What does ‘epic’ mean?

Characters:

A hero and a villain (or maybe villains?).

How do these compare?  Roland/Ganelon, Achilles/Agamemnon, Maximus/Commodus, Livius/Commodus.  Are these sometimes more complex?  (Agamemnon is  still a Greek hero, but what about Hector?  Is he not a hero, too?)  Livius as a ‘hero’?  How heroic is he?

A ‘romance’ lady (but in differing rôles – may not always be a ‘big’ part: such as Roland’s fainting fiancée).  Briseis is a slave, and a possession; how do they compare with Lucilla, in either or both of her incarnations?  

Strong relationships (of differing kinds) between men.

This is obvious in all cases, but how are these relationships demonstrated, formed and cemented?  (violence often has a lot to do with it).  What part do they play in moving the story forward, or concluding it?  How is the hero or villain formed in relation to men/women?

A sense of struggle – humans (especially heroes) against forces, supernatural, societal and natural – beyond their control.

The supernatural as help and hindrance is really important in epic; Maximus and the gods, the interfering gods in Homer, and later the Christian god…however, the spiritual element may form a greater or lesser part (for example in Fall of the Roman Empire the gods seem different from Gladiator, where they offer ‘support’ to the hero).   Whatever its nature, there is always a spiritual or supranatural presence acknowledged by the characters in the film.

Themes:

Lots of killing, sometimes quite gruesome.  

Violence has a central part in epic…what is it?  It may differ from film to film and text to text, but the hero is always involved in some type of struggle, and relates to violence, living in a world of violent struggle.  The setting is often war or ‘sport’ violence, or revolutionary violence. 

Battles and wars – not much peace in ‘epics’: but if there was, how could the hero be heroic?.

Well, can a hero be non-violent in epic?  Is redemption always achieved by violence?

Movement towards goals – progressive movement, towards smaller goals which make up movement towards a major goal.  Usually a theme of journey or quest (which fits well with the ‘movement’ of the story).

Idea of good versus evil, God against the Devil.

The hero is justified by being on the ‘right’ side, spiritually and/or morally.

Qualities:

Length – usually very long.  May cover a long time period.  How is the time period dealt with?  Is this the same in all epics (note the narration in Fall of the Roman Empire, the passing of time in El Cid, Homer’s concentration on one point in ten years, the use of flashback and ‘flashforward’, of prophecy)

A cast of thousands.  Big theme, big cast.   Big scenic shots, too – a heightened sense of landscape.

The landscape is almost a character.  It dwarfs the humans, but an empty landscape is significant – it is without humans…the space where they ‘are not’.

Importance of signs and symbols – both in terms of objects and of gestures and language (eg both the relics and Harold’s gesture of swearing on them in the Bayeux Tapestry are symbolic).   Often these appear ritualistic: you wouldn’t do this in real life, unless consciously ‘plugging in’ to the tradition (ie you’d be consciously myth-making – watch politicians, especially Bush and Blair; Kerry is weakened by his lack of ability to do this).

Christian/pagan.  These stories were originally pagan, with pagan deities involved (see Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale).  Look at the qualities of the hero and the nature of the stories – how do they ‘fit’ with Christian ideals and morality?

Sometimes there is dramatic repetition – actions and events ‘mirror’ those which have happened earlier.  Often this is mnemonic; that is, events, gestures and sometimes objects are intended to very obviously refer back to what has happened earlier.  This is because ‘epic’ stories were originally orally transmitted (ie by word of mouth) and the audience needed to have their memories very strongly ‘jogged’. 

Interesting ‘epic’ facts about 1066:

William of Normandy had with him a minstrel called Taillefer:  before the battle he sang The Song of Roland to the Norman troops.  (Similar to US troops being ‘pumped up’ before battles in Iraq by watching films like Top Gun).  They didn’t watch Ridley Scott’s  Black Hawk Down!

As well as an ‘epic’ embroidery, now known as the Bayeux Tapestry, an epic account of the battle was written.  It’s come down to us in Latin, and is called the Carmina de Hastingas Proelio – The Song of the Battle of Hastings.   In content, form and style it’s very similar to Old English battle poems such as Maldon, and Norse sagas – these are, of course, very closely related in cultural terms.  The Normans were second-generation Vikings (Rollo of Normandy, founder ot the dynasty and William’s grandfather, came from Scandinavia during the period of ‘viking’ expansion in the second half of the tenth century).  The English were part Scandinavian (especially Danish, after the immigrations from the ninth century onwards) and King Harold’s father Godwin had come over with the Scandinavian King Knut (Canute) of England during the same period.  The culture of the English, especially in Eastern and Central England, was very close to that of the Danes and Swedes in particular.  Beowulf, hero of the first great English ‘epic’ poem, was originally a Danish hero.  

The culture, art and institutions of the Normans were far closer to those of the British and the Scandinavians than they were to those of ‘French’ France.  The Normans did, however, adopt the hero Roland very quickly, as this was a form and a character which fitted in to their own culture, art and ideology very easily (by the 1060s both French and Norman families were naming their sons Roland and Oliver after the heroes of the story).  

Another association with Roland was his fight against the Saracens.  Because Harold had perjured himself on holy relics (and was thus an oath-breaker), and because the expedition had been blessed by the Pope, who had given William a papal banner (which William displayed prominently at all times during the campaign), the Normans were made to believe that they were on what would later become known as a ‘crusade’.  

Interestingly, an English writer in the Anglo-Saxon chronicle, describing a Danish raid on his country, refers to the Danes as ‘Saracens’- a term both racially and ideologically charged (unlike the geographical term ‘northmen’ which was in general use).  This sheds a different light on the ‘epic’ struggle of Brytnoth against the Danes at Maldon – it turns a localised struggle against raiders into a crusade, and the earl and his men into national and religious martyrs.

