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The paper presents  research 
examining the epic poem for-

mat of  Milton’s
Paradise Lost  and i l lustrates 

how Milton’s  use of  the form 
inf luences or re lates  to 

contemporary epics .  This 
topic involves  research on the 
s tructure of  tradit ional  epics , 

Milton’s  use of  the form in 
Paradise Lost ,  and examples  of 
how contemporary epics  con-
tinue to make adjustments  to 

the form. Considering the 
inf luence of  c lass ic  epics ,  such 

as  the I l iad,  Divine Comedy, 
and Aeneid,  in modern cul-
ture,  there i s  a  lack of  mod-

ern examples  of  the epic form 
with s imilar  impact .  I  re-

searched the cri ter ia  for  epic 
poems and the exis tence of 

modern examples .  This  paper 
examines the connections 

between Milton’s  epics  and i t s 
predecessors  as  wel l  as  Mil-

ton’s  inf luence on modern ep-
ics .  By exploring what const i-
tutes  an epic and how Milton’s 

Paradise Lost  has  transformed 
the genre and inf luenced 

contemporary epics ,  readers 
can better  understand the 

importance of  Paradise Lost 
and i t s  format.
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Some of  the most  recognizable works 
of  c lass ic  l i terature fa l l  within the 
genre of  epic poetry,  but what def ines 
this  genre and gives  these works their 
importance? John Milton’s  use of  the 
epic poetry form in Paradise Lost  exposes 
the work’s  inf luences and the meaning 
of  the narrat ive as  an origin story. 
As a  prominent seventeenth century 
intel lectual ,  Milton commented on 
rel igious and pol i t ica l  i s sues  of  the t ime, 
such as  free wil l  and censorship.  These 
works inf luenced societa l  change and his 
most  famous work,  Paradise Lost ,  i s  no 
exception.  The inf luence of  c lass ic  epics , 
including Paradise Lost ,  i s  undeniable , 
but what can be said of  the exis tence and 
impact  of  modern epics?  Class ic  epics , 
such as  Homer’s  I l iad,  Dante ’ s  Divine 
Comedy,  and Virgi l ’ s  Aeneid are s taples 
of  l i terature s tudies ,  yet  few examples 
of  modern epics  come to mind.  The 
structure of  tradit ional  epics ,  Milton’s 
use of  the form in Paradise Lost ,  and 
comparisons to contemporary epics  each 
ass i s t  readers  in better  understanding 
why Milton chose this  format and how 
it  i s  s t i l l  in use today.  Paradise Lost 
and other c lass ics  tend to be considered 
the end-al l-be-al l s  of  epic poetry,  but 
modern epics  can hold just  as  much, 
i f  not more,  inf luence on a culture. 
By examining Milton’s  use of  the epic 
form in Paradise Lost  a longside past  and 
contemporary epics ,  readers  can better 
understand the work and recognize 
Milton’s  transformation of  the epic form 
as  wel l  as  how modern epics  continue to 
do so.
The Purpose and Structure of 
Epics
 Epics  can serve many purposes 
and are categorized as  origin stories 
that  often have themes of  nat ional i sm 
and essentia l i sm. These trai t s  help 
to def ine the values  of  the society or 
culture in which the epic was writ ten. 

Tradit ional  epics  would often embody 
the bel iefs  of  a  nat ion and represent i t 
through i t s  message.  As such,  epics  are 
meant to explain a  society ’s  culture or 
bel iefs  wherein the hero of  the epic 
represents  nat ional i s t ic  values  through 
their  act ions.  The journeys within epics 
“ function as  re-statements  of  known and 
widely held att i tudes about the culture 
and/or the s tate”  (Wacker 126) .  Epics 
have the power to set  apart  and def ine 
cultures ,  but “[ i] t  was not just  cultural 
di f ference that  made a nat ional  epic 
such a press ing necess i ty:  i t  was a l so 
nat ional  pride” or an epic ’ s  abi l i ty to 
convey that  pride to a  larger audience 
(Crawford 428) .  The epic form’s  re lat ion 
to cultural  origins and values  accounts 
for  why many epics  are highly regarded 
in the  cultures  from which they emerge. 
Ci lappathikaaram, a  second century 
AD epic by I l langovadigal ,  fol lows the 
epic s tructure and “is  a l so an important 
source of  information on the arts  of 
music and dance of  the ancient Tamil 
country,”  ref lect ing the values  of  the 
Tamil  language and culture through i t s 
epic form (Bagavandas and Begum 222) . 
Regardless  of  the culture employing 
i t ,  the epic transcends t ime by i t s 
continued use as  cultural  express ion. 
Like Cilappathikaaram, Paradise Lost 
represents  the cultural  bel iefs  of 
Milton’s  Christ ian society through the 
rete l l ing of  a  bibl ica l  s tory.  Through 
their  representat ive heroes and journeys, 
epics  convey the values  of  a  culture,  as 
seen from class ic  epics  and Paradise Lost 
i t se l f .
 An epic can be immediate ly 
identi f ied by i t s  length,  lack of  rhyme 
scheme, dis t inct  chapters ,  and narrat ive 
contents .  The f irs t  epics  were performed 
oral ly ,  and this  oral  format would later 
shape how class ica l  epics  were writ ten. 
The form’s  oral  origin accounts  for 
i t s  lyr icism and use of  poetics .  The 
oldest  known epic poem is  bel ieved 
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to be the Epic of  Gilgamesh,  which 
sol idi f ied many of  the rules  set  for  epics . 
Formatt ing characteris t ics  of  c lass ica l 
epics  include the poem’s  substantia l 
length and use of  rhythmic patterns such 
as  dactyl ic  hexameter .  Milton himsel f 
discusses  the epic format at  the s tart  of 
Paradise Lost ,  def ining the verse s tyle  as 
a  way of  contextual iz ing the work and 
i t s  inf luences .  In The Major Works,  an 
anthology of  Milton’s  pieces ,  Book I  of 
Paradise Lost  i s  preceded by a passage 
concerning the verse s tyle  of  the poem, 
a  sect ion that  was added to the work’s 
second edit ion.  This  explains  Milton’s 
inf luences and purpose for writ ing in the 
epic format.  The sect ion then prefaces 
that  “the measure i s  English heroic verse 
without rhyme, as  that  of  Homer in 
Greek and of  Virgi l  in Lat in” to connect 
his  work with other inf luentia l  epics 
(Milton 355) .  Address ing the work’s  lack 
of  rhyme scheme, Milton a l so argues 
that  “rhyme [is]  no necessary adjunct or 
true ornament of  poem or good verse, 
in longer works especia l ly” (355) .  He 
then refers  to the “modern bondage of 
rhyming” and expresses  his  disdain for 
the convention of  rhyme schemes in long 
works (Milton 355) .  In the verse sect ion, 
Milton credits  Paradise Lost ’ s  form to 
the c lass ica l  epic poem, and further 
evidence of  the genre i s  seen throughout 
the work.
 Considering the s tructural  ways an 
epic can be identi f ied,  a  s tory can a l so 
become an epic in terms of  content by 
fol lowing a heroic ta le  featuring journeys 
and batt les ,  a l l  meant to te l l  a  c ivi l izat ion 
or society ’s  origin story.  Epics  a l so 
incorporate re l igious or supernatural 

e lements  that  interact  with the hero. 
This  narrat ive s tyle incorporates  the 
use of  heroic f igures  to te l l  the ta le  of 
an entire people.  The journeys of  these 
heroes ,  whether physical ly taken or 
through psychological  means,  as  seen in 
Homer’s  I l iad,  give insight on a culture ’ s 
values  and bel ief  systems (Homer) .  There 
i s  a  c lear  narrat ive s tructure featuring 
character  interact ion,  conf l ict ,  and 
resolut ions,  a l though not necessar i ly of 
the happy sort .  These patterns ,  including 
the use of  long speeches ,  invocations of 
muses ,  and divine intervention in human 
affa irs ,  are seen throughout Paradise 
Lost  (Milton) .  These plot  devices  move 
the s tory a long and engage the reader in 
the epic hero’s  adventurous journey.
 Other characteris t ics  of  epic poetry 
include the hero and epic voice of  the 
author.  The hero i s  equal ly important as 
the journey i t se l f ,  and epics  such as  the 
I l iad and Aeneid prove their  focus on 
the hero through their  wel l-known main 
characters .  Considering the purpose of 
an epic i s  to establ i sh an origin story for 
a  culture ’ s  values ,  a  representat ive hero 
i s  important .  The hero i s  essentia l  in that 
“the epic s tatus  of  a  poem [depends]  even 
more on the poet ’ s  choice of  subject  than 
on his  adherence to aesthet ic  principles ,” 
and an epic ’ s  hero must  represent the 
origins and values  of  a  culture in order to 
be re latable to that  culture (Halmi 590) . 
A strong representat ive hero ensures  the 
reader ’ s  connection to the s tory,  Adam 
and Eve being the representat ives  for  a l l 
humankind in Paradise Lost .  Not only 
does the hero of  an epic act  as  a  cultural 
representat ive,  but a l so as  a  universa l ly 
re latable f igure for later  generat ions.

 

Not only does the hero of an epic act as a 
cultural representative, but also as a universally 
relatable f igure for later generations .
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While Adam and Eve’s  journey to wisdom 
relates  more to the tradit ional  epic hero, 
many Romantics  viewed Satan as  the hero 
of  Paradise Lost  for  Milton’s  subvers ion 
of  the character  as  complex and integral 
to the s tory.  Milton writes  Satan as  a 
mult idimensional  character ,  one that 
faces  se l f-doubt and pride.  By examining 
the f laws of  Satan through the character ’ s 
own thoughts  and voice,  Milton portrays 
Satan as  re latable ,  unl ike many previous 
accounts  of  the bibl ica l  adversary.  This 
subvers ion of  the Satan character  as 
re latable and oddly appeal ing has  s ince 
inspired many s imilar  writ ings of  Satan. 
I t  i s  now a modern trope in popular 
media that  Satan i s  c lever ,  complicated, 
and charming,  giving him more human 
trai t s  and relatabi l i ty than tradit ional 
depict ions.  This  unique characterizat ion 
of  Satan a l so re lates  to Milton’s  use of 
epic voice.  Lacey Conley examines 
how Milton’s  epic voice i s  involved 
in the narrat ive,  specif ica l ly in i t s 
interact ion and integrat ion with Satan’s 
character .  The connection between the 
epic voice and Satan i s  Milton’s  way of 
portraying Satan as  appeal ing as  even the 
narrator sympathizes  with him and this 
“dis t inct ion between Satan and the Epic 
Voice i s  blurred as  the poem progresses” 
(Conley 17) .  Milton’s  subvers ion of  the 
Satan character  reveals  his  own views on 
the bibl ica l  s tory.
 Similar  to the epic hero,  the 
author ’ s  voice i t se l f ,  known as  the epic 
voice,  i s  a l so key for establ i shing the 
narrat ive of  the epic.  Milton’s  voice i s 
c lear  in many sect ions of  Paradise Lost , 
especia l ly in the four invocations.  These 
introductions before major sect ions of 
the work out l ine the plot  of  the sect ion 
and expose Milton’s  presence in the 
narrat ive,  giving readers  an idea of 
his  views concerning the work i t se l f 
and topics  such as  church rule and free 
wil l  (Milton) .  While this  voice i s  not 
expl ici t ly identi f ied as  Milton,  i t  can 

be argued that  Milton’s  personal i ty and 
l i terary s tyle show themselves  through 
the poem’s  epic voice.  Overal l ,  Mil ton’s 
epic voice shows his  intentions in the 
narrat ive and a l ludes to his  purpose for 
the work.
Milton’s Paradise Lost 
Compared to Classical Epics
 Without the populari ty of  past 
epics ,  Paradise Lost  would not be the 
work i t  i s .  Because of  renowned epics 
l ike Homer’s  I l iad or Virgi l ’ s  Aeneid, 
many authors  chose to incorporate the 
epic form into their  work.  Milton drew 
inspirat ion for Paradise Lost  from class ical 
epics  such as  these.  Considering their 
inf luence on the work,  l i terary scholar 
Michael  McKeon argues that  “Milton’s 
epic poem is  read with and against  epic 
poems of  the previous century” (9) .  But 
despite groundbreaking work predating 
Paradise Lost ,  Milton subverted the genre 
and reimagined certain qual i t ies  of  the 
c lass ic  epic.  At the t ime of  i t s  re lease, 
Paradise Lost  was widely accepted into 
the heroic poem genre,  but looking at 
the work cri t ica l ly compared to ear l ier 
epics  leads readers  to second guess  what 
makes an epic and how str ict  these genre 
regulat ions are.  There i s  poss ible harm 
in str ict ly categorizing Paradise Lost  as 
an epic:  “when we s i tuate these texts  in 
the broad generic category ‘epic poem,’ 
we attr ibute to them a formal  identi ty 
whose integral  coherence i s  mis leading” 
(McKeon 9) .  Paradise Lost  encompasses 
much more than the tradit ional  ideas 
of  an epic,  transforming the genre and 
“complicat ing perspect ive on the idea 
of  the epic poem, evoking the genre by 
parodying i t”  (McKeon 9) .  Tradit ions 
of  the epic poem are seen throughout 
Paradise Lost ;  through this ,  “Milton 
means to equal  or  surpass  the great 
ancient epic poets ,”  but he a l so di f fers 
from them in many ways (Lewalski  153) . 
 While the work was not necessar i ly 
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controvers ia l  in the seventeenth century, 
di f ferent generat ions of  readers  have 
reinterpreted the work’s  messages .  The 
comparison of  Paradise Lost  to even 
ear l ier  epics  shows how revolutionary 
Milton’s  work was,  especia l ly 
considering the content .  By rete l l ing a 
highly regarded bibl ica l  s tory,  Milton 
opens the work up to cri t ic i sm from 
rel igious perspect ives ,  especia l ly with 
his  sympathetic  characterizat ion of 
Satan and emphasis  on free wil l .  Mil ton 
a l so subverted the mil i tar i s t ic  bel iefs  of 
England at  the t ime 
by “[cri t ic izing] 
Homer,  Virgi l  and 
medieval  epics  for 
making war the only 
heroic deemed,”  yet 
s t i l l  including the War 
in Heaven “because 
epics  require batt les” 
(Rawson 434) .  By 
including a batt le  scene 
in which no actual 
deaths occur,  due to the immortal i ty 
of  those f ighting,  “Milton preserves 
epic appearances ,  while  protect ing his 
poem from the epic ta int”  (Rawson 
434) .  Known to play off  of  l i terary 
s tandards ,  “Milton’s  aggress ive approach 
to inheri ted l i terary tradit ions” i s  not 
shocking (Weller  143) .  Milton’s  “Book 
IX of  Paradise Lost  [begins]  with a 
cr i t ique of  epic presupposit ions” leading 
readers  to reevaluate Paradise Lost  not 
as  an origin story,  but as  “an immediate 
and renewable present of  spir i tual 
experience” (Weller  153) .  In this  way, 
Milton preserves  and transforms the 
epic format while  a l so part icipat ing in 
the genre’s  populari ty at  the t ime and 
leading to the pract ices  of  modern epics .
Milton’s Paradise Lost 
Compared to Modern Epics
 Modern epics  continue to transform 
tradit ional  ideas  of  the epic form, just  as 

Milton once did.  Part  of  this  change may 
be due to the dif f iculty in meeting the 
requirements  of  an epic.  As ideologies 
and cultural  ideals  spl inter  across 
nat ions,  epics  become more dif f icult  to 
encounter and def ine.  Considering the 
rar i ty of  agreement on many topics ,  how 
can a modern,  a l l-encompass ing,  nat ion-
representing epic exis t?  Simply put , 
most  modern epics  now cover smal ler 
cultures ,  groups of  people,  or  f ict ional 
societ ies .  Modern epics  a l so “[use]  the 
genre quite consciously to reconstruct 

the re lat ionship 
between modernity 
and tradit ion” 
instead of  s imply 
re lying on tradit ion 
to te l l  an impactful 
epic (Wacker 133) . 
Instead of  c lass ica l 
epics  that  te l l  the 
origins and values 
of  humankind or an 
entire nat ion,  there 

are now epics  on the origins of  ideologies 
and f ict ional  universes .  Feminist  epics 
explain the origins of  feminist  ideologies 
often through a part icular  feminist 
icon or f ict ional  woman as  the epic ’ s 
hero.  Feminist  works and the epic form 
go hand-in-hand because “[m]any of 
the trai t s  cr i t ics  ascr ibe to a  feminine 
aesthet ic  characterize the modern long 
poem,” such as  def ining feminist  values 
(Kel ler  305) .  For example,  Sharon 
Doubiago’s  Hard Country i s  a  feminist 
long poem that  fol lows the tradit ions of 
epic poetry by discuss ing “[a]  nat ion’s 
cultural  heri tage and her quest  for  a 
balanced female-male love re lat ionship 
within the f ie ld of  patr iarchal  power 
re lat ions” (Kel ler  306) .  The poem is 
separated into sect ions and fol lows the 
heroic themes of  tradit ional  epics .  By 
employing the epic form, feminist  works 
such as  Doubiago’s  express  the values 
of  the feminist  community,  just  as  a 

As ideologies 
and cultural ideals 

spl inter across 
nations,  epics become 
more diff icult to come 

across and define. 
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tradit ional  epic would for a  society.
 Second,  modern media such as  the 
Game of  Thrones ser ies  or  The Lord 
of  the Rings franchise are s imilar  to 
tradit ional  epics  because of  their  fantasy 
genre and depict ions of  heroic journeys. 
Tolkien recreates  the epic by “recycl ing 
dist inct ly medieval  s tyl i s t ic  e lements ,” 
including “historical  l inguist ics ,  to 
create a  medieval  epic for the 20th 
century” (Tober 253) .  However,  the 
hero of  The Lord of  the Rings,  Frodo 
“does not do what he does merely to 
atta in glory and fame,”  subvert ing 
tradit ional  epic s tereotypes of  the hero 
as  prideful  and greedy (Mantovani 18) . 
These modern works turn the genre on 
i t s  head through reimagining heroes 
and journeys and going beyond the 
poem format.  Fi lmmakers  tackle the 
chal lenge of  integrat ing the epic form 
onto the s i lver  screen by “[employing] 
a  spectacular  breadth of  space,  t ime,  and 
characters  to ampli fy their  ef fects”  in a 
s tory of  epic proport ions (Bryant 71) . 
The “pair ing of  epic f i lms with long 
poems bridges popular  and l i terary forms, 
lyric  and narrat ive modes,  feminine and 
mascul ine inf lect ions” and results  in 
engaging works of  cinema that  combine 
genres  (Bryant 71) .  Movies  that  feature 
the identi fying qual i t ies  of  an epic — a 
hero,  journey,  and origin story — ref lect 
the integrat ion and transformation of  the 
epic form into contemporary mediums, 
even i f  these shif t s  from the tradit ional 
long poem form are not a lways considered 
true epics .
 Many contemporary epics fall 
within the mock epic genre as modern 
versions are often considered satires of 
classical epics. The term mock epic proves 
that the epic genre is malleable and able to 
parody itself. Works often use the title of 
mock epic to their advantage, as a way of 
reinventing the form. Lord Bryon’s Don 
Juan “calls itself an epic or calls attention 
to its use of epic conventions on more 

than a dozen occasions, and thus positively 
invites readers to assess it in these terms,” 
and Bryon himself referred to the work as a 
satire of the epic form (Halmi 589).   
 Many critics argue that Paradise Lost 
itself is a parody of its predecessors; it is not 
a parody in an insulting sense, but rather 
in that it expands upon the forms of past 
epics. In fact, Paradise Lost modernized 
the epic form for the time. Parody is used 
not to make a mockery of the traditional 
epic form, but to grow from it. Milton 
himself parodies the biblical conception 
of characters such as Satan by writing him 
as dynamic and oddly likable at the start 
of the poem. Paradise Lost “is mock epic, 
because it derives from the poet’s ambition 
to write an imitation of classical epic that 
can provide a parodic basis for a Christian 
epic that will far surpass the classical’ ’ 
in which Milton aims to reimagine the 
biblical creation story (McKeon 11). 
Paradise Lost is referred to as a mock epic 
for its radical retelling of a biblical story, 
and contemporary epics are referred to as 
mock epics for their imitations of classic 
epics such as Milton’s. By classifying 
contemporary epics as parodies instead of 
epics, modern authors are alerting readers 
to their use and transformation of the form. 
The use of this term shows the similarities 
between Paradise Lost and contemporary 
epics and demonstrates how the epic 
genre builds upon itself and transforms 
throughout time.
Conclusion
The adjustments  made to the epic form 
by Milton and his  contemporaries  show 
how the guidel ines  of  a  genre are merely 
a  s tart ing point  for  innovative writ ing. 
These works,  including Paradise Lost , 
employ the epic form in order to 
transform it  into something new and 
relevant for their  culture.   In examining 
the epic form of Paradise Lost ,  through 
both i t s  predecessors  and contemporaries , 
readers  can understand Milton’s  purpose 
in choosing this  narrat ive s tyle to 
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te l l  the origin story of  humankind. 
Analyzing the s tructure,  characteris t ics , 
and common uses  of  the epic form al lows 
for better  understanding of  Milton’s 
intention for Paradise Lost .  While 
Milton incorporates  tradit ional  features 
of  the epic form, he a l so transforms 
the epic genre from its  predecessors  by 
redef ining the s tandards of  the epic hero 
and incorporat ing his  own epic voice 
into the work,  thus a l lowing future 
works to a l ter  the epic as  wel l .  Mil ton’s 
integrat ion of  revolutionary ideas  into 
the epic poem form paved the way for 
contemporary epics  to blend the genre 
with new mediums and ideologies ,  thus 

modernizing the genre of  epic poetry.
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