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For Amyra, Liana and Yuvaan, and all the little people who love adventure




Come aboard the fantasy ship,


There are epic journeys in store;


Sail the oceans of the world,


Join the adventures on the shore;


Greek, Roman, Italian and Indian –


Meet the legendary heroes of yore;


Experience the trials and troubles


Of Achilles, Aeneas, Arjuna and more.


Enjoy a Divine Comedy, go on a tumultuous Odyssey,


Or be witness to a brave and bloody war;


Meet Beowulf, Gilgamesh and the Lion King,


In a universe that will thrill you, yes, to your very core.
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SO...WHAT IS AN EPIC?


Let’s say you lived in ancient times and you wanted to narrate a story.


What would you do?


You would choose a suitable hero.


A hero who is more than just brave and heroic. A superhuman who is perhaps part divine.


Someone who undertook long journeys, could fly, sail or traverse land, sea, the underworld and the Heavens; maybe even travel through space and time.


Somebody who could take on supernatural or otherworldly forces like gods, demons, angels, monsters, dragons and super-beasts.


A being who could on occasion, even cheat death.


Yes, someone who could do the most seemingly impossible things and come out blazingly alive, unscathed.


While you are about it, you would also, in a highly stylized and exaggerated poetic style, introduce and combine many mind-boggling stories, myths and legends about your hero and his adventures.


Stories that tell you about right from wrong, victory of good over evil, or simply the rise and fall of nations and civilizations.


You would then narrate these stories with embellished, sometimes over-the-top comparisons that praise your hero or describe his marvellous valour and bravery. Some of these are popular tales; others, as you are the super-creative type, you make up on the spot.


Why do you do it? To give the stories flavour, along with a measure of authenticity, of course.


However, the nicest part is that as you get into your stride, describing the betrayals, wars, love, tragedies and death-defying adventures your hero goes through, you have the freedom to do it not in one verse or two but in thousands and thousands of verses that would run to reams and reams of paper to make up many books…just imagine that!


And lo and behold, you have yourself an epic.


The word ‘epic’ actually comes from the ancient Greek word epikos or epos meaning:




	a long, long, really long poetically narrated story,


	with super-duper heroes,


	performing death-defying stunts,


	against demons, beasts and monsters,


	with the help of divine or supernatural forces,


	
to enable victory of good over evil,


	using an exaggerated style of word play,


	spanning different worlds, continents or realms,


	and usually starting mid-action with many a flashback.





The many incredible comparisons between ideas or objects that describe this heroism is usually referred to as an ‘epic simile’ or the ‘Homeric tradition’ after one of the world’s first Greek narrator of epics, Homer.


Now if you were in Europe, you would call upon a Muse to help you, the Muse being a divine creature who gets your creative ideas and juices flowing.


However, if you were in India, you would have a rishi, like Valmiki, teach it to you. You would then unknowingly, go to your father – who doesn’t know who you are – and recite it in his court, as Lord Rama’s twin sons Lava and Kusha did in the second half of the Ramayana, an Indian epic.


Whether these epics were about real people or just made-up characters in a story is a little difficult to say after all this time, but it is generally accepted that what such poets – yes, they were storytelling poets – sang about had elements of truth in them, exaggerated though these tales might be.


So now that we have established what epics are, there is one other thing you need to know.


Ancient epics came in two forms, in pairs like twins: folk and literary.


The unwritten ones, always recited orally and spread by word of mouth, usually by authors unknown, were popularized as mythology-based folktales. Others, where the poet was generally known since he composed them in the first place, were called literary epics.


Are you thinking, bo-o-o-o-ring?


No, they are actually not so.


Where else would you find bloodthirsty demons and dragons flying about snarling and spouting fire, while gods and demigods helped defend their awesome heroes with equal blood-curdling ferocity?


One point, though. These tales are old and ancient and in the form of poetry.


Why do you need to know about them, let alone read them?


Well, how else would you know about some of the best stories ever told?


Yes, the epics – and there are more than a few from around the globe – can transport you into a world of ultra-adventures that will have you bite your nails in tension, curl your toes in delight and hide your face in fear by the sheer power of their imagery.


Also, how else would you travel through hell and fire to reach paradise, fight devilish monsters to save your kingdom, or even defeat Satan in his evil designs?


Still not convinced? Then imagine ships being tossed about in terrible storms, perilous battles fought back-to-back, the rescue of a queen by soldiers hiding in a wooden horse, or a kingdom being set on fire with a divine vanara’s tail – aren’t they the very stuff that exciting stories are made of?


The epics are, therefore, not only the earliest collections of legendary or historical events narrated via the exploits of larger-than-life chivalrous heroes who were model human beings, but they are also the earliest form of entertainment known to man.


So, come, enter an ancient world where heroism is a byword, where danger lurks at every corner, where evil is a definite no-no, goodness is a must, duty a done deal and right always right.


[image: Image]




BEOWULF


What would you do if your brave warriors were being eaten by monsters and dragons were setting fire to your kingdom?


Grendel lay waiting. In the shadows, lurking in the deep, filthy swamps of great King Hrothgar’s kingdom, the beast waited angrily. What made him rage, no one knew. It was perhaps the sound of happiness or the drunken revelry. For the brave men of Denmark had gathered to drink, sup, laugh and tell stories, at the new magnificent hall called Heorot.


As the merriment grew louder and the sounds of laughter spilled over, the monster could hardly contain his fury. Prowling around silently in the dark, he flexed his ugly, gigantic arms restlessly, waiting to pounce.


When all was finally calm and Heorot’s happy warriors had settled in for a peaceful night’s sleep, he struck.


He went into the hall, broke down the wall, and before the sleeping warriors could gather their wits, with his monstrous teeth he mashed them to pulp and loped away.


For the next few days and every night for all of eleven years thereafter, no less than thirty men and more who sought to fight the beast disappeared from Heorot Hall, leaving behind nothing but some bloodstained floors and pulverized entrails to show that they had lived.


As more and more young warriors lost their lives trying to kill the beast, old King Hrothgar grew sadder and wearier by the year.


Finally came a day when there were no more warriors to brave the night or fight the vicious beast. Yet the monster came, angrier than ever, prowling around, searching for men to eat.


With no one to stop him, his notoriety spread far and wide.


Until one day, a tall fair-headed youth along with fifteen men washed up on the shores of Denmark to take on the monstrous monster and save old King Hrothgar’s kingdom.


Who was that youth?


He was Beowulf. A killer of monsters, and he came from the kingdom of Geating (present-day Sweden).


Many years ago, Beowulf’s father had sought refuge in King Hrothgar’s court when his life and family were in danger. King Hrothgar had been kind and had given them shelter till the danger had passed. It was a kindness Beowulf had never forgotten.


So, Beowulf had asked his uncle Hygelac, who was Geating’s king, ‘May I go to Hrothgar’s help, sire? For he did once save my father and me. His kingdom today is being terrorized by a fiendish beast and his brave warriors are being decimated one by one.’


Thereafter, with his uncle’s blessings and his band of courageous soldiers, Beowulf had sailed the rough seas and weathered perilous storms to fetch upon the shores of King Hrothgar’s kingdom.


Hrothgar’s eyes lit up with relief and joy as he welcomed the blue-eyed giant of a man who had come from afar to help him.


That night, while everyone else retired to sleep, Beowulf and his men lay sleepless in Heorot with swords drawn, waiting to strike at Grendel.
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Grendel came. He prowled around. To his glee, he found more men to feast upon.


With a horrendous growl, he broke through the wall again and before the drawn swords could strike him down, picked up a man and swallowed him whole.


He then moved towards Beowulf.


Quick on his feet, Grendel lifted Beowulf up, but so fast did Beowulf – who was waiting for Grendel – have him in an arm lock so strong that the beast could neither move and loosen Beowulf’s hold nor escape.


Roaring maniacally, Grendel twisted and turned. Beowulf simply gripped him tighter and tighter.


Grendel, then, with one mighty push, tried to flee, only to have his enormous arm and shoulder ripped apart.


Dripping blood and whimpering in pain, the grotesque beast that had killed all of Denmark’s warriors limped away to die in the dark, filthy swamp that was his home.


With nothing but his bare fists, valiant Beowulf, believed to have the strength of thirty men, thus managed to kill the monstrous beast.


With Grendel’s severed arm hung like a trophy high on the wall, there was great happiness in Heorot Hall that night.
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Sadly, however, no one was aware that Grendel had a mother, more ferocious and wicked than Grendel – and she came roaring the following night to avenge her son’s death. She picked up Aeschere, one of Hrothgar’s closest advisers, and ripped him apart with her horrible teeth. Then she took Grendel’s lifeless arm and disappeared, engulfing the kingdom in sorrow once more.


So, holding aloft his huge and trusted sword, Beowulf dived into the dangerous swamp caves under the seas below, fighting off terrifying sea monsters and poisonous sea snakes to ferret out the she-monster from her hiding place


A great battle followed.


However, Beowulf’s sword was of no use, nor was the powerful blade that Unferth, the bravest of Hrothgar’s braves, had given him. They broke upon Grendel’s mother’s back.


On the cave’s roof, just in time, Beowulf spied an enormous gold-tipped sword. Pouncing upon it, he brought it down on Grendel’s mother’s head and killed her on the spot.


Finding Grendel lying dead in her lair with his arm beside him, Beowulf lopped off his head too.


Carrying both heads and the arm, Beowulf swam up to the surface of the waters where his men waited anxiously.


A thunderous cheer rent the air. Hrothgar’s people knew they were finally rid of the gruesome fiend that had devoured their men.


Presenting King Hrothgar with Grendel’s head and the jewelled hilt of the sword that had killed Grendel’s mother, Beowulf said, ‘Sire, my work here is done. I need to go home.’


A grateful Hrothgar plied him with great riches and gifts, and sent him on his way.
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Fifty years then passed.


Geating had a new king, Hygelac’s son. However, he was killed in battle and the crown passed to Beowulf who ruled wisely and well.


His fame as a mighty hero who could take on monsters with his fists had spread like the wind. There was none more heroic or brave across all the seas than Geating’s valiant ruler, Beowulf.


Then, one day, among the dangerous gorges under the seas, many, many fathoms deep, a fiery, winged dragon was woken up in his lair.
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For three hundred years and more he had lain over a colossal old treasure, undisturbed. Suddenly, a fleeing robber from Beowulf’s land had stumbled upon the glittering riches and tried to steal them away.


So, on the trail of his stolen hoard, the dragon rose up in fury to set Beowulf’s kingdom and his men on fire.


Quick to rise to the occasion, Beowulf, now an old man, went to fight him on his own, much against the advice of his men.


‘I am your king and it is my duty,’ he said, before he plunged into the sea, in search of the fierce dragon who could snuff out more lives than you could count.


As his men waited anxiously by the shore, Beowulf fought the final battle of his life.


Thwarting the fire-spitting dragon’s every move, Beowulf struck again and again. Alas, his sword melted and he was left to fight with his bare hands – hands that were now weak with age.


Seizing the opportunity, the angry dragon sank his red-hot teeth into Beowulf’s neck.


Then, to Beowulf’s aid came the warrior Wiglaf, unwilling to leave his king to fight the beast alone. With a single blow, he finished off what his king had begun. And the once-flaming dragon lay as dead as a stone.


Grievously wounded, and knowing he was about to die, Beowulf handed over his crown to Wiglaf. ‘Since you braved the waves to come to my rescue, Wiglaf, you and you alone have the right to be King of the Geats,’ he said.




WHO WROTE IT AND WHY


The author of Beowulf is unknown. This eleventh-century Anglo-Saxon folk epic of 3,182 lines in poetic Olde English is a tale of chivalry and courage, and the victory of good over evil, with a superhuman brave hero as a role model. Set in Scandinavia, Beowulf is possibly the oldest surviving long poem in Olde English. The Anglo-Saxons were migrants from northern Europe who settled in England in the fifth and sixth centuries.


His Muse: The Listener.





Then, with his grieving countrymen gathered around, a victorious Beowulf, tired and bleeding, passed away.


Burying him along with his ashes and treasures, his men built him a grand memorial on a mound so high that it stood like a beacon for all others to admire.


His fame and glory had spread through all of Scandinavia. And so, wherever men assembled, as they usually did, they would with awe recount again and again the many valorous deeds of brave King Beowulf the Dragon-slayer.




Archaeologists have dug up what they think is a grave with treasures similar to that of Beowulf, in Sutton Hoo, UK.







PARADISE LOST


God is in His Heaven, but what about Satan? A clash of the Titans and it’s all happening in…


Long, long ago, a really long time before the beginning of time, the world was a different place.


It had Heaven above and Hell below, with Chaos in between.


Archangels Gabriel and Michael guarded the gates of Heaven while Sin and Death stood at Hell’s door.


Then a mighty war took place in Heaven between God and one of His main angels, Satan.


Satan felt he would rather be a king in Hell than a servant in Heaven.


So, caused by Satan’s misplaced pride, the battle raged on for three whole days.


On the first day, God’s forces, led by Gabriel and Michael, had the upper hand. On the second day, however, Satan’s forces of rebel-angels appeared to be winning.


Then, the Son of God let loose a barrage of thunderbolts and lightning from which there was no escape, and Satan and his forces were jettisoned out of Heaven.


Satan fell. Down, down and down he went.


When he woke up, Satan found himself in Hell. In chains. Amidst a fiery, bubbling and hissing molten lake that was ‘spreading darkness instead of light.’ And around him lay his forces in complete disarray.


What did God do then?


In five days, He created Earth – dangling on a gold chain from Heaven – with her land, seas, planets, stars, plants, animals and more.


On the sixth day, He fashioned Man out of clay in His own image, breathed life into him and produced Adam, the first man in the world.


Since Adam was lonely, out of Adam’s rib God created Eve, the first woman on Earth.


He then threw in a Paradise, with a Garden of Eden and a Tree of Knowledge, laden with fruits so that they might live happily ever after.


However, He told Adam and Eve firmly, ‘You are free to do whatever you want, but you are forbidden to eat the fruit of this tree.’


Why did God do all this?


So that the best among this new race, Mankind, could replace Satan and his rebel-angels who had been thrown out of Heaven.


On the seventh day, His work done, God rested.


However, it was not going to be all that easy.


Realizing where he had landed, Satan was livid.


He called a gathering of all the rebel-angels who had been kicked out of Heaven, and there were many.


They met in Pandemonium, their new capital city made of gold in Hell, hastily built on top of a fiery volcano by the fallen angels, supervised by Mammon.


Satan wanted revenge.


‘Let’s go back and fight God again,’ said Moloch, one of the fallen angels.


‘No,’ argued Beliac, another fallen angel. ‘We need to resolve matters peacefully.’


Beelzebub, Satan’s able lieutenant, then suggested, ‘Hasn’t God proved He is all-powerful? We need to tackle God another way. Go to Earth, scope the place and meet this new couple He has created. Though Man is now God’s favourite creation, it appears he is not as powerful as the angels.’


Then, proposed Satan, thrilled at the idea of avenging his defeat and humiliation, ‘Let us try and corrupt him or turn God’s good work into evil and destroy them.’


‘Yes,’ nodded the others, banging their weapons in complete agreement. ‘It’s a plan.’


However, who was to go?


‘I will,’ volunteered Satan immediately.


He was still smarting at how God had wanted him to bow before the Son of God when he, Satan, was the most important angel in all of Heaven.


Wasn’t that why he had rebelled?


So, Satan bade his daughter Sin and son Death goodbye at the gates of Hell, even though he knew they were bound to follow him, and made his way up through dark and dreary Chaos to the newly formed Earth.


Disguising himself as a cherub or an angelic winged baby, he innocently asked the Archangel Uriel, ‘May I admire God’s amazing creations?’ and thus entered the Garden of Eden.


Satan then wandered around, amazed at the beauty of the place.


Spotting Adam and Eve frolicking in the Garden, he muttered to himself, ‘They seem so happy,’ momentarily wishing he hadn’t fought with God and got thrown out of Heaven.


Then he remembered why that had happened and turned livid with hate again.


Undecided, he watched them for a while.


When he overheard them talking about the Forbidden Fruit in the Garden of Eden, he realized instantly how to get back at God.


‘I will persuade them to disobey God and eat the Forbidden Fruit, and thus avenge myself,’ he decided.


So, he turned himself into a toad and hopped across to Eve to ask her, ‘Why aren’t you eating the fruit on the tree? It’s very tasty. I have tried it.’


Uriel, who was close by, watching, suddenly realized who the toad was and rushed to inform Gabriel.


‘It’s Satan, it’s Satan,’ he cried, and Gabriel immediately forced Satan to leave the Garden of Eden.


God, realizing that Satan wasn’t going to stay away, told the angel Raphael, ‘Go warn them about Satan’s evil designs.’


So, to Adam and Eve went Raphael, and told them about the rebellion and the terrible war. He cautioned them to beware of Satan, now that they knew why he had been thrown out.


Then God, again aware of what was going to happen, said, ‘If Satan succeeds in his evil ways and Adam and Eve disobey my orders, as they are sure to, someone will have to go down to Earth to protect them and take upon himself their sins.’


To God’s relief, the Son of God offered to be born as a mortal and take on the sins of mankind.


Satan, meanwhile, unable but determined to get into the Garden of Eden again, circled Earth for seven days and nights. He finally slipped into Paradise through an underground river, first in the form of mist and then as a bird.


After this, he turned himself into a serpent and slithered along among the rose bushes to Eve who was alone.
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He then spoke to Eve, who was surprised to hear a serpent speak.


‘I have eaten the fruit,’ the serpent told her, ‘that’s why I can speak. Do taste the fruit. It will be good for you too.’


Eve was tempted and despite Adam warning her not to, she bit into the fruit. It was just as God had predicted.


Feeling instantly guilty and ashamed, Eve quickly told Adam what she had done.


A shocked Adam knew she would be punished.


However, he didn’t want her to be punished alone.


So, he too took a bite of the Forbidden Fruit.


Thrilled, Satan went chortling back to Hell.


‘We can now start to build a bridge from Hell to Earth,’ said a delighted Sin and Death.


God, however, was not done with Satan.


Since he went to tempt Eve as a serpent, the moment he reached Hell, Satan found himself turned into a serpent.


So did all the other fallen angels.


‘That is their punishment,’ God decreed, ‘to hiss and slither on their bellies for ever more.’


Then, for having disobeyed God and tasted the fruit, the Son of God showed Adam and Eve a vision of all that was physically in store for them, the pain and suffering that was awaiting them.


Mankind would not only now have to face evil, sin and death but would also be prone to poverty, misery, wars and more suffering.


Adam and Eve were dismayed. Their joy vanished and they began to turn on each other.


They realized their personalities were changing and not for the better.


So, a saddened and repentant Adam and Eve begged the Son of God, ‘Please forgive us.’


God, on the advice of His Son, decided to forgive them – partially.


He said, ‘If your repentance is true, you will be shown mercy. However, since both of you disobeyed me, you can no longer stay in the Garden of Eden or even in Paradise.’


‘Michael,’ He called out to the archangel, ‘please escort them out and show them what the future will hold for them and for the world.’




WHO WROTE IT AND WHY


John Milton, in 1667 CE, fi lled ten books with 10,565 lines of English verse as he believed God was eternal and the fall of humankind into sin and death was all a part of God’s greater plan. In 1674, his work was reorganized into twelve books. For the most part, he had lost his sight when he composed it. Its sequel Paradise Regained, comprising four books of 2,065 lines, deals with Satan trying to tempt Christ, the Son of God. Milton was a prolifi c writer, and has many poetry, drama (sixteen) and prose (twenty-eight) works to his credit.


Born on 9 December 1608 in London, Milton had initially wanted to become a clergyman. Taught by private tutors from an early age, he studied at St. Paul’s School, London, and, in 1632, graduated from Christ College, Cambridge. Proficient in Latin, Greek and other classical languages, he was soon producing poems in all three languages. Having spent some time travelling around Europe, he became very active in literary circles and in a period of much political and religious upheaval, Milton became internationally renowned for defending the right to the freedom of speech and of the press by producing his famous ‘pamphlets’ of 1644. He began Paradise Lost in 1658 and completed it by 1667. Known to have introduced new words from Latin and Greek to the English language, he is considered one of England’s greatest poets. Milton died on the 8 November 1674 in London.


His other notable works: Lycidas Areopagitica, a speech opposing censorship (1644); Poems Poems (1645), a collection of poems; and Samson Agonistes (1671), a play.


His Muse: The Holy Spirit.





So, Michael narrated what was actually to come, the history of mankind that was to be and how the Son of God, Jesus, would eventually come down to Earth to save them.


In short, the story of the Bible.


Grateful that they would eventually be saved, Adam held Eve’s hand and together they sadly left Eden forever.


And that, according to John Milton, was how Paradise was Lost.




Paradise Lost was once bound as a book in human skin – that of George Cudmore, a murderer.







THE DIVINE COMEDY


Where do you think the dead go after they die?


Dante was nine years old when he fell in love. Her name was Beatrice, and she was eight. On a beautiful day in May, when the city of Florence was awash with spring flowers, he lost his little heart to her forever. Too shy to speak, he just stood and watched her laugh and play that day.


Though he looked for her often, it was to be many years before he heard her even speak and as many as nine years more till they exchanged greetings.


That, however, didn’t prevent him from loving her deeply from afar.


Then one day, Dante fell seriously ill. In a hazy dream, he saw Beatrice again. She was dying and everyone wept, as did he. He saw her body lying on a couch, and her soul, as light as a cloud, pass through darkness and Hell.


Heartbroken at the very thought of a world without his lady love, he was relieved that it was only a dream.


However, a few days later, it so happened that Beatrice actually passed away.
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