
EPIC AND EMPIRE IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY BRITAIN

In the nineteenth century, epic poetry in the Homeric style was widely
seen as an ancient and anachronistic genre, yet Victorian authors worked
to re-create it for the modern world. Simon Dentith explores the
relationship between epic and the evolution of Britain’s national identity
in the nineteenth century up to the apparent demise of all notions of
heroic warfare in the catastrophe of the First World War. Paradoxically,
writers found equivalents of the societies which produced Homeric or
Northern epics not in Europe, but on the margins of empire and among
its subject peoples. Dentith considers the implication of the status of epic
for a range of nineteenth-century writers, including Walter Scott,
Matthew Arnold, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, William Morris and
Rudyard Kipling. He also considers the relationship between epic poetry
and the novel and discusses late nineteenth-century adventure novels,
concluding with a brief survey of epic in the twentieth century.
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Nineteenth-century British literature and culture have been rich fields for inter-
disciplinary studies. Since the turn of the twentieth century, scholars and critics
have tracked the intersections and tensions between Victorian literature and the
visual arts, politics, social organization, economic life, technical innovations, scientific
thought – in short, culture in its broadest sense. In recent years, theoretical
challenges and historiographical shifts have unsettled the assumptions of previous
scholarly synthesis and called into question the terms of older debates. Whereas
the tendency in much past literary critical interpretation was to use the metaphor
of culture as ‘background’, feminist, Foucauldian, and other analyses have
employed more dynamic models that raise questions of power and of circulation.
Such developments have reanimated the field.
This series aims to accommodate and promote the most interesting work being

undertaken on the frontiers of the field of nineteenth-century literary studies:
work which intersects fruitfully with other fields of study such as history, or
literary theory, or the history of science. Comparative as well as interdisciplinary
approaches are welcomed.

A complete list of titles published will be found at the end of the book.
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