
C L A S S I C  L I T E R AT U R E

Classic Literature I: The Ancient &
Epic World

Gilgamesh, Homer, Greek tragedy, Roman epic, the Mahabharata
and Ramayana, classical Chinese foundations, Beowulf, and the

origins of One Thousand and One Nights — closing with a capstone
comparing epic traditions structurally and thematically across seven

civilizations.

10 Chapters Philip Osztromok Generated with Claude

CHAPTER 1 :  WHY STUDY CL ASSIC L ITERATURE?
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Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 1 · Why Study Classic Literature?

This project's own World History courses already traced political, social, and economic

history across every continent. This course applies a genuinely different lens to many of

the same civilizations and centuries — not what people built or fought over, but what

they wrote, and why some of it has never stopped being read.

"Classic" Is Not the Same Thing as "Canon"

The Italian writer Italo Calvino spent an entire essay, Why Read the Classics?, refusing to give

one clean definition of the word — offering fourteen different, deliberately tentative attempts

instead. A few of them do real work for this course specifically:

Reread, Not Read

"The classics are those books about which you
usually hear people saying: 'I'm rereading...',
never 'I'm reading...'" — a classic is defined by
return-value, not by first impression.

Never Exhausted

"A classic is a book which has never exhausted
all it has to say to its readers" — it keeps
generating new meaning across generations of
readers, not just its own original moment.

Lodged in Memory

Classics exert influence "even when they
conceal themselves in the folds of memory" —
they shape how readers think even when a

reader can't consciously recall having read
them.

Why this distinction actually matters for this course — Calvino's own functional definition —
reread, never exhausted, quietly influential — says nothing about geography, language, or which

tradition a text comes from. "The Western canon," by contrast, is a specific, historically
exclusionary category: a list of works Western academic institutions decided mattered, built up
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over centuries in ways that routinely left out the Mahabharata, Journey to the West, the Sundiata
epic, and plenty else this course covers, despite those works meeting Calvino's own criteria just as
fully. This course uses "classic" in Calvino's sense — genuinely global, judged by what a text still

does for its readers — not "canon" in the narrower, Western-institutional sense.

A Worked Example: The Book of Job

Before diving into this course's own planned chapters, one text — deliberately chosen from

outside all three courses' own outlines — demonstrates the actual toolkit this course will keep

reusing.

STRUCTURE: A FRAME NARRATIVE

The Book of Job consists of a short prose narrative — a prologue and epilogue —

framing an extended poetic dialogue at its center. The two sections are stylistically

distinct enough that most scholars treat the prose frame as reflecting an older, separate

folktale. That framing produces a genuine literary tension: in the prose prologue, Job is

a model of patient resignation; in the poetic dialogue that follows, Job explodes,

cursing the day of his own birth and challenging the justice of God directly, while his

friends insist on defending it as self-evident. The book doesn't resolve that tension

quietly — it stages it as open debate.

Genre

Job is grouped with Proverbs and Ecclesiastes
as biblical "wisdom literature" — yet it
contains a genuine anti-wisdom strain, with its
own hero protesting against the rationalistic

ethics the wisdom tradition otherwise
assumes.

Poetic Form

The dialogue's own Hebrew poetry relies
heavily on parallelism — successive lines that
echo or deliberately contrast with each other
— the dominant structural feature of biblical

Hebrew verse.
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An honest, unresolved authorship debate — no scholarly consensus exists on who wrote Job or
when. Proposed dates span an extraordinary range, from as early as roughly 1800 BCE (the early
Christian historian Eusebius's own estimate) to as late as the 3rd century BCE, with most modern
scholars placing composition somewhere between the 7th and 4th centuries BCE. The text itself
offers no firm internal clues. This course will name uncertainty like this honestly wherever it exists,

rather than presenting a single confident answer scholars themselves don't actually have.

The Toolkit This Course Will Keep Using

TOOL WHAT IT ASKS DEMONSTRATED ON JOB

Structure How is the text physically organized, and

does that organization itself carry meaning?

A prose frame around a poetic core,

producing real internal tension

Genre What category does the text belong to, and
where does it push against that category?

"Wisdom literature" containing a
genuine anti-wisdom protest

Form What are the concrete formal/technical

features of the language itself?

Hebrew poetic parallelism

Textual

history

What do we actually know — and not know

— about who wrote it and when?

No scholarly consensus; estimates

spanning 1,500 years

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Calvino defines a classic partly by whether people reread it. Is there a book you've read more than
once — and if so, what did the second reading give you that the first one didn't?

REFLECTION 2

The Book of Job stages an open debate about divine justice without clearly resolving it. Do you

find a text more powerful when it resolves its own central question, or when it deliberately leaves

23/08/2026, 13:02

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpaeuqfuis.html 4/51



the question open?

REFLECTION 3

"The Western canon" and "the classics" aren't the same thing, even though they're often used
interchangeably. Can you think of a work you'd call genuinely "classic" by Calvino's own definition,

that you suspect wouldn't traditionally appear on a canon list?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 1

Calvino's functional definition of "classic" — reread, never exhausted, quietly influential — is
deliberately geography-neutral

"The Western canon" is a narrower, historically exclusionary category — this course uses "classic,"

not "canon"

The Book of Job — a prose frame around a poetic core, producing genuine internal tension

between the patient prologue and the rebellious dialogue

Genre: "wisdom literature" containing a real anti-wisdom protest; Form: Hebrew poetic parallelism

Job's own authorship and date are genuinely unresolved — estimates span roughly 1800 BCE to

the 3rd century BCE

Four recurring tools: structure, genre, form, and textual history — used throughout this course

What's Next

Chapter 2: The Epic of Gilgamesh — the oldest surviving epic, and this course's own first

direct echo back to World History I's opening civilizations.
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CHAPTER 2 :  THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 2 · The Epic of Gilgamesh

The oldest surviving epic in world literature comes from the same civilization World

History I's own Chapter 2 established as one of the first organized states —

Mesopotamia. This chapter applies Chapter 1's own four-part toolkit — structure,

genre, form, textual history — to a text whose own composition history turns out to be

genuinely layered.

A Text Built in Layers

Gilgamesh's own literary history didn't begin as one unified epic. It started as five separate,

independent Sumerian poems about Gilgamesh, king of Uruk — the oldest fragments tracing

back to the Ur III period (2094–2047 BCE). Akkadian-speaking Babylonian scribes of the 18th

century BCE preserved these Sumerian poems specifically for their own cultural prestige, even

after Sumerian itself had ceased to be a living spoken language.

Old Babylonian Version

The first combined epic, "Shūtur eli sharrī"
("Surpassing All Other Kings"), dates to
roughly the 18th century BCE — only
fragments survive, but it draws directly on

three of the earlier Sumerian poems.

Standard Babylonian Version

Compiled by the scribe Sîn-lēqi-unninni
sometime between the 13th and 10th
centuries BCE, titled "Sha naqba īmuru" ("He
Who Saw the Deep(s)") — the canonical 12-

tablet version, roughly two-thirds of which
survives today.

The most complete surviving copy comes from the library of King Ashurbanipal at Nineveh, in

the 7th century BCE — a single royal collection preserving a text whose own roots reach back

well over a thousand years earlier.

🔮 Echo — World History I, Chapter 2
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Uruk, Gilgamesh's own city, is one of the very first large-scale organized states World History I's
second chapter established as a genuine world "first." This epic is literary evidence of exactly the
kind of civilization that chapter described in political terms — a real city, with a real (if legendary)

king, producing literature complex enough to still be studied thousands of years later.

George Smith's 1872 Discovery

THE FLOOD TABLET

In November 1872, George Smith — an assistant at the British Museum with no formal

academic training — identified a fragment recovered from Nineveh as part of a flood

narrative strikingly similar to the story of Noah in the Book of Genesis. He presented

the discovery to the Society of Biblical Archaeology later that year, to an audience that

reportedly included Prime Minister William Gladstone and the Archbishop of

Canterbury — and was met with genuine enthusiasm.

Tablet XI describes Gilgamesh meeting Utnapishtim, who — like Noah — had been

forewarned by the gods of a coming flood, built a boat, and loaded it with his family, craftsmen,

and animals both wild and domesticated. Utnapishtim releases a dove, then a swallow, neither

of which finds dry land to rest on and both return; finally a raven, released last, never returns

— proof the floodwaters have receded.

Why this discovery mattered so much — Smith's translation didn't just add to knowledge of
ancient Mesopotamia. It demonstrated that a flood narrative bearing this many specific parallels

to Genesis predated the biblical account by centuries — a genuinely era-defining moment for how
19th-century readers understood the relationship between biblical and Near Eastern literature.

Friendship and Mortality

Gilgamesh himself is introduced as two-thirds divine and one-third mortal — immensely

strong and intelligent, but a genuine tyrant, misusing both gifts and abusing his own subjects.
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The goddess Aruru creates Enkidu, a wild man of the natural world, specifically to check

Gilgamesh's own excesses. Enkidu is drawn into civilization through contact with Shamhat,

and the two become genuine, deep companions — a friendship that visibly tames Gilgamesh's

own arrogance.

Friendship

The bond between Gilgamesh and Enkidu isn't
ornamental to the plot — it's the mechanism
that makes Gilgamesh a better ruler, giving
him the capacity to identify with his own
subjects rather than merely command them.

Mortality

Enkidu's own death forces Gilgamesh to
confront his own mortality directly, driving him
into an ultimately unsuccessful quest for
immortality — one that ends not in
transcendence, but in a wiser acceptance of
human limitation.

Gilgamesh returns to Uruk having failed to escape death, but genuinely transformed — a

kinder, wiser king than the tyrant the epic opened with.

Applying Chapter 1's Own Toolkit

TOOL APPLIED TO GILGAMESH

Structure A layered composite text — five independent poems, combined and recombined
across a thousand-plus years

Genre Heroic epic, built around a quest structure that ultimately fails on its own terms

Form Twelve-tablet cuneiform structure (Standard Babylonian version)

Textual
history

Genuinely traceable — Ur III fragments, Old Babylonian version, Sîn-lēqi-unninni's
Standard version, Ashurbanipal's library copy

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

23/08/2026, 13:02

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpaeuqfuis.html 8/51



Gilgamesh's quest for immortality fails, yet the epic frames his return to Uruk as genuine growth
rather than defeat. What does it suggest about this culture's own values that failure to escape
death counts as a successful ending?

REFLECTION 2

The flood narrative in Tablet XI predates the biblical account by centuries, yet shares remarkably
specific details. What do you think that similarity actually tells us — shared cultural memory, a
common source, or something else?

REFLECTION 3

Gilgamesh started as five separate, independent poems before being combined into one epic.
Does knowing a "single" ancient text actually has this composite origin change how you read it?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 2

Five independent Sumerian poems (Ur III period, c. 2094–2047 BCE) preceded any combined epic

Old Babylonian version (~18th century BCE) → Standard Babylonian version by Sîn-lēqi-unninni

(13th–10th centuries BCE, 12 tablets) → most complete copy from Ashurbanipal's library, Nineveh

(7th century BCE)

George Smith identified the Flood Tablet in 1872 — a flood narrative predating Genesis, with

striking specific parallels (Utnapishtim, the dove/swallow/raven sequence)

Gilgamesh (two-thirds divine, one-third mortal) tamed by his friendship with Enkidu, created by

Aruru to check his tyranny

Enkidu's death drives Gilgamesh's own unsuccessful quest for immortality — ending in wisdom,
not transcendence

What's Next

Chapter 3: Homer: The Iliad and the Odyssey.
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CHAPTER 3 :  HOMER:  THE IL IAD AND THE ODYSSEY

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 3 · Homer: The Iliad and the Odyssey

Chapter 2 traced Gilgamesh's own layered, multi-century composition. Homer's two

epics raise a genuinely parallel question — did one person actually write these poems,

or are they the product of a much longer, collective oral tradition finally set down in

writing?

The Homeric Question

The debate over Homer's own identity — whether he was a single historical poet, several poets,

or a name attached after the fact to a genuinely collective tradition — is old enough to have its

own name: the Homeric Question. It was formally launched by Friedrich August Wolf's 1795

Prolegomena ad Homerum, which proposed the epics were originally composed orally and

transmitted for generations before ever being written down.

ORAL-FORMULAIC THEORY

In the 1930s, Milman Parry and Albert Lord studied living oral poets performing epic

verse in Yugoslavia, and found a working model for exactly how a poem this long could

be composed and performed without being memorized word for word. Parry's key

insight was the formula — "a group of words regularly employed under the same

metrical conditions to express a given idea." Recurring epithets ("swift-footed

Achilles," "rosy-fingered Dawn") and repeated type-scenes (arming for battle, ritual

sacrifice) function as genuine mnemonic building blocks, letting a skilled oral poet

improvise a performance in real time from a shared stock of traditional phrases and

scenes, rather than reciting a fixed, memorized text.

The honest, current scholarly position — most classicists today agree the Iliad and Odyssey are,
to some real degree, dependent on this kind of generations-old oral tradition — the collective

23/08/2026, 13:02

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpaeuqfuis.html 10/51



inheritance of many singer-poets, not the invention of one person working alone. Whether a
single figure named "Homer" ultimately shaped the specific written versions that survive is a
separate, still genuinely debated question the field hasn't settled.

Dating the Epics, and the Real Troy

Both epics are traditionally dated to roughly the 8th century BCE. Their own setting — the

Trojan War — is a different question entirely, with a real, if messy, archaeological history

behind it.

Schliemann's excavation, and its own honest correction — in 1870, Heinrich Schliemann began
excavating Hisarlik, in modern Turkey, identified as the probable site of ancient Troy. He
uncovered layer upon layer of settlement spanning roughly 4,000 years of habitation, and
believed he had found "Priam's Troy." Later archaeological work corrected him: the layer he

identified, known as Troy II, was inhabited roughly a thousand years too early to be the Troy the
Iliad actually describes. Real evidence does support a genuine underlying conflict in the right
period, though — Hittite records mention warfare with "Wilusa" (their own name for Troy), and a
later layer shows arrowheads, fire damage, and unburied bodies consistent with real 13th-century-
BCE fighting. Most historians now place the historical war, or something like it, somewhere in the

Late Bronze Age, between roughly 1750 and 1180 BCE.

Two Epics, Two Models of Heroism

The Iliad — Achilles and Kleos

The whole plot turns on Achilles's own wrath:
when Agamemnon dishonors him by seizing
his war-prize Briseis, Achilles withdraws from
battle entirely. Personal anger reshapes the

whole war. The Homeric hero's life is short, so
immortality is achieved only through kleos —
undying glory won through heroic deeds.

The Odyssey — Odysseus and Nostos

Set after Troy's fall, the Odyssey follows
Odysseus's ten-year journey home to Ithaca.
Its own central value is nostos — homecoming
— with Odysseus surviving through mētis,

cunning intelligence, rather than Achilles's
brute strength and glory-seeking. He avoids
unnecessary risk because returning home
matters more to him than dying gloriously —
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yet he still earns real kleos simply by surviving
everything he survives.

🔮 Echo — Chapter 2

Both Gilgamesh and the Homeric epics turn out to be shaped by the same underlying process:
generations of oral performance and revision, only later fixed into the written form that survives

today. Neither began as a single author's private act of composition.

Two Epics, Side by Side

THE ILIAD THE ODYSSEY

Central value Kleos — undying glory Nostos — homecoming

Hero's own method Physical strength, direct confrontation Mētis — cunning intelligence

Timeframe A few weeks within the Trojan War itself Ten years, after the war's own end

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Achilles pursues glory even knowing it costs him his life; Odysseus prioritizes survival and
homecoming over glory-seeking, yet still becomes legendary. Which model of heroism do you
find more compelling, and why?

REFLECTION 2

Schliemann's own excavation was genuinely wrong about which layer was "Priam's Troy," yet it still

proved a real city existed roughly where the Iliad places it. How should a historian weigh a
discovery that's simultaneously a real breakthrough and a real, specific mistake?
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REFLECTION 3

Oral-formulaic theory suggests these epics were originally composed anew in each live
performance, not memorized word for word. Does that change how you think about what "the

real text" of the Iliad or Odyssey actually is?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 3

The Homeric Question — single authorship vs. collective oral tradition; launched by Wolf's 1795
Prolegomena ad Homerum

Oral-formulaic theory (Parry and Lord, 1930s) — formulaic epithets and type-scenes as mnemonic

building blocks for live oral composition

Both epics traditionally dated to the 8th century BCE

Schliemann's 1870 Hisarlik excavation found a real city, but misidentified the correct layer — Troy

II predates the Iliad's setting by roughly 1,000 years

Real evidence (Hittite "Wilusa" records, 13th-century battle damage) supports a genuine

underlying Late Bronze Age conflict

The Iliad — Achilles, kleos, brute strength; the Odyssey — Odysseus, nostos, mētis

What's Next

Chapter 4: Greek Tragedy — Sophocles, Euripides, and Aeschylus.
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CHAPTER 4 :  GREEK TRAGEDY

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 4 · Greek Tragedy

Chapter 3 covered epic, poetry performed and expanded across generations. This

chapter covers something genuinely new — literature performed live, by actors playing

distinct roles, born out of a specific religious festival in a specific city.

Birth at the Dionysia

Greek tragedy grew out of the Great Dionysia, an Athenian festival honoring Dionysus, god

of wine — originally a rural winter celebration, later formalized into a major state-sponsored

urban event. Early performances were choral: music, dance, and dithyrambs, chanted or sung

by a chorus with no individual actors at all. The Athenian tyrant Peisistratus refounded the

festival around 534/531 BCE, and tragedy in some early form — likely still chiefly choral —

became part of it.

THESPIS INVENTS THE ACTOR, C.  520 BCE

The single innovation that actually created drama as a distinct art form is credited to

Thespis, around 520 BCE: he stepped forward from the chorus and delivered lines as

an individual character, rather than only singing as part of the collective group — the

origin of the word "thespian." According to surviving records, he was the first to

present tragedy at the City Dionysia and the first to win its award for best performance.

Three Tragedians, Three Genuinely Different

Approaches

Aeschylus (c. 525–456 BCE) Sophocles (c. 496–406 BCE)
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Introduced the second actor, making true
dialogue and conflict between characters
possible for the first time, independent of the
chorus. His only surviving complete trilogy, the
Oresteia, traces a society's own transition from
primitive blood feuds to a genuine rule of law.

Added a third actor, further reducing the
chorus's own relative role and shifting focus
toward individual character and moral
dilemma. He is the master of tragic irony —
the audience knows a hero's fate well before
the hero does. Oedipus the King became
Aristotle's own paradigm example of tragedy

done right.

Euripides (c. 480–406 BCE)

Located tragedy's cause in characters' own
flawed natures rather than cosmic law,
frequently portraying the gods as indifferent
to human suffering. He innovated the use of

prologues and deus ex machina to explain or
resolve plot, with a further-diminished chorus
— and is remembered for portraying
traditional mythical heroes as ordinary people
facing extraordinary circumstances.

Aristotle's Poetics: The First Theory of Tragedy

Writing decades after all three tragedians, Aristotle's Poetics gave tragedy its first systematic

theoretical vocabulary — terms still used to discuss drama today.

Catharsis

The purging or purification of emotion —
specifically pity and fear — that a well-
constructed tragedy produces in its audience.
For Aristotle, this catharsis was tragedy's own
real aesthetic pleasure.

Hamartia

Usually translated "tragic flaw," more precisely
an error in judgment. Aristotle's ideal tragic
hero is neither a villain nor a purely virtuous
figure — someone of noble status whose
downfall comes from a genuine mistake or
frailty, not from vice.
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The chorus itself served as a structural bridge — commenting on the action, voicing

communal or moral perspective, and giving the audience a point of connection between

themselves and the individual characters onstage.

How Little Actually Survives

A sobering accounting of real loss — only around 32 complete Greek tragedies survive today,
out of more than 300 known plays — and one scholarly estimate, counting only plays actually
produced at the Greater Dionysia during the three tragedians' own productive lifetimes (roughly
485–406 BCE), puts the true total as high as 948, meaning the 32 survivors represent perhaps 3.5%
of everything once staged. Of Aeschylus's own roughly 78–90 attributed plays, only 6 survive

complete. Of Sophocles's roughly 120, only 7 survive. Euripides fares noticeably better — 18 of his
own plays survive, the largest share of any of the three, though still a small fraction of what he
actually wrote.

🔮 Echo — Chapter 3

Greek tragedy didn't invent its own subject matter from nothing — it drew heavily on the same

mythic material Chapter 3's Homeric epics covered. Aeschylus's Oresteia, for instance, picks up
directly after the Trojan War, following Agamemnon's own homecoming and its violent aftermath
— epic material, restaged as live drama centuries later.

Three Tragedians, Side by Side

AESCHYLUS SOPHOCLES EURIPIDES

Key innovation Second actor Third actor Prologues, deus ex machina

Chorus role Central Reduced Further reduced

Tragedy's own cause Cosmic/moral

law

Individual moral

dilemma

Characters' own flawed

nature
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AESCHYLUS SOPHOCLES EURIPIDES

Complete plays

surviving

6 (of ~78–90) 7 (of ~120) 18 (best-preserved of the

three)

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Aristotle's hamartia describes a hero destroyed by a genuine error, not villainy. Do you find a
tragedy more affecting when the hero brings about their own downfall through a mistake, or
when forces entirely outside their control are to blame?

REFLECTION 2

Only about 3.5% of tragedies staged during the genre's own most productive era survive today.
How should that scale of loss change confidence in any claim about what "Greek tragedy" as a

whole was actually like?

REFLECTION 3

Euripides portrayed traditional mythical heroes as ordinary people in extraordinary circumstances
— a genuinely different approach from Aeschylus's own cosmic scale. Which approach do you
think holds up better for a modern audience?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 4

Tragedy grew out of the Great Dionysia; Thespis (c. 520 BCE) invented the individual actor,
separating drama from pure choral performance

Aeschylus — second actor, the Oresteia (blood feud to rule of law); Sophocles — third actor, tragic
irony, Oedipus the King; Euripides — flawed human characters, deus ex machina, ordinary heroes

Aristotle's Poetics — catharsis (purging pity and fear), hamartia (a noble hero's own error in

judgment, not villainy)
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The chorus bridged individual characters and the audience

Only ~32 of 300+ known tragedies survive complete — roughly 3.5% of everything staged during
the genre's most productive era

What's Next

Chapter 5: Roman Epic and Poetry — Virgil's Aeneid and Ovid's Metamorphoses.
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CHAPTER 5 :  ROMAN EPIC AND POETRY

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 5 · Roman Epic and Poetry

Greek tragedy reused Homeric myth for the stage. Rome went further —

commissioning an entirely new national epic explicitly modeled on Homer, for explicitly

political reasons, while a second great Roman poet's own career collided directly with

the same emperor who commissioned it.

The Aeneid: An Epic Built to Order

After the Battle of Actium in 31 BCE established Octavian as Rome's sole ruler under the name

Augustus, Augustus commissioned Virgil to write a national epic for Rome in the same vein as

Homer's own — and encouraged him to weave specific political messaging directly into the

story. Virgil spent the final decade of his life on it, from roughly 29 to 19 BCE.

DELIBERATELY STRUCTURED AROUND HOMER

The Aeneid's own structure mirrors both Homeric epics on purpose: the first six books,

following Aeneas's own wanderings before reaching Italy, are modeled on the Odyssey;

the last six, covering the war to found a new state in Latium, are modeled on the Iliad.

Virgil's own opening line even echoes both epics at once — invoking "the man" (the

Odyssey's own opening word) caught up in "wrath" (the Iliad's own first word).

The poem's own propaganda function is direct: Aeneas is portrayed as a descendant of gods,

and by extension, Augustus himself is genealogically linked to that same divine lineage.

Prophecies woven throughout the narrative explicitly predict and praise Augustus's own future

rule, framing Rome's rise as something the gods themselves had predestined.

Unfinished, and a genuinely contested deathbed wish — Virgil died at nearly 52, believing he
needed three more years to finish the poem properly, and reportedly asked on his deathbed for it
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to be burned. Augustus personally intervened and saved the manuscript, publishing it after Virgil's
death in 19 BCE. The poem's actual imperfections are minor — a handful of metrically incomplete
half-lines, nothing more. One theory holds Virgil's own wish was a genuine act of protest, uneasy

about leaving behind a work that could be used to justify absolute imperial power. But ancient
accounts of what Virgil actually stated in his will are strikingly inconsistent with each other — this
may be closer to legend than settled fact.

Ovid's Metamorphoses: A World History Told

Through Transformation

Ovid's Metamorphoses is a genuinely different kind of achievement — 15 books, nearly 12,000

lines, weaving together more than 250 separate myths from Greek and Roman tradition into

one continuous narrative. It chronicles the history of the world from Creation itself through to

the deification of Julius Caesar, unified entirely by one theme: transformation. Every myth

involves some real change — physical, emotional, or spiritual — usually arising from an

encounter between a god and a mortal.

Not Quite an Epic

Written in the same dactylic hexameter as the
Aeneid and the Iliad, the Metamorphoses is
nonetheless not really an epic in the traditional
sense — Ovid blends multiple styles and
genres, with individual myths artfully flowing
into one another through clever narrative
transitions rather than following one single
continuous heroic plot.

Completed 8 CE

Ovid finished the Metamorphoses in 8 CE —
the exact same year he was suddenly exiled
from Rome by Augustus to Tomis, on the Black
Sea.

A genuinely unsolved mystery — Ovid himself attributed his own exile to "carmen et error" —
"a poem and a mistake" — but never specified either one clearly, and scholars still don't agree on
what actually happened. Some suspect political involvement in anti-Augustan activity; others point
to Augustus's own disapproval of Ovid's earlier, more sexually explicit poetry. No account fully
resolves the question, and it remains one of ancient literature's real unsolved mysteries.
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🔮 Two Poets, One Emperor

Both major works in this chapter had a direct, personal relationship to the same ruler — but in
almost opposite directions. The Aeneid exists because Augustus wanted it built; Ovid's own career

was arguably destroyed by the same emperor's displeasure, in the very same historical moment.
Imperial power shaped Roman literature by creation and by punishment, sometimes within a
single generation.

Two Works, Side by Side

THE AENEID THE METAMORPHOSES

Author's own
relationship to

Augustus

Directly commissioned Completed the same year the author
was exiled by him

Structure Twelve books, modeled directly
on the Odyssey and Iliad

Fifteen books, 250+ myths unified by
one theme

Genre A true epic, built for a single

hero's own arc

Not a true epic — a continuous,

genre-blending mythic history

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

The Aeneid was explicitly commissioned as propaganda, yet it's still read today as genuine
literature. Can a work be both effective propaganda and a lasting work of art at the same time —
or does one undercut the other?

REFLECTION 2

Virgil's deathbed wish to burn the Aeneid may be more legend than fact. Does the story still feel
meaningful to you even if it might not be literally true — and if so, why?
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REFLECTION 3

Ovid's own exile remains genuinely unsolved nearly two thousand years later. What would it take
for a historical mystery like this to actually be resolved at this point — or is it simply unresolvable

now?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 5

The Aeneid — commissioned by Augustus after the Battle of Actium (31 BCE); written 29–19 BCE

Structure deliberately mirrors Homer — first six books echo the Odyssey, last six echo the Iliad

Left technically unfinished at Virgil's death; his own deathbed wish to burn it may be legend rather

than settled fact

Ovid's Metamorphoses — 15 books, ~12,000 lines, 250+ myths unified by transformation, not a

true epic

Completed 8 CE, the same year Ovid was exiled by Augustus for reasons still genuinely unresolved
("carmen et error")

What's Next

Chapter 6: The Mahabharata and the Ramayana — Indian epic tradition.
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CHAPTER 6 :  THE MAHABHARATA AND THE RAMAYANA

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 6 · The Mahabharata and the Ramayana

Chapters 3 and 5 both raised the same underlying question about Greece and Rome —

how much of a "single author's" epic is really the work of a much longer oral tradition.

India's two great epics were composed independently, on the other side of the ancient

world, and raise the identical question all over again — at a scale that dwarfs anything

covered so far in this course.

Itihasa: "So Indeed It Was"

Sanskrit literary tradition classifies the Mahabharata and the Ramayana as itihasa — literally

"so indeed it was," a genre of legendary-historical narrative distinct from the Vedas themselves.

The Vedas are shruti ("that which is heard") — revealed, eternal scripture. Itihasa sits alongside

the later Puranas as a kind of supplementary teaching literature, sometimes described in

tradition as a "fifth Veda" — not scripture in the strictest sense, but a vehicle for conveying

dharma, the right way to live, through story rather than direct injunction.

Not Scripture, Not Just Story

Itihasa occupies a genuine middle ground —
narrative literature that Hindu tradition still
treats as carrying real religious and ethical
authority, unlike a purely secular epic such as

the Aeneid.

A Living Tradition

Unlike Gilgamesh, rediscovered on clay tablets
after millennia of silence, both epics have been
continuously read, performed, and retold in
India for over two thousand years without ever

going out of circulation.

The Mahabharata: A Text That Grew for Centuries

TRADITIONALLY ATTRIBUTED TO VYASA
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The Mahabharata is traditionally credited to the sage Krishna Dvaipayana Vyasa —

who, in a detail literary tradition itself preserves, appears as a character within his own

epic, the grandfather of its central warring families. Scholars treat this single-author

attribution as symbolic rather than literal: the text names its own growth across three

stages, expanding from roughly 8,800 verses (the Jaya, "Victory," attributed to

Vyasa) to about 24,000 verses (the Bharata, recited by Vaishampayana) to the full

100,000+ shlokas known today (the Mahabharata, recited by Ugrashrava Sauti).

That final figure makes the Mahabharata the longest epic poem in the world by a wide margin

— over 1.8 million words, roughly ten times the combined length of Homer's Iliad and

Odyssey, and about four times the length of the Ramayana. The most widely cited scholarly

estimate for when the text reached something close to its current form is a broad window of c.

400 BCE to 400 CE — a composition period spanning roughly eight centuries, even before

accounting for however much older the underlying oral tradition itself may be.

An honestly wide window, not a precise date — an eight-hundred-year composition estimate is
not scholarly imprecision so much as an accurate reflection of what the text itself already tells us:
it grew in stages, over generations, absorbing new material as it was retold. Asking "when was the
Mahabharata written" is a bit like asking when a river was built.

The Bhagavad Gita: A Poem Within the Poem

Roughly a third of the way through the Mahabharata's sixth book, the Bhishma Parva, sits one

of the most influential religious and philosophical texts in world literature — entirely self-

contained, and almost never read as merely "part of a longer epic." The Bhagavad Gita

("Song of God") is a 700-verse dialogue between Prince Arjuna and the god Krishna, acting

as his charioteer, on the battlefield of Kurukshetra in the moments before a war that will pit

Arjuna against his own kin, teachers, and friends.

A Crisis, Then a Teaching

Arjuna, overwhelmed at the prospect of killing
his own relatives, drops his bow and refuses to

Read on Its Own

Because its content is self-contained and
universally applicable rather than dependent
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fight. Krishna's response — on duty (dharma),
action without attachment to results, and the
nature of the eternal self — occupies the rest
of the Gita's eighteen chapters.

on the surrounding war narrative, the Gita is
routinely published, translated, and studied
entirely separately from the rest of the
Mahabharata — a philosophical text that
happens to live inside an epic.

The Ramayana: The Adi Kavya

VALMIKI,  THE "FIRST POET"

The Ramayana is attributed to the sage Valmiki, honored in Sanskrit tradition as Adi

Kavi — the "first poet" — with the Ramayana itself titled the Adi Kavya, the "first

poem," the work traditionally credited with originating Sanskrit poetic form itself.

At roughly 24,000 verses across seven books (kandas) — Bala, Ayodhya, Aranya,

Kishkindha, Sundara, Yuddha, and Uttara — the Ramayana tells the story of Prince Rama,

exiled from his kingdom of Ayodhya for fourteen years through a court intrigue, whose wife

Sita is abducted by the demon king Ravana. With the aid of the devoted monkey-god

Hanuman and an army of allies, Rama wages war to win her back.

Its own composition date is genuinely less settled than the Mahabharata's. Scholarly estimates

place the epic's earliest core anywhere from the 8th to 4th century BCE, with later material

— most notably the final book, the Uttara Kanda — added as late as roughly the 3rd century

CE. As with the Mahabharata, this is a text that grew across a long span of time rather than

appearing whole at a single moment.

🔮 A Second Homeric Question

This isn't a loose comparison — real, published comparative scholarship exists under exactly this
title, drawing the parallel to Chapter 3 directly. Just as the Iliad and Odyssey show clear signs of a
long oral tradition later shaped by redaction rather than a single sitting at a single desk, both the

Mahabharata and the Ramayana carry the same fingerprints: named stages of growth, centuries-
wide composition windows, and a traditional "author" (Vyasa, Valmiki) who functions more as a
symbolic point of origin than a verifiable historical writer. Some scholars have even extended
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Milman Parry and Albert Lord's oral-formulaic theory — developed studying living oral poets in
the Balkans, and applied to Homer in Chapter 3 — to argue for similar oral-compositional origins
behind the Sanskrit epics. The same basic question, independently arising on opposite sides of the

ancient world.

"What is here is found elsewhere; what is not here is nowhere else" — a genuine line from the

Mahabharata's own opening book, the Adi Parva. It's a striking claim of totality — that the text
contains the whole of human experience and moral teaching within itself — and it captures
exactly why itihasa carries the weight it does in Indian tradition: not merely a story about the past,
but a repository of dharma still actively drawn on today.

Two Epics, Side by Side

THE MAHABHARATA THE RAMAYANA

Traditional author Vyasa Valmiki, honored as Adi Kavi
("first poet")

Length 100,000+ shlokas — the longest epic

poem in the world

~24,000 shlokas across 7

kandas

Composition window
(scholarly estimate)

c. 400 BCE – 400 CE c. 8th–4th century BCE core,
additions to c. 3rd century CE

Central story shape A dynastic war between cousins,

framed by teachings on dharma

An exile, an abduction, and a

rescue

Embedded standalone

text

The Bhagavad Gita (Book 6) None comparable — read as

one continuous narrative

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

23/08/2026, 13:02

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpaeuqfuis.html 26/51



The Mahabharata claims to contain everything worth knowing within itself. What does it mean for
a culture to hold a single text — or a small set of texts — in that kind of totalizing regard, and are
there real parallels to that stance in traditions you're more familiar with?

REFLECTION 2

The Bhagavad Gita is regularly read entirely apart from the epic that contains it. Does pulling a
text out of its original narrative context change what it means — and can you think of another
example, from this course or elsewhere, where a "piece" of a larger work took on its own
independent life?

REFLECTION 3

The "Homeric Question" and its Indian counterpart arose completely independently, thousands of

miles apart, applied to genuinely different texts. What does it suggest that two unconnected
literary traditions ended up facing the exact same authorship puzzle?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 6

Both epics are classified as itihasa ("so indeed it was") — legendary-historical narrative distinct

from Vedic scripture, but still carrying real teaching authority (dharma)

The Mahabharata — traditionally attributed to Vyasa; grew across three named stages (Jaya →

Bharata → Mahabharata) to 100,000+ shlokas, ~10x the combined length of the Iliad and Odyssey

Composition window c. 400 BCE – 400 CE; the Bhagavad Gita is a self-contained 700-verse section
in Book 6 (the Bhishma Parva)

The Ramayana — traditionally attributed to Valmiki (Adi Kavi, "first poet"); ~24,000 verses across 7
kandas; composition c. 8th–4th century BCE core, with additions to c. 3rd century CE

A genuine, scholarly-documented "second Homeric Question" applies to both epics — composite,

oral-tradition origins later shaped by redaction, not single authorship

What's Next
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Chapter 7: Classical Chinese Literary Foundations — the Confucian Classics, the Book of

Songs, and early Chinese poetry.
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CHAPTER 7 :  CL ASSICAL CHINESE L ITERARY FOUNDATIONS

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 7 · Classical Chinese Literary Foundations

Chapters 3 and 6 both asked who really composed a long epic poem passed down

across generations. Chinese classical literature raises a related but genuinely different

question — not who first sang an epic, but who gets credit for shaping a canon centuries

after the texts inside it already existed.

The Book of Songs: China's Oldest Poetry

SHIJING — 詩經

The Book of Songs (Shijing) is the oldest surviving collection of Chinese poetry —

305 poems (plus six title-only fragments) composed across roughly the 11th to 7th

century BCE. It's organized into three sections: the Feng ("Airs of the States," folk

songs from across the regions), the Ya ("Odes," courtly and ceremonial verse), and the

Song ("Hymns," used in ancestral temple rites). Most poems follow a regular,

disciplined four-character line — the dominant verse form of early Chinese poetry.

Not actually compiled by Confucius — tradition has long credited Confucius with selecting and
editing the Book of Songs down to its current form. The real historical record doesn't support this:

Confucius quoted the collection approvingly and clearly held it in high regard, but the attribution
of him as its compiler is, as one standard reference puts it, "traditionally — but incorrectly — said."
The poems already existed and were already widely known well before his lifetime.

The Five Classics
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The Book of Songs is one of the Five Classics (Wu Jing), the foundational texts of the

Confucian tradition:

I Ching

The Book of Changes — a divination manual
built around 64 hexagrams.

Shujing

The Book of Documents — a collection of
speeches and official records attributed to
early rulers.

Shijing

The Book of Songs, covered above.

Liji

The Book of Rites — ritual, ceremony, and
social conduct.

Chunqiu

The Spring and Autumn Annals — a terse
chronicle of the state of Lu, Confucius's own
home state.

None of the Five Classics were actually written by Confucius — several predate him by

centuries. His own role was closer to a devoted reader and teacher of these texts than their

author.

The canon almost had six — a sixth classic, the Book of Music (Yuejing), is recorded as having

once existed alongside the other five, but was already lost by the start of the Han dynasty. What
survives today as "the Five Classics" may simply be what was left after one of the original set went
missing.

The Analects: Assembled After the Master's Death

The Analects (Lunyu) — the short sayings and dialogues most associated with Confucius (c.

551–479 BCE) today — was not written by him at all. It's an anthology, compiled by his

disciples and their own successors after his death, drawing together individually kept records of
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his teachings into one collected work. The traditional account, recorded in the Han-dynasty

Book of Han, describes this as a joint editorial effort by his students; modern scholarship

pushes the actual compilation later still, to roughly half a century after Confucius died. The first

written commentaries on the text date only to the Eastern Han (25–220 CE) — the same period

Confucius was formally canonized as a sage and Confucianism became state ideology.

The Four Books: A Much Later, Separate Canon

Roughly fifteen centuries after Confucius's death, the philosopher Zhu Xi (1130–1200 CE)

assembled a second, smaller canon: the Four Books (Si Shu). He extracted two chapters —

"The Great Learning" and "The Doctrine of the Mean" — from the much older Book of Rites,

and paired them with the Analects and the Mencius, publishing the combined set in 1190. The

Four Books were not officially certified as state canon until 1313, under the Yuan dynasty —

more than a century after Zhu Xi's own death.

🔮 A Different Kind of Authorship Question

Chapters 3 and 6 asked who really composed the Iliad, the Mahabharata, the Ramayana — epics
built up over generations of oral performance before ever being fixed in writing. China's classical

canon raises a quieter but no less real version of the same puzzle: who gets credit for a text, and
who gets credit for simply organizing older material into a canon? Confucius is popularly credited
with compiling works he likely never touched. Zhu Xi, by contrast, genuinely did do the organizing
— and his twelfth-century curatorial choice went on to shape the core curriculum of China's
imperial examination system for roughly six hundred years, right up to its abolition in 1905.

Beyond the Songs: Qu Yuan and the Chu Ci

A genuinely different poetic voice emerges in the Chu Ci ("Songs of Chu" or "Verses of Chu"),

an anthology from the southern state of Chu spanning the Warring States period into the Han

dynasty. Its most famous attributed poet is Qu Yuan (c. 340–278 BCE), a minister at the court

of King Huai of Chu, credited with breaking away from the Book of Songs's disciplined four-

character line in favor of longer, freer, more emotionally expansive verse.
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LI SAO — "ENCOUNTERING SORROW"

Qu Yuan's signature work — roughly 2,400 characters across 372 lines in fifteen

sections — describes an exiled minister's shamanistic spirit-journeys through the

heavens, searching for a ruler worthy of his loyalty. It's widely credited with founding a

distinct romanticist current within Chinese poetry, in real contrast to the more formal,

restrained register of the Book of Songs.

A documented folk origin, not just legend — in 278 BCE, on learning that Chu's own capital
had fallen to the rival state of Qin, Qu Yuan is said to have drowned himself in the Miluo River in
despair. Local people reportedly raced boats out to search for his body, beating drums and
splashing their oars to keep fish and evil spirits away, and threw rice into the river to protect his
remains — the documented origin, repeated consistently across independent sources, of dragon

boat racing and of zongzi (rice dumplings), both still central to China's annual Dragon Boat
Festival. It's worth being honest about what kind of claim this is: a genuine, widely and
consistently recorded folk origin narrative, still actively practiced today — not something
independently verifiable the way a compilation date can be, but not idle legend either.

Two Poetic Traditions, Side by Side

THE BOOK OF SONGS THE CHU CI (QU YUAN)

Date 11th–7th century BCE c. 4th–3rd century BCE onward

Form Disciplined, regular four-character
lines

Longer, freer, irregular-length lines

Register Folk songs, courtly odes, ritual

hymns

Personal, emotional, visionary

Traditional

association

Wrongly credited to Confucius as

compiler

Attributed to a real, named historical

figure, Qu Yuan
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Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Confucius is popularly remembered as the compiler of texts he most likely never edited. Why do
you think a culture's collective memory sometimes attaches a revered figure's name to a text
more firmly than the historical record actually supports?

REFLECTION 2

Zhu Xi's twelfth-century choice of four texts shaped what millions of students had to memorize

for roughly six hundred years afterward. Can you think of a modern parallel — a single curatorial
or editorial decision that ended up shaping education, culture, or a canon far beyond what its
maker could have anticipated?

REFLECTION 3

The Qu Yuan/Dragon Boat Festival story sits somewhere between documented history and living
legend. Does a story need to be independently verifiable to be culturally true — and where would

you personally draw that line?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 7

Book of Songs (Shijing) — 305 poems, 11th–7th century BCE, three sections (Feng/Ya/Song);
wrongly credited to Confucius as compiler

Five Classics — I Ching, Book of Documents, Book of Songs, Book of Rites, Spring and Autumn

Annals; none actually written by Confucius, and a sixth, the Book of Music, was lost before the Han
dynasty

The Analects — compiled by Confucius's disciples and successors after his 479 BCE death, not

written by him; an anthology of sayings, not a unified treatise

Four Books — a distinct, much later Song-dynasty canon assembled by Zhu Xi (1130–1200),

published 1190, certified as state canon only in 1313; the core of the imperial exams for roughly
600 years
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Chu Ci and Qu Yuan (c. 340–278 BCE) — "Li Sao" broke from the Songs' four-character form; his

278 BCE death by drowning is the documented, still-practiced folk origin of the Dragon Boat
Festival

What's Next

Chapter 8: Beowulf and Early Northern European Epic.
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CHAPTER 8 :  BEOWULF AND EARLY NORTHERN EUROPEAN EPIC

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 8 · Beowulf and Early Northern European Epic

Every tradition covered so far — Mesopotamian, Greek, Roman, Indian, Chinese —

reaches back well over two thousand years. Northern Europe's own epic tradition

survives in writing far later, its single most famous poem preserved in exactly one

damaged manuscript — and it raises, once again, a version of the same authorship

question this course keeps circling back to.

Beowulf: The Poem With Only One Copy

THE NOWELL CODEX

Beowulf survives in a single manuscript — the Nowell Codex, now held by the British

Library as Cotton Vitellius A.xv. Roughly 3,182 lines long, the poem is written in

alliterative verse — lines built not around rhyme but around repeated initial

consonant or vowel sounds across stressed syllables, split by a pause (a caesura) into

two balanced half-lines. The manuscript itself, based on the scribal handwriting, is

generally dated to around 1000 CE — but that tells us only when this particular copy

was made, not when the poem was actually composed.

A genuinely, actively disputed composition date — scholarly estimates for when Beowulf was
first composed span an enormous range, from the 8th century through to the early 11th century,

with no settled consensus. J.R.R. Tolkien himself argued for an early date, reasoning that the
poem's authentically pagan Anglo-Saxon atmosphere suggests it was written down not long after
England's own conversion to Christianity around 700 CE. That's one serious scholarly position
among several genuinely competing ones — not the field's settled answer.
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The manuscript's own survival was itself a close call. On 23 October 1731, a fire broke out at

Ashburnham House, where Sir Robert Cotton's manuscript library was being stored. Of

Cotton's 958 manuscripts, 114 were destroyed outright and 98 more damaged. Beowulf

survived, but its margins were scorched — some text along the edges of the pages was lost for

good.

A Scandinavian Story, Told in Old English

Despite being written in Old English — the language of Anglo-Saxon England — Beowulf is not

set in England at all. Its action unfolds entirely in Scandinavia, among the Geats (in what is

now southern Sweden) and the Danes. Its author is unknown, referred to conventionally as

simply "the Beowulf poet."

Written in Old English, Set in

Scandinavia

An English-language poem about
Scandinavian heroes — a real reminder that a
text's own language and its setting don't have

to line up.

Pagan Roots, Christian Hand

Scholarship has moved away from treating the
poem's Christian elements as a later monk's
interpolation onto a "purer" pagan core,
toward reading it as a genuine, deliberate
blend — a Christian poet or scribe working
with much older Germanic heroic material,
weaving a warrior culture built on fame,
lineage, and blood-feud together with a
Christian framing of God and humility. This

remains a real, live, unresolved area of
scholarly discussion — not a settled question
either way.

The Story

Beowulf, a warrior of the Geats, sails to Denmark to help King Hrothgar, whose great hall,

Heorot, has been under attack for years by the monster Grendel. Beowulf kills Grendel bare-

handed, then must face a second, angrier threat — Grendel's mother, who comes seeking

revenge. Decades later, Beowulf himself is an aging king of the Geats when a stolen cup rouses

23/08/2026, 13:02

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpaeuqfuis.html 36/51



a dragon guarding a buried hoard. Beowulf fights the dragon and kills it, but is fatally

wounded in the battle, closing the poem with his death and funeral.

Tolkien's Rescue of Beowulf

For much of the poem's modern scholarly life, Beowulf was treated primarily as a quarry — a

source for historical and linguistic detail about Anglo-Saxon England, rather than a work of

literary art worth reading on its own terms. That changed decisively on 25 November 1936,

when J.R.R. Tolkien delivered a lecture to the British Academy titled "Beowulf: The

Monsters and the Critics."

The monsters aren't the embarrassment — they're the point — Tolkien argued that scholars
had buried the poem under source-hunting and historical mining, and insisted it be read as a
poem first. Central to his case: Grendel, Grendel's mother, and the dragon aren't distracting fairy-
tale elements layered onto otherwise serious history — they're structurally central to what the
poem is actually about. The essay is widely regarded as one of the most influential pieces of

twentieth-century literary criticism; scholar Michael D.C. Drout has called it possibly "the single
most influential essay in the history of literary studies in the twentieth century."

The Kenning: A Northern Poetic Device

Old English and Old Norse poetry share a distinctive device: the kenning — a compound,

often metaphorical expression standing in for a more ordinary noun. Beowulf itself is full of

them: whale-road for the sea, ring-giver for a king or lord, battle-sweat for blood, and ring-

hoard for the dragon's own treasure.

🔮 A Third Oral-Formulaic Tradition

Chapter 3 introduced Milman Parry and Albert Lord's oral-formulaic theory — the idea that a
skilled oral poet builds a long performance in real time from a shared stock of traditional phrases,
not word-for-word memorization. Homer's recurring epithets ("swift-footed Achilles") work exactly
like the kenning: a fixed, reusable unit of language that fits the meter, carries meaning efficiently,

and helps a performer compose on the fly. Combined with an unknown author and a text fixed in
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writing centuries after its own oral roots likely began, Beowulf quietly joins Homer's epics and the
Mahabharata and Ramayana as a third, independent case of the same underlying pattern.

A Wider Tradition: Sigurd and Siegfried

Beowulf is the best-known survivor of a much larger Northern European epic and heroic

tradition. Three more works round out the picture: the Poetic Edda (Old Norse, anonymous,

preserved in the Codex Regius manuscript of around 1270 CE but drawing on poetic material

composed centuries earlier), the Völsunga Saga (a 13th-century Old Norse prose saga), and

the Nibelungenlied (a Middle High German epic poem of around 1200 CE).

THE SAME LEGEND, TWO LANGUAGES

The Völsunga Saga tells the story of Sigurd, a dragon-slayer who wins a cursed

treasure hoard and becomes entangled in a fatal love triangle involving Brynhild. The

Nibelungenlied tells what is genuinely the same underlying legend — under the name

Siegfried — tied instead to the Burgundian court and to Attila the Hun, with Brynhild

appearing as Brünhild. This isn't a loose thematic echo: it's the same core legendary

material, surviving independently in Old Norse and Middle High German, with the

Norse strand keeping a rawer, more pagan tone against the German epic's more

chivalric, courtly polish.

Two Northern Epics, Side by Side

BEOWULF THE NIBELUNGENLIED

Language Old English Middle High German

Manuscript date c. 1000 CE (single surviving

copy)

c. 1200 CE
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BEOWULF THE NIBELUNGENLIED

Setting Scandinavia (Geats and

Danes)

The Burgundian court; Attila the Hun

Central threat Grendel, Grendel's mother, a

dragon

A dragon (in the hero's backstory); court

intrigue and betrayal

Related Norse

version

— Sigurd, in the Völsunga Saga and the Poetic

Edda

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Beowulf survives by pure chance — one manuscript, one fire it narrowly escaped. How differently
might we think about "the classics" if we were honest about how much of what we call
foundational literature survived by accident rather than by any deliberate act of preservation?

REFLECTION 2

Tolkien's 1936 lecture changed how an entire academic field read a thousand-year-old poem. Can
a single critical argument still do that kind of work today, or has literary scholarship become too

large and fragmented for one essay to shift a whole field the way his did?

REFLECTION 3

Sigurd and Siegfried are, underneath different names and settings, genuinely the same legend.
What do you think actually happened historically for one story to end up preserved twice,
independently, in two different languages and cultures?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 8
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Beowulf — ~3,182 lines of Old English alliterative verse; survives in one manuscript, the Nowell

Codex, damaged in the 1731 Ashburnham House fire

Manuscript dated c. 1000 CE; the poem's actual composition date is genuinely disputed, ranging

across the 8th to early 11th century

Set in Scandinavia (Geats and Danes), not England; author unknown; a real, unresolved scholarly
debate over its pagan/Christian blending

Tolkien's 1936 lecture "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics" shifted the field from source-mining
toward reading the poem as literature

The kenning (e.g. "whale-road," "ring-giver") functions like a Homeric epithet — a third

independent case of oral-formulaic composition

The Sigurd/Siegfried legend survives independently in Old Norse (Poetic Edda, Völsunga Saga)

and Middle High German (the Nibelungenlied)

What's Next

Chapter 9: Early Arabic Literature and the Origins of One Thousand and One

Nights.
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CHAPTER 9 :  EARLY ARABIC L ITERATURE AND THE ORIGINS OF ONE THOUSAND AND ONE NIGHTS

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 9 · Early Arabic Literature and the Origins of One Thousand and One Nights

This course has repeatedly asked who really composed a text handed down across

generations. Arabic literary tradition offers two very different answers within a single

chapter — a body of formal poetry honored almost to the point of legend, and a story

collection so genuinely composite that its most famous modern version was partly

shaped by an eighteenth-century translator working from a single storyteller's voice,

not from any ancient manuscript at all.

The Mu'allaqat: Pre-Islamic Arabia's Suspended Odes

SEVEN ODES, AND A CONTESTED LEGEND

The Mu'allaqat ("the suspended," or "the hanging ones") are a set of long pre-Islamic

odes, most commonly counted as seven, composed by 6th-century poets including

Imru' al-Qais and Antarah ibn Shaddad. Tradition holds these poems were

embroidered in gold and hung on the walls of the Kaaba in Mecca as a mark of supreme

honor — the origin of the collection's own name.

Legend, not verified history — the earliest source for the Kaaba-hanging story dates only to the
10th century, several centuries after the poems themselves. Current scholarship increasingly holds

that the seven-poem grouping was actually assembled later still, by the 8th-century Umayyad-era
scholar Hammad al-Rawiya, and that "hanging" may always have been intended figuratively — the
poems "hanging" in memory and prestige, not literally on a wall. A striking origin story, but one
that shouldn't be repeated as settled fact.

Nasib Rahil
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The classical qasida opens with a nostalgic
section, often mourning an abandoned desert
campsite or a lost love — a form Imru' al-Qais
himself is credited with originating.

A journey section follows, frequently
describing the poet's camel or horse and a
difficult desert crossing, sometimes closing
with boasting self-praise (fakhr).

The Main Theme

The ode then turns to its real purpose —
praise (madih), satire (hija), or elegy — the
section the whole poem has been building
toward.

The Quran and the Shaping of Classical Arabic

The Quran's revelation is traditionally dated to roughly 610–632 CE. Central to how it's

understood within Islamic theology is the doctrine of i'jaz al-Qur'an — "the inimitability of

the Quran" — the claim, rooted in the Quran's own challenge verses inviting skeptics to

produce a chapter to match it, that its language and structure are miraculous and beyond

human ability to replicate.

A religious claim with real literary consequences — i'jaz is a theological doctrine, not a neutral
literary verdict, and this chapter treats it as exactly that. But its historical effect on classical Arabic

was genuinely enormous: early theorists like al-Khattabi and al-Baqillani, and later figures such as
al-Jurjani, built entire frameworks of Arabic grammar, rhetoric, and literary criticism partly around
analyzing what made the Quran's own language distinctive — shaping the standards classical
Arabic literature was judged against for centuries afterward.

One Thousand and One Nights: A Composite Built

Over Centuries

LAYERS, NOT A SINGLE AUTHOR
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One Thousand and One Nights (Alf Layla wa-Layla) has genuinely composite, multi-

cultural roots. Tradition points to a Persian precursor, the Hezar Afsan ("A Thousand

Tales"), reportedly translated into Arabic by the 8th century — though no copy of the

Persian original survives, so its exact relationship to later Arabic versions can't be

verified directly. Indian material and genuinely Arabic material from Abbasid Baghdad

and, later, Mamluk-era Syria and Egypt were folded in over time, with the whole

collection compiled and expanded across roughly the 8th to 14th centuries CE — not

written by one person, in one place, at one time.

The earliest surviving physical evidence is a fragmentary 9th-century manuscript, originating

in Syria and dated by its own scratch notes to around 879 CE — found in Egypt in 1947 and

now held at the University of Chicago. The first modern printed Arabic edition wasn't compiled

until 1835, in Cairo.

The Frame Story: Scheherazade

Holding the entire collection together is a single frame narrative. King Shahryar, embittered

after discovering his first wife's infidelity, begins marrying a new wife each night and having

her executed the following morning. Scheherazade volunteers to marry him — and each

night tells a story, deliberately breaking it off at its most gripping moment, delaying her

execution one more day. This continues for 1,001 nights, until the king finally pardons her.

Galland and the "Orphan Tales"

The single most influential version of the Nights for Western readers came from Antoine

Galland's twelve-volume French translation, Les Mille et Une Nuits (1704–1717) — the first

major European translation, and the one that made the collection a worldwide phenomenon. It

also introduced a genuinely surprising complication into the collection's own textual history.

🔮 A Story With No Manuscript at All

Two of the tales now most closely associated with "The Arabian Nights" in popular culture —
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Aladdin

and

Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves

— appear in no known Arabic manuscript predating Galland's own translation. Galland's own

journal records that he received "the Story of the Lamp" from

Hanna Diyab

, a Christian Maronite storyteller from Aleppo, Syria, whom he met in Paris on 5 May 1709. Over

the following weeks, Diyab told him roughly fifteen more tales, around ten of which — including
Ali Baba — made it into Galland's final volumes. A previously unknown autobiography written by
Diyab himself was rediscovered at the Vatican Library only in 1993, and finally published in 2015.
Chapters 6 and 7 both asked who really shaped a canon centuries after a text was first composed
— here, the "classic" version of a story most readers assume is ancient and purely Arabic turns out

to include material recorded directly from a living storyteller's voice, in Paris, in the early 1700s.

Two Very Different Kinds of Classic

THE MU'ALLAQAT ONE THOUSAND AND ONE NIGHTS

Authorship Named, individual poets (Imru' al-

Qais and others)

Composite and anonymous, layered across

centuries

Form Formal courtly odes (qasidas) A frame narrative holding many embedded
folk tales

Origin

culture

Pre-Islamic Arabia, single tradition Persian, Indian, and Arabic material combined

Textual

history

A contested later legend (the

Kaaba story) attached to real early

poems

A genuinely uncertain compilation history, still

actively expanded centuries later by a

European translator

Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1
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The Kaaba-hanging story about the Mu'allaqat may be legend rather than fact, yet it's shaped
how these poems are remembered and taught for centuries. Does a compelling origin story
deserve to keep being told even once historians doubt it — or does honesty demand retiring it?

REFLECTION 2

Aladdin and Ali Baba are, by most readers' instincts, "classic Arabian Nights stories" — yet neither

has a known Arabic manuscript source. Does knowing this change how you'd think about either
story, or does a tale's cultural life stand apart from where it can be traced back to on paper?

REFLECTION 3

Hanna Diyab told Galland his stories directly, yet for centuries only Galland's own name was
remembered as their source. What do you think it takes for an oral storyteller's own contribution
to a written classic to finally be properly credited?

QUICK REFERENCE — CHAPTER 9

The Mu'allaqat — seven pre-Islamic Arabic odes; the Kaaba-hanging legend is a later, contested
tradition, first recorded in the 10th century

Classical qasida structure — nasib (nostalgic opening), rahil (journey), then the main theme
(praise, satire, or elegy)

The Quran (revealed c. 610–632 CE) and its doctrine of i'jaz (inimitability) shaped classical Arabic

grammar, rhetoric, and literary criticism for centuries

One Thousand and One Nights — composite Persian/Indian/Arabic origins, compiled across

roughly the 8th–14th centuries; earliest surviving fragment dated to 879 CE

Antoine Galland's 1704–1717 French translation introduced Aladdin and Ali Baba, sourced not
from any Arabic manuscript but from Syrian storyteller Hanna Diyab in Paris, 1709

What's Next

Chapter 10: Capstone — Comparing Epic Traditions Across Civilizations.
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CHAPTER 10:  CAPSTONE — COMPARING EPIC TRADITIONS ACROSS CIVIL IZATIONS

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World
Course 1 · Chapter 10 · Capstone: Comparing Epic Traditions Across Civilizations

Nine chapters, seven civilizations, well over three thousand years. This capstone doesn't

introduce a new text — it steps back and asks what actually holds this course together:

which traditions genuinely built themselves around a long-form epic, which took a

different shape entirely, and why one particular question about authorship kept

resurfacing, in a slightly different costume, almost every time.

Seven Civilizations, One Course

CHAPTER CIVILIZATION CENTRAL WORK(S)

2 Mesopotamia The Epic of Gilgamesh

3 Greece The Iliad and the Odyssey

4 Greece Greek Tragedy (Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus)

5 Rome The Aeneid and the Metamorphoses

6 India The Mahabharata (with the Bhagavad Gita) and the Ramayana

7 China The Book of Songs, the Five Classics, the Analects, the Four Books,

the Chu Ci

8 Northern
Europe

Beowulf, with the Poetic Edda, Völsunga Saga, and Nibelungenlied

9 Arabia The Mu'allaqat and One Thousand and One Nights

What Actually Counts as an Epic?
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This course is titled "The Ancient & Epic World" — but not every tradition it covered actually

organizes itself around a long-form narrative epic in the way that phrase implies. Laid out

honestly, a real split emerges.

True Long-Form Epics

Gilgamesh, the Iliad and Odyssey, the Aeneid,
the Mahabharata and Ramayana, and Beowulf
(alongside the Nibelungenlied) are all genuine
long-form narrative epics — an extended verse
story following a hero or heroes through a
sustained conflict or journey.

A Different Shape of Classic

China's foundational texts (the Book of Songs,
the Five Classics, the Analects) and Arabia's
Mu'allaqat are built instead around shorter
poetic forms and a curated philosophical/ritual
canon — not one continuous heroic narrative.
Even One Thousand and One Nights, despite
its length, is a frame narrative holding many
separate embedded stories rather than a
single unified epic plot.

Not every great civilization organizes its foundational literature the same way — that two of
the seven traditions covered here (China and Arabia) built their earliest, most revered literature
around something other than epic narrative is itself a genuine comparative finding, not a gap in

this course's own coverage.

The Authorship Question, in Five Different Costumes

One question returned again and again across this course, each time wearing a slightly different

shape: who actually made this, and when?

🔮 One Question, Five Traditions

Gilgamesh grew across centuries of Mesopotamian redaction (Chapter 2). Homer's own identity
became formal enough to earn a name — the Homeric Question — resolved partly through Parry
and Lord's oral-formulaic theory (Chapter 3). The Mahabharata and Ramayana raised a genuine,
scholarship-documented "second Homeric Question" of their own (Chapter 6). Beowulf's kennings
function exactly like Homeric epithets, joining a third independent case of the same oral-

composition pattern (Chapter 8). China took a genuinely different turn: not oral-tradition
composite authorship, but a curatorial one — Confucius wrongly credited with compiling texts he
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likely never touched, while Zhu Xi's real twelfth-century curatorial choice shaped an entire
examination system for six hundred years (Chapter 7). And Arabia closed the course with the most
surprising variant yet: a "classic" partly shaped not by ancient oral tradition at all, but by an

eighteenth-century French translator transcribing a living Syrian storyteller's own voice (Chapter
9).

Authorship Across the Course, Side by Side

WORK
TRADITIONAL
ATTRIBUTION

WHAT THE EVIDENCE ACTUALLY SHOWS

Gilgamesh No single named author Grown across centuries of Mesopotamian oral and

scribal tradition

Iliad / Odyssey Homer Likely the product of generations of oral-formulaic

composition, later fixed in writing

The Aeneid Virgil Genuinely a single author, commissioned directly by

Augustus

Mahabharata Vyasa Grew across three named stages, likely over
centuries, c. 400 BCE – 400 CE

Ramayana Valmiki Composite growth with a less settled composition

window than the Mahabharata's

Book of Songs Popularly, Confucius Predates Confucius; the compiler attribution is
directly contradicted by the record

Beowulf Unknown ("the Beowulf

poet")

Likely rooted in oral Germanic tradition, fixed in

writing centuries later

Aladdin / Ali
Baba

Popularly, "ancient Arabic
folk tales"

Recorded from a living 18th-century Syrian
storyteller, Hanna Diyab, by Galland

Recurring Themes Beneath the Surface
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Beyond authorship, a handful of thematic threads ran underneath nearly every tradition this

course covered — not because one culture copied another, but because these are, apparently,

some of the questions every early literary tradition eventually finds its way to.

Mortals Meeting the Divine

Gilgamesh's quest for immortality, Ovid's gods
reshaping mortal lives through transformation,
Krishna guiding Arjuna as both charioteer and
god, and Rama's own status as a divine avatar
all put the same encounter at their center: a
human life measured against something
eternal.

War and Its Real Costs

The Iliad's wrath, the Mahabharata's
Kurukshetra war, the Aeneid's war in Latium,
and the shifting loyalties of the Nibelungenlied
all treat war not as simple heroism but as
something that costs everyone involved,
victors included.

Legends About the Text Itself

Virgil's contested deathbed wish, the
Mu'allaqat's contested Kaaba legend, and
Confucius's contested compiler credit are all,
in their own way, stories cultures tell about

their own classics — not always accurate, but
revealing what each culture wanted a "classic"
to mean.

Coming Full Circle

Chapter 1 opened this course with American Gothic — a work deliberately chosen from entirely

outside the course's own chronological chapters, used purely to demonstrate the three lenses

this course has applied ever since: formal analysis, historical context, and honest engagement

with what's actually verifiable versus what's simply believed. Nine chapters later, that same

discipline — checking a claimed date, questioning a convenient legend, naming a genuine

scholarly disagreement honestly rather than picking a side — turned out to be the real

throughline of the entire course, arguably more than any shared setting, language, or century

ever was.
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Questions to Sit With

REFLECTION 1

Of the seven civilizations covered in this course, which one's literary tradition surprised you the
most — either because it worked so differently from what you expected, or because it turned out
to resemble another tradition more closely than you'd have guessed?

REFLECTION 2

The "who really wrote this" question came up in five genuinely different forms across this course.

Why do you think this particular question is so persistent across such different cultures and eras
— what is it about a culture's own oldest, most revered texts that makes authorship worth arguing
over?

REFLECTION 3

This course deliberately treated Mesopotamian, Indian, Chinese, and Arabic traditions as co-equal
to the Western canon rather than occasional detours from it. Having gone through all ten

chapters, do you think that framing changed how you understood any single tradition on its own
— or mainly how you understood them in relation to each other?

QUICK REFERENCE — THE FULL COURSE

Ch. 1 — Why Study Classic Literature? (Calvino's definition; American Gothic as a methodology

demonstration)

Ch. 2 — The Epic of Gilgamesh (Mesopotamia's layered, multi-century composition)

Ch. 3 — Homer (the Homeric Question; Parry and Lord's oral-formulaic theory)

Ch. 4 — Greek Tragedy (Sophocles, Euripides, Aeschylus)

Ch. 5 — Roman Epic and Poetry (the Aeneid; Ovid's Metamorphoses)

Ch. 6 — The Mahabharata and the Ramayana (itihasa; the Bhagavad Gita; a second Homeric
Question)
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Ch. 7 — Classical Chinese Literary Foundations (the Book of Songs; the Five Classics; the Analects;

the Four Books; Qu Yuan's Chu Ci)

Ch. 8 — Beowulf and Early Northern European Epic (the Nowell Codex; Tolkien's 1936 lecture;

kennings; Sigurd/Siegfried)

Ch. 9 — Early Arabic Literature and the Origins of One Thousand and One Nights (the Mu'allaqat;
i'jaz al-Qur'an; Galland's "orphan tales")

Ch. 10 — Capstone: seven traditions compared structurally and thematically

Course 1 Complete

Classic Literature I: The Ancient & Epic World is now finished, 10/10 chapters. Course 2, Classic

Literature II: Medieval to Early Modern, picks up roughly where this course leaves off — opening
with Murasaki Shikibu's The Tale of Genji (c. 1000 CE), often cited as the world's first novel.

23/08/2026, 13:02

file:///C:/Users/emuba/AppData/Local/Temp/tmpaeuqfuis.html 51/51


