Some Victorian Versions of Greco-Roman Epic 

Stephen Harrison


This piece looks at several significant English poets of the nineteenth century and their engagements with the Greco-Roman epic tradition. It presents two main arguments : first, that Victorian poets generally felt the challenge of this most prestigious of ancient poetic genres but declined to take on the full poetic enterprise of extensive epic, avoiding it through various strategies of diversification and miniaturisation, and second, that in at least one well-known case the ancient epic tradition was in some sense combined with its Victorian cultural counterpart as hegemonic literary genre – the novel. 

1 : Tennyson 

Tennyson was proclaimed as the ‘English Virgil’ even in his lifetime 
, especially in John Churton Collins’ Illustrations of Tennyson (1891). Collins, a pioneer of the academic study of English literature in the UK, 
 was allegedly described by Tennyson himself as ‘a louse on the locks of Literature’ 
, but the first chapter of his study contains some sensitive and insightful remarks on the similarities of Tennyson and Virgil, tempered by some trace of traditional Victorian prejudice against Virgil as an ‘artificial’ poet honoured mainly for his style. 
 Collins presented the two poets as ‘essentially imitative and reflective .. with both of them expression is the first consideration’ 
.


Tennyson’s own view of Virgil, presented in the poem commissioned by the people of Mantua for the 1900th anniversary of the poet’s death in 1882, interestingly supports Collins’ thesis of a fundamental similarity between the two writers. The poem’s ten stanzas treat Virgil’s works in reverse chronological and hierarchical order, beginning with the imperial themes of the Aeneid in the first stanza, but moving on swiftly in the second and third to the Virgil of the Georgics as ‘Landscape-lover, lord of language’, combining appreciation  of Virgil as nature-poet with praise of his polished and dense poetic technique – both aspects which have been noted as important for Tennyson himself. 
 The stress on nature continues in the two stanzas devoted to the pastoral Eclogues, but it is the sixth stanza which is most striking :
Thou that seest Universal Nature moved by Universal Mind:

            Thou majestic in thy sadness at the doubtful doom of human kind.

Here we find echoes of Arnold’s famous earlier characterisation of Virgil’s melancholy : 'Over the whole of the great poem of Virgil, over the whole Aeneid, there rests an ineffable melancholy.. a sweet, a touching sadness, but still a sadness’
. This melancholy ‘at the doubtful doom of human kind’ surely matches closely the Tennyson of In Memoriam and many other pieces of high elegiac sadness. 
 Collins, whether consciously or not, seems to have used Tennyson’s poem in his comparison, claiming that both Virgil and Tennyson both showed a ‘profound sense of the sadness and mystery of human life’ 
 and that both deployed ‘epithets … pregnant with recondite significance’, 
 picking up Tennyson’s allusion in his third stanza to Virgilian style : ‘All the charm of all the Muses often flowering in a lonely word’.

But despite strong Tennysonian affinities for Virgil the poet of nature, it was clearly the epic achievement of the Aeneid which confronted Tennyson as the ‘English Virgil’. In ‘The Epic’, published in 1842, Tennyson introduces the poet Everard Hall who justifies burning his own twelve-book (cf. Aeneid) Arthurian epic (35-40) :

‘Why take the style of those heroic times ?

For nature brings not back the Mastodon,

Nor we those times, and why should any man

Remodel models ? These twelve books of mine

Were faint Homeric echoes, nothing-worth,

Mere chaff and draff, much better burnt’.

Here the issue is clearly set out : how can the modern scientific age with its rediscovery of the dinosaurs be an appropriate age for epic, and yield more than ‘faint Homeric echoes’ ?  But the penultimate eleventh book of Hall’s poem, saved by a friend, is then attached as ‘Morte d’Arthur’, later revised in ‘The Passing of Arthur’ as the last and twelfth of the Idyls of the King. This might suggest that the Idyls are the Victorian version of ancient epic, but this would be too simple a conclusion.

The twelve Idyls, written from the 1830’s onwards and eventually published together in 1872, looked to a traditional subject for British national epic, going back as Milton had envisaged 
 to Arthurian narrative as a British myth of origins. It also had some claims to be epic in form : the twelve Idyls match the number of books in the Aeneid and each is the length of a poetic book in Greco-Roman terms 
. But though Homer and Virgil are regularly quarried in the Idyls for individual details, 
  epic scope and unity is ultimately lacking. Although each of the Idyls focuses on a particular individual or adventure in a kind of miniature epic unity (‘The Coming of Arthur’, ‘Gareth and Lynette’, ‘The Marriage of Geraint’, ‘Balin and Balan’, ‘Merlin and Vivien’, ‘Lancelot and Elaine’, ‘The Holy Grail’, ‘Pelleas and Ettare’, ‘The Last Tournament’, ‘Guinevere’, ‘The Passing of Arthur’), and the central ten, subtitled ‘The Round Table’, are neatly framed by the narratives of Arthur’s birth and departure, there is little attempt to provide detailed narrative coherence, and the final product is only partly unified, ‘a collection of stories, loosely linked’. 
 
Full epic ambition is deliberately avoided here, not only by the separate composition and artificial juxtaposition of the episodes, but also by their overall title;  Idyls recalls the lighter, lower hexameter ‘Idylls’ of Theocritus. 
 Tennyson’s Idyls have some characteristics of traditional ancient epic, but in the end constitute a literary form which stops ‘short’ of full epic stature. The medievalising colour of these poems, a contemporary taste,
 their romantic-chivalric themes, and their Christian aspects, all alien to Greco-Roman epic, also help to express their ultimate distance from the world of Virgil. This distancing aspect is reinforced by the inclusion in the final version of the Idyls of a ‘Dedication’ to the whole work, addressed to Queen Victoria and comparing the virtues of her dead consort Albert to those of Arthurian chivalry (5-6 ‘And indeed He seems to me / Scarce other than my king’s ideal knight’), and of a symmetrical envoi ‘To The Queen’, which again picks up the theme of her widowhood. This firmly locates the poem in the most Victorian of frames.
Just as Tennyson did not face Virgil directly by large-scale imitation, so he approached Homer in a similarly oblique manner. The two translations of Iliad 8.542-61 and 18.202-231 of 1863-4, stimulated by Arnold’s controversy On Translating Homer of 1861-2 (see below), imitate Homeric style with some success on Tennyson’s own terms, pointedly avoiding Arnold’s hexameters : here are the opening lines of the former, tellingly entitled ‘Specimen of a Translation of the Iliad in Blank Verse’ :

So Hector spake ; the Trojans roar’d applause:

Then loosed their sweating horses from the yoke,

And each beside his chariot bound his own;

And oxen from the city, and goodly sheep

In haste they drove, and honey-hearted wine

And bread from out the houses brought, and heap’d

Their firewood, and the winds from off the plain

Roll’d the rich vapour far into the heaven.

These lines achieve something of the rapidity, directness and nobility desiderated by Arnold in a Homeric translation, pointedly and explicitly not using the hexameter Arnold also advocated, but are ultimately only miniature and artificial experiments.

More ambitious is ‘The Lotos-Eaters’ (1832), where Tennyson takes a short Homeric episode (Odyssey 9.82-104), doubles its length and adds a dramatic framework with stanzaic chorus, turning  the latter section into a sensuous Tennysonian lyric of meditated yearning and pessimism 
 (90-98) :

Let us alone. Time driveth onward fast,
And in a little while our lips are dumb.
Let us alone. What is it that will last?
All things are taken from us, and become
Portions and parcels of the dreadful Past.
Let us alone. What pleasure can we have
To war with evil? Is there any peace
In ever climbing up the climbing wave?
All things have rest, and ripen toward the grave
In silence; ripen, fall and cease:
Give us long rest or death, dark death, or dreamful ease.
Again we have partial use and appropriation of a small section of a great epic rather than extensive imitation, and the use of a tragic rather than epic technique in the employment of a chorus. Similarly related to the Odyssey is Tennyson’s most justly famed Homeric poem, ‘Ulysses’ (1833); here the extension of the Homeric source (Odyssey 11.100-37, predicting some adventures of Odysseus after the poem) by the use of Dante (Inferno 26.90ff, a Ulysses possessed and driven by continuing thirst for knowledge, not reconciled to Ithacan retirement) poses a famous problem of interpretation as to the character of Ulysses himself. 
 Once again (as in the Idyls) classical epic is processed through a medieval frame 
 and (as in The Lotos-Eaters) a single episode, not a whole poem, is appropriated. Nevertheless, as in the sample Homeric translations, the close of this famous poem achieves a Homeric directness and nobility (56-70) : 
Come, my friends, 

'Tis not too late to seek a newer world. 

Push off, and sitting well in order smite 

The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds 

To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 

Of all the western stars, until I die. 

It may be that the gulfs will wash us down: 

It may be we shall touch the Happy Isles, 

And see the great Achilles, whom we knew. 

Tho' much is taken, much abides; and tho' 

We are not now that strength which in old days 

Moved earth and heaven, that which we are, we are; 

One equal temper of heroic hearts, 

Made weak by time and fate, but strong in will 

To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.
Three late poems which involve mythological narratives show a similar partial and restrained engagement with the Greek epic tradition: ‘Tiresias’ (1885), ‘Demeter and Persephone’ (1886), and ‘The Death of Oenone’ (1891). All are accompanied by a poetic dedication to a potentially appreciative friend – ‘Tiresias’ to the writer Edward Fitzgerald,  ‘Demeter and Persephone’ to Richard Jebb, ‘The Death of Oenone’ to Benjamin Jowett (the latter pair being two of the best-known Greek scholars of the day). 


 ‘Tiresias’ takes off from the scenario of Euripides’ Phoenissae and the voluntary self-sacrifice of the prince Menoeceus to save his city Thebes. Tennyson’s poem imagines a meeting between Tiresias and Menoeceus (not in Euripides) in which Tiresias successfully urges the young man to quasi-Christian self-sacrifice. Tiresias’ Browning-type monologue includes a recounting of how he was struck blind by Athene, taken from Callimachus’ Fifth Hymn (29-49); Menoeceus does not reply but exits silently to suicide. 
The separate dedication to Jebb attached to ‘Demeter and Persephone’ refers both to Jebb’s skill at writing Pindaric Greek lyrics and to his potential approval of the poem. Jebb had suggested the subject of the Homeric Hymn to Demeter to Tennyson via his son Hallam,  and this text is the prime source, though there are others, including Claudian’s De Raptu Proserpinae. 
 Once again the poem is cast as a monologue, addressed by Demeter to her daughter, looking back to Persephone’s kidnap and her own wanderings (the usual two scenes in the ancient versions). ‘The Death of Oenone’, narrating the death of Paris and that of his former lover Oenone who refuses to help the dying Paris and then commits suicide through remorse, is prefaced by a dedication to Jowett which alludes to the poem’s main source in Quintus of Smyrna’s 4C A.D. Posthomerica (10.259-489 ). 
 
Only one of these poems concerns material directly connected with Homeric epic : in ‘The Death of Oenone’ Tennyson gives us a kind of coda to the Iliad, pursuing the story of Paris to its close, but presents the material in a brief romantic frame wholly alien to Homeric ideas 
 and uses as its primary source a minor epic from late antiquity which explicitly characterises itself  in its title as ‘post-Homeric’. ‘Tiresias’ deals with a non-Homeric incident from Greek drama, incorporating material from a Hellenistic hymn, while  ‘Demeter and Persephone’ primarily uses a Homeric Hymn, an ‘Idyl’-type form of shorter not-quite-epic narrative. In every case, then, Greek mythology as a narrative subject is approached by a different generic route from that of epic, and treated as the topic of a shorter poem rather than an extended narrative.  The addresses to Jebb and Jowett show that Tennyson has some ambitions to claim scholarly approval, but also suggest that these two leading Greek scholars will clearly see that he is not fully Homeric in his ambitions and is concerned with lesser and less lengthy enterprises. As with the Idyls of the King, potentially extensive mythological narratives are condensed into brief episodes and used for tragic-sentimental content. Arnold was surely at least partly right when he compared Tennyson to the Hellenistic Moschus, author of short mythological narratives, and denied Homeric tone for him : 
 like Moschus and many central Hellenistic poets, Tennyson declines to confront Homer and Greek heroic narrative on a full epic platform.
2 : Arnold

Arnold explicitly confronted the problem of what to do with Homer in the Victorian period in his On Translating Homer (1861), where he surveys the history of Homeric translation in English, identifying rapidity, plainness and directness of both language and ideas, and nobility as the main Homeric qualities and the hexameter as the fitting English metre for a contemporary version. 
 In his own poetry, however, he had already taken the Tennysonian strategy of indirect and smaller-scale engagement with the classical epic tradition rather than full confrontation. His two long poems of the 1850’s, Sohrab and Rustum (1853) and Balder Dead (1855), picked strong plots of the kind found in Greek tragedy (a father kills his son unknowingly, a brother kills a brother accidentally), a strategy recommended by Arnold himself in the preface to his Poems of 1854. 
 Crucially, however, like Tennyson’s Idyls, both these poems drew their material from non-Greco-Roman traditions (ancient Persian legend and Norse mythology), thus avoiding direct thematic competition with Homer and Virgil. They also avoided Homeric or Virgilian length : Sohrab and Rustum has 892 lines and a single book, and Balder Dead  has three books of 342, 310 and 566 lines (more on this below). This episodic quality was stressed by the poet himself : both Sohrab and Rustum and Balder Dead were originally subtitled ‘An Episode’ (a designation later withdrawn for Balder Dead). 
Both Arnold’s poems are nevertheless full of Homeric echoes, and in many ways put in practice the precepts about Homeric style and its rendition in English later proclaimed in On Translating Homer. 
 Sohrab and Rustum was immediately seen as ‘a vivid reproduction of Homer’s manner and spirit’ 
 and its theme of heroic warriors fighting on the plain and tragic treatment of the futility of war in the context of human loss cannot fail to evoke the Iliad. 
 The opening in particular recalls the openings of several Iliadic books (1-11): 
              And the first grey of morning fill'd the east,
              And the fog rose out of the Oxus stream.
             But all the Tartar camp along the stream
             Was hush'd, and still the men were plunged in sleep;
             Sohrab alone, he slept not; all night long
             He had lain wakeful, tossing on his bed;
             But when the grey dawn stole into his tent,
             He rose, and clad himself, and girt his sword,
             And took his horseman's cloak, and left his tent,
            And went abroad into the cold wet fog,
             Through the dim camp to Peran-Wisa's tent.
The poem begins with sunrise like several Iliadic books (8, 11, 19), the commander cannot sleep (cf. Iliad 2 and 10) and rises in the night to go to the tent of his wisest adviser (cf. Iliad 2 and 10 again : Sohrab = Agamemnon, Peran-Wisa = Nestor). Other Iliadic features (often from the early books of the poem) are the challenge to the champion of the enemy to single combat (55-7 ; cf. Iliad 3.67-75), the dressing-scene of the old man Peran-Wisa (94-9; cf. Nestor at Iliad 10.131-5), the catalogue of allies (110-40, cf. Iliad 2 and 16) including a simile comparing the gathered forces to cranes (cf. Iliad 2.111-116) and a simile comparing audience reaction to a bold proposal to a cornfield rippled by wind (154-9 – cf. Iliad 2.147-9). Rustum is sulkily detached from the main army like Achilles (178-183), and the embassy from the hero’s own side picks up and varies that of Iliad 9 : a single envoy goes, not two, and Gudurz achieves Rustum’s entry into the battle where Ajax and Odysseus fail to rouse Achilles.

The battle narrative of the poem is highly Iliadic and often picks up the major duels of Iliad 16 and 22 : for example 400-2 (hawk and partridge simile) picks up Iliad 22.139-40 (Achilles = hawk, Hector = dove), 402-4 (dodging a spear) Iliad 16.610-13, 451-3 (star-like spear) Iliad 22.317-20, 471-4 (simile of two eagles) Iliad 16.428-30 (simile of two vultures), 474-9 (simile of woodcutters) Iliad 16.633-7, 480-9 (sun darkens) Iliad 17.366-73, 495 (helmet struck) Iliad 16.796-7. Sohrab’s unsuccessful proposal to end the duel by an exchange of gifts rewrites the happy gift-exchange of the related Diomedes and Glaucus in Iliad 6.226-9, and Rustum replies with a Homeric challenge (457-8 – cf. Iliad 16.617-8), while Rustum’s taunt over the wounded Sohrab recalls that of Achilles over Hector (Iliad 22.331-6) and Sohrab’s reply recalls the last words of Patroclus (Iliad 16.844-54).

The tragic moment when Rustum realises that Sohrab is his son draws material not from Homer but from Virgil (631-9, recalling the death of Euryalus at Aeneid 9.435-7), but Rustum’s grief for Sohrab as he dies (699-705) is based on that of Achilles for Patroclus at the beginning of Iliad 18, and the grief of the charger Ruksh for Sohrab recalls the famous tears of Achilles’ horses for Patroclus (Iliad 17.426-40), picking up powerful models for bereavement. The death of Sohrab (853-6)  recalls those of both Patroclus and Hector (Iliad 16.855-7 and 22.361-3), whose roles he combines against Rustum’s Achilles. The tragic reconciliation of Sohrab and Rustum as the former dies recalls of course that of Achilles and Priam in Iliad 24, not a father and son but for whom that generational relationship is significant. 

There is no doubt, then, of the intensely Homeric and occasionally Virgilian texture of Arnold’s poem. But once again we are dealing with a miniaturisation : Arnold’s poem, beginning with sunrise and ending with sunset, 
 covers one day rather than the weeks and years of Homer and Virgil, and describes one combat in the war rather than the extensive series found in the battle-narratives of the Iliad and the Aeneid. Though its texture and tragic ethos are intensely Homeric, ultimately the poem avoids direct competition with the mighty edifice of Homeric of Virgilian epic. If an ancient model is to be invoked here, it is that of the epyllion, the single-book ‘mini-epic’ of Greco-Roman literature, exemplified for us in Catullus 64 and its narrative of the marriage of Peleus and Thetis, which like Sohrab and Rustum often recalls but never rivals its larger literary ancestors. 
 

Balder Dead is similarly full of Homeric echoes, though it also makes more use of  Virgilian epic. The opening scenario with Balder dead in Valhalla is a dark version of the blithe gathering of the gods in Iliad 1, again as in Sohrab and Rustum providing a Homeric marker at the work’s opening. Homeric-type divine sport has turned into tragedy in Arnold’s tragic and elegiac Nordic world– cf. 1.61-71 :

But in Valhalla all the Gods went back
From around Balder, all the Heroes went;
And left his body stretch'd upon the floor.
And on their golden chairs they sate again,
Beside the tables, in the hall of Heaven;
And before each the cooks who served them placed
New messes of the boar Serimner's flesh,
and the Valkyries crown'd their horns with mead.
So they, with pent-up hearts and tearless eyes,
Wailing no more, in silence ate and drank, 
while twilight fell, and sacred night came on.
The eternal feasting of the gods, which in Iliad 1 can continue despite the tribulations of men, is here interrupted by the gods’ own tragedy of Balder’s death. The climax of Book 1, the appearance of the ghost of Balder to his wife Nanna and her sudden passing so as to be reunited with him in the underworld (1.280-342), clearly expands on and varies the vision of Patroclus witnessed by Achilles in Iliad 23. This implicit comparison of friend to wife is an interesting commentary on the love of the two men given that Homer seems to exclude any allusion to the homosexual element of their relationship clearly present in other Greek sources.
 The katabasis of Hermod in Book 2 (centrally located in the poem as in both Odyssey and Aeneid) recalls the infernal descents of both Homer and Virgil : the encounter between Hermod and his brother Balder in the Underworld recalls both that of Odysseus and his former comrade Achilles and that of Aeneas and his father Anchises. The funeral of Balder in Book 3 with multiple lamentations by different figures clearly recalls the mourning for Patroclus in the Iliad, while Nanna’s death at the end of Book 2 and the reuniting of Balder and Nanna in the Underworld recalls that of Dido and Sychaeus [Aeneid 4.693-705, 6.472-4  ~ BD 1.338-42 and 3.433-6]; note especially the latter :

               …for his wife, for Nanna came
Lately below, and join’d him; and the Pair
Frequent the still recesses of the realm
Of Hela, and hold converse undisturb’d.

Once again, crucially, intense epic texture is not matched by extensive epic chronology or architecture. The events of Balder Dead stretch over only a few days, once for each book (1.342, 2.1-4), with Book 3 separated by the twelve days of mourning between Balder’s death and his funeral (2.44), a Homeric number. 
 But the structure of three brief books in Balder Dead recalls not Homer but again a lesser epic text from the ancient world, this time a post-Homeric epic from late antiquity, the three books of Claudian’s 4/5C De Raptu Proserpinae, which at 288, 372 and 448 lines [unfinished]  compare well with the book-lengths of Balder Dead (342, 310 and 566). The plot of Claudian’s poem, which in its extant incomplete form tells the story of Proserpina’s kidnap by her uncle Pluto, king of the dead, and her mother Ceres’ rescue mission to the underworld, provides a clear parallel to the katabasis-plot of Balder Dead, and Arnold may well have known Claudian’s poem, certainly used by Tennyson as a source for his ‘Demeter and Persephone’ (see above). 
  Once again we have an approach to the ancient epic tradition which is not only refracted through a different intermediate culture (as in Sohrab and Rustum) but also miniaturised in extent, and which looks to a post-classical mode of mythological narrative.
3 : Clough’s Bothie
Clough’s poem in nine short books, The Bothie of Tober-na-Vuolich (1848), describes the adventures of Oxford undergraduates on a summer reading party in the Scottish Highlands, supervised by Adam, their tutor. The plot is clearly based on Clough’s experiences as a Fellow and tutor at Oriel College, Oxford, a post from which he was just about to resign owing to religious doubts, 
 but also has romantic novelistic elements in its key action, in which the radical undergraduate Philip Hewson marries the Highland country girl Elspie Mackaye and emigrates with her to a new life in New Zealand.
Clough’s own paratextual material for this poem points the reader not to epic but to Virgilian pastoral. Its subtitle, 
‘A Long-Vacation Pastoral’ is a clear indication, while its initial Latin epigraphs (for which no sources are given)  are largely taken like those for later books  from Virgil’s Eclogues - Nunc formosissimus annus, ‘now is the year most fair’ (=Virgil Ecl.3.57) and Ite meae felix quondam pecus, ite camenae, ‘go, my Muses, a fortunate herd once’ (Virgil Ecl.1.74 with Clough’s camenae, ‘Muses’, replacing the capellae, ‘she-goats’ of the original).
 The genre of pastoral is also suggested by the work’s overall form, containing nine sections of  100-300 lines each, close to Virgil’s ten Eclogue poems of 100 lines each,  by its idyllic ‘Arcadian’ Highland scenery and colourful rustics, and by the shared metre of the hexameter, uncommon and difficult in English. But the poem’s use of the hexameter also recalls other literary forms from the ancient world; the narrative of the socially unequal wedding in Book IX with guests and significant presents strongly recalls Catullus 64, the hexameter epyllion on the marriage of the mortal Peleus and the goddess Thetis, and Catullus’ other hexameter poem, the epithalamian Catullus 62, is fittingly twice cited (in the epigraphs to Books 7-8) as the plot moves towards a conjugal conclusion. These are both hexameter kinds of poetry perceived as ‘lower’ than full epic. But Homeric epic itself is repeatedly recalled by the use of heroic formulas, similes and other recognisable elements, in a spirit of parody and mock-epic.

This can clearly be seen in Book I, where the Oxford students are entertained by the local magnate, Sir Hector, whose name alludes both to the Iliad and to Arthurian texts. 
  The mock-epic catalogue of the Oxford party as they dress for dinner opens and closes with Homeric elements : ‘Be it recorded in song, who was first, who was last, in dressing’ (I.12), parodying a slaying-catalogue formula (cf. Iliad 5.703-4 ‘then whom first, whom last was slain by Hector the son of Priam and brazen Ares’ ?) and ‘He, like a god, came leaving his ample Olympian chamber’ (I.44) 
, and a splendidly anachronistic extended simile characterises Sir Hector’s speaking, beginning with an authentically Homeric image 
 and then evoking fashionable Victorian riding-schools (1.90-97) :
Tell how, as sudden torrent in time of speat in the mountain
Hurries six ways at once, and takes at last to the roughest,
Or as the practised rider at Astley's or Franconi's
Skilfully, boldly bestrides many steeds at once in the gallop,
Crossing from this to that, with one leg here, one yonder,
So, less skilful, but equally bold, and wild as the torrent,
All through sentences six at a time, unsuspecting of syntax,
Hurried the lively good-will and garrulous tale of Sir Hector.
Another notable simile is that of the hero Philip as a stallion in passion for the country girl (2.68-72) :





But he, with the bit in his teeth, scarce


Breathed a brief moment, and hurried exultingly on with his rider,


Far over hillock, and runnel, and bramble, away in the champaign,


Snorting defiance and force,  the white foam flecking his flanks, the 

Rein hanging loose to his neck, and head projecting before him.
This recalls the famous image used of the Homeric adulterer Paris, compared to a randy stallion as he emerges from his bedroom and erotic dalliance with Helen to go into battle (Iliad 6.506-14): Philip’s passion, which will end in marriage, is perhaps more decorous, and the phrase ‘snorting defiance and force’ recalls the ‘Greeks breathing might’ of the Iliad (3.18 etc.)., suggesting that proper manly virtue is at issue here.

This mock-epic stance is somewhat complicated in the most overt generic statement in the poem (IX.139-143) :

Mighty one, o Muse of great Epos, and Idyll the playful and tender,


Be it recounted in song, ere we part, and thou fly to thy Pindus,


(Pindus is it, O Muse, or Etna, or even Ben-Nevis?),


Be it recounted in song, O Muse of the Epos and Idyll,


Who gave what at the wedding, the gifts and fair gratulations.
Here the Muse of epic is combined with Theocritean idyll, the Greek counterpart of  Virgilian pastoral, and suggesting the theme of erotic dalliance (‘playful and tender’) which was much more important to Virgilian and Theocritean pastoral than to Homeric or Virgilian epic. We may note how Clough like Tennyson seeks association with the idyll as a less ambitious form of hexameter verse. This combination of mock-epic and pastoral, two well-established Greco-Roman genres, seems to constitute the allusive frame of the Bothie, and once again to present a Victorian text which plays with epic but ultimately goes in a different and less ambitious direction.

However, as already suggested, a further element of generic complexity remains. Clough’s poem intersects at a number of points with the contemporary Victorian novel. The poem’s plot in which an Oxford undergraduate moves from carefree student to respectable married man mirrors the plot of several Oxford novels of Clough’s period, especially The Adventures of Mr Verdant Green by ‘Cuthbert M. Bede’ [Edward Bradley] (1853) and Thomas Hughes’ Tom Brown at Oxford (1861), where the hero in a moment of despair thinks about emigration to New Zealand (a homage to Clough?) 
; indeed, the final solution of colonial emigration and marriage in the Bothie matches its contemporary use in the plots of Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) or Dickens’ David Copperfield  (1849-50). 
 
Furthermore, the Bothie could be argued to fit into a Victorian category of narrative poem which tries to merge epic, the ancient literary model of greatest prestige, with the novel, the hegemonic genre of the nineteenth century. A recent predecessor which certainly influenced Clough 
 was Longfellow’s Evangeline (1847), a tragic-romantic ‘Tale of Love in Acadie’ with a plot worthy of Thomas Hardy in which Evangeline is separated from her lover Gabriel by the Acadian war and emigration of 1763-5 only to encounter him again on his death-bed as a sister of mercy in Philadelphia. This sentimental story is set out in accentual hexameters which clearly look back to Homeric metre, but the eighteenth-century setting reflects a contemporary novelistic fashion (cf. e.g. Dickens’ Barnaby Rudge (1841) and Tale of Two Cities (1859), Thackeray’s Barry Lyndon (1844) and Henry Esmond  (1852) ), and the modest length (not much over a thousand lines) again eschews Homeric or Virgilian ambition. E.B.Browning’s Aurora Leigh (1857), like Clough and Longfellow, merges epic and novel in a contemporary framework, a blank verse novel in nine books (like the Bothie) considering social issues of marriage, class and the like, and presents in a famous passage 
 a suggestion that today’s issues are still the subject of epic (5.139-41, 151-4) : 

The critics say that epics have died out

With Agamemnon and the goat-nursed gods:

I’ll not believe it …

All actual heroes are essential men,

And all men possible heroes : every age,

Heroic in proportions, double-faced, 

Looks backward and before, expects a morn

And claims an epos.

Another example is Robert Browning’s The Ring and the Book (1871), which famously presents a melodramatic plot of domestic murder from the Italian Renaissance in some 21,000 lines and twelve books of blank verse, recalling both crime fiction and historical novels. 
 Coventry Patmore’s quasi-autobiographical The Angel in the House (1863) is a less coherent but still novelistic sequence of saccharine and sentimental poems forming a contemporary celebration of happy marriage. 


In the Bothie, then, the approach of episodic use of the Greco-Roman epic tradition we have seen in Tennyson and Arnold is repeated, but with new modifications, introducing a strong mock-epic element and a link with the contemnporary novel. The use of mock-epic for a narrative linked with love goes back to Pope’s The Rape of the Lock, but the engagement with Victorian prose fiction here shows another mode of accommodating the epic tradition to the cultural norms of the nineteenth century.
4 : William Morris’ The Earthly Paradise

This vast poem of some 42,000 lines, published in its final form in 1870, is an especially multiform and segmented Victorian version of epic, and deserves brief final notice here. 
 It consists of twelve parts of roughly even length, each tied to a calendar month, beginning with March (Spring) and ending with February, a structure which looks both to the twelve books of the epic Aeneid and to the calendrical framework of Ovid’s elegiac didactic poem the Fasti. The overall narrative structure is explicitly based on Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales (Chaucer is invoked in the prologue and addressed in the poet’s final ‘L’Envoi’ as ‘My Master’), and the poem presents a series of tales told by a group of international wanderers in the Chaucerian period who come to a pleasant and paradisiacal place with some echoes of More’s Utopia. Each month/book contains a pair of tales, one from the classical world and one from the medieval world, linked by brief narrative interludes in the manner of Chaucer and Boccaccio, thus maintaining a more or less novelistic continuous plot around the inserted verse tales which constitute the vast proportion of the  material.

The twelve classical tales almost completely avoid taking recognised epic material from Homer and Virgil : the author most drawn upon is Ovid, especially his Metamorphoses, unsurprising since it too is an episodic poem with many inserted tales. The Metamorphoses is the main source for the tales of ‘Atalanta’s Race’, ‘The Doom of King Acrisius’ and ‘Pygmalion and the Image’, and Ovid’s Heroides are drawn on for ‘The Death of Paris’ and ‘The Story of Acontius and Cydippe’. These main sources are often combined for the same tale with others, especially mythographers ancient and modern.
 Contact with the ancient novel tradition is shown by the inclusion amongst the classical tales of ‘The Story of Cupid and Psyche’, drawn from Apuleius’ Metamorphoses and a popular classical episode in the Victorian period, 
 and two others ‘The Son of Croesus’ and ‘The Story of Rhodope’ begin from Herodotus. The last two classical tales come closest to Homer, expanding and embroidering the story of Bellerophon briefly narrated in Iliad 6 (144-95) in ‘Bellerophon at Argos’ and ‘Bellerophon in Lycia’. As will be clear already, most of these classical tales are chosen for their erotic/romantic content, far from the spirit of ancient epic.This distance is increased by the accompanying medieval tales, drawn from romance narratives such as the Gesta Romanorum, Sir John Mandeville’s Travels, Icelandic sagas, Marie de France, The Thousand and One Nights, and William of Malmesbury, concluding with ‘The Hill of Venus’ from the Tannhaüser legend, and emphasising various fantastic, moralistic and romantic elements.


This curious amalgam clearly presents a very individual take on the epic tradition, in which Morris was clearly interested: he was already the author of the lengthy The Life and Death of Jason (1867) and was later to produce saga-type translations of both the Aeneid and the Odyssey. 
 These medievalising versions of classical epic are anticipated in the deliberate mingling of the two traditions in The Earthly Paradise, in which with medieval elements receive ultimately rather more weight than classical. In both the prologue and the envoi to his poem, Morris refers to himself ‘as ‘The idle singer of an empty day’, and it has been plausibly suggested that this refers to the lack of epic narratives in the nineteenth century. 
 Morris can thus be seen attempting to fill a perceived lack, tailoring elements of classical epic to his own and the general Victorian taste for medieval culture (cf. 1 above on Tennyson) and for novelistic romantic narratives. Though the poem touches some ancient epic texts, it largely avoids the Homer and Virgil its author was later to translate, and its multi-segmented Chaucerian frame is again evidence of an unwillingness to engage with the monolithic themes of the perceived masterpieces of classical epic. 

This brief survey of four English poets and their dealings with the classical epic tradition shows clearly that some able Victorian poets realised that direct confrontation with the great epic texts of Greece and Rome in their own work would not be an effective strategy. Instead, they used their classical learning to negotiate the epic tradition in various ways, alluding explicitly and implicitly to forms close to but less intimidating than the full epic of Virgil and Homer, producing short, allusive works which recalled more restrained and miniaturist neoteric and Hellenistic aesthetics from the ancient world, and in some cases combined the most prestigious ancient literary genre with its modern counterpart in the contemporary novel. 
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� My thanks to Anton Powell and Chris Stray for organising an enjoyable and informative conference at Hay-on-Wye, and for their invitation to give a paper.





� My approach is in some ways similar to Jenkyns, 2002; since then he has enlarged his views in Jenkyns, 2006, which appeared just as this piece went to press.





� See Mustard 1904, 91-105, esp. 105 ‘the most Virgilian of  modern poets’, Vance 1997, 149-53, Markley 2004, 1-8.





� See Hunter 2004. 





� The remark is reported to have been made by Tennyson to Edmund Gosse in the 1880’s : see Charteris 1931, 197.





� See Vance 1997, 133-53.





� Collins 1891, 2.





� On Tennyson as nature poet see e.g. McSweeney 1981; on Tennyson’s dense style see e.g. Hair 1991.





� I cite this poem in two-line stanzas as the author intended for it, bearing a closer resemblance to the Virgilian hexameters praised in its last stanza – for the evidence see Markley 2004, 103-4.





� From Arnold’s 1857 essay ‘On the Modern Element in Literature’, cited from Keating (1970) 74.





� Jenkyns 2002, 235 argues that Tennyson’s poem itself influenced the melancholic reception of Virgil.





� Collins 1891, 22.





� Collins 1891, 14.





� In his Latin poetry : cf. Mansus 80-1, Epitaphium Damonis 166-8.





� They are largely in the range 600-1000 lines, the shortest 518, the longest 1418.


  


� Cf. Mustard 1904, 9-19, 94-6, 102, Vance 1997, 150-2, and Markley 2004, 7-8.





� Jenkyns 2002, 232; my account of the Idyls shares elements with his brief analysis.





� For the difference in titular orthography see Pattison 1979, 14-40





� See e.g. Girouard 1981. 


� See Redpath 1979, 118-21.





� On the use of Homer and Dante and the issues see Ricks 1989, 138-40, Redpath 1979, 121-4, Markley 2004, 121-6.





� Note that Dante is also famously used in ‘To Virgil’ in addressing the poet as ‘Mantovano’ (cf. Purgatorio 6.74; for the popularity of Dante with the Victorians in general see  Millbank, 1998. 





� For recent treatments of all three poems with the classical sources in mind see Markley 2004, 130-9, 148-56 and 156-62. 





� see Bush (1937) 220.





� For a comparison of the source text see Mustard (1904) 45-51.





� The final suttee of Oenone (101-106) combines an exotic custom in fact much discussed by contemporary Indian imperialists with a very Victorian fidelity which might even echo Victoria and Albert.





� Arnold in On Translating Homer (1861), IV, cited from Arnold 1896, 166.





� As we have already seen, Arnold’s ideas stimulated Tennyson’s brief Homeric versions of 1863-4.





� Conveniently found in Allott and Allott 1979, 672-3.





� Detailed parallels can be found in Allott and Allott 1979, from whom most of those below are drawn. Arnold’s debt to Greek literature is extensively treated in the unpublished dissertations of Schneider 1964 and Hunt 1970, but deserves a more modern detailed discussion.





� Patmore 1854, 495 (conveniently reprinted in Dawson 1973, 116).


 


� Cf. e.g. Jenkyns 1980, 36-8. 





� For Homeric books ending with sunset cf. Iliad 1, 7 and 9.





� On the epyllion in general see Perutelli 1979, Bartels 2004. 





� Griffin 1980, 104.





� Twelve days is the length of the truce called by Achilles to allow the burial of Hector : Iliad  24.781





� I can find no allusion to Claudian in Arnold’s writings, but in his late essay ‘The Study of Poetry’ he cites with approval Milton’s allusion (Paradise Lost 4.271-2) to the myth of Proserpina’s kidnap (see Super 1973, 170).. For some material on the reception of Claudian in Victorian England, see Cameron 1970, 449-50 and Vance 1997, 233-4.





� For Clough’s life see most recently  Kenny 2005. 





� On these epigraphs and those for individual books see usefully Hayward 1983..





� On the mock-epic element in the poem see Tillotson and Tillotson 1965, 124-31, Hayward 1983, 147.





� Note that ‘Sir Ector’ is the name of Arthur’s guardian in Le Morte d’Arthur (called ‘Sir Anton’ by Tennyson in the Idyls) – hence perhaps his quasi-paternal role in the Bothie.





� Cf. Iliad 3.174 ‘leaving her chamber’ and 1.18 etc. ‘Olympian dwellings’





� Cf. e.g. Iliad 4.452-6 (the noise of battle is compared to a mountain torrent).





� Ch.XLIX.. Hughes and Clough were both pupils of Dr Arnold at Rugby School and together there in the 1830’s.





� Cf. Archibald 2002. 





� See Prins 2000, 105.





� For some brief comment see Jenkyns 2002, 231.





� Both recently prominent : cf. Reade’s  1861 The Cloister and the Hearth (another Renaissance tale) and Wilkie Collins’ proto-detective story The Woman in White (1860). On this aspect of The Ring and the Book see Altick 1968.





� See Anstruther 1992.





� For interpretation see Boos 1990 and her annotated edition of the poem in Boos 2002. The remarks in Mackail 1899, 1.177-82 are still helpful.





� For a useful summary of the sources see Mackail 1899, 1.204-6.





� See Harrison 2004. 





� Morris 1876  and  1887.





� Cf. Boos 2002, 1.52 : ‘The day is empty because it lacks heroic narratives until the poet writes his poem’.





