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Deep Time and Epic Time in Alfred Tennyson’s In Memoriam
(1850), Matthew Arnold’s Empedocles on Etna (1852), and
Mathilde Blind’s The Ascent of Man (1889)
Barbara Barrow

Department of Literary Arts Pittsburgh, Point Park University, Pennsylvania

In a letter to E.B. Cowell, the poet Edward FitzGerald wrote that “it is not the poetical
imagination, but bare Science that every day unrolls a greater Epic than the Iliad; the
history of the World, the infinitudes of Space and Time… . it is in itself more wonderful
than all the conceptions of Dante and Milton” ([1847] 1980, 566). Like many of his fellow
Victorians, FitzGerald credits the nineteenth century with the first widespread acknowl-
edgement of Earth’s prehistory, or what John McPhee (1980) has since termed “deep
time”: a geological timescale so vast that it defies human comprehension (127).1 FitzGer-
ald issues a provocative challenge to the poetic tradition, showing how this expanded time-
scale refutes the epic’s generic claims to the representation of origins. If prominent
geologists like Charles Lyell presented a model of earth history based in worlds glimpsed
“beyond worlds immeasurably distant” (1830, 1.63), then how might epic poetry claim to
speak of a reliable past at all? How could the poet promote cultural origins and human
action as the locus of epic narrative when those actions seemed themselves undermined
by a vast, unknowable prehistory?

For much criticism in nineteenth-century literature and science studies the answer to
this question lies in pre-Darwinian and Darwinian modes of evolutionary progress,
with its claims that geological time eventually gives way to the triumphant and crowning
evolution of humankind.2 In this essay, however, I argue that poets such as Matthew
Arnold, Alfred Tennyson, and Mathilde Blind respond to geology’s displacement of the
epic past by invoking epic time as a domain that exists separately from the realm of
deep time. Responding to Lyell’s allusions to classical epics in Principles, Arnold’s
verse-drama Empedocles on Etna (1852) dialectically enacts the tension between ancient
form and scientific time, creating an unresolved tension in the speeches of two characters,
the harp-player Callicles and the ancient philosopher-scientist Empedocles. Tennyson’s
elegy In Memoriam (1850) similarly places poetry and deep time in opposition, suggesting
that geologic time and epic time exist in distinct, if uneasily separated, spheres. Blind’s The
Ascent of Man (1889), the only one of these three works to fully claim epic status for itself,
uses the device of the bardic speaker to write the woman poet back into the male literary
tradition and into geological prehistory. In so doing, she concludes that the epic form
affirms heroic deeds and actions and rescues them from the alienating vistas of deep
time described in nineteenth-century geological writing. These poets collectively explore
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the epic as a genre that investigates origins in ways that science writing, with its deliberate
sidestepping of controversial questions of cosmological beginnings, could not.

In their experimental responses to geological time, these poets invite us to reconsider
and extend recent debates in nineteenth-century literature and science studies. As a sub-
field, literature and science in the age of Darwin and geology has long been characterized
by critics as a time in which authors shared a close and symbiotic relationship with scien-
tists, one fostered by scientists’ desire to represent themselves publically as men of letters,
by a flourishing periodicals culture eager to present scientific discoveries to the lay public
in accessible terms, and by major Victorian authors’ familiarity with seminal works by
figures like Robert Chambers, Lyell, Charles Darwin, and Thomas Henry Huxley. This
“one-culture” model associated with the influential work of Gillian Beer (1983) has
recently been revised and expanded by scholars who emphasize the fault lines and
occasionally antagonistic tensions between the domains of literature and science.3 In
Darwin, Literature, and Victorian Respectability, Gowan Dawson (2007) challenges the
one-culture model by showing how scientists like Darwin and John Tyndall worked to dis-
associate themselves from so-called fleshly poets like A.C. Swinburne and D.G. Rossetti
and to align themselves with more socially conservative authors (1-25). Anne DeWitt
(2013) likewise emphasizes the constitutive tensions between science and literature,
arguing that Victorian novelists like Thomas Hardy staked out moral authority as part
of their own domain of professional expertise, one separate and distinct from the scientific
domain (1-20). If the one-culture model invites analysis of concepts that flow between dis-
ciplinary boundaries, more recent work seeks to restore the discrete parameters of litera-
ture and to establish its points of departure from science.

However, while Dawson charts shifting networks of reference and allusion between
poets and scientists, and while DeWitt privileges content over form, I wish to emphasize
how these poets’ formal experimentation with epic time enables them to define their own
work in opposition to scientific writing. For these writers, the subject of epic time was par-
ticularly complex, as the accelerated tempo of industrial modernity made the epic tradition
seem outmoded and obsolete. As Simon Dentith (2006) writes, this “epic primitivism” is
central to the development of the nineteenth-century conception of modernity, which is
“predicated upon an engagement with the sense of historical distance carried by
primary epics” (1). Herbert Tucker (2008) affirms this essential “historical otherness” of
epic in the nineteenth century, showing how the use of verse further reinforced the
reader’s sense of distance from the epic world (20). Accordingly, the poets discussed
here demonstrate a range of attitudes towards the epic—from Arnold’s weary renunciation
of the genre, to Tennyson’s qualified invocation of it, to Blind’s enthusiastic endorsement
of the form. Nevertheless, all three poets allude to the genre in their explorations of deep
time, finding in its supposed obsolescence opportunities for poetic experimentation and
reclamation. In what follows, I trace the competing representations of geological time
and the epic tradition in Lyell’s Principles, going on to show how Arnold’s Empedocles
on Etna uses dialogue to enact this tension between ancient poetry and geological time.
I then turn to In Memoriam and The Ascent of Man to show how each poem, in different
ways, invokes the epic past as distinct from the geological past. For all three poets, a
demonstrated interest in Earth’s prehistory plays a central role in their allusions to epic
narrative. They use deep time to revise epic time, revitalizing poetic form in their creation
of alternative temporalities.
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1. The “immeasurable All”: Deep Time and Arnold’s Empedocles on Etna

With their ambitious scope and their post-Miltonic investigation of astronomy and cos-
mology, Victorian epics were particularly well suited to tackle contemporary discoveries
in the natural sciences. As the journalist E.S. Dallas (1852) wrote, epic was the “highest
order of narrative” that could trace effects back to causes, even “mount[ing] up to the
great First Cause” or the cosmological origins of the universe (139). Ralph O’Connor
(2009) writes that epic had a tradition of “successive divine creations” that provided a
“narrative framework” that science writers used to tell the story of geological time
(208). This alliance between epic and geology was further cemented by men of science
like Lyell who were eager to draw on the epic tradition to demonstrate their familiarity
with classical culture and to equate themselves with men of letters.4 As Adelene Buckland
(2013) has recently shown, Lyell’s use of mock-epic in Principles questions geology’s
claims to epic totality while also enabling him “to continue to associate geology with…
classical and literary traditions” (125). For scholars of Victorian literature and science,
this overlap between the two fields crystallizes the one-culture model: if epic’s capacious-
ness makes it a prime if also contested medium in which to house the discoveries of
astronomy, biology, and geology, so too does its cultural prestige and classical heritage
make it an apt literary mode in which to present controversial new discoveries to a
well-read Victorian audience.

Without disputing these larger conceptual overlaps between poetry and the natural
sciences, however, we can also recover moments of tension and differentiation between
literary and geological representations of epic history. If the epic was ideally suited to
explore scientific discoveries, the form also highlighted the futility of the poet’s song of
beginnings when deep time had displaced all origins into an unfathomable past. Lyell
himself calls attention to this tension in his discussion of eighteenth-century geology in
the first volume of Principles of Geology (1830-33). In his 1785 geological expedition to
Glen Tilt in Scotland, the naturalist James Hutton had discovered the existence of granitic
veins that supported his theory that formerly underwater rock strata had been transported
to land by volcanic activity. As Lyell explains, Hutton’s discovery challenged the belief that
rock strata that contained no organic remains were primal rocks left over from the earth’s
beginnings. Instead, these granite-containing rocks had themselves been moved up from
previous strata and could not, then, be celebrated as the material remains of the earth’s
surface before the creation of human life. Lyell likens these now-discredited rocks to
Dante’s Gate of Hell:

The same tenet [of the rocks] was an article of faith in the school of Freyberg; and if any one
ventured to doubt the possibility of our being enabled to carry back our researches to the cre-
ation of the present order of things, the granitic rocks were triumphantly appealed to. On
them seemed written in legible characters, the memorable inscription

Dinanzi a me non fur cose create
Se non eterne;
[Nothing till I was made was made
Only eternal beings]

and no small sensation was excited when Hutton seemed, with unhallowed hand, desirous to
erase characters already regarded by many as sacred. (1.63)
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This passage highlights the dilemma that deep time posed to epic form. Lyell rejects the
notion that the poetic record can act as witness to earth’s origins: both the rocks and
the poetry turn out to be younger than the prehistory they purport to describe. The
epic account of origins is as tenuous as the once-sacred characters of scientific and literary
achievements that the naturalist erases with his research.5

This tension between epic form and geological time structures the opposing passages of
dialogue between Callicles and Empedocles in Arnold’s midcentury tragic drama, Empe-
docles on Etna. The poem follows the pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Empedocles as he
ascends the crater of Mount Etna, a volcano in present-day Sicily that Lyell refers to fre-
quently throughout the Principles. In the “Preface” to Poems, Arnold (1853) suggests his
interest in exploring the epic tradition in this hybrid verse-drama. The “Preface” is openly
indebted to Aristotle’s Poetics, which had formally established the nearness of epic to tragic
drama.6 Arnold insists on the greater power of characters such as Achilles and Prometheus
and works such as the Iliad over the work of his Romantic predecessors and over the
modern novel, or “domestic epic” (1377). At the same time, the “Preface” clearly
reveals Arnold’s skepticism about the role of epic in the modern world. He sees a stark
division between Greek poetry and the writing of his contemporaries in the representation
of action: “They regarded the whole; we regard the parts” (1377). This privileging of the
parts over the whole anticipates the genre theory of György Lukács ([1920] 1971) in claim-
ing that modern writers can no longer achieve the kind of totality expected of an epic nar-
rative. The fact that Arnold’s own attempts at epic, Sohrab and Rustum (1853) and Balder
Dead (1855), remained fragmentary and incomplete stand as further proof of Arnold’s
belief that epic cannot be written in the modern world, at least not in any way that
meets the high standards he revered in the ancients. Arnold is likewise disillusioned
with Empedocles on Etna itself, famously withdrawing the poem from the 1853 volume
for its failure to find “vent in action” (1376). Rather than claiming epic status for itself,
then, Empedocles on Etna enfolds Arnold’s doubts about epic, geology, and modernity
into the dialectical form of the verse-drama.

Like his choice of generic form and geographic location, Arnold’s choice of charac-
ter, the ancient pre-Socratic philosopher Empedocles, also has important implications
for epic poetry. Historically, Empedocles was a thinker whose use of hexameter, Aris-
totle ([335] 1961) noted, aligned him with the formal epic meter, though not the poetic
content, of Homer (50). Even more pertinent for Arnold’s interest in the “modern pro-
blems” of Empedocles is the ancient philosopher’s model of time (“Preface” 1375). In
Empedocles’s (1898) theory of natural history the four elements of fire, air, water, and
earth mingle and separate under the influence of the opposing forces of “Love” and
“Strife” to create and destroy different forms of life. These ever-fluctuating combi-
nations defy measurement, so that, as Empedocles wrote, “things are continually
coming into being and there is no fixed age for them” (165). Along with the lack of
timescale in this shifting framework there is no origin, either: “There is no origination
of anything that is mortal, nor yet any end in baneful death, but only mixture and sep-
aration of what is mixed” (163). Empedocles’s model of natural history, with its dismis-
sal of timescales and origins, acts as an antecedent to Arnold’s Victorian investigation
of Earth’s geological prehistory.

Empedocles and Callicles the harp-player dialectically enact the tension between deep
time and ancient poetry in their respective roles as natural philosopher and poet.
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Attempting to cheer Empedocles in his lonely sojourn atop Etna, Callicles links the present
landscape of the volcano to the legends of ancient epic:

… Etna beyond, in the broad glare
Of the hot noon, without a shade,
Slope behind slope, up to the peak, lies bare;
The peak, round which the white clouds play.
In such a glen, on such a day
On Pelion, on the grassy ground,
Chiron, the aged Centaur lay,
The young Achilles standing by. (1.52-60)

Callicles invokes a harmonious landscape in which the present state of Etna reflects the
past development of the Greek epic hero. This continuity with the natural world and
heroic action is reinforced in Callicles’ description of the Centaur’s teaching:

He showed him Phthia far away,
And said: O boy, I taught this lore
To Peleus, in long distant years!
He told him of the Gods, the stars,
The tides;—and then of mortal wars,
And of the life which heroes lead
Before they reach the Elysian place
And rest in the immortal mead;
And all the wisdom of his race. (1.68-76)

Callicles’ song reinforces the epic tale as a story of origins in its invocation of Achilles as a
figure of cultural beginnings. Callicles describes how wisdom is transmitted orally from
one generation to the next, from Peleus to Achilles. The significance of human action
and achievement, or “mortal wars” and “the life which heroes lead,” is affirmed by the
setting that prompts both Callicles the singer and the Centaur in his song to see reflections
of human achievement in the natural world, a harmony further reinforced by the provi-
dential role of the gods and the Elysian Fields. Callicles’ first song sets up a recurring choral
accompaniment to Empedocles, in which Callicles’ observations of Etna give way to reflec-
tions of Homeric figures such as Cadmus, Harmonia, and Apollo working in a benign tem-
poral framework where human achievement is the locus of poetic lore.

By contrast, Empedocles’ response departs from the reassuring natural world rep-
resented both by Callicles and in the actual surviving fragments of Empedocles in his
depiction of an alienating temporal landscape. Where Callicles finds continuity between
the natural world, poetry, and heroic actions, Empedocles sees only an alienating vastness:

We mortals are no kings
For each of whom to sway
A new-made world up-springs,
Meant merely for his play;
No, we are strangers here; the world is from of old. (1.2.177-181)

Empedocles closes the stanza with an alexandrine that departs from the established tri-
meter quatrain to emphasize the disparity between human life and the world’s prehistory.
Even the established historical record, or “… the dates / Of long-past human things”
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(1.2.322-23) falter in this temporal landscape, as they themselves grow too numerous for a
single mind to comprehend:

We rest our faculties,
And thus address the Gods:
‘True science if there is,
It stays in your abodes!
Man’s measures cannot mete the immeasurable All.’ (1.2.337-341)

With its irregular and prolonged internal meter, the “immeasurable” is structurally and
thematically the focus of Empedocles’ lament, and it prevents his taking solace in the
harmony of Callicles’ natural order. Unlike Callicles, who reads stories of cultural
origin in the landscape, Empedocles, unable to nourish an “immortal vigour” (2.1.320)
like the stars, the volcano, and the other features of the surrounding landscape, decries
the inconstancy and alienation of his surroundings. For Empedocles, this impossibly
vast temporal order renders ancient verse obsolete. At the close of the poem, Callicles
announces the arrival of Apollo and the Muses and their belief in the eternal importance
of the gods and human action. But they come too late for Empedocles, who physically
enacts his alienation from the natural world by plunging into the crater of Etna.
Echoing Lyell’s description of worlds “immeasurably” distant from the present, Empedoc-
les’s “immeasurable All” highlights the diminished significance of human life in the new
geological order.

The closing scene of Empedocles on Etna further reflects Arnold’s uncertainty about the
potential consolation of the epic mode. The belated arrival of Apollo and the Muses high-
lights the irony of a poetic tradition that tells “What will be for ever; / What was from of
old” when the only available idiom for Empedocles’ relationship to the temporal order is
one of tragic response (1.2.459-60). Callicles closes the poem with a series of quatrains that
seek to reaffirm the harmony of poetry and the natural world:

First hymn they the Father
Of all things; and then,
The rest of immortals,
The action of men.
The day in his hotness,
The strife with the palm;
The night in her silence,
The stars in their calm. (2.1.461-468)

Callicles’ verse seeks to restore a sense of order in which human action and natural features
are accorded equal metrical weight and importance. And yet Callicles also thematically
highlights the irony of upholding “The action of men” as a proper subject for poetry,
given the broad disparity between the action of the Greek legends he invokes and the
single tragic action of Empedocles. Unable to reconcile deep time with ancient poetry,
Arnold instead creates a dialectical framework in which Callicles and Empedocles articu-
late, though they cannot resolve, the impact of deep time on high action, cultural origins,
and human significance. While Callicles and Empedocles never finally integrate the epic
impulse with the notion of deep time, their dialogue works out the opposing temporal
and generic struggle that perplexed many Victorian epoists. Like FitzGerald’s lament
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about classical poets, Empedocles on Etna foregrounds the tension between a lengthy,
unfathomable prehistory and a genre predicated on knowable origins. Arnold sees the
endeavors of science and poetry as fundamentally and tragically incompatible, and Ten-
nyson’s In Memoriam expresses a similar skepticism about epic’s role in the nine-
teenth-century world. However, Tennyson works towards an uneasy resolution between
poetry and geology by claiming that epic poems and other works of art exist in a different
temporal mode, one separate from the prolonged scale of deep time.

2. “What hope is here for modern rhyme”: In Memoriam and the Epic Time

In Memoriam takes up Arnold’s concerns with geological time, poetry, and the signifi-
cance of the human lifespan. As Milton Millhauser (1971), Dennis Dean (1985), and
others have shown, Tennyson drew on Lyellian science during the composition of In
Memoriam.7 And, like Lyell, Tennyson was reflecting on epic’s role in the modern
world in the years leading up to the publication of In Memoriam. 1842 had seen the pub-
lication of “The Epic,” with its comparison of the genre to an extinct mastodon, as well as
the dramatic monologue “Ulysses,” in which Homer’s aging and “idle king” considers
undertaking another voyage (1). Like Arnold’s Achilles in “Stanzas from the Grande Char-
treuse,” who sits and “ponders in his tent” (115), Ulysses is seemingly immobilized by the
problem of how to engage with heroic action in a seemingly post-heroic age. For Tenny-
son, then, as for Arnold, the epic was fundamentally pre-modern.

Yet, in spite of this apparent disavowal, the epic tradition continued to have a formative
effect on Tennyson’s writing, certainly as he encountered in in Lyell and also in his read-
ings of Homer. As John Holmes (2010) notes, Tennyson was fascinated by Pope’s trans-
lation of the Iliad and would attempt his own hexameter fragment as a young poet (330).
In a later poem, “Parnassus,” (1889), Tennyson brings this vision of Homer together with
the “terrible Muses!” of “Astronomy and Geology” (16). On Holmes’s reading, the “Other
songs for other worlds” in “Parnassus” (19) refer to science (2010, 331). To some extent,
then, Tennyson saw the roles of the geologist and the epic poet as necessarily and fruitfully
agonistic. There may not be a central place for epic in the modern world, but this generic
mismatch is productive insofar as it grants the epic the necessary distance it needs in order
to interrogate modern science.

In Memoriam registers this interest in the modern revival of epic, flirting with epic
terrain without declaring epic status or authority for itself. Sections that look back to
the earth’s origins, such as section 118, “They say, / The solid earth whereon we tread /
In tracts of fluent heat began” (118.7-9) recall the epic cosmologies of works such as Lucre-
tius’s The Nature of Things (c. 50 B.C.) and John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667). References
to ancient songs and to the poetic Muses likewise recall epic conventions. In Memoriam’s
many sections on poetry and language interrogate the cultural authority and permanence
of art in the context of deep time, responding to the displacement of epic authority found
in Lyell and Arnold. However, Tennyson ultimately counters Lyell’s language of tragic
erasure. If, like Arnold, Tennyson sees the epic as an obsolete genre, he goes a step
further in relocating the temporal conditions of art beyond those of the natural sciences.
In other words, in In Memoriam, Tennyson looks to poetry and art as phenomena that are
not subject to the same natural laws as the physical world. In so doing, he claims a
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place for poetry in the context of deep time, showing how art exists outside of time and can
shape it.

Throughout In Memoriam Tennyson presents a variety of temporal modes that often
exist in tension with one another. As Matthew Rowlinson (2013) writes, the poem contains
a “split temporality” in its depiction of grief in the present moment and grief from the
standpoint of memory (35). To this instance of split temporality we might add the
tension the poem sets up between poetry and geological time. In Memoriam begins by
lamenting a poetic inadequacy that becomes a recurring theme throughout the poem:
the “sad mechanic exercise” of using language to represent the unrepresentable (5.7). At
times, the speaker sees language as analogous to the materials of the natural world:
words are like “Nature” because can “half reveal / And half conceal the Soul within”
(5.3-4). However, the poem goes on to set poetry and nature in stark opposition:

Take wings of foresight; lighten thro’
The secular abyss to come,
And lo, thy deepest lays are dumb

Before the mouldering of a yew;
And if the matin songs, that woke

The darkness of our planet, last,
Thine own shall wither in the vast,

Ere half the lifetime of an oak. (76.5-12)

Tennyson’s speaker addresses two different modes of time as it relates to poetry: the future,
or the “secular abyss” where contemporary poetry will becomes obsolete, and the con-
tested authority of ancient poetry, or the “matin songs” whose survival is only con-
ditionally granted.8 At the same time ancient verse—presumably, the epic—is invoked
as an origin-giving genre that ends “The darkness of our planet.” Contemporary verse
is defined against natural features, or the respective ages of the yew and the oak.
The speaker goes on to reconsider the status of the ancient poets in this expanded
timeframe:

What hope is here for modern rhyme
To him, who turns a musing eye
On songs, and deeds, and lives, that lie

Foreshorten’d in the tract of time? (77.1-4)

The speaker sees “modern rhyme” as substantially diminished when compared to the
ancient poets, and questions whether great “songs” and “deeds” have a place in modernity.
Elsewhere the vastness of time is threatening in its potential to undermine human achieve-
ment: the yew that contains contemporary poetry within its lifespan is the same yew that,
in section 2, overshadows Hallam’s grave as the nearby clock in the church-tower “Beats
out the little lives of men” (2.8); elsewhere the speaker wonders “What fame is left for
human deeds / In endless age?” (73.11-12).

This split reaches a dramatic crisis at the poem’s emotional climax in sections 55-56. As
the speaker moves towards the fullest expression of his grief at Nature’s indifference, he
loses faith in language’s capacity to communicate meaning: “My words are only words”
(52.3). He rejects the possible consolation that “somehow good / Will be the final goal
of ill” (54.1-2), dismissing this sentiment as a child’s dream:
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So runs my dream: but what am I?
An infant crying in the night:
An infant crying for the light:

And with no language but a cry. (54.17-20)

Much as the “matin songs” fail to offer consolation to the speaker in sections 76-77 above,
so too does language fail the speaker whose elaborate hopes are reduced to an infant’s cry.
From the half-concealed and half-revealed meaning of words the speaker shifts to consider
the “secret meaning” in the deeds of nature (55.10), seeing everywhere a menacing geologi-
cal landscape of “scarped cliff,” “quarried stone,” and “Nature, red in tooth and claw /
With ravine” (56.2, 56.15-16). In these lyrics, a wild, shrieking Nature triumphs over
the measured, narcotic, and dimly reassuring power of human language, finally affirming
human obsolescence in the image of man’s burial in the “iron hills” (56.20). In a sonic
image reminiscent of the “matin songs” of section 76, the violently clashing dinosaurs
make a “mellow music” which is more suited to this hellish geological landscape than
the truncated human “songs” of section 77 and the feeble infant’s cry of section 54. Not
only are “God and Nature” opposed in these stanzas, but so too are human language
and human endeavor opposed to the alienating and indifferent processes of geological
change.

In Memoriam offers different forms of reconciliation between these opposing elements
of God and nature. As Dean observes, Tennyson draws on the developmental, progressive
science of figures like Richard Owen to read Hallam as an ideal prefiguration of the better
humankind to come, incorporating a more optimistic vision of science than the one he
took away from Lyell’s non-progressive reading of species creation (18-19). For Michael
Tomko (2004), section 56 is a “geological list about the horrors of nature in order to
deplete Tennyson’s desire for Hallam’s dust”; this depletion, in turn, helps Tennyson
establish a faith-affirming separation between the physical and spiritual worlds (127).
This separation between nature and spirituality, most evident in the speaker’s conclusions
that “I found Him not in world or sun, / Or eagle’s wing, or insect’s eye” (124.5-6), also
gestures towards Tennyson’s implied separation between science and poetry. As Millhau-
ser writes, these lines indicate a deliberate distancing maneuver on Tennyson’s part: “‘I
found Him not in world or sun’; the poet in affirmative vein could only teach science
or extract a moral from it, but not transform it into poetry” (18).

Bringing these ideas of evolutionary progression and the separating-out of nature, spiri-
tuality, and poetry together, we see how Tennyson borrows a developmental model from
figures like Owen and uses it to legitimize the sphere of art and poetry as one that is not
subject to the same kind of natural laws as the materials of the geological record. In other
words, if In Memoriam sunders nature from the realm of cosmology, so too does the poem
peel apart the history of the earth’s surface from the realm of poetic art. “From art, from
nature, from the schools / Let random influences glance,” declares the speaker, ordering
the materials of human creation and those of geological creation into separate spheres
(49.1-2). Tennyson still maintains an emphasis on a developmental model of creation,
but he looks to the work of art rather than to science or the natural world as a model
for the progressive, purposeful passage of time. In section 128 the speaker addresses the
“Wild Hours” in the benign context of progress and closes by realizing that “I see in
part / That all, as in some piece of art, / Is toil coöperant to an end” (128.21-24). These
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lines effectively reverse the verdict on poetry and deep time in stanzas 76 and 77, where
ancient verse lies “Foreshorten’d in the tract of time”; instead, art sets the standard of
measurement for geological modes of progress. Tennyson elevates the work of art as an
order-giving influence, finally making sense of deep time by showing how all time can
be made subject to art and human will.

Tennyson links this autonomy of the artwork to poetry in his shifting and reiterated
references to the poetic Muses. In stanza 37, in a belated and melancholy act of invocation,
the speaker converses with two Muses of poetry, Urania and Melpomene, who warn him
of the limitations of poetry and human achievement.9 “‘Thou pratest here where thou art
least” scolds Urania with “darken’d brow” (37.1-2), while Melpomene confesses she is “but
an earthly Muse” with “but a little art” for “song” (37.13-15). Here, the Muses seem to
affirm the speaker’s own frequently reiterated insecurities about the sad inadequacies of
language, poetry, and song. However, Section 103 revisits this scene with the Muses in
order to legitimize and honor the role of poetry. The speaker dreams of a hall filled
with music and maidens whom Tennyson describes as “the Muses, poetry, arts—all
that made life beautiful.”10 These muses surround a veiled statue of Hallam and sing to
him. Instead of reflecting on their own inadequate contributions as in Section 37, they
sing directly to the subject of their art, their songs gaining power and authority: “The
maidens gather’d strength and grace / And presence, lordlier than before” (103.27-28).
The speaker, in a moment that recalls Hesiod’s epic Theogony, feels “The pulses of a
Titan’s heart” (103.32). This may be a dream world, but it is one that leaves the speaker
“content” and is, not the same delusional dream of the crying infant as in section 54
(103.4). Here, art can supply unity and access to a world in which transcendence is no
longer felt in the speaker’s natural surroundings.

Tennyson’s willed insistence on the reaffirmation of poetry in response to new con-
figurations of time heralds Lukács’ pronouncements on the fall from epic into fragmentary
forms: “the very disintegration and inadequacy of the world is the precondition for the
existence of art and its becoming conscious” (38). For Lukács, the fall from unity
creates art that functions no longer as imitation, but as “a created totality” that substitutes
for that lost unity (37). In Memoriam dramatizes this process of creating harmony out of
fragments: the geological fragments that haunt the natural world, the fragments of Tenny-
son’s memories of Hallam, and the lyric fragments that combine to make up the poem as a
whole. This transcendent world of art is also the one that Hallam will occupy in the speak-
er’s dream: he is at once a “statue veil’d” (103.12) and, in a striking prefiguration of Ten-
nyson’s King Arthur in the Idylls, a “man we loved” on a departing boat (103.41). By
placing art and poetry in realms beyond those of the natural world, Tennyson offers a
rebuttal to Lyell’s image of obsolescence and erasure in Dante’s account of the Gate of
Hell: because poetry exists in a different sphere, it is not subject to the same erosion as
those phenomena that exist in the empirical world. Without seeking to reinvent or resus-
citate the epic, In Memoriam nevertheless conjures glimpses of an epic past that exists
within a different temporal logic than the geological past. In doing so, he opened up
methods of formal experimentation that Blind would adopt in her own work, as she
used Tennyson’s representation of the geological past to envision new possibilities for
women’s participation in epic writing.
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3. “Flashing through epic and song”: Blind’s Ascent and Poetic Time

“The subject of Evolution offers grand material for the poet of the future, but hitherto few
have taken advantage of it” writes Alfred Wallace (1899) in his introduction to The Ascent
of Man (v). “Tennyson was the first, and still remains unsurpassed, in the exquisite verses
of In Memoriam which deal with it” (v). For Wallace, as for many of his contemporaries,
Tennyson’s 1850 work had been the definitive pronouncement on poetry and its relation-
ship to scientific discovery, and Blind would have been conscious of writing in a post-Ten-
nysonian vein of response. Too, the intervening years between Tennyson’s and Blind’s
works saw the publication of Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species (1859) and The
Descent of Man (1871), which, in building on Lyell’s gradualist model in their arguments
for species change, more fully developed the evolutionary framework that had been out-
lined by earlier authors such as Robert Chambers. Blind’s work responds to Darwin’s
Descent of Man on a Tennysonian epic scale. There Darwin had detailed his theory of
sexual selection and outlined man’s gradual rise to supremacy, and Blind’s Spasmodic
response earned her a critical reputation as a fervent priestess of evolutionary theory.11

In his introduction to Blind’s Poetical Works, Arthur Symons (1897) described The
Ascent of Man as a “hymn of religious ecstasy; for the scientific teaching of Darwin…
inflamed her with the ardour of a worshipper” (v).

Yet Blind’s reputation as an uncritical champion of Darwinism threatens to overlook
The Ascent of Man’s subversive reading of evolutionary narrative, a reading that reframes
Darwin’s gender pronouncements as it innovates on the epic form. In Descent Darwin
(1871) had argued that men’s comparatively more aggressive and competitive lifestyles
in the process of natural selection, or their success in the “general struggle for life,” had
rendered men superior to women not only in physical strength, but also in their talents
for poetry, sculpture, and other expressive arts (327). Darwin’s argument thus lent scien-
tific credence to long-familiar Victorian gender stereotypes that delineated the essence of
masculinity as aggression and of femininity as selflessness and intuition. The Ascent of
Man uses epic representations of high action, battle, and cultural origins to critique the
masculinist violence of Darwin’s evolutionary history, showing how a gradualist model
of time yields new possibilities for the female epic speaker. Blind uses Earth’s prehistory
to authorize an epic poetics of female creation. Blind’s speaker writes herself into the geo-
logical landscape, going against the strictures established by Lyell’s reference to Dante’s
Gate of Hell by physically and temporally visiting the creation of the Earth’s surface.

In doing so, Blind more fully and openly embraces epic as a form than her male pre-
decessors, Arnold and Tennyson. Her comparatively high faith in epic as a form that can
grapple with scientific issues stems from her place in a broader milieu of Victorian women
poets who used nature as a means of thinking about ethics and social change. As Helen
Groth (1999) writes, Victorian women poets such as Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Dora
Greenwall, and Blind deploy “a more ethically charged rhetoric of compassion which
subtly challenges the more instrumentalist dimensions of scientific narratives of progress.
In the writings of Blind and Greenwall, there is none of the anxious desire to reject evol-
utionary thought which appears throughout Tennyson’s work” (329). The resulting sep-
aration between science and poetry that Groth identifies in Blind’s work (332) also has
implications for Blind’s use of the epic form. Looking back to this prominent tradition
of middle class women poets’ social critique, a tradition that included Barrett Browning’s
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Aurora Leigh, with its emphatic celebration of epic in the modern age, Blind may have felt
less constrained by classical precedent than either Arnold or Tennyson. Moreover, Blind
finds in the device of the bardic speaker a way of writing women back into a literary tra-
dition from which they were frequently excluded. Rather than seeing the bardic poet as a
narrator of a lost history, the inheritor of an “epic past,” in the words of M.M. Bakhtin
([1941] 1981, 16), narrating a world that “is to him inaccessible, [from] the reverent
point of view of a descendant” (13), Blind’s speaker roams freely into the epic and geologi-
cal past and claims that past as a domain that can accommodate feminized narratives of
maternity and poetic creation.

The Ascent of Man opens by insisting on poetry’s authority in representing geological
processes, and by authorizing the speaker to represent a prehistory that lies beyond the
bounds of her experience. Blind’s “Prelude” invokes the twin powers of nature and verse:

Ascend! take wing on the thoughts of the Dead,
my Soul,
Breathing in colour and stone, flashing through
epic and song:
Thoughts that like avalanche snows gather force
as they roll,
Mighty to fashion and knead the phenomenal
throng
Of generations of men as they thunder along. (4)12

Blind aligns epic verse, human actions (the thundering “generations of men”), and natural
forces (“avalanche snows”) by granting each a central place in her poetic project. Like the nar-
rators of Hesiod’s Theogony and Ovid’sMetamorphosis, Ascent’s poetic speaker writes from a
position outside of human history, going back to Earth’s very origins. The first book ofAscent
describes the “swift passage of aeons recorded in stone” and the “limitless deserts of sand and
wildernesses primeval” of Earth’s prehistory, going on to trace the first stirrings of organic life
in the ocean (1.1.8). Blind innovates on the Tennysonian epic tradition by creating a speaker
that retrospectively embraces prehistory rather than existing in opposition to it.

In claiming the privilege to represent prehistory, Blind’s speaker also claims the privi-
lege to revise the epic structure of high action. The Ascent of Man adjusts the poetic time-
scale of epic to draw analogies between Earth’s tumultuous prehistory and the great battles
of antiquity, subtly criticizing a model of history that is classed throughout the poem as
masculinist and Darwinian. Parts 4 and 5 of Book 1 give a breathless survey of the rise
and fall of the Roman empire, the Crusades, and the Crucifixion. The speedy, condensed
rehearsal of historical tumult, with its “violent feud of clashing creeds” (41) serves as an
implicit comparison to a prehistory that is equally, if less tragically, violent. In Part 3 of
The Ascent of Man, the speaker repeats her opening poetic journey through “forest
glooms primeval,” this time to emerge in a modern city divided by poverty and class antag-
onism (3.1.88). Blind’s speaker tells the story of a woman driven to prostitution (likely an
intertextual allusion to the story of Marian in Aurora Leigh), before suggesting that
modern life has descended, rather than progressed, from a state of nature:

Peace call ye this? Call this justice, meted
Equally to rich and poor alike?
Better than this peace the battle’s heated
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Cannon-balls that ask not whom they strike!
Better than this masquerade of culture
Hiding strange hyena appetites,
The frank ravening of the raw-necked vulture
As its beak the senseless carrion smites. (3.1.103)

For Blind’s speaker the “plain, carnivorous fashion” of the “lion’s den” is better than the
class warfare and exploitative practices that dominate life under industrial capitalism, and
she seeks refuge in the “sea-caves echoing with the hollow / Immemorial moaning of the
tide” (3.1.104). Blind’s representation of prehistory in these last phrases reenacts the epic’s
opening sequence of primeval life only to deplore by comparison a historical narrative of
manmade battle. In other words, the speaker’s embrace of prehistory allows her to adjust
the temporal framework of epic, and, with it, epic’s topos of violent conflict, to seek a
poetics more aligned with the geological affinities she has established at the outset of
the work. The primordial struggles of early animal life expose a brutality that the “mas-
querade of culture” in modern life too frequently disguises and mystifies.

Blind’s speaker continually reinforces the authority of this epic voice by positioning the
poet as the preserver and shaper of a changing universe. The poet has the power to link
nations “o’er the abyss of ages,” and to harness processes of natural change in her
project of explication and remembrance. Ascent valorizes the role of the poet

Whose mighty potencies of verse
Move through the plastic Universe,
And fashion to their strenuous will
The world that is creating still. (1.6.54)

Much like Tennyson’s “piece of art” in which all “Is toil coöperant to an end,” Blind’s
“mighty potencies of verse” set the standard for other acts of creation. However, Blind
goes a step beyond Tennyson in explicitly claiming the epic poet, rather than the gener-
alized work of art, as an active agent in this creative process. While Tennyson’s and
Arnold’s speakers are alienated by extended temporal landscapes, Blind’s speaker is
staunchly allied to geological processes of change.

The last book of the poem enacts Earth’s prehistory yet again as a “Voice” from the
“peaks of time” addresses the speaker (3.107). The Voice, which has “crystallized in
granite rocks” for “ages rolled o’er ages” briefly describes the earth before the speaker
arose from “the Ocean slime” (3.107) to hear the Voice’s poetic command:

‘Oh, redeem me from my tiger rages,
Reptile greed, and foul hyena lust;
With the hero’s deeds, the thoughts of sages,
Sow and fructify this passive dust;
Drop in dew and healing love of woman
On the bloodstained hands of hungry strife,
Till there break from passion of the Human
Morning-glory of transfigured life. (3.109)

In this passage the Voice, here evolution personified, urges the poet to use epic, or the
redemptive stories of “hero’s deeds” and “thoughts of sages,” to revise the destructive
process of species change which will be transformed by the feminized creator, or the
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“healing love of woman.” This feminized creator will usher in an epoch of transcendent
poetics, working from “formless Chaos” and learning to “translate gross earth to luminous
heaven” (3.109). This third and final reference to deep time works to reinforce this newly
authorized epic poetics by naturalizing the creative potential of the woman speaker.
Here Blind also makes her most dramatic break between natural history and the writing of
epic poetry, suggesting that the poet does not reflect or present scientific discourse with
absolute fidelity but rather “translate[s]” what is “gross” and inhumane about the
natural world into what is redeeming and valuable for the species who populate the
earth’s surface. Confidently plunging into a geological prehistory that seemed alienating
and inaccessible to Arnold’s and Tennyson’s speakers, Bind works towards a vatic final
vision in which the poet enchants a landscape filled with “passive dust,” surely an echo
of the images of dust in In Memoriam. She is aided by an earnest sentimentalism, a
“healing love of woman” that can recall and transmit heroic narratives to a world torn
apart by geological tumult and Darwinian struggle, and by a determined faith that the
epic poet has a central role to play in this process. With this in mind, we might question
Holmes’s (2009) assertion, in Darwin’s Bards, that Blind “pulls a teleological rabbit out of
her Darwinian hat” in the poem’s final stanzas (52) and thereby denies the harshness of
the natural world she had so readily confronted in the earlier sections of the poem (52).
“Like the narrator of ‘The Leading of Sorrow’ we must take refuge in willful ignorance,”
Holmes writes. “It is a sorry irony that a poem that exposes bad faith so boldly should
be drawn back into a bad faith of its own” (54). Yet, as I have just suggested, Blind’s
speaker does not envision herself as fully accountable to a strictly accurate narrative of
evolutionary and geological history, but rather as a creative agent that can represent
earth and species history while also extending tales of heroism and sage wisdom as alterna-
tives to the violence of the natural and economic worlds. Blind’s final verses do not display
a bad faith in transcending nature so much as a good faith in epic poetry’s capacity to hold
out more noble and compassionate ways of being in the world. That she can do so in a
poem that also fully acknowledges the brutal workings of nature only emphasizes her con-
fidence in the durability and translatability of the epic past.

Blind’s willingness to engage prehistory also shows the departure from the immobilizing
effects deep time had on poets such as Arnold, a departure due in part to an increasingly
progressivist ideology of natural time, but also to an ongoing and vital epic tradition that
came to explore new models of temporality. Victorian poets drew on a tradition of a
stable epic past, but they also demonstrated its flexibility by adjusting the epic’s depiction
of heroic action and to highlight the created time of epic poetry. Empedocles on Etna, In
Memoriam, and The Ascent of Man all acknowledge a rupture from a classical epic tradition
with a fixed and stable past, but they also assert the power of poetic experiment in contend-
ing with geological forces that seemed to diminish the epic form. These works functioned for
their poets in much the same that way Dante’s Gate of Hell functioned for Lyell: they served
to reflect upon the fact that ultimately there existed something much older than themselves.
Even so, however, these authors reinvigorate and reaffirm the role of epic poetry for contem-
porary readers, showing how verse productively responds to the immeasurable timescale of
geology. Much as the question of time would come to destabilize the status of verse, so too
does time become a means of marking out the shifting boundaries between the scientific and
literary domains, allowing speakers to inhabit forms of knowledge and temporality that
reached beyond the empirical basis of the natural sciences.
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Notes

1. For an extensive study of geological time in the nineteenth century see Rudwick (2008).
2. See, for example, Willey (1956).
3. See Beer ([1983] 2009) and Levine ([1988] 1991). For more recent examples of the “one

culture” approach see Holmes (2009), Holmes (2014), and Purton (2013).
4. For the use of classical references in science writing see Beer (2010) and O’Connor (2007).
5. For a different reading of this passage see Buckland (2013, 123-24). Buckland stresses how

Lyell here uses Dante to expose the cosmological worldview that underlay the seemingly
secular work of Wernerian geologists. I am stressing how Lyell’s language of erasure under-
mines any appeals to epic as a source of authority.

6. As Aristotle writes, ancient epic poets were succeeded by tragedians, who shared their aim
to imitate “in verse of characters of a higher type” (60). The two genres are different in
that “Epic poetry admits but one kind of meter, and is narrative in form. They differ,
again, in their length: for Tragedy endeavors, as far as possible, to confine itself to a
single revolution of the sun, or but to slightly exceed this limit; whereas the Epic
action has no limits of time” (60).

7. See Millhauser (1971), Fulweiler (1984), and Dean (1985).
8. I am emphasizing here how “matin songs” might be read as referring to ancient epic poetry,

particularly when we consider the heroic language of “songs” and “deeds” that follow this
quotation and Tennyson’s own annotation for the Eversley edition, provided by Erik Gray
in the Norton edition of the poem, in which Tennyson claims that this phrase denotes the
“great early poets” (In Memoriam, n.3, p.52). However, Tennyson is surely also referring
to the hymns of Christian services here as well. For Tennyson’s relationship to forms of reli-
gious practice see Blair (2012, 163-196).

9. Gray identifies these muses in In Memoriam, n.1, p. 30.
10. Gray provides Tennyson’s annotation in In Memoriam, n.1, p. 77
11. Rudy (2006), in “Rapturous Forms,” reads Blind’s poetry in the context of the Spasmo-

dic movement. Tucker notes that Spasmody tended to take on epic and dramatic forms
(2008, 340).

12. I am working from the 1889 edition of the poem published by Chatto & Windus, and it has
no line numbers. I am giving page numbers here instead.
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