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THE GEORGIC MODE IN THE SEVENTEENTH-CENTURY ENGLISH EPIC 

The epic poem in the Renaissance was regarded as the most important literary 

genre, the culmination of a civilized culture. This exalted genre was the ultimate goal 

of a serious poet's career. John Dryden, at the end of the seventeenth-century, 

asserted that "A HEROIC poem, truly such, is undoubtedly the greatest work of the soul 

of man is capable to perform."1 In the mid-seventeenth century the epic poem had 

undergone significant transformations, which were in large part a response to an age 

of historical revolt. I refer here not only to the calamitous events of the Civil War, the 

political revolution and the counter-revolution that followed, but also to the Reformation 

and the scientific movement, which Alfred North Whitehead called "two aspects of the 

historical revolt which was the dominant intellectual movement of the Renaissance."2 

In this period of intellectual, political, and cultural upheaval, several poets attempted to 

reform the epic. The decades of the 1650s and 60s saw the publication of a number of 

neoclassical epics by both Royalist poets, most notable among them Sir William 

Davenant and Abraham Cowley, and the anti-monarchist Puritan poet, John Milton. 

The Renaissance epic was encyclopedic in that it subsumed various literary genres 

and modes. Renaissance critics discussed the principle of generic inclusion, and 

viewed epic, in its comprehensiveness, as the apex and standard of genres. 

A major characteristic of the epic poem in the mid-seventeenth century is its 

growing accommodation of the georgic mode. This georgic modulation reflects the 

popularization of Baconian ideas and is clearly part of the emerging scientific culture 

of the period. This study considers the transformation of the epic poem, in an 

examination of Davenant's Gondibert (1651), Cowley's Davideis (1656). and Milton's 

Paradise Lost (1667). Adapting the discoveries in natural philosophy to the purpose 
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of heroic verse, these poems introduce the georgic mode to the epic. The 

incorporation of the mode, it will be argued, became a major means of showing how 

natural philosophy integrates science and Christian belief. 

The Renaissance conception of georgics seems to have been quite pliant. In his 

Apologie for Poetrie (1583), Sir Philip Sidney discusses the "art of imitation," 

categorizing its several kinds, one of which is about philosophical matters, including 

natural philosophy. His examples of poems of natural philosophy are " Lucretius and 

Virgils Georgicks."3 The georgic mode, narrowly understood, is related to agriculture 

and husbandry, but De Rerum Natura of Lucretius and the Georgics treat the much 

more comprehensive and intellectually complex subject of natural philosophy, 

especially the nature of the physical universe and humanity's place in it. 

Of these two classical didactic epics, it is the Georgics that has most influenced the 

georgic mode in seventeenth-century Christian culture. Lucretius presents an 

exposition of Epicurean "atheistic" philosophy, based on the atomic principles of 

Democritus. By contrast, Virgil's theistic Georgics presents Jupiter as the deity who 

sustains and providentially guides the cosmos and whose power is revealed in the 

natural world. 

When in mid-seventeenth century England, Christianity and natural philosophy 

were interacting with each other, the Georgics provided a model for epic poets. 

Religious belief in this period was chiefly theistic, emphasizing the transcendental 

God and the natural world as his work of Creation. This philosophy revealed the idea 

of God's ordered Creation and the divinely imposed laws of nature.4 

I 

Both Virgil's Georgics and Sylvester's translation of Du Bartas's The Divine Weeks 
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and Works, based on Genesis, are important literary works representing two great 

traditions, classical and biblical, which provide paradigmatic examples of georgic 

theodicies. 

The central loci of the Georgics are the poet's account of the theodicy of labor and 

the celebration of the happy husbandman's life. Virgil first briefly describes the primal 

Golden Age of natural spontaneity, abundance, and justice. It is Jupiter's initiative, 

however, which puts an end to a life of prelapsarian ease: "The great father himself 

has willed that the path of husbandry should not be smooth, and he first made art 

awake the fields, sharpening men's wits by care, not letting his realm slumber in heavy 

lethargy" (1.1.121-24).5 Initiating strenuous effort, he has provoked the invention of 

the arts through humanity's cpntinual mental and physical struggle, and this is seen as 

the means by which human potential is realized. Men are deprived of an easy life 

because Jupiter wants them by enterprise to discover and learn, and as a result, 

improve their own condition. The Jupiter theodicy passage pays a tribute to man's 

active life and his resourcefulness. 

Virgil shows the direct relationship between the husbandman and the fundamental 

laws of nature. He exhorts the husbandman "to learn the culture proper to each after 

its kind" (2,35), He is to learn the appropriate cultivation of each kind of crop so that it 

will not grow wild or become diseased. This discipline has a parallel in the education 

and conduct of humankind, which must learn to cultivate its own mental abilities in 

order to civilize both nature and itself.6 

The celebration of the happy husbandman's life, the O fortunatos agricolas section 

in Book 2, praises the life of philosophical contemplation. In dramatic contrast to 
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Virgil's usual emphasis upon the cares and duties of georgic life, is the peace and 

security of "the life golden Saturn lived on earth" (2.538). For Virgil, the thoughtful man 

is "blessed" because he has been "able to win knowledge of the causes of things" 

(2.490. felix, potuit rerum cognoscere causus). 

Francis Bacon, who quotes several passages from the Georgics in his philosophy of 

science, The Advancement of Learning (1605), says of these famous lines that "Virgil 

did excellently and profoundly couple the knowledge of causes and the conquest of all 

fears together, as concomitantia."7 When Bacon comments on another Virgilian 

passage (3.289-90) about instructing and inducing an active life, he uses the phrase, 

"these Georgics of the mind" (Bacon, 111.419), which also has particular relevance to 

"felix, potuit rerum cognoscere causus." Here Virgil, like Bacon centuries later, praises 

intellectual inquiry that leads to a greater comprehension of natural philosophy. 

Throughout the Georgics. Virgil explores the interrelationship of nature, humankind, 

and the gods. He praises man himself as a natural philosopher who examines 

physical phenomena, seeking natural causation. He suggests, moreover, that the 

blessed man apprehends the immanence of the divine in nature. That is, the power of 

the natural, human, and divine have freed him from bondage to the deterministic 

forces of fate. The knowledge of the thoughtful man has led him to perceive the 

essential divinity of the natural world. This winning "the knowledge of the causes of 

things" is the goal of natural philosophy that unites scientific inquiry and religious 

devotion . 

In Renaissance England, the assumption was that the world had been created for 

humanity, and nature existed solely to serve its needs. Those thinkers who wished to 

justify this view appealed both to the classical philosophers and Scriptures. 
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Many English readers of the seventeenth century were familiar with Du Bartas, in 

Josuah Sylvester's translation of Les Semaines as The Divine Weeks and Works.8 Le 

Semaine is a hexameral epic, a detailed elaboration of the first two chapters of 

Genesis, divided into seven books, one day for each day of the Creation and one for 

the first Sabbath. Susan Snyder, the editor of Sylvester's translation, describes the 

First Week as "a kind of Christian-scientific poem, usually called 'Uranian'" (1.79), after 

Du Bartas's muse of both astronomy and Christian poetry. Du Bartas later added Le 

seconde semaine. which takes the biblical story up to Abraham. In addition to 

conventional theological speculation and moral reflection, these works cover wide 

fields of scientific interest, including astronomy, zoology, botany, and mineralogy. 

Sylvester's very popular and influential translation went through nine editions between 

1592 and 1641. Du Bartas's poem, according to Snyder, is "encyclopedic in the epic 

mode. It is, in fact, an epic of the divine plan in the physical universe, with God the 

Maker as its epic hero" (1.2). The comprehensive nature of this epic incorporates and 

gives emphasis to the georgic mode. 

Sylvester's Du Bartas shows that the Garden of Eden was put in innocent man's 

hands so that he had dominion over all living things, and the creatures knew him for 

their lord. This gift of authority is confirmed when God gives Adam the power to name 

the creatures. Hexameral tradition interprets the naming of the creatures as a sign of 

Adamic man's dominion as well as proof of his wisdom 9 in that he shows knowledge 

of God's creation. 

Adam and Eve breach God's eternal law in rebellious pride, and, in an act of 

disobedience, eat of the forbidden Tree. By the hand of heaven, our first parents are 

driven out of Eden. In this biblical version of the theodicy of labor, God punishes them 
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by condemning them to hardship and toil. Now cursed, the ground has degenerated 

and lost its fertility, and many of the creatures rebel against humanity. Because of their 

rebellion against God, they have forfeited their dominance over the natural 

environment. 

Exiled from Eden, primitive man is driven by necessity to make discoveries. Adam, 

striking a flint stone against a rock, by happy chance discovers fire. Tubal learns to 

make tools to build things for human use. Adam's pious son Seth observes the stars 

and is able to make a calender., dividing the year into seasons, months and days, and 

he learns to predict fair and foul weather. 

Noah, warned of an imminent Flood, directs the construction of a huge vessel that 

will save his family, paired creatures, and himself. The many beasts, even wolves and 

panthers, humbly come to Noah, "th'holy Patriarke " (1.391,414), and under his 

command are rescued from death. After the Flood, God renews humankind's authority 

over the animal creation: 

Increase (quoth God) and quickly multiply, 

And fill the world with fruitful Progenie; 

Resume your scepter, and with new beheasts 

Bridle againe the late revolted Beasts, 

Re-exercise your wonted rule againe, 

It is your office over them to raigne: 

Deare Children, use them all (Du Bartas, 1,439-45 ). 

Noah has "sav'd the store-seed-World from wrack" (1.513,417), and as an instrument 

of God's providential plan,he becomes a productive planter actively engaged in the 

rehabilitation and regeneration of the natural world. 


