. Use of epic simile (an extended simile elaborated in such detail or at such lengths as to eclipse temporarily the main action of a narrative work forming a decorative digression.  Usually the simile compares one complex action (rather than a simple quality or thing) with another.  For example the approach of an army may be compared to the onset of storm clouds.
Examples of epics

Gilgamesh (3000 CE)

Virgil’s Aeneid (30-20 BC or CE)

Homer Iliad, Odyssey (8th cent CE)

Beowulf (8th cent AD)

Milton’s Paradise Lost

As you read look for the following  motifs
· Need to celebrate & establish origins
· Establish relationship between, sexuality, knowledge and civilization
· Women’s power is viewed to lie in their sexuality – often women act as civilizing agents taming the wild man – men surrender to women because of their sexual desire – but this desire is demonized – the woman is seen to have magical powers – this absolves the man of being weak.
·  Enormous struggle between good and evil – pay attention to what is considered good or evil – i.e.  how is evil defined. – inherited like original sin or human creation of pride and will.
Read pgs 883-885 for background on India’s heroic age.

Literature  of India’s heroic age (produced between 550B.C and 100 AD) records the development of Hindu and Buddhist religions from the Vedic (Aryan) civilization and provides a minute window into the non-Aryan civilization of the Tamil speaking  people of South India.*
(Earlier thought to be an entirely different language – now thought to be developed by an earlier group similar to the Vedic Indo-European language speaking group that migrated to India and settled in the Southern part of India.

The Sanskrut (anglicized as Sanskrit) poems Ramayana (550B.C) and Mahabharata (dating back to the 4th century B.C.) are thought to be India’s earliest epics and believed to record Hindu values in the making.

· .

Mahabharata attributed to Vyasa tells the story of a great civil war among the Aryan clan

Maha = huge, biggest

Bharata = older name of India; India is anglicized name derived from several words (Indus, Sindhu, Hindu)

Sanskrut word “dharma” literally means “that which holds” is the force that supports the universe or holds it together.

Translates into ethics law or doing the right thing or right action (easier to remember this)

karma –action, duty

Brahman – priest – became priestly class

Khatriya (ksatrya) – warriors – became kings

Vaisyas – merchants, traders, farmers or other members of the community of producers or people dealing with products

Sudra – laborers – some of them later become the untouchables (Gandhi gave them a new name Harijan – children of Hari or God)
“karma” = action, a person’s duty

