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The dark pastoral: Goethe and Atwood
Heather I. Sullivan

Modern Langs & Lits, Trinity University, San Antonio, USA

ABSTRACT
The Anthropocene challenges the humanities to find means of
representing and analysing our fossil-fueled practices that have
spread industrial particulates over the entire globe, changed the
climate, and reshaped landscapes into a “new nature.” In this
essay, I propose the “dark pastoral” as an analytical trope, examin-
ing two framing texts from the Anthropocene: Goethe’s landmark
1797 pastoral German epic, Hermann and Dorothea, and Margaret
Atwood’s 2003 postapocalyptic novel Oryx and Crake, the first
installment of her MaddAddam trilogy which ends with a surpris-
ingly pastoral flourish. At the early phases of the Anthropocene (as
it is defined by Paul Crutzen, at least), Goethe creates an epic
pastoral whose materiality points darkly towards the impending
modernity of capitalism. Atwood’s, postapocalyptic versions of a
damaged yet rejuvenating Earth directly dramatise the
Anthropocene’s destruction while ending with a “new” pastoral
that relies on an almost total obliteration of humanity: these are
dark pastoral visions.
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Literature and the humanities are challenged to find ways of representing and analysing
the physical environment in the “Anthropocene,” the newly described geological era
that begins with the eighteenth-century Industrial Revolution. In 2000, Nobel Laureate in
atmospheric chemistry Paul Crutzen and his colleague Eugene Stoermer coined the term
Anthropocene to describe our current situation in which humankind has impacted every
part of the Earth’s surface and many of the biospheric systems through the spread of
industrial particulates over the entire globe, the increased use of fossil fuels and release
of carbon dioxide, the upswing in capitalism, and the reshaping of landscapes into a
“new nature.” We need a means to imagine and understand this vast scale of impact and
to represent it so that we can respond to it. In this essay, I propose the “dark pastoral” as
such a means of representation, examining two significant framing texts from the
Anthropocene: Goethe’s landmark 1797 pastoral German epic, Hermann and Dorothea
published at the very beginning of the Anthropocene before one could know what the
impact of the Industrial Revolution and capitalism together would be, and Margaret
Atwood’s 2003 postapocalyptic novel Oryx and Crake, the first installment of her
MaddAddam trilogy which, by the third novel, ends with a surprisingly pastoral flourish
and represents the Anthropocene once it is aware of itself. In other words, the dark
pastoral is not so much a description of particular types of texts (a pseudo-pastoral
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