
“Nature, red in tooth and claw” and “The sea of faith” 

 Tennyson’s In Memoriam was written in 1849.

 Arnold’s “Dover Beach” was likely written in 1851.

 Charles Darwin’s The Origin of the Species was published in 1859.

 Even so, evolutionary ideas were not unknown to intellectuals like Tennyson and Arnold before 1859. 

 In fact, Charles Darwin, who read his grandfather’s work and began his own research in the 1830’s, read the 
anonymously published Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation in 1844, which was widely read and even 
said to have been read by Queen Victoria. The Vestiges argued for evolution but without the specificity and 
impact that Darwin’s theory of natural selection would later have.

 In 1842, English paleontologist Richard Owen coined the term “dinosaur.”

 So to say Tennyson and Arnold were affected by Charles Darwin might seem an anachronism (off in 
terms of dates), but to say they wrote in response to Darwinian ideas of evolution would not be 
inaccurate.



Erasmus Darwin

 Grandfather of Charles Darwin.

 Erasmus Darwin also wrote poetry that was read by 
(and some argue that influenced) Wordsworth and 
Coleridge.

 Like his grandson, Erasmus Darwin studied the 
natural world, and in his work a basic, early version of 
his grandson’s ideas about evolution is evident.



From Erasmus Darwin’s Zoönomia (1794-96)

• Would it be too bold to imagine, that in the great length of time, since the earth began to exist, 
perhaps millions of ages before the commencement of the history of mankind, would it be too 
bold to imagine, that all warm-blooded animals have arisen from one living filament, 
which THE GREAT FIRST CAUSE endued with animality, with the power of acquiring new 
parts, attended with new propensities, directed by irritations, sensations, volitions, and 
associations; and thus possessing the faculty of continuing to improve by its own inherent 
activity, and of delivering down those improvements by generation to its posterity, world 
without end! 

• The emphases are added to highlight the germs of key ideas of evolution, mutation, and natural 
selection.


