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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 



2 

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 
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Both Virgil's Georgics and Sylvester's translation of Du Bartas's The Divine Weeks 


