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Required Texts:

Benjamin R. Foster (ed.) 2019. The Epic of Gilgamesh (Norton Critical Editions).
Emily Wilson (trans.) 2018. Homer, The Odyssey. Norton.
Emily Wilson (trans.) 2025. Homer, The Iliad. Norton.
Allen Mandelbaum (trans.). 1981. Vergil, Aeneid. Bantam.
John Milton, Paradise Lost. 2020. Norton Critical Edition by Teskey.
Derek Walcott. 1992. Omeros.  Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.

This course offers a survey of the epic tradition from its earliest surviving expressions in the ancient Near East to its modern reinventions. Beginning with the Epic of Gilgamesh, we examine how epic poetry emerged as a form through which cultures articulate foundational stories about heroism, mortality, community, and the divine. We then trace the development of the genre through key works of Greek and Roman antiquity—including Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneid—before turning to later transformations of epic in European and global traditions.
Along the way, we ask how epic constructs ideals of heroism and leadership, how it represents the relationship between human beings and the gods, and how it responds to experiences of war, migration, empire, and cultural memory. Particular attention will be given to questions of genre; of oral vs. written composition; and of the ways later poets reinterpret and challenge earlier epic models. The course concludes with selections from Derek Walcott’s Omeros, a modern epic that reimagines Homeric themes within the historical and cultural landscape of the Caribbean.
By reading these works comparatively, students will explore how epic poetry both preserves and reshapes cultural values across millennia, and how the genre continues to evolve as writers revisit its forms and themes to address new historical realities.
Reading and Oral Assignments: For every class, there will be readings assigned from an epic text + 1-2 scholarly articles. While everyone is expected to read the scholarship, it will be one student’s job to give a 4-5 minute oral summary of the scholarly article and of how it effects our epic readings.  

Written Assignments:  
In lieu of midterm and final exam, we will have two writing assignments.  The first one will be a full class period long (= 80 minutes).  The second will be slightly longer and will take place closed book during the final exams period.  We will devote the last class of the semester to students presenting their final essay projects in front of the class.  Essays will be written by hand in bluebooks.  These in-class essays will be graded based on the following criteria:
· Content (i.e., how original and well-developed are your ideas?  Do they effectively weave scholarship into your readings of the epic texts?)
· Style (i.e., do you express yourself clearly and eloquently, in good, formal English?)
· Neatness (i.e., are grammar, spelling, and punctuation in good order?).

Short e-quizzes: To help you keep up with the assigned readings, we will do short Kahoot quizzes once a week.

Class Participation & Attendance:
This course relies significantly on in-class discussion.  Therefore, both careful attention to assigned readings and active participation in the classroom are fundamental to your success in the course.  We will be covering a large amount of material this semester, and it is therefore crucial for your success in the course that you make every effort not to miss classes.  Emergencies and illnesses do, however, arise.  Each student may take up to two “personal days” at his or her own discretion—no questions asked—without negatively impacting his or her grade.  Any absences beyond that must be accompanied by appropriate documentation from Health Services or other relevant office.  

Grade distribution:
Regular attendance and class participation: 20%
Oral presentations of scholarly readings: 20%
Short e-quizzes: 10%
2 writing assignments: 25% each

WEEK 1: 
August 31: Introduction: What is Epic?  
· John Miles Foley, “Epic as Genre,” in Robert Fowler (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Homer (Cambridge, 2004), 171–187.
· OPTIONAL: Luke Arnott, “Epic and Genre: Beyond the Boundaries of Media,” Comparative Literature 68.4 (2016): 351–369.
· “Introduction” in Norton Gilgamesh
· Gilgamesh: Tablets I–IV, Foster pp.1–38 (Gilgamesh and Uruk; creation and civilization of Enkidu; friendship; decision to seek fame; journey toward the Cedar Forest)
Sept 4: Gilgamesh
· A. R. George, “The Epic of Gilgamesh” in Catherine Bates (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Epic (Cambridge, 2010) 1-12.
· “Ch. 3: Gilgamesh and Glory” in Michael Clarke, Achilles beside Gilgamesh: Mortality and Wisdom in Early Epic Poetry (Cambridge, 2019). 
· OPTIONAL: Irving Finkel, The Ark Before Noah: Decoding the Story of the Flood (New York, 2015). 
· Gilgamesh: Tablets V–VIII, Foster pp. 39–68 (Humbaba and the Cedar Forest; return to Uruk; Ishtar and the Bull of Heaven; Enkidu’s doom and death; Gilgamesh’s lament)

WEEK 2: 
Sept. 7: LABOR DAY
Sept. 11: Gilgamesh
· Tzvi Abusch, “The Epic of Gilgamesh and the Homeric Epics,” in R. M. Whiting (ed.), Mythology and Mythologies: Methodological Approaches to Intercultural Influences (Helsinki, 2001), 1–6. 
· Gilgamesh: Tablets IX–XI, Foster pp. 69–100 (Gilgamesh’s response to mortality; journey to Utanapishtim; Siduri and Ur-Shanabi; the Flood; failed immortality; return to Uruk)

WEEK 3:
Sept. 14: Gilgamesh
· Ken Dowden, “The Epic Tradition in Greece,” in The Cambridge Companion to Homer, 188–205.
· Iliad 1-6
Sept. 17, 5:30 PM: John Heimbuch performs Odyssey
Sept. 18: Iliad
· Andrew Ford, Homer: The Poetry of the Past (1992), ch. 1, “The Genre: Traditional Definitions of Epic,” pp. 13–56. 
· Bernardo Ballesteros, “Greek and Near Eastern Epic: Context and Comparison” in The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Epic (2024), pp. 17-40.
· Iliad 7-12

WEEK 4:
Sept. 21: [RESCHEDULED to Dec. 11]
Sept. 25: Iliad 
· Emma Greensmith, “(Pushing) the Limits of Epic,” introduction to The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Epic (2024), 1–14.
· Iliad 13-18

WEEK 5:
Sept. 28: Iliad
· Iliad 19-24
Oct. 2: Iliad
· Christos C. Tsagalis, “Space and Story: The Iliad and the Odyssey” in The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Epic (2024), pp. 81-103.
· Odyssey 1-6

WEEK 6:
Oct. 5: Odyssey
· Alexander C. Loney, “Epic Dislocation: Nostalgia and Return” in The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Epic (2024), pp 130-146.
· Odyssey 7-12
Oct. 9: Odyssey [FIRST PAPER]
· Simon Goldhill, “A Brief History of Epic Time” in The Cambridge Companion to Ancient Greek Epic (2024), pp. 169-183.
· Odyssey 13-18

WEEK 7: FALL BREAK

WEEK 8:
Oct. 19: Odyssey
· Erich Auerbach, “Odysseus’ Scar” in Mimesis.
· Odyssey 19-24
Oct. 23: Odyssey
· Gian Biagio Conte, “The Virgilian Paradox: An Epic of Drama and Pathos,” in The Poetry of Pathos: Studies in Virgilian Epic (Oxford, 2007), 23–57. 
· Aeneid 1-3

WEEK 9:
Oct. 26: Aeneid
· Duncan F. Kennedy, “Virgilian Epic,” in The Cambridge Companion to Virgil, 2nd ed. (2019), 216–225.
· Aeneid 4-6
Oct. 30: Aeneid
· J. Harrison, “Epic Inclusivity: Vergil’s Aeneid,” in Generic Enrichment in Vergil and Horace (Oxford, 2007), 207–240. 
· Aeneid 7-9

WEEK 10:
Nov. 2: Aeneid
· Philip Hardie, “Closure and Continuation,” chapter 1 in The Epic Successors of Virgil: A Study in the Dynamics of a Tradition (1992), pp. 1–18.
· Aeneid 10-12
Nov. 6: Aeneid
· C. S. Lewis, selections from A Preface to Paradise Lost (1942), especially “Virgil and the Subject of Secondary Epic” and “The Style of Secondary Epic.”
· Paradise Lost 1 

WEEK 11:
Nov. 9: Paradise Lost
· Stanley Fish, “The Harassed Reader in Paradise Lost,” Critical Quarterly 7 (1965): 162–182.
· Paradise Lost 2 
Nov. 13: Paradise Lost
· Barbara Kiefer Lewalski, “The Genres of Paradise Lost,” in The Cambridge Companion to Milton (2006), pp. 113–129. 
· Maggie Kilgour, “Classical Models,” in The Cambridge Companion to Paradise Lost (2014), pp. 57–67. 
· Paradise Lost 4

WEEK 12:
Nov. 16: Paradise Lost
· David Quint, selections from Inside Paradise Lost: Reading the Designs of Milton’s Epic (2014).
· Paradise Lost 9

Nov. 20: Paradise Lost
· Joseph Brodsky, “On Derek Walcott” NYT Review of Books (1983).
· Robert D. Hamner, “Derek Walcott’s Omeros,” in Catherine Bates (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to the Epic (2010), 234–245.
· Omeros 1

WEEK 13:
Nov. 23: Omeros
· Oliver Taplin, “Derek Walcott’s Omeros and Derek Walcott’s Homer,” Arion, 3rd ser., 1.2 (1991): 213–226.
· Norman Austin, “Homer and the Sunrise in Derek Walcott's Omeros,” The Classical World 93, “From Homer to Omeros: Derek Walcott's Omeros and Odyssey” (Sep.-Oct.1999), pp. 29-42.
· Omeros 3

Nov. 27: THANKSGIVING
WEEK 14:
Nov. 30: Omeros
· Joseph Farrell, “Walcott’s Omeros: The Classical Epic in a Postmodern World,” South Atlantic Quarterly 96.2 (1997): 247–274.
· Omeros 6

Dec. 4: Omeros
· Gregson Davis, “‘With No Homeric Shadow’: The Disavowal of Epic in Derek Walcott’s Omeros,” South Atlantic Quarterly 96.2 (1997): 321–334.
· Omeros 7

WEEK 15:
Dec. 7:Omeros
Dec. 11: [MAKE-UP DAY] In-class presentations; [SECOND PAPER during finals]
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