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Abstract 

The Victorians popularized of the idea of progress as well as the linear and 

unidirectional temporality that this concept implies. However, the problematic nature of 

progressive temporality is now more visible than ever. New research about climate 

change has changed our understanding of the planet’s recent geological history from a 

exhortation of humanity’s achievement to a condemnation of humanity’s destruction. 

This destruction has been enabled in part by the progressive ideologies that drove 

nineteenth-century capitalism’s insatiable exploitation of the Earth’s resources. My 

dissertation argues that, even as a progressive idea of time became a dominant temporal 

form throughout Victorian culture and society, authors experimented with different 

temporalities in various literary forms. I investigate these alternative temporal forms and 

I argue that, though these alternatives died out in the past, their latent intellectual 

infrastructure, which was preserved within various literary forms, can be revitalized. 

This research contributes to a growing body of research that reevaluates narratives 

of progress during the Victorian era. While other works, such as Elisha Cohn’s Still Life, 

examine scenes within Victorian novels that disrupt capitalist development, my 

dissertation shows how this narrative of development and alternatives to it were thought 

through and experimented with in different literary forms. I include a study of two 

different novels, a work of prose nonfiction, and a pair of dramas written primarily in 

verse. Grouping this collection of works together gives a better understanding of the 

alternative temporalities that were experimented with during the Victorian period and 
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which became a central focus in the Modernist literature that followed. Additionally, my 

project contributes to a growing field of Anthropocene studies. In the examples of 

nineteenth century literature that I discuss, I argue that we find a possible answer to 

questions raised by Donna Haraway, Bruno Latour, Amitav Ghosh, Dipesh Chakrabarty 

and many others about the place of the human in a rapidly-changing ecosystem by 

reconsidering the temporality that has inform the structure of our thought. I believe that, 

within the nineteenth century and elsewhere in our past, alternative possibilities of our 

present lie latent and waiting to be awakened. 
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1. Introduction: Nineteenth Century Temporalities and the 
Victorian Anthropocene 

Over the course of the nineteenth century, many of the institutions and practices 

that shape our current life came into being: from public education to a reliance on fossil 

fuels. As we reckon with problems that arise from those practices—namely that reliance 

on fossil fuels—it makes sense to look back to that time period in order to learn more 

about how things developed to get us to where we are today. However, I believe that the 

past can tell us about more than just how we made it to the present. It also contains 

alternatives, potentials for different presents and futures. The past contains everything 

that has happened, even the things that happened but did not turn out the way people had 

been hoping, even things that happened but did not continue happening in the future. For 

everything that worked out and became very popular or widespread in practice, there 

were things that people tried but were not adopted as popularly. As climate change 

research has demonstrated—again, I refer back to the reliance on fossil fuels—just 

because something was widely adopted does not mean the practice is the most effective 

solution to the problem being solved. I believe that this statement can be inverted to 

suggest that just because something was not widely adopted does not mean that it was an 

ineffective solution to the problem being solved. 

For example, plumbing systems are now nearly global, but they were not the only 

solution to dealing with human waste to be developed in the nineteenth century. In 

Victorian Britain, sewage systems were constructed by government leaders to pipe liquid 

waste out of densely populated urban environments to be dumped elsewhere. Liverpool 
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claims to be the first city to install public sewers, with construction on a system spanning 

one hundred miles beginning in 1848. Liverpool’s sewer system dumped waste into the 

River Mersey. Liverpudlians did not realize how problematic that would be until years 

later, when the sewer system was established and, literally, set in stone. However, there 

were alternatives developing at the same time as these sewage systems that could have 

dealt with human waste without polluting a river. There was also the “earth closet,” 

which Chris Otter describes as “a form of dry sanitation that recycled human excrement 

rather than flushing it away.”1 This kind of alternative is interesting to think about, 

especially given that, as Otter describes, water closet technology was imagined and 

prototyped at the same time that the sewage systems reliant upon indoor plumbing were 

also being developed and implemented. Even as Victorian Britain “became increasingly 

locked into energy-intensive technological systems,”2 which still haunt us—or help us—

to this day, authors in the period were successful in “creating multiple innovations and 

hopeful visions of alternative, less wasteful futures.”3 Elizabeth Carolyn Miller examines 

“Sultana's Dream,” a short story written by Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain in 1905. Hossain’s 

story depicts a feminist utopia that runs on solar power. As the narrator walks into a 

kitchen, she proclaims “I found no smoke, nor any chimney either…It was clean and 

bright…There was no sign of coal or fire.”4 These kinds of literary experiments can be 

 

1 Chris Otter. "Narratives of Depletion." Victorian Studies, 64 no. 3, (2022): 429. 
2 Otter, “Narratives of Depletion,” 430. 
3 Otter, “Narratives of Depletion,” 430. 
4 Quoted in Elizabeth C. Miller. Extraction Ecologies and the Literature of the Long Exhaustion. 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2021), 160. 
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traced back to scientific developments of the time that sought to minimize waste, 

including forerunners to solar-powered technology. 

1.1 The Victorian Anthropocene 

The examples that I describe above come out of a body of scholarship that I call 

the Victorian Anthropocene. Dipesh Chakrabarty argues that anthropogenic climate 

change challenges “the assumed separation of the moral life of humans from their animal 

life”5 as biological creatures existing interdependently within a broader ecology. Climate 

change, Chakrabarty writes, needs to be understood “not simply on its own but as part of 

a family of interlocking problems…that affec[t] the distribution of natural life on the 

planet”6 which transforms climate change into “more like a shared predicament for all 

humans—not to mention other species—than a problem that can simply be resolved by 

switching to renewables.”7 In order to fully reckon not only with the consequences but 

also the causes of climate change, Chakrabarty argues that the many philosophical 

assumptions that contributed to the conceptual separation of the human from the 

nonhuman must be challenged. 

Victorian scholars have been inspired by this call to reevaluate the human, and 

they have looked to Victorian literature for examples of how some of this philosophical 

work can be done. As I demonstrated in the example about sewage, the Victorian period 

is filled with examples of the kind of thinking that Chakrabarty warns against, but it also 

5 Dipesh Chakrabarty. “Humanities in the Anthropocene: The Crisis of an Enduring Kantian Fable." New 
Literary History, 47 no. 2, (2016): 384. 
6 Chakrabarty, “Humanities in the Anthropocene,” 380. 
7 Chakrabarty, “Humanities in the Anthropocene,” 380. 
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contains examples of its alternatives. There are a number of ways that the philosophy of 

the Anthropocene allows scholars to look back and be attuned “to elements that we have 

come to take for granted in the history of literature.”8 Jesse Oak Taylor studies the fog—

or smog—in the novels of Charles Dickens to understand how to “conceiv[e] of human 

beings as climatological agents…[and] radically expan[d] our conception of the human”9 

in the way that Chakrabarty argues is so important to addressing the threat of 

anthropogenic climate change. In portraying the London fog as a persistent weather event 

that came to be blended with manmade pollutants, Taylor argues that Dickens wrote his 

novels with an understanding of the ecological impact of the human being.  

Nathan Hensley and Philip Steer focus on fossil fuel infrastructure and its 

portrayal within and impact upon Victorian literature. Hensley and Steer argue that the 

Anthropocene allows scholars to “reconside[r] Victorian literary structures in light of 

emergent and ongoing environmental catastrophe.”10 Working with a fuller 

understanding of the ecology impact of a fossil fuel economy established in the Victorian 

period, scholars find repeated examples of a certain narrative form: one of exhaustion and 

extraction. This narrative form can also be known as capitalism, or “a system in which 

the decay of land, labor, and material are transformed into increasingly accumulated 

wealth.”11 Elizabeth Carolyn Miller discusses the literature of the nineteenth century as 

 

8 Pieter Vermeulen. Literature and the Anthropocene. (London: Routledge, 2020), 27. 
9 Jesse O. Taylor. The Sky of Our Manufacture: The London Fog in British Fiction from Dickens to Woolf. 
(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2016), 7 
10 Nathan K. Hensley and Philip Steer. Ecological Form: System and Aesthetics in the Age of Empire. (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2019), 5. 
11 Zach Fruit. “Enclosure.” Victorian Literature and Culture, 46, no. 3-4, (2018): 674. 
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being concerned with an “exhaustive imaginary.”12 For example, interest in the 

Anthropocene and an understanding of the consequences of extractive fossil fuel 

practices encourage some scholars to understand how Victorian Britain’s growing 

reliance on fossil fuels motivated portrayals of coal consumption that occluded how 

 

relations between human society and nature were undergoing a profound 

shift. Natural history discourses on the origin of coal evoked visions of a 

pristine world, which focused on Earth's natural life before the appearance 

of humankind and often celebrated its absence. In this human-free world, 

various problems associated with the coal industry—both social and 

environmental—were erased.13 

 

Chris Otter, in his discussion of the earth closet, finds this to be a “a recurrent motif in the 

Victorian novel…[that] had, and has, very real consequences for our planetary present.”14 

Otter gives the example of meat consumption, which “was routinely regarded as an index 

of progress, but increasing consumption of a finite resources created concerns of meat 

shortages generated by rising population and the failure of domestic production to keep 

up with demand.”15 The motif of extraction that Otter describes is itself structured by a 

certain temporal logic. Extraction ecologies are enabled by a certain temporality. Ben 
 

12 Miller, Extraction Ecologies, 198. 
13 Naomi Yuval-Naeh. "Cultivating the Carboniferous: Coal as a Botanical Curiosity in Victorian Culture." 
Victorian Studies, 61 no. 3, (2019): 420. 
14 Otter, “Narratives of Depletion,” 426. 
15 Otter, “Narratives of Depletion,” 426. 
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Morgan argues that this temporality separates human “historical consciousness in relation 

to an expanded scale of geological time.”16 Human time is often conceived of as history, 

which is structured to operate in accordance with the individual human lifespan. We think 

of the past as a succession of generational chapters, twenty-year periods that stack on top 

of each other into the future. But, as Morgan and other scholars argue, other temporalities 

do not always match the human. Geological history is measured in millennia, not human 

generations. The anxiety that accompanies narratives of extraction arises out of this 

temporal disjuncture, one in which the scale and motion of geological time does not 

match with the scale and motion of human time. 

1.2 Retheorizing Time 

The temporality that the Anthropocene operates in accordance with is linear and 

progressive. It works, as Reinhart Koselleck wrote, to “create a pragmatic structure for 

the establishment of an internal order”17 out of the chaos of the past. This temporality 

encourages us to think of the past as something left behind and the future as an 

inevitability. But there are other ways of understanding temporality than as an ordered 

progression from past to future. As in the example of the earth closet, we can see how the 

past stays with us. It is something that morphs with us, that we carry with us even if we 

think we’ve left it behind. One cannot think about the earth closet without learning how 

 

16 Benjamin Morgan. “Scale as Form: Thomas Hardy's Rocks and Stars.” In Anthropocene Reading: 
Literary History in Geologic Times. ed. by Tobias Menely. (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2017), 132. 
17 Reinhart Koselleck. Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1985), 29. 



 

7 

that technology continues to live with us today, in the form of chemical toilets used at 

campsites and in certain recreational vehicles. This realization causes another, similar to 

Bruno Latour’s that “future takes the form of a circle expanding in all directions, and the 

past is not surpassed but revisited.”18 

Just as we saw in the case of sewage, though the nineteenth century was when this 

temporal form became a dominant structure, it was not the only temporality that was 

considered. Though the nineteenth century novel was largely structured by a temporality 

that linked narrative with “progression,”19 Elisha Cohn argues that certain authors 

experimented with “states of passivity, stillness, and inaction”20 in their novels to 

complement the development of their characters. Anne C. McCarthy finds that poetry 

from the Romantic and Victorian eras relied upon a temporality that allows for a similar 

kind of suspension or “paradoxical concatenation of activity and passivity.”21 Both of 

these studies focus on a type of moment that can be found in a text—in each case, a 

moment of stillness or pause. I am more interested in temporal structures, or how time is 

shown to move from past to present to future. Each of my chapters focuses on a different 

text, or set of texts, from the Victorian period in order to investigate how those authors 

imagined and implemented different temporalities. 

 

18 Bruno Latour. We Have Never Been Modern. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 75. 
19 Elisha Cohn. Still Life: Suspended Development in the Victorian Novel. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 18. 
20 Cohn, Still Life, 6. 
21 Anne C. McCarthy. Awful Parenthesis: Suspension and the Sublime in Romantic and Victorian Poetry. 
(Buffalo, NY: University of Toronto Press, 2018), 6. 
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Investigating temporality allows us to focus on the structures of thought that 

inform our understanding of the world rather than the historical content that exists as a 

byproduct of those structures. Jacob Jewusiak argues that temporality is an 

underdeveloped subject of study because historicism 

 

…privileges spatial concerns over the temporal—in arguments that require 

a firm grounding in space before entering the conversation. Many of the 

most influential pieces in Victorian studies focus upon institutional or 

domestic spaces—such as the prison, the workhouse, the factory, or the 

home—and even studies of time in the nineteenth century often examine 

the way clocks and trains reconfigure social spaces.22 

 

Jewusiak studies the Gerard Manley Hopkins poem “God’s Grandeur” in order to 

demonstrate how the poem “set[s] duration and the moment alongside the finite and the 

infinite as a way of expanding the dimensions of temporal experience.”23 Jewusiak’s 

claim here, that there is a temporality in which the past lives infinitely alongside the 

present, will be echoed in many of my own arguments. Hopkins’ poem provides a 

glimpse into a different understanding of the world, one which—as Jewusiak describes—

is alive with the eternal spirit of God. The poem experiments with time, but it also works 

to demonstrate how different times, or temporalities, can be actualized. In this case, 

 

22 Jacob Jewusiak. “Temporality.” Victorian Literature and Culture, 46, no. 3-4, (2018): 911. 
23 Jewusiak, “Temporality,” 910. 
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Hopkins presents a temporality in which past and present beings are united through the 

divine. 

Jewusiak—as well as Cohn and McCarthy—present their work as a critique of a 

certain type of temporality the developed during the nineteenth century. During this 

century, time came to be understood in terms of progress and the continual development 

of human society. William Godwin, in his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, 

envisioned progress as the continued improvement of humanity, which would result in 

the existence of an ideal, utopic humanity. Godwin argued that “the political, as well as 

the intellectual state of man, may be presumed to be in a course of progressive 

improvement”24 on the basis that “perfectibility is one of the most unequivocal 

characteristics of the human species”25 This ideal appears throughout scientific inquiry in 

the nineteenth century. For example, JB Lamarck, in Zoological Philosophy, discusses 

progress as a movement towards a possible and perfect ideal. Lamarck does not put any 

limit on the ability of organisms to become perfect. In his first natural law, Lamarck 

argues that “a more frequent and continuous use of any organ gradually strengthens, 

develops and enlarges that organ, and gives it a power proportional to the length of time 

it has been so used.”26 The modern conception of progress “provided mankind with a 

new mastery over the conditions of its existence.”27 Further, this ideal was believed to be 

 

24 William Godwin. Enquiry Concerning Political Justice: With Selections from Godwin's Other Writings. 
ed. K.C. Carter. (New York: Clarendon Press, 1971), 11. 
25 Godwin, Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, 11. 
26 Jean Lamarck. Zoological Philosophy: An Exposition with Regard to the Natural History of Animals. ed. 
Hugh S. R. Elliott. (London: Macmillan and Co, 1914), 113. 
27 Christopher Lasch. The True and Only Heaven: Progress and Its Critics. (New York: Norton, 1991), 44. 
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“cumulative and universal”28 as well as involving “steady improvement with no 

foreseeable ending at all.”29 This developed into a principle that guided nineteenth 

century studies of history and time, “…that intellectual history with a claim to scientific 

rigor must [work] in favor of models of broadly collective movements of thought 

emerging with incremental slowness.”30 This organization of knowledge into progressive, 

linear systems can be seen in Hegel’s Philosophy of History, when he writes that “the 

History of the world is none other than the progress of the consciousness of Freedom.”31  

As Cohn, McCarthy, and Jewusiak demonstrate, a number of theories of time 

existed and competed alongside this one. One prominent example can be found in 

Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution and natural selection. Darwin’s model of progress 

is, like Lamarck’s, defined in conjunction with an organism’s ability to adapt to the 

environment. Darwin begins The Origin of Species with a discussion of how the selective 

breeding techniques of farmers affects the development of various species of 

domesticated animals towards whatever form the farmer believes to be ideal. After 

establishing that certain characteristics of animals can be altered by these practices under 

human direction, Darwin demonstrates how similar patterns of development appear in the 

wild.32 The fitness of an organism is determined by which “other variations [are] useful 

 

28 Lasch, True and Only Heaven, 44. 
29 Lasch, True and Only Heaven, 47. 
30 Christopher Herbert. Victorian Relativity: Radical Thought and Scientific Discovery. (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 2001), xii. 
31 Georg Hegel. The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree. (New York: Willey Book Co, 1944), 20-21. 
32 Charles Darwin. The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection of the Preservation of Favoured 
Races in the Struggle for Life. (New York: Signet Classics, 2009), 76-77. 
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in some way…in the great and complex battle of life”33 and whether those variations give 

the organism “the best chance of surviving and of procreating their kind.”34 However, 

unlike Lamarck or Godwin, Darwin does not believe that progress operates to the benefit 

of one particular species or individual or towards a particular goal or ideal. It operates 

“without giving…any advantage, for the good of another species.”35 It works instead 

towards creating the organism most well-adapted to the circumstances of its environment. 

This kind of development has no telos. I do not consider it a form of progress because it 

does not progress towards any set goal. 

In addition to these examples from literary scholarship, my work exists alongside 

a number of others who focus on rethinking time and temporality. Much of my own 

thinking throughout this project is influenced by the work of Elizabeth Grosz, a 

philosopher of time who unlocked the reading of Darwin that I give above. Grosz focuses 

on a number of philosophers and thinkers from the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 

including Charles Darwin, Henri Bergson, and Friedrich Nietzsche. Grosz argues against 

the idea that time flows uniformly and uni-directionally and believes that time “generates 

more rather than less complexity, produces divergences rather than convergences, 

variations rather than resemblances.”36 She argues that it is possible to understand how 

“the past [far from] being regarded as fixed, inert, given, unalterable, even if not 

 

33 Darwin, Origin, 77. 
34 Darwin, Origin, 77. 
35 Darwin, Origin, 83. 
36 Elizabeth Grosz. The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely. (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 7. 
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knowable in its entirety…must be regarded as inherently open to future rewritings.”37 

Grosz’s temporality counters the Enlightenment conceptions of progress discussed above. 

She constructs a temporality in which “the past, not fixed in itself, never fixes or 

determines the present and future but underlies them, inheres in them, makes them rich in 

resources, and forces them to differ from themselves”38 rather than one which fixes the 

past, the present, and the future in progressive relation to each other. 

Dipesh Chakrabarty calls on scholars to “question the nature of historical time”39 

in his postcolonial history Provincializing Europe, which predates his own work on the 

Anthropocene. Chakrabarty argues that the modern conception of history was created as a 

European ideal and was structured with biases that privileged European perspectives on 

political and economic development. He focuses on historicism, which he defines as “the 

idea that to understand anything it has to be seen both as a unity and in its historical 

development.”40 Chakrabarty critiques historicism as something that “made modernity or 

capitalism look not simply global but rather as something that became global over time, 

by originating in one place (Europe) and then spreading outside it.”41 Chakrabarty’s 

primary criticism of Eurocentric history is that it invalidates pasts, presents (and the 

possible futures) that existed around the globe. For those living outside of Europe, history 

“came to non-European peoples in the nineteenth century as somebody’s way of saying 

 

37 Grosz, Nick of Time, 254. 
38 Grosz, Nick of Time, 255. 
39 Dipesh Chakrabarty. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 15. 
40 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 7. 
41 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 7. 
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‘not yet’ to somebody else.”42 In a way that echoes (but bears no direct relation to) 

Grosz’s writing, Chakrabarty makes attempts to reclaim the alternate possibilities that 

existed beyond European historical perspectives. It makes sense that Chakrabarty, after 

writing this critique of a European idea of history that looked so convincingly natural in 

spite of its artificiality, was so successful in arguing that the human ideals at the root of 

the Anthropocene dilemma are worthy of similar scrutiny. 

Queer theorists have contributed greatly to alternative forms of temporality. Lee 

Edelman, in No Future, upends heteronormative temporality that defers pleasure for the 

sake of an always-unreachable future. Edelman, controversially, argues for a critical 

queerness that operates, or should operate, in opposition to what he calls reproductive 

futurism. For Edelman, queerness “names the side of those not ‘fighting for the 

children’…queerness attains its ethical value precisely insofar as it accedes to”43 question 

the as-yet unquestioned value of sexual reproduction, of creating and then providing for a 

heteronormative future generation. Jose Esteban Muñoz, in Cruising Utopia, pushes back 

against Edelman’s nihilism and argues for “potentiality or concrete possibility for another 

world.”44 Muñoz presents a temporality that thinks “beyond the moment and against 

static historicisms”45 and argues that the future can be understood as detached from—

rather than determined by—the past and present. He holds the future as a “utopia…an 

 

42 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 8. 
43 Lee Edelman. No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive. (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2007), 3. 
44 José Esteban Muñoz. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009), 14. 
45 Muñoz, Cruising Utopia, 17. 



 

14 

ideal, something that should mobilize us, push us forward.”46 Heather Love builds upon 

the work of these scholars in her book Feeling Backward. In this work, Love upends 

temporalities that work linearly towards a sense of modernity by arguing, again, that 

“modernity – with its suggestions of progress, rationality, and technological advance – is 

intimately bound up with backwardness”47 and that, similar to Chakrabarty’s argument, 

relies necessarily on a narrative that has already “excluded, denigrated, or superseded 

others.”48 I discuss Love’s work and queer conceptions of time further in my chapter on 

Walter Pater. 

Scholars of the African diaspora also theorize different temporalities in order to 

reclaim erased pasts. One example can be found in Michelle Wright’s book Physics of 

Blackness, begins by unravelling how “histories are both constructed and 

phenomenological…a chosen arrangement of historical events…perceived to be the 

defining moments of collective Blackness.”49 Wright conceives of an “idea that time does 

not flow forward in a linear fashion.”50 She argues that the European belief in a linear 

temporality results from a “mistranslation of Newton’s laws of motion and gravity into 

the linear progress narrative” that “dominates how all disciplines and laypersons organize 

knowledge as progressive.”51 Similar to Chakrabarty’s warning about European history, 

 

46 Muñoz, Crusing Utopia, 114. 
47 Heather Love. Feeling Backward: Loss and the Politics of Queer History. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2007), 5. 
48 Love, Feeling Backward, 5. 
49 Michelle M. Wright. Physics of Blackness: Beyond the Middle Passage Epistemology. (Minneapolis, 
MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), 7. 
50 Wright, Physics of Blackness, 16. 
51 Wright, Physics of Blackness, 37. 
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Wright points out that this linear relationship is often deployed to understand “reveal an 

object’s past, how it came to be, but can also predict its future”52 fixing all objects in the 

archaic systems of oppression which give them their origin. As an alternative to the linear 

progress narrative, Wright outlines a theory of Epiphenomenal time appropriated from 

Einstein’s theory of relativity rather than Newton’s laws of motion. In Einstein’s theory, 

time is flexible, and its flow—both the speed and direction of its flow—is able to be 

altered depending on the perspective of the observer.53 Wright most specifically defines 

Epiphenomenal time in two places in her text. It is “the ‘now,’ through which the past, 

present, and future are always interpreted”54 as well as a mode of time in which “the 

present and future are not discrete moments but rather are conflated into the one moment 

which is the now.”55 Similar to Grosz’s theory of temporality, Wright’s theory of 

Epiphenomenal time collapses the past and future into the present and, at least in a 

 

52 Wright, Physics of Blackness, 39. 
53 As quantum mechanics developed over the course of the twentieth century, physicists theorized a bizarre 
temporality that contrasts with what “every child learns, there is only one time. It flows uniformly…” 
(Kern, 1983, 11). There is not enough evidence to come to the conclusion that “the structure of history, the 
uninterrupted forward movement of clocks, the procession of days, seasons, and years, and simple common 
sense tell us that time is irreversible and moves forward at a steady rate” (Kern 29). We should be wary of 
those who are “determined…to hang on to a ‘common-sense’ view of reality that they challenge even the 
most firmly established ideas of the new physics” (Davies and Gribbin, 1991, 25). Relativity instructs that, 
as an object approaches the speed of light (186,000 miles per second), it begins to travel through time at a 
higher speed relative to the objects around it and can reach points in future time sooner than those other, 
slower objects. To be more clear, Einsteinian relativity allows for certain objects to travel more quickly 
through time if they are traveling at incredibly high speeds through space. As an object approaches the 
speed of light (186,000 miles per second), it begins to travel through time at a higher speed relative to the 
objects around it and can reach points in future time sooner than those other, slower objects. The fast-
moving object, for example, might be able to travel one hour into the future but only experience thirty 
seconds of time (Einstein, 1967, 99-101). 
54 Wright, Physics of Blackness 7. 
55 Wright, Physics of Blackness, 41. 
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figurative sense, allows for observers located in the present time to navigate to, observe 

and theorize about the past.56 

Each of the theorists that I mentioned above discuss time as a kind of artifice, a 

set of social circumstances to which people are conditioned to accept. Temporality gives 

opportunity for critique because it reveals how those consequences of those 

circumstances are not distributed evenly or fairly through populations. These points of 

critique arise not as much from how one’s circumstances dictate how one spends their 

time but how one conceives of their time. This issue is fundamental to the Anthropocene, 

as humanity finds that its environment operates in accordance with different temporal 

scales. Anthropocentric time privileges individual lifespans and encourage narratives of 

accumulation and extraction typical to some Victorian literature. The temporalities that I 

focus on in this dissertation theorize time against this anthropocentric model.  

1.3 Victorian Temporalities 

Throughout my dissertation, I focus on four types of temporalities that appear in 

different examples of Victorian writing as alternatives to this anthropocentric 

temporality. Each of the texts that I study think about and think through time differently, 

 

56 If—as Einstein’s theory of relativity indicates—time is reconceived as a dimension of space, rather than 
as an a priori force that operates on objects contained within space, it is possible to understand this 
metaphor of time travel as being physically possible (Einstein, 1967, 102). In outlining his theory of 
relativity, Einstein repeatedly invokes “measurements” of time, often right alongside measurements of what 
we would easily recognize as physical entities like distance or weight, further indicating the spatial 
existence of temporality (Einstein, 1967, 99). The past becomes an as-yet unperceived location that is 
nonetheless contained within our universe. If it is discovered and if it has some kind of physical location, 
we could see it, go to it. Though we may not be consciously aware of it—though, perhaps, we may even 
lack the perceptual capacity to fully understand this reality—these theories allow us to understand how a 
certain sense of time is something that we have been conditioned to accept (Davies and Gribbin, 1991, 75-
78). 
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against the model of extraction and accumulation that defines the Anthropocene. In doing 

so, I also hope to recover an attitude towards literature from the past. In a 1911 essay, 

H.G. Wells wrote that he considered literature to be “an important and necessary thing 

indeed in that complicated system of uneasy adjustments and readjustments which is 

modern civilization.”57 Wells argues that literature should “be recognized as something 

more than a relaxation” and that it should be “kept free from the restrictions imposed 

upon it by the fierce pedantries of those who would define a general form of it.”58 Only 

through this openness does Wells believe literature can achieve its purpose, to leave 

“impressions” on readers “not simply of things seen, but of acts judged and made 

attractive or unattractive.”59 For Wells, literature was a moral tool, “not simply a 

fictitious record of conduct, but also a study and judgement of conduct.”60 In this way, 

literature can be seen to be more than just a reflection of a culture’s contemporary 

dilemmas but as a response to those issues. 

I agree with the view that literature can have this instructive purpose and that 

literary analysis can be utilized to discern these lessons. However, I want to stay as far 

away as I possibly can from the implication that literary scholars should be tasked with 

making universal, totalizing claims—moral or historical—based on this analysis. As 

physicists Paul Davies and John Gribbon write 

 

 

57 H. G. Wells. “The Contemporary Novel.” Fortnightly Review, 90, no. 539, (1911): 860. 
58 Wells, “Contemporary Novel,” 861. 
59 Wells, “Contemporary Novel,” 866. 
60 Wells, “Contemporary Novel,” 867. 
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By reading fiction you get used to picturing yourself in the place of the 

characters, seeing an unfamiliar world through their eyes…Even when 

reading about the impossible, you can still imagine what it would be like 

for certain things to happen.61 

 

I wish to present the various examples of literature that I focus on as experiments or case 

studies. Borrowing from the scientific method, the analysis that results from this study is 

descriptive rather than proscriptive, guided by a question about what happens when we 

change our understanding of the world around us. Returning to Wells, we can rely on past 

literary experiments to “provide a glimpse of the future that r[u]n counter to the placid 

assumption of the times.”62 I agree with Wells that literature—and, I would add, the work 

of literary analysis—can provide a glimpse of a novel future or different futures. What I 

find most useful about operating from this set of ideals is being able to understand how 

different scientific and philosophical concepts—ones that may not have been in fashion at 

that time or ones that may not be in fashion at this time—change our understanding of 

our reality and our ability to represent and reproduce it through the various social forms 

that structure our lives. The Victorian texts that I select can provide responses—if not 

necessarily solutions—to a set of interesting literary and historical questions. What 

happens to the development of characters, societies, histories when we don’t assume that 

 

61 Paul Davies and John R. Gribbin. The Matter Myth: Towards 21st-Century Science. (New York: Viking, 
1991), 104. 
62 H. G. Wells. Seven Famous Novels. (New York: Knopf, 1934), ix. 
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time operates in accordance with linear progress? What kinds of historical and social 

circumstances encouraged this kind of experimentation? 

I respond to these questions by examining four ways that Victorian authors 

modeled time. Throughout my dissertation, I argue that the nonlinear temporalities that 

structure the works of literature that I study should be understood as deliberate attempts 

by the authors to experiment with different forms of temporality. I am motivated by a 

desire to “seek stories that can make sense of where we are…build better bridges [to the 

future]…and find safe ways of doing so.”63 I think that kind of possibility is generated by 

thinking about the concepts of the Anthropocene in relation to temporality. My project 

treats temporality as an issue of primary importance to understanding the social and 

philosophical structures that contribute to anthropogenic climate change. Other Victorian 

scholarship that deals with the Anthropocene focuses on industrialization, fossil fuel 

economies, or the extractivist ideologies that developed during the nineteenth century. By 

examining how the anthropocentric temporality that structures those practices, I believe 

that we are better to able to understand how those practices—which continue to influence 

our lives today—developed in concert with or in dissonance against other temporalities in 

the world. A focus on temporality can help to answer some of the more abstract questions 

related to the Anthropocene. Earlier I discussed the prevalence of extractavist ecologies 

and related anxiety about their sustainability in Victorian literature. Temporality provides 

a helpful framework to understand that issue. Authors were writing with an awareness 

 

63 Barbara Leckie. Climate Change, Interrupted: Representation and the Remaking of Time. (Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press, 2022), xiv. 
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that the timescale of the demand of coal or other fossil fuels (i.e. how quickly humans 

consume the product) far outpaces the timescale of the supply of coal (i.e. how long it 

takes for the earth’s natural processes to create the product). 

Similarly, discussing temporality in relation to the Anthropocene gives a different 

foundation to those scholarly discussions. Most of the scholars of temporality that I’ve 

mentioned discuss temporality and time mostly in terms of how we make sense of the 

past and human history. The Anthropocene puts time in terms of discrete material 

processes: from the minutes or seconds it can take a bank of fog to descend from the 

Thames to the millions of years it takes for a vein of coal to form beneath the surface of 

the earth. These processes can exist in the present and extend far into the past or future. I 

think that this material perspective protects conversations about temporality from being 

regarded as unserious or simply as interesting thought experiments. The Anthropocene 

provides enough evidence, in my opinion, to compel a serious reconsideration of how 

time works. 

The dissertation begins with an examination of a moment during which the 

anthropocentric temporality is upended: the flood scene that ends George Eliot’s Mill on 

the Floss. I recast the moment of the flood as something other than the sudden disruption 

of an inevitable progress. I call the temporal model that Eliot experiments with a 

catastrophist time, which emphasizes the inability of linear temporalities from recovering 

from moments of wide-scale geological catastrophe. I focus the grammatical structures 

that are deployed to present the flood while contrasting them with the rest of the novel in 

order to demonstrate how the flood and the different temporality it imposes on the text 
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comes into. Through this investigation, I argue that the flood’s disjointed appearance in 

the novel results from Eliot attempting to write a story that balance the individual time 

scale of Maggie’s development with the vast, geological scale of her environment. The 

novel’s critical reception results from our collective inability to comprehend the clash of 

these incongruous temporalities. 

The second chapter continues this investigation of the novel. I examine a handful 

of Thomas Hardy’s novels in an attempt to re-envision Hardy’s reputation as an author of 

tragedies. Hardy’s novelistic temporality is concerned with the scope and scale of the 

species, rather than the individual. I argue that, influenced significantly by Charles 

Darwin’s theories of natural selection, Hardy wrote in accordance with a species time that 

forced readers to contend with endings that demonstrated the incongruity of these 

temporalities, in which individual happiness was sacrificed for species survival. I call this 

Hardy’s species temporality and argue that it enables us to see generative possibilities 

that exist among all of the sadness and death that fill Hardy’s novels. 

The dissertation then moves to more fully investigate instances of literature that 

experiment with or flout linear temporalities. In the third chapter I examine the temporal 

modes that structure Pater’s narrative presentation of history in his 1873 Studies in the 

History of the Renaissance. Because of Pater’s interest in aesthetics and the experience of 

the present moment, I argue that Pater’s temporal model is a presentation of embodied 

time. Influenced by Victorian biology and Darwin’s theory of sexual selection, Pater 

understands the aesthetic to be manifested through embodied physiological processes that 

one has when viewing a historic object. In focusing on the embodied aesthetics of the 
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past, I argue that Pater treats the past much differently than it is treated within 

historicism’s progressive temporality.  By emphasizing how history can be experienced 

aesthetically—through an observer’s physiology—Pater shows how the past can be 

revived and comes to exist in the present moment rather than relegated to history. 

Drawing from John Morley’s review of the text, I argue that Pater’s aesthetic temporality 

clarifies the moral call-to-action that undergirds Renaissance. “To burn always with this 

hard, gemlike flame” is not meant to inspire decadent hedonism but, instead, to inspire a 

careful attention to the affective and material needs that individual and communal bodies 

generate in moments of experience. 

In the final chapter, I focus on a different and, in my opinion, understudied 

literary form: the closet drama. I read Michael Field’s Attila, My Attila alongside Thomas 

Hardy’s The Dynasts. Both are works of historical fiction told mostly in verse that model 

what I call a concentric temporality, made up of interlocking, circular layers. Field’s 

work is a retelling of the story of Justa Grata Honoria, the daughter of a Roman emperor 

who created what we would now call an “international incident” by entreating Attila the 

Hun to rescue her from the Roman court and marry her. Hardy’s Dynasts tells the stories 

of a varied cast of characters involved in the Napoleonic wars. Both of these closet 

dramas are structured upon a concentric temporality. The concentric temporality of these 

closet dramas responds to and amplifies the cultural anxiety of dissolution and chaos 

many that preoccupied Victorian society in the last decade of the nineteenth century. This 

temporality is enabled by a layered style of narration which expands the narrative scope 
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and expository scale of the story being presented. The narrative focus of these dramas can 

flit from scene to scene, across space and across time. 

Grouping this collection of works together gives a better understanding of the 

alternative temporalities that were experimented with during the late-nineteenth century. 

Throughout my dissertation, I argue that by better understanding these experimental 

moments from our past, our understanding of this period of history changes. When we 

investigate history with the assumption that temporality is restricted to operate as an 

irreversible linearity, we often look backwards in order to understand how and why our 

present came to be. Instead, I argue that, within the nineteenth century and elsewhere in 

our past, alternative possibilities of our present lie latent and waiting to be awakened. 

Similarly, I contend that this new understanding of our past prepares us to retheorize our 

present moment and reimagine the possibilities of our future.
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2. Lost in the Flood: George Eliot’s Experiment in Catastrophe  

It comes from nowhere. “It” in this case, has no clear antecedent and could refer 

to the death, the huge fragments, or the one wide mass contained in the previous 

sentence. But it, of course, means certain doom. “It is coming, Maggie.”1 It comes 

suddenly, or—if the novel is reread with the right kind of scrutiny—comes to us perfectly 

foreshadowed and prefigured. It is a passage of a few moments that feel quite different 

from the rest of the novel, different from the rest of Eliot’s oeuvre, different from the 

pristine prose usually associated with the Victorian realist canon. “‘It is coming, Maggie,’ 

Tom said, in a deep hoarse voice, loosing the oars, and clasping her.”2 Just that sentence 

of chaos: Tom’s exclamation, the description of his voice, the boat’s oars coming loose 

from the oarlocks, the siblings coming together. Each of these actions chopped apart by a 

set of commas, commas placed so carefully that one is missing from where we would 

expect it: between the two adjectival descriptors of Tom’s voice. With these commas, 

Tom and Maggie’s final moments burst from the page in a confused torrent. As the flood 

grows and the chaos of “it” builds, the pace of Eliot’s writing becomes faster and more 

staccato. Images flash through the text like a vision of a dancer in front of a strobe light. 

This is what it’s like, not just to be lost in the swirl of an unrepresentable event, but to 

exist in a moment in which the narrative mode through which the world and its 

developments are brought to a place of understanding is itself made incomprehensible. 

 

1 George Eliot. The Mill on the Floss. ed.by Gordon S. Haight. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
521. 
2 Eliot, Mill, 521. 
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It is possible, and I will investigate this further on, to glean a specific instruction 

from this scene. Critics—almost from the very moment The Mill on the Floss was first 

published—have focused on the flood, and they’ve created compelling accounts of what 

it means, either for Eliot’s novelistic project or the process through which nineteenth-

century British society became—with a smidgeon of self-conceit—modernized. Instead, 

for now, I want to stay in this moment of rupture in an effort to understand the raw and 

human experience it seems to portray: to get into, with Maggie, the roil, the muddle, the 

muck with its “floating masses in it, that might dash against her boat…and cause her to 

perish too soon.”3 I want to focus on this moment to find what it reveals about the way a 

mode of temporality, a way of thinking about history—a mode that seems as or more 

prevalent today as in the 1860s—was developed around and through the detached point 

of view of the Victorian novel. This analysis seeks to take up questions of form, but 

questions that neither seek to establish transcendent formal categories, depriving form of 

its historical content, nor that seek to bridge “the formal and the social”4 in such a way 

that overwhelms form with a sense of contingency. Instead, I hope to understand the way 

a literary form relies on certain socio-historically contingent beliefs and attitudes that are 

immanent to and revealed by the grammar of its construction. 

I intend that, by thinking of this problem as one of form, to do as Anna Tsing does 

in Mushroom at the End of the World and “explore indeterminacy and the conditions of 

 

3 Eliot, Mill, 519. 
4 Caroline Levine. Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2015), 1. 
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precarity, that is, life without the promise of stability.”5 I do not intend to discover a new 

narrative meaning for the flood, something hidden within the text, an act which, I believe, 

would simply reinscribe this moment of chaos back into the narratives of progress—or at 

least comprehensibility—that, as the novel itself indicates, will eventually, inevitably, 

give way to some form of cataclysm. Which is to say that, if we agree with Bruno Latour 

that “in modernism, people are not equipped with the mental and emotional repertoire to 

deal with such a vast scale of events”6 that lead to our current climate catastrophe, they 

are similarly ill-equipped to deal with the moments in which those vast, interconnected 

scales of events rear their heads and roar to make themselves known. The flood at the end 

of Mill, then, can be seen not just as the unintended consequence or comeuppance 

resulting from a set of nineteenth century social or political developments, but instead as 

the symptomatic byproduct of a particular mode of representing and narrating those 

developments and, indeed, of the concept of development itself. This mode of 

representation is what Amanda Anderson, in Powers of Distance calls “detachment.”7 

This is the word that she uses to “denote distance, objectivity, and dislocation…[and] is 

meant to encompass not only science, critical reason, disinterestedness, and realism, but 

also a set of practices of the self, ranging from stoicism to cosmopolitanism,”8 all of 

which preoccupied the Victorian collective consciousness. I hope to bring my study in an 

 

5 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing. The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist 
Ruins. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), 2. 
6 Bruno Latour. “Agency at the Time of the Anthropocene.” New Literary History, 45, no. 1 (2014): 1. 
7 Amanda Anderson. The Powers of Distance: Cosmopolitanism and the Cultivation of Detachment. 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 7. 
8 Anderson, 7. 
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opposite, supplementary, direction from Anderson’s—investigating not the cultural 

impact of a society-wide preoccupation with detached impartiality but the structures (of 

grammar and of thought) that enable such a practice to be established. Additionally, I 

intend to take seriously Latour’s earlier assertion that “the modern passage of time is 

nothing but a particular form of historicity.”9 What I intend to investigate in the 

forthcoming are the historical foundations for how we as well as the Victorians—in 

novelistic and other narratives—developed a tendency to “sense time as an irreversible 

arrow, as capitalization, as progress”10 despite “this temporality [being] imposed upon a 

temporal regime that works quite differently.”11 Reading The Mill on the Floss alongside 

other Victorian narratives of history that developed this sense will shed new light on the 

moment of the flood and the structures of thinking that brought it into being. 

Understanding the catastrophist temporality that Eliot experimented with in Mill 

ultimately shows how limited the presentation of geological events could be within the 

Victorian novel. 

2.1 The Flood in the History of Literary Criticism 

A discussion about Mill on the Floss that avoids an investigation into the meaning 

and symbolism of its flood scene seems as impossible as having that discussion without 

working in some kind of water-related pun. As Renata R. Mautner Wasserman wrote in 

1982, Eliot’s “novel has generated a stream of attacks, explanations, and justifications” 

 

9 Bruno Latour. We Have Never Been Modern. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 68. 
10 Latour, Never Been Modern, 69. 
11 Latour, Never Been Modern, 69. 
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about the scene, done to “bear witness both to the affection it was given from its readers, 

and to their exasperation with whatever it is that makes its ending feel askew.”12 Where 

Mautner Wasserman finds some ambiguity and ambivalence in the reception of the flood, 

other scholars point out that the flood scene was received with more consistent negativity. 

Kerry McSweeney, writing four years after Wasserman, asserts in the first sentence of 

her article that “ever since its first publication in 1860, commentators have been close to 

unanimous in their dissatisfaction with the catastrophic ending of The Mill on the 

Floss.”13 As we prepare to dive headfirst into Mill’s flood scene and its consequences, I 

think it is worthwhile to spend some time tracing the current of recent critical receptions 

and interpretations of Mill and, specifically, the scene of the flood that concludes it. It is 

clear in examining even the earliest reviews and critiques of Mill that the flood scene was 

an object of fascination, but the reasons that scene was (or is) believed to be 

noteworthy—as well as what the scene is taken to reveal about Eliot and Victorian 

culture—changes significantly over time. In setting out to trace this history of criticism, I 

hope to demonstrate how, in spite of the various ideological commitments and historical 

circumstances these various critics bring to bear on the text, a common theme lurks 

beneath the surface of these various opinions and analyses: a preoccupation with 

questions of history, temporal development and progress. 

 

12 Renata R. Mautner Wasserman. “Narrative Logic and the Form of Tradition in ‘The Mill on the Floss.’” 
Studies in the Novel 14, no. 3 (1982): 266. 
13 McSweeney, Kerry. “The Ending of The Mill on the Floss.” English Studies in Canada 12, no. 1 (1986) 
55. 
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What I would suggest is the most interesting facet of literature is how, as Barthes 

opens S/Z, it “see[s] a whole landscape in a bean.”14 Though Barthes writes this about 

narratologists who are attempting to “see all the world’s stories…within a single 

structure,” I believe that something similar can be said of fiction writers themselves who 

are, in creating their literary worlds, doing the work of distilling, theorizing and re-

theorizing ways in which human culture has come to comprehend various aspects of 

reality.15 I intend to analyze narrative—described by Hayden White— as “simply data” 

or a “meta-code” that allows “transcultural messages about the nature of a shared reality 

[to] be transmitted.”16 The flood, as it exists within Mill on the Floss and as it has been 

taken up by critics over the past century and a half, is clearly a moment when the novel’s 

narrative, its “meta-code” gives way. Often, this collapse is taken to reveal a new 

meaning, but, as White further describes, “the absence of narrative capacity…indicates an 

absence or refusal of meaning itself.”17 I want to draw attention to this structural problem 

of narrative, how narrative structures that informed Victorian understanding of history 

similarly informed an understanding of novelistic progress—both, as Gerard Genette 

writes, “constrained…by the celebrated linearity of the linguistic signifier.”18 In my 

analysis, the flood does pose a problem, but it is a problem with the shape of the bean 

rather than with the lay of the landscape contained therein. Eliot’s narrative experiment 

 

14 Roland Barthes. S/Z. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974), 3. 
15 Barthes, 3. 
16 White, Hayden. Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 1. 
17 White 2 
18 Genette, Gérard. Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 
1980), 34. 
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through the scene of the flood serves as a comment on the nature and structure of history 

in light of catastrophe. 

Interestingly—and contrary McSweeney’s point—some of the earliest responses 

to Mill regard its sudden ending with clear satisfaction. Doubly interesting is that there 

seemed to be a variety of contradictory reasons for why early reviewers of the book took 

that satisfaction. A scathing critique of the novel that appears in a June 16, 1860 issue of 

the London-based Examiner describes Mill as “one of the cleverest books of the day” but 

also “the most tedious.”19 The reviewer decries that the author spends too much time 

presenting the “minute painting of a boy and girl.”20 The reviewer’s criticism that Mill 

“represents life as a maze without a clue” has less to do with the ending’s lack of justice 

or clarity and more to do with the author’s persistent “over-elaboration” in description.21 

From this perspective—through which Mill is judged on its ability to, primarily, 

entertain, and, secondarily, elucidate for an audience the workings of inner and social 

life—the novel is seen as just another big, long, tiresome read rather than vaunted as one 

of the hallmarks of a period’s literary style. Thus, novel’s ending “precisely satisfies” in 

so far as it provides readers “a sense of relief” even though it is “as a matter of art, 

unsatisfactory.”22  

 

19 “THE LITERARY EXAMINER.” Examiner, June 16, 1860. British Library Newspapers. https://link-
gale-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/apps/doc/BB3201014069/BNCN?u=duke_perkins&sid=bookmark-
BNCN&xid=03cd2f28. 
20 “THE LITERARY EXAMINER.” 
21 “THE LITERARY EXAMINER.” 
22 “THE LITERARY EXAMINER.” 
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That is not to say that Mill was not appreciated when Eliot first published it. The 

London-based Daily News wrote an incredibly strange compliment to Eliot. Its April 17, 

1860 review of the novel was submitted with “delighted gratitude to the author for a book 

not only not inferior, but in some respects superior” to her previous work.23 Far from 

criticizing Mill for overly-elaborate prose or slowly-developed characters, this reviewer 

praises Eliot’s “penetrating” wit and believes that “it would be difficult to fix upon a 

trivial or vulgar thought, an idle, conventional, or careless phrase” anywhere in the 

novel.24 Sentences like “these pictures start into life as we read, and haunt the memory 

like a vision of early days” shows how the early work of elevating Eliot and Mill into 

hagiographic canon was underway even as her literature was being pressed and bound.25 

But while later interpretations of Mill will praise the book in spite of its catastrophic 

ending, this reviewer finds it worthy of total laudation: 

 

The catastrophe with which this story ends is no sudden or hasty caprice 

of an author embarrassed with his own creations; it is neither forced nor 

hurried; from the very first page it is prefigured and foreshadowed; and 

painful as it is, we could hardly, even in poetical justice, wish it to be 

otherwise.26 

 

23 “The Mill on the Floss.” Daily News, 17 Apr. 1860. British Library Newspapers, https://link-gale-
com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/apps/doc/Y3202950525/BNCN?u=duke_perkins&sid=bookmark-
BNCN&xid=f08c1a93. 
24 “The Mill on the Floss,” Daily News. 
25 “The Mill on the Floss,” Daily News. 
26 “The Mill on the Floss,” Daily News. 
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Interestingly, this is not the first of these batch of responses to find how the flood scene 

was foreshadowed by earlier moments in the text, nor—importantly—will it be the last. 

The aforementioned review in the Examiner also discusses how “by stray indication in 

the course of the book, the end is foreshadowed.”27 But it is only in this Daily News 

article—though, again, not for the last time—where the existence of potential 

foreshadowing is deployed in a way that excuses the apparent suddenness or hastiness 

that one might have attributed to so shocking an ending. Further, the novel’s 

foreshadowing of its own ending excuses the “painful” interruption the flood causes to 

Maggie’s individual development. 

Later responses to Mill began to discuss it in terms of its literary and artistic merit, 

and—becoming imbricated in a discussion about what makes a good novel, rather than an 

entertaining story—we begin to see the “unanimous…dissatisfaction” McSweeney makes 

note of. Henry James, in “The Novels of George Eliot,” praises Eliot’s picturesque 

depiction of pastoral life. Throughout James’s appraisal of Eliot’s fiction is an emphasis 

on her novel’s focus on polite, bourgeois characters and scenes: “there are no pictures of 

vice or poverty or squalor…no rags, no gin, no brutal passions.”28 Instead, Eliot depicts 

an “average humanity…very genial at heart.”29 Beyond this, James writes that Eliot’s 

novels lack “any gross misery of any kind not directly caused by the folly of the 

 

27 “THE LITERARY EXAMINER.” 
28Henry James. “The Novels of George Eliot.” In Views and Reviews. (Boston: Ball Publishing Company, 
1908), 5. 
29 James, “Novels of George Eliot,” 5. 



 

33 

sufferer.”30 Not only are the characters polite themselves, but the situations that 

determine their lives operate politely as well, ordered by the justice of cause and effect. It 

is this sense—that narratives advance not only by cause and effect but a process of cause 

and effect that is fair and just—that leads James to the topic of his greatest criticism of 

Eliot: the conclusion of The Mill on the Floss. James calls this end “the chief defect—

indeed the only serious one”31 of the novel and discusses it as if it is the primary misstep 

of Eliot’s career. He first qualifies his critique by writing that “such a conclusion is in 

itself assuredly not illegitimate,” that there is “nothing in the fact of the flood, to my 

knowledge, essentially unnatural.”32 His objection has to do with the process of the 

novel’s development; he “object[s] to [the end’s] relation to the preceding part of the 

story.”33 Though he concedes in the following paragraph that “as long as humanity is 

subject to floods and earthquakes, [he] has no objection to see them made use of in 

novels,” he complains that “the story were told as if it were destined to have, if not a 

strictly happy termination, at least one within ordinary probabilities.”34 He writes that he 

would have “preferred that Maggie should have been left to her own devices” to either 

while away in “lonely spinsterhood” or perhaps reconnoiter with Stephen Guest—an 

ending that “would have been extremely interesting and would have had far more in its 

favour than can be put to confusion by a mere explanation of horror.”35 
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I think it is important to understand James’s review of Mill as a piece of writing 

that establishes but also, in some way, canalizes the later discussion and interpretation of 

the novel. First is the way in which he couples the logic of narration with the logic of 

progress and development or, as I intend to demonstrate later in this chapter, the logic of 

history as it is established during the Victorian era. James’ review indicates that he is 

invested in a certain narrative of development, to which he believes novels of a certain 

type should conform. The second—and this is more relevant to the present discussion of 

the criticism surrounding Mill—is how James separates the “fact of the flood” from the 

rest of the story and its “parts.”36 This is quite different from how early reviewers of Mill 

responded to the novel, which involved seeing the flood as necessarily contiguous with 

the rest of the novel. In doing so—by granting the flood its own epistemological status 

apart from fiction—James separates the flood from the novel’s other parts, singles it out 

as something not only significant and fraught and ripe for analysis, but as something that 

has been imposed onto the text by external forces. In James’s case, the fault rests on the 

shoulders of Eliot, whose “scruples” make it “unlikely” that Maggie would return to 

Stephen Guest and would refuse to accept relegating her to a lonely spinsterhood.37 

James’s critique is replicated by later critics. E.A. Baker, writing just before the Second 

World War, described the flood as a “melodramatic contrivance” of a capricious author 

trying to rush Mill to an exciting end.38 F.R. Leavis, writing just after it, wrote that “the 
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flooded river has no symbolic or metaphorical value.”39  Amy Sandrin provides a helpful 

summary of this era of men critiquing Eliot for writing in the flood as “a short-cut to a 

tragic denouement.”40 But even in later readings of Mill, later scholars seem to assume 

the core of James’s critique of Eliot, that the flood interrupts the logical development of 

the novel’s plot.41 

This paradigm undergirds the opinions of critics writing over a century after 

Henry James. Jed Esty discusses how Mill and other examples of nineteenth century 

Bildungsromane usually “aligned nationhood and adulthood in order to create a 

manageable narrative about modernization” in order to give “form and meaning to an 

otherwise chaotic and unending (or unnarratable) set of personal and social 

transformations.”42 The rupturous flood in Mill demonstrates how that “passage from 

childhood to adulthood [is] more disjunctive than additive.”43 Others pick up on how Mill 

demonstrates what Esty calls “uneven modernizations” by focusing on the “crucial 

 

39 F. R. Leavis. The Great Tradition; George Eliot, Henry James, Joseph Conrad. (New York: G.W. 
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in early reviews of Mill. Larry Rubin argued that, based on the many instances in which floods are 
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19-20) Jonathan Smith notes that, given the flood-filled history of St. Ogg’s and Eliot’s belief in 
uniformitarian geology, the flood “can only be seen at a textual level as sudden and unexpected if, like 
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(Smith, 1991, 446). 
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historical moment” in which Mill is set.44 This is a time when “patterns of life such as 

those followed by the Tullivers were being lost.”45 These critics, buying into the 

romanticized pastoralism of Mill, credit the flood for demonstrating how traditional ways 

of living “were being consumed by the transformation of agriculture into agri-business” 

during the early nineteenth century.46 Others go further to say that Maggie’s death stands 

as Eliot’s “protest against the Victorian ideology of world progress, nation-building, and 

empire” as well as the Bildungsroman’s presentation of maturation as a “transition from 

nature into culture.”47 Nathan Hensley condenses these arguments effectively, writing in 

Forms of Empire that Mill “narrates the birth of a self-consciously modern social 

formation.”48 He reinscribes, like many others, the dichotomy I trace back to Henry 

James separation of the “fact of the flood” from the novel’s story by contrasting the 

“gradualist, organic historical model” of the novel with the flood’s “moment of 

transfigured revolutionary violence.”49 Where Esty couples the novel with the 

development of modern national and personal identities, Hensley investigates the novel’s 

relationship with development and execution of modern legal frameworks. In this 

paradigm the flood exists as a narratological problem, “a dilemma…an inability to 
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pinpoint the event of rupture or switch, the moment of the rule of law’s emergence.”50 As 

Hensley later writes this moment can also be understood as a “switchpoint for the novel’s 

temporal-political orders.”51 The events which—within both the narratives of Mill on the 

Floss as well as Victorian history—are believed to occur over gradual and smooth 

transitions are instead such dramatic and explosive ruptures that the novel’s extradiegetic 

narrative structure gives way to an experimental form. The flood is a moment of Eliot’s 

“poetic innovation” that encrypts the violence of modernity’s origins within the realist 

novel’s organicist gradualism.52 

After laying out this historiography of sorts about the critical reception and 

interpretation of Mill, two things become clear. First, that the flood is inextricably linked 

to a discussion about development and how development is understood. Just as James 

fails to reconcile fact of the flood with the story of the novel, critics have tended to 

interpret Mill’s culminatory flood as an interruption of the story’s organicist plot. 

Beneath these analyses is a problem of history, which is coded in a variety of ways—as 

personal development, as Bildung, or as the modernization of political and legal systems. 

This—the understanding of development—is what I would like to refer to as history. 

Second, that these analyses of presuppose that history adheres to a particular logic—a 

kind of causal flow—that often fails or eludes representation. To return to Latour, I want 

to suggest that this logic of historical is itself a fiction of temporality that is “imposed 
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upon a temporal regime that works quite differently” and which runs into the problem 

that the narratologist Genette would describe as “linearity.”53 

The Mill on the Floss, beyond being an example of a realist tradition purporting a 

“complex awareness of the power and intricacy of the forces at work in shaping any 

historical milieu,” itself seems preoccupied with the structure and status of historical 

narrative within the novel.54 Mill begins with a figure describing the novel’s setting: “a 

wide plain, where the broadening Floss hurries on between its green banks to the sea.”55 

But we are, in this opening, situated alongside the narrator. Readers follow a present-

tense narration as the narrator walks through and witnesses the world: “I wander along 

the bank and listen…I am in love with moistness, and envy the white ducks that are 

dipping their heads far into the water here among the withes, unmindful of the awkward 

appearance they make in the drier world above.”56 The narrator of this scene turns 

“towards the mill again” and sees a “little girl watching it too.”57 This is Maggie, who the 

narrator hints might consider jumping into the river for a swim. But, before the scene 

reaches climax, the narrator, like those ducks inevitably will, resurfaces:  

 

I have been pressing my elbows on the arms of my chair, and dreaming 

that I was standing on the bridge in front of Dorlcote Mill, as it looked one 

February afternoon many years ago. Before I dozed off, I was going to tell 
 

53 Latour, Never Been Modern 68; Genette, Narrative Discourse, 34. 
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you what Mr and Mrs Tulliver were talking about, as they sat by the bright 

fire in the left-hand parlour, on that very afternoon I have been dreaming 

of.58 

 

The present tense of the earlier lines (“wander,” “walking,” “make”) is replaced by 

another, the past progressive: “have been,” “was going,” “were talking.” The next lines of 

the novel, which begin the second chapter, bring us to that scene, but the scene is written 

in the past tense. Following this point in the text, most of the novel is written in that 

simple past tense, with some notable exceptions. The story, then, is experienced as a kind 

of history, having taken place in a past currently being remember by the narrator. This 

form of history—both as Victorians understood it and as Eliot encoded it within her 

novelistic project— requires investigation. In relation to this discussion of the structure of 

history, the flood that concludes Mill takes on a different significance—formal rather 

than symbolic. It represents a need for the form of the Victorian realist novel as it was 

conceived (by Eliot and her contemporaries) to represent history and event as something 

other than a singular, rational system driven by a sense of unimpeded progress.  

2.2 History in Victorian Britain  

It is important, before investigating how histories were structured and narrated, to 

understand what history meant to its nineteenth-century practitioners. In that time, history 

was inextricably linked to the idea of progress. I intend, with regard to Mill, to 
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demonstrate the novel’s affinity with a narrative mode common to Victorian histories but 

also Victorian realism, a mode that can be primarily characterized by a detached, 

extradiegetic narrative style that seeks to (and, often, successfully does) smoothly depict 

an inevitable progress. The novel’s plot of development follows this mode—and is 

accentuated by the mechanical prose with which the novel concludes and the detached 

reminiscing with which the novel opens. This, then, leads to understanding the flood 

scene and its many discontinuities not as a problem of development but a problem of how 

development is narrated—specifically at which scale is development narrated. Maggie’s 

drowning is taken by critics to be a calamitous rupture in the novel because its telling 

requires a dramatic shift in narrative scope—from the detached mode associated with 

Victorian history to a more immediate, immersed and intradiegetic voice and then back to 

the detached mode which tells us, as is repeated throughout the Conclusion with solemn 

confidence and without a hint of mourning, that “nature repairs her ravages.”59 

Analyzing these narrative modes requires an investigation into the epistemologies 

that underwrote nineteenth century history. This analysis will reveal that the vision of 

smooth and progressive development and the detached narrative mode through which that 

development is presented, both crucial to the novelistic tradition to which Mill belongs, 

closely resemble Victorian histories as well as the historical work Eliot published a few 

years before Mill, “The Natural History of German Life.” Michel Foucault, in his preface 

to The Order of Things. Foucault writes that there are “two great discontinuities in the 
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episteme of Western culture.”60 Foucault locates the first midway through the seventeenth 

century to begin the “Classical age.” The second occurs at the start of the nineteenth 

century and “marks the beginning of the modern age.”61 In this modern age, historical 

inquiry is utilized to demonstrate “that activities as peculiarly human as labor or language 

contained within themselves a historicity that could not be placed within the great 

narrative common to things and men.”62 Foucault elaborates on this concept in The 

Archaeology of Knowledge, writing that, in the modern age, “history is now trying to 

define within the documentary material itself unities, totalities, series, relations.”63 

Reinhart Koselleck, in Futures Past, clarifies how this new episteme affected nineteenth-

century understandings of temporality and development. In his work, Koselleck seeks to 

identify how “the temporal dimensions of past and future [are] related,” essentially, how 

historical inquiry comes to give a structure for temporality—the movement or flow from 

past through present to future.64 He writes of that, for nineteenth century thinkers, 

“historical narrative was expected to provide…unity” and to “create a pragmatic structure 

for the establishment of an internal order” out of the “accidental occurrences” of the 

past.65 Up until this century, the discipline of history was more “naturalistic.”66 Readers 

and writers of history were interested, primarily, in what happened in the past. If, in the 
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present moment, someone looking back found themselves reading about a situation 

similar to the one they were in, they could treat that past situation as a lesson, and would 

analyze it in order to gain insight could be given into what course of action should be 

taken in the present. Koselleck argues that, in the aftermath of the French Revolution, 

history became “a subject furnished with divine epithets of omnipotence, universal 

justice, and sanctity.”67 Robert Nisbet’s History of the Idea of Progress makes a similar 

point, writing that the “concept of progress is distinct…in that it becomes the 

developmental context for these other ideas” like freedom, equality, and justice.68 Imbued 

with these qualities, history turns into the study of a procession towards an ideal rather 

than “a kind of reservoir of multiplied experiences which readers can learn and make 

their own” as it had been through the eighteenth century.69 New, anthropocentric, 

narrative structures and constructions were necessary: “progress became the prime 

category” for historical knowledge.70 Koselleck writes that this leads to an understanding 

of history which moves forward with a “irresistibility” that also “corresponds to its 

constructability,” a realization that necessarily alters our sense of temporality.71 Nisbet 

similarly sees that the idea of progress becomes “inseparable from a sense of time 

flowing in unilinear fashion.”72 The rise to hegemony of this view of progress caused 
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“the naturalistic basis [of historical inquiry] to vanish.”73 This change in thinking about 

temporality changes the way we understand history. Once our time was understood to 

move in the direction of progress—or indeed was believed to be motivated by an 

immanent sense of progress—history became the tool that demonstrated the necessary 

proof. 

In focusing on this problem of history, I hope to understand it and treating it as a 

problem that results from the structural logic of narratives that represent development 

opens a number of questions. It is useful to bring some narratological terms to this 

conversation in order to better understand the narrative voice utilized in these various 

types of history. Specifically, Gerard Genette calls this problem of locating the narrator’s 

position in relation to the story being narrated a problem of diegiesis—the “difference in 

level” of the narration.74 There are two general categories of narrative diegiesis: 

intradiegetic, or the placement of the narrator within the time and place of the narration, 

and extradiegetic, or the placement of the narrator external to the time and place of 

narration.75 Another factor in determining the narrative mode of a text is the narrator’s 

“relationship to the story,” for which Genette creates the categories of homodiegetic and 

heterodiegetic.76 The homodiegetic narrator tells a story that they are a part of, while the 

heterodiegetic narrator tells a story that they are entirely absent from.77 Genette uses 

these four terms to create a set of four categories for narrative voice: homo-extradiegetic, 
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a narrator who exists within the story but narrates it from a level of abstraction; hetero-

extradiegetic, a narrator who exists apart from the story and narrates from a level of 

abstraction; hetero-intradiegetic, exemplified by Schehezerade of One Thousand and One 

Nights who exists within the fictional world of the text but narrates stories she is “wholly 

absent from;” and finally, homo-intradiegetic, a more conventional “first-person” 

narration, told by someone both within the story and close to the story’s action.78 I intend 

to flesh out these categories by investigating the grammatical structures that are utilized 

to establish these narrative modes in order to understand how these modes present 

temporality and progress differently. With these terms in mind, it is useful to apply them 

to examples of Victorian stories of historical development in order to understand what 

diegetic mode is utilized to narrate them and which linguistic structures are characteristic 

of narratives that present progress as an inevitable component of temporal progress. From 

which diegetic perspective are narratives of development in the Victorian era presented—

novelistically and otherwise? 

We see direct evidence that nineteenth-century historians were preoccupied with 

justifying this vision of progress in Hegel’s Philosophy of History. Hegel sets out to 

analyze existing categories of history while also establishing a certain kind of 

philosophical history as the new, vaunted ideal form of presenting the past. In his 

introductory lecture on the topic, Hegel first delineates three main categories for 

historical inquiry. Understanding these three categories will allow us both to better 
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understand how nineteenth-century historians conceived of and established standards for 

their own work, and it will also aid our understanding of which narrative modes 

developed to accompany different types of histories.  

Hegel first establishes what he calls original history. Original history contains 

“descriptions…limited to deeds, events, and states of society.”79 Original historians are 

presenting data “which they had before their eyes and whose spirit they shared” or “what 

is present and living in their environment.”80 In original history, the history and the 

historian share a temporal origin, and the historian is constricted by this close proximity, 

only able to describe “scenes in which he himself has been an actor, or…an interested 

spectator.”81 The original historians that Hegel mentions include ancient Greeks like “the 

Founder of History” Herodotus and the Athenian general Thucydides, as well as Julius 

Caesar, who documented historical events they witnessed or participated in.82 Because 

writers of original history are so limited in their scope—either because they “relat[e] to 

affairs of little note,” or “contain a large proportion of anecdotal matter,” or because they 

were written by individuals unfortunately ignorant of the future impacts of the acts 

they’ve just witnessed—Hegel describes most examples of original history as “narrow 

and trivial.”83 This condemnation is easier to understand in light of the idea of 

philosophic history, which Hegel upholds as an ideal model. Original history, being 

written in such close temporal proximity to its object of study, is unable to relate that 
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history to later presents. Caesar’s history of the Gallic Wars—an expedition he personally 

oversaw—have a limited perspective because, at the time of writing them, Caesar had no 

idea that his successful subjugation of the Gauls would secure his prominence in Roman 

political life to such a degree that he would soon be able to undermine the centuries-old 

conventions of the Roman Republic. Original histories, because they are immersed in the 

history being presented, fail to provide an adequate sense of the past’s progress. 

The examples of original history that Hegel praises are those that “occupy an 

elevated position” and “ge[t] a glimpse of the great world through a miserable cranny.”84 

These examples, then, bear a similar resemblance to Hegel’s second category, reflective 

history, “whose mode of representation is not really confined by the limits of the time to 

which it relates.”85 Hegel gives reflective history three subcategories: universal, 

pragmatic, and critical. Hegel relates critical history to the work of philosophic history, 

“a History of History; a criticism of historical narratives and an investigation of their 

truth and credibility.”86 Pragmatical history is similar to Koselleck’s formulation of 

historical inquiry before the nineteenth century. As Hegel defines this category, 

pragmatic histories “are truly and indefeasibly of the Present, and quicken the annals of 

the dead Past with the life of today.”87 Pragmatic history is, Hegel writes, “pervaded” 

with the present, defined inextricably by the spirit and perspective of the author and their 
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cultural moment.88 In both Hegel’s conception of pragmatic history and Koselleck’s, 

history is seen as allegorical, and its value is determined by the historian’s ability to 

extract a moral lesson from a historical moment or event. Hegel clearly notes the 

tendency of pragmatic historians to indulge in “moral reflections” that—though they 

contain “examples of virtue [that] elevate the soul, and are applicable in the moral 

instructions of children”—fail to faithfully present “the destinies of peoples and states, 

their interests, relations, and the complicated issue of their affairs.”89 

The third subcategory of reflective history is universal history. The primary 

characteristic of universal history is its scope: writers are attempting “to gain a view of 

the entire history of a people or a country, or of the world,” and “it has no farther aim 

than to present the annals of a country complete.”90 Hegel praises these examples—from 

ancient historians of Rome, including Livy and Publius, to more recent works like the 

History of Switzerland produced by Johannes von Müller. What gives this type of history 

its universal quality is the tendency of the author to insert elements of their own cultural 

moment into the past they are presenting. For example, this is why “Livy puts into the 

mouths of the old Roman kings, consuls, and generals, such orations as would be 

delivered by an accomplished advocate of the Livian era, and which strikingly contrast 

 

88 As Hegel points out in his description of pragmatical history, the irony of these works is that “what 
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with the genuine traditions of Roman antiquity.91 The most convincing universal histories 

appear almost as if they are original histories: “among the best of the kind…give so vivid 

a transcript of events that the reader may well fancy himself listening to contemporaries 

and eye-witnesses.”92 Hegel notes that these histories have other limits, owing to the 

scope and structure of their narration: 

 

a history which aspires to traverse long periods of time…must indeed 

forgo the attempt to give individual representations of the past…must 

foreshorten its pictures by abstractions; and this includes not merely the 

omission of events and deeds, but whatever is involved in the fact that 

Thought is, after all, the most trenchant epitomist. A battle, a great victory, 

a siege, no longer maintains its original proportions, but is put off with a 

bare mention. When Livy tells us of the wars with the Volsci, we 

sometimes have the brief announcement: ‘This year war was carried on 

with the Volsci.’93 

 

Universal histories are necessarily abstract and rely on summary in order to present the 

events of the past in a concise manner. This must be the case in spite of the fact that, as 

Hegel says earlier, the best of these universal histories are so convincing that they allow 

readers to believe that they are hearing directly from “contemporaries and eye-
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witnesses.”94 Some of this, clearly, is due to concise summary being the most efficient 

way to fit the events of a few hundred years into a few thousand pages. But some, I 

believe, also necessarily results from the reflective position of those historians. 

Retrospective distance allows the author to know which events of the past were 

ultimately consequential, which rough edges of occurrence can be sanded off to make a 

smooth contour, which dots need to be connected to explain why we are here now, which 

years war was carried on with the Volsci—wars involving requiring the expense of 

untold resources and lives—can be summed up in a sentence. 

Hegel’s third category he calls philosophic history, which he defines with perfect 

clarity as “mean[ing] nothing but the thoughtful consideration of it.”95 Philosophic 

history as Hegel wants to discuss it is highly teleological and not history in itself but a 

mode of inquiry based upon the assumption “that the history of the world…presents us 

with a rational process.”96 This philosophy, once applied to history, Hegel claims will 

reveal the telos of reality: “the conditions of an external material of given means from 

which it may obtain its support, and the objects of its activity.”97 But the concept has less 

to do with the analytic mode through which events of the past are arrayed and narrated 

than the kind of self-assured knowledge that can be extracted from a particularly-arrayed 

and -narrated set of past events. Though philosophic histories will not appear much 

beyond this mention—and were not all that common beyond Hegel’s own writing—the 
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presence of this category in Hegel’s thought is useful in that it demonstrates one of 

Koselleck’s key points. The historians of the nineteenth century obsessed with subjecting 

the world to rational processes and inject the telos of progress into the events of the past. 

This is why I think it’s helpful to meld some aspects of these Hegelian categories 

of history—which both drew from and influenced trends in the study of history during the 

nineteenth century—with the observations about the shifting meaning and purpose of 

history during that same period. The belief in progress that Koselleck describes comes 

from the work of reflective history, but it is also caught up in doing more than merely 

presenting history. There are elements of what Hegel calls critical history, or even 

philosophic history, in the temporality Koselleck identifies as hegemonic in the 

nineteenth century. I would go further to argue that a progress-driven temporality and a 

reflective, detached mode of history are mutually dependent, that it is at the very least 

tremendously difficulty to look back on the past without thinking of how it led to the 

future and focusing only on so-called “consequential events” (i.e. determining which 

years of war with the Volsci are worth expounding upon and which only need short 

summary) and that it is altogether impossible to view the supposedly self-evident and 

irresistible flow of progress from past to future without first adopting a sufficiently 

detached and reflective point of view. 

2.3 H.T. Buckle and the Example of Victorian Progress 

Both Hegel’s category of reflective history and Koselleck’s progress-driven 

temporality are present within different forms of Victorian accounts of the past. All rely 

on a version of the extradiegetic voice that Genette describes. We can see how these 
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concepts influenced the writing of Victorian history by examining the work of Henry 

Thomas Buckle. Buckle, who published the opening volume of his History of Civilization 

in England in 1857, began his history by seeking to establish a set of laws by which 

history could be said to operate, much in the mode of philosophic history that Hegel 

describes. Buckle, whose work was a tremendous popular success soon after publication, 

gained renown for both his “detailed knowledge” of the history he presented as well as 

the “generalizing ability” that he believed was crucial to his project.98 Though he does 

not mention Hegel or the concept of philosophic history, his work shows the influence 

that those ideas had on his own theory and practice of history. Buckle was motivated by a 

similar desire to generalize about the past in order to identify useful or informative 

patterns of progress. He opens History by contrasting the state of history with “all the 

other great fields of inquiry” where “the necessity of generalization is universally 

admitted, and noble efforts are being made to rise from particular facts in order to 

discover the laws by which those facts are governed.”99 Again, much like Hegel, Buckle 

places himself at the forefront of a change, chastising other historians who hold onto “a 

strange idea…that their business is merely to relate events, which they may occasionally 

enliven by such moral and political reflections as seem likely to be useful.”100 This line 

encapsulates the shift that Koselleck describes, away from the treatment of history as a 
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reservoir of potential moral allegories and towards the utilization of history as proof of 

irresistible progress. 

Buckle makes constant appeals to uniform “Laws of Nature” that he draws from a 

review of “the ordinary march of society.”101 He contrasts this belief with the doctrine of 

“perfectly ignorant people” who, having failed to adequately review their past, would 

believe that “every event is single and isolated, and is merely considered as the result of 

blind chance.”102 But even this ignorance, Buckle contends, will inevitably give way to 

the “experience which supplies a knowledge of those uniformity of succession and of co-

existence that nature constantly presents.”103 Both the development of civilizations and 

the accumulation of knowledge operated by the same, generalizable, natural law of 

progress, and this allowed Buckle to grant himself and other historians a preternatural 

ability. He closes the first volume of History of Civilization in England with a preview of 

what was to come. The “business of the introduction” will be the “discover[y] of these 

fundamental laws.”104 In what would follow, Buckley intended to apply these laws “to 

the History of England, and endeavour by their aid to work out the epochs through which 

we have successively passed, fix the basis of our present civilization, and indicate the 

path of our future progress.”105 Again, this line speaks directly to a formulation from 

Koselleck, that the irresistibility of progress indicates the constructability of history, that 
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“since the future of modern history opens in itself as the unknown, it becomes plannable 

– it must be planned.”106  

Buckle’s work is, to say the least, idiosyncratic and a somewhat radical example 

of the nineteenth century’s fixation on instrumentalizing an abstracted version history in 

order to demonstrate humanity’s persistent march towards progress. His narrative relies 

upon a detached point of view, and its ability to present an ordered view of the past 

results from its extradiegetic voice. Also, though Buckle is a relatively obscure figure 

now, his writing had a significant impact. The History of Civilization in England, though 

it was never completed, was tremendously popular with the general public and was even 

well-regarded by his contemporaries.107  Others noted how well-received Buckle was by 

early-twentieth century thinkers, including George Bernard Shaw.108  Buckle was 

considered worthy of being mentioned alongside Karl Marx for being “among the first to 

have made a mark” on the study of history.109 For Buckle, many of his contemporaries 

and his wide audience, the ordering of the past was undertaken, in part, to provide a sense 

of the future that would follow it, all determined by a set of scientific laws.110 

Though Buckle did not live long enough to apply his laws of history to any great 

extent,111 he did give an account of the causes leading to the French Revolution at the end 
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of his first volume. He begins by giving an account of the intellectual history of France 

through the eighteenth century, focusing primarily on French discoveries in biology and 

minerology.112 He outlines what he sees as the key historical details leading to the French 

Revolution. These observations are made in a mixture of the simple past and the present 

perfect tenses: The events which took place, narrated in simple past, while Buckle’s 

analysis is voiced in the more ethereal present perfect. He describes René Just Haüy’s 

discovery that crystalline structures cohere to geometrical patterns.113 Buckle takes this 

opportunity to reassert his belief in “the magnificent idea, that every thing which occurs 

is regulated by law.”114 From this distanced point of view, Buckle also makes a 

connection between Haüy’s work and the work of Phillipe Pinel, a physician whose 

discoveries suggested that mental illness occurred “inevitably…under certain given 

conditions,” giving a material and causal explanation to previously inscrutable 

diseases.115 Buckle mentions all of this to prove that “the intellect of France was, during 

the latter half of the eighteenth century, concentrated upon the external world with 

unprecedented zeal.”116 The present perfect (“was concentrated”) here allows for Buckle 

to detach from the events being narrated and provide analysis of a general pattern of 

development. 

Buckle then argues that “scientific progress and social rebellion…are suggested 

by the same yearning after improvement, the same dissatisfaction with what has been 
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previously done” and takes this “complete change in the habits and associations of the 

national intellect” to be evidence of an inevitably-disruptive social restlessness.117 These 

scientific discoveries—markers of enlightened, civilizational progress—“not only 

stimulated the intellect of thinking men, but even roused the curiosity of the more 

thoughtless parts of society.”118 This common interest in scientific discovery meant that 

“members of the various orders met in the same place with the same object” and caused 

them to become “knit together by a new sympathy.”119 France’s new national character 

then took aim at the aristocracy’s outmoded traditions, namely “a marked contempt for 

those external appearances hitherto valued as one of the most important of all values.”120 

Thus the many causes of the great and complex event of the French Revolution can be, 

eloquently and persuasively, reduced to a story about “the progress of knowledge.”121 

What makes Buckle’s history notable is the broad and generalizing point of view it 

adopts while providing its narrative and the way in which a massive, traumatic event can 

be explained by a simple series of neat-and-tidy causes and effects. Beyond the handful 

of influential and great individuals that Buckle mentions—in this case a few scientists—

he rarely discusses anything more specific than national character or the “intellect” of the 

French nation. 

These kinds of narrative orderings of the past appear across the disciplines, and 

they exemplify how, as Rosemary Jann writes of the Victorian era, “history spiraled 
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toward some goal [that]…once defined, it ordered history according to its priorities.”122 

These kinds of extradiegetic narratives of history pervaded Victorian understandings of 

the past. The narrative mode of universal, reflective history appears even in the sciences, 

including Charles Lyell’s The Principles of Geology, published in three volumes from 

1830 to 1833. Lyell opens his book by establishing the stakes and scope for his 

investigation into geology. He states that “geology is the science which investigates the 

successive changes that have taken place in the organic and inorganic kingdoms of 

nature” that also “inquiries into the causes of these changes.”123 Like Buckle sought to do 

decades later in his History, Lyell was interested in gaining an understanding of the “laws 

now governing [the earth’s] animate and inanimate productions.”124 But his investigation 

remains a “teleological narrative.”125 Lyell’s geology takes his present as the past’s telos: 

tracing “the long series of events which have gradually led to the actual posture of 

affairs.”126 Lyell’s description of the earth’s geological development bears a resemblance 

to Henry James’s assessment of the flood that ends Mill. Both establish a sense of 

expectation for the narratives they encounter or construct. Lyell focuses on the “actual” 

state of the planet as he is able to witness around him and is able to demonstrate how a 

series of gradual changes reasonably lead to that actuality. James contrasts the 
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development of Mill’s plot with the “fact” of the flood. James finds the “fact” to be an 

inconvenience to the progress of the novel, while Lyell—whose narrative remains 

comfortable in the extradiegetic mode—is able to maintain a sense of even, continuous 

development.127 

As Sarah Buckland notes, Lyell believed that his study “could give dramatic 

shape to the history of the earth.”128 I think, though this may be an obvious point, the 

manner in which agency is meted out in that sentence is worth spending a bit more time 

with. We encounter narratives as subjectively-constructed and historically-contingent 

things, but there is a way that the content of historical and scientific narratives obscures 

this reality. As discussed earlier, Hegel describes how practitioners of universal history 

mask their distance from their subjects and inject anachronistic material into their studies. 

But, in addition to that, there was a way that Victorian writing about the past “abjured the 

willful falsity of the invented and claimed instead the higher authority of events that had 

‘really’ occurred.”129 Lyell writes with a confident authority, easily discerning the laws of 

nature that organize “all former changes of the organic and inorganic creation…to one 

interrupted succession of physical events.”130 But writing geology involves its own 

narrative challenges. Presenting such a long history was a “representational and 

 

127 The ideology of gradualism that Lyell helped create remained prominent in the field of geology for 
roughly the next century. By the mid-twentieth century, Neocatastrophism came into preeminence, 
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upheavals, and high-speed collisions with extraterrestrial bodies” (Davies, 2016, 9).  
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epistemological conundrum…amplified by an emerging consciousness of the disparities 

between geological and human histories.”131 Lyell often transitioned between 

emphasizing the long “intervals of time” necessary to produce profound geological 

changes and concise summaries that transform such long and gradual changes into 

comprehensible data.132 Throughout Principles are examples of these narrative shifts, 

when “the dramatic force of his prose transforms into a single, legible event.”133 When 

Lyell describes geological principles, he often emphasizes the “slow and insensible 

degrees” by which change takes place over millennia.134 When he describes those 

changes, however, he reverts from an extradiegetic voice to an intradiegetic. These 

sentences rely on the present tense, and they place the reader and the narrator in front of 

the action taking place. For example, in his explanation of the differences between the 

temperatures of North America and Europe, Lyell discusses each continent’s position 

relative to sea level. “The elevated land” of North America, he writes, “rising to the 

colder regions of the atmosphere, becomes a great reservoir of ice and snow, arrests, 

condenses, and congeals vapor” and makes the climate colder.135 What was once slow 

and insensible happens, with a change in tense, right before the readers’ eyes. 

These narrative shifts—from extradiegetic relying on the past tenses to 

intradiegetic and relying on the present tenses—muddle Lyell’s judgement of geological 
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development. When describing the plains of a river delta, Lyell gets caught between these 

two perspectives:  

 

Sand and finer matter are swept down by a vast current to the sea, together 

with the wreck of countless forests and the bones of animals which perish 

in the inundations. When these materials reach the Gulf, the do not render 

the waters unfit for aquatic animals; but, on the contrary, the ocean here 

swarms with life, as it generally does where the influx of a great river 

furnishes a copious supply of organic and mineral matter…Yet many 

geologists, when they behold the spoils of the land heaped in successive 

strata, and blended confusedly with the remains of fishes, or interspersed 

with broken shells and corals, imagine that they are viewing the signs of a 

turbulent instead of a tranquil and settled state of the planet. They read in 

such phenomena the proof of chaotic disorder, and reiterated catastrophes, 

instead of indications of a surface as habitable as the most delicious and 

fertile districts now tenanted by man.136 

 

This passage alternates between the two narrative voices: one, intradiegetic, in the 

muddle of the roiling water, focused on the detritus and chaos caused by constant 

flooding and the other, extradiegetic, detached and reflective, able to see the stable 
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benefits the flooding brings to the plain. The chaos is shown in the present tenses: the 

present continuous “are swept;” the simple present “swarms,” which, when other 

geologists attempt to make sense from a distance (or “behold the spoils”) leads to an 

understanding as the environment being chaotic and inhospitable. The order comes when 

invoked by the passively voice and past-participled “tenanted.” The intradiegetic point of 

view that stays closer to the event approaches elegy: mourning chaos and disorder, 

marked by the destruction of “countless forests” and filled with the skeletons of 

innumerable fish and other animals. The extradiegetic voice invokes a much broader 

scale, requiring readers to consider the “state of the planet” rather than the lives of the 

organisms it contains. Once detached from those individuals, Lyell finds a “tranquil” 

scene, one whose placidity benefits a humanity now able to inhabit and farm the fertile 

delta. What you focus on is and from which point of view one understands the world, for 

Lyell, a matter of choice. 

2.4 Eliot’s Experiment with Catastrophe 

Eliot, before writing Mill, published her own historical narrative in 1856. In “The 

Natural History of German Life,” Eliot contemplates what she takes to be a paradox in 

the novelistic representations of individual and social development, which is that her 

contemporaries seem to insist upon misrepresenting the moral character of their 

fictionalized peasants. Throughout the essay, Eliot draws upon the work of the German 

historian Wilhelm Riehl and his study of the German peasantry. Her analysis of history 

and how development should be represented in the novel is summarized by her belief that 

“what has grown up historically can only die out historically, by the gradual operation of 
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necessary laws.”137 This is because Eliot believes that “development can take place only 

by the gradual consentaneous development of both”138 humanity’s internal and external 

conditions. These statements indicate Eliot’s adoption of a reflective, extradiegetic 

understanding of history, which occupies a detached point of view in order to construct a 

narrative of progress that acts in accordance with identifiable patterns of development. 

Though Eliot disliked Buckle, calling him in a personal letter “an irreligious, conceited 

man,”139 her essay is inextricable from their shared form of historical narrative. She was 

known to have read, and discussed the man, and was known to own books of Buckle’s 

and his detractors in her library.140 In her essay on German history, Eliot makes it clear 

how much she values the perspective that history brings to fiction. She praises Goethe for 

being “the man who helps us to rise to a lofty point of observation, so that we may see 

things in their relative proportions” and calls him a “clear-eyed, practical, but withal 

large-minded man.”141 Harry Shaw identifies this—balancing Eliot’s interest in narrating 

interiority with her self-imposed demand to be responsible to the forces of history—as 

the distinguishing feature of Eliot’s realism. He finds that her “narrator blends two voices 

– one that generalizes from a vantage point securely removed from story space, and 

another that desires and hopes…as a character…in the space of history might do.”142  
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Throughout Eliot’s essay there are examples of “prevalent Victorian 

preoccupation with distinctly modern practices of detachment” but also the consequences 

of that detachment.143 Eliot believed “Riehl an ideal participant-observer,” and was a 

scholar “devoted to inductive method, shorn of prejudice.”144 In her own essay, Eliot 

describes Riehl because his “views were evolved entirely from his own gradually 

amassed observations,” her essay is, inevitably, something entirely different, necessarily 

abstracted from the firsthand data that she praises Riehl for including.145 Throughout 

“Natural History,” working classes are discussed as a broad and uniform social 

category—referred to and defined by the jobs they perform. From this vantage point, 

Eliot is enabled to draw conclusions about the inner lives of these subjects. Eliot begins 

her piece by chastising those who attribute too many refined characteristics to their 

peasant characters that, “to make men moral something more is requisite than to turn 

them out to grass.”146 She complains that these writers “transfer their own feelings to 

ploughmen and woodcutters, and give them both joys and sorrows of which they know 

nothing” including “tender affection” that “is almost as foreign to [them] as white hands 

and filbert-shaped nails.”147 What’s also clear is that Eliot believes that it is difficult to fit 

these transformations into the space of a novel. Eliot diagnoses the plight of the 

peasantry, continuing to deploy the extradiegetic voice, indicated by the past perfect tense 

“have been:” “many disintegrating forces have been at work on the peasant character, and 
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degeneration is unhappily going on at a greater pace than development.”148 Throughout 

the piece, Eliot articulates that her ideal is to “encapsulat[e] the historical essence of 

existence” by rooting her artistic works in “specific historical circumstances.”149 In doing 

so “Eliot strove to forge an inescapable link between history and morality; the former as 

the servant to the latter.”150 In order to achieve this, as the readings of Mill that follow 

will demonstrate, she deploys the extradiegetic voice developed and utilized in 19th 

century historical writing.151  

 In Eliot’s literature, these are demonstrations that “the novel exists at a distance 

from the concerted details of historical contextualization that saturate the novel,” that the 

narrator is concerned with history but separated from the events that history is composed 

of.152 Eliot was concerned with this as a narrative challenge. In her essay “Silly Novels 

by Lady Novelists,” espouses a version of this idea, writing that “the finest effort to 

reanimate the past is of course only approximate,” similar to Hegel’s critique of reflective 

history.153 The ideas, and also the narrative structures that give them voice, appear 

throughout Mill on the Floss, particularly in the case of Tom and his “eddicational” 

development. Throughout the presentation of Tom’s development, the narrative voice 

remains in the hetero- extradiegetic mode, distanced and detached from the action taking 
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place. Tom’s education and career are not the primary plot of Mill, but they are the 

story’s most clearly sign-posted plot of development. We are first introduced to Tom’s 

development through a conversation that Tom’s father has with a trusted neighbor, Mr. 

Riley. Mr. Tulliver says that “I want to send him to a downright good school, where 

they’ll make a scholard of him.”154 Mr. Riley gives his assent, saying that “there’s no 

greater advantage you can give him than a good education.”155 But he adds, “with polite 

significance” that it’s not “that a man can’t be an excellent miller and farmer, and a 

shrewd sensible fellow into the bargain, without much help from the schoolmaster.”156 

Tulliver’s plan, though Riley agrees to it, is already thrown into question. Though the 

narrator of the story does not intrude into the story in this conversation, we can already 

feel the presence of the natural laws of social development that Eliot argues for in 

“Natural History.” Tom’s father constantly reveals his ignorance through his use of an 

uneducated, regional dialect. In response, Riley inserts himself to tamp down 

expectations. In spite of this, Mr. Tulliver continues with his scheme, invoking longer 

term markers of development and benefit, saying later that “it’s an investment; Tom’s 

eddication ‘ull be so much capital to him.”157 This sentiment from Mr. Tulliver continues 

throughout the story. Soon after his own ruin, he says that he “was determined my son 

should have a good eddication: I’d none myself, and I’ve felt the miss of it.”158 But Mill’s 
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detached narrative does enough to cast doubt on the usefulness of that desire. Scholars 

are not born to men who hope their sons grow to become a scholar. 

Throughout these exchanges, as Tulliver’s plan for his son takes shape, Mill’s 

narrator remains apart from the story. The text’s opinion of the scheme is given, but only 

implicitly, through the structure of the narrative or the dialogue of the other characters—

like the trusted, educated Mr. Riley, who politely suggests that an education may not be 

necessary for Tom to get an education in order to become successful in life. This 

extradiegetic narrative positioning continues when Tom begins his education. When Tom 

starts his schooling, he is described through the eyes of his teacher: “Mr Stelling 

observed in conjugal privacy [Tom] was rather a rough cub.”159 Throughout this 

paragraph, Tom is repeatedly described with this “was,” making him passive and 

beholden to the descriptors applied to him by the observing tutor. Tom “was clearly a boy 

whose powers would never be developed through the medium of the Latin grammar” and 

who “was only the more cowed and confused” when Mr. Stelling tried to engage Tom in 

some witty humor160 These descriptions undermine Tom’s agency and individuality, but 

more importantly they are written in the voice of an objectifying analyst. Though readers 

are looking specifically at the single, young boy, this mode of narration keeps him fixed 

against the backdrop of his country upbringing. He is, in the language of an intrepid 

naturalist, called “a rough cub.” From this, readers are led easily to agree with Stelling’s 

conclusions that Tom was not cut out for learning Latin grammar. 
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Though the narrator remains distant from the story being narrated, there are shifts 

in this narrative mode that occur at certain points in Tom’s development, usually when 

Tom finds himself close to disaster. We see an example of this during a dinner early in 

Tom’s stay with his tutor, Mr. Stelling: 

 

When Mr Stelling said, as the roast-beef was being uncovered, ‘Now 

Tulliver! Which would you rather decline, roast-beef or the Latin for it?” – 

Tom, to whom in his coolest moments a pun would have been a hard nut, 

was thrown into a state of embarrassed alarm that made everything dim to 

him except the feeling that he would rather not have anything to do with 

Latin: of course he answered, ‘Roast-beef,’ where upon there followed 

much laughter and some practical joking with the plates, from which Tom 

gathered that he had in some mysterious way refused beef, and, in fact, 

made himself appear ‘a silly.’161 

 

The perspective of the narrator narrows during the presentation of this scene. The simple 

past tense (“said,” “answered,” “gathered,” “made”) consistent with the extradiegetic 

narration of Victorian history is now interspersed with the past progressive (“was being,” 

“was thrown”). The simple past tense implies that an action that took place in the past has 

been completed, whereas the past progressive implies an action that has taken place 
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continues to an indefinite point contained within the past. These flashes of the imperfect 

tense bring the scene before the readers’ eyes and engender an amount of sympathy that’s 

rare in the hetero- extradiegetic mode. We are, through the increased presence of the 

narrator in the scene, watching certain actions take place: first the unveiling of the tray of 

roast beef, and then Tom’s embarrassed confusion after answering Stelling’s question. 

Yet the narrator remains omniscient—above the action taking place. Extradiegetic shifts 

occur, which are only possible from a perspective of detached transcendence. We see the 

action of the roast beef being uncovered, hear the question being asked of Tom, get a 

crucial glimpse into Tom’s inner thoughts and emotions, and then are brought back to the 

action—the laughter of Tom’s fellows. 

But the bulk of Tom’s development is narrated in this hetero- extradiegetic mode, 

as is most of the novel. The narrator occupies a transcendent position and gives an 

accounting of the novel’s events from this perspective. This allows for the editorializing 

and synthesizing of a broad array of the novel’s information into coherent morals, that is 

typical of Eliot’s realism. In these moments, the narrator intrudes into the story—places 

themselves within it—to give opinion and judgment, as if to compare notes with the 

reader. These moments often involve an element of direct address to the reader. “From 

what you have seen of Tom, I think he is not a youth of whom you would prophesy 

failure in anything he had thoroughly wished.”162 But though these moments involve a 

shift to an intradiegetic mode—the narrator making themselves known in the world of the 
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story, giving themselves a body within it, an “I” along the other pronounced characters of 

the novel—these perspectives remain distant from the scene: Immediately after giving 

their own opinion on Tom, the narrator moves to synthesize what we’ve seen of his 

personality so far in the novel:  

 

Not that Tom was moulded on the spooney type of the Industrious 

Apprentice; he had a very strong appetite for pleasure – would have liked 

to be a Tamer of horses, and to make a distinguished figure in all 

neighbouring eyes, dispensing treats and benefits to others with well-

judged liberality, and being pronounced one of the finest fellows of those 

parts…163 

 

These summaries involve a level of comprehension and analysis that would be out of 

place in the first person narration of homo- intradiegesis. The narrator summarizes 

different, even contradictory aspects of Tom’s personality into a comprehensible whole. 

The narrator also presents information that would exist beyond the scope of any 

individual character in the story:  

 

You may imagine that Tom’s more and more obvious unlikeness to his 

father was well fitted to conciliate the maternal aunts and uncles; and Mr 
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Deane’s favourable reports and predictions to Mr Glegg concerning Tom’s 

qualifications for business, began to be discussed amongst them with 

various acceptance.164 

 

This continues to be shown with how Tom’s final success is narrated. His acceptance into 

the maternal side of his family. The blend of imperfect and simple past returns again, but 

the tenses are invoked in an inverted order as they were before. From the imperfect, we 

see that “Tom Tulliver was standing on the gravel-walk outside the old house at Dorlcote 

Mill.”165 We learn, in the simple past, Tom’s new status, that “he was master there 

now.”166 From the indefinite position implied by the imperfect—detached from the 

conventional temporal flow—past perfect tense is used to signal Tom’s accomplishments: 

“he had half-fulfilled his father’s dying wish…he had brought himself near to the 

attainment of more than the old responsibility which had been the proud inheritance of 

the Dodsons and Tullivers.”167 The past perfect operates in these sentences to signal 

finality—that what is being described has been accomplished in a distant past, but it also 

allows the narrator to gloss over a long stretch of time, the contents of which are deemed 

less important to the overall point of Tom’s development. Like those years of war with 

the Volscii, the narrator mentions that Tom spent “years of steady self-government and 

 

164 Eliot, Mill, 309-310. 
165 Eliot, Mill, 483. 
166 Eliot, Mill, 483. 
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energetic work” in order to reach this position of mastery.168 The toil and difficulty of 

those years is compressed into a single line. 

Though I’ve often referred to the narrative mode of Mill on the Floss as detached 

and distant, I want to be clear that those terms should be taken to imply that the narrator 

is cold or emotionless. Such a claim would not only fly in the face of conventional 

wisdom but would be easily refuted by even just a momentary glance at a single page of 

the book. Though there are moments when the narrative voice is cold and analytical, 

resembling the voice of historical narration that Eliot draws from in her “Natural History” 

essay, much of the novel pertains to and draws from the emotional states of its characters. 

I would go further to say that it is the detached perspective of the narrator—defined as 

extradiegetic—that allows for Eliot’s narrator to present these sorts of insights and create 

a novel filled with such sympathy. We see this on display when, soon after learning of 

Tom’s accomplishments, he is approached by his sister: “As he was walking with his 

back towards the entrance gate, and his face towards the rushing mill-stream, a tall dark-

eyed figure, that we know well, approached the gate, and paused to look at him, with a 

fast-beating heart…”169 Again, the detached feeling implied by the presence of the past 

progressive tense becomes anchored by the inclusion of the simple past. Tom “was 

walking” while Maggie “approached.” The narrator then moves—from distantly 

watching Tom watch Maggie approach—immediately to peer into Maggie’s mental state 

as she approaches: “in her deep humiliation under the retrospect of her own weakness – 

 

168 Eliot, Mill, 483. 
169 Eliot, Mill, 483. 
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in her anguish at the injury she had inflicted.”170 This insight would not have been 

possible without the extradiegetic mode. 

But with the appearance of the flood, the narrative mode of the novel changes 

dramatically. The novel’s penultimate chapter begins in the hetero- extradiegetic mode 

that is established throughout Mill. It had, just pages ago, been another rainy September 

night. Rainy enough to trigger the old men’s memories “of sixty years ago, when the 

same sort of weather…swept the bridge away, and reduced the town to great misery.”171 

But these “sombre recollections and forebodings” are easily disregarded by the “younger 

generation” who from their own “experience” expect “the banks…to break lower down 

the river” and carry away the flood (before, of course, it could even come to be signified 

as such) “without causing more than temporary inconvenience, and losses that would be 

felt by the poorest sort, whom charity would relieve.” 172 It was with these hopes in mind 

that all but “some solitary watchers such as Maggie” returned to their bed for a night’s 

sleep.173 And Maggie, in spite of all her mother’s warnings about the risk of being 

drowned, in spite of knowing St. Ogg’s history, in spite of knowing what created the 

Round Pool that she and Tom go to to go fishing, is herself unconcerned with its coming. 

Instead, she contemplates Stephen Guest’s final letter, representative of “another future,” 

one without “the burthen of regret.”174 She feels, as she prays on her course of action, 

that “the long past came back to her, and with it the fountains of self-renouncing pity and 
 

170 Eliot, Mill, 483-484. 
171 Eliot, Mill, 511. 
172 Eliot, Mill, 511-512. 
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affection, of faithfulness and resolve.”175 Just after this moment of reflection—but also 

transformative reconnection with a sense of one’s own past—Maggie comes to with a 

start, her legs submerged in cold water. “She knew it was the flood.”176 It is a moment of 

great potential, one in which Maggie seems to have, for once in the flow of the novel’s 

plot, located with a firm resoluteness herself and her desires. One can imagine that a 

much different ending could come spouting from this moment. An ending that could, at 

least, have the ambiguity of the similarly-aquatic ending of Charlotte Brontë’s Villette. 

As Lucy waits for M. Emanuel’s return from sea, she reflects on her love for him. 

Though we never see them reunited, and though the final page includes a description of 

the threat “the destroying angel of tempest” could pose M. Emanuel’s ship, the ending 

leaves some hope for the reader (416).177 We follow Maggie’s journey down the 

tumultuous river and read, perhaps with the same naïveté as the younger generations who 

went to bed hopeful on the night of the flood, Maggie’s assertion that “God has taken 

care of me” and that, once the Tulliver siblings are reunited and rowing down the river, 

“soon they would be at Tofton,” with Lucy and Phillip.178 

Critics have taken these moments as indicative of a new set conditions, a new 

temporality, a new sense of self. Renata Mautner Wasserman argues that, after Maggie 

falls out with her father and brother and giving up on Stephen Guest, that Eliot seems to 

 

175 Eliot, Mill, 515. 
176 Eliot, Mill, 515. 
177 Charlotte Brontë. Villette. (New York: A. Knopf, 1992), 416. 
178 Eliot, Mill, 520. 
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have “arrived at an impasse.”179 Maggie’s development becomes a “not only moral and 

logical, but also formal” problem that cannot be resolved but instead swept away by the 

flood.180 This is demonstrated by how “the novel moves away from Maggie proper and 

into more general statements” after her death.181 At times the focalization on Maggie’s 

subjectivity is literalized into the criticism, as McSweeney does when writing that it 

“would be perverse not to agree that there is a discontinuity between the body of The Mill 

on the Floss and its ending.”182 This sentence, though it was published over half-a-

century later, reinscribes the formulation that Henry James established when examining 

Mill. The novel is portrayed as a body, whole and contiguous, against which—

disruptive—the ending operates. McSweeney does by positing that the flood is the 

continuation of “Maggie’s dream-like states and passionate yearnings” that appear 

throughout the novel and overwhelm her consciousness.183  

In this reading, the flood takes on a new, psychoanalytic meaning: the tides of the 

subconscious overwhelming the realist moment. The end is not a moment of trauma, 

chaos and death but Maggie’s “creative reverie as she sits alone on the waters of the 

flood.”184 This is how the flood can be taken to represent another waterly quality—placid 

submergence rather than chaotic, rushing rapids. 185 Constrained to this scale, the flood 

 

179 Mautner Wasserman, “Narrative Logic and Form,” 274. 
180 Mautner Wasserman, “Narrative Logic and Form,” 274. 
181 Mautner Wasserman, “Narrative Logic and Form,” 274. 
182 McSweeney, “Ending of Mill,” 55. 
183 McSweeney, “Ending of Mill,” 60. 
184 McSweeney, “Ending of Mill,” 60. 
185 These examples are rather striking given that they fail to ascribe to the flood the momentous status of a 
world-altering, cataclysmic event. What a luxury it must have been to read a fictional depiction of 
environmental disaster without immediately connecting it to the now-ever-present threat of ecological 
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disrupts Maggie’s social development; she is responding “to a wrathful society that forces 

her into isolation—submergence in the self.”186 Sally Shuttleworth argues that viewing 

the flood as a moment of submergence allows readers to see the ending as a continuation 

of Maggie’s social development: 

 

submergence into the atemporal subconscious is clearly seen as disruptive: 

to relapse into the timeless flow of the unconscious is to break the ties 

which bind past and present; the continuum of history. But, on the other 

hand, if the experience of social life is characterised by continuous 

conflict, submergence offers the sole way of obtaining the desired unity, 

or organic harmony.187 

 

I want to emphasize that, though Shuttleworth sees the possibility for the creation of an 

organic, unified whole in spite of the disruptive force of the flood, such a unity is only 

seen as possible if the action of the novel is seen to take place within the “atemporal 

subconscious.” The moment of the flood—maybe not the “moment,” per se, but its 

 

 

collapse. In order to update Jameson’s landmark exhortation, we should combine it with the classic Greek 
proverb and yell out “Historicist, historicize thyself!” 
186 Paul. A. Makurath, “The Symbolism of the Flood in Eliot’s ‘Mill on the Floss.’” Studies in the Novel 7, 
no. 2 (1975): 300. 
187 Sally Shuttleworth. George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Science: The Make-Believe of a Beginning. 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 77. 
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occurrence—represents a break in the novel from the traditionally-conceived bounds of 

“past and present.” This break occurs through the invocation of a new narrative mode. 

Like Shuttleworth, Elisha Cohn finds moments of atemporality in Mill, 

specifically the moment of the flood, and elsewhere in Eliot’s fiction. These moments 

“withhold…assent from the ethical, social, and aesthetic practices that ineluctably 

damage Maggie’s life” and Cohn takes them to be instances in which the novels, in spite 

of their Bildungsromanesque inclinations, “undercu[t] their own investments in the 

organic development of a self that lends itself to the efforts of moral engagement…”188 

And a new temporality is brought into effect by the change in narrative diegiesis, baked 

into the grammatical structures that are needed to present the immediacy of the flood. 

Maggie’s pre-flood reverie is told in the simple past. The narrator passes on what Maggie 

“thought” and what she “felt.” But the flood takes place in an unstable temporality, 

mostly in the indefinite happening of the past perfect: 

 

Nothing else was said; a new danger was being carried toward them by the 

river. Some wooden machinery had just given way on one of the wharves, 

and huge fragments were being floated along. The sun was rising now, and 

the wide area of watery desolation was spread out in dreadful clearness 

 

188 Elisha Cohn. Still Life: Suspended Development in the Victorian Novel. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 69, 108. 
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around them; in dreadful clearness floated onward the hurrying, 

threatening masses.189 

 

The passage is brought further out of time by the gerunds and past participles that appear 

throughout as flashes of the now and then. The narrator presents Maggie’s “eyes of 

intense life looking out from a weary, beaten face,” and Tom “stepping onto the boat” 

and “looking before him.”190 The pairs final moments are predicated by the shadowy 

form of “huge fragments, clinging” together into a terrifying mass.191 Then, of course, the 

final moment preserved in perpetual occurrence, Tom “loosing the oars and clasping” his 

sister.192 The narrative distance, in this moment of calamity, is lost. The understanding, 

the patterns of history and development that come with it are shattered. 

But that distance is soon reclaimed. The novel’s specifically-titled “Conclusion” 

refigures the calamity of the flood much like Lyell does in his description of the roiling 

river delta. We are told—now the present tense signaling an everlasting moral lesson—

that “Nature repairs her ravages,—repairs them with her sunshine, and with human 

labour.”193 The flood and the death and destruction it caused are consigned to the past: 

“the desolation wrought by that flood had left little visible trace on the face of the earth, 

five years after.”194 The past perfect appears to give a sense of ethereal tranquility: “The 
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fifth autumn was rich in golden cornstacks, rising in thick clusters among the distant 

hedgerows; the wharves and warehouses on the Floss were busy again, with echoes of 

eager voices, with hopeful lading and unlading.”195 This is like Lyell looking at the river 

delta again, switching out narrative lenses like an optometrist operating a phoropter: “the 

uptorn trees are not rooted again; the parted hills are left scarred; if there is a new growth, 

the trees are not the same as the old, and the hills underneath their green vesture bear the 

marks of the past rending.”196 But, though “to the eyes that have dwelt on the past, there 

is no thorough repair,” we are nonetheless assured that “Dorlcote Mill was rebuilt. And 

Dorlcote churchyard—where the brick grave that held a father whom we know, was 

found with the stone laid prostrate upon it after the flood—had recovered all its grassy 

order and decent quiet.”197 This is all reminiscent of the ending of Wuthering Heights, 

when Lockwood stares at the gravesite of Catherine and Heathcliff—the novel’s 

tumultuous protagonists—and wonders “how any one could ever imagine unquiet 

slumbers for” the pair.198 Both endings are hard to decipher. It is hard to take the scenes 

literally and much easier to understand them ironically. We cannot possibly imagine that 

Lockwood believes what he is saying after hearing the tumultuous lives of Catherine and 

Heathcliff. We should be just as incredulous to believe that “nature repairs her ravages” 

after experiencing the swirling chaos of the flood. 

 

195 Eliot, Mill 521. 
196 Eliot, Mill 521-522. 
197 Eliot, Mill 522. 
198 Emily Brontë. Wuthering Heights. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 338. 
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The “Conclusion” of Mill, as well as the ending of Wuthering Heights 

demonstrate how conventions of history informed the conventions of the novel. These 

conventions encouraged authors—or maybe forced them into—presenting their narrative 

as a form of history, a discipline which was concerned at that time with mining the past 

for details that justified the present’s progress. The focus on development, and its 

seeming inevitability, appears not only in the theme of the novel’s plot, but is felt through 

the grammatical structure of its presentation. The narrative distance needed to present 

“natural laws” of progress collapses in moments of crisis, erratic and individuated 

uncertainty. Recovering that serene distance makes those moments of chaos appear 

anomalous. The shift in Eliot’s narration at the end of the novel brings to mind the angel 

of history as described by Walter Benjamin in “Theses on the Philosophy of History.” 

Benjamin’s essay critiques the impetus of progress. The angel “would like to stay, 

awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed.”199 But the angel cannot state 

and perform this act of care, because” “a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got 

caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them.”200 The 

angel, like the readers of Mill’s “Conclusion” are propelled “irresistibly…into the future 

to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward.”201 With 

resignation, Benjamin writes that “this storm is what we call progress.”202 This is all to 

say that, in attempting to demonstrate repair and rebirth after the flood, the narrator 
 

199 Walter Benjamin. Illuminations. trans. Harry Zohn. ed. Hannah Arendt. (New York, Schocken Books, 
1969) 259. 
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enacts as much violence upon Maggie’s memory as the flood does to her life. In doing so, 

the text makes the reader complicit in the act of forgetting, focusing on picturesque 

tombstones with pithy epitaphs surrounded by pleasant green meadows. 

The conventions of the novel prevent the full scale of this catastrophe from being 

depicted. These conventions—moral and formal—were brought up by an early reviewer 

of Mill who asked “must so many Maggies die before the…rules are a little enlarged?”203 

The reviewer understands that Maggie dies at the end of the novel because convention 

dictates her death, not out of authorial choice or decision. Maggie dies because Eliot 

plays by the “rules” of Victorian novel-writing. The flood appears as a result of these 

rules, as do the concluding remarks that Eliot wrote that provide a sense of hope to cover 

up the novel’s death-filled ending. The narrative presentation of history and its 

expectations of progress are enabled by the linear, uni-directional temporality that give 

history its structure. However, these temporal conventions were never fully settled, and 

they continued to be debated and challenged throughout the period. Thomas Hardy’s 

novels theorize an alternative temporality to the one that structures Victorian histories 

and influence the conventions of the Victorian novel. I discuss the impact that this 

temporality, characterized by a focus on a different temporal scale, has on Hardy’s novels 

and their reception in the next chapter.

 

203 “The Mill on the Floss.” The Westminster Review, 18, (1860): 24–33. 
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3. Struggling to Contain the Flux: Thomas Hardy’s Species 
Temporality 

This chapter also focuses on disjunctures of temporal scale: the contrast between 

narratives that focus on the development of individuals against those that focus on the 

operation of forces much larger than the single—or collective—human. With Eliot, the 

forces under scrutiny were largely geological or climatological—culminating in the 

devastating flood that ends Mill. With Hardy, the forces are something different. What 

Hardy believes the human to be up against is cosmological, a cold and unfeeling universe 

into which the human was born. While there are examples of this pessimistic philosophy 

throughout Hardy’s oeuvre, however, he does not make this explicit until later in his 

career: the reference to the “blighted star” in Tess; the Spirits watching human tragedy 

unfurl before them in The Dynasts; the poem “Hap.” In his earlier novels, and even in his 

later ones, Hardy’s focus is more on how disruptive the operation of the biological 

impulses to which the human being is subjected can be to that individual timescale. The 

urge to reproduce, the forces of evolution and natural selection—these things that can 

only develop or be justified over periods of time that extend beyond the lifespan of a 

person—these biological forces operate, I’ll demonstrate, on a scale of time that differs 

from, and sometimes contradicts, the individual timescale. So, rather than focusing on the 

development of individuals, Hardy attempted to write his novels in accordance with what 

I call a species temporality, or a temporal scale that focused on the development of 

species. 
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Hardy’s work provides rich material for literary investigations into Victorian 

temporalities. Ben Morgan writes that “Hardy’s narratives [are] informed by 

contemplations of deep time and deep space within Victorian geology, biology, and 

astronomy.”1 Other critics have pointed out that “time may be viewed as a constitutive 

element of the literary work…[and] its internal aspect touches on the textual distribution 

and proportioning of material”2 I argue that Hardy’s novels, as Morgan finds, are often 

structured by a temporal disjuncture that exists “between human measurements of value 

and nonhuman magnitudes that expose all human life as infinitesimal.”3 I pick up on 

Morgan’s focus on Hardy’s presentation of temporal disjuncture and argue that the 

temporality that Hardy portrays is one that adheres to biological forces. As others have 

noted, Hardy is able to depict this disjuncture by “many different points of view in his 

narration…[meaning] the imagined literal angle on a scene.”4 Critics have noted how 

Hardy’s novels are “marked by a sense of ambivalence, of instability and discontinuity.”5 

This operated to “expos[e readers] to a multitude of conflicting impressions” by 

incorporating a wide array of perspectives into his novels.6 These perspectives sometimes 

overlap with each other and sometimes appear disjointed. These moments of 

 

1 Benjamin Morgan. “Scale as Form: Thomas Hardy’s Rocks and Stars.” in Anthropocene Reading: 
Literary History in Geologic Times, ed. Tobias Menely and Jesse O. Taylor. (State College, PA: The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 2017), 133. 
2 Ken Ireland. Thomas Hardy, Time and Narrative: A Narratological Approach to his Novels. (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 4. 
3 Morgan, “Scale as Form,” 133. 
4 Charles P.C. Pettit. “Hardy’s Vision of the Individual in Tess of the d’Urbervilles.” in New Perspectives 
on Thomas Hardy. ed.Charles P.C. Pettit. London: Macmillan Press, 1994. 177 
5 Ireland, Hardy, Time and Narrative, 177. 
6 Linda M. Shires. “The Radical Aesthetic of Tess of the d’Urbervilles.” In The Cambridge Companion to 
Thomas Hardy. ed. Dale Kramer. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 145. 
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disjuncture—moments when the narrative perspective or tone changes—appear 

throughout Hardy’s novels. They work similarly—albeit less dramatically—to the 

disjointed moment of the flood at the end of Mill on the Floss, and they indicate a similar 

concern with how different temporalities can structure the novel. 

The forces that Hardy depicts and the timescales in which they inhabit exist 

within and across communities of various animals on Earth. The temporality that Hardy 

constructs can be easily summarized by a useful term that I will borrow from Ian Duncan: 

species time. In Human Forms, Ian Duncan argues that the novel was useful to making 

sense of the “conjunction of individual and species histories” that were opened by early 

nineteenth century scientific discoveries about the deep histories of the human, as well as 

other biological, species.7 Duncan suggests that these two histories are problematic 

because of their radically different sense of scale: on the one hand, there is “particular 

human life” that is regulated by a “bounded, purposive, progressive order.”8 On the other 

is the history of the species, defined by a “potentially interminable, differentiating, 

entropic drift of life as such.”9 The novel locates the human within this intersection, 

offering “a comprehensive representation of human life…by the shared sensibilities that 

constitute ‘our common nature.’”10 Duncan’s formulation of individual and species 

histories is a useful way of understanding the influence that scientific discoveries in the 

nineteenth century had on novels and also how certain novels were able to respond to and 
 

7 Ian Duncan. Human Forms: The Novel in the Age of Evolution. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2019), 3. 
8 Duncan, Human Forms, 3. 
9 Duncan, Human Forms, 3. 
10 Duncan, Human Forms, 3. 



 

83 

shape the understanding of those discoveries. Advances in biology and geology created 

new timescales for development that authors could incorporate into their novels. No 

longer were stories limited (or, Eliot might suggest based on the conclusion to Mill on the 

Floss, able to be limited) to the timescale of the individual. Instead, the stories told 

needed to make sense of the deeper history of the species and, in some cases, the 

artificiality of the boundary that existed between certain species.  

Individual time is easy to equate with the progressive-linear temporality of 

nineteenth century history discussed in the first chapter, and it is equally easy to find in 

Victorian realist novels which depict the teleological development of their protagonists. 

Species time, influenced by Darwin’s theories of evolution and natural selection, differs 

from that progress. Elizabeth Grosz emphasizes that Darwin’s theories of evolution and 

natural selection promote constant and ever-acting change rather than mere chaos. 

Darwin presents a version of life that is subject to “the generation of endless variation, 

endless openness to the accidental, the random, the unexpected.”11 In that kind of a 

system—which forces us to adopt a perspective that exceeds the individual—the death of 

a single entity is overwhelmed by what is generated through constant environmental 

activity. Thus, individual tragedy can be seen to be an impossibility. 

Ben Morgan comes to a similar conclusion, writing that “the more important 

effect of Hardy’s engagement with scale is to symptomatize a persistent failure to shift 

 

11 Elizabeth A. Grosz. The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely. (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 7. 
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scales.”12 Morgan’s point is reminiscent of Ursula Heise’s argument in Imagining 

Extinction, in which she argues that “nature and culture [are]…intersecting histories of 

experiments that continually succeed and fail.”13 In a species temporality, endings cannot 

be considered as evidence for analysis because endings are always arbitrarily derived and 

never final, never true—or truly true. The system itself is never-ending, constantly 

changing, and always generating newness. Something else—a new species or a new 

organism, for example—can always be created, and that new thing will take the place of 

whatever has been lost. Following Heise’s example, I argue that the death of an 

individual character within a novel is like the “extinction [of an individual species] is the 

signal of a failure that should be prevented whenever possible; yet the failure of one 

experiment also becomes the point of a departure for new ones.”14 Within Hardy’s 

novels, instances of tragedy and loss, then, present possibilities for generation. 

I begin by examining the effect that the species temporality has on Hardy’s 

presentation of the human and nonhuman entities in his novels. It is important to 

understand, as George Levine describes, how Hardy wrote with an “awareness of the 

complex ways in which nature works and of our mutual dependence on other forms of 

life, on their abundance, richness, and beauty.”15 The novels that this chapter focuses 

on—including his early success with Return of the Native and the seminal classics Jude 

 

12 Morgan, “Scale as Form,” 133. 
13 Ursula K. Heise. Imagining Extinction: The Cultural Meanings of Endangered Species. (Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press, 2016), 72. 
 
14 Heise, Imagining Extinction, 74. 
15 George Levine. Reading Thomas Hardy. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 27. 
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and Tess—are stories in which characters are made aware of that mutual dependence and 

must sacrifice the trappings of the individual/human timescale for the uncompromising 

species timescale. The interaction with nonhuman forces changes the nature of characters 

within Hardy’s novels, as the human figures are actually shown to be agentially-diffuse 

assemblages. Then, reevaluating Hardy’s reputation as an author of tragedies by 

examining the temporal scale of Hardy’s narratives. I argue that, influenced by Charles 

Darwin’s theories of natural selection, Hardy attempted to write his novels in accordance 

with a temporal scale that focused on the development of species rather than individuals. 

Thus, the tragic elements of his novels can be understood as narrative moments that 

forced readers to grapple with the incongruity of these temporalities. Hardy’s penchant 

for writing tragic stories resulted from the author’s own unwillingness to compromise 

with what had become the conventional temporality of the realist novel. Hardy’s 

unwillingness to compromise his vision lead to his decision to write in different literary 

forms, including short stories and the epic poem The Dynasts, during his later career. In 

these other forms, Hardy finds a more suitable arena to experiment with time, the human, 

character. 

3.1 Reevaluating Hardy’s Tragic Reputation 

While this chapter focuses on the connection between Hardy’s understanding of 

Darwinian biology and his novel’s tragic plots, it is important to recognize that there have 

been a variety of critics that have hoped to find something other than tragedy in Thomas 

Hardy and conclusions that have been drawn from it. Caroline Sumpter argues that the 

distressing endings of Hardy’s novels are didactic because they are meant to engender 
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sympathy from the reader. In what Sumpter calls an unexpected example of 

“evolutionary optimism,” 16 Hardy appears to have constructed his novels in such a way 

to impart lessons and evolve the morals of society. Similarly, Pamela Gossin focuses on 

the influence that ancient and Victorian astronomy had on the development of Hardy’s 

novelistic cosmology and studies his novels as if they are literary thought-experiments 

that analyze the limits of possibility within that cosmology.17 In both Gossin’s and 

Sumpter’s thinking, the didacticism of Hardy’s novels ameliorates the suffering they 

contain. This critical logic, similar to certain interpretations of Mill on the Floss that I 

examined in the previous chapter, relies on a progressive, linear temporality. However, 

there are critics thinking of how Hardy’s work presents different forms of temporality, or 

structures of time that resist any progressive or regressive flow. As Tim Dolin writes:  

 

In the wake of the social revolution brought about by the rise of capitalism 

— the secular nation-state, the market, industrialism, urbanism, and class 

society — that swept away traditional cultural formations and practices, 

tourism created market demand for the selective postponement of 

modernization in communities where modernity manifested itself in the 

simulation of premodern life.18 

 

16 Caroline Sumpter. "On Suffering and Sympathy: Jude the Obscure, Evolution, and Ethics." Victorian 
Studies 53, no. 4 (2011): 665. 
17 Pamela Gossin. Thomas Hardy's Novel Universe: Astronomy, Cosmology, and Gender in the Post-
Darwinian World. (New York: Routledge, 2019), 14-17. 
18 Tim Dolin. “Who Belongs Where in The Woodlanders?” Modern Language Quarterly, 73, no. 4 (2012): 
549. 
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Thus Hardy’s pastoral settings can be seen as locations that resist any temporal 

movement. Additionally, they contain objects that do the same, evidenced by the “variety 

of monuments” throughout novel “preserve” memories for the living throughout novel.19 

There are other ways that Hardy’s pastoralism exists as a “mode…of contradiction and 

tension,” for example “by making visible the complexity of rural lives, Hardy emphasizes 

“the element of conflict” between rural traditionalism and modern industrialism.20 These 

critics understand Hardy’s writing as some form of recovery, depicting how an 

endangered form of rural life will inevitably succumb to the progressive force of 

industrialization. This perspective inscribes Hardy’s novels within a form of tragedy, and 

it is easy for some critics to see how “Hardy’s plots often strain, with whatever devices 

he can seize upon, toward the fulfillment of a preplanned disaster.”21 But understanding 

the species temporality that structures Hardy’s novels allows us to find, as George Levine 

does, “an almost enchanted vision” in the texts that expands beyond the unfortunate end 

of some of Hardy’s individual characters.22 

I return to this discussion of tragedy at the end of the chapter. But, first, I want to 

investigate how Hardy’s experiment with a species temporality has consequences for all 

components of his literature at all levels of the text, ranging from the way plots develop 

and conclude to the way that characters are constructed, presented, and understood within 
 

19 Julia M. Clarke. “Life in Dead Things: Unreading Memorials in Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles.” Dickens Studies Annual, 50, no. 1 (2019): 112. 
20 Indy Clark. Thomas Hardy’s Pastoral: An Unkindly May. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 12. 
21 Levine, Reading Thomas Hardy, xiv. 
22 Levine, Reading Thomas Hardy, 26. 
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those plots. The wider perspective enforced by a species temporality changes our 

understanding of the object or scene in view. When driving down the highway at sixty 

miles an hour, the world rushes by in a blur. Fly above it all in a plane, and a much 

different—much clearer—picture can be found even though the rate of travel is increased 

tenfold. In the case of character, it flattens the homology between human and nonhuman 

actants, which complicates notions of agency and volition, and—relevant to the concept 

of the Anthropocene—Hardy’s work provides an example of how to experiment with the 

category of the human in such a way that may bring it closer in line with the nonhuman 

world that it inhabits and relies upon for its well-being. 

Hardy’s species temporality—in diffusing the boundary between the ontological 

categories of the human and nonhuman—alters the presentation of literary character in 

his novels. As we’ve already seen, the individual characters that exist within Hardy’s 

novels are immersed in an environment filled with a variety of actants. These actants 

exist around the characters, external to them, and yet are able to exercise influence over 

them. The moonlight—glowing, mysterious, evanescent—washes over Eustacia Vye and 

has some strange power over her. It alters her being, or, perhaps, unlocks her more 

authentic self. Yet, we’ve also seen how these actants exist within these characters, 

internal to them, exercising an influence that often undermines the rational decision-

making of these characters. Thomas laments her desires—her heart, that wanton thing—

for urging her into a marriage with Diggory Venn, a marriage that her family felt was 

against her better economic interests. Rather than coherent subjects, Hardy’s characters 
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act more as anthropomorphic conduits through which an array of actants behave and 

exert influence. 

It doesn’t take too deep of a reading to see how Hardy’s novels describe worlds 

that include a diverse array of actors.23 While some appear in the form of human 

characters; others appear in the form of nonhuman entities that exist around those 

characters. Hardy’s presentation of this flattened homology of actants gives us ideas as to 

how the human subject can be broken down. However, parts of these novels demonstrate 

how human and nonhuman entities collapse together—how a supposedly rational human 

character can come to be under the influence of an impulsive and irrational force, for 

example. Hardy’s work serves more as a warning about the inability of the human to 

think beyond its own bounds and generate a deanthropocentrized understanding of the 

world. Because, in spite of his efforts, Hardy’s experiments are ultimately limited and 

undermined by the conventions of the realist Victorian novel, just as we saw with Eliot’s 

experiments in Mill on the Floss. In order to bring his novels to an adequate conclusion, 

Hardy must assimilate his experiments with a flattened literary homology of actants into 

already-existent, humanistic categories. For example, Eustacia Vye—at moments in 

Return of the Native—appears as an actant whose agency is limited by interactions with 

nonhuman entities. Yet she reverts into a stock villain by the novel’s conclusion.  

 

23 Nomenclature here, as will be discussed later in this section at length, is fickle and unfortunately 
imprecise, more a demonstration more of the fallibility of human intelligence than anything else. I use 
“actant” from this point forward to refer to all entities which “act” or “behave” in the world, taking both of 
those words to especially focus on entities which operate an influence on other entities in their relation. 
Actants range from a person riding a bicycle, a dog chasing after a squirrel, a squirrel running away from a 
dog, or a flower emitting a sweet scent in order to attract a pollinating bee (and, of course, the bee doing the 
pollinating). 
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These examples have relevance to past and present investigations into the nature 

of the human—from the philosophy of the Enlightenment to more recent reevaluations of 

the concept prompted by anthropogenic climate change. While reading Schopenhauer’s 

Criticism of Kant Hardy writes in his notebook that “Kant’s greatest service is to have 

separated the phenomenal from the thing-in-itself by proving that between us & things 

there always stands the intellect.”24 Hardy here is noting the philosophical separation of 

the essence of the human being—what he calls the phenomenal—from other, nonhuman 

entities because the human lays an exclusive claim to a capacity for reason and intellect. 

Scholars are still attempting to work through this separation. As Bruno Latour wrote, one 

of the crucial challenges presented by climate change is imagining a metaphysical system 

in which humans “share agency with other subjects who have also lost their autonomy.”25 

However, in spite of praising Kant in his notes, Hardy was rarely—if ever able to enforce 

this separation in his novels. Throughout my discussion of the scientific and 

philosophical ideas that influenced Hardy’s writing, it is important to realize, as Robert 

Schweik states, that “Hardy was intellectually very much his own man…usually skeptical 

and hesitant to embrace wholeheartedly any of the various systems of ideas current in his 

day.”26 His works incorporated “elements of contemporary thought,” but these concepts 

were “embedded in a densely intricate web of imaginative connections and 

 

24 Thomas Hardy, The Literary Notes of Thomas Hardy. ed. Lennart A. Bjork. Gotenburg. (Sweden: 
Universitatis Gothoburgensis, 1974), 2063. 
25 Latour, Bruno. “Agency at the Time of the Anthropocene.” New Literary History, 45, no. 1, (2014): 5. 
26 Robert Schweik. “The Influence of Religion, Science, and Philosophy on Hardy’s Writings.” In The 
Cambridge Companion to Thomas Hardy. ed. Dale Kramer. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1999), 54. 
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qualifications…”27 We can find a quick example of this in Return of the Native, which 

shows how complicated Hardy’s notion of the human could be. While Thomasin parses 

through the various thoughts and emotional influences that led her to accept Diggory 

Venn’s marriage proposal, she laments to herself “I ought to have thought of my family. 

What dreadfully bad impulses there are in me!”28 Thomasin chastises herself as if she has 

higher expectations for her self-control, acting as if she believes she should be capable of 

subjugating her desire to a logical, calculating and well-reasoned decision. However, she 

is aware that she is subject to impulses within her that she considers to be dreadful and 

bad. Not only does she dislike these impulses, she finds that they are also beyond her 

ability to control or curtail. In the syntax of her monologue, Thomas holds “thought” and 

“impulse” as separate from each other. She also identifies with the “thought” as apart 

from her human self, which “impulse” is described distinctly as an othered and othering 

force. It is something which seems to act with its own autonomy, as if it operates 

independently. However, this separation collapses even as it is established. The 

syntactical dichotomization of these forces is not replicated in the text’s reality. The 

impulse is within Thomasin, and it is so insidious that it seems to have overridden her 

logic and made Thomasin’s decision for her. Thomasin’s lament is a quick demonstration 

of how complex the concept of human agency becomes once it is brought, as Latour 

describes, into a conceptual environment that undermines human exceptionalism. It is 

impossible to tell where impulse begins and thought ends, or vice versa. 
 

27 Schweik, “The Influence of Religion,” 54. 
28 Thomas Hardy. The Return of the Native. ed. Simon Gatrell, Nancy Barrineau, and Margaret R. 
Higonnet. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 378. 
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This complicated presentation of human and nonhuman also works in the reverse. 

The Heath, Hardy writes, regards “civilization [as] its enemy.”29 Hardy appears to be 

establishing a strict binary between two enemies. However, as investigated in the first 

chapter, civilization was a concept under much “dispute…when a young Thomas Hardy 

was [growing up].”30 We can see how (human) culture and (nonhuman) nature tend to be 

thought of as separate entities, which both subject the other—or, at least, have the 

capacity to subject the other—to their own influence. The process of industrialization—

crucial to the establishment of modernity as discussed in the first chapter—had “inherent 

overtones of violence.”31 Grasslands were burned to create fertile planting fields. 

Unwanted plants were torn out by their roots. Trees needed to be felled and commons 

broken apart with hedgerows. Soil was upturned and invaded by seeds and saplings. 

Through this physical violence, a metaphorical understanding of cultivation—and of 

culture—arises: “when ‘culture’ refers metaphorically to education or character 

formation, the violence of the process is muted, but the metaphor still implies eradicating 

unwanted growths in order to foster desired ones.”32 This metaphor aligns with theories 

of the novel which stress their socializing function. Characters are subjected to a panoptic 

civilizing force, as humans are as humans subjected their nonhuman surroundings. What 

follows is further evidence that, as Elisha Cohn argues “Victorian novelists were never as 

 

29 Hardy, Return of the Native, 11. 
30 Mary Rimmer. “Culture.” Thomas Hardy in Context, ed. Phillip Mallett. (New York: Cambridge 
University Press), 255. 
31 Rimmer, “Culture,” 255. 
32 Rimmer, “Culture,” 256. 
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committed to an instrumental project”33 of civilizing development as previously 

imagined. Hardy’s species time gives similar access to the anti-capitalist “avowals of 

art’s non-transformative fascinations.”34 Hardy’s species temporality does not depict any 

kind of stasis, but it does experiment with a form of time that disrupts anthropocentric 

capitalist development. 

Critics have long understood how “Egdon Heath becomes one of the principal 

agents of the action, a protagonist in the classical sense of the dramatic actor” 35 in Return 

of the Native. The chapter in which Hardy describes the Heath is titled with an allusion to 

a story from an essay in the eighteenth century daily The Spectator, specifically to a 

description of an urban gentleman’s smooth face. Mary Rimmer finds dissonance here, 

wondering whether it is merely another of Hardy’s “memorable but inapt phrase[s].”36 

However, Rimmer finds, the allusion should instead be understood to be an elegant way 

for Hardy to highlight the various tensions embodied by the Heath itself, that it is an 

uncultivatable thing being subjected to cultivation. John B. Lamb describes this as “the 

tension between the ideal of the commons and the ideology of enclosure” that became 

more contentious as Britain industrialized and eliminated its commons in favor of 

establishing property to sell and profit from.37 Through tourism and overly-romanticized 

 

33 Elisha Cohn. Still Life: Suspended Development in the Victorian Novel. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2016), 6. 
34 Cohn, Still Life, 6. 
35 Avrom Fleishman. “The Buried Giant of Egdon Heath.” In Critical Essays on Thomas Hardy: The 
Novels. ed. Dale Kramer. (Boston: G.K. Hall & Company, 1990), 145. 
36 Mary Rimmer. “The Return of the Native and The Spectator.” Notes and Queries, 63, no. 2 (2016): 267. 
37 John B. Lamb. “Storied Matter: Waste and Waste Lands in Thomas Hardy’s The Return of the Native.” 
Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and Environment, 00, no. 0, (2021): 2. 



 

94 

pastoral depictions these places are subjected to, as Andrew Hewitt writes “internal 

colonialism” by domestic British subjects in order to preserve and remember a premodern 

time.38 I think that it is interesting to note that the Heath’s nonhuman agency can only be 

made legible in the space of the novel through the deployment of personification. It can 

only exist as a character within the novel after becoming enclosed within the personified 

confines of a character. 

We also see this conflict play out in The Woodlanders, a novel which 

demonstrates how “the Darwinian and the pastoral wood…seem natural aspects of 

Hardy’s vision.”39 The novel focuses on the traditional life of a wood-cutting village and 

its primary tension arises from the “distinction between woodland life and polite society, 

and the way in which the story interweaves the two, with Grace [Melbury] as the passive 

prize or go-between in the middle.”40 Grace’s symbolic status is emphasized when Mr. 

Melbury complains about how expensive his daughter’s education was: “You so well 

read and cultivated…Hasn’t it cost me near a hundred a year to…show an example to the 

neighbourhood of what a woman can be?”41 But this is more than simply Hardy 

providing ““skeptical depiction of cultivation…arises not from the novel’s ambivalence 

about culture but from its ambivalence about nature” in which the character of Grace 

 

38 Andrew Hewitt. “The Castaways of Egdon Heath: The Return of the Native as ‘Island Narrative.’” 
Thomas Hardy Journal, 30, (2014): 102. 
39 John Bayley. “A Social Comedy? On re-reading The Woodlanders.” In Critical Essays on Thomas 
Hardy: The Novels. ed. Dale Kramer. (Boston: G.K. Hall & Company, 1990), 192. 
40 Bayley, “A Social Comedy,” 192. 
41 Thomas Hardy. The Woodlanders. ed. Patricia Ingham. (New York: Penguin, 1998), 85. 
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Melbury “both offers and revokes linear development.”42 It is an echo of Tulliver’s self-

destructive wish for his son Tom: to receive an education, develop a higher sensibility, 

and to do so in contrast to the uneducated cohabitants of their town. But this tension is 

never as resolved in Hardy’s novels as it is in Eliot’s. Though human characters are able 

to be cultivated, by receiving their education and civilizing their bas impulses, Hardy 

shows these attempts to be, ultimately, futile. Grace Melbury, for example, finds herself 

in a similar situation as Thomasin did towards the end of Return of the Native. In spite of 

her advanced education, Grace’s passions get the better of her when she finds herself 

having to choose between her romantic mate, Giles Winterbourne, and the more socially 

suitable option, the doctor Fitzpiers. The human and nonhuman in Hardy’s texts exist 

along a shifting spectrum, and the boundary between those two—if it can be seen to exist 

at all—can only be understood as being fundamentally porous. 

Evidence for Hardy’s belief in this porosity can be found in his notebooks, which 

show that he doubted a firm separation could exist between human and nonhuman 

entities. Hardy’s doubts can again be seen to be inspired by Charles Darwin. Darwin’s 

theories of evolution and natural selection established a biological order of a clear 

continuum, in which “structural and functional resemblances derived from consanguinity, 

not from Divine preference for a few recurring patterns.”43 Understanding the biological 

order as a sliding scale enables human and nonhuman traits to cohabitate. If one views an 

 

42 Megan Ward. “‘The Woodlanders’ and the Cultivation of Realism.” Studies in English Literature, 1500-
1900, 51, no. 4 (2011): 867. 
43 Phillip Mallett. “Hardy, Darwin, and The Origin of Species.” Thomas Hardy in Context. ed, by Phillip 
Mallett. (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2015): 317. 
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orangutan to be a “lower” or more irrational being than the human but accepts that the 

human and orangutan—or dog or mouse or blue whale—share a distant, common 

ancestor,44 what is to stop one from believing that all share intellectual or emotional 

traits, just as they share physical traits like eyes and brains and lungs. Hardy further 

develops this idea in his notebooks, writing that “from homologies I shd [sic] look at it as 

certain that all mammals had descended from some single progenitor.”45 He reinforces 

this flattened homology of being later in his notes as well, when he writes that “man…not 

[to be] considered ‘higher’ than the other animals.”46 He even explicitly considers the 

possibility of there being an exchange of influence as exist in his novels by nothing that 

he sees in the world “not a single fixed element anywhere – a general flux of things.”47 

Amongst this milieux—fluxing about this general flux of things—we can return 

again to an insight from Elizabeth Grosz. Grosz writes that Darwin’s theory of decent 

demonstrates that “we need to understand the body, not as an organism or entity in itself, 

but as a system, or series of open-ended systems, functioning within other huge systems it 

cannot control.”48 Grosz’s theorized series of systems smooths over what others might 

believe are the differences between human and nonhuman entities. An example of this 

can be found in The Woodlanders when readers hear of Old Man South’s connection to 

an old tree near his house. Old Man South believes that his life is bound to the continued 

 

44 As well as sharing (though this could not be known in Hardy’s time) a significant amount of genetic 
material 
45 Hardy, Literary Notes, 1538. 
46 Hardy, Literary Notes, 2225. 
47 Hardy, Literary Notes, 1191. 
48 Grosz, Nick of Time, 3. 
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existence of this tree. To the amusement of the rest of the town, he cries out “yes, the tree 

‘tis that’s killing me.”49 His death, which occurs the same night the tree is knocked over 

during a massive thunderstorm, has disastrous consequences, forcing Giles Winterbourne 

from his family home and setting the novel’s plot into motion. The border that is usually 

believed to separate the human body from its nonhuman environs is shown to be left 

open. The influence and control that is often left as the fiat of the human being begins to 

seep out and made accessible to the nonhuman world. Hardy’s presentation of character 

encapsulates this flux novelistically. 

This brings us back to the problem of representation. As Eileen Crist writes in an 

essay titled “On the Poverty of Our Nomenclature,” “not only is history told from the 

perspective of the victors, it often also conceals chapters that would mar its narration as a 

forward march.”50 Our worldview—as discussed in the first chapter—has become 

irrevocably warped by the fantasy of progress. But focusing on essay’s title—“the 

poverty of our nomenclature”—gives another avenue of analysis, showing how trapped 

we are by our own language. For example, no one I have encountered has been able to 

establish a term for the “nonhuman” world without invoking the human itself. Nature, the 

environment, and similar general terms have been, Raymond Williams demonstrates in 

“Ideas of Nature” long-corrupted by either premodern religious or post-enlightenment 

economic traditions that establish the human as the master and keeper of the “natural 

 

49 Hardy, The Woodlanders, 91. 
50 Crist, Eileen. “On the Poverty of Our Nomenclature.” In Anthropocene or Capitalocene?: Nature, 
History, and the Crisis of Capitalism. ed. Jason W. Moore. (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2016), 19. 
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world.”51 And this struggle to represent extends to the form of the novel. Amitav Ghosh, 

in The Great Derangement, wonders why literature struggles to represent climate 

cataclysm now that we have realized the “inanimate” is “dangerously alive.”52 Though 

Ghosh finds that unlikely events, rather than “predictable processes,” are what “have 

primacy in the real world,” he finds, in general, a historical lack of the unlikely in 

literature.53 He argues that literary representation of unlikely is and has been 

“unthinkable,” and—again as I developed further in the first chapter—is often considered 

an exceptional, aberrational moment.54 However, what is lost in focusing so much on 

representing the nonhuman is representing the relation between human and nonhuman, 

which requires a different scale of perspective.55 Thomas Hardy’s novels and their 

species temporality present an effort to do that. 

The species temporality of Hardy’s novels allows for the imagination to cohere 

around exceptional moments of human-nonhuman influence. Throughout Hardy’s novels, 

 

51 But then, perhaps, this insistence on constructing and labelling categories of being is the true root of our 
problem. 
52 Amitav Ghosh. The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable. (Chicago, IL: University 
of Chicago Press, 2016), 3 
53 Ghosh, Great Derangement, 20. 
54 Ghosh, Great Derangement, 56. 
55 Deprioritizing the human as will occur when one pursues this thought experiment has its own negative 
consequences. Inspired by the posthumanist exhortations of Bruno Latour and Donna Haraway, amongst 
others, there is a growing body of climate change criticism that attempts to move away from fixating on the 
‘human.’ As the world teeters towards the brink of destruction brought on by anthropogenic climate 
change, some believe the appropriate response is to bring the scholarly focus away from the human—the 
villainous cause of this calamity—and towards the nonhuman in order to recuperate the natural and restore 
a harmonious balance to theories of the environment. I don’t think that this impulse is entirely wrong; 
however—especially in its more extreme forms—the desire to avoid anthropocentrism can have dangerous 
consequences. It risks ignoring the very-much human dilemmas at the root of climate change and can even 
go so far as to replicate them in another form. I think the concept of the human is valuable because it 
clearly establishes the (ethical, political, economic) stakes of humanist inquiry. Further, I think that current 
and future environmental humanists should take lessons from past and recent scholarship that practices a 
necessary and recuperative ecological thinking without occluding or omitting the human from its focus. 
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the human and nonhuman are shown to interact, and act autonomously, while still 

maintaining a focus on the development of human characters. In one long passage 

focusing on a communal dance on the Heath from Return of the Native, Hardy depicts the 

influence that nonhuman entities can have on human bodies: 

 

Through the length of five-and-twenty couples they threaded their giddy 

way, and a new vitality entered her form. The pale ray of evening lent a 

fascination to the experience. There is a certain degree and tone of light 

which tends to disturb the equilibrium of the senses, and to promote 

dangerously the tenderer moods: added to movement it drives the 

emotions to rankness, the reason becoming sleepy and unperceiving in 

inverse proportion; and this light fell now upon these two from the disc of 

the moon. All the dancing girls felt the symptoms; but Eustacia most of 

all. The grass under their feet became trodden away, and the hard-beaten 

surface of the sod, when viewed aslant towards the moonlight, shone like a 

polished table…The pretty dresses of the maids lost their subtler day 

colours, and showed more or less of a misty white. Eustacia floated round 

and round on Wildeve’s arm, her face rapt and statuesque; her soul had 

passed away from and forgotten her features, which were left empty and 

quiescent, as they always are when feeling goes beyond their register.56 

 

56 Hardy, Return of the Native, 252-253. 



 

100 

 

In multiple sentences during this scene, nonhuman entities—the moon and the 

moonlight—are positioned as the subject performing their own actions. It was the “pale 

ray of evening” that “lent a fascination” to the proceedings and the “tone of light” that 

“tends to disturb.” As is becoming a notable theme in Hardy’s novels, this nonhuman 

entity primarily influences and disturbs the mental and emotional capacities of Eustacia 

and the other human characters. First, the light seems to only work to enhance the 

enjoyment and excitement of the human dancers as it “drives the emotions to rankness.” 

But Eustacia—established as the book’s iddish and most impulsive figure—is affected 

“most of all.” She is, apparently, overwhelmed by the influence of the moonlight and 

begins dancing publicly with the lustful and covetous Wildeve, careless of being seen 

despite the fact that she is married to another man, Clym Yeobright. She is so affected 

that her agency and autonomy diffuse. She floats around the dance “on Wildeve’s 

arm…rapt and statuesque.” Even her facial features are “forgotten…[and] left empty.” 

That this scene occurs at a community dance grounds these experiences in a species 

temporality. In the case of Eustacia, the authority of the individual consciousness is lost 

in two ways: first by the effect of the evening light, and second by being swept up in the 

collective action of the group dancing together. The light’s effect is stronger when “added 

to movement.” Analogous to the collective forces of evolution and natural selection that 

operate through each species of animal—and on each individual member of that 

species—in order to keep them attuned to the motoring hum of sexual selection and the 

irrational impulse towards biological reproduction, the dancing overwhelms individuals 
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as they become lost within a collective group. They become indistinct. Even the colorful 

garb of the dancers fades away and is substituted by a “misty white.” 

The scope and stakes of species time are both demonstrated by the character of 

Marty South in The Woodlanders Throughout the text, Hardy shows that the woodlands 

are as influential and autonomous as the infamous Egdon Heath. One example of this 

appears early in The Woodlanders, when Percomb, the village barber, visits Marty South 

and offers to buy her hair. Marty walks out into the night to meet the barber, and we read 

that “Night, that strange personality, which within walls brings ominous introspectiveness 

and self-distrust, but under the open sky banishes such subjective anxieties as too trivial 

for thought, gave Marty South a less perturbed and brisker manner now.”57 In this one 

sentence, Hardy invokes a species temporality, gesturing towards the entirety of the 

universe, the black infinity of the night’s “open sky” and then places Marty and her 

anxieties within it. In this vast series of hierarchies—the universe, the night sky, the 

woman standing at her door—Marty’s being comes to be altered. The night becomes 

almost a part of Marty. It penetrates her emotional state and changes her “manner.”  

It is in this blend where the novel finds its conclusion, located in the winsome 

heart of Marty South. After Giles Winterbourne’s unfortunate death, his beloved—the 

aforementioned Grace Melbury—couples with the conniving doctor, Fitzpiers. The book 

ends with Marty standing in the moonlight, visiting the ciderworker’s grave: 

 

 

57 Hardy, Woodlanders, 16-17 
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this solitary and silent girl stood there in the moonlight, a straight slim 

figure, clothed in a plaitless gown, the contours of womanhood so 

undeveloped as to be scarcely perceptible, the marks of poverty and toil 

effaced by the misty hour, she touched sublimity at points, and looked 

almost like a being who had rejected with indifference the attribute of sex 

for the loftier quality of abstract humanism. She stooped down and cleared 

away the withered flowers that Grace and herself had laid there the 

previous week, and put her fresh ones in their place.58 

 

Again, affected by the moonlight, transformed into a figure between woman and child, 

human and non, Marty finds a way to memorialize her beloved in the work of living with 

and through the nonhuman world. In the book’s final lines, she proclaims that “whenever 

I plant the young larches I’ll think that none can plant as you planted; and whenever I 

split a gad, and whenever I turn the cider-wring… I’ll say none could do it like you. If 

ever I forget your name, let me forget home and Heaven!”59 At the start of the novel, 

Grace and Marty are characterized by their “receptiveness to the natural world…[that] 

marks [them] off from outsiders such as Grace’s estranged husband, Dr Edred 

Fitzpiers.”60 However, characters in Hardy’s novelistic ecology are unstable and subject 

to odd influences. In the case of Thomasin, these influences take the shape of her internal 

impulses. For Eustacia—and other characters discussed in the next section from Return of 
 

58 Hardy, Woodlanders, 339. 
59 Hardy, Woodlanders, 340. 
60 Ireland, Hardy, Time and Narrative 147. 
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the Native, like Diggory Venn and Clym, or from The Woodlanders, like Giles 

Winterborne—these influences are their nonhuman environments, epitomized by Egdon 

Heath. Finally, as in the case of Grace—who sacrifices her love for Giles and loses the 

receptiveness to the natural world that characterized her at the start of the novel in order 

to remain with Fitzpiers—these influences are other characters, namely her husband. 

3.2 Understanding Hardy’s Common Characters 

Hardy described his challenge as a novelist as a “problem in how to strike a 

balance between the uncommon and the ordinary so as on the one hand to give interest, 

on the other to give reality…the uncommonness must be in the events, not in the 

characters.”61 Based on this investigation thus far, Hardy’s insistence that he wrote 

“common” characters and that the intrigue of his novels is generated only through the 

placement of those characters in “uncommon” situations appears counterintuitive. What 

is common, for example, about a character like Diggory Venn, who inherits his father’s 

position as the Heath’s local reddleman at the start of the novel and whose skin becomes 

tinted rouge as a result of his work with the dye?62 Hardy’s early literary reputation was 

that of a “regional” novelist, who wrote tales that featured supposedly simple-minded 

characters living out in the countryside of southeast England. But the simple rural folk of 

Hardy’s novels are shown to have complex relationships with their surroundings, both 
 

61 Michael Millgate. The Life and Work of Thomas Hardy, by Thomas Hardy. (Athens, GA: University of 
Georgia Press, 1985), 154. 
62 This character certainly appears uncommon to current readers of Return of the Native now that most—if 
not all—of our clothes are dyed with synthetic laboratory creations. But Diggory Venn would have 
appeared similarly anomalous to readers contemporaneous to the novel as the practice of digging and 
purifying reddle out of the ground was well on its way to becoming an extinct practice by the middle of the 
nineteenth century. 
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human and nonhuman. Hardy’s species temporality disrupts the category of the human 

and the convention of character based upon it. In displaying this complexity, Hardy 

presents a challenge to definitions of character that “coordinate…the boundaries between 

self and other.”63 Instead, as other literary critics have in recent reevaluations of literary 

character, we must focus on characters as an assemblage of actants who do not exist as 

coherent, continuous subjects but instead as “a moment of an apparatus.”64 But this 

definition of character relies upon the context in which those characters exist. With this 

definition, character—in general or in specific cases—is no longer a proscriptive category 

but, instead, the start of a diagnosis. The work left is to understand how characters 

operate as “moments” within different apparatuses, and how those different contexts 

affect the operation of those characters. What follows is an attempt to parse through the 

types of characters that Hardy’s writes into being in his early novels by examining how 

they interact as moments within a larger apparatus. Throughout the plots of Hardy’s 

novels, the characters who are more able to adapt to the nonhuman influence with which 

they co-exist are more likely to survive than those who resist those nonhuman forces. 

However, as the novels continue, the surviving characters must overcome an additional 

hurdle: to cohere into bounded, liberal subjects by de-momentizing themselves (so to 

speak) and detaching from the apparatus of nonhuman influences in which they find 

themselves. 

 

63 John Frow. Character and Person. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 9. 
64 Frow, Character and Person, 3. 
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Hardy’s characters—common or not—are all subjected to the influence of the 

nonhuman actants that inhabit their surroundings. The connection between the human and 

nonhuman in Hardy’s novels is well-documented. Elaine Scarry wrote that, in Hardy’s 

writing, a character “alters the world only by consenting to be deeply altered.”65 S. Pearl 

Brilmyer expands on this notion of a contextually-contingent character: describing 

Hardy’s presentation of character as “a realist representational strategy that formally 

prioritizes the interactivity of surface…drawing attention to the way that circumstances 

‘color’ bodies.”66 These strange types of characters allow Hardy to tell stories that move 

smoothly “between the typical and the tragic.”67 A successful character—which, in 

Hardy’s oeuvre, could be consider one who merely survives to the end of the novel—is 

able to incorporate and adapt to the influences that alter or color their being into their 

being while the plot of the novel floats between typical and tragic circumstances. Of 

those mentioned in the preceding study, Thomasin and Diggory are two who were able to 

accomplish this. Eustacia and Mrs. Yeobright make the deadly error of imposing the 

constraints of human artifice on those around them, attempting to ignore and override the 

influence of the nonhuman. On the other hand, Clym and Giles offer two different 

warnings about the dangers of being unable to accommodate these influences into the 

human social or corporeal forms. Clym is overwhelmed by the nonhuman Heath, 
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subsumed by it, diminished by it and, by the novel’s end, left broken and despairing. 

Giles, through The Woodlanders, is similarly overwhelmed by the nonhuman, shot 

through with it. Yet, he fails because, in his crucial moment, he is unable to assimilate 

himself into the social strictures of a marriage. Thomasin and Diggory are able to do this, 

finding happiness—along with impulse but free from reddle—in their marriage. But, 

fearful of spoiling Grace’s respectability—again an echo Mrs. Yeobright’s constant 

admonitions in the earlier novel—Giles instead chooses death. Understanding the species 

temporality that Hardy experiments with in his novels changes our understanding of these 

different types of characters and the consequences of their actions. 

Eustacia Vye, for example, is described throughout Return of the Native as a 

character who is out of her environment when she arrives at the Egdon Heath. She is 

defined by her singular intransigence to the influence of the Heath, which makes it clear 

that, as David Eggenschwiler writes, that “from her very first appearance in the novel it is 

clear that Eustacia must destroy herself or be destroyed by forces to which she will not 

submit.”68 Others find that Eustacia is “striking in her unwilling assimilation into Egdon 

Heath.”69 She exists as an “estranged solitary woman belong[ing] to no circumscribed 

world…in the sense of settling in it, becoming habituated to it or wishing to remain in it,” 

and appears as if she is living in exile on the Heath.70 This sense appears in the text as 

well. When introducing Eustacia, the narrator first wonders “why did a woman of this 
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sort live on Egdon Heath?” and then contrasts the rough and tumble countryside with 

“Budmouth…her native place, a fashionable sea-side resort.”71 She marries the Heath’s 

local prodigal son, Clym Yeobright, after her returns from working in Paris as a diamond 

merchant, and the two settle in the Heath even though Eustacia “hated the change.”72 

Eustacia is shown to not only be out of touch with her environment—and the indifferent 

yet ferocious Heath may not be the best environment to be out of touch with—but also to 

be wholly enamored with the material trappings of society. She looks down on her 

husband, Clym, for giving up his high-paying job in Paris and forcing them to live in a 

place where she “felt like one banished.”73 She resents being around the Heath or being 

forced to commune with the laborers who work the land for their subsistence. Further, 

she is baffled by Clym’s decision to engage with the hard labor of furze-cutting and 

driven to rage when he declines to return to Paris. “It is so dreadful,” she taunts her 

husband for being “a furze-cutter” in spite of the fact that he has “lived about the world, 

and speak French, and know the classics, and who are fit for what is so much better than 

this.”74 It becomes clear that her attraction to Clym is not based in a feeling or an urge 

but in the hope that he will whisk her off to live “in that rookery of pomp and vanity” that 

is Paris.75 Her focus on the material, economic, societal becomes more clear when she 

begins engaging with the roguish Damon Wildeve. 
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However, though Eustacia attempts to separate herself from the Heath, her 

nonhuman environment is able to significantly affect her existence throughout the text. 

She is not circumscribed away from its influence. We have already seen the effects that 

nonhuman entities are able to have on Eustacia when she attends that village dance, 

where “a new vitality entered her form” due to her exposure to the “pale ray of the 

evening.”76 She is swept away by the emotion instigated by her situation, and Eustacia is 

“driv[en]…back into old paths” and begins conspiring to abandon her husband and elope 

with Wildeve.77 Her opposition to the heath do not mean Eustacia is exempt from its 

effects. She still exists within its array of actants, and, ultimately, is subjected to their 

influence. Some may argue that over the course of the novel, “the heath becomes more 

and more a mere backdrop to the complex sequence of changing relationships.”78 

However, the Heath’s most impressive, devastating influence on Eustacia occurs off the 

page, when it is implied that—while making her way through the Heath at night to meet 

with Wildeve—Eustacia loses her way, slips into a pond of water and drowns.79 This 

would appear to be a tragic accident if Hardy had not written out Thomasin’s journey 

through the same stretch of the Heath on the very same night while carrying her infant 

child. Hardy writes that “Thomasin was not sorry that she had started. To her there were 

not, as to Eustacia, demons in the air, and malice in every bush and bough.”80 Instead, 
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even though “the path is well known the difficulty at such times of keeping therein is not 

altogether great,” Thomasin does lose the track.”81 However, unafraid, Thomasin “went 

straight on, trusting for guidance to her general knowledge of the contours.”82 Trusting 

the Heath, and her knowledge of it, Thomasin is able to divine a path to safety where 

Eustacia, who tried so hard to escape the Heath and close off herself to its influence, is 

brought to her doom. 

Like Eustacia, Mrs. Yeobright, is more preoccupied with human society and 

attempts to close herself off from the Heath. While Eustacia chases wealth and social 

status, Mrs. Yeobright attempts to enforce strict standards for decency and marriage 

throughout the novel. She can be easily summarized as “an archetypal woman among 

Victorian society…a personification of the genteel culture [who] puts familial reputation 

above the well-being of her family.”83 Thomasin’s self-chastisement discussed earlier 

was given in response to Mrs. Yeobright’s critique of her “disgraceful performance.”84 

Mrs. Yeobright then objects to Thomasin’s interest in Diggory Venn both because of the 

man’s lowly occupation and because she finds his red-hued skin to be unbecoming. She 

prevents the reddleman from even stepping side her house to see her niece, voicing what 

she thinks will be raised as “objections” by Egdon society to the union. says that she is 

working to prevent Thomasin from appearing “before the world without a slur upon her 
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name.”85 Her gambit to hook Thomasin up with the more socially acceptable choice of 

Damon Wildeve is successful in the short term. However, as I detailed above, ultimately 

results in disaster not to be remedied until the Heath leads Thomasin safely to Diggory 

while Eustacia and Wildeve drown. 

Then, like Eustacia, Mrs. Yeobright is done in by the forces of the Heath when 

she is tempted by a perfumed scent to sit and rest on a particular patch of grass, which—

unbeknownst to her—also serves as the nest for a poisonous snake. Mrs. Yeobright’s 

demise stands out for critics because, as J.B. Bullen writes, “no scene in the novel is more 

closely connected to Darwin’s concept of the struggle for survival than the last moments 

of Mrs. Yeobright.” 86 In spite of the fact that she “views the Heath as a beneficent home, 

in evolutionary terms she is dispensable.”87 Her death has been understood as “partly by 

man’s action and partly by the ‘merciless’ hand of nature” which can be “vicious and 

competitive.”88 For all her concern with enforcing the conventions of proper society, 

Mrs. Yeobright is unable to escape the influence of the nonhuman entities that populate 

the Heath. Here, however, that influence is literalized when the snake bites her, and her 

blood mixes with its venom. 

Opposite to Eustacia and Mrs. Yeobright is Clym, who is perhaps, too in tune 

with and accepting of the Heath’s nonhuman influence for his own good. It is easy to 

reduce Clym’s character to that of a tragic hero, someone “whose convictions lead him to 
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renounce the pleasures of civilization and return to his native heath, only to be ultimately 

defeated by Nature's indifference to man's idealism.”89 It is true that Clym has an 

inextricable connection to his nonhuman environment, but I would argue that Clym’s 

intransigent status as a permeable character—not his idealism—leads to his unhappy end. 

He is first describe as being “so inwoven with the heath in his boyhood that hardly 

anybody could look upon it without thinking of him.”90 To separate him from the 

attitudes of Eustacia, Clym is described with this instruction from the narrator: “Take all 

the varying hates felt by Eustacia Vye towards the heath and translate them into loves, 

and you have the heart of Clym.”91 His care for this particular environment constructs his 

own heart and his own being. 

Clym and the Heath interact throughout Return, most notably in a scene during 

which Clym seems almost to be subsumed by the Heath, or—it may be more appropriate 

to say—during which the Heath seems almost to subsume Clym. This character provides 

a good example of how Hardy’s species temporality establishes a narrative perspective 

that emphasizes how interdependent human and nonhuman entities are within Hardy’s 

novels. The interdependence of human and nonhuman entities demonstrates Hardy’s 

interest in “the possibility of a nature writing not always in search of stability, not simply 
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hostile to change and incursion.”92 Late in the novel, after the hard work of cutting furze 

has broken down Clym’s body and the late nights he’s spent preparing his teaching 

materials has weakened his eyesight, Hardy shows Clym out on the Heath at work. Clym 

 

rose with the sun, buckled on his leggings, and went off to the rendezvous 

with Humphrey. His custom was to work from four o’clock in the morning 

till noon; then, when the heat of the day was at its highest, to go home and 

sleep for an hour or two; afterwards coming out again and working till 

dusk at nine…This man from Paris was now so disguised by his leather 

accoutrements, and by the goggles he was obliged to wear over his eyes, 

that his closest friend might have passed by without recognizing him. He 

was a brown spot in the midst of an expanse of olive-green gorse, and 

nothing more.93 

 

The widened perspective of Hardy’s species temporality gives readers a bird’s-eye-view 

of Clym at work and shows how he is, almost or essentially, a part of the Heath that is so 

important to him. His mental processes—an understanding of which enables us to derive 

a sense of Clym’s own agency—as well as his physical processes—witnessing which 

would enable us to derive a sense of the man’s autonomy—are hidden from view. In his 
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labor, Clym is transformed from a man and into nothing more than a “brown spot” in the 

brownish expanse of the Heath. Through his work and during his work, Clym adapts to 

and becomes at one with the surroundings. First, though “his sight, like the wings in 

Rasselas, [was] useless to him” his half-blindness was enough to “suffic[e] for this 

strait,” and eventually “he found that when a little practice should have hardened his 

palms against blistering he would be able to work with ease.”94 While he works, he is 

embraced by the nonhuman entities of the Heath: 

 

His familiars were creeping and winged things, and they seemed to enroll 

him in their band. Bees hummed around his ears with an intimate air, and 

tugged at the heath and furze-flowers at his side in such numbers as to 

weigh them down to the sod. The strange amber-coloured butterflies 

which Egdon produced, and which were never seen elsewhere, quivered in 

the breath of his lips, alighted upon his bowed back, and sported with the 

glittering point of his hook as he flourished it up and down.95 

 

However, this work does not simply provide a discovery that “in work rather than 

contemplation, a release from self-consciousness and alienation.”96 Though Clym “has 

literally come closer to nature” and it is clear that the text suggests that Clym finds some 

blissful sublimity in this experience, it does not provide him “unalienated pleasure in 
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nature…in the course of daily work.”97 Clym’s urge to work, instead, the thing that 

dooms him to unhappiness. 

While Clym achieves some kind of blissful sublimity while out on the Heath, the 

fact that he is able to be influenced by nonhuman entities works, ultimately, to his 

detriment when he begins to lose his sight. He continues his habit of reading each night 

by candlelight, “in spite of a cold previously caught, which had weakened his eyes,” until 

a doctor comes to visit and orders Clym to rest.98 The rest proves to be 

counterproductive, as Clym starts “fretting with impatience at this interruption to a task 

he was so anxious to hasten.”99 In a moment that rhymes with Thomasin’s post-wedding 

admonitions, Clym’s desires overwhelm his rational mind, and he appears to be driven to 

a state that places his actions outside of his control. His hardheadedness results in 

disaster, as due to his illness, “Clym was transformed into an invalid.”100 Clym’s lack of 

autonomy here is doubled both by the syntax and content of this sentence. Not only does 

he become “an invalid,” but he is described to get there in the passive voice, transformed 

by a force beyond his ability to control. 

By the end of Return of the Native, Clym fades into the background. The 

characters who have died fade away as well, and the novel focuses on the wedding of 

Thomasin and Diggory. As I will expand upon later with the example of Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles, Hardy’s species temporality drops these tragic elements out of the scene 
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and shows how—just as mushrooms grow on a rotting stump—death allows generative 

potential to be unleashed. However, this is difficult to see, both figuratively and literally. 

Clym—almost appearing more as part of the scenery than an active participant in the 

plot—watches the wedding and the reception that follows through the front window of 

his house. Nearly blind, Clym asks a companion to describe the scene to him. Clym hears 

of the dancing, the singing, the celebration and then asks “Do any of them seem to care 

about my not being there?” to which Clym’s companion replies “No – not a bit in the 

world.”101 However, though it is far away and hard to see, Return of the Native ends with 

a happy wedding, and—though blind—Clym finds new purpose as well. Following the 

wedding, Clym begins to travel the Heath as an iterant preacher and is described as 

becoming more and more subsumed and permeated by the Heath, which the novel 

suggests is his rightful place in the world. 

Between these failed heroes—unable to free themselves from the influenced of 

the nonhuman to a dangerous and harmful degree—and these failed antagonists—who 

attempt to close themselves off to the Heath’s nonhuman influence until they are 

overwhelmed by it—are Thomasin and Diggory Venn. Though the contrast is easy to 

draw, Thomasin is not merely to “enac[t] the exemplary, dutiful, submissive, forbearing 

wife” against Eustacia’s persistent rebelliousness.102 Her character and development 

through the novel is not a smooth progression towards a “world of low expectations and 
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makeshift monogamous marriage.”103 As described earlier, Thomasin struggles to assert 

her independence from nonhuman entities throughout Return. Though some of these 

influences—impulsive and irrational emotions—are contained within her, they are 

portrayed as being alien to her being. Thomasin also feels the force of social pressure, 

mostly generated by Mrs. Yeobright who always encourages her niece to marry the 

proper man. But at the conclusion of the novel, Thomasin is able to assert her own 

autonomy, and she decides to marry Diggory Venn through her own choosing, not as a 

result of a hasty, “makeshift marriage.” Even though she worries that this decision was a 

little “too rebellious,” Thomasin sticks with her decision to marry, saying “it is going to 

be, after all. He thinks I may as well make up my mind, and I have got to think so too.”104 

Diggory Venn goes through a similar journey. Venn exists across a variety of 

junctures, including as “a symbol of the past and as a personification of the virtues of 

settled, deeply-rooted communal life.”105 But also, early in the novel, he suffers the 

effects of nonhuman influence before, at the novel’s conclusion, he is able to assert his 

own autonomy. The reddle’s pervasive effect is so potent that Venn must constantly 

provide assurance to others that his red skin is not innate to his being. Young Johnny 

Nunsuch asks if Venn was “born a reddleman.”106 Diggory replies that he “should be as 

white as you if I were to give up the trade.”107 However, Diggory notes that it would take 
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some “time, perhaps six months…because ‘tis grow’d into my skin and won’t wash 

out.”108 But Diggory is finally able to win the hand of Thomasin when he gives up the 

reddle trade.109 When he proposes to Thomasin, he is, much to the surprise of Clym, “no 

longer a reddleman, but exhibiting the strangely altered hues of an ordinary Christian 

countenance.”110 However, this reveals more than the fact that Diggory Venn has “basic 

goodness in his heart and will.”111 Diggory, and Thomasin, are not subsumed by the 

influence of these nonhuman entities. Diggory is able to free himself from the 

besmirching effect of the nonhuman reddle, while Thomasin is able to accommodate her 

impulsive desires into an appropriate decision. Both Thomasin and Diggory are 

ameliorated by this marriage, able to accommodate the human and nonhuman influences 

they are subjected to through their union. 

In examining this set of characters, we have constructed a response—though 

perhaps not necessarily an answer—to the question raised by Amitav Ghosh earlier on. 

Hardy’s species temporality and his desire to portray common characters in uncommon 

situations allows him to experiment with unique literary depictions of nonhuman 

influence and calamity. Yet, Hardy himself comments on how difficult it is to 

successfully portray the shifting, permeable boundary between human and nonhuman 

entities. In his penultimate novel, Tess of the D’Urbervilles he writes, in the voice of his 

narrator, that “we may wonder whether at the acme and summit of the human progress 
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these anachronisms will become corrected by a finer intuition, a closer interaction of the 

social machinery…but such completeness is not to be prophesied, or even conceived as 

possible.”112 He suggests that intuition may, somehow, close the lexical gaps that 

separate human from nonhuman, civilization from nature.. However, in spite of its 

supposedly prophetic importance, Hardy is doubtful that such a task can be completed. 

3.3 The Destabilizing Effect of Species Temporality 

Within this species temporally, we have seen how Hardy is able to experiment 

with the presentation of the ontological boundary between human and nonhuman entities 

and the effect that this experiment had on the presentation and development of character 

within his novels. As demonstrated in the previous sections, the porous boundary that 

Hardy constructs between human and nonhuman actants allows for human characters to 

experience a range of outcomes as his novels’ plots move forward. Some of these 

outcomes are good. Some are bad. However, the widened scope of Hardy’s species 

temporality actually works to undermine such judgments. Within a species temporality, 

Hardy’s reputation develops and becomes misunderstood. Tragedy is not what it appears 

to be. Virginia Woolf once remarked that “if we place Hardy among his fellows, we must 

call him the greatest tragic writer among English novelists.”113 Molded within this 

statement, Hardy’s reputation seems to have been cast in iron. Critics from a variety of 

theoretical modes reduce their inquiry to the lives of individual characters in Hardy’s 
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novels and the suffering that they endure: from Clym’s blindness in Return of the Native 

to the deaths of Jude and Tess in their novels.114 These analyses tend to be drawn out of 

Hardy’s interest in Darwin’s theories of natural selection. Gillian Beer laid this 

foundation, arguing that Darwin’s theories led Hardy to write of “the overthrow of the 

individual either by the inevitability of death or by the machinations…of ‘crass 

casualty.’”115 In this way, these critics are adopting a definition of tragedy outlined by 

Terry Eagleton, who wrote that tragedies were stories in which “individuals [were] 

grimly reminded of the limits of their powers.”116 However, this interpretation of Hardy’s 

work relies upon a temporality defined and limited in its scope by the lives of the 

individual characters contained within the novels. It is hard to find this surprising, as the 

novel—as discussed in the previous chapter—itself tends to be focused on a similarly 

limited timescale. But Hardy’s reputation changes when we understand that, in his 

novels, he was—like Eliot—attempting to experiment with a temporality mostly 

unfamiliar to the Victorian realist novel, the species time that was discussed above. This 

temporality focuses on a different scope and scale of interaction. Thus, the tragic 

elements of his novels can be understood as narrative moments that forced readers to 

grapple with the inherent incongruity of these temporalities. 

Beer’s notion of crass casualty comes from Charles Darwin’s theories of natural 

selection and evolution. Darwin’s findings interrupted the Victorian sense of natural 
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order.117 Beer argues that the disruption of this order—this knocking of the human from 

its exceptional perch—informed Hardy’s own belief that the natural laws of the universe 

were unfeeling and indifferent about the suffering and struggles of human beings. 

Further, Hardy believed that the human being had evolved a capacity, a set of desires, 

that was doomed to be left unfulfilled by this indifferent universe. Hardy wrote in his 

notebooks a lament about the “radical imperfection of the universe – its inability to 

accommodate the human emotions and ‘supply the materials for happiness to higher 

experience.’”118 Hardy forced himself into this conclusion that “the emotions have no 

place in a world of defect, and it is a cruel injustice that they should have developed in 

it.”119 Hardy believes that living in an unjust and unfeeling universe as ours leads 

necessarily to human suffering, if that is all one is able to focus on. 

Once we consider the implications of species time, a tragic ending becomes both 

an inevitability and an impossibility. In time, as Hardy shows, all individual life ends in 

death. The culmination of an individual life is the disappointment of death. But not only 

that—not only a slipping quietly into the night—but a refutation of that individual’s aims 

and desires as that singular entity is swallowed up by the contradicting forces of biology 

and evolution. One example is when Mike Henchard is booted from his place as the 

Mayor of Casterbridge. He wanders briefly down a muddy country road in the rain, 

before being dragged down by his inevitable fate. He has been proven obsolete by 

Farfrae’s new Scottish technology. And yet, the story does not end with this 
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disappointment but with the hope of that next generation. Elizabeth-Jane—who becomes 

something of an adopted daughter to the former Mayor—and Farfrae are motivated by a 

deep pang of regret and care, but they find the man too late. Still, against his dying wish, 

Henchard is not forgotten but recovered. Henchard’s doom is not a waterfall plummeting 

down deadly onto granite stone but a branching rivulet which comes back to join the 

main current in due time. 

Given that so many of Hardy’s novels involve death, it is possible to see—as Beer 

does—the workings of a system of crass casualty. Hardy’s novels are filled with 

characters who, as George Levine wrote, “can think, therefore are doomed.”120 But that 

system is not necessarily tragic. Or, it is, but it doesn’t have to be. This determination 

relies on the temporal scope of our perspective. A belief in the linear development of the 

individual lends itself to tragic disappointment but widening that temporal scope to 

consider the broader biological forces at play in the development of a species lends itself 

to comedic regeneration. Beer concedes this herself, discussing that there is an element of 

Hardy’s novels that operates “beyond the control of humankind” and “threaten[s], 

thwart[s] and undermine[s]” any inkling of individual passion or joy.121 But this analysis 

misunderstands the species temporality that Hardy attempts to utilize in his novels. Her 

focus is on, as she writes, “a single generation,” and she assumes that to be the primary 

focus of Hardy’s novels. Beer’s temporality—individual, as opposed to that of species 

time—is supported by (and supports) a view of the natural environment as a place in 
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which humans live and develop against the backdrop of a static natural world. Beer’s 

syntactical choices reveal her bias. She assumes that “human” and “Natural” forms are 

separately bounded, and she discusses those entities as if they act, necessarily, separated 

and opposed to each other. 

We see the effects of this tension between temporal scopes in Tess of the 

D’Urbervilles. One of the more notable examples of Hardy’s world of endless suffering 

is the remark Tess makes to her brother, in response to his question: “Which do we live 

on – a splendid [star] or a blighted one?” In her response, Tess echoes Hardy’s assertion 

that the universe is not structured to satisfy all of humanity’s emotional desires when she 

responds that their star is “a blighted one.”122 The novel depicts a “community [that] is 

not stable but disintegrating, and disintegrating fast”123 and in this situation, it is a 

struggle to understand the place of the individual within the story. Tess herself is 

understood less as a coherent character and more as “a sensory externalization of 

emotional states, in terms of the places Tess inhabits, the work she does, the people she 

encounters, the treatment she receives, and the natural and climatic conditions she 

experiences.”124 The complications in Tess’s character have been well-documented. She 

demonstrates that “the way a woman is known reveals the complexity of 

knowing…[which] invites but frustrates over-simpilification.”125 Hardy’s is a world that 
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prevents us from reducing character to an individual figure. It is not just a world that 

exists simply to undermine and blight the lives of the characters in the novel the 

characters of the story. Instead, Hardy’s universe operates in accordance with a scale that 

far exceeds the scope, needs, and the comprehension of the humans it contains. Tess’s 

complicated character is a result of her inextricable relation to the swirling, unstable flux 

around her, a flux that fails her individually. As he writes in Tess, “none of the times 

could be relied on to coincide with the hours of requirement.”126 Throughout the novel, 

chance—another of the forces operating beyond the bounds of the individual which can 

catalyze or inhibit development—determines the behavior of characters. Given that, in 

the novel, chance operates to appease the whims of Thomas Hardy, the force has a 

disastrous effect. Instead of listening to Tess’s confession about her past Sorrow, for 

example, Angel interrupts her and “silence[s] her by a kiss.”127 This move ultimately 

dooms the protagonist because, when Tess does finally tell Angel this story, he believes 

that her earlier silence is evidence that she purposefully deceived him by hiding the truth 

from him until they were married. The laws of the universe, in Hardy’s novels, do not 

demand human suffering. They simply make no effort to alleviate it, and—ultimately—

they do not care, on way or the other. 

I would like to point out that species time is not necessarily tragic in itself. 

Certainly, its operations are not always in line with those of the individual characters 

acting within it, but it does not foreclose anyone to doom. Though, as in the example of 
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Tess, we can see how Hardy’s belief in the unstable flux of the world ultimately leads to 

her despair and death, it does not doom the novel to an unhappy conclusion. It is 

necessary to see how species time has been influenced by the de-anthropocentrized 

perspective of Darwin’s theories of natural selection and evolution, and a line has been 

drawn in the critical discourse between those ideas and Hardy’s determination to make 

his human characters suffer. However, alternate ways of understanding Darwin can be 

pulled from his text, and those new readings can change our reading of Hardy’s work. 

Elizabeth Grosz especially provides an understanding of Darwin’s theories of evolution 

as being boundlessly generative by presenting all life on Earth “as a confrontation 

[between] the accidental as well as the expected, a consequence of the random as well as 

the predictable.”128 Within this framework, Hardy’s novels describe system of ecology 

that, though indifferent to their needs, contains possibilities and potentials for its 

individual characters. The temporal structure of Hardy’s novels does not just change the 

nature of nature. We will see how temporality alters the nature of possibility as well. In 

Hardy’s species temporality, individual stories are no longer coherent, smoothly flowing 

streams of development but complicated waterways with branching paths, swirling 

eddies, waterfalls, and—dare I say—floods. 

Hardy’s novel’s tragic urges towards suffering are thus undermined by moments 

of possibility that appear throughout the stories.129 Within these brief moments—in 

which a different future, an escape route from a doomed fate is hinted at by the 
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narrator—it appears that characters might be able to slip through the entanglements that 

drag their destiny towards doom. In Tess, possibility is possible from the beginning of 

what becomes the young girl’s doomed journey. Soon after Tess meets Alec, the narrator 

presents a scene that might have overturned the entirety of the novel’s plot while Tess 

rides with Alec to his home. 

 

For a moment – only a moment – when they were in the turning of the 

drive, between the tall rhododendrons and conifers, before the lodge 

became visible, he inclined his face towards her as if – but, no! he thought 

better of it, and let her go.  

Thus the thing began. Had she perceived this meeting’s import she might 

have asked why she was doomed to be seen and marked and coveted that 

day by the wrong man…”130 

 

Alec’s attempt at a kiss is described in a sentence that runs on and on, and yet it occurs 

within “a moment – only a moment.” The sentence’s uneven and halting rhythm, 

interrupted by many instances of intra-sentence punctuation, interrupts the flow of time in 

this passage. The actual moment of action is disrupted by pauses and repetitions, like how 

a phonograph stutters and skips before finally settling into the proper groove of a broken 

record. The “moment” itself is broken up by a dash before being reinforced (“only a 
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moment”) and bringing readers back to the present action. These constant interruptions 

from commas and parenthetical phrases disrupt the determined progression of time within 

the passage. They invoke moments of pause and wonder instead of presenting an insistent 

march forward with linear-progressive time.131 

As well as giving this halting description of Alec’s attempt to steal his charge’s 

affection, the narrator pauses the progression of the novel’s plot in order to what could 

have been—and specifically the fate that Tess could have avoided—had the kiss 

occurred: “Thus the thing began.” Following this statement, the narrator asks a cut-and-

dried question: “what if?” What would have happened had Tess only realized Alec’s true 

intentions? The narrator then implies that Tess could have avoided the doom she 

experiences in the rest of the novel had she properly realized, in this fraught moment, the 

nature of the villainy of the man beside her. 

In another moment in the novel, the plot is paused, and an alternate possibility is 

considered. This time, the moment involves Angel and Tess as the preacher’s son 

considers abandoning his newlywed. Again, the narrator presents a chance for an 

alternate ending: 

 

If Tess had been artful, had she made a scene, fainted, wept hysterically, 

in that lonely lane…he would probably not have withstood her. But her 
 

131 A brief foray into multiverse theory, which posits that all of spacetime exists simultaneously on a flat 
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inhabited by silicone-based lifeforms rather than carbon. All of this exists. All of this could be possible. 
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mood of long-suffering made his way easy for him, and she herself was 

his best advocate.132 

 

In this passage, it appears that, had the characters only behaved differently—and in a way 

that seems well within the reach of possibility—the plot of the novel would change 

dramatically.  

The final, and the most devastating moment of possibility in Tess occurs as Tess 

tells to Angel “her story of her acquaintance with Alec D’Urberville.”133 During this 

scene, every fear the readers may have had about Tess’s future is able to be confirmed 

while every hope readers may have had for her happiness is snuffed out. It is possible, 

had the novel ended only a dozen or so pages earlier, that Tess would have contained a 

story of true love and the redemption of a determined, young woman. This would be 

more likely, I believe, had the story been written in accordance with a different 

temporality. If Tess were an excerpt from an individual time—in the way that it is an 

excerpt from a species time—it would be much easier to find a happy ending. Angel 

begins by telling Tess “of that time of his life…[when] he went to London and plunged 

into eight-and-forty hours’ dissipation with a stranger.”134 For this transgression, Tess 

forgives Angel, and Angel himself declares “we will dismiss it at once and forever.” 

Readers, suffering alongside Tess for over two hundred pages, certainly share in her 

hope, which causes her to “jum[p] up joyfully” when Angel says that her story “can 
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hardly be more serious” than his.135 In this mood of forgiveness and hope, knowing that 

the newlyweds’ “hands were still joined” while she speaks, Tess seizes control by telling 

her own story, and the chapter, with our hopes, comes to a close. 

This moment plays differently for readers located at various points in time, 

reading different forms of the text, and—of course—in different social and cultural 

contexts. As for form, Natalie Houston describes how the serialization and novelization 

of texts affects the habits of their readers. She writes that “readers of a serial become 

acquainted with the characters in a novel over time, and have the leisure to puzzle over 

key events or questions before their resolution in a later chapter.”136 Contrast that 

leisurely experience, filled with anticipation and imagination, to reading the story today, 

after it has been compressed into a single volume. A reader’s hope that Tess is able to 

avoid doom, find happiness, thwart the blight of the star looming above her lasts only as 

long as it takes to turn the page and start the next chapter. For readers of the three-volume 

version, first published in 1891, that dream of happiness survives until one is able to grab 

a hold of the book’s final volume, which begins with Angel’s reaction to hearing about 

Tess’s past. For those reading Tess as it appeared serially in Graphic or Harper’s Bazaar, 

that sense of hope was able to survive for at least a week, until the next edition of the 

magazine is published. The moments of pause that exist between readings suspend Tess 

in a moment between success and failure, operating similarly to Schrödinger’s thought 

experiment about a cat we can believe to be simultaneously dead or alive. Without 
 

135 Hardy, Tess, 225. 
136 Houston, Natalie M. “Introduction.” in Lady Audley's Secret by Mary Elizabeth Braddon. ed. Natalie M. 
Houston. (New York: Broadview Press, 2003), 11. 
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knowing the actual outcome, both outcomes can appear equally possible. While blitzing 

through a single volume copy of the novel, these moments move so quickly that it is 

likely they pass by unnoticed. But when readers are forced to sit with them in suspense, 

we are able to dream up, and even believe in, different possibilities. 

And, of course, all of these imaginings and possibilities are—fairly or 

otherwise—prefigured and culturally determined. How hopeful could a contemporary 

reader of the novel be in this moment, familiar with—or habituated to accept—the 

misogynistic belief that premarital sex, even when it takes place in the form of an assault, 

makes a woman unfit for marriage? I certainly remember reading this passage for the first 

time and finding Angel’s reaction to be not only cruel and despicable but wholly 

irrational. And it will have a much different effect on American readers, at least, after the 

Supreme Court’s 2022 Dobbs decision, which threatens the bodily autonomy of women 

across the country by reinstituting a similarly moralistic view of sex and sin. 

The climatic murder that culminates Tess demonstrates how species temporality 

allows for dramatic shifts in narrative point of view. Hardy’s narrator is both able to, 

and—in order to document a species history appropriately—necessarily must account for 

perspectives that exceed that of the novel’s de facto protagonist. These moments of 

denarration, as Audrey Jaffe writes, “complicat[e] assumptions about realism’s 

specularity…by calling attention to…realism’s exclusionary potential.”137 As we saw in 

the flood scene of Eliot’s Mill on the Floss, these moments of shifting narrative 
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perspective appear as a form of free indirect discourse. We see this in the passage in 

which Tess strikes the killing blow against her sexual assaulter (or so we must assume): 

 

She went into the back room, which was more especially her own 

apartment, and continued her sewing there. The lady lodger did not return, 

nor did the gentleman ring his bell. Mrs. Brooks pondered on the delay, 

and on what probable relation the visitor who had called so early bore to 

the couple upstairs. In reflecting she leant back in her chair.138 

 

Not only are the characters with whom we have become so familiar throughout the story 

now entirely absent from this passage, the action is absent as well. Preceding this scene, 

Angel arrived after a forty mile walk to see Tess, only to discover that she is now married 

to the man who had sexually assaulted her and abandoned her to raise Sorrow alone. 

After Angel leaves, Tess and Alec return to their apartment and begin to have an 

argument. At this moment, the narrative’s point of view begins to focus, for no apparent 

reason, on the meanderings of the couple’s eavesdropping landlady. Suddenly, readers 

are forced to watch Tess and Alec while peering, with this woman, through a keyhole. 

These transitions in point of view are common in all of Hardy’s novels – from Return of 

the Native to Jude the Obscure – and happen throughout Tess as well. 
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For example, in the five or so pages immediately before the murder, for example, 

the narrator was focused solely on Angel Clare while he trekked his way towards his 

once-beloved. Shifting so dramatically between the points of view of more familiar 

characters. emphasizes Hardy’s interest in documenting a species time. His narrative 

responsibility is to depict a development that exceeds the interests of any individual 

subject. No one has primacy. Interestingly, in this crucial moment, rather than moving 

towards a secondary character, the narrator begins to follow a complete stranger, as if 

doubling down on this flattened narrative homology. Within the unfocused point of view 

of a species temporality, Hardy works to “undermin[e] the sense of specialness…[of] the 

realist subject” as Audrey Jaffe writes, but he also works to dismantle the egoic, 

anthropocentric nature of an individualized time.139 This landlady that nobody’s ever 

heard of remains unnamed until midway through the passage, and she does not even 

know the names of the novel’s main cast. And yet, she becomes a crucial focal point to 

the development of the novel’s plot. With species time, Hardy insists on giving attention 

to each character—each person in the story—even if they fail to figure significantly to the 

plots of the story’s individual characters. 

Key events in the novel are frequently obscured from the full view of the story’s 

readers. In this species time, narrative coherence deteriorates. This moment and other key 

events in the novel are obscured from the full view and knowledge of the novel’s readers. 

We never even witness the murder for which Tess is hanged. This culminatory moment—
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a chance for Tess to gain redemption or something similar, a potential catharsis for her or 

the reader, something that would be recognized as a convention of a novel of individual 

development—is lost to us. This scene appears to be a response to the scene that closes 

the novel’s opening part. In that moment, Hardy’s narrator begins drifting away from the 

action of Tess’s life, and Alec’s assault of her is obscured from the view of the reader. 

The narrator seems to have become distracted by the chance that someone would come to 

save Tess from Alec: “Already at that hour some sons of the forest were stirring…good 

and sincere hearts among them…But no dart or thread of intelligence inspired these men 

to harness and mount.”140 Scenes like this emphasize the operation of a species time and 

underscore the reality that a world beyond that of Tess’s narration exists. Whereas in the 

world that was theorized while Alec assaulted Tess in the forest, readers are shown 

directly that it exists during the scene in which Tess kills Alec. The landlady was right 

there, able to intervene but unwilling or unable or simply ignorant that help was needed. 

She, like those “sons of the forest” could have interrupted the moment, paused it—like 

the narrator does so often throughout the novel—considered another alternative and acted 

it into being. But, like the rest of the novel’s universe as Hardy has constructed it, they 

remain unmoved and indifferent. 

These shifts in point of view demonstrate just how the destabilizing these 

moments of possibility are on the novel’s plot. Often these narrative shifts occur multiple 

times within a few sentences or pages. Another example of this is given when Angel 
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gives his goodbye to Izz before he leaves for Brazil. We see that Angel “drove on; but no 

sooner had Izz turned into the lane, and [Angel] Clare was out of sight, than she flung 

herself down on the bank…”141 Within the space of the semi-colon, the narrator 

simultaneously describes the locations and actions of two characters despite the fact that 

they are moving in opposite directions. The transitions from the perspective of Angel to 

that of Izz give insight into Izz’s agonized emotional state. But, by the next paragraph, 

the narrator has moved back to the Angel’s point of view: “Clare too…was wrought to 

aching thoughts.”142 Again, the importance of any one character is undermined, showing 

that the loss of any individual contained within the story, even if it is the story’s titular 

character, is not a devastating tragedy. Instead, that moment of loss can be read as the 

temporary failure of a longer and continually-active regenerative process. 

3.4 The Consequences of Hardy’s Species Temporality 

Nothing demonstrates Hardy’s commitment to the species temporality than Tess’s 

closing passage. Here the story—as its protagonist, its title, is put to death—must and 

does regenerate itself. Even after Tess dies, the story continues on. Of course, the passage 

begins with another dramatic shift in narrative perspective: “The two speechless gazers 

bent themselves down to the earth, as if in prayer, and remained thus a long time…As 

soon as they had strength they arose, joined hands again, and went on.”143 The coupling 

of Angel and Liza-Lu was made possible with Tess’s urging. She tells her husband Angel 
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to “marry [Liza-Lu] if you lose me, as you will do shortly.”144 The story ends with this 

act of replacement, with Liza-Lu surpassing Tess. There is a sense of continuation, 

change, and regeneration, even if—within that chaos—the sense of the individual is lost. 

But this should not be taken as a doomed end to the sorry life of the star of a tragic novel. 

Hardy does not constrain himself to the workings of individual time and neither should 

our analysis. This ending is less of an actual ending—a conclusion—as it would be 

understood within a more-narrowed, individualized temporal scale. Instead, the final 

scene of the novel exists as a component of a story that plays out over a period of time 

that far exceeds the lifespan or comprehension of an individual. This expanded timescale 

even, apparently, exceeds the boundaries established by the conventions of the novel. 

Tess dies at the end of the novel, but—signified by the coupling of Liza-Lu and Angel—

elements of her story continue on. This might be a way of understanding George Levine’s 

comment that “while few of Hardy’s characters are dramatized as achieving fullness…the 

novels themselves might well be experienced as intimations of that state”145 Individual 

death in the novel is not an end but part of a process of continuation—chaotic and 

directionless as that continuation may be. 

Once understood as components of a larger temporal scale, Hardy’s tragic endings 

have generative potential in more ways than one. It is time to return quickly to the 

discourse of the Anthropocene and the animating question lurking behind this literary 

investigation: can we think of a time beyond the time of this human era which seems to 
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have brought us close to ruin? This mirrors the challenge Hardy faced in representing 

species temporality within the temporal constraints of the novel, which, as Ben Morgan 

writes, “represents one aspect of a more fundamental problem of bringing nonhuman 

scales into the domain of the senses.”146 Hardy experiments with character in his writing, 

a way of portraying this flux novelistically. This is of increased relevance as scholars 

investigate the Anthropocene, a mode of inquiry primarily focused on contending with 

the question of “how do humans fit within the web of life?”147 or Chakrabarty’s old saw 

that “Anthropogenic explanations of climate change spell the collapse of the age-old 

humanist distinction between natural history and human history.”148 This is similar to 

what Hardy delineates in his notes about nonhuman agencies. The activity of emboldened 

nonhuman actants in his novels can be analyzed to better understand how that distinction 

between human and nonhuman can be understood in a different way. 

Hardy’s experiments with species time also reveal a different understanding of the 

Victorian novel. Henry James described mid-nineteenth century novels as “loose, baggy 

monsters.”149 Because of this, the novels of the Victorian period came to be understood 

contain multitudes and depict are able to represent characters, their surroundings, and 

their lives accurately due to their intense and seemingly-comprehensive “detailing of 
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social or other elements”150 throughout their plots. What Hardy’s presentation of a 

species temporality throughout his novels, as well as Eliot’s flood at the end of Mill, 

demonstrate is that the novel has, at least, a few generic and formal conventions that limit 

its ability to represent, which should force us to reckon more with “issues of mimetic 

verisimilitude and fictional ‘realism.’”151 Hardy felt this himself. After concluding Tess 

he wrote the semi-autobiographical Jude the Obscure and then retired from writing 

novels. He spent his later career writing short stories and then his epic verse drama The 

Dynasts, which he found gave him more “room” to represent the world as he saw it, 

characterized by the chaotic flux and the “true proportion” of its influence.152 I will return 

to Hardy and the form of the verse drama later in this project. Before doing that, 

however, I will focus on Walter Pater in order to understand how an alternate form of 

history, based in an aesthetic judgment that collapses the past and future into the feeling 

of the present moment, can be disciplined and practiced.
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4. Burning Always with a Gemlike Flame: Walter Pater’s 
Aesthetic Temporality 

From its title—Studies in the History of the Renaissance—the intention of Walter 

Pater’s 1873 collection of essays appears to be clear: it is a study of a particular period in 

human history. Thus, when considering the method deployed in the study, it might be 

assumed that Pater focused on objects and figures—art and artists—in the mode of a 

historian in order to develop his theory of aesthetics. However, there are a number of 

factors that complicate our ability to understand Pater as a historian—focused on fully 

contextualizing the past in order to understand the present. Pater upholds the aesthetic 

supremacy of the material contained within the present moment. He implies that one’s 

understanding of the past is heightened by paying careful attention to the sensorial 

reactions one has to encountering an aesthetic object. In the book’s Preface and in its 

Conclusion, as well as in chapters throughout, Pater praises the “spirit” of the 

Renaissance era, which he implies can be found throughout history—beyond the period 

of the Renaissance—including in the present. His fixation on the present moment and his 

ambiguous queerness leads to the construction of a temporality that transcends the uni-

directional temporal structure that structures historical scholarship, both in the Victorian 

era and today. That temporality conflicts with any characterization of his Renaissance as 

being of or operating in a historicist mode. This tension between Pater’s apparent 

historicism and the actual lack of it in Renaissance could account for the ambivalence 

with which the man, controversial as he was in his time, has been treated in the past half-

century of literary scholarship. Instead, I understand Pater as a philosopher of time. He 
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investigates the past not only to understand it but to provide the basis for theorizing a 

nonlinear aesthetic temporality. 

I argue that Pater’s Renaissance presents an aesthetic—rather than historical—

investigation of the past. Influenced by Victorian biology and Darwin’s theory of sexual 

selection, Pater understands the aesthetic to be manifested through the embodied 

physiological processes that one experiences when viewing an object. By focusing on the 

embodied response that one has to the past, Pater’s aesthetic alters history’s relation to 

the historicist and capitalist paradigms that usually provide its impetus. I argue that 

Pater’s aesthetic temporality allows for the past to be treated much differently than it is 

within historicism’s progressive temporality. By being experienced aesthetically, through 

an observer’s physiology, the past can be revived and comes to exist in the present 

moment. The embodied aesthetic experience that Pater utilizes to structure his 

temporality demonstrates how Elizabeth Grosz’s theory of becoming can be implemented 

to motivate reform. 

My interest lies in understanding how one might exist within a historical period 

and, yet, still not be considered to—let’s say—belong to it. The chapter begins with what 

I believe concerned Pater most: a material aesthetics that he establishes in the Preface and 

Conclusion of Renaissance. This section relies on work by Victorianist scholars like 

Benjamin Morgan and Kathleen Frederickson who demonstrate that, during the Victorian 

period, aesthetic sensibilities came to be understood as originating in the animalistic 

processes of the human body. Influenced heavily by Charles Darwin’s arguments about 

sexual selection in Descent of Man, aesthetic taste came to be seen as being more closely 



 

139 

related to an instinctive or impulsive reaction to an object rather than a rational 

consideration of it. This impulsive, embodied, and materialized aesthetics aligns with 

Grosz’s philosophical arguments about the non-linear temporalities contained within 

Darwin’s theory of natural selection. These non-linear temporalities are crucial to 

unlocking the “spirit” of the Renaissance, which so enraptured Pater. 

The chapter then moves to re-understand the temporality the structures Pater’s 

Studies in the History of the Renaissance. Critics like Heather Love have raised questions 

about Pater’s place in history given his status as a queer author. They attribute the 

ambivalence with which Pater’s work has been received—both by his contemporaries 

and by scholars intending to establish Pater’s relation to the Victorian canon—to his own 

ambiguous status, as a writer caught between moments. Pater was, these arguments posit, 

somehow aware that an epochal change was occurring at the turn of the twentieth century 

and, depending on who is asked, either mournfully regretful or hopefully optimistic about 

the possibilities. These arguments, implicitly, attempt to rehabilitate Pater by 

emphasizing the scholarly rigor of his writing: that he was fundamentally concerned with 

performing historical research and, therefore can be appreciated as a forerunner of 

literary and social trends that emerge in the next century. My argument in this section 

pushes back against the tendency to portray Pater as part of this historicist progression. 

By liberating Pater’s work from the demands of historicist content, we are freed from 

forcing Pater into his historical context and can better understand his trans-epochal spirit, 

just as he attempts to do the same with the spirit of the subjects of his study. 
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The chapter concludes by examining how Pater’s material aesthetics allows for 

possibilities for reform by bringing John Morley’s essay review of Renaissance alongside 

Grosz’s theory of becoming. Morley, I argue, detects similar possibilities within Pater’s 

writing as Grosz does within Darwin’s. Pater’s materialist aesthetics, I argue, bridge the 

gap between these two sets of texts. Both Darwin and Pater demonstrate how embodied 

reactions to the world around us enable us to break from linear-progressive temporalities 

and allow for the imagination of new futures. I focus on Pater’s essay about the similarly 

temporally-displaced figure of Johann Winckelmann. Pater’s embodied, aesthetic 

temporality unwinds the progressive temporality that comes to be associated with 

Victorian historicism. 

4.1 Aesthetics and the Limits of Rational Inquiry 

Hannah Arendt opens The Human Condition with a meditation on the Space Race 

of the 1950s and a reflection on how those achievements changed her perspective on, 

well, the human condition: 

 

The trouble concerns the fact that the “truths” of the modern scientific 

world view, though they can be demonstrated in mathematical formulas 

and proved technologically, will no longer lend themselves to normal 

expression in speech and thought…It could be that we, who are earth-

bound creatures and have begun to act as though we were dwellers of the 
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universe, will forever be unable to understand, that is, to think and speak 

about the things which nevertheless we are able to do.1 

 

In the context of the Space Race, I think that this quote can be understood to be, very 

literally, about the how the act of going to space—the technology required, the amount of 

research and time that it took to launch human beings off of the surface of the planet and 

into the wide unknown of the universe—is difficult to translate into the quotidian. The 

amount of specialized knowledge that was required in order to make those space missions 

possible was obviously a great achievement, but it was also something that isolated those 

projects from common understanding. My perspective on this is perhaps colored by the 

recent rise of conspiracy theories about those missions to space, which are rooted in a 

fundamental disbelief that such things are possible and an ignorance—or maybe this is 

better characterized as naïvete—of the specialized knowledge that is required to even 

believe that such an achievement can be done. Our capacity to do certain things—going 

to space, creating vaccines, theorizing social structures—has outpaced our collective 

ability to communicate about them and, thus, believe that these ideas are possible or 

relevant to daily life. However, what I most take from this passage is, in some way, the 

inverse. I am less concerned with our inability to make impressive scientific 

achievements communicable and more concerned with how scientific discoveries 

demonstrate that there may be a hard limit on the human capacity to understand, to 

 

1 Hannah Arendt. The Human Condition. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 3 
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apprehend, the nature of reality. I focus on Arendt’s lamentation that we, at a time when 

we seem—or maybe seemed—poised to become inhabitants of the wider universe rather 

than just creatures scratching out survival on this lonely rock, cannot “understand” what 

is and what we are able to do. 

Here is where recent scholarship that excavates and more-explicitly critiques the 

modern temporality of Capitalism is helpful to understanding how time can be thought of 

as “not belong[ing] to nature…not completely independent of human systems of 

representation.”2 As discussed in greater depth in previous chapters, Bruno Latour 

wondered in We Have Never Been Modern whether it was necessary to think of the flow 

of time as an “irreversible arrow, as capitalization, as progress” or whether time could be 

thought of as moving or operating in a different way.3 Dipesh Chakrabarty picks up this 

question in his post-colonial historiography Provincializing Europe. He writes first that 

the Eurocentric “historical time is not integral…it is out of joint with itself.”4 Similar to 

Reinhart Kosselleck, Chakrabarty also finds that history is often utilized by its writers in 

order to construct a sense of order and rationality. He writes that it works “as a code thus 

invokes a natural, homogeneous, secular, calendrical time without which the story of 

human evolution/civilizations – a single human history, that is – cannot be told.”5 

However, reading the findings of quantum physicists, Chakrabarty concedes that “the 

reality exposed by modern physics is fundamentally alien to the human mind, and defies 
 

2 Dipesh Chakrabarty. Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference. (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000), 74. 
3 Bruno Latour. We Have Never Been Modern. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993), 73. 
4 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 16. 
5 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 75. 
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all power of direct visualization.”6 Chakrabarty finds, similar to what I will demonstrate 

with Pater, that recent scientific discoveries have created a sense of instability and 

inconstancy, a sense that undermines conventional assumptions about how time operates. 

From the opening of Renaissance, Pater signals that his investigation of the past 

will operate according to a unique mode of inquiry, one which relies upon a unique 

temporality. He writes that he will eschew “concrete terms” in favor of feelings and 

fleeting impressions.7 Pater’s avoidance of concreteness becomes a sticking point—for 

contemporary critics and scholars who are intent on repairing the aesthete’s reputation—

which will be drawn out in more detail later in this chapter. But it is crucial that his 

choice is not only understood and embraced but also justified. I do this by introducing, 

from across time, Elizabeth Grosz’s recent re-reading of Darwin’s theory of natural 

selection to Pater’s own understanding of the natural world and the limits of scientific 

inquiry. Though written over a century after Pater’s death, Grosz’s presentation of 

Darwin emphasizes how disruptive the theory was to the idea that the natural world 

operated in accordance with clearly definable and logical processes. Darwin, in ways that 

Pater understood almost intuitively, introduced infinite indeterminacy into the world. 

Obviously, Grosz’s ideas had no influence on Pater, but Grosz is helpful in understanding 

the subtle ways that Darwin’s chaotic presentation of nature may have influenced Pater’s 

thinking. 

 

6 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 75. 
7 Pater, Walter. Studies in the History of the Renaissance. ed. Matthew Beaumont. (New York: Oxford UP, 
2010), 9. 
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Pater responds to this indeterminacy by structuring his investigation of the past 

around an aesthetic temporality of the moment. This aesthetic temporality, and the 

aesthetic sense of history that follows from it, establishes a mode of historical 

understanding in which pastness is accessible in the present through the sensuous 

experience of an aesthetic object. Pater’s temporality is defined by a version of aesthetic 

experience that was developing throughout later-Victorian society. In response to 

evidence that human thought was more influenced by impulse and instinct than 

previously thought, Pater encourages aesthetes to feel and attend to the embodied 

responses they have when viewing an object, rather than evaluate its qualities or judge it 

according to a standard of beauty. In grounding his aesthetics in the embodied and 

impulsive responses that a viewer has to an object and by embracing a perspective of the 

world that foregrounds its indeterminate, chaotic nature, Pater creates a temporality that 

is no longer motivated by an unrelenting, linear progress. Pater’s temporality—as will be 

demonstrated in the later sections of this chapter—changes how we are able to 

understand history and changes how the present-future arrives to us. No longer 

constrained by the unrelenting rigor of linear time, we are able to imagine and construct 

novel futures that break and shift radically from whatever presents we are living through 

in the moment now. 

Pater begins Renaissance with a clear intent: to craft a philosophy of aesthetics 

that prioritizes attention to own’s embodied reactions over intellectual refinement and 

clearly-defined qualitative standards. He rebuts those who attempt to give an “abstract” 

definition for beauty—one that could endure through time and operate as a unifying 
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measure for different historical objects and aesthetic theories—Pater writes that “beauty, 

like all other qualities presented to human experience, is relative.”8 To define it, or other 

qualities of experience, abstractly, would ultimately make the “definition of 

it…useless.”9 Pater’s inquiry avoids objective language and embraces subjective feeling. 

In these opening sentences, he is working against the attempts to create unified, objective 

representations of the past, as defined the practice of historicism in the nineteenth 

century. Instead, in his opening paragraph, Pater argues that “to define beauty not in the 

most abstract, but in the most concrete terms possible…is the aim of the true student of 

aesthetics.”10 These “most concrete terms,” Pater implies, are the individual’s own 

impressions and feelings. For reasons that become clearer in his Conclusion, Pater then 

says that “to know one’s own impression” of an object has more epistemological value in 

judging its aesthetic qualities than simply “seeing one’s object as it really is.”11  

Pater then proposes a series of questions to guide the aesthetic scholar. These 

questions underscore Pater’s interest in establishing a unique temporality: 

 

What is this song or picture, this engaging personality presented in life or 

in a book, to me? What effect does it really produce on me? Does it give 

me pleasure? and if so what sort or degree of pleasure? How is my nature 

modified by its presence and under its influence? The answers to these 

 

8 Pater, Renaissance, 3. 
9 Pater, Renaissance, 3. 
10 Pater, Renaissance, 3. 
11 Pater, Renaissance, 3. 
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questions are the original facts with which the aesthetic critic has to do; 

and, as in the study of light, of morals, of number, one must realise such 

primary data for oneself or not at all.12 

 

These questions are, clearly and intentionally, subjective and draw the observer’s concern 

to nothing more than the present moment and the feelings and impressions they have in 

that moment. Each question repeats the first-person pronoun “me”—clearly encouraging 

the observer to reflect inwardly. But each question also emphasizes the momentary and 

affective interaction that occurs between object and observer. Whether it is an effect or a 

production, a feeling of pleasure, or an awareness that one’s self has been “modified” in 

some way, Pater is exhorting his contemporaries to consider the almost instinctual 

impressions and reactions generated through observation. Additionally, it is also 

important to understand how important Pater understood these questions to be. Though 

he avoids language of objectivity elsewhere in the Preface, here he labels these 

experiences as “the original facts” and the “primary data” for a critic. It is the “analysis 

and discrimination” of “these impressions” that Pater values most. Further, Pater 

contrasts these questions with what he calls “metaphysical questions.”13 These are the 

“abstract” questions and definitions of beauty that he criticized in the opening paragraph. 

These “metaphysical questions,” I contend, are similar to the uni-direction, linear 

qualities of historical time that Reinhart Kosselleck analyzes, which he argues seek to 

 

12 Pater, Renaissance, 3. 
13 Pater, Renaissance, 3. 
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“provide…unity”14 and “Create a pragmatic structure for…an internal order.”15 Pater 

eschews these types of questions and instead embraces those of a subjective analysis of 

aesthetics. 

Pater’s aesthetic philosophy arises in response to a world that was, on the basis of 

recent scientific discoveries, appearing to be increasingly chaotic and unsettled. Pater 

prioritizes subjective accounts of aesthetic experience, rather than the application of 

objective standards to judge an object’s aesthetic value, because the world, unsettled by 

Darwin’s theory of natural selection, no longer seems able to fit the sturdy, stable molds 

of truth. He begins the Conclusion by writing “to regard all things and principles of 

things as inconstant modes or fashions has more and more become the tendency of 

modern thought.”16 With this start, Pater reaffirms the temporality of his aesthetic 

investigation. Again, it is important to notice the contradiction between the 

“inconstan[cy]” that Pater believes defines the world around him and the unified totality 

that Kosselleck believes to be dominant throughout nineteenth century history. It is also 

interesting to note that Pater’s assertion about the inconstancy of the world has roots in 

the scientific literature popular during the Victorian period and is not the result of Pater’s 

hedonistic fancy. Of course, there was Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology—discussed 

in greater detail in the first chapter of this project—that demonstrated how the planet and 

 

14 Reinhart Koselleck. Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1985), 22. 
15 Koselleck, Futures Past, 29. 
16 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
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its environment had, over the course of hundreds of millions of years, changed via a 

series of subtle gradations. 

Then, there was also Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, which made a 

similar claim about that the planet’s biological—and even human—life developed over a 

similar period of time and through a similar course of subtle gradations. It is with this 

subtly that Darwin, as Elizabeth Grosz writes, “transformed the concept of life, in quite 

dramatic but commonly unrecognized ways, from a static quality into a dynamic 

process.”17 It is also worth noting that Darwin’s work challenged not just notions of 

biological constancy, but even that—as Pater writes—the principles of biology 

themselves are subjected to and changed through similar processes. Darwin, as Grosz 

writes, “analyzes only the descent, the genealogy, the historical movement…of species” 

and in doing so demonstrates that “origin is a consequence of human, or rather, scientific 

taxonomy, a function of language.”18 Throughout Origin, Darwin struggles to pin down 

an exact definition for the category of species. This becomes most apparent in a section 

of Origin titled “Doubtful Species.” Here Darwin focuses on “the forms which possess in 

some considerable degree the character of species, but which are so closely similar to 

other forms, or are so closely linked to them by intermediate gradations.”19 These 

“forms” are so ambiguous that “naturalists do not like to rank them as distinct species.”20 

 

17 Elizabeth Grosz. The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely. (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 7. 
18 Grosz, Nick of Time, 23. 
19 Charles Darwin. The Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection of the Preservation of Favoured 
Races in the Struggle for Life. (New York: Signet Classics, 2009), 142. 
20 Darwin, Origin of Species, 142. 
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What troubles Darwin is that determinations of what is or isn’t a species are made 

arbitrarily, by naturalists aspiring to impose a static measurement on a dynamic reality: 

 

We have every reason to believe that many of these doubtful and closely 

allied forms have permanently retained their characters for a long time; for 

as long, as far as we know, as have good and true species. Practically, 

when a naturalist can unite by means of intermediate links any two forms, 

he treats the one as a variety of the other, ranking the most common, but 

sometimes the one first described as the species, and the other as the 

variety.21 

 

Darwin writes here with the awareness that each species, each supposedly determinate 

form or type of animal, is actually an “entirely vague and arbitrary”22 distinction These 

are temporally-contingent categories. As individuals within a species continue to evolve, 

the qualities that define their own species change. With each of these changes, the 

individual—though still a representative of the species—may come to resemble a variant 

of the species or a different species altogether. The species is not an objective marker or 

temporally-transcendent category but instead is itself a sign of what Pater would call the 

“inconstant mode” of biological typology. 

 

21 Darwin, Origin of Species, 143. 
22 Darwin, Origin of Species, 143. 
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Pater gives an example from “our physical life.”23 He focuses on “one of its more 

exquisite intervals, the moment…of delicious recoil from the flood of water in summer 

heat.”24 He asks: 

 

What is the whole physical life in that moment but a combination of 

natural elements to which science gives their names? But these elements, 

phosphorus and lime and delicate fibres, are present not in the human 

body alone: we detect them in places most remote from it. Our physical 

life is a perpetual motion of them—the passage of the blood, the wasting 

and repairing of the lenses of the eye, the modification of the tissues of 

elementary forces.25 

 

Pater atomizes every individual moment to a collection and interaction of these different 

material forces. He sees the world as being in flux in every moment and changing every 

moment. At this temporal scale—the scale of the individual moment—Pater finds that the 

concepts humanity has relied upon to make sense of their reality begin to break apart. The 

chemical components of the human body—whether or not they actually are made up of 

lime and phosphorous—can be found in all sorts of places. The “action of these forces 

extends beyond us” and “birth and gesture and death and the springing of violets from the 

 

23 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
24 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
25 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
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grave are but a few out of ten thousand resultant combinations” of their action.26 The fact 

that these forces have assembled these elements in this moment to resemble a human 

being is the result of some arbitrary and indecipherable activity, forces which operate in 

“perpetual motion” and which, at some point soon, will likely cause those elements to 

reassemble in another form. Echoing Darwin’s concern with the arbitrariness of the 

definition of species, Pater writes that “that clear, perpetual outline of face and limb is but 

an image of ours, under which we group them.”27 So, at this scale, Pater calls for us to 

attend to “the concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces parting sooner or 

later on their ways.”28 

So influenced by the inconstant nature of Darwin’s theory of natural selection, 

Pater utilized fleeting impressions as the basis of aesthetic judgment. But Pater’s 

insistence on attending to one’s own feelings has its roots in how Victorian science 

altered understandings of aesthetic reasoning. The philosophy of aesthetics that Pater 

establishes in this opening has its roots in nineteenth-century biology, as discoveries 

about the intersection of human rationality and animalistic impulse necessitated a 

reevaluation of the concept of the aesthetic. Benjamin Morgan, in Outwards Mind, 

analyzes the Victorian “desire to understand art by drawing closer to its physical matter” 

and efforts to “systematize and scientize this desire.”29 He writes how—both 

philosophically but also in light of certain scientific discoveries—aesthetic taste became 
 

26 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
27 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
28 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
29 Benjamin Morgan. The Outward Mind: Materialist Aesthetics in Victorian Science and Literature. 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2017), 4. 
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“dislocated from the province of cultivated individuals to the domain of natural laws.”30 

Morgan calls this attention to the matter of the body and the neurophysiological response 

to an artistic object a “materialist aesthetics.” Morgan traces the “materialist strain” of 

Victorian aesthetics to “nonanthropocentric accounts of affective response.”31 Evidence 

for this is found in Darwin’s The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals, 

published a year after Descent. In describing how emotions are expressed, often as 

involuntary reactions to stimuli, Darwin details the impact that biology has on human 

action: “reflex actions…may take place without any sensation or consciousness on our 

part…”32 Earlier, in outlining one of his principles of expression—the constitution and 

action of the nervous system—Darwin writes that “when the sensorum is strongly 

excited, nerve-force is generated in excess, and is transmitted in certain definite 

directions, depending on the connection of the nerve cells.”33 From this biological 

process, which exists as a direct consequence of any excitation of the nervous system, 

Darwin believes that “effects are thus produced which we recognize as expressive.”34 The 

influence of powerful “nerve-force” appears throughout Darwin’s descriptive theory of 

expression, including its effect on vision. Darwin finds that “the eyes…are especially 

liable to be acted on through association under various states of the mind.”35 Previously, 

in his theory of sexual selection, Darwin discussed how characteristics that determine a 

 

30 Morgan, Outward Mind, 4. 
31 Morgan, Outward Mind, 6. 
32 Charles Darwin. The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1998), 41. 
33 Darwin, Expression of the Emotions, 34. 
34 Darwin, Expression of the Emotions, 34. 
35 Darwin, Expression of the Emotions, 38. 
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type—be it race or species—can be observed visually, in the mode of an empirical 

scientist. In his discussion of emotions, Darwin suggests that this mode of observation 

can be undermined by nonrational and impulsive biological forces. The aesthetic, as 

Morgan writes, becomes “receptive, physiological, and sensory.”36 

As Kathleen Frederickson writes, during the latter half of the nineteenth century 

“the popularization of evolutionary theory…stressed instinct’s centrality”37 to the social 

and biological development of the human being in part because of Darwin’s theory of 

sexual selection. Making instinct central to human development brought into question the 

purity of human rationality. Comparing the decision-making processes of humans and 

animals led to Darwin being “accused of undermining social stability [because] the 

Descent’s argument for the bestial origins of mind and morality was calculated to 

overturn the time-honored convictions of ‘the majority of cultivated minds.’”38 Darwin’s 

theories bring this issue to the forefront as they indicate that the apparent automatic 

action of impulse and identity is unavoidable as well as unignorable, an open question 

that must, somehow, be resolved. 

As Frederickson suggests, attraction often appears as an impulse in Darwin’s 

writing, but one that does not necessarily determine action, and—as Morgan writes—this 

amalgam of impulse and attraction destabilized anthropocentric conceptions of human 

exceptionalism. The human was shown to be as subject to impulse or instinct as any 
 

36 Morgan, Outward Mind, 135. 
37 Kathleen Frederickson. The Ploy of Instinct: Victorian Sciences of Nature and Sexuality in Liberal 
Governance. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014), 3. 
38 Evelleen Richards. Darwin and the Making of Sexual Selection. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press, 2017), 469. 
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animal. In fact, the heightened sense—the realm of aesthetics—was shown to be the 

product of irrational impulse. This impulse presents itself in the conscious mind and can 

be chosen and acted upon. This reading is more apparent in passages in which Darwin 

describes the role that sexual selection and its associated aesthetic judgment plays in the 

minds of human beings. Though Darwin notes the similarities between how sexual 

selection influences the development of animals and of humans, he also highlights 

important differences. He writes, for example, that “on the whole, birds appear to be the 

most aesthetic of all animals, excepting of course man, and they have nearly the same 

taste for the beautiful as we have.”39 The similarity between the human and bird taste for 

beauty “is shewn…by our women, both civilised and savage, decking their heads with 

borrowed plumes, and using gems which are hardly more brilliantly coloured than the 

naked skin and wattles of certain birds.”40 However, Darwin ends the comparison there 

and asserts that “in man…the sense of beauty is manifestly a farm more complex feeling, 

and is associated with various intellectual ideas.”41 Darwin redoubles this point by 

observing that “in civilised life man is largely, but by no means exclusively, influenced 

by the choice of his wife by external appearances.”42 That feeling of excitement or 

enticement evoked by a beautiful display plays a part in, but does not dominate, human 

sexual agency. Thus, as Frederickson writes, “it becomes increasingly untenable to see 

 

39 Charles Darwin. The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex. (New York: Penguin Books, 
2008), 408. 
40 Darwin, Descent of Man, 408. 
41 Darwin, Descent of Man, 408. 
42 Darwin, Descent of Man, 640. 
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instinct as dialectically opposed to reasoned self-conscious action…”43 Instead, Darwin’s 

theory of sexual selection highlights significant influence that these impulses have on 

human rationale. 

We see more examples of this in the language of instinct or impulse that is 

prevalent throughout Darwin’s discussion of sexual selection in Descent of Man. This 

theory attributes the development of certain secondary characteristics—from the size of a 

bird’s plumage to the patterns of color on a wasp’s thorax—to aesthetic preference. The 

males who display these more attractive characteristics are more likely to be chosen by a 

female of their species. These choices have an impact on the development of the species 

over time. The aesthetic qualities that influence sexual selection—which often have no 

significant effect on the animal’s ability to adapt to its physical environment—are more 

likely to become the dominant characteristics of the species. This is why, in most species 

of birds, “males are ornamented either exclusively or in a much higher degree than the 

females.”44 The principles of attraction in sexual selection also apply to singing, another 

method “for charming the female.”45 

We see the influence of this in Pater’s writing. Not only does Pater break down 

the linear and uni-directional temporality of Victorian historical analysis by reconceiving 

the nature of aesthetic objects themselves, but he demonstrates how both observer and 

object interact with each other in order to create an aesthetic moment. He writes that the 

critic “regards all the objects with which he has to do, all works of art and the fairer 
 

43 Frederickson, Ploy of Instinct, 3. 
44 Darwin, Descent of Man, 557. 
45 Darwin, Descent of Man, 419. 
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forms of nature and human life, as powers or forces, producing pleasurable sensations, 

each of a more or less peculiar and unique kind.”46 Here Pater demonstrates Morgan’s 

claim that aesthetic experiences opened “onto [a] sometimes animistic world of enminded 

matter.”47 Pater’s thinking becomes dislocated “from a realm of abstract rationality to 

one of physiological processes…”48 But, it is important, I believe to return to Pater’s 

comment in order to understand the paradox hidden within this sentence. Pater 

understands aesthetic objects to be just that. They are objects, entities with a form and 

content that endure in a consistent way through historical time. However, he also 

considers them to be “powers or forces” which can be understood to have a dramatically 

set of qualities. By casting his aesthetic considerations as “powers or forces,” Pater 

explicitly grants them a sense of agency. This is consistent with the series of questions 

Pater uses to establish his aesthetic mode of inquiry, especially demanding critics to 

understand how the objects they view can “modif[y]” their own nature. He understands 

these objects to be able to act in relation to the critic, to produce reactions of their own 

accord. By, as Morgan describes, resisting a “mind-body dualism”49 and attempting “to 

think beyond oppositions between persons and things,”50 Pater establishes a temporality 

tied even closer into the present moment, as, now, the objects themselves are able to act 

and interact with the critic and actively form the critic’s impression and affective 

response. Pater’s aesthetic temporality embraces the irrationality that Pater finds in 
 

46 Pater, Renaissance, 4. 
47 Morgan, Outward Mind, 135. 
48 Morgan, Outward Mind, 135. 
49 Morgan, Outward Mind, 137. 
50 Morgan, Outward Mind, 138. 
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experience itself. He detaches the experience of time from a sense of progress and 

grounds it instead in the moment-to-moment irruptions of feeling instigated by aesthetic 

contemplation. 

As he describes how chaotic the outer, physical world is at this momentary 

temporal scale, Pater finds that in “the inward world of thought and feeling, the whirlpool 

is still more rapid…”51 Whereas the moment-to-moment transitions are smoothed over by 

physical limitations (i.e. “the gradual darkening of the eye” or, when looking at a river, 

“the movement of the shore-side, where the water flows down…though in apparent 

rest—but the race of the mid-stream”),52 within the mind, each moment contains the 

potential for a new and novel experience. Each glance, Pater writes, “seems to bury us 

under a flood of external objects, pressing upon us with a sharp and importunate 

reality.”53 When retrospection, what Pater calls “reflexion,” acts “upon those objects they 

are dissipated under its influence…like a trick of magic.”54 The human mind dismantles 

these objects into their component parts, into “group[s] of impressions—colour, odour, 

texture—in the mind of the observer.”55 The objects being considered lose their 

connection to “the solidity with which languages invests them” and instead become 

“impressions unstable, flickering, inconsistent, which burn and are extinguished with our 

consciousness of them.”56 At this momentary scale, Pater argues for the concreteness of 

 

51 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
52 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
53 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
54 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
55 Pater, Renaissance, 118. 
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the momentary impression. All else resembles a confusing, paradoxical fiction. Pater 

writes that 

 

Analysis goes a step farther still, and assures us that those impressions of 

the individual mind to which, for each one of us, experience dwindles 

down, are in perpetual flight; that each of them is all that is actual in it 

being a single moment, gone while we try to apprehend it, of which it may 

ever be more truly said that it has ceased to be that it is.57 

 

Throughout his Conclusion, Pater’s language swirls with the same inconstancy that it 

attempts to describe. Sentences are broken up by interjecting, comma-laced 

parentheticals. Subjects are pushed further and further from their verbs and objects. In 

this sentence, that mood reaches a nearly delirious pitch. The analysis that can only occur 

across time, retrospectively and after an accumulation of time, reduces objects of study to 

an infinitely divisible and empty thing, putting the concrete impressions of experience 

into “perpetual flight.” However, aesthetic experiences provide stability. Pater writes that 

the “tremulous wisp” left over from analysis is “constantly re-forming itself on the 

stream, to a single sharp impression.”58 The metaphor of the river is regained. At this 

temporal scale, Pater finds salvation from the destruction of analytical inconstancy by 

resting on the concreteness of an aesthetic experience. 

 

57 Pater, Renaissance, 119. 
58 Pater, Renaissance, 119. 
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But rather than “cultivating detachment,” Pater “embraces the enmindedness of 

matter and the materiality of persons.”59 What allows Pater to cultivate that attitude is his 

aesthetic temporality. This is made most clear in one of Pater’s most famous and most 

quotable sentences, appearing in the next paragraph of the Conclusion to Renaissance: 

“to burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this ecstasy is success in 

life.”60 Throughout the Conclusion, Pater has relied on the metaphor of the flame or fire 

to underscore his point about the power of the aesthetic moment. Earlier in the 

Conclusion, Pater praised these impressions for giving a “flamelike” quality to life, which 

allows for “the concurrence, renewed from moment to moment, of forces parting sooner 

or later…”61 To use a version of the old cliché, Pater’s momentary temporality finds 

consistency in inconsistency. His exhortation to “burn always” reads as an effort to turn 

and focus one’s total attention the flickering impressions of aesthetic experience not in 

order to keep them fast and steady or hold onto them. Though he earlier describes the 

aesthetic experience as real and concreate data for the critic, he acknowledges here that 

such data does not exist really or concretely. To analyze from a detached point of view, to 

impose rationality onto the world is to try to hold onto a flame, and to try to hold onto a 

flame is self-evident folly. This is why, as Pater outlines in the Preface, he cares more 

about an aesthetic critic having “a certain kind of temperament” rather than “a correct 

abstract definition of beauty.”62 Instead he calls for us to “burn always,” to attend to the 
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60 Pater, Renaissance, 120. 
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direct impressions made by the objects encounter, to allow the flames to overwhelm us. 

And in burning always, we are then able to “maintain” a sense of ecstasy, a pure attention 

to the aesthetic experience. In a world overwhelmed by inconstancy, Pater finds stability 

in feeling—consistency in its inconsistent nature. 

4.2 Pater’s Aesthetic Time 

Pater’s disrupted temporality confounded most of Pater’s contemporaries, many 

of whom objected to his book on the basis that it was not an honest attempt to deal with 

history or historical fact in any significant way. George Eliot, in a letter dated November 

5, 1873, wrote to friend John Blackwood that “Mr. Pater’s book…seems to be quite 

poisonous in its false principles of criticism and false conceptions of life.”63 W.J 

Courthope, writing about Pater’s description of da Vinci’s Mona Lisa in an 1874 edition 

of the Nineteenth Century, expressed dismay “that the qualities Mr. Pater discovers in 

this picture are not to be found there…there is no justification for calling that criticism 

which is in fact pure romance.”64 These accusations of falsity appear to have bothered 

Pater. As Carolyn Williams documents in Transfigured Worlds, the declarative title of his 

work was changed to The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry for the publication of 

the second edition.65 Perhaps this was an effort Pater made to separate his writing from 
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the constraints of historical factuality and escape the critique that his book was, as Eliot 

deems it in two separate remarks, “false.” 

The reason for this unease is apparent throughout Renaissance and is even made 

clear with the title of the text. As Williams points out, Pater revised the title multiple 

times throughout the book’s publication history. Studies in the History of the Renaissance 

gives a few clues about the strange temporality Pater envisions within. To my ear, this 

title reads strangely for a few different reasons. First, the choice to pluralize study. 

Second, the usage of the preposition “in” rather than the seemingly more-conventional 

accompaniment of study, “of.” Third, the presence of “the history of”—a clarification 

that detaches the “study” from the Renaissance itself and pushes it towards something 

that seems different, albeit somewhat related. Here are the concrete questions meant to 

guide this close-reading and analysis: why title the work Studies in the History of the 

Renaissance rather than A Study of the History of the Renaissance or A Study of the 

Renaissance or some other combination that includes some or all of those words. 

Certainly, each of those different titles seem different, even if only in their directness to 

the subject matter at hand, and they signal different things from each other as well. A 

Study of the Renaissance feels like the title of a textbook, dry and straightforward—a 

series of biographies of the famous Renaissance figures, perhaps. A Study of the History 

of the Renaissance adds in a bit more nuance. The title signals that the book will relay 

some facts about the Renaissance, but it will also consider the history of the era itself, its 

impact on the development of human civilization and its importance to the present day. 
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I believe that the original title signals Pater is interested in experimenting with the 

temporal structures that are conventionally utilized in order to study the past. Already in 

the title we can see how Pater is working against the sense of history Kosselleck argued 

became popular during the nineteenth century (discussed in relation to Eliot’s Mill on the 

Floss in Chapter One). His text aspires to be neither a unified (i.e. a study) nor a 

retrospective (of) presentation of the Renaissance. Instead, Pater’s history is bringing us 

to the past—rather than bringing the past to us. The studies are in rather than about or of 

the Renaissance. And they are multiple. Each section of Pater’s text now represents an 

attempt to access what he calls in the Preface “the spirit” of the era. These elements of the 

title indicate that Pater’s study—rather than fixing the events and the figures in the past to 

analyze and comprehend them—dislocates them from their historically-defined 

boundaries. 

By changing back to the original title, Pater concedes that, in Renaissance, he is 

less concerned with the facts of history, nor does he seem concerned with understanding 

historical objects within the historical context of their initial creation, in spite of his 

persistent reference to their history. In his Preface, for example, Pater chooses to define 

the temporal bounds of his studies without specific dates. Instead, Pater chooses to 

construct the temporal period of the Renaissance around the existence of a particular 

affect, an “outbreak of the human spirit.”66 He notes that the “general stimulus and 

enlightening of the human mind” that accompanied the aforementioned outbreak “may be 
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traced far back into the middle age itself” and ends with the poetry of Joachim du Bellay, 

who wrote in the middle of the sixteenth century. Additionally, the longest entry in 

Renaissance is an essay on Johann Winckelmann, who lived and died in eighteenth-

century Germany, hundreds of years and hundreds of miles away from the time and place 

of the Renaissance. 

However, to mistake that Pater is a historian or to insist that he adopts the tenets 

of historicism because he discusses historical objects and individuals—even if he 

discusses them as if they are obscured by a cloud of “pure romance,” to borrow from 

Courthope’s review—is perhaps the most straightforward avenue to take in order to argue 

for his inclusion in the canon of serious Victorian thinkers who have all been established 

in the pantheon for their positivist empiricism. Carolyn Williams, for example, stresses 

the objectivity of Pater’s aestheticism, drawing attention to how his system of aesthetics 

operates in tandem with a knowledge of history to produce a “historical sense of 

aesthetics as well as [an]…aesthetic re-creation of history”67 and arguing that he operates 

with this knowledge of history in mind in order to assert that “aesthetic value evolves in 

historical time.”68 Williams focuses on Pater’s discussion of “representative figures”69 of 

the Renaissance, dependent on the “historical fact”70 of an individual’s existence and 

attempts to ground Pater’s famously flowery prose in the historical period subjected to 

Pater’s analysis. This emphasis on Pater’s treatment of history allows Williams to argue 
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that Renaissance operates as historicism, while the Pater’s aesthetic flourishes create a 

kind of fleshy fiction that surrounds the skeleton of solid historical fact. Pater’s 

aestheticism and his historicism, Williams argues, work in tandem “to separate the 

present moment from the past, and…to separate the object of perception from its context 

in the present viewer.”71 This criticism seems intent on exonerating Pater from a charge 

that has haunted his work since it was first published: that his writing was not grounded 

in the actual, and that he spun persuasive and poisonous romances rather than convincing 

scholarly studies. 

It is necessary to clarify—or, at least, resituate within this context—our primary 

term, history, and detach it from ancillary terms, like historicism. This is to say that, 

simply because Pater deals with history in Renaissance, does not mean that we can easily 

categorize him as a historicist. The necessity of this clarification is made apparent by a 

point from Williams’ Transfigured Worlds, in which she praises Pater’s historicist focus 

even when it appears to be involuntary or even accidental. Williams argues that it is the 

Mona Lisa’s “historically documented existence [that] grounds Pater’s symbolic 

interpretation of her portrait in the actual”72 rather than Pater’s interest in the actual 

history of the portrait. Williams defines historicism is “often used to signal an attempt to 

know an object…by placing it within its contemporary historical context.”73 In arguing 

that Pater should be understood as a historicist of his age, Williams focuses on the 

content of Renaissance, which is filled entirely with a discussion of different historical 
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objects. In this way, though Pater “does argue that the work of art should be free from its 

utilitarian appropriation”74 at no point does he “propose to appreciate it apart from its 

historical context.”75 Further, Williams finds that Pater’s aestheticism—which, by 

encouraging a focus on the pleasurable qualities of an object might conflict with the need 

to properly contextualize it—actually aids his categorization as a historicist because 

“both aestheticism and historicism begin with strict attention to the unique particularity of 

each object – the specific, unrepeateable nature of each event – and both finally press 

beyond that intense concentration in particularity toward an apprehension of form in 

general.”76 In this way—simply because Pater discusses history—Williams argues that he 

generates “a sense of historical particularity [by] characterize[ing] an age by 

personalizing it”77 and, thus, his works can be understood to be historicist.  

That description of Pater as a historicist tracks pretty smoothly with the general 

understanding of the term, which Mark Bevir defines as a “philosophy that emphasizes 

the importance of history in understanding, explaining, or evaluating phenomena.”78 

However, Bevir delineates a form of historicism particular to the Victorian era, which he 

labels as “developmental historicism,”79 which makes the temporality of historicism 

clearer. Temporality—again, how we understand the flow of time to be structured—is 

crucial to properly understanding Pater and his impact. Bevir’s form of developmental 
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historicism bears similarities with the understanding of history that Koselleck describes 

as becoming more popular throughout Europe during the entirety of the nineteenth 

century. Developmental historicists, Bevir writes, “made sense of human life first by 

locating actions, events, practices, and institutions in their historical contexts, and second 

by treating history as a progressive unfolding of principles such as character, sociability, 

reason, and liberty.”80 History’s temporality becomes inextricable from a belief in the 

inevitability of human progress, such that “developmental historicists…understood 

human life to be inherently historical, and history to be inherently progressive.”81 This 

formulation—whether phrased here by Bevir or earlier by Koselleck—underscores a 

crucial characteristic of historicist thinking, which is that it is structured by a uni-

directional, progressive temporality.  

But, in spite of the insistence of those nineteenth-century developmental 

historicists (and the historicists who currently carry on that tradition), history is not 

structured by such a temporality. This is, I think, what Williams is getting at when she 

admits at the beginning of her argument that invoking the term historicism “often signals 

skepticism…about the possibility of such historical knowledge.”82 Here, historicism 

becomes fraught with the potential that it, discursively, “arises out of a desire to have real 

events display the coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure, of an image of life that is 
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and only can be imaginary.”83 Dipesh Chakrabarty articulates the consequences of falling 

into this trap. He writes that the structure of historicism contains “an elitism that silently 

lodges itself in our everyday consciousness.”84 It, Chakrabarty writes, contains a “double 

gesture of both inclusion and exclusions”85 in that everyone is part of the “now” but that 

certain “futures these others may be building for themselves will soon be swamped and 

overwhelmed by the future”86 of whichever cultural group comes to define a modern 

period. This brings us to the problem of temporality. By conceiving of a past object 

historically, and by understanding history to operate developmentally, we necessarily 

bring the present to bear on the past. The simplest way for any object of the past to have 

value in present-day conversations is to assimilate it into a developmental trend that can 

be understood to be latent in a past moment and that flourishes—or can be seen to be 

flourishing—in the present. In this way, we often make a mistake Hayden White warned 

against, that of making “the present a fulfillment of the [past’s] promise.”87 

This is apparent throughout some scholarship that focuses on Pater and his status 

as an individual caught in a transition between ages. This conversation seeks to make 

sense of Walter Pater by retroactively understanding him as queer or a proto-Modernist, 

even though the discourse that would come to define those terms as we understand them 

did not develop until very late in, or well after, Pater’s life. The main thrust of this 

 

83 Hayden White. Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. (Baltimore, 
MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987), 24. 
84 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 87. 
85 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 87. 
86 Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe, 87. 
87 White, Content of the Form, 149. 



 

168 

argument has been succinctly summarized by Williams’ argument in Transfigured 

Worlds that Pater was “a quintessentially ‘transitional’ figure who holds together in 

unstable equilibrium ideologies from both sides of what will later come to be seen…as a 

historical divide.”88 On its own, that sentence struggles to make sense, as it projects onto 

Walter Pater an inhuman ability to understand and relate to a future that he could not 

know. Yet, these kinds of counterfactuals abound in conversations about Pater. He can be 

considered “a first-rate, if not the first, queer theorist,”89 someone in whose works “the 

substance of modernity permeates,”90 or a “modernist before his time.”91 But how can 

someone be “before their time” or how can they write in anticipation of a cultural 

transition that has yet to occur?  

Arguments about Pater’s status as a queer author often bump against this temporal 

paradox. This is not to say that Pater cannot be considered queer, or that queer theorists 

can draw useful insights from his work. Certainly, there is evidence throughout 

Renaissance for Pater’s homosexuality. Throughout Renaissance, Pater equates “beauty 

with childlessness.”92 In his essay on Winckelmann, Pater writes that “there is no Greek 
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Madonna; the goddesses are always childless.”93 Evidence for Pater’s critique of 

heteronormative sexual reproduction can be found in his description of Leonardo’s Mona 

Lisa: 

 

She is older than the rocks among which she sits; like the vampire, she has 

been dead many times, and learned the secrets of the grave…as Leda, was 

the mother of Helen of Troy, and, as Saint Anne, the mother of Mary; and 

all this has been to her but the sound of lyres and flutes…94 

 

This description, which gives the basis for Courthrope’s charge that Pater was 

dealing an inaccurate “romance” based on da Vinci’s portrait, is rife with curious imagery 

of motherhood. Pater compares Lady Lisa to Leda, Saint Anne, connecting the woman in 

the portrait with a bizarre image of motherhood. Saint Anne was—never mentioned in the 

Bible—was believed to have been married three times, with each marriage producing a 

single daughter. Leda consorted with Zeus while he was in the form of a swan and 

hatched her progeny out of an egg. These qualities of this motherhood—weary, strange, 

wrought from within—steal something from her. Pater describes Mona Lisa to be ancient, 

not like Greek statues but like the dusty rocks, immortal geological deposits, that 

protrude from the ground around her. She is not vivid. She is not welcoming or warm. 

Pater calls her a vampire, a being that lives out of time.  
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This rejection of heteronormative reproduction shocked some of Pater’s 

contemporaries. J.A. Symonds— who co-authored the study Sexual Inversion with 

Havelock Ellis— was, perhaps, stunned by Pater’s praise of childlessness. He wrote in a 

review that Pater’s calls to 

 

live simply for those moments’ sake encouraged men to exist 

“comparatively isolated, indifferent to common tasks and sympathies, 

careless of maintaining at any cost a vital connection with the universal 

instincts of humanity, they [critics of Pater’s type] select what gives them 

the acutest pleasure.95 

 

Symonds imagines the practical consequences that might result from Pater’s aesthetics of 

utopia. Living for the moment—specifically living in such a way that reduces the purpose 

of life to the experience of pleasure—encourages individuals to become “indifferent to 

common tasks.” People stop going to work. They avoid unpleasurable responsibilities, 

most of which are essential to the continuation of human society. They do this because 

they might believe that those responsibilities can be ignored as long as people are, as 

Symonds distills Pater’s ethic to be indulge in selfish hedonism by focusing only on what 

gives them pleasure. Of course, there is a more insidious inference that Symonds makes. 
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Symonds worries that Pater will encourage people to lose track of the things that connect 

them to other people. 

However, as Heather Love points out, it’s unavoidable that Pater is “not entirely 

legible under the rubric of the twentieth-century homosexual community.”96 So, as we 

can see in a recent study that focus on Walter Pater, readings that define Pater as a queer 

figure ahead of his time find themselves walking a narrow tightrope. Love queers modern 

temporality in Feeling Backward and makes an argument similar to Chakrabarty’s about 

retrospective understandings about history’s progress. She points out that “modernity – 

with its suggestions of progress, rationality, and technological advance – is intimately 

bound up with backwardness.”97 In this way, modernity itself—given that it is bound so 

tightly with “concepts of progress and regress”—relies necessarily on a narrative that has 

already “excluded, denigrated, or superseded others.”98 However, Love still implies that 

Pater is reliant on being recuperated by a future he cannot know. He “looks breathlessly 

forward to a reigniting of…the original Renaissance”99 yet is doomed to live with the 

impossibility of that desire, as such a future can only result from “reanimating the 

dead.”100 Pater, then, becomes trapped again as a subject between moments. He is both 

caught in the transition between epochs and trying to force that transition to occur. Love 

describes Pater as turning “toward the past aims to transform the present and the future; 
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he explored such moments in an effort to ignite a cultural revolution in the present”101 

Because of this, Pater becomes a withdrawn figure, one of “shrinking resistance.”102 

These kinds of formulations only make sense retrospectively and can only be 

justified by understanding history historicistically, defined by the belief that the past 

progresses necessarily towards our particular present. It’s possible to see that our inability 

to retroactively conscript Pater into a branch of our modern taxonomy of literary criticism 

doesn’t result from his inability to relate to the times in which he was living, but instead 

results from his refusal to operate in accordance with the temporality dictated to him. 

Freeing Pater from the constraints of historicism, then, changes how we understand Pater. 

His work provides the framework for a non-progressive temporality. This temporality—

as I discussed in the earlier sections of this chapter—emerges from Pater’s historical 

context. But this does not mean, necessarily, that Pater and his writing and his ideas were 

carried on into the future. To these studies of Pater, I want to add in the possibility of 

aberration. But because we might not be able to trace a straight, unbroken, narrative line 

between Pater and ourselves does not mean that he is of no use to us. His ideas are 

relevant, but they must be recovered through a different temporal process, one based 

around Elizabeth Grosz’s theory of becoming. As Grosz describes, the present can be 

understood to be “a becoming beyond what it is because the past, not fixed in itself.”103 

It’s possible—and necessary—for Pater to be allowed to speak for himself. 

Angela Leighton, in her book On Form, describes Pater as “less a theorist than a 
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practitioner of his theory.”104 Pater was, perhaps, less interested in fully articulating the 

principles of his investigation of the Renaissance than he was interested in creating a text 

that operated in accordance with his understanding of how history operates. In this way, 

Leighton writes that Pater’s disjointed temporality is generated by the style of his writing: 

“that manifesto remains lodged in the sound, the form, sometimes the merely purple 

memorability of his prose.”105 We see this in Pater’s presentation of da Vinci’s Mona 

Lisa—which should be considered related to, but not actually, the portrait painted by da 

Vinci. She writes that “the way that Pater reads the Mona Lisa almost unframes it 

altogether.”106 The concept of unframing is crucial to comprehending Pater’s treatment of 

historical objects and the temporality of his material aesthetics. 

Pater’s interest in works of art that inspire Renaissance—from da Vinci’s 

paintings to Michelangelo’s poetry—appears to be limited to the moment-to-moment 

interactions that he has with those works and the eruptive pulsations he experiences in 

reaction to them. Pater cares not “to see the object as in itself it really is”107 and is 

actually curious about the “special, unique impression of pleasure”108 that a work of art 

produces on him, rather than its historical context or development or even rather than the 

historical object or figure itself. The facts of the objects he deals with include responses 

to such questions as “What effect does it really produce on me? Does it give me 
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pleasure?”109 Such impressions and pulsations are fleeting and can only be analyzed in 

the present moment, the precise moment of their feeling. As Leighton writes, “aesthetic 

qualities are, for [Pater], attributive, adjectival…”110 The feelings of pleasure and 

sensations of beauty evoked by pleasing objects—which are foundational to the 

temporality of Pater’s material aesthetics—are worthy of being considered among an 

artwork’s physical or aesthetic characteristics. But again, the value of an aesthetic quality 

only exists within the moment of its attribution. Even in her discussion of Pater’s 

description of the Mona Lisa, Williams highlights this problem. She writes of facts that 

are “not adequate to the truth Pater wants to tell”111 and interprets that “Pater seems at 

first resentful of the historical fact [about the portrait] for arguing against or standing in 

the way of an idealistic interpretation.”112 In this instance, by engaging with what 

Courthope calls the “romance” of the Mona Lisa, Pater unravels it from its historical 

context and, with it, disengages from any mode of scholarship that resembles historicism. 

Thus, it is worth considering Pater from another angle. Instead of demanding that 

his theories pass the scrutiny of historicist rigidity and objectivity, his work should be 

allowed to exist on its own terms. His essays should be, as Pater writes about da Vinci, 

“unsubjected to our exact modern formulas.”113 Here is where Pater’s Renaissance—as 

well as Pater’s Renaissance—become, by design, ambiguous and inscrutable. Like the 

moment of the flood in Mill on the Floss, into this ambiguity rushes a cacophony of 
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critical possibility, what Pater is and isn’t, what he did and did not stand for, why he is of 

utmost importance, or simply just some novel flotsam from the past. Throughout 

Renaissance, Pater’s history operates in accordance a unique temporality, one that flouts 

the linearity of conventional historicism and the stability of its relation between past, 

present and future. Recognizing the altered temporality that Pater relies upon in his 

Studies is crucial to understanding Walter Pater’s position among his contemporaries and 

his place within the field of Victorian studies. 

4.3 Pater Beyond Historicism 

There is something quite disturbing about this overturning of the historicist 

progression of time, exampled by the harsh reception that Pater received after publishing 

Renaissance. The idea that time moves ever forward seems common-sensical, and the 

potential of the future—to which we are brought to by some kind of unending, 

mysterious, and yet enduringly-reliable temporal energy—seems innate to the human 

condition. As I wrote in the previous section, the linear-progressive temporality to which 

historicism is wed necessarily relies upon a future to justify the inadequacies of the 

present and the past. What is most disruptive, then, about this line of thinking is that it 

eliminates the future, and the valuable possibility that it represents, from the equation that 

is used to justify our present. Believing in a future that projects linearly from our present 

allows us to believe in the possibility of some kind of utopia—one that is familiar and 

achievable. The harsh reception that Pater’s Renaissance received was drawn out of this 

disruption. Symonds’ criticism, for example, was almost entirely focused on what effect 

Pater’s writing would have on the future. He was worried that, if Pater’s ideas were to 



 

176 

spread, future civilization would collapse because nobody would care enough to build 

towards the future. 

But if we review some of the novels discussed earlier in this project, we can see 

what possibilities come from attending to the sensations of the present moment rather 

than safeguarding the prospective future. The conclusion with which George Eliot ends 

Mill on the Floss takes on an aspirational quality as it is repeated over the course of the 

book’s final paragraph. The line that “nature repairs her ravages, but not all”114 is 

repeated multiple times. Readers are told of a harvest “rich in golden cornstacks, rising in 

thick clusters among the distant hedgerows”115  but also of “uptorn trees not rooted 

again…hills left scarred.”116 Whatever new growth cannot replace the old—the ravages, 

it seems, cannot be fully repaired—as, beneath the saplings, “the hills underneath their 

green vesture bear the marks of the past rending”117 Maggie and Tom meet an unhappy 

end, and—though their former community is able to move on (or is forced to by the 

inevitable progress of time)—the damage that the flood caused can never be fully 

repaired. In the face of this impossibility, the book ends with the emptily hollow assertion 

that “in death they were never divided.”118 Maggie becomes lost to history, the 

irreparable damage of her loss swept over by a few hollow lines as effectively as the 

growth of new forest heals the deep scars left in the hillside after the flood. 
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As I discussed in the first chapter, Mill’s ending is reminiscent of the final lines of 

Wuthering Heights, when Lockwood contemplates the gravesites of Heathcliff and the 

elder Catherine, glossing over the tumult of their relationship to focus on “the soft wind 

breathing through the grass” and wondering “how any one could imagine unquiet 

slumbers for the sleepers in that quiet earth.”119 It seems impossible that Lockwood, after 

hearing Nellie’s stories about the strife caused by the lovers—and especially the violent, 

disturbing look on Heathcliff’s face as he passed away—could believe this. It seems even 

more impossible that Lockwood—or Emily Brontë—would believe that this sentiment is 

believable to the reader. Within a linear-progressive temporality, Lockwood’s final 

imagining comes across as a futile attempt to rewrite history. It consolidates a hope that 

recent history, and its human traces in the present, can be erased, forgotten and easily 

moved on from. This is in spite of the fact that Catherine and Heathcliff’s presence is still 

felt in the moors of Wuthering Heights. We see how the second generation inherits the 

characteristics of the first and is able to assimilate them into a more mild temperament. 

But we are also given hints that the couple continue to exist, that they can literally be felt. 

Lockwood, after reading Catherine’s diary on his first night in Wuthering Heights, is 

visited by her visage in a nightmare. Then, before he contemplates their gravesite, 

Lockwood sees—or imagines that he sees—Catherine and Heathcliff walking hand-in-

hand through the moors during a storm. The potential for these ghosts, it seems, is lost, 

however, with Lockwood’s final imagining. Like Maggie, Heathcliff and Catherine are 
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buried—underground and in the past. The past must be left behind, we are conditioned to 

believe by our model of linear-progressive time, in order for the future to be possible. 

Everything gets masticated by the unrelenting teeth of modernity and then swallowed up. 

But my interpretation of this ending changes with the perspective of Pater’s 

momentary aesthetics. The ghosts are not lost. The Mill narrator’s insistence that Maggie 

and Tom are lovingly inseparable after death and Lockwood’s imagining of Heathcliff 

and Catherine’s quiet slumber are not mere acquiescences to the relentless movement 

forward of time but, instead, resistances to it. These moments can be read as aesthetic 

experiences, moments of a felt, deep connection between a subject and the object of their 

gaze. Through a deliberate contemplation of the past, the viewers in the scenes of these 

novels are able to connect deeply with an object that one would normally assume is lost 

to the past. Through this contemplation and attention to their emotional reactions to this 

process, these viewers are able to access an experience of the dead, and even revive them. 

Lockwood catching sight of the “ghosts” of Catherine and Heathcliff is not a moment of 

insanity, but the result of having heard and processed his reaction to Nellie’s story. His 

comment about the couple’s grave is not a hollow projection but is instead an honest 

reflection of his emotional state after processing the aesthetic experience of having heard 

the tale of the two doomed lovers. 

4.4 The Aesthetics of ‘Burning Always’ 

Throughout Renaissance, Pater has a clear imperative: to revive and enjoy the 

spirit of that age. Pater’s exhortation is summarized by perhaps its most famous line: “to 

burn always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this ecstasy. That is success in 



 

179 

life.”120 This is often taken as a hedonistic call-to-action, an aesthete urging his followers 

to indulge in the passions of life for no greater purpose than to enjoy the passions of life. 

But I think the meaning is different. Most readings of that line—and, hence, the 

interpretations of Pater’s work which assume a similar attitude—focus on the mention of 

“ecstasy” in Pater’s formulation and equate that with what Pater believes is “success in 

life.” It is strange, though, for Pater to give such a clear and concrete definition for 

success after spending most of his book urging others to precisely avoid those kinds of 

objective definitions and standards and praising those figures from the past who did the 

same. What draws my attention about those lines, then, are the verbs. “To burn”—

specifically to burn always—and “to maintain.” In the infinitive, these appear as 

imperatives: demands, orders. But, free from any past- or present-participling—they also 

impose a timeless, everlasting action. 

Then let’s consider what it means to be a flame, or—and this is different—to burn 

with one. Flames have a shape, and they have color, but they do not have any 

permanence. The flame, perfect for Pater, is a momentary thing: the gaseous exhaust 

emitted by whatever has been lit on fire. A flame is active, perhaps an action. It is the 

movement of air around an incredibly hot object. So, a flame is also of and in relation. It 

is not an object in itself but the byproduct of a reaction between one and at least one other 

entity: some sort of combustible and some kind of heat source. I take Pater to mean, when 

urging readers to “burn always” is to bring themselves into this sense of permanent 

 

120 Pater, Renaissance, 128. 
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relation, which is not concerned with standards or any set shapes but which instead 

attends to its surroundings, flickers and dances. But this flame, inconstant and shifting as 

it is, is also “hard” and “gem-like.” Here, in the action of this relation is a sense of 

constancy that—as discussed earlier—Pater did not find much of in the world around 

him. 

Pater demonstrates this more fully when discussing the tragic life of Johann 

Winckelmann, accessing a tragedy from the past and transforming it into something else 

as part of an aesthetic experience that places value on momentary interactions and 

impressions. From the beginning of Pater’s discussion of Winckelmann, he establishes 

the Hellenophile as a man out of place and out of time. The man to whom the ancient 

world would mean so much was born “in Brandenburg, in the year 1717…[who] passed 

through many struggles in his youth”121 Though he was “destined to assert and interpret 

the charm of the Hellenic sprit, he served first a painful apprenticeship in the tarnished 

intellectual world of Germany.”122 He spent the early years of his education “in the dusky 

precincts of a German school, hungrily feeding on a few colourless books.”123 But, soon 

Winckelmann is exposed to the great works of the Greeks and Romans after becoming 

the famulus to school’s blind master: 

 

The old man would have had him study theology. Winckelmann, free of 

the master's library, chooses rather to become familiar with the Greek 
 

121 Pater, Renaissance, 86. 
122 Pater, Renaissance, 86. 
123 Pater, Renaissance, 86. 
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classics. Herodotus and Homer win, with their "vowelled" Greek, his 

warmest enthusiasm; whole nights of fever are devoted to them; disturbing 

dreams of an Odyssey of his own come to him.124 

 

What stands out to me most about this passage is the way that the agency of subject and 

object—desirer and desiree—blends together with each additional clause. This is crucial, 

as investigated in the opening section of this chapter, to understanding the mechanism of 

Pater’s aesthetics: the interaction that creates an aesthetic moment requires the observer 

to be acted upon by the object of observation as much as it requires the observer to act 

upon that object. Winckelmann begins this section in control. He is, first, freed from the 

strictures of his schoolmaster, and—once no longer required to read the dusty tomes of a 

course in German theology—is able to “choose” to read the Greek classics. In the next 

sentence, the agency is reversed. The books—metonymically referred to by their 

authors—are able to “win” over Winckelmann. They are, in these moments of reading 

not only active—able to change Winckelmann’s affective response—by they come alive. 

As Pater writes, it seems as though Winckelmann was able to have a direct experience of 

Herodotus and Homer, emphasized by the detail of their “‘vowelled’ Greek.” This 

linguistic difference would be most notable when the language is spoken aloud. Pater 

suggests that, in the act of reading, Winckelmann was able to have an experience akin to 

hearing these ancients speak to him. The border between subject and object erodes further 

 

124 Pater, Renaissance, 86. 



 

182 

in the next sentence, which relies upon a passive construction. Nights of fervent 

investigation become the actant, with Winckelmann being drawn, as if helplessly, in tow. 

Dreams come to the German of adventures from far-away time and place. 

Pater details how powerful the effect of this study is. The transformation that this 

new interest has on Winckelmann and his world is both sudden and all-consuming. This 

is because Winckelmann was able to attune his intellectual investigation of the past to his 

embodied reactions to those ancient objects. Pater writes that Winckelmann’s “affinity 

with Hellenism was not merely intellectual,” and instead that “the subtler threads of 

temperament were inwoven in it.”125 His consideration of the past was predicated upon 

his ability to attend to the emotive and temperamental reactions he had as response. His 

consideration of the Greeks contained “every delicacy of thought and feeling incidental to 

a consciousness brooding with delight over itself.”126 This affective ability gave him 

incredible access to the spirit of that past age: Pater writes that “to most of us, after all 

our steps towards it, the antique world, in spite of its intense outlines, its perfect self-

expression, still remains faint and remote.”127 However, to Winckelmann “building for 

his dark poverty a house not made with hands, it early came to seem more real than the 

present.”128 

This ability was something that “Winckelmann possessed in his own nature, itself 

like a relic of classical antiquity laid open by accident to our alien modern 

 

125 Pater, Renaissance, 93. 
126 Pater, Renaissance, 105. 
127 Pater, Renaissance, 87. 
128 Pater, Renaissance, 87. 
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atmosphere.”129 Through this talent, Winckelmann was able not only to access the 

feelings of the past but incorporate them into the life of his present. Even with his tragic 

death, Pater doesn’t mourn Winckelmann’s loss. Instead, Pater celebrates him: 

 

Interests not his, nor meant for him, political, moral, religious, never 

disturbed him. In morals, as in criticism, he followed the clue of an 

unerring instinct. Penetrating into the antique world by his passion, his 

temperament, he enunciates no formal principles…130 

 

It is this quality of Winckelmann’s that Pater admires, and it is what gives Pater reason to 

exalt Winckelmann in spite of his tragic death. Winckelmann was attacked while 

traveling from Italy, robbed of the ancient artifacts he was carrying, and died of his 

injuries. As Duncan Friedman writes, Pater’s intention with this essay went “beyond 

offering an innovative intellectual biography of a major art historian and aesthetic 

theorist.”131 Instead, Pater spent so much time celebrating the life of Johann 

Winckelmann because he epitomized “a historically momentous form of consciousness, 

one adequate to the task of being an aesthetic critic within a modernity that rejects 

attempts to find absolute truth or a transcendental grounding for subjectivity.”132 

 

129 Pater, Renaissance, 110. 
130 Pater, Renaissance, 110. 
131 Dustin Friedman. Before Queer Theory: Victorian Aestheticism and the Self. (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2019), 51. 
132 Friedman, Before Queer Theory, 51. 
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Winckelmann was and should be seen as Pater’s forerunner, someone capable of 

transforming the present with the aid of an aesthetic investigation of the past. 

The harsh reception that Pater’s Renaissance received from some was not 

universal. John Morley praised Pater’s study of the past in a review published in the 

months after Pater’s first edition was printed. Pater’s text was, Morley wrote, “connected 

with a prime characteristic of Mr Pater’s work, its constant association of art with the 

actual moods and purposes of men in life.”133 Morley praises Pater for eschewing, as we 

found in the Preface, the great abstractions, the overly-intellectual debates about the 

definition beauty. Morley found that Pater’s “concreteness” was “connected with a prime 

characteristic of Mr Pater’s work, its constant association of art with the actual moods 

and purposes of men in life.”134 The text is “sincere and disinterested…real yet detached 

from the clamour of to-day.”135 Morley is most impressed by Pater’s dogged insistence to 

pay attention to the momentary impressions caused by aesthetic observation. 

Morley believed that Pater was motivated by “attraction to him of hints of beauty 

and faintly marked traces of exquisite peculiarity, rather than the noon-day splendour of 

master works.”136 Returning to Ben Morgan, we can see that Morley is picking up on the 

kind of sympathy generated by Pater’s ideology. Morgan argued that, because of the 

aesthete’s attention to physical sensations, the currents of energy that course through 

 

133 John Morley. “On Pater.” In Walter Pater: The Critical Heritage. ed. R. M. Seiler. (London: Routledge, 
1995), 67. 
134 Morley, “On Pater,” 67. 
135 Morley, “On Pater,” 70. 
136 Morley, “On Pater,” 66. 
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muscle fibres, nerves, eyes, and skin”137 Pater and others are “able to experience genuine 

forms of sympathy, community, and affective attachment to a world of objects.”138 

Pater’s embodied aesthetics demands that biological life demands greater attention and 

opens the future to different possibilities than would follow the present in a historicist 

temporality. However, Pater’s hopeful, joyous aesthetic temporality was not the only 

alternative to the uni-directional, linear model his work resisted. In the next chapter, I 

examine what I find to be the circular, layered temporality of the late-Victorian closet 

drama. I focus on two historical plays, written in verse: Michael Field’s Attila, My Attila 

and Thomas Hardy’s The Dynasts. These plays expand the temporal scale of their 

narrative, actualizing the literary experiments contained within the novels discussed in 

the first two chapters. However, the vision of the future these texts present lacks the hope 

of the future in Pater’s aesthetic temporality.

 

137 Morgan, Outward Mind, 138. 
138 Morgan, Outward Mind, 138. 
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5. Circling the Drain: Concentric Temporalities in Late-
Victorian Closet Dramas 

By the beginning of the twentieth century, Britain found itself in a very similar 

situation to where it was at the start of the nineteenth: under threat from a European rival 

and seemingly bound to be caught up in another conflict on the continent. The stability 

that began to slip away by the end of the nineteenth century had been dependent upon 

Britain maintaining influence and control over potential rivals on the European continent. 

But that power and control was undermined by the rise of a newly unified and 

strengthening German state under the direction of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. Against 

this tumultuous backdrop, Michael Field wrote Attila My Attila and Thomas Hardy wrote 

The Dynasts, the two closet dramas which I will focus on in this concluding chapter. 

These two works make for an interesting study not only because they are examples of an 

endangered genre but because they focus on history, like all of the other works discussed 

in this project. The novels by Eliot and Hardy operate as informal communal histories. 

Again, the final paragraphs of Mill provide a good example as the narrator refers to the 

mill town and its inhabitants as if they are real people. Pater’s Renaissance, while not 

disciplined enough to be considered a “history” still deals with historical material. The 

closet dramas discussed here occupy a similarly grey space between historical reality and 

fiction. Attila is set during the last century of the Roman Empire and involves dramatis 

personae based upon real historical figures. Dynasts, set during the Napoleonic Wars, 

present similar information and characters. Both maintain a level of historical accuracy. 

Hardy retells the triumphs and ultimate defeat of Napoleon. Field tell the stranger-than-
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fiction story of Justa Grata Honoria. I study these closet dramas to find how they are 

structured by another alternative temporality and argue that this these texts, as well as the 

texts discussed in earlier chapters, present these alternative forms of time in response to 

historical events that contradicted the narratives of progress that were central to the self-

image of Victorian Empire. 

Both of these closet dramas are structured upon a circular temporality that leads 

the present moment into a future dominated by dissolution and chaos. This temporality is 

enabled by a layered style of narration. Most stories are narrated within a single level or 

layer. The narrator—whether occupying a first- or third-person perspective—stays within 

the present time and space of the story. Some stories are more complicated. Wuthering 

Heights is an example of this. That novel is narrated at two different layers: the story of 

Catherine and Heathcliff and the story of Lockwood. The story of Catherine and 

Heathcliff, which is titled “Nellie’s Tale” in the novel, is the level contained within 

Lockwood’s story. The novel begins and ends with Lockwood’s narration and, with the 

exception of a few brief interruptions, the majority of what comes in between is told by 

Nellie. Similarly, the closet drama contains multiple levels, though these levels are bake 

into the structure of the genre. Like how Nellie’s story of Catherine and Heathcliff is 

contained within Lockwood’s story, a closet drama presents the action of a play within a 

textualized representation of the performance of that play. 

While reading the play, this layering creates a sense of narrative confusion as the 

telling of the story switches between these different levels. In a novel, these switches in 

narration are (usually) well-marked. In Wuthering Heights, to return to that example, 
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transitions between these narrative layers are signaled by scenes showing Lockwood 

settling by the fire as Nellie prepares to tell the story. However, these signposts do not 

exist in the same way in the closet drama. The elements that signal transitions between 

these levels appear in the form of stage directions which jumbled together with the action 

of the play. From the highest level, these are the textual representation of the play or the 

book depicting the closet drama, the play itself, and then the stories depicted within the 

play. Then, beyond the action and narration of the story, is a final level of narration. This 

occurs from the perspective of a timeless space filled with ethereal beings. Even as the 

plot of the play moves forward, progresses, and concludes, from this distanced 

perspective, one can see how little actually happens. It is a place of eternity, from which a 

full picture of changeless change can be seen. The layers of narration throughout these 

dramas are further emphasized by the deployment of stage directions. The stage 

directions, as I will dig into in the next section, can make the interiority of the characters 

explicit whereas within a typical stage performance, the interiority of these characters 

would remain implicit. The writing out of these stage directions—which would either be 

uttered or expressed through the action of stage performers—adds another temporal 

paradox. Their narrativization holds moments of action in stasis. 

These two closet dramas theorize a presentation of scale that expands beyond the 

human, a scale that is limited to the human by the conventions of the novel and the 

material constraints of staged, live performance. In expanding beyond the scale of the 

human, these texts disrupt the human itself. Throughout both of the plays, plots work to 

disrupt linear causal logics of human progress. This occurs in the form of the texts—in 
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terms of the development of their plots—as well as in content of those plots—in terms of 

how gain knowledge characters as they explore their world. Examples of the latter occur 

when characters are able to divine and induce knowledge from their world without 

explicitly learning it, short-circuiting the usual cause-and-effect logic of deductive 

reasoning. But I have a greater interest in the former. These closet dramas stand in 

contrast to the novels studied in this project in that they end and begin in almost exactly 

the same place. 

This layered, circular temporality works similarly to the species temporality 

discussed in relation to Hardy’s novels and the aesthetic temporality discussed in relation 

to Walter Pater’s Studies in the History of the Renaissance in that all three work against a 

sense of linearity. However, whereas those temporalities were notable for their flow—the 

teeming “flux” as Hardy wrote in his journals—the temporality that structures these two 

closet dramas is more static—as long as one views them from an appropriate distance. 

The plots of these stories operate circularly: beginning where they end and, from a certain 

perspective, not moving at all. Attila, My Attila ends with a marriage between two who 

were broken apart at the start of the play. The Dynasts ends with Europe being shown to 

be unchanged—if a little more ruined—after the Napoleonic Wars. From the perspective 

of the watching Spirits—the immortal inhabitants of the play’s Overworld—it is as if 

nothing really happened. 

The circular, chaotic temporality of the closet drama expands the narrative scope 

and expository scale of the story being presented. The narrative focus of these dramas can 

flit from scene to scene, across space and across time. Because of this, the scale of the 
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settings can be extraordinary, taking the mythical elements of the epic and abutting them 

against a historical reality. Most notably, The Dynasts involves a setting that has been 

enlarged to include places that exist far beyond the human-inhabited Earth. This 

expanded scope empowers and involves a plethora of nonhuman forces, just as it does in 

Thomas Hardy’s novels. At times, these nonhuman forces appear as irrepressible moods 

and tempers and attractions, contained within and influencing the decisions of human 

characters, but they are also able to appear as literalized beings. This is a point of contrast 

with the novels and histories described in earlier chapters. In these two plays, nonhuman 

forces are embodied and have the ability to interact with human characters to 

confounding effect. The figure of Attila, who never actually physically appears in Field’s 

play, is described as such, and his ability to live beyond the bounds of the human deeply 

troubles the Roman courtiers. The Overworld Spirits in The Dynasts operate akin to the 

mythic gods of Olympus. They usually stand apart and observe the action of the world 

while they are caught up in their own grievances and politicking, but they do adopt a 

human form and appear on Earth in order to interact with other characters. 

5.1 Understanding the Closet Drama 

Before moving on to investigate Attila, My Attila and The Dynasts, it is first 

necessary to understand the genre to which those plays belong. The closet drama, or 

closet play, is a strange literary form for a number of reasons. First, as Catherine 

Burroughs writes in the introduction to Closet Drama: History, Theory, Form, it is almost 
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impossible to define.1 There are immense “difficulties in pinning down a definition of 

closet drama based on its formal features.”2 This is because the formal features of closet 

dramas can be so varied. That, actually, could be said to be the most distinctly-identifying 

characteristic of the genre: “its mixing together of narrative, lyric, and dramatic 

elements.”3 This mixture is evident throughout both Attila and Dynasts, but it is also 

noteworthy how that blend is deployed in the text in a variety of ways. At times, 

characters will speak in verse, and at other times those same characters will speak in 

prose. This flexibility is a vital—yet, of course, undefinable—characteristic of the closet 

drama because it allows authors to, as Burroughs describes “explode and/or exploit the 

closet play for their own.”4 The closet drama is in so many different ways, the muddle. 

Perhaps this explains why the genre is so hard to define, and why it proves to be so 

flexible in response to different types of literary experimentation. 

The most succinct definition that Burroughs gives for the closet drama is, 

ultimately, somewhat vague and something that can only be determined after the fact. It 

is “a dramatic text never intended to be acted or a play impeded from stage performance 

by circumstances.”5 As much as I dislike having to rely on such a post facto definition, it 

does seem unavoidable. It turns out that even the intention of the author to have 

 

1 This difficulty in establishing a definition might explain why—compared to novels, poems, and staged 
plays—there is such a paucity of research produced on closet drama studies. Burroughs’ text is one of a 
very limited few that focus exclusively on the genre. 
2 Catherine B. Burroughs. “Introduction: Closet Drama Studies.” In Closet Drama: History, Theory, Form. 
ed. Catherine B. Burroughs. (New York, NY: Routledge, 2019): 6. 
3 Burroughs, “Introduction,” 8. 
4 Burroughs, “Introduction,” 4. 
5 Burroughs, “Introduction,” 3. 
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deliberately written a play not to be staged cannot be a factor in defining the genre. 

Otherwise there wouldn’t be that many closet dramas left to study. It’s clear just from 

reading the opening pages that Hardy wrote Dynasts without any intention of staging it, 

but even Attila qualifies for consideration as a closet drama only because Field were 

never able to successfully secure the financial backing nor the cooperation from the 

London theater community that they needed in order to stage the play. They wrote it with 

the intention of it being performed live. Circumstances, rather than authorial intent, 

define the genre. 

I argue that this temporality is an inherent feature of the late-Victorian closet 

drama. These works blend features of different literary genres: the detailed minutiae of 

novelistic narration; the theatricality of a live, staged performance; the ethereality of 

verse; and the interplay between mythic and real characteristic of the epic. Further, by the 

turn of the twentieth century, some of these genres had fallen out of fashion. Even by the 

start of the nineteenth century, as Jonathan Culler writes in Theory of the Lyric, there had 

been “an abdication of epic and drama.”6 Culler writes that not only had the “epic 

become novel and drama has migrated from verse to prose” but that the “narrative and 

didactic functions that nonlyrical poetry had previously performed were taken over by 

prose also.”7 This mixture contributes to a temporality of the closet drama that exists in 

contrast to the temporality of the prose-filled novel. 

 

6 Jonathan D. Culler. Theory of the Lyric. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), 76. 
7 Culler, Theory of the Lyric, 76. 
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As I mentioned in the first section of this chapter, one of the things that I find so 

fascinating about closet dramas are the stage directions. Typically, a play’s stage 

directions are useful for understanding how the author wishes actors to move, emote, and 

behave on stage. They are almost an imperative, textual manifestations of the author’s 

will. You can easily imagine them being spoken by the director off-stage, instructing 

characters to widen their eyes or give a questioning intonation to the end of a particular 

spoken line. But in the closet drama, where there is no stage and no performance—and 

therefore no reason to provide instruction—stage directions read as description rather 

than imposition. They are expository, and they operate at times as if they are the stand in 

for the narrator one would usually expect to find telling the story of a novel. Stage 

directions in the closet drama provide a free, indirect element to the presentation of the 

story. Through very exact stage directions, the audience’s perspective can be brought to 

focus on all kinds of minutiae, some of which might not have been apparent to the 

audience or which could not have been seen or understood by an audience that is 

watching the play live. The closet drama’s stage directions can reveal exactly what a 

character thinks and feels. They can bring us inside the mind of certain characters in a 

way that would be impossible for an audience of a staged play to actually experience. 

Actions or expressions that would normally be left up to interpretation are made much 

more explicit. 

The peculiarity of those stage directions leads to another paradoxical element of 

the closet drama. The experience of reading is entirely different from the experience of 

watching. This contributes to the layered characteristic of the closet drama. Writers and 
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performers are able to communicate different types of information in different ways, and 

that information has varying relationships to notions of representation. The novel exists 

as a fictional representation of events that are also fictional—even if they are based on 

history. The novel is a universe of itself, self-contained in the collective imaginations of 

the author and the reader. The play is a real representation of fictional events. But even 

with this fictional element, it spills into reality by consisting of real performers acting on 

a real stage in front of a live audience. But there is still room for interiority—as 

evidenced by the stage directions, which hint at but do not reveal the inner thoughts and 

feelings of characters. That is still left to be interpreted and imagined by the audience. 

The closet drama is further abstracted from these two points. It is a fictional 

representation of a real representation of fictional events. Readers are tasked with 

imagining the stage, imagining the thespians, imagining the performances. The reality is 

entirely contained within the imagination of the reader.  

5.2 History through Michael Field 

Michael Field was the pseudonym of an authorial duo, hence my referral to them 

in the collective third-person. The duo was comprised of Katherine Bradley and her niece 

Edith Cooper. Katherine was the daughter of Charles Bradley, a wealthy tobacco 

manufacturer, and she attended Newnham College in Cambridge. Katherine’s sister gave 

birth to Edith in 1862 but had a difficult pregnancy while carrying Edith’s younger sister 

to term. After that birth, Edith’s mother was unable to care for the children, and 

Katherine became the legal guardian of Edith, who was sixteen years younger. While 

Edith was finishing college in Bristol, the pair agreed to settle in Katherine’s home. The 
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pair spent the next forty years living together as lovers and writing partners. They relied 

on Katherine’s access to her family’s tobacco fortune to support their writing while 

maintaining their financial independence.8 

They adopted the pen name Michael Field to emphasize their “inseparable 

oneness.”9 The two moved to London and developed close relationships with a number of 

Aestheticists of the time, including Walter Pater, Oscar Wilde, and Vernon Lee. They 

were particular admirers of and close with the Brownings. Before adopting the collective 

alias of Michael Field, both Katherine and Edith had written under aliases inspired by 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh.10 They had intended to keep their pen name 

a secret, but after confiding in Robert Browning, that secret mysteriously became public 

knowledge. In 1899, after living together for close to two decades, Edith’s father died, 

and the inheritance allowed the couple to buy their own house and establish a common 

law marriage of sorts. However, this windfall was bittersweet, as Edith interpreted her 

father’s unexpected death to be a rebuke of her life with Katherine. Around the time of 

this move, the pair became active Catholics and lived together for the rest of their lives, 

until Edith died in December of 1913 with Katherine following the next fall.11 

 

8 Sarah Parker and Ana Parejo Vadillo. “Introduction.” In Michael Field: Decadent Moderns. ed. Sarah 
Parker and Ana Parejo Vadillo. (Athens, OH: Ohio University Press, 2019), 10. 
9 Bristow, Joseph. “Michael Field’s ‘Unwomanly Audacities”: Attila, My Attila!, Sexual Modernity, and the 
London Stage.” In Michael Field: Decadent Moderns. ed. Sarah Parker and Ana Parejo Vadillo. (Athens, 
OH: Ohio University Press, 2019), 134. 
10 Katherine’s first publications were printed under the name Arran Leigh while Edith used the name Isla 
Leigh for throughout her early work. 
11 Parker and Parejo Vadillo, “Introduction,” 11. 
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The pair published Attila, My Attila! in 1896 after devoting most of their time 

over the previous eighteen months to developing and writing the play. This was their 

eleventh drama written in verse, and they hoped that this play would “once and for all 

place them among a rising generation of playwrights.”12 It was meant to be a follow up to 

another historical drama, A Question of Memory, which focused on the tumult of the 

Hungarian Revolution in 1848. However, the play proved to be too controversial and the 

difficulties that Field had with their director and cast caused too much damage to their 

reputation.13 Though they circulated their manuscript of Attila among friends and 

received positive feedback, Field were unable to secure a stage for a run of live 

performances. Due to this series of incidents, rather than by the author’s deliberate 

choice, we have another closet drama to study. 

Field were respected intellectuals and voracious readers. Like Hardy, they 

incorporated the philosophy of the time into their work but most of their work was done 

to develop and present their own understanding of the world. They came to understand 

“history as moving in recurring cycles”14 and both Bradley and Cooper discussed this 

idea throughout their diaries. This cyclicality is important to understanding the 

temporality that structures their closet drama. Michael Field open their preface to Attila, 

My Attila! with the flat assertion that “tragedy is the conflict of man with the indifference 

 

12 Bristow, “Unwomanly Audacities,” 124. 
13 Bristow, “Unwomanly Audacities,” 133-134. 
14 Thain, Marion. "Michael Field": Poetry, Aestheticism and the Fin De Siècle. (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007), 31. 
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of nature.”15 They present familiar elements to this statement: the flux that Thomas 

Hardy believed was so important with his experimentation within the novel as well as the 

aesthetic flow and pulsations described by Walter Pater. Field describe in their preface an 

ever-changing world subjected to the power of mysterious forces that 

 

sweep on their regenerating way, and they disregard obstruction or break it 

down, yet mortals strive presumptuously to withstand this impetus, and to 

subject it to their own thought and need. Then there is a death-struggle, 

and the human combatant disappears, sometimes recognising his schism, 

sometimes unconscious of it to the end.16 

 

It is easy to recognize an echo of Pater’s of aesthetics here, which is explained by Field’s 

association and friendship with many of the late-Victorian Aesthetic movement. In that 

opening sentence—a series of comma-linked, simple clauses that cascade themselves, in 

a way—Field describe a world structured by swirling powers that destroy and regenerate 

beyond the power of the human being. However, these forces operate with an 

indifference akin to the pessimistic outlook of Thomas Hardy’s novel-writing. Pater’s 

aesthetic temporality is similarly inhabited by subjects and objects that are similarly 

indifferent to the plight of the human being and gives opportunity for experiences of 

momentary ecstasy and a sense of optimism. Field—and Hardy, as we will see in The 

 

15 Michael Field. Attila, My Attila!: A Play. (London: E. Matthews, 1896), ii. 
16 Field, Attila, My Attila!, ii. 
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Dynasts—adopt a more pessimistic outlook. Though the play that Field present is a 

dramatized history, its temporality brings it beyond the “decadent chronicling” that some 

understand to be “central to Michael Field’s dramatic project.”17 Field’s sweeping and 

regenerative forces serve to correct a perceived human arrogance, a desire to shape the 

world according to human “thought and need.” This force works against uni-directional 

progress, which Field regarded, as they wrote in their journal, to be 18This results in the 

sublimation of the human individual, without even the didactic possibility that results 

from the tragic events depicted in the novels of the first two chapters. The human, Field 

describe, is swept away regardless of whether they are aware of the forces they are up 

against, even unaware that their struggle would inevitably be futile. 

The play is based on the struggles of Justa Grata Honoria, whose life was 

recorded in Edward Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: 

 

Honoria had no sooner attained the sixteenth year of her age, than she 

detested the importunate greatness which must forever exclude her from 

the comforts of honorable love…Honoria sighed, yielded to the impulse of 

nature, and threw herself into the arms of her chamberlain Eugenius. Her 

guilt and shame…was published to the world by the imprudence of the 

empress Placidia who dismissed her daughter, after a strict and shameful 
 

17 Ana Parejo Vadillo. “Outmoded Dramas: History and Modernty in Michael Field’s Aesthetic Plays.” In 
Michael Field and Their World. ed. Margaret D. Stetz and Cheryl A. Wilson. (Buckinhamshire, UK: 
Rivendale Press, 2007), 237. 
18 Michael Field. Works and Days: From the Journal of Michael Field. ed. Sturge Moore. (London: John 
Murray, 1933), 237. 
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confinement, to a remote exile at Constantinople. The unhappy princess 

passed twelve or fourteen years in the irksome society of the sisters of 

Theodosius…Her impatience of long and hopeless celibacy urged her to 

embrace a strange and desperate resolution. The name of Attila was 

familiar and formidable at Constantinople; and his frequent embassies 

entertained a perpetual intercourse between his camp and the Imperial 

palace. In the pursuit of love, or rather of revenge, the daughter of Placidia 

sacrificed every duty and every prejudice; and offered to deliver her 

person into the arms of a Barbarian…she transmitted to Attila a ring, the 

pledge of her affection; and earnestly conjured him to claim her as a 

lawful spouse, to whom he had been secretly betrothed. These indecent 

advances were received, however, with coldness and disdain…On the 

discovery of her connection with the king of the Huns, the guilty princess 

had been sent away, as an object of horror, from Constantinople to Italy: 

her life was spared; but the ceremony of her marriage was performed with 

some obscure and nominal husband, before she was immured in a 

perpetual prison, to bewail those crimes and misfortunes, which Honoria 

might have escaped, had she not been born the daughter of an emperor.19 

 

 

19 Edward Gibbon. The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Vol 5. ed. by David 
Womersley. (London: Penguin Press, 1994), 561-562. 
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At the start of the play—on Honoria’s birthday and in the imperial court of the Western 

Empire—the empress Galla Placidia, Honoria’s mother, announces that she plans to grant 

her daughter the title of Augusta on the condition that Honoria will not marry. This 

condition is inserted both to prevent Honoria from consolidating too much power in the 

court and to keep away a potential threat—whoever Honoria’s betrothed may be—to the 

Empress’s desired heir, Honoria’s younger brother Valentinian. Honoria rages against 

this, screaming that “it is fate to love”20 and she begins an affair with her attendant 

Eugenius. The affair is discovered; Eugenius is sent to a labor camp while Honoria is 

exiled to Constantinople, capital of the Eastern Empire. 

After the scenes taking place on Honoria’s birthday, the time and place of the play 

become disjointed. These are characteristics of the play’s chaotic temporality and 

demonstrate how the scope of the play expands in response to new temporal conditions. 

An early example of this takes place when Eugenius and Honoria first meet, and Honoria 

requests that her lover tell her stories about the frontiers of the Empire: 

 

HONORIA. Oh, what fun, 

And what adventure! How I love to hear 

Of the black hordes. (Turning sharply round to Eugenius) 

 You know, Eugenius, 

They bellow like wild beasts, their countless drums 

 

20 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 21. 



 

201 

Keep echo ringing, and their cavalry … 

EUGENIUS. Faugh, princess, these are scarcely fairy-tales 

For an imperial ear. 

HONORIA. (Haughtily) – Oh,  you think that! 

We like strong contrasts, and it interests us 

To hear about the bowl of ivy-wood 

Our hero drinks from, and his simple fare…21 

 

The first note I would like to make about this passage is how layered it is. We 

read about actors performing a scene in which one character tells a story about a faraway 

place to another character. Reading through this passage is to encounter a story within a 

story within a story within a book. This is an example of the layered circularity that is 

crucial to understanding the circular temporality of the closet drama. We can tell a lot 

about Honoria from the direction that she speaks “haughtily” to Eugenius, her beloved. 

However, in this scene, the stage directions also make explicit the fact that this action is a 

performance and that it is taking place before our eyes in a permanently-held present 

moment. She is described as “turning sharply” after speaking her line. The verb appears 

as a gerund rather than in the present tense, which would suggest that the action occurs 

and then comes to an end. Instead, the action is ongoing and eternal. She is always 

turning, at least within that direction. 

 

21 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 36. 
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In accordance with this illogic, time operates inconsistently throughout the play. 

During her exile, Honoria reports that her experience of time changed dramatically: 

 

…they think I’m growing old, 

But really I have had quite time enough 

Through these long, fourteen years of misery 

To grow both old and young again. The spring 

Must come again into one’s life some day— 

And it has been such winter! Fourteen years! 

Not exile!—I should like to be so much, 

Much further off from anyone who owns me, 

Or who has ever called me by my name.22 

 

It is hard to discern exactly what Honoria is describing. Time has apparently moved both 

forwards and backwards as the years of her exile have passed. She has grown old and 

young at the same time. as the years move on, there is development. As Honoria moves 

through the seasons of her life, she finds herself experiencing a transition from winter to 

spring, from the seasons usually associated with the end of one’s life to one associated 

with the beginning. Time has not moved forward or backward so much as it has entirely 

reset. She later complains, when she tries to remember what has happened and what she 

 

22 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 63. 
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has done over that time, that it amounts to “nothing at all! oh, nothing!”23 In this 

nothingness, isolated from relatives, friends and anyone who owns or knows her, she 

finds her love: “…far away, / And where time was not, I was in the arms / Of a great 

hero—very fire of love / The breath and the embrace!”24 The layered circularity of 

another non-linear temporality also provides generative opportunities. However, the 

possibility that is opened is surreal: a powerful and impassioned—maybe even 

imagined—love that Honoria feels in this timeless space. 

This lover is Attila, whom Honoria never meets and who never physically appears 

in the play. In spite of this, he is depicted as a vicious threat and a potentially 

destabilizing force in the Roman court. After hearing about Honoria’s scheme to marry 

the Hun, Placida is shocked that he took her ring and now “demands / Her person and her 

dowry…”25 She declares that Honoria must “by Christian marriage [be put out of the] 

reach / of his unlawful claim, or give his lust / And avarice their victim.”26 What makes 

Attila so threatening is that he seems to exist only in the nothingness that Honoria 

describes, in the timeless ether that surrounds the action of the play. Placidia hopes to 

restore order by invoking Roman legal authority but that assertion limited. Attila exists 

beyond the borders of Roman territory, and he leads an army capable of overwhelming 

any force Placidia or Valentinian can muster. The Roman courtiers are ultimately left to 

 

23 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 63. 
24 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 64. 
25 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 93. 
26 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 93. 
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lament that Attila “rejects our sanctions, he is bound / By nothing we are bound by.”27 He 

is an atemporal figure who exists around and above the action of the play, able to 

influence proceedings without directly interacting with them.28 

In order to prevent Honoria and Attila from marrying, Placidia retrieves Eugenius 

from working in a prison camp and reintroduces him to Honoria. The pair are hesitant to 

marry after so much time apart. Eugenius especially struggles to adapt to life in the court. 

Even when informed of Attila’s death, Honoria—though distraught—refuses to proceed 

with the wedding. These reservations are quickly overcome when the pair are threatened 

with death. The play ends with the marriage that was interrupted in the first act, except it 

isn’t a happy ending. Eugenius and Honoria are forced to marry, otherwise they will be 

executed. There is a potential to see how the play demonstrates “the potential of women’s 

eroticism to overturn imperial rule”29 but that potential is never actualized. Perhaps that 

potential is there, but I see something else, something much different than the overturning 

of the Roman Empire. Widening the scope of our perspective enables us to see what 
 

27 Field, Attila, My Attila!, 102. 
28 Field borrowed their title from the refrain of George Meredith’s poem “The Nuptials of Attila” (Bristow, 
2019, 126). Meredith focuses on Attila’s marriage to Ildico and his sudden, suspicious death during the 
night after the wedding. Meredith also ascribes to Attila an ethereal quality as one who lives beyond the 
usual confines of society. The poem opens by showing Attila contemplating his future while seemingly 
floating above the planet: “flat as to an eagle’s eye / Earth hung under Attila” (Meredith, 1990, 1-2). 
Attila’s boundlessness also gives him extraordinary power in Meredith’s poem: 

Ravaged cities rolling smoke 
Thick on cornfields dry and black, 
Wave his banners, bear his yoke. 
Track the lightning, and you track 
Attila.  They moan:  'tis he! 
Bleed:  'tis he!  Beneath his foot 
Leagues are deserts charred and mute; 
Where he passed, there passed a sea. 
Attila, my Attila! (Meredith, 1990, 148-156) 

29 Bristow, “Womanly Audacities,” 124. 
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relationship the events of the play have to the eventual destruction of Rome, which had 

more to do with either Roman Emperor Diocletian’s decision to split the empire into 

Eastern and Western Empires at the turn of the fourth century or Visigothic King 

Theodoric’s deposition of the boy-king Augustus Romulus near the end of the fifth 

century. Honoria’s tale almost exactly bisects these events and does not bear a direct 

relation to either. The play’s depiction of sexual politics—or, in the case of Honoria’s 

entreaties to Attila, sex as politics—demonstrate that the social reproduction of the 

Imperial court is beyond human control. Honoria’s amorous revolt did result in her being 

able to finally wed Eugenius, but the irony in achieving this “overturning” of her 

mother’s command is that she no longer wishes to marry the lover from whose arms she 

was ripped at the start of the play. 

5.3 Hardy’s True Spirit in the Closet Drama 

Thomas Hardy wrote The Dynasts at the very end of his career. He wrote the play 

without any intention of staging it in a theater, which should be clear to anyone reading. 

The play’s reliance on a variety of different forms of writing—prose, verse, and drama—

as well as its challenging length have led it to become “the great white elephant of Hardy 

studies.”30 It garnered “limited critical interest”31 both at the time of its publication and in 

the century that followed. In spite of the lack of interest, Hardy’s play is certainly 

 

30 Merryn Williams. A Preface to Hardy. (New York: Longman, 1993), 124. 
31 Geoffrey Harvey. The Complete Critical Guide to Thomas Hardy. (London: Routledge, 2003),138. 
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interesting, as it represents “Hardy’s determination to write a new kind of fiction.”32 

While other studies examine how the play’s broad scope helps to “reveal the undersides 

of war”33 or focus on the psychoanalytic presentation of Napoleon34 I examine the play to 

understand the consequences of its circular, layered temporality. 

The play contains multiple scenes that would clearly be impossible to depict in a 

live stage performance. Hardy called the play “the longest English drama in existence.”35 

If the strangely cinematic descriptions of certain actions taking place in the play were not 

enough to keep it off the stage, the roughly ten (or so) hour long runtime certainly would 

be. Hardy’s play is written in three parts, with each originally published in 1904, 1906, 

and 1908 respectively. These three parts contain nineteen acts and one hundred and 

thirty-one scenes, in addition to a Forescene and Afterscene which focus on the 

commentary of the play’s chorus of Spirits. It is an epic, both in the colloquial and 

classical meaning of the term. Hardy depicts massive battles from a series of points of 

view. At some points, the audience is detached from the action and is given a sense of the 

grandiosity of Napoleon’s military strategy. We watch the Battle of Austerlitz from a 

hilltop with Napoleon, “from the elevated position of the Emperor’s bivouac,”36 and view 

the opposing armies arrayed for battle on the plateaus below, aware of how “the countless 

thousand of massed humanity that compose the two armies makes itself felt 

 

32 Orel, Harold. The Unknown Thomas Hardy: Lesser-known Aspects of Hardy's Life and Career. (New 
York: St. Martin's Press, 1987), 112. 
33 Williams, Preface to Hardy, 131. 
34 Orel, Unknown Thomas Hardy, 122-125. 
35 Thomas Hardy. The Dynasts. (London: Macmillan and Co, 1924), ii. 
36 Hardy, The Dynasts, 214. 
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indefinably.”37 At other times, Hardy insists on shoving the reader into the tumult of the 

military action, making it epic in the breathless way that the youth of today use the term. 

We stand on the deck of Nelson’s ship in the midst of pitched naval battle watching as a 

British officer “falls dead”38 in front of the Admiral in an explosion of “dust and 

splinters.”39 But the inclusion of the observant Spirits makes this an epic in that it 

involves myth and legend, beings and forces that transcend the physical reality of the 

play. The Spirits occupy the topmost narrative layer of the play. Theirs is the story which 

contains the human history and provide evidence for its insignificance. 

Hardy had a close connection to the subject of the play. He grew up near Dorset, 

near to the south coast of England. At the height of the Napoleon’s power, before French 

wasted their military might on a disastrous invasion of Russia, this area was believed to 

be a target of invasion. Throughout the first few years of the nineteenth century, the 

English living in this part of the country were driven to paranoia, at times, because of 

hysterical reports that the French Republican Army was amassing materiel just on the 

other side of the channel and getting ready to invade. Hardy had a fine sense of history. 

He would take solitary walks as an adolescent through the Dorset countryside and 

entertain himself by imagining great historical events—usually battles and the like—

taking place around him.40 He had a distant relative—also named Thomas Hardy—who 

served in the fleet of Admiral Horatio Nelson, and he had conversations throughout his 

 

37 Hardy, The Dynasts, 214. 
38 Hardy, The Dynasts, 84. 
39 Hardy, The Dynasts, 84. 
40 Michael Millgate. Thomas Hardy, a Biography. (New York: Random House, 1982), 21. 
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life with the older generations who lived through that tumultuous time. These 

conversations served as the basis for The Dynasts, but they also provided inspiration for 

one of Hardy’s early novels, The Trumpet-Major. The novel is set in Dorchester amid the 

panic of Napoleon’s feared invasion. The action focuses on Anne Garland and her 

difficulties navigating the affections of three different suitors while all are caught up in 

the war. The first is John, the honest trumpet major of the local regiment. The second is 

John’s brother Bob, in the navy, and third is Festus, who has no military affiliation. The 

novel is unusual for Hardy’s work in that Anne and Bob marry—after Festus proves 

himself to be a dishonorable cad and John is sent to Portugal to take part in the Peninsular 

War—and the couple end the novel happily.41 

In his preface to The Dynasts, Hardy comments on his earlier novel and how the 

closet drama differs: “I found myself in the tantalizing position of having touched the 

fringe of a vast international tragedy without being able, through limits of plan, 

knowledge, and opportunity, to enter further into its events.”42 His own interest in 

Dynasts relates directly to the problem of scale. He writes that the closet drama gave him 

“room for a new handling of the theme which should re-embody the features of this 

influence in their true proportion”43 that he was unable to portray in his novels. This 

aligns with the critical understanding that “as a result of the controversy caused by Jude, 

 

41 While the novel was not directly adapted by Hardy as the basis for The Dynasts, it was adapted to the 
stage by other groups. An amateur troupe in Dorset staged a play version of The Trumpet Major in 1908, 
the same year that the final part of The Dynasts was published. The novel was also the source material for 
Alun Hoddinott’s opera called The Trumpet Major, which was performed for the first time in 1981. 
42 Hardy, The Dynasts, vii. 
43 Hardy, The Dynasts, viii. 
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[Hardy] decided the only way he could present his more unorthodox views was in the 

form of verse.”44 Hardy had tired of hearing that he only wrote tragedies focusing on 

provincial characters in pastoral settings. As I argued in the second chapter of this 

dissertation, Hardy’s novels often involve the deaths of their protagonists, but the tragic 

interpretation of these deaths is complicated by a species temporality that emphasizes the 

necessity of death and new birth to generate change and allow for new possibility. This 

temporality is at odds with the conventions of the novel and, perhaps more importantly, 

with the expectations that readers have for the novel. The chaotic temporality of the 

closet drama gave Hardy the latitude to experiment with a style that more accurately 

reflected his understanding of the world, even if one may conclude that this 

understanding is unorthodox. 

Indeed, Hardy experimented. The resulting work “has been viewed as an epic, as 

a drama, as a mixture of both…as a sublime historic peep-show, as a movie script…[and] 

as a puppet show.”45 He wrote it for “a mental spectator”46 rather than a live audience, 

and—just as I discussed earlier in defining the closet drama—relies upon the reader’s 

imagination, specifically the reader’s ability to imagine the proceedings of the story as a 

drama, in order to be understood completely. This quality is demonstrated in the first 

stage direction that Hardy writes in order to establish the setting: 

 
 

44 Harold Orel. Thomas Hardy's Epic Drama: A Study of the Dynasts. (Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas 
Publications, 1963), 64. 
45 Susan Dean. Hardy's Poetic Vision in the Dynasts: The Diorama of a Dream. (Princeton, N.J: Princeton 
University Press, 1977), 10. 
46 Dean, Hardy’s Poetic Vision, 45. 
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The nether sky opens, and Europe is disclosed as a prone and emaciated 

figure, the Alps shaping like a backbone, and the branching mountain-

chains like ribs, the peninsular plateau of Spain forming a head. Broad and 

lengthy lowlands stretch from the north of France across Russia like a 

grey-green garment hemmed by the Ural mountains and the glistening 

Arctic Ocean. 

The point of view then sinks downwards through space, and draws near to 

the surface of the perturbed countries, where the peoples, distressed by 

events which they did not cause, are seen writhing, crawling, heaving, and 

vibrating in their various cities and nationalities.47 

 

There is no way to depict this on the stage. It feels almost like the opening of a movie. 

One can imagine a camera capturing this shot: swooping downwards over the globe 

before coming to focus on the European landmass, maybe cloaked in some kind of 

computer-generated graphics that make the continent an agitated affect. It is one of many 

examples from The Dynasts of how Hardy seems to anticipate “the techniques of the 

camera and sound track”48 that have become mainstays of modern cinema. Another 

notable element of this passage is how Hardy is able to empower the nonhuman—in this 

case the geological continent of Europe—with a sense of aliveness. The continent 

appears as a human being, not only in its shape but in its dress. The continent’s agency 

 

47 Hardy, The Dynasts, 6. 
48 Dean, Hardy’s Poetic Vision, 65. 
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gives the social and political garments that it wears—human creations—a sense of 

insignificance. 

One thing that enables this perspective is the existence of the Overworld. This is a 

timeless space, like the ethereal exile in which Honoria imagines her love with Attila. 

The action on Earth is carried out by humans, but the Overworld is stocked with 

mysterious spirits who observe and comment on the plot but seem to have very little 

influence over it. Chief among these spirits is the Spirit of the Years, who sets the play in 

motion by declaring “Hark now, and gather how the martial mood / Stirs England’s 

humblest hearts. Anon we’ll trace / Its heavings in the upper coteries there.”49 As 

prescient as the sprits are, so much of the action occurs out of their control and, 

apparently, out of the control of most of the characters. Hardy ascribes motivation for the 

plot to a nonhuman impulse, in this case, a “martial mood.” But the spirits are not 

confined to the Overworld. They operate like the gods of ancient myths, able to come 

down (or up) to the human world in order to interact. They are not mischievous, but they 

are not entirely trusted either. In one case, as a panic spreads through the southeast about 

Napoleon’s impending invasion, a pair of spirits try to quell the rumors: 

 

FIRST PEDESTRIAN. He's landed west'ard, out by Abbot's Beach. And if 

you have property you'll save it and yourselves, as we are doing! 

… 

 

49 Hardy, The Dynasts, 8. 
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SECOND PHANTOM 

We are sent to enlighten you and ease your souls. 

Even now a courier canters to the port 

To check the baseless scare. 

FIRST PEDESTRIAN 

These be inland men who, I warrant 'ee, don't know a lerret from a lighter! 

Let's take no heed of such, comrade; and hurry on! 

FIRST PHANTOM 

Will you not hear that what was seen behind the midnight mist, 

Their oar-blades tossing twinkles to the moon, 

Was but a fleet of fishing-craft belated 

By reason of the vastness of their haul?50 

 

This passage suggests that the world operates according to an ordered logic while 

demonstrating how easily that logic can be undermined. The interplay across these 

domains suggests that Hardy’s world might operate similarly to epic myth, in which gods 

descend down to the earthly domain in order to impart vital knowledge or shape the 

world in their image. Like Attila, The Dynasts is written in a mixture of prose and verse, 

with a good portion of the verse written in iambic pentameter. In this scene, the human 

characters and the spirits appear opposite to each other. The humans speak in an inelegant 

 

50 Hardy, The Dynasts, 55. 
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prose, reminiscent of the provincial characters that made Hardy’s novels so popular. The 

spirits appear as phantoms and speak in measured iambs and blank verse. However, the 

result of this scene is disorder, showing how “anthropomorphic gods of ancient and 

Christian epic have lost their power and shrunk to mere literary convention.”51 Nobody 

has any control. Nobody is acting rationally, and nobody cares. The calm and measured 

rationale of the phantoms is steamrolled over by the panicked hysteria of the human 

characters. This is Hardy’s vision brought to its utmost within the form of the closet 

drama. It is all chaos and destruction.  

Napoleon loses in Russia, survives a brief exile, and then he loses again at 

Waterloo. He is summoned to speak with the spirits and crosses over into the Overworld. 

Napoleon’s ascendence is marked by the form of his speech. He speaks in the same blank 

verse that the spirits do when talking in the overworld. While there, he laments the forces 

that ultimately thwarted his revolution: 

 

NAPOLEON. Saving always England’s— 

  Rightly dost say ‘well-nigh.’—Not England’s—she 

  Whose tough, enisled, self-centred, kindless craft 

  Has tracked me, springed me, thumbed me by the throat, 

  And made herself the means of mangling me! 

SPIRIT IRONIC. Yea, the dull peoples and the Dynasts both, 

 

51 Dean, Hardy’s Poetic Vision, 6. 



 

214 

  Those counter-castes not oft adjustable, 

  Interest antagonistic, proud and poor, 

  Have for the nonce been bonded by a wish 

  To overthrow thee. 

SPIRIT OF THE PITIES. Peace. His loaded heart 

 Bears weight enough for one bruised, blistered while! 

SPIRIT OF THE YEARS. Worthless these kneadings of thy narrow 

thought, 

 Napoleon; gone thy opportunity! 

 Such men as thou, who wade across the world 

 To make an epoch, bless, confuse, appal, 

 Are in the elemental ages’ chart 

 Like the meanest insects on obscurest leaves 

 But incidents and grooves of Earth’s unfolding; 

 Or as the brazen rod that stirs the fire 

 Because it must. 

The moon sinks, and darkness blots out Napoleon and the scene.52 

 

The play’s politics are difficult to decipher. Throughout the drama, Napoleon appears 

mostly as a pantomime villain who cuts a path of destruction through Europe. However, 

 

52 Hardy, The Dynasts, 520-521. 
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in this last exchange, the Spirits lament Napoleon’s failure. Napoleon promised liberatory 

revolution, but he was thwarted by an alliance between the common people and the 

aristocracy. The dynastic aristocrats maintain their political power by deploying the force 

of the commoners against the one promising to liberate them. The social order remains in 

stasis, and it is shown to be able to self-regulate: disparate, even antagonistic, parts form 

together into a coherent and capable whole, successful in preventing Napoleon’s 

revolution from sustaining itself across Europe. Ironically, this dramatic change in 

Britain’s body politic does nothing but preserve the status quo. 

For all that effort, the great Napoleon is barely more than an “insect” and the total 

of his efforts leaving little more than a “groove” on the surface of the planet, barely 

leaving a mark. In the end, everything is the same as it was at the start. Darkness obscures 

the passive figure of the once-great hero. We see Europe in “its far-off position as in the 

Fore Scene.”53 The continent “is beheld again as a prone and emaciated figure of which 

the Alps for the vertebrae, and the branching mountain-chains of the ribs, the Spanish 

Peninsula shaping the head…”54 All in all, the figure of Europe looks much the same as it 

did at the start, except with a few signs of restlessness. Now “the lowlands look like a 

grey-green garment half-thrown off, and the sea around like a disturbed bed on which the 

figure lies.”55 Otherwise, not much has changed. From the perspective of the Spirits 

watching from the overworld, things look mostly the same. 

 

53 Hardy, The Dynasts, 521. 
54 Hardy, The Dynasts, 521. 
55 Hardy, The Dynasts, 521. 
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5.4 Concentric Time in the Closet Drama 

By the late nineteenth century, many in the Victorian Empire had become 

increasingly concerned with dissolution. As discussed throughout the previous chapters, 

Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution and natural selection created a sense of 

disillusionment because those theories detached the human experience from the impetus 

of a providential order and telos. Charles Lyell’s investigation into Britain’s geological 

history had a similar effect, invalidating Christianity’s origin myth.56 If these discoveries 

opened the floor for those questioning the already-established order, work by William 

Thomson, the Lord Kelvin, on the physical laws of the universe forced those questions to 

be taken more seriously. Kelvin wrote that the “tendency in the material world is for 

motion to become diffused”57 and believed that “no physical action can ever restore the 

heat emitted from the Sun, and that this source is not inexhaustible.”58 According to 

Kelvin’s theory, the universe’s death was not just a possibility allowed within the laws of 

physics but a necessary condition of them. In a way typical of the interdisciplinarity of 

Victorian scholarship, these scientific theories about the disordered chaos of the physical 

world and its inevitable collapse, decay, and death were all analogized so that similar 

conclusions could be drawn about social institutions.59 No one and nothing—not even the 

Victorian Empire, industrious and disciplined as its self-image may be—is exempt. 

 

56 James A. Secord. Victorian Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret Authorship 
of Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation. (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 55-57. 
57 Robert D. Purrington. Physics in the Nineteenth Century. (New Brunswick, N.J: Rutgers University 
Press, 1997), 100. 
58 Purrington, Physics in the Nineteenth Century, 100. 
59 Secord, Victorian Sensation, 103. 
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Britain’s political hegemony also appeared ready to dissolve. During the Congress 

of Vienna, after the conclusion of the Napoleonic Wars, Britain was able to influence 

proceedings to weaken potential rivals on the continent. France, after spending most of 

the previous century as Britain’s prime rival, was stripped of most of its colonial holdings 

and headed by a monarch grateful to have been restored to the throne, and so was never 

again a threat to this hegemony. Britain was first forced to concede that Germany had the 

right to unclaimed overseas territory at the Berlin Conference of 1884 and many British 

officials were unnerved by Germany’s involvement in the ensuing scramble for territory 

across Africa. The strengthening of the German navy after the development of the port of 

Hamburg led to the British escalating the arms race with the creation of the massive 

Dreadnaught class of battleship.60 The intimidating presence of the Dreadnaughts outside 

of Tangier helped to resolve the Moroccan Crisis of 1905.61 Britain was able to stave off 

full-blown war with Germany, but tensions between the nations were only increasing. 

Anxiety about this issue appears within British and continental philosophy of the 

time. Herbert Spencer had no optimism that humanity could stave off disaster. Spencer 

describes how the universe “passes from an indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a 

definite, coherent heterogeneity.”62 This coherence, however, is the result of an 

“unsteady equilibrium”63 that, once destabilized, brings the universe back to a state of 

 

60 Christopher M. Clark. The Sleepwalkers: How Europe Went to War in 1914. (London: Allen Lane, 
2012), 13. 
61 Clark, Sleepwalkers, 14-15. 
62 Herbert Spencer. First Principles. (London: Williams & Norgate, 1904), 394. 
63 Spencer, First Principles, 396. 
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“incoherence.”64 Spencer suggests that this cycle of disorder cohering to order and falling 

back to disorder can operate infinitely. A similar idea appears in the writings of German 

philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche: 

 

What if some day or night a demon were to steal after you into your 

loneliest loneliness, and say to you, “This life as you now live it and have 

lived it, you will have to live once more and innumerable times more; and 

there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every 

thought and sigh and everything unutterably small or great in your life will 

have to return to you, all in the same succession and sequence ... Would 

you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon 

who spoke thus? Or have you once experienced a tremendous moment 

when you would have answered him: "You are a god and never have I 

heard anything more divine.65 

 

Nietzsche made these questions personal, wondering how one would respond if they were 

told that they would have to about one being forced to live the same life over and over 

again, the quotation that serves as the epigraph to this chapter. This idea of an eternal 

return of life, from which there is no escape, particularly became a favorite of Field’s 

 

64 Spencer, First Principles, 397. 
65 Friedrich Nietzsche. The Gay Science: With a Prelude in Rhymes and an Appendix of Songs. trans. 
Walter Kaufmann. (New York: Random House, 1974), 226. 
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circle66 and the pair “felt Nietzsche expressed everything they had been trying to say”67 

throughout their career. 

What lesson can be salvaged from Attila, My Attila or The Dynasts? The authors 

suggest in the prefaces to those works that they serve as warnings against the arrogance 

of humanity and as reminders that there are forces beyond human control and rational 

understanding. These warnings were given at a time of great cultural crisis. The turn of 

the twentieth century was an era when it became clear that the social and technological 

progress of Britain’s great society, its vast empire, began to overwhelm itself, like the 

way a beaver’s tooth—if left untended—will eventually grow long enough to curl back 

into the mouth of the animal, puncture its soft palette, and pierce its brain. These closet 

dramas—best epitomized by the warnings given by the Spirits in their conversation with 

Napoleon—make it clear that the flux is all there is. Humanity, its flaws and its genius, 

transforms into a disordered mass. At that moment in history, it appeared as though the 

flux had become overwhelming, out of control. It was clear to some that Britain’s 

massive empire was careening towards some great disaster and was risking all of 

humanity with it. It sounds familiar. Just as Lord Kelvin theorized that the energy of the 

universe will diffuse to the same disorder from which it originated, just as Victorian 

leaders were discovering that they were facing the same political challenges their 

predecessors had overcome a century before, the plots of these closet dramas end where 

they began.
 

66 Ana Parejo Vadillo. "'this Hot-House of Decadent Chronicle': Michael Field, Nietzsche and the Dance of 
Modern Poetic Drama." Women: A Cultural Review, 26, no. 3, (2015): 197. 
67 Thain, Michael Field, 37. 
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6. Conclusion: Victorian Literature Through Time 

For authors writing in the latter-half of the Victorian period, questions about time 

and how to structure history were becoming increasingly relevant. In ways that bear 

resemblance to consequences uncovered by scholars studying the Anthropocene, the 

social systems which organized life were beginning to falter. Around the turn of the 

twentieth century, the temporal structure that guided British history was beginning to 

crumble. Though the British Empire stabilized after the successful rebellion of American 

colonists in the late eighteenth century and all that business with the French in the 

decades afterwards, as the century was concluding the British empire experienced a 

number of calamities that challenged Victorian notions of progress. Precious colonial 

holdings were lost or damaged. There were a series of mutinies among the local sepoys 

conscripted into imperial service in British-held India across the from 1857 to 1858. 

Britain’s inability to manage Dutch settlers in South Africa led to two protracted 

conflicts, a first Boer War from 1880 to 1881 and a second from 1899 to 1902. A British 

forced suffered the worst defeat in the nation’s history when Sudanese rebels sieged and 

captured Khartoum in 1885. Environmental disaster also loomed large as a period of 

global drought caused a series of famines across India and Britain’s pacific holdings from 

1870 to 1900, resulting in the deaths of millions of people.1 The temporality of 

 

1 Mike Davis. Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño Famines and the Making of the Third World. (London: 
Verso, 2001), 10-12. 
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nineteenth-century history established a set of expectations that the reality of nineteenth-

century history could not fulfill.  

While this was happening, Victorian authors experimented with alternate 

temporalities. As I demonstrated in each of my chapters, these alternatives were not just 

motivated by historical events but also by scientific and philosophical developments of 

the time. George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss experiments with the appearance of a 

catastrophic geological force—a flash flood—sweeping away the wanton Maggie 

Tulliver. The flood interrupts the anthropocentric temporality of the novel that sets up a 

conclusion whose message of hope and progress rings hollow. Eliot finishes the novel 

with a post-flood conclusion that describes how the mill community regenerates. Tree 

saplings grow in the place of those uprooted; homes are repaired; a patch of green grass 

grows back over to cover not only the muddy wake of the flood but also the gravesite of 

Maggie and her brother. But they are not occluded completely. Their tombstone stands 

tall in the churchyard and was inscribed with the hopeful assertion that “in death they 

were not divided.”2 Given the flood’s violent appearance, the tumultuous circumstances 

of the deaths of Maggie and Tom, these words are hard to take at face value. The fact that 

the flood is, in the history of the novel, a repeated occurrence similarly undermines the 

message of progress, that the community will simply be able to move on from the flood. 

Thomas Hardy’s novels experiment with a temporality that counters 

anthropocentric time. Where Eliot experimented by introducing a catastrophic moment 

 

2 George Eliot. The Mill on the Floss. ed.by Gordon S. Haight. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 
522. 
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that interrupted anthropocentric time, Hardy tried to make his novels responsible to a 

species temporality, which focuses on a scale of development that is expanded beyond 

the individual human. Human characters interact across spectrums of being. Sometimes 

they interact with other characters, sometimes with nonhuman forces external to their 

being, sometimes with nonhuman forces that invade their being. Hardy’s reputation for 

writing tragedies arises from this species temporality. His novels fail to conform to the 

individual, progressive temporality that serves as the convention of the form of the 

Victorian novel, but Hardy’s species temporality reveals how the stories contain 

generative potential. 

Alternative temporalities were not just theorized through fiction. In his Studies in 

the History of the Renaissance, Walter Pater theorizes an embodied temporality, in which 

the experiences of the past are collapsed into the present moment of aesthetic experience. 

Pater, like Hardy, was influenced by scientific discoveries that revealed the inconstant, 

fluxing nature of reality. They understood, as Elizabeth Grosz summarizes, how “life is a 

becoming beyond what it is because the past, not fixed in itself, never fixes or determines 

the present and future but underlies them, inheres in them makes them rich in resources, 

and forces them to differ from themselves.”3 Pater’s embodied aesthetics collapse past 

and future into the embodied experience of the present moment and force an analysis of 

what is being experienced in that present moment. The closet dramas provide an even 

 

3 Elizabeth A. Grosz. The Nick of Time: Politics, Evolution, and the Untimely. (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2004), 255. 
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louder call for the practice of this kind of attention. They posit that, at least when it 

comes to time, progress is no guarantee. 
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