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'LIVING IN/WITH A VOLATILE PLANET: IMAGINING TEMPORALITY IN 

WILLIAM COWPER’S POETRY 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In 1799, little before his death, William Cowper wrote his penultimate poem with 

the title ‘On the Ice Islands Seen Floating in the German Ocean’, as a response to the 

news of floating icebergs in the North Sea in late February and early March 1799 (Duffy 

2205). The poet first composed the poem in Latin and then in English, between 12 and 19 

March 1799 (Baird and Ryskamp xxxi). Cowper imagines the floating icebergs in the 

German Ocean (i.e. the North Sea), contemplates on their origin and creation, resorts to 

mythological time in order to pinpoint a precedent and, finally, describes their 

submergence underwater. The poet describes his textual encounter with deep time by 

looking at the past, particularly the mythical and Christian one. I argue that the textual 

encounter with the cryosphere is an encounter with deep time and a reminder of the deep 

geological processes that are shaping our vastly dynamic planet. My interest lies in a key 

challenge for literature: how can time and the relationship between temporality and geo-

social life be aesthetically accommodated through lyric? I am trying to answer this question 

by exploring the ways in which William Cowper produces thick temporalities in this poem. 

My main argument is that the abrupt intrusion of deep time in the rhythms of human life 

activates the retelling of the past though the lens of myth and urges the poet to project 

into the future, both geologic/planetary and personal mostly in eschatological terms.  

 

ENTER THE CRYOSPHERE: THE ICE-ISLANDS AND DEEP TIME 

Deep time can be a pervasive reminder of the fact that human life is deeply 

embedded in geological process that sustain this planet, which can often expand beyond 

the capacity of the human imagination to capture them. It can manifest itself in various 

forms through places, objects or affective atmospheres (Gin et al 217). The encounter 
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with deep time in the poem happens through the poet’s textual encounter with the 

cryosphere: 

What portents, from what distant region, ride, 

Unseen till now in ours, the astonished tide? 

In ages past, old Proteus, with his droves 

Of sea-calves, sought the mountains and the groves. 

But now, descending whence of late they stood, 

Themselves the mountains seem to rove the flood. 

Dire times were they, full charged with human woes; 

And these, scarce less calamitous than those. 

What view we now? (ll 1-9) 

The poem starts with the ‘portents’ from the distant region, denoting a certain 

amazement with the unusual phenomenon of the floating ice-islands. Cowper transits from 

the present moment of uncertainty to the mythical past (ll 2, in ages past) and refers to 

Proteus, an early prophetic sea-god. The passage which describes Proteus roving the sea 

is a reference from The Odyssey, on the translation of which Cowper worked at the time 

before his death.  Proteus was known as a deity (usually depicted as an old seaman) which 

was able to shift form at will. The parallelism between the icebergs and the form-shifting 

deity is surprising but not accidental: the common denominator between the two is their 

volatility, their Otherness, their dynamism and their agency. Through the reference to the 

sea deity of Proteus, Cowper, even if it is not entirely wittingly, attributes some sort of 

agency to the ice-islands. Given also that Proteus was often depicted as an oracular god, 

divination and curiosity about the future become even more central to the poem. The 

preoccupation with omens and the ability to foresee the future pervades the poem. I am 

reading this preoccupation as a symptom of the encounter with deep time. As Ginn et al 

underscore (2018), the encounter with deep time can result into a telescopic function: 

events of the deep future, which belong to a distant temporal horizon, are brought closer. 

Similarly, the deep past becomes more familiar. It is interesting to notice that the presence 
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of the icebergs is followed by a reference to the flood: Rounce suggests that this indicates 

the poet’s preoccupation with the apocalypse and the fear that humanity might be on the 

verge of a cataclysmic disaster (33). Multiple temporalities are established, therefore, in 

theses opening lines: the present moment meets deep geological time and biblical 

allusions to the myth of the flood.  

The narration of deep time is thickened by means of language. Cowper’s transitions 

from the present to the past of deep time and from here to there reflect what David Farrier 

calls thick time (9). For Farrier poetry has got the inherent ability to ‘thicken’ the present, 

that is, to bring together various temporalities and scales articulated within a single 

framework (9). It is interesting to notice that at the beginning of the poem ‘now’ is 

repeated three times. The emphasis on the present moment through ‘now’ is a reminder 

of the ephemeral element of life. But it is also a reminder that ‘now’ is not a fixed temporal 

category, it can vary, and it is always defined in relation to. In a sense, this repetition of 

‘now’ gestures towards poetry as a reading experience which requires some reciprocity: a 

reader is needed in order to interpret when ‘now’ is. The use of ‘now’ and ‘then’ renders 

the transition from the present moment to mythic time almost imperceptible, as time 

scales and the immense gap among them are merged. The poet establishes in this way a 

sort of temporal intimacy between points in time which are normally far apart. Similarly, 

the use of ‘these’ and ‘those’ to describe the perennial calamities that are inflicted upon 

humanity reinforces the sense of temporal intimacy, repetition and suffering as the 

common link between the deep past and the present.  

Even though the icebergs are rendered familiar, to some extent, through the 

parallelism with Proteus, they remain throughout the poem mysterious and inexplicable. 

The initial sense of wonder decreases as the poet interprets his textual encounter with 

them an omen of a disastrous future yet to come. Following various assumptions about 

their origin, the poet starts to describe their genesis: 

Far hence, where most severe  

Bleak winter wellnigh saddens all the year,  
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Their infant growth began. He bade arise  

Their uncouth forms, portentous in our eyes. (ll 31-34)  

The initial sense of familiarity is soon debunked, at the origin of the ice-islands 

seems to be obscure, literally and metaphorically. The ice-islands start appearing as the 

menacing Other and they are identified with darkness and eternal bleak winter. For the 

18th century people, the cryosphere and its various manifestations was the terra incognita 

of the time: lands that were unknown and unknowable (Spufford 1996, Wilson 2003). 

What are the implications of this in relation to temporality, though? As the encounter with 

the cryosphere starts becoming more perilous, the poet tends to escape such moments or 

situations of uncertainty by resorting to the myths of classical antiquity and Christianism, 

to explore either imagined paradises or hellish exiles.   

 

MYTHIC CHRONOSCAPES: DELOS AND THE CIMMERIANS 

Following the genesis of the ice-islands in the land of bleak winter, the poet starts 

imagining their fall:  

By pressure of its own enormous weight,  

It left the shelving beach, and with a sound  

That shook the bellowing waves and rocks around  

Self-launched, and swiftly, to the briny wave,  

As if instinct with strong desire to lave, 

Down went the ponderous mass. (ll 46-51)  

The description of the fall of the ice-island is so vivid that one can almost hear the 

cracking sound and see it floating. From this point forward, the poet starts describing the 

demise of the iceberg and the poem becomes deplete with a sense of an imminent, abrupt 

disaster. The last part of the poem is crowded with references to myths of classical 

antiquity and the Christian tradition, which juxtapose paradisiacal and infernal topoi. The 

stark contrast between light and darkness, paradise and hell becomes intensified through 

the reference to the island of Delos: 
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Delos bore  

Herb, fruit, and flower. She, crowned with laurel, wore,  

Even under wintry skies, a summer smile; 

And Delos was Apollo’s favourite isle. (ll 53-56) 
 

 

According to myth, Delos was a wandering floating island in which Leto, Apollo and 

Artemis’ mother sought refuge in order to escape Hera’s wrath. The island soon became 

the holy sanctuary of Apollo, the God of Sun and Light, and Artemis, the Goddess of the 

Moon. Due to its sacred character and religious importance, it was decided that the island 

must remain pure and so no deaths or births were allowed on the island itself. Delos, is 

therefore, a place exempt from pain, a cornucopian paradise of fertility and abundance, 

light and sacristy, eternity. The parallels between Delos and Christian Paradise can be 

clearly highlighted. What is interesting to notice in terms of time and space is that the 

poet gestures nostalgically to an Edenic paradise, an a-temporal utopia. The dynamism 

(and surely the menace) of the floating ice-islands is contrasted with the allusion to a 

static utopia of eternal spring. Static time, therefore, emerges as the ideal experience of 

time. The iceberg is juxtaposed to Delos as the exact opposite of the pastoral Arcadia. 

Portentous and volatile, it disrupts the sense of the planet as home for the human species 

and serves as a reminder of the fact that the planet is essentially inhuman, its existence 

predates the emergence of the humans and it will continue as such regardless of the future 

of the humans (Clark 2010). At the planetary level, therefore, the icebergs become a 

completely defamiliarized geological element, which fails to fit in the realm of what can be 

known or understood.  

The poet turns away from Delos and addresses in an apostrophe the ice-islands 

while they are submerged underwater: 

But, horrid wanderers of the deep, to you  

He deems Cimmerian darkness only due.  

Your hated birth he deigned not to survey,  

But, scornful, turned his glorious eyes away. 

Hence! seek your home, no longer rashly dare  
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The darts of Phœbus, and a softer air;  

Lest ye regret, too late, your native coast,  

In no congenial gulf forever lost! (ll 57-64) 

 

 

  

The submergence of the ice-islands underwater is identified with the descend to 

Hades. The reference to the Cimmerians, who, according to myth, lived in a land of 

darkness and for at the entrance of Hades is reminiscent of Ulysses’ descend to Hades in 

Nekyia (Book 11, The Odyssey). Death and ruin are presented through allusions to 

mythology. Lyrical thickness here works towards making the narration of natural 

catastrophe a parallel of the poet’s personal descend to Hades and his bleak vision of the 

future. In his study of Cowper, Newey notes that in contemplating the strange occurrence 

of the icebergs, the poet establishes an interplay between observing nature and observing 

himself (277). The submergence of the icebergs underwater in the subaquatic lands of the 

Cimmerians, the underworld for ancient Greek mythology, stands as an allusion to 

Cowper’s belief that his own damnation was a foregone conclusion. The apocalyptic 

imagery of bleak winter and unexpected disaster are themes that recur in Cowper’s poetry. 

In his earlier poem, The Task (1784), the encounter with the mutability of nature is 

described through the employment of a similar language: awe, wonder and fear are the 

predominant reactions when witnessing the ruptures that form the earth’s surface. The 

Task figures an eschatological description of the end of times but with a hopeful gesture 

towards the future. The apocalypse is followed by the promise of Second Jerusalem and 

eternal spring. In this poem, though, written almost 25 years after The Task, the 

apocalypse is the final stage of the poet’s life: death is followed by the vision of eternal 

damnation in the dark land of the Cimmerians. Given the poet’s fervent evangelicalism, 

the absence of redemption and his conviction that he was hated by God, it becomes clear 

that he identifies himself with the ice-islands and their demise. The biographical time, 

therefore, is interwoven with the geological. It is significant to underscore that the allusion 

to mythical contexts turns out to be insufficient for the interpretation of geological time.  
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CONCLUSION: THINKING ABOUT THE ANTHROPOCENE THROUGH 

ROMANTIC POETRY 

The question that might naturally emerge is: what is the worth of exploring the 

encounter with deep time and environmental apocalypticism in Romantic poetry? To quote 

Davied Farrier, the Anthropocene, which is often the shorthand for our current ecological 

crisis, puts pressure on revising temporality in general but also in relation to poetry as a 

genre that affords multiple and mobile perspectives (5-6). From my perspective, it is 

interesting to take notice of the ways in which textual encounters with anticipated 

catastrophes can encourage a better understanding of the agency of the planet and shape 

our projections into the future, imminent or deep. For William Cowper, the textual 

encounter with the floating ice-islands revives eschatological myths of the inescapable end 

and denotes a sense of loss, exile, finitude, ruin and defeat at two interweaving levels: 

the personal or biographical and the planetary. For people of the late eighteenth century 

the encounter with ice-islands and ice-scapes might have triggered imaginative responses 

of disaster or kindled hopes for the discovery of earthly paradises hidden in the polar 

latitudes. From a contemporary perspective, though, one cannot help but notice the 

potential connection between the perishing ice-islands and the present-day melting of the 

ices. The ice-islands floating adrift and their submergence underwater is a reminder of the 

changing face of the cryosphere due to global warming and the irreversible damage it has 

suffered due to anthropogenic activity. However, should the reading of the poem invoke 

despair? The encounter with deep time and the anticipation of ruin and ecological disaster 

can potentially urge us to develop a renewed sense of hope or make us realise our 

accountability for the loss of several natural habitats (even though the reference to a 

collective ‘us’ can be problematic on its own).  

From an Anthropocene interpretative lens, the poem can activate more hopeful 

projections into the future by encouraging the development of pathways of adaptation. 

Averting an anticipated disaster can be achieved by creating polyvocal narratives of the 

future, which do not necessarily abide by the singular temporality of modernity. 
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Irreversible loss of natural habitats and unprecedented environmental damage often figure 

at the hearth of Anthropocene narratives. However, as Donna Haraway argues, there is a 

distinctive line between acknowledging the extent of our current ecological crisis and giving 

way to “the affects of sublime despair and the politics of sublime indifference” (4). The 

sublime elegy of the Anthropocene can and should be resisted. The submergence of the 

ice-islands underwater in the original poem of 1799 and the invocation of apocalyptic 

catastrophe, although an unsettling image, prepares us for the losses that are already 

underway and cannot be reversed and can potentially urge contemporary readers to think 

how this catastrophic future can be averted or not fully materialised or how we can be 

better prepared for it. By placing the poem in the context of the Anthropocene, which all 

too often is described as a catastrophe, I hope that I have drawn some connections 

between late eighteenth century catastrophism and our contemporary understanding of 

climate change as an unprecedented rupture of our normality.  
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Appendix 

“On the Ice Islands Seen Floating in the German Ocean” (1799) 

 

       WHAT portents, from that distant region, ride, 
 

Unseen till now in ours, the astonished tide?  

In ages past, old Proteus, with his droves  

Of sea-calves, sought the mountains and the groves.  

But now descending whence of late they stood,         5 

Themselves the mountains seem to rove the flood.  

Dire times were they, full-charged with human woes;  

And these, scarce less calamitous than those.  

What view we now? More wondrous still? Behold!  

Like burnished brass they shine, or beaten gold;         10 

And all around the pearl’s pure splendor show,  

And all around the ruby’s fiery glow.  

Come they from India, where the burning earth,  

All bounteous, gives her richest treasures birth;  

And where the costly gems, that beam around         15 

The brows of mightiest potentates, are found?  

No. Never such a countless dazzling store  

Had left, unseen, the Ganges’ peopled shore.  

Rapacious hands, and ever-watchful eyes,  

Should sooner far have marked and seized the prize.         20 

Whence sprang they then? Ejected have they come  

From Ves’vius’ or from Aetna’s burning womb!  

Thus shine they self-illumed, or but display  

The borrowed splendours of a cloudless day?  
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With borrowed beams they shine. The gales, that breathe         25 

Now landward, and the current’s force beneath,  

Have borne them nearer: and the nearer sight,  

Advantaged more, contemplates them aright.  

Their lofty summits crested high, they show,  

With mingled sleet, and long-incumbent snow.         30 

The rest is ice. Far hence, where most severe  

Bleak winter wellnigh saddens all the year,  

Their infant growth began. He bade arise  

Their uncouth forms, portentous in our eyes.  

Oft as dissolved by transient suns, the snow         35 

Left the tall cliff, to join the flood below;  

He caught, and curdled with a freezing blast  

The current ere it reached the boundless waste.  

By slow degrees uprose the wondrous pile,  

And long successive ages rolled the while;         40 

Till, ceaseless in its growth, it claimed to stand,  

Tall as its rival mountains on the land.  

Thus stood, and unremovable by skill,  

Or force of man, had stood the structure still;  

But that, though firmly fixed, supplanted yet         45 

By pressure of its own enormous weight,  

It left the shelving beach, and with a sound  

That shook the bellowing waves and rocks around  

Self-launched, and swiftly, to the briny wave,  

As if instinct with strong desire to lave,         50 

Down went the ponderous mass. So bards of old,  

How Delos swam the Aegean deep, have told.  

But not of ice was Delos. Delos bore  

Herb, fruit, and flower. She, crowned with laurel, wore,  

Even under wintry skies, a summer smile;         55 
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And Delos was Apollo’s favourite isle.  

But, horrid wanderers of the deep, to you  

He deems Cimmerian darkness only due.  

Your hated birth he deigned not to survey,  

But, scornful, turned his glorious eyes away.         60 

Hence! seek your home, no longer rashly dare  

The darts of Phœbus, and a softer air;  

Lest ye regret, too late, your native coast,  

In no congenial gulf forever lost!  
 

 


