Ancient Greek Culture: Epic Poetry and Epic Narration

Epic Poetry

The epic poem has the following main characteristics:

1. It is a long narrative poem.

2. The speaker is a narrator, telling a story.

3. The theme or subject of the tale is important.

4. The setting is huge.  It may be a sea, a region, or the world. 

5. There is a main character, who is, or is capable of being, a hero.

6. The action includes extraordinary or superhuman deeds.

7. Gods or supernatural beings take a part/interest.

8. The purpose of the epic poem is not only to entertain, but to teach and inspire the listener.
Epic Narration

An epic poem is narrated in predictable ways:

1. In an invocation, the poet-narrator starts the poem by stating the tale's subject and asking for poetic inspiration from a guiding spirit.

2. The narrator begins telling the story "in media res" ("in the middle of things"), describing what is happening after certain events have already occurred.

3. The narrative includes speeches by principal characters which reveal their personalities.

4. The narrative's tone and style are formal rather than conversational.

5. The use of figurative language makes the narrative vivid and exciting for readers and listeners.

Epic Simile

An epic simile (a "Homeric simile") extends a simile with elaborate descriptive details that can fill several lines of verse.


Thus masterfully did he go about among the host, and the people hurried back to the council from their tents and ships with a sound as the thunder of surf when it comes crashing down upon the shore, and all the sea is in an uproar. (Iliad, 2: 200/229) 

The Greeks return to the assembly with a sound like the thunder of surf
