why is paradise lost an epic poem

why is paradise lost an epic poem is a question that invites exploration into the defining
characteristics of John Milton's monumental work and how it aligns with the traditional epic
genre. Paradise Lost, first published in 1667, is widely regarded as one of the greatest epic
poems in English literature. It combines grand themes such as the fall of man, the conflict
between good and evil, and the nature of free will with an elevated style and classical epic
conventions. Understanding why Paradise Lost qualifies as an epic poem requires
examining its themes, structure, use of language, and Milton’s intent. This article will delve
into these aspects, providing a comprehensive analysis of the poem’s epic qualities. By the
end, readers will gain insight into how Paradise Lost fits into the epic tradition and why it
remains a cornerstone of epic poetry.

e Definition and Characteristics of an Epic Poem
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e Grand Themes and Subject Matter of Paradise Lost
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Definition and Characteristics of an Epic Poem

To understand why Paradise Lost is an epic poem, it is essential first to define what an epic
poem is. Traditionally, an epic is a lengthy narrative poem, often written in an elevated
style, that recounts the deeds of a heroic figure or significant events that shape a culture or
civilization. Epics typically include supernatural elements, vast settings, and themes of
universal importance such as heroism, morality, and the struggle between good and evil.

Key Features of Epic Poetry

Epic poems share several hallmark features that distinguish them from other poetic forms.
These include:

* Length and Scope: Epics are long narratives that cover extensive periods and large
geographical areas.

e Heroic Protagonist: The central figure usually embodies the values and virtues of
their culture and undertakes extraordinary quests or battles.

e Supernatural Intervention: Gods, angels, demons, or other supernatural beings
often influence the plot.



e Elevated Language and Style: The diction is formal, and the style is grandiose,
befitting the serious subject matter.

¢ Invocation of the Muse: Many epics begin with a plea to a muse or divine entity for
inspiration.

¢ In Medias Res: The narrative often starts in the middle of the action, with earlier
events revealed through flashbacks or storytelling.

Milton’s Use of Classical Epic Conventions in
Paradise Lost

Paradise Lost embraces and adapts many classical epic conventions, demonstrating why it
qualifies as an epic poem. Milton was deeply influenced by ancient epics such as Homer’s
lliad and Odyssey and Virgil’s Aeneid, and he consciously modeled his work on these
traditions.

Invocation and Narrative Style

The poem opens with an invocation to the “Heav’nly Muse,” a classical epic device that
establishes Milton’s alignment with the epic tradition. This invocation sets the tone for a
serious and elevated narrative, seeking divine inspiration to recount the profound story of
humanity’s fall.

In Medias Res and Epic Catalogue

Paradise Lost begins in medias res, plunging readers directly into the aftermath of Satan’s
rebellion in Hell. Milton also incorporates epic catalogues, such as the enumeration of
demons and angels, which is typical of classical epics designed to emphasize scale and
grandeur.

Grand Themes and Subject Matter of Paradise
Lost

The thematic scope of Paradise Lost is a significant factor in its classification as an epic
poem. Milton tackles universal and profound themes that resonate across cultures and
epochs, which is a hallmark of epic literature.

The Fall of Man and Cosmic Conflict

At the heart of Paradise Lost is the story of humanity’s fall from grace, a tale that explores



sin, free will, obedience, and redemption. This cosmic conflict between good and evil is
portrayed on an immense scale, involving Heaven, Hell, and Earth, and encompassing both
divine and infernal beings.

Heroism and Tragic Figures

While Satan is often viewed as the poem'’s central figure due to his complex
characterization, Adam and Eve’s experiences and choices also embody epic heroism and
tragedy. Their journey from innocence to knowledge and loss reflects the epic’s concern
with human nature and morality.

Structure and Style of Paradise Lost

The structure and stylistic elements of Paradise Lost further reinforce its epic status.
Milton’s approach to form and language creates a work that is both monumental and
deeply poetic.

Blank Verse and Elevated Diction

Paradise Lost is composed primarily in unrhymed iambic pentameter, known as blank
verse. This form allows for a flexible yet elevated poetic expression, lending the narrative a
dignified and solemn tone suitable for epic storytelling.

Extended Similes and Imagery

Milton employs elaborate similes and vivid imagery that recall the grandeur of classical
epics. These extended metaphors serve to enhance the poem’s thematic depth and
immerse readers in its cosmological and moral dimensions.

Length and Division

The poem is divided into twelve books, a structure reminiscent of classical epics like the
Aeneid. This division helps organize the complex narrative and underscores the poem’s epic
scale.

Milton’s Intent and the Poem’s Cultural
Significance

Understanding why Paradise Lost is an epic poem also involves considering Milton’s
purpose and the cultural context in which he wrote. Milton sought to create an English epic
that would rival the ancient classics and address fundamental questions about human
existence and divine justice.



Religious and Political Context

Written during a time of political upheaval and religious debate in 17th-century England,
Paradise Lost reflects Milton’s Puritan beliefs and his views on authority, freedom, and
obedience. The epic form enables Milton to explore these themes on a grand scale,
engaging with contemporary issues through a biblical narrative.

Legacy as an English Epic

Paradise Lost’s lasting influence and recognition as a national epic highlight its success in
fulfilling Milton’s ambition. It remains a benchmark for epic poetry in English literature and
continues to be studied for its artistic, theological, and philosophical richness.

Summary of Epic Qualities in Paradise Lost

Adheres to classical epic conventions such as invocation and in medias res

Explores universal themes like good vs. evil and the fall of man

Features grand, elevated language and sophisticated poetic techniques

Includes supernatural elements and cosmic settings

e Possesses a heroic and tragic scope involving significant cultural and spiritual
questions

Frequently Asked Questions

Why is 'Paradise Lost' considered an epic poem?

'Paradise Lost' is considered an epic poem because it possesses the grand scale, elevated
style, and serious subject matter typical of epics, such as the cosmic battle between good
and evil and the origins of mankind.

What epic conventions does 'Paradise Lost' follow?

'‘Paradise Lost' follows epic conventions including the invocation of the muse, in medias res
beginning, grand themes, heroic characters, and a formal style of writing.

How does John Milton's use of language contribute to
'Paradise Lost' being an epic?

Milton employs elevated, formal language with complex syntax and rich imagery, which are



characteristic of epic poetry, enhancing the grandeur and seriousness of the poem.

Does 'Paradise Lost' have a heroic central character like
other epic poems?

Yes, 'Paradise Lost' features multiple heroic characters, such as Satan and Adam, who
embody epic qualities and are central to the poem's exploration of heroism and tragedy.

How does the theme of good versus evil make 'Paradise
Lost' an epic poem?

The universal and grand theme of the cosmic struggle between good and evil aligns with
epic poetry's focus on significant, timeless conflicts affecting humanity.

What role does the invocation of the muse play in
classifying 'Paradise Lost' as an epic?

Milton begins 'Paradise Lost' with an invocation to the Heavenly Muse, a traditional epic
convention that signals the poem's epic nature and Milton's aspiration to divine inspiration.

Is the length of 'Paradise Lost' a factor in its
classification as an epic poem?

Yes, the extensive length of 'Paradise Lost' allows for a complex narrative and detailed
exploration of themes, which is typical of epic poetry.

How does the setting of '‘Paradise Lost' contribute to its
epic status?

The poem's setting spans Heaven, Hell, and Earth, encompassing a vast and cosmic scope
that is characteristic of epic poetry's grand and universal settings.

Does 'Paradise Lost' involve supernatural elements
common in epic poems?

Yes, 'Paradise Lost' includes angels, demons, and divine beings, incorporating supernatural
elements that are common in epic poetry to elevate the story beyond the mundane.

How does the narrative structure of 'Paradise Lost'
align with epic poetry traditions?

'Paradise Lost' employs a non-linear narrative beginning in medias res and includes
flashbacks, which are narrative techniques often used in epic poetry to enhance the
storytelling.



Additional Resources

1. Paradise Lost and the Epic Tradition

This book explores how John Milton’s "Paradise Lost" fits within the classical epic tradition.
It examines the poem’s structure, themes, and characters in relation to ancient epics such
as Homer’s "lliad" and Virgil's "Aeneid." The author argues that Milton intentionally adopts
and adapts epic conventions to address theological and philosophical questions.

2. The Characteristics of Epic Poetry in Paradise Lost

Focusing on the defining elements of epic poetry, this work analyzes how "Paradise Lost"
meets and redefines these characteristics. It discusses features like the invocation of the
muse, the heroic journey, and grand scale battles, emphasizing Milton’s unique contribution
to the genre. The book offers insights into why "Paradise Lost" is widely regarded as an
epic.

3. Milton’s Epic Vision: Paradise Lost as a Christian Epic

This book investigates how "Paradise Lost" merges classical epic form with Christian
ideology. It highlights Milton’s goal to “justify the ways of God to men” and how this
theological mission shapes the epic narrative. The author contextualizes Milton’s work
within both literary and religious frameworks.

4. Epic Poetry and the Fall of Man in Paradise Lost

Examining the theme of the Fall, this book discusses how Milton uses epic conventions to
elevate the biblical story to a grand poetic scale. It analyzes Milton’s portrayal of Satan,
Adam, and Eve as epic heroes and tragic figures. The text provides a thorough
understanding of why the poem is classified as an epic.

5. The Structure and Style of Milton’s Paradise Lost

This study focuses on the formal aspects of "Paradise Lost," including its blank verse and
grand stylistic choices. It explains how these elements contribute to the poem’s epic
stature. Readers gain a detailed appreciation of Milton’s craftsmanship in creating an epic
poem.

6. Paradise Lost: An Epic of Liberty and Obedience

This book explores the political and philosophical dimensions of "Paradise Lost," arguing
that its epic status is tied to themes of freedom, authority, and rebellion. It discusses how
Milton’s personal beliefs influenced the epic’s portrayal of divine and human wills. The work
situates "Paradise Lost" within the broader context of epic literature concerned with power.

7. The Heroic in Paradise Lost: Milton’s Epic Characters

Focusing on character analysis, this book examines how Milton constructs his epic heroes
and anti-heroes. It compares Satan’s complex heroism with Adam’s innocence and Eve’s
agency. The study illustrates how these characters fulfill the roles typical of epic
protagonists.

8. Paradise Lost and the Modern Epic

This volume investigates how "Paradise Lost" has influenced and been interpreted as a
model for modern epic poetry. It traces the poem’s legacy and its ongoing relevance in
literary studies. The author discusses why scholars continue to regard it as a quintessential
epic.



9. Myth, Religion, and Epic in Paradise Lost

This book delves into the interplay between mythological elements, religious doctrine, and
epic form in Milton’s work. It highlights how Milton synthesizes various traditions to create a
unique epic narrative. The text provides a comprehensive analysis of why "Paradise Lost"
stands as a monumental epic poem.
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