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Hardy and Darwin Among the Poets
Neil Addison

Over the last few decades, since Gillian Beer’s Darwin’s Plots (1983), Thomas Hardy’s fiction has
increasingly been discussed in relation to On the Origin of Species (1859) by Charles Darwin. Hardy
himself wrote that his work displayed ‘harmony of view with Darwin’ (Collected Letters: VI259).
His poetic response to Darwin, however, can be fruitfully explicated by placing it in context
alongside the body of nineteenth-century verse that reacted to changing evolutionary thought.
Robert Chambers’ Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844) was a significant text that
introduced evolutionary ideas to Victorian public awareness. This drew upon the notion proposed
by Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, who argued that organisms changed in order to adapt to their
environment, and that those changes were then passed on to further offspring. Alfred Lord
Tennyson, in /n Memoriam A.H.H. (1850), was cautiously receptive of Vestiges, expressing
sentiments that echoed a Lamarckian notion of the great chain of being, imploring Man to ‘Move
upward, working out the beast, | And let the ape and tiger die’ (Canto 118 27-8). Later, the
publication of Darwin’s Origin (1859) provoked a more pessimistic series of poetic responses to the
issues addressed by his theory of natural selection. Ideas discussed in Robert Browning’s ‘Caliban
Upon Setebos’ (1864) and Herman Melville's Clare/ (1876), for example, can be directly traced to
Darwin’s theory. In the somewhat uncertain Epilogue of Clarel Melville asks ‘If Luther's day
expand to Darwin's year, | Shall that exclude the hope — foreclose the fear?” (1-2).

Hardy’s poetry was not Lamarckian, and, although affected by the implications of Darwin’s theory,
can also be differentiated from such poets who responded to Darwinian ideas. While he read
Tennyson and Browning, he was particularly inspired by earlier Romantics such as William
Wordsworth, and John Keats. Wordsworth’s celebration of ordinary stoicism and perseverance, such
as in ‘Resolution and Independence’ (1807), greatly appealed to Hardy as he faced a harsh and

competitive Darwinian world. Further, Keats’ ‘Fancy’ (1820) appeared to influence the ways in



which Hardy’s poems display moments of imaginative wonder, even in the face of a secular
Darwinian reality. His poetic oeuvre thus evidences a number of brighter examples alongside more
pessimistic pieces, demonstrating the combined influence of both Darwinian theory and the poetic
arts upon his verse.

Hardy’s poetic reaction to Darwin’s Origin can be separated into several general types. A number
of his poems are more directly pessimistic, such as “The Ivy-Wife’ ( Wessex Poems 1898), and ‘In
a Wood’ (1898), appearing to show natural competition and degeneration. Other pieces draw upon
Darwinian imagery to stress the importance of sympathy and ‘loving kindness’. Hardy’s ‘The Wind
Blew Words’ (Moments of Vision1917) references the more negative aspects of Darwin’s Origin,
but also signposts, along with ‘Compassion: An Ode’ (Human Shows 1925), the implications of
Darwin’s theory for animal and human kinship. Elsewhere, several of Hardy’s poems imagine a
hopeful human and species endurance. In ‘Heredity’ (1917), the poetic speaker takes the form of
a family gene which will endure across the generations despite the death of each individual. The
speaker tells us, ‘T am the family face; Flesh perishes, I live on,” (1-2). Furthermore, in poems
such as ‘In Time of “The Breaking of Nations” (1917) and ‘Proud Songsters’ (Winter Words
1928), life continually revivifies. In the former poem, old ploughmen, horses and country lovers
endure as idealised rural forms, while the singing birds in the latter poem are imagined springing
almost magically into existence from ‘particles of grain, | And earth, and air, and rain.” (11-12).
In his brighter poems, Hardy’s speaker draws wonder and imaginative hope from life’s continual

endurance.
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