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The Epic Tradition
 Characteristics of an Epic:
 • Incredible plot, involving large-scale events
 • Mix of myth, legend, and history that often includes gods and goddesses as characters
 • Long narrative poem about a quest, told in formal, elevated language
 • Larger-than-life hero who embodies the values of a particular culture
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The Epic Tradition
 Epics from all times and places help connect the past to the future.
 A Bridge from the Past to the Future
 • An epic—or long narrative poem—is about the exploits of a national hero.
 • Epics carry a culture’s history, values and traditions from one generation to the next.
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The Epic Tradition
 Epics may vary across different cultures or times.
 • The epic tradition, however, remains a constant social feature.
 • Where there are people, there are epics, retelling the triumphs and trials of life.
 A Bridge from the Past to the Future
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Myths and religious stories, which explain the origins and deeds of gods, differ from epics.
 The Epic Tradition
 The Epic Hero
 The epic tradition reflects the human need
 • to understand ourselves
 • to bridge the gap between what’s human and what’s divine
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The Epic Tradition
 Epic heroes—such as Anglo-Saxon Beowulf, Greek Achilles, and Mesopotamian Gilgamesh—are special, godlike human beings
 • who carry the status and power of gods within themselves
 • who remain subject to the joys and hardships of the human condition
 The Epic Hero
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Beowulf, Achilles, and Gilgamesh embody the particular values of their cultures.
 These values can be found distilled in a single figure: the heroic archetype.
 • The archetype is the model that is somehow familiar to all people and times.
 The Epic Tradition
 • The archetypal hero expresses the universal human quest for knowledge and understanding.
 The Epic Hero
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• in most cases is the founder of something new, such as a new view of life or a new city
 One of the twentieth century’s foremost interpreters of myths and archetypes, Joseph Campbell, helped define qualities of the archetypal hero.
 According to Campbell, the epic hero
 • must be willing leave old ways behind and to go on a quest to begin something new
 The Epic Tradition
 The Epic Hero
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As in our own journey through life, there are often trials and obstacles that stand between the hero and his or her goals.
 • Like Beowulf facing Grendel, we must fight our own dragons—our inner and outer demons.
 The Epic Tradition
 • The epic hero’s belief in himself, in his own powers, and in certain values makes success possible.
 The Epic Hero
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Today, the epic tradition thrives in our own popular culture, where a diverse array of larger-than-life characters appear . . .
 The Epic Tradition
 • in movies
 • in video games• in fantasy novels
 These characters, both male and female, are often superhuman and easily recognizable as descendants of the ancient heroes.
 • in comic books
 • in television shows
 The Epic Lives On
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Epics are a dramatic record of the personal and collective human quest, as in
 The Epic Tradition
 • Beowulf’s journey from a self-seeking adventurer to a heroic but humble death
 • Gilgamesh’s transition from arrogant king to returning pilgrim
 • Achilles’ passage from pouting adolescent to experienced warrior
 The Epic Lives On
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The Epic Tradition
 The archetype endures:
 • The epic continues to be a universal and relevant symbol.
 • Epics express some of the most deeply held values of humankind.
 The Epic Lives On
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Ask Yourself
 1. Why are epics so important to a culture?
 2. Think of a modern-day epic that you enjoy. How do you relate to it? How is it like ancient epics?
 The Epic Tradition
 [End of Section]
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Medieval Narrative
 Influences on the Medieval Narrative:
 • Popular legends from the early Middle Ages that were embellished over time
 • Religious literature that passed along the ideals and beliefs of an era
 • Urban growth, cultural development, and widespread disease that altered social structures
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• universities
 • governmental forms
 • concepts of the world
 • concepts of God
 Despite the challenges of war, plague, and oppression, the Middle Ages were hardly “dark.” We are indebted to the Middle Ages for many modern ideas and institutions, including
 Medieval Narrative
 The Dark Ages?
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• Many stories from the period contain the same passion, humor, and sense of wonder that we see today.
 The medieval narratives that have survived reflect much of the time’s positive outlook.
 Medieval Narrative
 The Dark Ages?
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The term medieval often conjures up images of knights riding off into battle on magical quests.
 Medieval Narrative
 Adventure, Morality, Life
 • These heroic adventures were the foundation for the popular literature of the era.
 • Much of this narrative tradition emerged from earlier stories, such as the King Arthur legends.
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The same themes that consume us today can be found throughout narratives based on King Arthur, as well as other medieval stories. Those themes rely on familiar subjects:
 Medieval Narrative
 • Love
 • Betrayal • Hope
 • Conquest
 • Desire
 Adventure, Morality, Life
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Religious narratives were also a significant part of medieval culture.
 • These texts combined entertaining travel adventures with morally instructive religious stories.
 Medieval Narrative
 • The Golden Legend, by Jacoubs da Varagine, is a thirteenth century collection of stories about saints’ lives.
 Adventure, Morality, Life
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Religious narratives were often allegories, stories in which literal elements represent abstract or moral concepts.
 Medieval Narrative
 Through the use of allegory, medieval literature
 • explored cultural ideals
 • confirmed values
 • amused audiences
 Adventure, Morality, Life
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As the Middle Ages progressed, elements of daily life found their way into stories.
 Medieval Narrative
 • reality of city living
 • fear of the plague
 Adventure, Morality, Life
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Two pieces of literature from the Middle Ages stand out as vital links to the modern world.
 Medieval Narrative
 • consists of a collection of stories set during the Black Death
 The Decameron, by Giovanni Boccaccio
 • explores diverse fourteenth century characters
 The Canterbury Tales, by Geoffrey Chaucer• includes romance, faith, humor,
 alongside darker, humanistic themes
 1
 2
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Ask Yourself
 1. What themes did medieval writers address in their work?
 2. How did writers from the later Middle Ages, such as Boccaccio and Chaucer, affect the medieval narrative.
 Medieval Narrative
 [End of Section]
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The End
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