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The Embodied Damnation of James Hogg’s Justified Sinner 
 

Megan Coyer 

 

 

In James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1824), 

when the eponymous “justified sinner,” Robert Wringhim, first contemplates the 

possibility of publishing his memoirs he declares, “I thought if once I could print my 

own works, how I would astonish mankind, and confound their self wisdom and their 

esteemed morality – blow up the idea of any dependence on good works, and 

morality, forsooth!” (152). Wringhim’s confessional text, said to be uncannily 

recovered from his grave and presented as an authentic manuscript by an “Editor”, 

recounts how he comes to take the Calvinist doctrine of predestination to its 

antinomian extreme – becoming convinced by a mysterious figure, Gil-Martin, who 

may be either a figment of his diseased imagination or the devil himself, that as one of 

the ‘elect’ he may never truly sin. He is led to commit fratricide, which at first enables 

him to become heir to the estate of Dalcastle, but his narrative ultimately culminates 

in exile and suicide. Wringhim claims that he cannot remember the murderous deeds 

and licentious actions he is accused of committing while resident at Dalcastle, and 

faced with conflicting evidence, the reader is left to guess whether he is at times in a 

delusional state or possessed by the devil.  

The unaccountability of Wringhim’s experience by either rational scientific or 

traditional supernatural explanations was recognised, albeit unappreciatively, by its 

earliest reviewers (see: “Hogg’s Confessions”). Modern critics have come to view this 

technique as one of the most powerful aspects of Hogg’s masterpiece and as 

pervading his corpus as a whole; however, André Gide’s contention in his 

introduction to the pivotal Cresset edition, that the fantastic aspects of Confessions are 

“always psychologically explicable, without having recourse to the supernatural” (xv), 

has reverberated through Hogg scholarship, with scholars providing psychoanalytic 

and modern psychiatric interpretations, as well as working to identify aspects of early 

nineteenth-century scientific and medical culture that may have informed the text.
1
 

Some find such “psychological” readings unconvincing. In his Afterword to the 

Stirling/South Carolina edition, Ian Campbell asserts that, “Obviously”, reading Gil-

Martin as “a delusion of Wringhim’s imagination [. . .] might involve a more 

extensive knowledge of the subconscious mind than could be expected of Hogg’s own 

time” (185–6). This may be true in regard to psychoanalytic readings, but the vast 

range of contemporary scientific writings on proto-psychological subjects in the early 

nineteenth century could have provided a formulation for a purely hallucinatory 

experience deeply connected to the mind and body of the individual. If they do not, 

this was a powerful authorial choice. 

Scientific writings that provided physiological explanations for apparently 

supernatural experiences were in vogue in Edinburgh when Hogg composed the 

Confessions, and these writings developed in close dialogue with the literary debate 

surrounding the ‘explained supernatural.’ According to E. J. Clery, Ann Radcliffe’s 

use of this technique was a response to the unacceptability of encouraging 

superstitious beliefs in her readers, but despite her initial critical success, both 

Coleridge and Sir Walter Scott soon critiqued her “enlightenment endings” (108). 

Writing in the Quarterly Review in May 1810, Scott’s primary critique of Radcliffe’s 

use of the explained supernatural was the “total and absolute disproportion between 
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the cause and effect, which must disgust every reader much more than if he were left 

under the delusion of ascribing the whole to supernatural agency” (344). The popular 

medical treatises of John Ferriar, John Alderson and Samuel Hibbert, which worked 

to provide physiological explanations of apparently supernatural experiences, appear 

to be, at least in part, responses to Scott’s critique. The second edition of Hibbert’s 

Sketches of the Philosophy of Apparitions; or, An Attempt to Trace such Illusions to 

their Physical Causes, published in 1825, was dedicated to Scott, and Ferriar brought 

An Essay Towards a Theory of Apparitions (1813) into dialogue with literary criticism 

in the preface, in which he offered “to the manufacturers of ghosts, the privilege of 

raising them, in as great numbers, and in as horrible a guise as they may think fit, 

without offending against true philosophy, and even without violating probability” 

(vii). While Ferriar began to outline his basic physiological argument for a naturalistic 

understanding of apparitional experiences in a paper delivered to the Literary and 

Philosophical Society of Manchester in 1786, it was not until after Scott and 

Coleridge’s critique of Radcliffe that he brought his theory into direct dialogue with 

literary culture. 

 In turn, in his Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft (1830), Scott cited “the 

learned and astute Dr Ferriar of Manchester” (22) and discussed Hibbert as “most 

ingeniously, as well as philosophically” treating the subject from “a medical point of 

view” (22–3). Scott extracted “singular and interesting” (23) cases from their works, 

while also piously concluding that “[t]he abstract possibility of apparitions must be 

admitted by everyone who believes in a Deity, and His superintending omnipotence” 

(47).
2
 

The ‘Ettrick Shepherd’, however, was often more critical of the rationalising 

tendencies of the era, and in the prefix to his tale, “The Mysterious Bride,” published 

in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine in December 1830, he classifies Scott among 

those who “now-a-days are beginning broadly to insinuate that there are no such 

things as ghosts, or spiritual beings visible to mortal sight” (155).
3
 As such, it would 

be easy to read the unaccountability of the Confessions as a critical subversion of the 

physiological ‘explained supernatural’ of the Romantic period. As Ian Duncan notes, 

Hogg specialised “in narratives that invoke the supernatural in order to affirm the 

potency of traditional rural culture” (Duncan, “Scottish Gothic” 76). However, despite 

his dedication to the traditional and the folkloric (particularly through his carefully 

constructed literary persona, the ‘Ettrick Shepherd’), Hogg was also clearly 

imaginatively stimulated by the vibrant scientific and medical culture of post-

Enlightenment Edinburgh. 

Hogg was enmeshed in the world of early nineteenth-century popular print 

culture, in which topics relating to the burgeoning mental sciences were thrashed out 

each month in the major review journals, such as the Edinburgh Review, as well as in 

popular literary magazines, such as Blackwood’s (in which the dubiously 

authenticating advertisement for the Confessions, “A Scots Mummy,” was published 

in August 1823). As such, despite his autodidactic background, the self-proclaimed 

“king o’ the mountain an’ fairy school of poetry” (Hogg, Anecdotes of Scott 61) 

would become “more attuned to the intellectual currents of advanced modernity, 

including radical materialism, than any contemporary Scots author” (Duncan, Scott’s 

Shadow 210). From his early authorship of a treatise on the diseases of sheep, to the 

apparitional encounters and apoplexies of Winter Evening Tales (1820) and “The 

Shepherd’s Calendar” series (1819–28), the “magic lantern” of The Three Perils of 

Man (1822), and the haunting portrayal of Gatty Bell’s galvanised body and coma in 

The Three Perils of Woman (1823), Hogg’s engagement with Romantic-era science 
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was both wide-ranging and sustained (see: Bold; Coyer; Inglis, ‘“My Ingenious 

Answer”; “Maternity, Madness and Mechanization”).  

Within the developing critical framework of Scottish Romanticism, critics are 

now accustomed to viewing Hogg’s engagement with Romantic-era science in terms 

of his critique of the post-Enlightenment Scottish ‘romance revival’ led by Scott and 

the wits of Blackwood’s Magazine. Modernity’s attempts to retrieve, preserve and, at 

times, reanimate the past – based on the assumption that the past has indeed been 

surmounted in the linear stagewise progress of Enlightenment stadial theory – are 

subverted, as Hogg confounds “both scientific and folkloric modes of representation” 

in uncanny images such as the “upright corpse” (Duncan, “Scottish Gothic” 77; “The 

Upright Corpse”; Scott’s Shadow 183–214). This article, however, is concerned with 

how supposedly conflicting epistemological frameworks work together in Hogg’s 

masterpiece. Drawing upon a range of scientific discourses, including the popular 

nineteenth-century ‘science’ of phrenology as well as theories of somnambulism, 

apparitional experiences, and addiction, the first sections of this article work to 

illustrate the contemporary physiological reasoning that underlies both the 

psychological and the demonic dimensions of Robert Wringhim’s experience. They 

argue that, despite the logical contradictions of the text, the same natural order may be 

seen to preside over both realms. Rather than reading Hogg’s work against the 

backdrop of Enlightenment stadial theory, the final section turns to a major 

contemporary figure, the Reverend Thomas Chalmers, who worked to illustrate the 

compatibility of Romantic-era science and supernatural Christianity and, crucially for 

the relevance of his work to Hogg’s, was also an outspoken critic of antinomianism. 

The resonances between the Confessions and Chalmers’ writings in the 1820s and 

1830s demonstrate that Hogg’s engagement with nineteenth-century science should be 

read as an integral part of his creative engagement with fanatical antinomianism: in 

stark contrast to Wringhim’s avowed attempt to “blow up the idea of any dependence 

on good works, and morality”, the scientific discourses drawn upon by Hogg gesture 

towards physiological determinism only to emphasise the ability of habitual thoughts 

and actions – ‘good works’ or sinful transgressions – to transform the mind and the 

body, and thus ready the individual for the world to come.  

 

Phrenological Predestination and Duplicity 

Phrenology was one of the most debated topics in Edinburgh in the 1820s. The 

Edinburgh Review provided informed critique while Blackwood’s led the way with 

satirical non sequitur and Gothicised parody, although “it is sometimes difficult to 

differentiate parody from formal model” (Strachan 58). Similarly, the Editor in the 

Confessions, anxiously grasping after the suicide’s skull in the final exhumation 

scene, declares that he is “no phrenologist” (172), but as Peter Garside indicates, he 

“nevertheless manages to sound like one” in his descriptions of the extraordinary 

smoothness and roundness of the skull and the “little protuberance above the vent of 

the ear” (lii). Garside notes that the location of the protuberance corresponds to the 

phrenological organ of “Destructiveness,” which is found to be large in the heads of 

“cool and deliberate murderers” (Transactions of the Phrenological Society, qtd. in 

Garside 254), and G. A. Starr has argued that Hogg may be pointing towards the 

parallel between antinomian predestination and the physiological determinism of 

phrenology:
 
“Each body of belief, Hogg may be implying, tends to relieve the 

individual of moral responsibility by accounting for behaviour in a rigidly 

deterministic manner” (83). However, the observation on “the almost perfect 

rotundity” (172), which intriguingly points towards a nineteenth-century 
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conceptualisation of the double self, has yet to receive critical commentary and 

importantly undercuts the notion of rigid physiological determinacy that the citation 

of phrenology immediately prompts. 

Indicative of the continued currency of ‘the Great Chain of Being’ into the 

nineteenth century, the phrenological organs were divided into those faculties shared 

by both humans and lower animals and those unique to mankind.  The propensities, 

such as ‘Amativeness’, ‘Acquisitiveness’, and ‘Destructiveness’, and the inferior 

sentiments, such as ‘Love of Approbation’ and ‘Self-Esteem’, were common to both 

man and beast. The superior sentiments distinguished man as a moral being, and 

included such faculties as ‘Benevolence’, ‘Veneration’, ‘Firmness’, 

‘Conscientiousness’, and ‘Hope’. In some persons the animal propensities and inferior 

sentiments might be so dominant as to render them innately unfit to function in 

civilised society. In contrast, the moral sentiments might predominate to the extent 

that a person could not help but live a righteous life. According to the first major 

populariser of phrenology in Britain, Johann Gaspar Spurzheim, such a person “has 

no occasion for any law either for putting in action the superior faculties, or for 

preventing the abuses of his animal faculties, and is really elect” (500). However, the 

vast majority of persons fell into a third category, in which moral and animal faculties 

displayed a degree of balance and hence produced conflicting emotional responses. 

Such persons are characterised by the Edinburgh phrenologist, Robert Cox: “In the 

heat of passion they do acts which the higher powers afterwards loudly disapprove, 

and may truly be said to pass their days in alternate sinning and repenting” (57). As 

Gil-Martin indicates, “We are all subjected to two distinct natures in the same person” 

(132). 

A skull in which all organs were of a similar size would be round and smooth, 

and the implication of the Editor’s observation is that Wringhim’s animal and moral 

faculties are (with the exception of his large ‘Destructiveness’) balanced, indicating 

internal struggle. Wringhim writes of his youthful propensity towards sinfulness and 

attempts at repentance, and during his final days at Dalcastle he reports to be “at one 

time worshipping with great fervour of spirit, and at other times so wholly left to 

myself, as to work all manner of vices and follies with greediness” (133). In contrast 

to Wringhim’s perceived status as one of the elect, the presence of an internal struggle 

emphasises the strong role of personal choice in determining the direction of his moral 

pathway. During the two periods of ablated consciousness at Dalcastle, this internal 

struggle appears to cease, and his violence, intemperance, gaudy dress, and 

licentiousness plausibly indicate a decided dominance of the animal faculties.  

Barbara Bloedé has speculated that the case of Mary Reynolds, a so called 

“nineteenth-century case of double personality,” may have been a model for 

Wringhim’s dual states and notes that, like Mary Reynolds, whose alterations occur 

after a long period of sleep, “at least one of Robert’s returns to consciousness after a 

period of amnesia occurs after waking from a ‘profound and feverish sleep’” (120). 

Bloedé provides a convincing analysis of the commonalities between Reynolds’s and 

Wringhim’s conditions as well as the sources from which Hogg may have acquired 

information about this and other similar cases. S. L. Mitchell’s “A Double 

Consciousness, or a Duality of Person in the same Individual,” published in the 

Edinburgh Weekly Journal in 1816, discusses Reynolds’s case, and a “Report on a 

Communication from Dr. Dyce of Aberdeen, to the Royal Society of Edinburgh, ‘On 

Uterine Irritation, and its Effects on the Female Constitution’,” published in 

Transactions of the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1823, presents the case of another 

woman who experienced a similar phenomenon. Ian Hacking’s work on the history of 
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what is today referred to as multiple personality disorder indicates that Mary 

Reynolds’s case would have been classified as a form of somnambulism, emerging 

from phrenological conceptualisations of the double brain. Hacking identifies the 

second edition of Robert Macnish’s The Philosophy of Sleep, published in 1834, as 

the most prominent source text for later discussions of Reynolds’s case or “la dame de 

Mac-Nish” as she would become known in France (Hacking 139–40). The 

phrenological account of somnambulism forwarded by Macnish in 1834 is derived 

from The Physiognomical System of Drs. Gall and Spurzheim (1815). According to 

Spurzheim all the various phenomena of sleep may be explained by the principle that 

“any particular organ, or even several organs, may be active while the other organs 

rest” (216). The period of ablated consciousness at Dalcastle may then be read as a 

variation on somnambulism, in which the animal faculties, over-stimulated by Gil-

Martin, take control of Wringhim’s actions. Macnish would later explain why over-

stimulated faculties dominate a person’s dreams, as a person’s “pursuits in life, by 

strengthening one faculty, make it less susceptible, than such as are weaker, of being 

overcome by complete sleep” (The Philosophy of Sleep 63).  

George Combe, the Edinburgh lawyer who became the leader of the Scottish 

phrenological movement, referenced both Dr. Mitchell’s and Dr. Dyce’s reports in A 

System of Phrenology as cases that lead some persons to believe that the conscious “I” 

may be attributed to a singular organ (107–12). Drawing upon the philosophy of 

Thomas Brown, he went on to delineate the more probable theory that consciousness 

was an overarching mental state to which particular faculties contribute. As such, the 

phenomenon of double consciousness remained “inexplicable” in phrenological terms 

(518). Macnish similarly wrote that “the particular state of the brain which induces 

such conditions will, I believe, ever remain a mystery,” and, like Combe, noted the 

analogy between the state of mind during double consciousness and that which occurs 

during “magnetic sleep” (The Philosophy of Sleep 184–5). In a later “Case of Divided 

Consciousness,” presented in a letter to the editor of the Phrenological Journal and 

Miscellany of Edinburgh, Combe tentatively asserted that the condition was the result 

of the brain being in an overall different condition rather than the affection of a 

particular organ, but observed that in the diseased state the organs of the propensities 

seem to be more active and the moral sentiments less active in comparison to the 

normal condition. Oddly, Combe did not appeal to the dual hemispheres of the brain 

in his explanation. 

Phrenological anatomy was vital to the nineteenth-century understanding of 

the double brain (Harrington 6–34). Each phrenological organ had its own double in 

the opposite hemisphere, thus raising the possibility that a single side of the brain 

might be diseased. As such, in 1815 Spurzheim argued that “it is not true that 

consciousness is always single” (220) and evidenced his assertion with the 

observation that “[a] great number of madmen hear angels sing, or the devil roar &c. 

only on one side” (221). The locational specificity of Wringhim’s delusion during a 

strange distemper in Edinburgh, wherein his loss of consciousness is still only partial, 

may be based on this conceptualisation of the double brain. While he lies in bed 

Wringhim conceives himself “to be two people”: “I deemed there were two of us in it; 

when I sat up, I always beheld another person, and always in the same position from 

the place where I sat or stood, which was about three paces off me towards my left 

side” (106). Hogg appears to be laying down markers for plausible physiological 

explanations by modelling the periods of ablated consciousness on medical case 

studies of double consciousness that evaded full explanation (even by such an avowed 

rationalist as George Combe). At the same time, the most plausible scientific 
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explanation of Wringhim’s experience is, like the scientific literature that tries to 

exorcise it, unaccountable. 

 

Apparitional Explanations and a Murderous Stimulant 
Wringhim’s uncharacteristic sensual behaviour at Dalcastle may, of course, also be 

read as a demonic possession; if so, however, Hogg’s devil acts through natural 

means. In his “Hymn to the Devil,” first published within The Three Perils of Man 

(1822) and later inserted in the Noctes Ambrosianae dialogues of Blackwood’s in 

March 1825, Hogg portrays a tangible devil, speeding through the night air, wreaking 

havoc by influencing the visions of those asleep. Drawing upon the externalist theory 

of dreaming, as forwarded by the Scottish metaphysician, Andrew Baxter,
 
which 

argued that immortal spirits take over the external sensory apparatus during sleep and 

stimulate them so as to generate motions of the nerves and the corresponding ideas, 

the devil is shown to control the sensory apparatus of the dreamer, framing “images” 

(“Hymn to the Devil” 33) and able to “[t]ickle” and “teaze” (61) the passions. In the 

Noctes Ambrosianae Christopher North responds to what he refers to as the 

Shepherd’s “Ode to the Devil” by asking if he has seen “Dr Hibbert’s book on 

Apparitions?” (370)  

North is, of course, referring to Hibbert’s Sketches of the Philosophy of 

Apparitions (1824), cited above as one of several popular medical treatises on the 

topic of apparitions that were published contemporaneously with the Confessions. 

Ferriar’s An Essay Towards a Theory of Apparitions (1813) was the most influential, 

but in An Essay on Apparitions, in which their Appearance is Accounted for by 

Causes Wholly Independent of Preternatural Agency (1823), John Alderson accuses 

Ferriar of plagiarising his theory of apparitions, first presented to the public in an 

essay published in the Edinburgh Medical and Chirurgical Journal in July 1810 (viii). 

A new and enlarged edition of Alderson’s text was published by Longman in 1823 

(notably the same publisher as Hogg’s Confessions), and in the winter of the same 

year, Hibbert read an “Essay on Spectral Impressions” to the Royal Society of 

Edinburgh. The popularity of his essay led to the production of the full-length volume 

of 1824 and the second edition of 1825 (Hibbert v). Carrying on from Ferriar’s essay, 

which was more valuable for “affording abundant evidence of the existence of morbid 

impressions of this nature, without any sensible external agency, than in establishing, 

as he proposed, a general law of the system, to which the origin of spectral 

impressions could be inferred” (242), Hibbert defined apparitions as “nothing more 

than ideas, or the recollected images of the mind, which have been rendered as vivid 

as actual impressions” (v). 

The Edinburgh phrenologists were keenly interested in apparitional 

phenomena. In a letter to Hibbert in 1824 Combe writes that the subject has “formed 

part of my lectures for the three last seasons,” and the Phrenological Journal included 

a review of Hibbert’s work, which criticised his neglect of the phrenological 

principles that clarified the specificity of the delusion according to the plurality of 

organs. They explain: 

 

The brain consists of a congeries of organs, each of which manifests a 

particular power of the mind. Among these organs one serves to perceive 

Form; another Colour; a third Size; while other and distinct faculties and 

organs experience emotions and reflect. Each faculty being active, produces 

the special kind of ideas which it is fitted to form; and each may become 

active by an internal stimulus of its organ. The organs may be excited by an 
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unusual influx of blood into the vessels which supply them; by 

inflammation; or by nervous irritation. (547)  

 

Read in terms of the phrenological theory of apparitions, Gil-Martin may be read as a 

projection of ideas, associated with specifically diseased (i.e. over-stimulated) 

phrenological organs, vivified to the intensity of actual impressions.  

As Gavin Budge has explained, so-called “Brunonian” theories of stimulation 

informed early nineteenth-century apparitional theories (11–14). The Scottish 

physician, John Brown, developed this controversial medical theory, which defined all 

diseases as the result of excessive or insufficient nervous stimulation and was viewed 

by many as a radical simplification of the nervous physiology of his teacher, William 

Cullen (Lawrence). In the medical writings of the early nineteenth century, rather than 

the immortal spirits of Baxter’s externalist theory, a range of psychological and 

environmental factors were invested with the potential to excite the nerves and vivify 

their corresponding ideas. Such increased vivacity, according to Hibbert, for example, 

was linked to “some peculiar state of the sanguineous fluid” (69–70), comparable to 

the state induced by Sir Humphry Davy’s nitrous oxide experiments. For Hibbert, a 

wide range of factors might lead to a similar state, including constitutional tendencies, 

“suppression of accustomed evacuations” (102), poisons, inebriation, and, more 

generally, “nervous irritation” (101). However, such “morbific” affections also 

interacted with “moral agents” to give the spectral illusion its particular character 

(315), and he cites Pinel on the prevalence of religious fanaticism in acting as such a 

moral agent (330). 

Just prior to Wringhim’s first meeting with Gil-Martin, he is in a state of 

religious ecstasy. Having finally learned of his assured position among the elect from 

the Reverend Wringhim, his “whole frame seemed to be renewed; every nerve was 

buoyant with new life” (80). Upon first meeting the “stranger youth,” the physicality 

of the moment intensifies, and Wringhim declares: “I can never describe the strange 

sensations that thrilled through my whole frame at that impressive moment” (80). This 

intensified nervous stimulation is maintained during their meeting, as Wringhim 

writes that his “mind had all the while been kept in a state of agitation resembling the 

motion of a whirlpool” (81). Hogg appears to be gesturing towards the physiological 

state associated with delusional apparitional experiences, and in accordance with 

Brunonian medicine, this experience also exhausts Wringhim’s frame. He departs 

“not with the same buoyancy and lightness of heart” (82), and upon his arrival home 

the Reverend Wringhim declares that he has been physically “transformed, since the 

morning” (83). 

Accounts of “the addictive spiral created by overstimulation of the nerves” 

(Budge 12), wherein greater levels of stimulation are continually required to achieve 

the same effect, are characteristic of Brunonian medicine. In Hogg’s novel, Gil-

Martin – who at first appears to be a hallucinatory result of Wringhim’s nervous 

excitement – comes to himself act as an intense stimulant. Wringhim refers to his 

“thirst” (107) for his companionship and rapidly develops an inability to “live without 

him” (88) and a corresponding disdain for the comparatively mild stimulation of his 

mother and Reverend Wringhim’s religious bombast. His thirst for the company of 

Gil-Martin is mirrored in his growing desire to kill his brother. He writes, “I had a 

desire to slay him, it is true, and such a desire too as a thirsty man has to drink” (101). 

Eventually, Wringhim turns to the more traditional stimulating properties of alcohol. 

Gil-Martin and Mrs. Keeler both accuse him of “extreme inebriety” (121) upon his 
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waking from the first period of ablated consciousness at Dalcastle, and the second 

period is preceded by heavy drinking. 

Richard Jackson has noted the similarities between Wringhim’s experience 

and the opium eating famously described in De Quincey’s Confessions of an English 

Opium-Eater, first serialised in the London Magazine in 1821. He does not argue that 

Wringhim is taking opium, but rather that Hogg was aware of its effects and is 

drawing upon this knowledge in his portrayal of Wringhim’s experience. In his first 

popular medical treatise, The Anatomy of Drunkenness (1827), Macnish draws upon 

De Quincey’s Confessions in the chapter on “Drunkenness Modified by the 

Inebriating Agent” and explains the difference between the drunkenness of opium and 

wine: 

 

There is more poetry in its visions, more mental aggrandisement, more 

range of imagination. Wine invigorates the animal powers and propensities 

chiefly, but opium strengthens those peculiar to man, and gives for a period, 

amounting to hours, a higher tone to the thinking faculties. (22–3) 

 

Hogg’s choice of wine over opium for Wringhim’s inebriation accords well with the 

murderous stimulatory propensities of Gil-Martin. While the insinuation that 

Wringhim was in fact inebriated during the months of conscious oblivion tempts the 

rationalising reader to ignore the diabolical dimension, Hogg’s utilisation of a 

physiological phenomenon also serves to demarcate the fleshly nature of evil. His 

addiction to Gil-Martin becomes an addiction to his demonic stimulation of his 

“animal powers and propensities.” 

According to phrenological theory, the actions of Gil-Martin, would stimulate 

the lower faculties of ‘Destructiveness’, ‘Self-esteem’, ‘Love of Approbation’ and 

‘Acquisitiveness’, and suppress the superior faculties of ‘Benevolence’, ‘Veneration’, 

and ‘Conscientiousness’.  While interrupting his prayers, Gil-Martin elevates 

Wringhim’s “spiritual pride” (81) and presents the advantages to be gained from “the 

estate and riches” (100) of Dalcastle at the small cost of destroying sinners whose 

presence degrades the life of the elect. Taking a demonic reading into account, Gil-

Martin’s “cameleon art” enables him to enter into Wringhim’s mind and thus 

formulate his discourse to stimulate the animal faculties in such a way as to increase 

his propensity towards evil behaviours. Conformable to Baxter’s externalist theory, 

such stimulation is more easily achieved during sleep: 

 

But the most singular instance of this wonderful man’s power over my 

mind was, that he had as complete influence over me by night as by day. 

All my dreams corresponded exactly with his suggestions; and when he was 

absent from me, still his arguments sunk deeper in my heart than even when 

he was present. (93) 

 

The phrenological explanation of dreaming and somnambulism, in which only certain 

faculties are active during sleep, also conforms well to the increased potency of Gil-

Martin’s arguments. Spurzheim explains that “the manifestations of the active organs 

are then often more perfect and more energetic; the sensations are more lively, and the 

reflections deeper, than in a state of watching” (217–18).  

Physiology here underpins both demonic and psychological readings. 

However, in waking life the “natural, and amiable” (100) feelings against the socially 

destructive force of murder work against Gil-Martin, as “there are certain trains and 
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classes of thoughts that have great power in enervating the mind” and “[t]hese 

THOUGHTS are hard enemies wherewith to combat!” (110–11). Wringhim’s final 

murders do not occur until his body and mind have been so amalgamated with Gil-

Martin as to prevent internal conflict. This amalgamation is accompanied by both 

moral and physical decay, attributable both to Gil-Martin’s demonic influence and to 

the ravages of the guilty conscience that persistently returns to haunt Wringhim’s 

lucid moments. 

   

The Devil of the Flesh 

At their final meeting, Mrs. Calvert evokes potent Biblical imagery in her description 

of the moral and physical degradation of Wringhim: 

 

“I never in my life saw any human being,” said Mrs. Calvert, “who I 

thought so like a fiend. If a demon could inherit flesh and blood, that youth 

is precisely such a being as I could conceive that demon to be. The depth 

and the malignity of his eye is hideous. His breath is like the airs from a 

charnel house, and his flesh seems fading from his bones, as if the worm 

that never dies were gnawing it away already.”
 
(62) 

 

Wringhim, or his devilish doppelgänger, at this point has murdered his brother, 

mother, and potentially his lover, all with the conviction that as one of the elect he 

may never truly sin. As the notes to the Stirling/South Carolina edition indicate, “the 

worm that never dies” refers to Isaiah 66.24 and Mark 9.43-9.48. It is “[o]ne of the 

attributes of hell spoken of by Jesus,” and according to David Lyle Jeffrey, this 

“image gives rise to grotesque imaginings in memento mori literature of the late 

Middle Ages” and “became a circumlocution for the operation of the conscience in 

medieval morality plays” (851). Jeffrey notes its utilisation by De Quincey and Poe to 

express “unrelieved grief” in the nineteenth century (851), and in an essay on “Ghosts 

and Dreams” for the Glasgow periodical, The Emmet, in 1824 Macnish draws upon 

this imagery in commenting upon the racked conscience of the murderer: “For him is 

reserved the worm that knaws unseen – the pang that never dies” (292). Macnish then 

returns to the image in his short fictional pamphlet, Confessions of an Unexecuted 

Femicide (1827), which Karl Miller has read as “responding to Hogg’s recently 

published Confessions” (206), to describe the murderer’s remorseful suffering. The 

image serves as a poignant indication that one may escape the punishment of the laws 

of men, and thus remain “unexecuted,” but one may not escape divine justice as 

inscribed in the natural laws of mind and body. 

Thomas Chalmers also evokes this image in what Jonathan Topham terms his 

“natural theology of conscience” (165–8). Though best remembered for his leadership 

in the Disruption of 1843, Chalmers first gained popular renown primarily through his 

Discourses on the Christian Revelation, Viewed in Connection with the Modern 

Astronomy (1817), and following on from the success of the “Astronomical 

Discourses,” he continued to draw upon connections between evangelical theology 

and Romantic-era science in his writings.
4
 He came to view human conscience as the 

“strongest presumptive evidence for the existence of a moral governor” (Topham 

165), and Topham identifies his Bridgewater Treatise, On the Power, Wisdom, and 

Goodness of God, as Manifested in the Adaptation of External Nature, to the Moral 

and Intellectual Constitution of Man (1833), as the culmination of this discourse. In 

this treatise Chalmers draws upon the same delineation of natural laws – both moral 

and physical – that Combe avowed in The Constitution of Man in Relation to External 
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Objects (1828), and Combe thought Chalmers’ work was bordering upon plagiarism 

(Hilton 195; van Wyhe 195–6). A primary difference between the two texts is that, 

unlike Chalmers, Combe bypasses the notion of original sin and thus the need for 

divine revelation (van Wyhe 196). However, both emphasised the need for man to 

understand his natural moral and physical constitution for the betterment of the 

individual and society. As Roger Cooter aptly observes, despite its “Calvinist” 

inheritance, phrenology “fulfilled the optimistic implications of evangelical 

Arminianism, the possibility of perfection on earth” (194). While Combe focuses 

upon the importance of phrenological principles in teaching persons to maintain an 

appropriately restrained balance between their animal and moral faculties (the very 

restrained balance that Wringhim fails to manage), Chalmers more broadly builds 

upon the “moral sense” philosophy predominant in Scotland from Francis Hutcheson 

onwards, focusing more exclusively on the innate benevolence of mankind. 

While maintaining the doctrine of predestination, Chalmers’ “natural theology 

of conscience,” particularly as it developed within his Sermons Preached in St. John’s 

Church, Glasgow (1823), critiqued those who dismissed the importance of good 

works. For example, in a sermon “On the Doctrine of Predestination” he declares the 

ultimate fate of every individual to be “one of the secret things which belong to God” 

(Sermons Preached in St. John’s Church 297). However, he explains, “the same God 

who ordains the end, ordains also the means which go before it” (Sermons Preached 

in St. John’s Church 311), and “unless the deeds done in your body be good deeds, 

and ye bring forth those fruits of righteousness which are by Jesus Christ to the praise 

and glory of God, ye shall not be saved” (Sermons Preached in St. John’s Church 

312).  

Crawford Gribben has shown that the Wringhims’s particular brand of 

antinomianism is not representative of any sect of Scottish Calvinism, historically or 

in the 1820s (13). However, beyond the often-cited relevant historical context of the 

“Marrow Controversy” of 1718–23, the text is generally responsive to the “hardening 

of attitudes” (Garside xxvii) regarding predestination within the Scottish Kirk and 

among Dissenting groups through the 1820s. It is this dogmatism and particularly 

dogmatic antinomianism that Chalmers likewise rhetorically targets in his sermons. 

For example, in “The Nature of the Kingdom of God” he critiques the “impregnable 

Antinomian” for thinking “he will have heaven, because he has faith,” defending the 

importance of good works by underlining the continuity of moral character between 

this life and next, as “[i]t is here that heaven begins. It is here that eternal life is 

entered upon. It is here that man first breathes the air of immortality” (Sermons 

Preached in St. John’s Church 235). He continues this line of argument in a sermon, 

“Necessity of Moral and Spiritual discipline of the whole Life” (later renamed 

“Heaven a Character and not a Locality” in his Collected Works), delivered “at the 

National Scotch Church, Regent Square, July 7, 1833,” wherein he declares that “[i]f 

the moral character, then, of these future states of existence were distinctly 

understood, and constantly applied, it would serve directly and decisively to 

extinguish Antinomianism” (“A Sermon, Delivered by the Rev. Dr. Chalmers” 72). 

Chalmers appeals to “the worm that dieth not” twice in this particular sermon. 

Hell and heaven are depicted as moral characters, rather than physical locations, and 

he analogises a material image of hell with the depravity of the distempered individual 

on earth: 

 

Each is ripening for his own everlasting destiny; and, whether in the 

depravities that deepen and accumulate on the character of the one, or in the 
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graces that brighten and multiply upon the other, we see materials enough 

for the worm that dieth not, or for the pleasures that are for evermore. (66–

7) 

 

In a characteristic appeal to those physiognomic principles shared by Hogg, the 

physical appearance – “[t]he stoop, the downcast regards, the dark and sinister 

expression of him who cannot lift up his head among his fellow men, or look his 

companions in the face” (67) – signifies moral character on earth and is a preview of 

the “dire and dreadful pandemonium” to come (68). “[I]n the full and final 

developments of character alone”, Chalmers sees “enough for imparting all its 

corrosion to the ‘worm that dieth not’ – enough for sustaining in all its fierceness ‘the 

fire that is not quenched’” (68). Chalmers’ utilisation of “the worm that dieth not” in 

this sermon represents an overarching motif in his works (see: Chalmers Sermons and 

Discourses 1: 127, 142–3, 179, 234, 363–4, 545, 601), and Hogg’s similar use serves 

as a potent critique of the malevolent consequences of Wringhim’s fanatical 

antinomian beliefs. 

Wringhim’s failure to recognise this posited continuity between this life and 

the next and, importantly, the resultant connection between the corporeal body and the 

immortal spirit is a major factor in his progressive demise.
 
When Gil-Martin first 

suggests the murder of Mr. Blanchard (a man who shares the title of “[t]he most 

popular of all their preachers of morality” (97–8) in Glasgow with Chalmers), 

Wringhim’s body reacts against the cold inhumanity of the murder: 

 

I was so shocked, that my bosom became as it were a void, and the beatings 

of my heart sounded loud and hollow in it; my breath cut, and my tongue 

and palate became dry and speechless. (92) 

 

As Chalmers explains, “our Maker” has so “framed our mental constitution, that in the 

very working of these bad affections there should be the painfulness of a felt 

discomfort and discordancy” (On the Power, Wisdom, and Goodness of God, 1: 102), 

and this immediate response was distinguished from the latter reflexive pains of a 

remorseful conscience – the “worm that dieth not”. However, like Combean 

phrenology and Brunonian concepts of addiction, Chalmers also recognised the power 

of habit in reinforcing vice or virtue (On the Power, Wisdom, and Goodness of God, 

1: 133–57). In accordance with these contemporary theories, through the dually 

consolidating acts of dreaming and discoursing, Wringhim is soon able to rationalise 

the murder of Blanchard, as Gil-Martin’s powers over his mind and body grow. Still, 

however, when the time comes to act, his “hand refused the office” (96). Eventually 

the body, devoid of the conscious mind, acts to perpetrate matricide and femicide, and 

Wringhim is forced to suffer retribution for crimes of which he has no knowledge. 

The amalgamation of the devil within the flesh by this point in the narration coalesces 

with the cessation of the “natural, and amiable” bodily feelings (100). Hauntingly, 

Gil-Martin declares, “Our beings are amalgamated, as it were, and consociated in one, 

and never shall I depart from this country until I can carry you in triumph with me” 

(130), 

As Gil-Martin physically wanes away in tandem with Wringhim, he 

persistently disregards the moral significance of the flesh, encouraging him to throw 

“off this frame of dross and corruption, mingle with the pure ethereal existence of 

existence, from which we derived our being” (161). This disregard for the flesh 

contrasts starkly with Chalmers’ conceptualisation of the afterlife. In his sermon, “The 
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Transitory Nature of Visible Things,” published one year prior to the Confessions, he 

declares: “There is reason for believing, that some of the matter of our present bodies 

may exist in those more glorified and transformed bodies which we are afterwards to 

occupy” (Sermons Preached in St. John’s Church 140). This is in apparent contrast to 

the “common imagination” of paradise as “a lofty aerial region, where the inmates 

float in ether, or are mysteriously suspended upon nothing” (Sermons Preached in St. 

John’s Church 196).  

Chalmers’ evocation of a literal conceptualisation of the final resurrection 

places him within a line of writers working to mediate materialist science and a truly 

supernatural Christianity. Andrew Baxter forwarded an embodied conception of the 

afterlife, viewing the final resurrection as transformative and positing that “a small 

quantity of that bulk of matter that now composes them, will serve for corporeal 

systems in those finer regions” (Baxter 292–3, qtd. in Jackson, “James Hogg’s The 

Pilgrims of the Sun and the Great Chain of Being” 74). Joseph Priestley  and Thomas 

Forester  appealed to an embodied conception of the afterlife in their defenses of 

materialism (Priestly xxiii–xxiv; Forester 101) and in his earlier poem, The Pilgrims 

of the Sun (1815), Hogg’s own visionary dreamer and cosmological traveller, Mary 

Lee, learns that those who reside on a sphere closer to the sun and therefore to divine 

existence, in “the land of lovers, known afar, / And named the Evening and the 

Morning star” (3.147–48), are beauteous due to the embodied nature of the Christian 

salvation.
5
 More recently, in an essay on the compatibility of modern neuroscience 

and Christianity, Ted Peters argues that a belief in the separate existence of an 

immaterial soul is unnecessary and is, in fact, a false conflation of Christian theology 

and Cartesian dualism, and he rhetorically emphasises that through the ages 

“Christian teaching regarding the resurrection has consistently insisted on embodied 

salvation” (313). 

In the Confessions Wringhim longs for what will be revealed to be an 

ultimately unachievable purely ethereal existence: 

 

When my flesh and my bones are decayed, and my soul has passed to its 

everlasting home, then shall the sons of men ponder on the events of my 

life; wonder and tremble, and tremble and wonder how such things should 

be. (80) 

 

Wringhim begins to recognise the coalescence of matter and spirit as he nears the end 

of his pilgrimage, but he is resistant to this realisation: 

 

I was become a terror to myself; or rather, my body and soul were become 

terrors to each other; and, had it been possible, I felt as if they would have 

gone to war. I dared not look at my face in a glass, for I shuddered at my own 

image and likeness. (156–7) 

 

The terror of glimpsing Gil-Martin’s hideous visage (which presumably mirrors 

Wringhim’s degraded state), however, leads to hellish epiphany: 

 

Involuntarily did I turn round at the request, and caught a half glance of his 

features. May no eye destined to reflect the beauties of the New Jerusalem 

inward upon the beatific soul, behold such a sight as mine then beheld! My 

immortal spirit, blood, and bones, were all withered at the blasting sight; 
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and I arose and withdrew, with groanings which the pangs of death shall 

never wring from me. (162) 

 

The fleshly eye and the heavenly eye are one and the same, and the body withers with 

the spirit.  The physicality of Wringhim’s sufferings comes to a fevered pitch in his 

second to last entry: “My vitals have all been torn, and every faculty and feelings of 

my soul racked, and tormented into callous insensibility” (165). Wringhim’s suicide is 

the ultimate culmination of his inability to grasp the spiritual significance of corporeal 

life, and the uncanny preservation of his corpse underlines the embodied nature of his 

eternal damnation. Wringhim’s longings for “utter oblivion” (126) and “peace or rest” 

(153) are never fulfilled, as the series of grave-disturbers continue the physical 

assault, fragmenting his body as Gil-Martin fragmented his consciousness.  While the 

mismatched descriptions of Wringhim’s corpse in “A Scots Mummy” and in the 

Editor’s coda to the novel are certainly part of the greater overall incongruity of the 

text, the shifting appearance also mirrors the scene in the weaver’s cottage, wherein 

Wringhim’s clothing is mysteriously changed in his sleep. The implication may be 

that Gil-Martin’s power over Wringhim’s body continues beyond the grave – the flesh 

remains demonically shiftable. 

 

The Nature of the Diabolic 

The explanatory tensions of Confessions may be read as a purposeful effort by Hogg 

to maintain both demonic and psychological readings in an age in which physicians, 

such as Ferriar, systematically dismissed supernatural experience as “a symptom of 

bodily distemper, and of little more consequence than the head-ach and shivering 

attending a common catarrh” (Ferriar 138). However, rather than focusing upon 

tension, one may also view Hogg as organically fusing the diabolical with the most 

advanced Romantic science, and as such, echoing commentators such as Chalmers 

who sought to productively mediate materialist science and supernatural Christianity. 

The significance of the embodied damnation of Robert Wringhim is not a doctrinally 

specific critique. Rather, it is a critique of the way in which his fanatical 

antinomianism forces him to deny the “natural” human feelings and societal bonds, 

which at this time were being reified in medical and scientific discourses.  

Chalmers propagated naturalistic scientific discourses as part of his larger 

project to form what Stewart Brown terms his “godly commonwealth” – a “new moral 

order” of society (Brown 138), which attempted to revive what he perceived as the 

benevolent communitarian values of the traditional rural Scottish parish system in the 

urban, industrial cities of nineteenth-century Scotland. Chalmers’ experiment at St. 

John’s parish in Glasgow, which he initiated in 1819, is the most famous application 

of his doctrines (Brown 129–51). The Disruption of 1843, with its breakdown of the 

collective influence of the Kirk over Scottish society, represented the “final failure of 

his godly commonwealth ideal” (Brown 373–4) and ended the possibility of realising 

his (to borrow Gillian Shepherd’s literary analogy) inherently “Kailyard” vision (314). 

Not unlike Chalmers, Hogg was concerned with preserving the traditional 

culture of rural Scotland against the relentless forces of modernisation in the 

nineteenth century. While his precise position in contemporary theological debates is 

notoriously difficult to ascertain (Garside xxvii), as a stalwart defender of the 

traditional and the folkloric, throughout his corpus we find an equation of true 

Christianity and a belief in the supernatural. In his poem, “Superstition” (The Pilgrims 

of the Sun 67–73) which accompanied The Pilgrims of the Sun in its initial publication 

in 1815, the “sceptic leveler” (10) with his “eye of reason” (179) extinguishes the 
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belief in Providence, and “soon that heavenly ray must ever cease to shine” (180), and 

in his sermon on “Deistical Reformers” within A Series of Lay Sermons on Good 

Principles and Good Breeding (1834), he declares that the “error of this age is to 

believe too little”, decries their dismissal of Christianity on the grounds of its 

“incomprehensible” mysteries, and affirms that “wherever there is a display of the 

power or wisdom of God, either in revelation or the kingdom of nature, there also they 

will find a mystery beyond the capacity of human reason to unfold” (110). In the Lay 

Sermons, however, Hogg also discusses the “law of our constitution” (5), nature’s 

“immutable laws” (69), and the value of “habit” over “precept” (73) for engraining 

the hatred of vice and love of virtue implanted in youth as “a guard which the 

providence of God has placed over us” (53). Perhaps Hogg’s masterpiece may be read 

as a spectacularly chilling depiction of a “phenomena of nature” (Hogg, “A Scots 

Mummy” 139) – imaginatively fuelled by the power of contemporary science to reify 

traditional Christian morality, as well as to enable a vivid depiction of the horrifically 

tangible consequences of diabolical deviance. 
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Notes 

1. For a concise overview of the critical corpus, see Fielding 132–9. A key 

recent psychological reading not mentioned by Fielding is Faubert. 

2. On Scott and the science of apparitions, see Smajic, and Ferris. 

3. Ian Duncan reads this comment in “The Mysterious Bride” as a response to 

Scott’s Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft (“The Upright Corpse”). 

4. Hogg cites Chalmers’ “Astronomical Discourses” in a note added to his 

early experimental dream poem, The Pilgrims of the Sun (1815), in The Poetical 

Works of James Hogg (1822). Discussion of this citation is beyond the scope of the 

present article. On the success of the “Astronomical Discourses”, see Brown 107–09. 

5. See particularly, Part 3, lines 134–40 of Hogg’s poem. While not citing this 

particular passage, in his article on “James Hogg’s The Pilgrims of the Sun and the 

Great Chain of Being”, Jackson briefly discusses the significance of “Baxter’s 

explanation of the continued existence of both soul and body” (74) in relation to The 

Pilgrims of the Sun, the ballad of “Kilmeny” (included in The Queen’s Wake (1813)), 

and the short story, “On the Separate Existence of the Soul” (1831). 
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Primitive Rocks: Humphry Davy, Mining and the Sublime 

Landscapes of Cornwall 
 

Shelley Trower 

 

 

The newly established Geological Society of London, formed in 1807, set out as a 

primary purpose its ambition to produce a geological map of Britain. The editors of 

the first issue of the Society’s journal, Transactions of the Geological Society (1811), 

stated their hope that its members will continue to donate mineral specimens which 

will lay the foundations of such a map (“Preface” viii). A few years later, in 1814, a 

similar society was formed in Cornwall which then produced its own journal, 

Transactions of the Royal Geological Society of Cornwall (1818), the first issue of 

which echoed the London version of Transactions, though on a smaller scale: “In the 

construction of a geological map of Cornwall, the Society has made considerable 

progress, and the Council trust that from the zealous and united exertion of its 

members, its completion may be confidently anticipated” (“Preface” viii). At this 

point the president of the London Society, George Bellas Greenough, was about to 

publish his Geological Map of England and Wales (1819), the result of a cooperative 

collaboration between the society’s members who sent in rock specimens from 

various localities throughout much of Britain. 

 What such maps clearly highlighted were regional differences in geology, 

differences which formed a basis for understanding how particular regions were not 

only comprised of certain kinds of rocks but also exhibited other properties. Of much 

interest, at least initially, was that some regions contained large quantities of metals 

and other valuable resources suitable for mining. Thus the first geological map of 

England ever to be produced, in 1815, was by William Smith, whose work as a land 

surveyor provided him with the necessary experience in observing the geology of a 

wide range of areas across England and Wales (see, for example, Porter 95-6). 

Greenough then drew extensively on Smith’s map for his more collaborative 

Geological Map, and London’s Transactions refer to the practical uses of such a map, 

but it was Cornwall’s version of the journal that most heavily emphasised, from the 

outset, the purpose of the society and its prospective map as being to serve mining 

interests: to contribute “to the advancement of the mining resources of the County of 

Cornwall” as well as “to the progress of geological knowledge” (v). But while rock-

mapping had a clear economic function, it was also motivated by a flowering interest 

in travel and landscape aesthetics, and it is these curiously distinct yet overlapping 

interests in mining and landscape that this article will consider in combination. 

In different ways the interests in both mining and landscapes produced an 

intensified focus on ‘primitive’ rocks, such as granite – rocks found mostly in 

northern and western regions of Britain – largely because these rocks contain some of 

the most valuable mining materials and underpin some of the most dramatic, sublime 

landscapes. Focusing on the case of the “primitive” region of Cornwall, this article 

will explore how members of its Geological Society, including the “Romantic 
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scientist” Humphry Davy (see: Heringman 6), mapped out geological regions as 

distinctive in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries – distinctive in terms 

of both their minerals and landscapes. Davy observed these regional qualities in his 

poetry and his scientific writing, and contributed to claims of local distinctiveness and 

expertise which developed in opposition to a growing professionalism centred in 

London. This article will, in other words, consider how scientific and poetic 

descriptions of the mineral value and the aesthetic qualities of landscapes support the 

claims of Cornwall’s Geological Society to regional difference and expertise. With 

their interests in mining as well as landscape aesthetics, Davy and the Cornish 

geologists provide a different angle from the more usual focus on the aesthetic 

interests of the canonical Romantic poets, who typically engaged only minimally with 

industrial concerns. 

 Through its focus on the case of Cornwall, this article can contribute to the 

strand of Romantic studies which has continued to develop a critique of the canonical, 

unified ‘centre’ of English poets by establishing a devolved plurality of 

Romanticisms, registering the complexities of national and regional contexts across 

the British Isles (see, for example, Duff and Jones; Moore). Since the 1980s critics 

have considered the complexities of Scottish, Irish, and Welsh Romanticisms and 

have turned attention more recently to “the provincial diversity of English Romantic 

writing”, as Nicholas Roe puts it (4). By turning to the West Country, Roe relocates 

the roots of English Romanticism, focusing on a region that offers a convincing 

alternative to the Lake District. Roe’s collection, however, has little to say about 

Cornwall,
1
 a county that is of particular interest here as it is part of England but also 

developed a distinct regional or even national identity (Vernon). By taking Cornwall 

as its focus, this article will identify how a regionally based version of Romantic 

science stakes out a specific territorial claim, which is grounded in the aesthetic and 

mineral value of primitive rocks.  

 

Primitive Rocks and the Sublime 

Historians of geology frequently observe that the study of rocks and fossils began to 

open up a new perspective of earth history in the late eighteenth century. The 

emerging discipline of geology showed that the history of the earth extended back 

immeasurably, far beyond the appearance of humankind, and beyond what the bible 

had accounted for  (see, for example, Rupke). It was ‘primitive’ rocks that were 

usually considered the oldest, containing no fossils and thus appearing to predate the 

existence of all living beings. However, literary and historical studies of geology have 

mostly focused on the role of sedimentary rocks and the fossils found in them, which 

in providing evidence of the existence of species that over millions of millions of 

years had become extinct were so crucial to the establishment of theories of evolution 

(see also: Buckland, “Losing the Plot” 10). Fossils also became important to the 

process of mapping out rocks in terms of their age, a taxonomic enterprise known as 

“stratigraphy” which was a core drive of nineteenth-century geology (Secord; Knell 8-

12). But in the early decades of the century geologists largely ignored fossils, which is 

evident in the first few volumes of Transactions which placed by far the most 

emphasis on minerals and rocks. As Simon Knell points out, only one of the eighteen 

articles in the first volume of London’s Transactions concerns fossils (9). In the first 
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volume of Cornwall’s issue there are none, while over half of the articles discuss 

granite, at that time considered the first among the primary rocks since it so often 

seemed to underlie all other primary rock masses. 

There was much debate between the theory proposed by Abraham Gottlob 

Werner that granite was the first of all rocks to form in the primordial sea (pre-dating 

sea creatures and thus containing no fossils) and the theory proposed by James Hutton 

which understood it to have an igneous origin, to be formed by the earth’s internal 

heat, for example through volcanic action. According to Hutton’s theory, which 

gained increasing ground in the nineteenth century, granite could erupt or intrude into 

previously formed sedimentary rocks, and was not therefore in all cases the most 

primitive formation. But at this stage granite was still widely thought to be the oldest 

of rocks, and geologists including Davy, as well as poets including Wordsworth and 

Goethe, used the aesthetics of sublimity in their descriptions of geological formations 

and landscapes – especially those formed of primitive rocks – which were thus 

apprehended as vast, potentially infinite and incomprehensibly ancient (see: Goethe, 

“On Granite”).  

Marjorie Hope Nicolson discusses how natural philosophers among others 

developed the concept of “geological time” as indefinite in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, which helped to generate the Romantics’ interest in mountains in 

general as sublime, while they were previously considered ugly disfigurations of 

nature, the result of God’s wrath. Poets including Wordsworth were also well-

acquainted with contemporary geological theories such as Werner’s, building on the 

sense of primitive rocks in particular as ancient or even eternal, and thus sublime (see: 

Wyatt 43-44, 48). Wordsworth’s travel narratives contain many geological 

observations. His “An Unpublished Tour” (1811-12), for instance, describes his 

impressions when looking down into the depth of a chasm in the Lake District, cut 

through by a brook over ages, and contrasts the fragile slate rocks and earth which are 

here on the verge of collapse against the sublimity of the “ever-lasting granite” and 

“basaltic columns” belonging to another scene: “Among sensations of sublimity, there 

is one class produced by images of durate, [or] impassiveness by the sight of rocks of 

ever-lasting granite, or basaltic columns, a barrier upon which the furious winds or the 

devouring sea are without injury resisted” (317). This sense of sublimity is 

characteristic of Wordsworth’s wider treatment of the sublime as involving great 

temporal durability or even eternity along with great spatial depths or heights. In The 

Prelude the “disappearing line” of a road is perceived as extending into infinite space, 

or into eternity, across a hilly landscape with its rocky, “bare steep”: 

 

                         a disappearing line 

Seen daily afar off, on one bare steep 

Beyond the limits which my feet had trod 

Was like a guide into eternity, 

At least to things unknown and without bound. (Book 12, 148-152)
2
 

 

Despite the usual focus on the sublime as a psychological category, we can identify a 

‘natural sublime’ – to refer to sublime objects rather than subjective experiences of 

the sublime – considering its manifestations in scientific as well as aesthetic contexts. 
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As Noah Heringman comments, “Outside aesthetic theory, the word ‘sublime’ is 

generally used in eighteenth-century Britain to describe physical objects” such as 

rocks and landforms, a usage that continues in the early nineteenth century (28). 

Employing this sense of the natural sublime, in his public lectures on geology 

delivered in 1805, Davy referred to granite as one of the commonest types of 

“primitive” rock and described its landforms as having special qualities of sublimity 

both in its spatial “magnitude” and, he implied, in its temporal continuity, its ability to 

survive, to endure, and to withstand the waves. Like Wordsworth, with whom he 

exchanged ideas about poetry and science, Davy describes how granite is able to 

“resist” the waves of the sea. It is found, he goes on to observe, at the “extremity of 

our land,” in the “primitive country” of Cornwall: 

 

 No rock is grander in form nor more sublime in structure. Placed at the 

 last extremity of our land, it seems well adapted from its magnitude, 

 solidity, and strength to resist the force of the waves of the Atlantic and 

 to prevent the encroachment of the ocean upon the land. [. . .] Thus in 

 Cornwall, which is most distinctly a primitive country, the  granite and 

 micaceous and siliceous schist meet and form the principal rocky basis 

 of the land. (On Geology 62) 

 

Maurice Hindle has considered the mutual influence between Wordsworth and Davy 

with particular attention to Lyrical Ballads. Their shared sense of the ‘natural 

sublime’, manifest in the temporal and spatial vastness of rocky landscapes, could 

contribute to this project of demonstrating the exchanges between these writers (see: 

Wyatt 66-8). The distinctiveness of Davy’s work can also be emphasised, however, in 

the context of Cornwall’s geological network. Like the Cornish geologists whose 

work will shortly be discussed, Davy’s lecture mixes scientific with aesthetic 

observations of the local landscape, swiftly moving on from the sublimity of granite 

to the technical description of “the granite and micaceous and siliceous schist” which 

constitutes the basis of the land of Cornwall (“schist” referring to a rock consisting of 

layers of different minerals). As Hindle observes, it was Davy’s dual interests in 

poetry and science which encouraged Wordsworth to see the imaginative qualities of 

science, and to compare the poet and scientist as observers of nature (16-29). Davy’s 

interest in landscapes is not only bound up with aesthetic and scientific observations, 

however, but also, and in contrast to Wordsworth, with their mineral potential, as we 

will see.  

Davy’s “Extract from an Unfinished Poem on Mount’s Bay” provides a 

commentary on his dual interest in granite rocks as both scientist and poet. Again here 

Davy firstly describes the rocks as stable, as strong, surviving over vast stretches of 

time. He describes the “granite feet” of the Mount, “whose base / Beat by the storm of 

ages, stands unmoved / Amidst the wreck of things, the change of time” (7, 10-12). 

He then moves on to the granite cliffs of Land’s End (here referred to as “Bolerium”), 

with their spatial vastness or “awful height”, and how they are sought out by the 

scientific seeker of “great laws” or by the poetic soul who is sensitive to the beautiful 

and sublime: 
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Thy awful height Bolerium is not loved 

By busy Man, and no one wanders there 

Save He who follows Nature: He who seeks 

Amidst thy craigs and storm-beat rocks to find 

The marks of changes teaching the great laws 

That raised the globe from Chaos. Or He whose soul 

Is warm with fire poetic, He who feels 

When Nature smiles in beauty, or sublime 

Rises in majesty [. . .]. (44-52) 

 

As Jan Golinski has observed, Davy modelled himself publicly as a scientific hero 

with much in common with the poetic genius, with his ability to sense the sublime and 

to give passionate displays in his lectures, “apparently giving way to transports of 

rhetorical intensity as he dilated on the beauties of the divine design or the sublimity 

of natural forces” (“The Literature” 547). Sharon Ruston has developed this idea of a 

more “egotistical sublime” in her discussion of how Davy considered scientific 

activity as itself sublime in its discovery of the “great laws”. Contemplating God’s 

works, the perceiving scientist is able to understand the universal laws, transcending 

his sensory experience and becoming superior to nature as part of an elite group in 

sympathy with the sublime (132-174).  

 The “great laws” are universal, but their manifestations are grounded in specific 

places. The laws that “raised the globe from chaos” can only be worked out by 

attending to local manifestations, in this case in Mount’s Bay. The domain of geology, 

in other words, is primarily in the field rather than the supposedly neutral, rational, 

universal space of the laboratory, and its findings based on observation rather than 

experimentation. As Roy Porter has pointed out, local histories and county surveys 

were a great contributing factor to geology, and it was only from detailed local 

observations that more general theories could be built, or indeed questioned and new 

theories developed. Porter provides the example of William Borlase who, in his 

Natural History of Cornwall, upheld the conventional religious view of the Creation 

and flood, but whose “familiarity with the devastations of tides and weather on the 

Cornish coast-line,” along with his “expertise in Cornish mining” and the 

complexities of veins, lodes and faults, led him almost despite himself to an 

awareness of denudation and of the operation of other events subsequent to the 

catastrophic flood (113).  

 Individual observations of the details of local rocks and strata made by 

provincial members of the London Geological Society from all over Britain also 

contributed to that more general, centralised system of knowledge provided by 

Greenough’s geological map. The focusing of attention on specific localities was just 

as likely, however, to involve observations about their distinctiveness, about their 

particular characteristics, and even claims as to the “specialness” of individual places. 

Hence contributors to Cornwall’s Transactions observed that the region’s landscapes 

are especially sublime, and beautiful, and repeatedly proposed that it is especially rich 

in minerals – perhaps containing more mineral veins than anywhere else in the world. 

Davy, too, of course had already suggested in his geological lectures and poetry that 

the “primitive country” of Cornwall in general, and also specific places within it 
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(Mount’s Bay, Land’s End), are especially sublime. For Davy, the rocks of Cornwall 

are not only of interest to the poet and scientist, however; they are also important to 

the “practical miner.” 

 

Minerals and Maps 

In his article published in the first issue of the local Transactions, Davy refers to the 

county’s superior mineral wealth, both in terms of economic value and its contribution 

to scientific theory: 

 

Cornwall may be regarded kat'eksochin [par excellence] as the Country of 

Veins. It is in veins that the most useful as well as the most valuable 

minerals generally exist; that the pure specimens are found which serve to 

determine the mineralogical species, and that the appearances seem most 

interesting in their connexion with geological theory. Thus veins, which 

now may be considered in the light of the most valuable cabinets of nature, 

were once her most active laboratories; and they are equally important to 

the practical miner, and to the mineralogical philosopher. (38-9) 

 

Davy’s metaphorical language here helps to further emphasise the exceptional worth 

of Cornwall’s geology. Echoing his earlier reference to how veins contain the “most 

valuable minerals,” Davy then compares veins to “the most valuable cabinets” and to 

the “most active laboratories,” underlining how their value to science is as rich as they 

are to mining interests. The image of veins both as cabinets and laboratories points to 

their capacity to make things apparent or evident, while the former in particular 

suggests that veins may also contribute to landscape aesthetics: cabinets are not only 

for storing but for visible, even showy display of their valuable contents.  

 Davy’s notebooks similarly emphasise the unique qualities of Cornwall, 

including its scenic display of veins and rocks, where he drafts his Introduction for 

Sketches of the Geology and Mineralogy of Cornwall (unpublished). The first 

indication of his idea for such a project is in an early notebook where he notes a series 

of chapter titles under the heading “Sketch of a book to be entitled observations in 

Cornwall”. His interest in landscapes as well as in minerals is apparent in the first two 

chapter titles, “Scenery” and “Mineralogical outline”, while the rest of the titles go on 

to point to other aspects of Cornwall’s distinctiveness, such as the “Manners of the 

people” (37). Later versions of the book are more focused on geology, and his fullest 

draft is his “Introduction to the Geoology of Cornwall” in a notebook written in 1806. 

It is here, in the opening paragraph, that Davy refers to Cornwall’s unique geological 

qualities, not least in its display of its rocks, this time alluding to the county’s 

especially long-standing mining industry, and using the metaphorical image of the 

county’s naked body: 

 

It is wholly impossible to give a complete and accurate geological and 

mineralogical history of any considerable district. Cornwall offers some 

objects which can however, scarcely be attained elsewhere. Mines have 

been opened in it from the earliest times, and an immense number are still 

worked. The materials of the interior have been largely spread upon the 
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surface, and not a few excavations are still open to the light of day. Its hilly 

aspect likewise favours the research of the geologist; for as nature has been 

unkind as to clothing the face of the country, the bare rocks, the bones, and, 

as it were, the sinews of the earth, are more perfectly disclosed. The sea 

likewise has intersected upon a great scale the strata of the country, and the 

Atlantic has displayed, in a series of bold, majestic, and diversified cliffs, 

the general arrangements of the rocks of the district. (295-6) 

 

Davy’s descriptive language here echoes his poem “Mount’s Bay” in its 

personification of the country and in its language used to evoke the sublime. In the 

poem, the Mount, like the cliffs here, is “majestic” and bodily, although clothed: it has 

“granite feet”, as we have seen, and also a “brow [. . .] crown’d with castles” and 

“rocky sides [. . .] clad with dusky ivy” (8-10). Land’s End also has a “frowning 

brow”, and “sublime / Rises in majesty” (35, 51-52). This paragraph from Davy’s 

unpublished “Introduction to the Geology of Cornwall”, then, distinguishes Cornwall 

in terms of its long mining history, its amenability to scientific observation and to the 

observer of the natural sublime. Mining has contributed to the exposure of Cornwall’s 

rocks and minerals, as has the sparsity of vegetation and the action of the sea upon the 

sublime cliffs. Cornwall is distinguished in these qualities from other areas of Britain 

and Ireland: “Under such favourable circumstances, Cornwall presents a wonderful 

geological and mineral aspect; it is not like the cliffs of the south of England, 

composed of layers of limestone, sandstone, or chalk, or like North Wales and the 

south of Ireland” (295). 

 In Davy’s emphasis on Cornwall’s special value to mining as well as to science, 

he echoes the preface to the first issue of the local Transactions, in which his only 

published essay in geology appears (as above). The preface introduces the importance 

of the Society in terms of the richness of Cornwall’s minerals which can benefit both 

the economy and scientific knowledge (in a rather enormously long opening 

sentence):  

 

The establishment of a scientific Society for cultivating and diffusing a 

knowledge of Mineralogy and Geology, in a district so inexhaustibly rich in 

all the varied treasures of the mineral kingdom, and so singularly adapted, 

both from its natural structure and artificial excavations, for the 

examination of subterranean phenomena, must be hailed as an event of high 

importance, as well to the progress of geological knowledge, as to the 

advancement of the mining resources of the County of Cornwall; for the 

benefits which such an Institution is capable of importing to our local 

interests, by defining and multiplying the objects of economical industry, 

are not less numerous and substantial than those which it will necessarily 

confer upon Science, by collecting, arranging, and generalising instructive 

facts. (v) 

 

Historians have debated the extent to which geology was an economic, industrial 

enterprise or a gentlemanly leisure activity, most often observing that the members of 

the London Society tended to have a more gentlemanly interest in geology as a leisure 
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activity. Mining interests, however, underpinned an increasing number of provincial 

scientific societies in England, such as Cornwall’s.
3
 Cornwall’s Society was the first 

to be set up outside of London at least partly due to the rapid expansion of the copper 

and tin industries in the early decades of the nineteenth century (see: Payton 183-6). 

As well as asserting the economic along with the scientific importance of their own 

Society and county, the local geologists put up some degree of resistance to the 

centralised professionalism of the London Society, resistance which could explain 

Davy’s careful, respectful framing of his own expertise in terms of the assertions of 

the Cornish Society. Davy was from their inception a member of both Societies, but 

his own interest in economic, industrial geology aligned him more closely with the 

concerns of Cornwall’s Society. He had come into conflict with Greenough, partly 

due to the latter’s ‘gentlemanly’ opposition to the application of science to mining, 

and had resigned from the London Society in 1809 (see: Weindling 259-60; Rudwick, 

“The Foundation of the Geological Society of London”).  

 The establishment within Cornwall of its own Geological Society may be 

considered, at least in part, to have been an attempt to resist encroachment from 

outside the territory. The turn in the history of science toward studying particular 

social situations for scientific research has helped to unearth numerous controversies 

between the proponents of rival approaches and theories, and the field of geology 

seems to have been especially riddled with controversy. Simon Knell, for example, 

discusses the conflicts and rivalries which developed between participants within the 

London-based Geological Survey who sought to map out regions such as Cornwall 

(225-252), but there also seems to have been a more general discord between the 

London Society and other, provincial Societies, including Cornwall’s, with its own 

competing map.
4
 As several geographers have observed, maps are often used as a 

means of maintaining or establishing power over or ownership of particular territories. 

Stephen Daniels considers how they operate as instruments for the consolidation and 

expansion of central government, for instance, aiding “the internal colonisation of the 

nation-state as well as the incorporation of its overseas territories” (114; see also 

Naylor 59ff). Wales did not establish its own geological institutions and could 

therefore be represented as “territory to be conquered” by the London-based geologist 

and imperialist Roderick Murchison (Knell xiii; see also Secord, “King of Siluria”). 

Cornwall’s Geological Society may thus be considered an attempt to resist such 

‘colonisation’, and even to have been itself a kind of protonationalist formation. 

 A founding member of Cornwall’s Society, John Hawkins, expressed a sense of 

regional or even national pride in Cornwall. In the second volume of the Transactions, 

published in 1822, he observed that the German state of Saxony took the lead in the 

science of geology largely because of its mineral resources, and that Cornwall is even 

better situated to become a “country” of geological importance. It exhibits its mineral 

deposits “in a still more striking point of view,” for instance, “while the facilities for 

observation are, upon the whole, much greater than they can be in any inland country” 

(3-4). (Hawkins is presumably referring here to how the coastline surrounding most of 

Cornwall allows more rocks and strata formations to be visible to the naked eye than 

in a landlocked region like Saxony.) Hawkins’s use of the word “country” here is 

interesting, as its meaning seems to slip between its different senses: between its 

earliest meaning (as Latin contrata) of ‘a tract of land spread out before an observer’ 
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and its later meaning of ‘native land’ (from the thirteenth century onwards). In its 

general use as native land, ‘country’ includes the people who live in it, and became 

comparable to, and even interchangeable with ‘nation’, as Raymond Williams 

indicates. ‘Nation’ referred originally to a racial group and later to a politically 

organised grouping, and although it began to be used in a clearly political sense from 

the sixteenth century onwards, ‘country’ remained more common in referring to the 

political unit of people until the eighteenth century (71, 178). What is striking about 

the frequent use of the word by geologists in the early nineteenth century – as where 

Davy refers to Cornwall as the “Country of Veins” in the quotation above – is how it 

slips from the sense of a tract of land to a more political suggestion that Cornwall is a 

nation in its own right, distinct from England; a nation among nations. Hawkins goes 

on to propose that Cornwall’s claims “to be ranked among the primitive countries of 

the globe, as far as our patriotic feelings are concerned, will be readily admitted” (4). 

Contributors to Cornwall’s Transactions thus emphasised the importance of 

their own Society in terms of the county’s distinctive, uniquely rich minerals with 

their benefits to the economy and to science, while they also asserted the importance 

of their being local, of being familiar with the aesthetics of its geological landscapes, 

unlike visiting geologists whose ignorance disqualified them from anything more than 

superficial knowledge. The fourth volume of Cornwall’s Transactions opens with a 

pull-out of the promised geological map of Cornwall (1832), and contains an article 

by the map’s creator and secretary of the Society, Henry Boase, in which he reiterates 

the uniquely primary nature of the region. Cornwall, he writes, affords “more ample 

opportunities for studying the nature of primary rocks, than any other portion of the 

globe” (167). He goes on to describe the aesthetic qualities of the scenery, including 

the “fantastic forms” of heaps of granite blocks, and the “very grand” cliffs of a cove 

(171, 177). Boase also describes his labours in producing the map, which only a local 

man could carry out. He spent two years, he explains, walking over 1200 miles, 

“sparing neither personal toil nor expense, in endeavouring to gain a more perfect 

knowledge of the geology of Cornwall, than could be obtained by strangers, however 

well qualified for the task, in their hasty and partial excursions” (167).  

John Hawkins, in the opening article of this same volume, similarly asserts 

that “native geologists” are the best researchers because they can easily revisit and 

revise their labours. Hawkins’s article is framed by the narrator taking up the role of a 

guide to the interested “traveller,” thereby setting up his position as local expert. Like 

Boase, and as was typical for both local and visiting geologists, the article zooms in 

firstly on the “great chain of granite hills, which runs through the peninsula,” then 

moving on to their relation to the strata of clay-slate surrounding them, an 

understanding of which “Cornish Geologists [. . .] alone possess the means of 

accomplishing” (1-5). This assertion of local knowledge is made in the face of new 

kinds of incursions, by visitors for whom both landscape and geology have become 

subjects of genuine interest. 

As Roy Porter, among others, observes, travel literature was very popular in 

the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, reflecting the surge of interest in 

topography, along with “geographical works, local natural history, antiquarian studies, 

guide-books, maps, scenic prints, landscape painting” (102). Porter goes on to point 

out that influential travel writers displayed much proficiency in discussion of rock 
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formations and landscape. Much as travel writers could become geological experts, 

then, it seems geologists blend their observations with an understanding of the 

expectations of travel narrative (see also: O’Connor 228-230). Like Boase, Hawkins 

thus comments on the aesthetics of topography, acknowledging the dreariness of the 

landscape around Goonhilly, for example, while claiming that the “traveller, however, 

if he be a geologist,” will nevertheless feel interested in it (15). He goes on to observe 

a part of the cliffs near Landewednack “where the serpentine is so beautifully marbled 

with red veins, and interspersed with crystals of diallage” (18).   

Like other travel writers, Davy similarly describes the colours and beauty of 

rocks, while building up another, ‘deeper’ scientific layer of interest. With regards to 

the serpentine district described by Hawkins for example, Davy’s unpublished 

“Introduction to the Geology of Cornwall” includes a description of the diverse 

colours of serpentine before explaining that it is a complex rock, 

 

constituted by many parts: resplendent hornblende, mica, talc, and felspar, 

are its principal constituents [. . .] the green colour is generally caused by 

the steatites, the red by the red resplendent hornblende, and the brilliant 

specks are the talc and mica. [. . .] At Coverac, the resplendent hornblende 

and felspar occur as separate elements, of from one half to two, three, and 

four square inches in surface, and nothing can exceed the beauty of the 

combination. (298) 

 

Davy continues to emphasise the colours and exceptional beauty of these rocks, 

including “The cliffs at Kinnance” which “exhibit all the varieties of serpentine, and 

all its most beautiful colours.” As the editor of these notebooks, John Davy, 

comments, the granite and serpentine rocks of Cornwall were “particularly attractive” 

to his brother: “the granite in its grand forms, and the serpentine in its forms of 

beauty” (299). While beauty is associated with diverse colours, the sublimity of 

granite is associated in part with grandness. In contrast to the serpentine cliffs, 

Humphry Davy describes granite blocks near Land’s End: “The masses are grand, 

their colours uniform, and their uniformity increases the effect upon the eye; and the 

arrangements of this kind have a peculiar wildness and sublimity” (297). 

In his essay for Transactions, presumably drawing on the earlier notebook, 

Davy similarly explains how the colours of the serpentine district are caused by 

particular elements, and goes on to propose that the “Cornish serpentine” could be 

mined for architecture or sculpture. Where Davy, like Hawkins, previously described 

the beauty of the colourful serpentine landscape, here he describes the potential 

beauty of the mined rocks: “I am convinced, that by making proper excavations, many 

parts of the serpentine district would afford large and beautiful blocks of great 

fineness and beauty of colour” (46). The economic value of certain rocks, then, is 

closely tied up with the aesthetic appeal of the landscape – in this case with its beauty 

rather than its sublimity – being enhanced by the colours often documented in travel 

narratives. 

 Finally, in the closing two paragraphs of his article, Hawkins reiterates his 

point about local expertise, and asserts a sense of ownership, of possession of “our 

Cornish granite, of our slate, or of our serpentine formations” (my italics):  
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I cannot refrain from the observation, that while travellers glance super-

ficially over every object, and too often from this cause, form very incorrect 

judgements, the indulgence which they are entitled to, cannot well be 

extended to native observers; from whom we have a right to expect 

correctness; and above all, an attention to the minutest circumstances of the 

case before them. 

 It is by this mode of proceeding that the labours of our society may be 

made most eminently conducive to the progress of geognosy; and the 

monographies of our Cornish granite, of our slate, or of our serpentine 

formations, if they were so treated, might constitute a work of such original 

merit, that its authority would be appealed to, in all controverted points, as 

decisive. (20) 

 

The assertion of local expertise could have been an attempt to counteract growing 

claims to expert professionalism such as those made by some members of the 

Geological Society of London and, a little later, the director of the Geological Survey, 

Henry de La Beche. The Geological Survey was established in 1835 as a government 

funded project to examine and map Britain in detail, which was in many ways a 

continuation of Greenough’s earlier project with its aim to produce a geological map 

of Britain, except that de La Beche wanted paid employees to carry out the work in 

provincial surveys rather than to leave this work in the “amateur” hands of local men 

(see: Secord, “The Geological Survey”). In contrast Davy seems very attuned to the 

sensitivities and claims of local geologists. Despite his fame, or because of it, he 

frames his entire article for the first issue of Cornwall’s Transactions as a letter to the 

local Boase (who later contributed the geological map), downplaying his own 

expertise in the face of the Society’s members who have much more opportunity to 

study the county: 

 

I shall in this letter comply with the request that you did me the honour to 

make, of offering a few hints regarding the geology of Cornwall. I can 

hardly venture to hope that they will be worth the attention of the Society: 

most of the members have had much better opportunities than have 

occurred to me, of examining our interesting county; and I dare say that 

many of the observations which I shall make, will have been anticipated by 

others. (38) 

 

In this first paragraph Davy echoes an earlier private letter to Boase (dated August 27 

1815), in which he accepts Boase’s invitation to contribute to this first issue of 

Transactions. Davy also refers to his notebooks in this letter, notebooks which draw 

attention to the distinctiveness of Cornwall – here referred to as “my native country” – 

in terms of its value to mining, to science, and to the appreciator of sublime 

landscapes, as we have seen:  

 

It would give me great satisfaction if I could communicate any thing to the 

Geological Society of Cornwall respecting the mineralogy of my native 
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country at all worthy of their notice; but though some years ago I paid much 

attention to the subject yet I dare not trust to memory & my notes are in 

London -- It is likely also that the few observations I have made are on 

objects that have occupied the attention of some of your body & that what I 

should state has been already stated -- I will however during the next 

fortnight commit to paper a few hints & queries: if they have anticipated 

have the goodness not to communicate them; at all events I am desirous of 

shewing my zeal in the cause. 

 

Davy was born and grew up in Cornwall, in Penzance, a town in Mount’s Bay where 

the Geological Society of Cornwall was set up, and he retained a long-standing 

attachment to the county, despite becoming a figure with an international reputation, 

and being closely involved with national organisations such as the Royal Institution. 

In his privileging of local knowledge over national and institutional knowledge, we 

see another side to Davy to how he is usually understood, for example by Golinski as 

an “establishment” figure whose public success depended on turning away from his 

provincial background and associating himself with the metropolitan centre. Davy 

seems in this case to have instead allied himself with and used his professional 

reputation to support the provincial society in its opposition to the far better known 

London Society, rather than ruthlessly exploiting the public fame he gained largely 

through his association with the Royal Institution and its lectures solely for his own 

ends, as he was at times perceived to do (Public Science).  

Alan Kent goes so far as to claim that Davy’s poetry illustrates a Cornishman’s 

assertion of “identity” with the earth, when in an untitled poem of 1795 Davy 

describes his tearful view of his “forefathers’ graves”: “deep in the earth / In darkness 

and silence the organs of life / To their primitive atoms return” (qtd. in Holmes 19). 

Such a characterisation of Davy is typical of Cornish nationalist readings of such 

material, which associate national identity with ancestry or even race and with the 

timelessness of the land itself. But in his letter-article published in Cornwall’s 

Transactions, Davy seems to speak as a now-urban dweller whose expertise in the 

locality has diminished, as well as a knowledgeable “Cornishman” whose 

observations of Mount’s Bay can point the way for further investigation by members 

of the local Society as opposed to the “foreign naturalist” employed by the London 

Society: 

 

The place where the granite joins the schist in St. Michael's Mount, is 

remarkable for the number of crystallized substances it contains; oxide of 

tin, wolfram, phosphate and fluate of lime, quartz, mica, felspar, topaz, are 

all known to occur in the same veins; and the particular investigation and 

history of the nature of crystallized bodies occurring in this beautiful and 

remarkable spot, appears well worthy of the attention of the Geological 

Society, established so immediately in its neighbourhood.  

An opinion has been expressed by a foreign naturalist, who was 

extensively employed in geological researches some time ago by the 

Geological Society of London, that the granite veins of Cornwall are mere 

protuberances of primary granite in which mica schist has formed. This 
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opinion does not merit discussion, and could only have been formed in 

consequence of very superficial examination. (41) 

 

Like Boase, Hawkins and other contributors to Cornwall’s Transactions, Davy refers 

to the “superficial” nature of a visitor’s observations. This “foreign naturalist” from 

the London Society is set against the local Society which is “established so 

immediately in its [the place of a “remarkable” quantity of minerals] neighbourhood.” 

And here, once again, are geological observations of minerals mixed with an aesthetic 

appreciation of the “beautiful and remarkable spot”. 

 

Industrial Landscapes 

Earlier observers had of course described the geological distinctiveness and particular 

qualities of “peripheral” regions such as Cornwall (for example Richard Carew in his 

Survey of Cornwall first published in 1603, and William Borlase in his Natural 

History of Cornwall first published in 1758), but by the middle of the nineteenth 

century such observers were no longer isolated exceptions. Davy’s writings and the 

establishment of The Geological Society of Cornwall in 1814 are just examples of a 

much more general, burgeoning interest in the rocks of such regions. The 

preoccupation with rocks arose at least in part from growing interests in the aesthetics 

of rocky landscapes, along with the mining industry. Many geographers and historians 

and literary critics have observed that from the eighteenth century onwards 

mountainous landscapes were invested with a new kind of value, especially those of 

the Alps, but also increasingly those of Britain’s mountainous periphery, such as the 

Peak and Lake Districts, Wales and Scotland (see, for example, Nicolson; Darby). 

Landscapes previously seen as forbidding and hostile were romanticised and 

described in terms of the aesthetics of the sublime and picturesque, becoming 

attractive tourist destinations and the subjects of much travel writing, poetry and 

painting in the Romantic period, and while many studies have considered how 

landscape aesthetics tend to exclude concern with material, economic conditions, this 

opposition can also be challenged.  

Stephen Copley considers how a new kind of aesthetics of the picturesque 

emerged in the Romantic period, an aesthetics that tended to exclude signs of 

economic activity from the landscape, but that nevertheless at times accepted limited 

traces of industry. One of the best-known writers on picturesque travel was of course 

William Gilpin, whose work occasionally accommodates traces of industry such as 

“the black-lead mine” in the Lake District in contrast to his brief account of the 

Cornish tin mines on his Western tour which typify “the limits of normal Picturesque 

concern with the conditions of economic production” (57). Gilpin’s visit to Cornwall 

is cut short because he finds the landscapes “coarse” and “uninteresting” despite 

recognising the geological qualities of the area. He notes that there is much of interest 

for the antiquarian and fossilist including stone monuments, metals, and fossils, and 

that despite the “wildness” of the “dreary landscape” these lands are “the richest in the 

country.” Few crops are grown but Gilpin goes on to note that “it is very immaterial 

what the surface produces: the harvest lies beneath. In this neighbourhood [the moors 

between Bodmin and Liskeard] some of the richest of the Cornish mines are found” 

(192-6). But he soon leaves all this behind: “We had not, however, the curiosity to 
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enter any of these mines. Our business was only on the surface” (197). For Gilpin, the 

local views are not at all picturesque and thus not of interest to the traveller. It is 

presumably against such a perspective, then, that the local geologist John Hawkins 

criticises those travellers who “glance super-ficially over every object, and too often 

from this cause, form very incorrect judgements” (30). Despite the dreariness, the 

“dull uniformity” of the landscape, Hawkins claims that the traveller can find much of 

geological interest and goes on to emphasise striking views and beautiful colours, as 

this article has shown. 

The local geologists considered so far describe the rocks of Cornwall as 

having functional, economic use as well as aesthetic appeal, while these two aspects 

of rocks were often separated from one another. Travellers seeking aesthetic qualities 

of landscape were likely to overlook industrial features such as mineral wealth and 

mines. Wordsworth’s work, for instance, is of course far more likely to describe 

landscapes seemingly untouched by modernity than to acknowledge the presence of 

industrial activity. “Lines written a few miles above Tintern Abbey” famously depicts 

a picturesque scene in which the “wreathes of smoke” rising up from the charcoal-

furnaces on the banks of the River Wye are imagined to derive, instead, from “some 

hermit’s cave, where by his fire / The hermit sits alone” (18-23). Wordsworth’s “An 

Unpublished Tour” is one among few exceptions in his work to depict an industrial 

location, Tiberthwaite slate quarry, but the production of slate is opposed to anything 

picturesque (slate is also contrasted to the sublime scene of granite rocks at sea, as we 

saw earlier): 

 

Things are not to be valued merely in reference to picturesque beauty, 

especially in this mountainous & romantic [? region], else one might be 

permitted to regret that this delicate art [splitting slate into thin plates] 

should ever have been invented; for by means of it, trim & [? spruce] roof[? 

s] upon the surface of which no seed can find a [? rest or haven] will in time 

be substituted for those moss-grown and fern-clad coverings which, as we 

have already noticed, harmoniously unite the Cottages & outhouses with 

the rocks & trees among which they are placed, & represent Nature to the 

fancy as having an interest in adorning the Habitations of her Children. 

(317) 

 

Wordsworth went on to collaborate with the geologist, Adam Sedgwick, a member of 

the Geological Society of London, who contributed a section on geology to his A 

Complete Guide to the Lakes (1842). Both Wordsworth and Sedgwick here 

occasionally mention slate quarries, but Wordsworth is far more focused on the 

aesthetics of the scenery, on the “grandeur and sublimity” of mountains, for example 

(5), while Sedgwick’s contribution concentrates mainly on providing scientific 

explanations for the formation of such scenery. Sedgwick does defend an interest in 

mining – Whitehaven’s coal-field is of interest due to its machinery and related topics 

which are “of no vulgar interest” – but, much like Gilpin, he quickly closes: “inviting 

as the subject is, I must here leave it” (22). A little later Sedgwick moves on to an area 

of slate rocks, briefly describing the “fine roofing slates” and “noble quarries” of the 

area, but these quarries cannot compete with the aesthetics of the natural formations 
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of slate rocks which “weather into fine picturesque forms, of which there are many 

beautiful examples between Broughton and the foot of Coniston water” (33-4). 

Critics have demonstrated the significance of friendships and acquaintances 

between poets and geologists of the period, particularly between Wordsworth and 

Coleridge, Sedgwick and Greenough, and Davy (see, for example, Fulford). Even 

more than Sedgwick, Greenough’s interests in geology were Romantic in so far as 

they were focused on landscape aesthetics – influenced in part by Gilpin (Wyatt, 

“George Bellas Greenough”) – as well as scientific observations. It is only the latter, 

Davy, who emphasised, at the outset of his contribution to the Cornwall Society’s 

Transactions, the importance of mineral veins (“they are equally important to the 

practical miner, and to the mineralogical philosopher”) in combination with the 

aesthetic qualities of rocky landscapes. In this respect, Davy seems to side with the 

priorities of the Cornwall Society. Whereas the London Geological Society’s interests 

in mining were limited – aligning its members more closely with the poets – societies 

based in Cornwall (and North East England) tended to have greater interests in 

mineral resources. Davy’s interest in mining in the context of geology accords with 

his interest in science more generally for its utility and application, as manifest for 

example in his well-known invention of the “safety lamp” for use in coal mines. Davy 

refers to his hopes for such an invention – to prevent “great loss of life” – in his letter 

to Henry Boase, in which he also agrees to contribute to the first issue of Cornwall’s 

Transactions (August 27, 1815).  

The links between geological and literary forms of writing and activity are 

well-documented, geology being a popular emerging discipline of the time that was 

highly compatible with the Romantic attraction to nature, mountaineering and the 

sublime (see, for example, O’Connor). Romantic concepts such as the sublime thus 

circulate through scientific as well as poetic writing, as we have seen in the work of 

Davy. Cornwall provides a locale for thinking further about the ongoing relations 

between geological and literary interests in the first half of the nineteenth century, as 

Davy and other members of its Geological Society used the county’s minerals as well 

as its landscape aesthetics to contribute to territorial claims concerning its uniqueness 

and importance. Davy’s poetry puts forward a sense of Cornwall’s distinctiveness by 

describing its exceptionally sublime granite landscapes, while his essays do most to 

bring together his interests in mining and landscape aesthetics. For Davy, Cornwall’s 

geological landscape is of value not only to the miner and to the scientific observer 

but also has sublime and beautiful qualities. Hawkins and Boase similarly incorporate 

the conventions of travel narratives in the descriptions of landscapes contained in their 

geological writing, as they map out a territory over which they claim ownership. Davy 

and the Cornish geologists, in other words, develop a version of Romantic aesthetics 

in order to make claims about the value of Cornwall as a geological territory, a 

version that incorporates rocks in terms of their economic value as well as their 

landscape properties. Minerals and mining can themselves have aesthetic qualities, 

and landscapes can have mineral value, as we have seen: mineralogical veins are like 

“valuable cabinets of nature”; mining displays rocky scenery much as the sea exposes 

the sublime cliffs; the colourful serpentine district would yield “beautiful blocks” with 

“beauty of colour”; and St Michael’s Mount, with its rich mineral veins, has a 

“beautiful and remarkable spot.” Whereas Gilpin and Wordsworth engage only 
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minimally with the industrial, the mineral potential of the landscape as an industrial 

resource, for Davy, contributes to its aesthetic qualities, and it is only the Cornish 

geologists, located in the immediate “neighbourhood,” who can understand the rocks 

of that landscape.  
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Notes 

 

 1. Those few chapters which discuss Cornwall at any length do so in the 

context of Devon and other counties further to the north and east (see especially 

Parker’s chapter, 15-36). 

 2. This is from the 1805 edition of “The Prelude”. For more on the 

complexities of the concept of the sublime in Wordsworth’s work, which critics have 

of course discussed at great length, see Wyatt. Wyatt makes further and more detailed 

connections between geology and Wordsworth’s sublime, and includes discussion of 

its element of duration or “eternity”, along with the importance of decay and change. 

See especially chapter 7 (150-168). 

 3. For wider context, Porter considers how geology was informed both by 

economic and landscape interests (96-103 & 133-6). Morrell argues that geological 

societies engaged with practical mining only to a very limited extent (231-256). 

Weindling focuses more on an economically oriented mineral history as a motivating 

factor for the London Geological Society, although the hopes of many founding 

members were not fully realised. He notes that Greenough was opposed to the 

application of geology to mining, in contrast to another founding member, Davy, and 

to more provincial societies such as Cornwall’s (248-271). 

 4. Such conflicts were present from the beginning of the geological mapping 

enterprises, starting with the provincial mineral surveyor William Smith and the 

Geological Survey run by the London-based gentlemanly Greenough. Smith’s 

supporters considered that the Geological Society did not give the provincial effort 

due credit, as Rupke notes (115-117). Winchester gives a full account of Smith’s 

enterprise with its attendant difficulties and conflicts with Greenough and his circle. 

For discussions of further conflicts in mapping and geology more generally, 

especially between Roderick Murchison and his colleagues/competitors, see for 

example Secord, Controversy in Victorian Geology; Rudwick, The Great Devonian 

Controversy; Oldroyd. Cadbury considers how opposition developed between 

provincial geologists, especially Gideon Algernon Mantell, and the Geological 

Society of London, whose members were at times prejudiced against amateur 

provincials, especially Richard Owen. For further discussion of tensions between the 

metropolitan Society and provincial men in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

focusing on the specific case of Thomas Hardy and the geologist and collector Gideon 

Mantell, see: Buckland “Thomas Hardy”. 
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“One Remarkable Evening”: Redemptive Science in Wilkie Collins’s 

Heart and Science 
 

Erika Behrisch Elce 

 

 

In his Preface “To Readers in General” at the start of his 1883 novel, Heart and 

Science, Wilkie Collins asks his audience to concentrate its attention on the topic of 

vivisection, the controversial scientific practice at the centre of the book’s plot.
1
 To 

assist his readers in doing this, Collins borrows details from contemporary debates 

about the practice and describes its damaging social effects: the novel’s arch-villain, 

the vivisectionist Dr Nathan Benjulia, as well as the scheming Mrs Gallilee embody 

what Collins terms “the result of the habitual practice of cruelty (no matter under what 

pretence) in fatally deteriorating the nature of man” (38). Though Collins knew of the 

“detestable cruelties of the laboratory” from pamphlets he had read on vivisection, he 

aimed his own book to “keep clear of terrifying and revolting the ordinary reader,” a 

practice of other antivivisection texts with which he disagreed (Collins to Cobbe 

1882, qtd. in Farmer 370). Though his Preface promises to offer only “temperate 

advocacy” for the antivivisectionist cause – Collins professes to leave “the picture to 

speak for itself” – the narrative is saturated both with lurid allusions to vivisection, 

such as Benjulia’s nonchalant cleaning of his bloodied hands on his coat-tails, and 

with heavy-handed moral judgements lamenting the consequences of an “education, 

directed to scientific pursuits” (38, 287). Collins’s denunciation of medical 

experimentation, which culminates in Benjulia’s dramatic suicide, is forcefully 

compelling, for it appears to show a direct correlation between the rise of the 

experimental laboratory and the collapse of empathy between humans and other living 

beings, both human and nonhuman alike. With the final union of the two toothsome 

and sensitive cousins – the artistically inclined Carmina Graywell and the young 

doctor Ovid Vere – triumphing over the humiliated scientifically-obsessed villains, 

the novel appears equally to suggest that science as a pursuit exists in conflict with, 

rather than in support of, the culture that practices it. Moreover, it seems to insist that 

science remains, ultimately, subordinate to that other expression of humanity: love. 

Scholarship has been quick to note the way in which this fatalistic picture of 

the scientist seems to carry a damning message not just of the ‘Savage Science’, but 

of science in general and its place in nineteenth-century culture, and such an 

interpretation of Heart and Science is borne out in recent critical readings of the book. 

In her focus on the portrayal of women and science in Collins’s novel, for instance, 

Patricia Murphy argues that, in spite of the book’s title, the plot “presents ‘heart’ and 

‘science’ as irreconcilable” (112). Likewise, Tamara Wagner argues that the novel’s 

“antivivisection mission” is merely the sensational core of “its criticism of amateur 

scientists in general” (496). For Steve Farmer, the novel is nothing less than “a 

sardonic condemnation of the world of modern science” (13). Laurence Talairach-

Vielmas uses even stronger language: “throughout the novel science is equated with 

villainy” (153).  

In contrast to such interpretations of Collins’s novel, this essay aims to 

complicate the way in which this text has hitherto been read by reconsidering it as a 

narrative that portrays science as a potentially positive force, one that even encourages 

human sympathies to grow rather than atrophy. It thus follows Tess Cosslett in 

“draw[ing] attention to the positive ethical and aesthetic implications of Victorian 
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science as they appear in literature,” rather than continue to relegate it to the realm of 

the villainous and morally corrupt (10). Though Cosslett does not examine Collins’s 

writing in her exploration, Heart and Science especially warrants – and can benefit 

from – the application of this critical direction. Thus, this essay looks at the interplay 

between characters’ scientific objectivity and romantic subjectivity from the opposite 

direction than other critics of Heart and Science: not how heart comes to influence 

science, but how the scientific life comes, in fact, to enhance a sense of social 

responsibility. It therefore offers a more nuanced view of Collins’s critical 

engagement with contemporary scientific practices: rather than the scientific language 

“serving little or no function” and instead of revealing the scientific dilettantism 

Collins has been accused of, the novel’s attention to scientific details shows him being 

more sensitively aware of the numerous ways – negative, certainly, but also 

significantly positive – science was integrated into the everyday (Farmer 42; see also: 

Robinson). This argument also offers a more complex reading of Heart and Science 

itself: though the practice of vivisection is undeniably portrayed as morally 

destructive, this essay does not reject the novel as merely one more of Collins’s 

mission novels, nor does it accept that Benjulia’s and Mrs Gallilee’s social crimes 

make a “mockery of scientific investigation,” as Sparks asserts (25).  

Much of the science in Collins’s novel is positive, or, as Cosslett has 

expressed in her study of Eliot, Tennyson, Meredith, and Hardy, “imaginative, human 

and redeemable,” as well as potentially redemptive for the characters who practice or 

learn it (10).  Moral degeneration does not attend all science in the novel; nor does the 

novel, I suggest, unequivocally articulate the more generalised “fears of contemporary 

science” other critics have identified (Farmer 9). Instead, like the romance plot that 

flows in and out of the novel’s vivisection drama, so too does a more benign portrayal 

of popular science: the ways in which people who were not necessarily members of 

the scientific elite engaged with topics and objects of scientific enquiry during the 

period, and how these activities made their lives better. Throughout the novel, kinder, 

gentler portrayals of science – botany, public lectures, bedside medicine, a romantic 

visit to the Zoological Gardens – push against the deeply negative portrayal of 

vivisection, showing when and how science is both an appropriate and necessary 

medium for positive human interaction. From this perspective, and in contrast to those 

critics who put heart ahead of science in the plot’s romantic conclusion, popular 

science may be seen to support the characters’ burgeoning romance rather than vice 

versa: science ultimately enables, rather than obstructs, the plot’s positive, romantic 

conclusion. Thus whereas vivisection is condemned for separating individuals from 

their sympathies, science itself, the novel ironically reveals, can also bring them 

together.  

 

Science as Obsession and Vanity 

The novel’s beginning seems to set science in opposition to romance. Almost 

immediately after the cousins meet and comprehend their romantic destiny, Ovid, who 

through overwork can turn his mind “to no good medical use,” travels to Canada to 

convalesce by tramping through the wilderness (Collins 100). Remaining in London, 

Carmina languishes under the care of her scheming aunt, Mrs Gallilee: Ovid’s mother, 

amateur scientist, and society friend of the sinister Dr Benjulia. When Carmina is 

maltreated by her aunt, she develops brain disease – the very ailment Benjulia is 

obsessed with mastering through vivisection – and her life becomes the contest 

between Benjulia’s watchful neglect (he wants Carmina’s brain) and Mrs Gallilee’s 

grasping ambition (she wants Carmina’s inheritance). Unexpectedly returned from 
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Canada with renewed social as well as medical vigour, Ovid rescues Carmina from 

both her aunt (his mother) and the surgeon (his colleague), cures her brain disease and 

transforms her into a happy bride, appearing to show that, in Tabitha Sparks’s words, 

the “scientific plot [. . .] competes with, but is ultimately trounced by, the marriage 

plot” (22). With the two plot lines viewed in such juxtaposition, Collins’s unequivocal 

condemnation of vivisection has unsurprisingly been translated into a more 

generalised dismissal of science as a positive – or even neutral – social practice in the 

book, and the novel treated as one of many from the period that show science, as Tess 

Cosslett puts it, as “dreary and dehumanizing” (1). 

The use of science as a subtext for a romantic plot, however, reveals its 

neutrality and social malleability. Even though he defines the novel as a cautionary 

tale against a life of scientific enquiry, Farmer concedes that Heart and Science does 

offer “an accurate depiction of the world of modern science” at the time of Collins’s 

writing (8). Collins’s success as a writer of middle-class fiction underscores his ability 

to play to the “habits, [. . .] attitudes, and even [. . .] anxieties” of his audience, and his 

inclusion of science as a character in its own right in Heart and Science reflects his 

audience’s own “system of values”: science was part of culture (Lonoff 79). The 

ubiquity of science in the novel bears this statement out: as Jane Camerini notes, 

observational science in the nineteenth century was “enormously popular” with 

audiences “as varied as the culture itself,” and this popularity of science, as well as its 

social aspect, underscores Collins’s plot (355). In his work on how scientific 

knowledge was disseminated to the general public, Bernard Lightman calls attention 

to the excitement that attended new discoveries: “[s]cientific knowledge seemed to 

offer the magical password [. . .] that unlocked the doors to exhilarating new worlds” 

(3). The ubiquity of scientific events and objects in the novel – as well as the range of 

subjects under discussion – is commensurate with what Geoffrey Cantor and other 

historians of science term its absolute “cultural embeddedness” in the period; science 

was, in Cantor’s words, “a fundamental and integral part of the cultural economy of 

nineteenth-century Britain” (Cantor et al. xvii). This omnipresence is clear in the 

minor as well as in the principal characters in Heart and Science: Mr Mool, the 

Gallilee family’s gentle lawyer, for example, is an amateur “enthusiast in botany,” 

while Mrs Gallilee enjoys attending scientific lectures as part of “an immense 

audience” (Collins 75, 126). Likewise, though he reads them only for notices of books 

published by his competitors, Dr Benjulia subscribes “to every medical publication in 

England,” purchasing a collection large enough to fill a “huge basket” every week and 

paralleling what Shuttleworth and Cantor identify as a widespread and “eager interest 

in [science’s] implications” during the period (Collins 317; Shuttleworth and Cantor 

13). For a diversion and, more significant to the argument offered here, with a view 

toward romance, Ovid takes his cousin, Carmina, to visit the birds and monkeys at the 

Zoological Gardens, a “reservoir of taxonomic data” which Collins’s contemporary 

readers would have recognised as a location for both “experimentation and 

exhibition,” bringing scientific enquiry together with spectacle in a public, accessible 

forum (Livingstone 57, 62).
2
 That Carmina and Ovid have their first romantic 

encounter at the Zoo underscores the ways in which science is naturalised in the novel 

as a mode of positive social exchange: they express their “intelligent curiosity” about 

the natural world even as they explore each other as potential lovers (Collins 105). 

More generally, science also carries with it a high cultural currency: for his hors-de-

vivisection scientific accomplishments, Benjulia remains a “famous doctor” and a 

“celebrated colleague”; his profession as a physician is described by other characters 

as being even “something much better” than “a nobleman” (184, 242, 97).  
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Although Mrs Gallilee’s “scientific obsession” is commonly interpreted as an 

object of ridicule, her keen participation in amateur science also reveals its attractions 

– and accessibility – as a pastime, a phenomenon of particular interest given her 

gender (Murphy 109). Barbara T. Gates points out that women were officially 

excluded from the professionalizing scientific societies in the nineteenth century, but 

that “without women’s help, Victorian scientific endeavour would have been 

considerably diminished” (67). Working with fewer resources, little or no official 

training, and outside the laboratories, women were still instrumental in the 

development of scientific ideas through collecting, illustrating, narrating, and 

disseminating, activities in which Mrs Gallilee shows herself to be active. Though 

Mrs Gallilee has a boudoir where she finds “sanctuary” from the pressures of her 

household (in order to do her scheming), her “library table” is a socially productive 

space, and one that leads to more satisfying – and more socially acceptable – 

accomplishments (Collins 180, 286). Indeed, in her boudoir, Mrs Gallilee plots the 

private calculations for manipulating her niece, husband, and son that make her one of 

the novel’s villains; in her library, however, she prepares for a much happier life in 

public, learning about, planning to attend events on, and preparing her responses to 

discoveries “of the deepest scientific interest” (222). Thus, though Murphy contends 

that the novel “carves no space in which a woman can follow scientific interests,” Mrs 

Gallilee’s character shows a myriad of ways in which this can be so. Ironically, it is in 

her domestic, not her scientific life that Mrs Gallilee is most isolated (106). Mrs 

Gallilee’s pursuit of science is in fact highly social – she attends “lectures and 

addresses by dozens” – reflecting not only the ways in which non-scientists could 

engage with such topics, but also the reality that the exploration and discussion of 

scientific questions was in fact a source of pleasure for many (Collins 286). As 

Lightman notes, popular science (i.e., that which was conducted, shown, and 

discussed in the lecture hall, the salon, and the theatre, rather than in the laboratory) 

could be “dazzling,” and audiences had the pleasure of “encountering exotic animals 

and plants, and [being witness to] heated controversies about the validity of novel 

theories” (3). Collins may have intended Mrs Gallilee’s “rehearsal of her performance 

in the Comedy of Atoms” and her gushing enthusiasm for coprolites (“fossilised 

indigestions of extinct reptiles”) as a spoof on popular science, just as his narrator 

dismisses those whom she goes to see – “Mr. Always Right and Mr. Never Wrong” – 

as exhibiting more “the natural tendency of man to believe in himself” than in any 

discovery of actual importance (Collins 111, 286). The invalidation of Mrs Gallilee’s 

activities implicit in these acid descriptions, however, obscures what is a more 

interesting perspective on her participation in such public discussions: they align her 

with the nineteenth-century phenomenon Gates identifies of women who participated 

in a public dialogue which they found satisfying and interesting. As Gates argues for 

Mrs Gallilee’s scientific peers from history, women interested in and able to pursue 

science “had to find special ways of making their collections count or of getting their 

scientific work recognised,” but they did so nevertheless (Gates 88). Murphy 

enumerates Mrs Gallilee’s attempts to involve herself in the discourse: she 

assiduously follows a programme of “determined self-instruction, lecture attendance, 

research efforts, and discussion with noteworthy professors and other experts” (109). 

Though Murphy interprets Mrs Gallilee’s dedication to science as a “derogatory” 

reflection on her character, it is possible to read Mrs Gallilee’s activities more 

positively, as evidence of the ways in which science helped to build community, 

particularly for women like Mrs Gallilee, who found themselves unsatisfied by the 

confines of domestic life. Though it is true that Mrs Gallilee remains excluded from 
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more official circles (and their scientific societies) because of her gender, she is 

certainly not transformed into a “passive [object] to be scrutinised and probed” 

(Murphy 106). Indeed, vibrant and varied alternatives remain open to her in the form 

of private correspondence, public lectures, and her own well-attended conversazioni, 

at which the greatest “Professors of the civilised universe [rally] round their fair 

friend” (Collins 327). Though allegedly she cannot go to the scientific experts, Mrs 

Gallilee’s own creative and “special ways” (as Gates terms them) of circumventing 

science’s professional restrictions allow those experts, with no reservations and even 

with pleasure, to come to her.  

Certainly, Dr Benjulia’s cruelty toward animals is reprehensible, but his root 

crime is social ambition: for Benjulia, vivisection is a path to celebrity. The discovery 

of the origins of and cure for brain disease is “the grandest medical discovery of this 

century”; it is in turn for Benjulia the easiest way of securing “the fame that will keep 

[his] name living hundreds of years hence” (Collins 190).
3
 Working not for science 

but for his “own satisfaction – for [his] own pride –” Dr Benjulia is thus emotionally 

isolated even before he embarks on his course of vivisection, and he vivisects only 

because he lives in “perpetual terror of being forestalled by [his] colleagues” (190). 

Like Drs Jekyll and Moreau, Benjulia’s fictional peers (and Frankenstein before 

them), Benjulia’s obsession is both the cause and the product of his powerful 

narcissism. Anne Stiles notes that fear of such monomania extended beyond fictional 

cautionary tales to influence Victorian “educational philosophy, which promoted 

mental balance by avoiding intellectual over-specialization” (329). Though he 

attempts to hide it from his brother, Lemuel, Benjulia’s terror runs much deeper than 

simply the fear of professional competition. Whereas he claims that his “medical 

studies [. . .] reconcile [him] to [his] life,” in fact his scientific work makes him 

question his end goal (245). Benjulia’s work horrifies him, and this is revealed in his 

stuttering description to his brother of his experience at the operating table: “My 

hands turned cold – my heart ached – I thought of a child I sometimes play with – I 

suffered – I resisted – I went on” (191). Though normally a man who expresses 

himself with clinical precision, when Benjulia describes his work his broken syntax 

reveals the intensity of the conflict between his scientific morals and his social ones. 

His heart aches in sympathy with the monkey, and he must fight against the 

sympathizing effects of his science in order to reach his goal. Jed Mayer discusses the 

complicated topic of emotions in experimental science in the period, noting that 

public revelations of laboratory practices were not only difficult for the “lay reading 

public,” but also that they revealed “animal researchers to be equally passionate, 

involved in deeply emotional relationships with their nonhuman subjects” (399). This 

“emotional catharsis” was used as proof of vivisection’s importance: the pain it 

caused the operator (and not just the research subject) implicitly authorised “animal 

experimentation for human benefit” (408). Significantly, Benjulia does not apply this 

argument concerning the value of vivisection and the links it establishes between 

humans and nonhumans to his defence of his practice. Rather, Benjulia articulates this 

profound disconnect between his scientific and social selves by admitting his 

attachment to Zo, a child (and Ovid’s half-sister) whose friendship intrudes on and 

compromises his ability to objectify his practice. Even for Benjulia himself, 

vivisection is “hideous,” a sentiment that, at least in part, offers him a glimmer of 

redemption at the end of his life (183). Indeed, before his suicide, Benjulia ultimately 

chooses Zo over the monkey, bequeathing his estate to her on the same evening he 

sets his animals free. His final regret is not one that points to invasion, pain and 
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scientific power, but a return to a more innocent childish pleasure: he “should have 

liked to tickle her once more” before he dies (Collins 321). 

For Mrs Gallilee as well, vanity is more the source of her villainy than science. 

Significantly, the book’s narrator describes vanity in parallel terms to vivisection: it is 

“savagely suspicious and diabolically cruel” (204). Mrs Gallilee’s amateur science 

appears to be focused solely, like Benjulia’s, on discovery and recognition; like him, 

Mrs Gallilee does not appear to use science well. Rather, she is characterised as what 

James Paradis identifies as a well-known cultural trope, a “zealous myopic 

philosopher lavishing [her] intellectual powers on the world of trivia” and thus, like 

Benjulia, an apparent cautionary example of the moral pitfalls threatening the 

unthinking practitioner (145). However, the sarcasm emanating from the narrator’s 

description of Mrs Gallilee as a “matchless example [. . .] of the healthy influence of 

education, directed to scientific pursuits” does not erase evidence that her mercenary 

character is established long before her transformation into a “learned lady,” and she 

is known equally for her “jealous, envious, and money-loving propensities” and the 

panache of her scientific conversazioni (Collins 287, 286, 48). Science, in fact, has 

little to do with Mrs Gallilee’s “inbred capacity for deceit”; when she becomes the 

“incarnate Devil,” it is not on account of science, but money (76). Indeed, though 

science may initially seem to be the source of her villainy, it does not add any 

negative influence, and may in fact be read positively despite the narrator’s 

protestations. More specifically, the public events she both hosts and attends, and her 

fervent correspondence with various scientists keep her distracted from her designs on 

her niece’s fortune, intellectually engaged and, perhaps more importantly, on her best 

behaviour.  

By applying Mrs Gallilee’s own longing to dissect whatever is before her to 

her own story, it is possible to discern a sympathetic interpretation of her enthusiasm 

for science; indeed, it both offers her solace and redeems her character. After her 

sister’s more lucrative marriage and her son Ovid’s success at school, Mrs Gallilee 

turns to science as consolation for her financial and maternal disappointments; in her 

growing estrangement from her family as well as her increasing financial pressure, it 

becomes her sole sense of comfort. Murphy interprets Mrs Gallilee’s quest for 

scientific fame as “inherently flawed” because a product of “envy, self-

aggrandisement, and greed,” but there is also a different perspective on offer (110). 

While the way in which Mrs Gallilee pursues science is indicative of her more 

systemic character flaws (such as the ones Murphy enumerates above), science is not 

just an expression of her villainy. Instead, it offers Mrs Gallilee both a distraction 

from her pecuniary disappointments and a mode of escape from a social world that 

has moulded her into the avaricious, status-obsessed woman she has become. Her 

intellect is never cultivated by others; she is entirely self-taught, and her father’s early 

opinion of her is all the more depressing for its utter conventionality: after his wife’s 

death, he considers that his two teenaged daughters (Mrs Gallilee and Lady 

Northlake) “would be married – and there would be an end to them” (Collins 70). 

Unlike Benjulia, who has the freedom to retreat to his private laboratory whenever it 

suits him, Mrs Gallilee cannot simply remove herself from society, and she is 

weighted with a heavy social burden. She is closely observed by her peers, her betters, 

as well as her subordinates, and constantly – and quite legitimately – worries about 

exposing herself “to unfavourable comparison with other people of [her] rank in 

society” (147). Because of this social imprisonment – metaphorically, at least, she, 

like the monkeys at the Zoo, is in a cage – her pursuit of science can be read as 

potentially liberating: if her one “pride and pleasure in life is the pride and pleasure of 
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improving [her] mind,” it gives her both a direction in which to focus her social 

energies and a ready excuse for independence and eccentricity (147). Instead of being 

constantly confronted by her disappointing subjectivity, Mrs Gallilee’s science offers 

at least occasional snatches of objectivity. Collins may have meant it as a sharp 

rebuke, and critics have tended to read it as such, but his narrator’s advice to Mrs 

Gallilee as her financial ambitions crumble around her turn her into a tragic figure: 

“Look to your library table, learned lady, and take the appropriate means of relief that 

it offers” (286). Unexpectedly, perhaps, the best defence of the value of scientific 

education for women comes from a statement from Mrs Gallilee herself, whose 

dwindling role in the domestic sphere leaves her unfulfilled: “My son fills my heart. 

But the school, the university, and the hospital have all in turn taken his education out 

of my hands. My mind must be filled, as well as my heart” (71-2). Collecting her 

“exquisite instruments” for want of other options, Mrs Gallilee turns from the 

disappointment of private, domestic responsibilities toward a growing community of 

people – of “learned friend[s],” no less – with things to do and discuss (72, 327). 

For all her social villainy, Mrs Gallilee’s science thus represents a positive 

force in her life, one that makes her happier and takes the pressure from those she tries 

to bend to her will. Indeed, characters around Mrs Gallilee – those most subject to her 

manipulations – recognise the role of science as an effective social pacifier for her, 

and use it to their advantage. After an early skirmish with Carmina over Ovid’s 

affections, for instance – during which Mrs Gallilee accuses her young niece of “false 

modesty,” – a charge that in itself sends the hypersensitive and antiscientific Carmina 

into an emotional spiral – Mrs Gallilee retreats to her library in order to calm her 

nerves (115). When trying to make amends by sending a written apology, Carmina is 

cautioned by Miss Minerva, one of Mrs Gallilee’s more experienced servants: “Leave 

her to dabble in science first. [. . .] When she has half stifled herself with some filthy 

smell, or dissected some wretched insect or flower, she may be in a better humour” 

(117).
4 

Though this advice is spoken “in tones of immeasurable contempt,” they point 

to one of the unsung virtues of science in the book: its calming influence even on the 

novel’s “incarnate Devil” (117, 76). Science is thus not the cause of, but an effective 

distraction from the travails of the novel’s dysfunctional domestic milieu. 

 

Science as Instruction and Delight 

Although the practices of Dr Benjulia and Mrs Gallilee seem to offer condemnations 

of science, they should not be the standard by which science is measured in the novel. 

Science here is not merely a medium through which villains manifest their vanity; 

indeed, it is through the social and humane scientific practice of characters like Mr 

Mool and Ovid, through the dovetailed plotlines of Carmina’s illness and recovery 

and scientific education, and even through Benjulia’s moments of doubt and Mrs 

Gallilee’s therapeutic meditations at her library table that readers can discern 

science’s redemptive potential. While the narrator keeps drawing readers’ attentions 

to the isolation and secrecy of science, the novel’s other characters use it to draw 

closer to one another, and to smooth over and resolve awkward social moments in the 

plot. Placed in juxtaposition with the formidable Mrs Gallilee, for example, Mr Mool 

demonstrates what Cantor calls the “cultural embeddedness” of science as well as its 

potential role as a social lubricant (Cantor et al. xvii). During his highly charged 

meeting with Mrs Gallilee to discuss the contents of her brother’s will (Carmina’s 

father), Mr Mool recruits a troupe of “vegetable allies” in Mrs Gallilee’s potted ferns, 

it having occurred to him “that ferns might be turned to useful and harmless account 

as a means of introducing a change of subject” as he prepares to deliver bad news to 
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his client (Collins 79, 75). Several times during this tense exchange, Mool recalls his 

client’s attention to “the fragrant root-stock of the American fern” in order to distract 

her from her calculations, and in the face of Mrs Gallilee’s avarice, the plants do 

succeed for a time in “justifying [Mool’s] confidence in their peace-making virtues” 

(76).  Likewise, during yet another confrontation with Mrs Gallilee over her niece’s 

suspected paternity, Mr Mool “suddenly [plunges] his face into his vase of flowers” in 

order to buy time when formulating his response (193). Having received the bouquet 

from a grateful client, Mool enjoys, “[as] a man, [. . .] the lovely colours of the 

nosegay.” As “a botanist, he [laments] the act which had cut the flowers from their 

parent stems, and doomed them to a premature death” (191-2).  For Mool, already a 

sensitive man (he is a lawyer who blushes), botany does not compromise his innate 

sensitivity; rather, it enhances it, enabling a breadth and depth of expression for his 

empathy with all life forms.  

Perhaps because the book’s hero, Ovid, is so florid in his love for his cousin 

Carmina, critics have tended to celebrate his “superior character [and] great love” 

more than his medical prowess, but both together, and the science most of all, lead to 

the salvation of Carmina and to the final destruction of his scientific, not romantic, 

rival (Sparks 27). In his simple adoration of Carmina, Ovid is undeniably less 

compelling a character than the taciturn Benjulia, but his dedication to his craft, as 

well as the sacrifices he makes to practice it, run startlingly parallel to the villainous 

physician. Readers meet Ovid on the verge of nervous exhaustion caused by 

overwork; likewise, Benjulia, who eats “at his dreadful table; snatching an hour’s rest 

occasionally on the floor,” sees his future laid out before him in the laboratory: “I 

think of it, I dream of it, all night. It will kill me” (Collins 211, 190). Like Benjulia, 

who is “scrupulously polite [but] always cold in his politeness,” Ovid is “rather 

abrupt” with patients, and he is known as “cooler, a great deal cooler with women” 

than others of his profession (99, 67, 48). Again like Benjulia, Ovid is unashamedly 

“devoted heart and soul to his profession,” and possesses no hobbies other than 

perfecting his craft: science is his heart (45). Just as Benjulia rejects his brother’s 

company as anathema to his lifestyle, Ovid “is not diverted by family influences from 

the close pursuit of his profession” (48). Significantly, both physicians pursue their 

scientific discoveries in secret: Benjulia’s laboratory has no windows, while Ovid’s 

unfinished manuscript (on an unidentified topic) remains “locked up” whenever he is 

not working on it (46). In their commitment to improving medical science, the two 

men are thus not different in degree; they are, however, different in kind as well as in 

method: Benjulia relies on experiment, whereas Ovid’s research remains experiential. 

Though equally dedicated to his work, and equally willing to sacrifice himself to it, 

Ovid’s approach to medicine distinguishes him from Benjulia by his strict adherence 

to bedside rather than laboratory practice. For Benjulia, whose vain heart overrides his 

scientific scruples, knowledge is personal power; he continues with his experiments 

for “the unutterable pleasure in beating other men” (190). In addition, where other 

characters’ involvement in science is primarily a social exercise, Benjulia 

intentionally isolates himself, disconnecting his science from the community it is 

meant to benefit. As Valerie Pedlar argues, vivisection in the book is thus “associated 

with the secrecy of shame, [. . .] concerned with personal gain and [. . .] inimical to 

the wellbeing of society” (171). Benjulia’s antisocial tendencies, however, do not 

equal a synechdotal condemnation of science as a whole. In marked contrast to 

Benjulia’s off-putting professionalism and secrecy, Ovid’s dedication to medicine is 

his only way of expressing his interest in others: a socially awkward man even under 

normal circumstances, Ovid is at his sympathetic best performing house calls to ill 
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patients “as an act of atonement” for his occasionally inconsiderate behaviour (Collins 

50). His characteristic abruptness, even with patients, stems from his dedication to his 

craft and “his quick perception” of their ailments, and though this causes him to 

interrupt them in his eagerness to diagnose, he does so “too pleasantly to give 

offence” (67). 

Just as Ovid and Benjulia initially provide alternative readings of science’s 

potential, Carmina’s charming and “deplorable ignorance” of all things science 

appears to triumph over Mrs Gallilee’s hard-hearted scientific ambition (58).  

Carmina begins as “an ideal Victorian woman who demonstrates a conviction that 

science is a masculine field,” while Mrs Gallilee’s unquenchable enthusiasm for 

science “calls her motherly qualities into question”; Carmina seems to represent a 

comforting status quo to which the novel gratefully returns (Murphy 106; Wagner 

496). Like the professional ties that bind Ovid and Benjulia, however, Collins’s 

delicate heroine and robust villainess are not as far apart as might at first appear: both 

women – and, in fact, especially Carmina – show the ways in which science can be 

used to sustain, and even enhance, social relationships. Simply put, Carmina’s 

scientific education in the novel enables her marriage to Ovid. Likewise, for Mrs 

Gallilee, her scientific friends are all she has left in the aftermath of her husband’s 

flight and her daughters’ abduction; with all she has lost, and in the ruins of her other 

social disappointments, her delight in finally hosting a perfect conversazione, during 

which “three hundred illustrious people [are] charmed, surprised, instructed, and 

amused,” gives her the only moment of happiness she experiences in the book (327).  

For Carmina, her induction into the world of science is one that builds 

community: initially isolated by language, culture, and loss, Carmina learns the craft, 

as well as science’s potential for expressing sympathy, from her loving fiancé. When 

she first comes under the attention of Ovid and his mother, Carmina professes not just 

ignorance of, but distaste for all things scientific: to her, these things are “ugly” (168). 

In the hands of Dr Benjulia and Mrs Gallilee, she certainly interprets science as such. 

Her inability and even unwillingness to see beyond the surface of things makes her 

vulnerable to Mrs Gallilee’s social predations, and Carmina’s reluctant companion, 

Miss Minerva, exclaims in exasperation, “You simpleton, have you no instincts to 

protect you?” (162). Carmina does not lack instinct, but rather curiosity, and, 

moreover, her initial distaste for scientific activities perpetuates her isolation. This can 

be seen in her interest in Mrs Gallilee’s pursuits, which extends only so far as to pick 

up – and immediately drop – a copy of Curiosities of Coprolites, which initially 

catches her attention by the “pretty dress of its binding,” a gesture which Mrs Gallilee 

notes with disdain (111). Happily, however, science in the “pretty dress” of the 

“fainting, enervated, nostalgic Ovid Vere” is much more to Carmina’s taste, and 

through his ministrations to her and her marriage to him, Carmina is indoctrinated into 

the world of medicine and science, its opportunities as well as its pleasures (Wagner 

494). Indeed, science prefaces and comes to dominate the narrative of Ovid and 

Carmina’s burgeoning romance: before readers know of the marriage that will 

conclude the book, the narrator describes Ovid as moving toward “a patient in the 

future who was personally still a stranger to him” (Collins 46). On their second 

meeting, Carmina playfully dismisses Ovid’s medical advances (after fainting on their 

first meeting, she passes a restless night) by exclaiming, “I am not going to be your 

patient yet,” predicting the medical drama as much as the romance to come (85). 

Their first outing together, during which Ovid takes Carmina to the Zoological 

Gardens to see the birds, puts their budding romance against a scientific backdrop, 

and the language of love they speak to each other is curiously intermingled with 
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zoological facts as well as the confidentialities of doctor and patient. Medicine and 

romance flow equally between Ovid and Carmina, with Carmina becoming Ovid’s 

eager nurse even as he monitors her health, and as they fall in love.  

Ironically, Carmina actually receives her first lesson in medicine from Dr 

Benjulia, not Ovid, which again shows even Benjulia’s science as possessing some 

positive social value. After awkwardly professing his love to Carmina, Ovid collapses 

in the Gardens and is tended by Benjulia, who lays his hand where Carmina’s should 

be: on Ovid’s heart. When assisting Benjulia in tending to her unconscious cousin, 

Carmina carefully watches Ovid’s vital signs. As they return, Carmina finds herself 

“so relieved that she [is] able to listen to [and] join in” Benjulia’s running medical 

monologue, in which he describes his work in metaphorical terms which Carmina, a 

lover of poetry, can understand: “This pump is out of order; and I’m the carpenter. 

Give me time, and I’ll set it right again” (110). When Ovid comes to and Benjulia 

rises to leave, Carmina has already assumed the role of medical assistant, asking not 

just for Benjulia’s diagnosis of Ovid’s condition, but also for his recommended course 

of treatment, while with a “fond and gentle hand, she [wipes] the moisture from 

[Ovid’s] forehead” (110). In this scene’s eventual reversal – in the story’s 

denouement, Ovid nurses Carmina back to health – this dual gesture of affection and 

medical attention is echoed in Ovid’s subtle monitoring of Carmina’s pulse, which he 

does “under pretence of holding her hand” (312). Though Teresa, Carmina’s leathery 

duenna, admonishes Ovid for thinking of Carmina as a problem to be solved – 

Carmina “doesn’t want a doctor. She wants a friend” (84) – in fact, Carmina and Ovid 

are in need of both, but of medical aid first.  

Carmina’s dual role as both patient and romantic interest is, like Ovid’s, key to 

the reconciliation of the two plot lines; though Straley argues that “marriage provides 

the antidote to scientific experiment,” good science must come first if both romantic 

protagonists are to survive. Indeed, before the novel’s romantic resolution can occur, 

Ovid’s bedside cure for Carmina must triumph over both death and Benjulia, proving 

the power of science to heal both bodies and narrative rifts (361). Emotion does not 

“overcome the callous practice of material science”; rather, material science enhances 

romantic sympathy (Sparks 24). Though initially Carmina is reluctant to engage with 

any topic scientifically oriented – indeed, “Mrs Gallilee’s science [seems] to frighten 

her”– her role at the end of the novel is one that necessarily embraces science and 

medicine, and she is a stronger and more interesting character because of it (Collins 

88). As Ovid remarks to Carmina in one of his many turgid letters from Canada, “My 

future career is an object of interest to my future wife. [. . .] who will be so glad to 

hear of it as you?” (160). Just as the socially inept Ovid learns how to talk to Carmina 

by treating her as a patient, Carmina learns through Ovid that science in fact embodies 

the finer points of humanity: Ovid’s training as a medical man allows him to express 

greater sympathy with others. His description of his death-watch in a Montreal garret 

–“any man but a doctor would have run out of the room, the moment he entered it” – 

stands in stark contrast to Carmina’s early hypersensitivity against things that are 

“ugly” (159). In writing to his future wife “as if she was a medical colleague,” Ovid 

treats Carmina as he would have her as his equal, involved as an active participant “in 

her husband’s intellectual world,” a sharp contrast to Mrs Gallilee’s early relegation to 

the social dustheap of an unhappy marriage (Collins 160; Le-May Sheffield 20). As 

Suzanne Le-May Sheffield notes, “the idea that the scientifically educated woman 

could provide intellectual companionship for her husband” was frequently promoted 

in periodicals of the period, and Carmina’s willingness to learn science from Ovid 

seems promising to their success as a couple (20). For Ovid, Carmina must be both his 
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colleague as well as his wife, since he is now equally devoted to both sides of his life, 

the science as well as the heart. Significantly, science still comes first, since, as he 

explains to Carmina, “I was a doctor, before I was a lover” (Collins 206). 

 

Boon Companions 

Heart and Science illustrates the potentially devastating personal cost of a 

preoccupation with science, but it does not treat these moral pitfalls as inevitable, nor 

does it treat science as the villain it initially appears to be. In the triumph of her final 

conversazione, Mrs Gallilee perhaps fails to learn the lesson that science cannot, 

ultimately, reconcile one to a life of emotional isolation, but it provides her solace in 

the face of her deep social disappointments. More significantly, before his death, Dr 

Benjulia wonders if in fact there is a better path – an alternative to vivisection, but not 

to science as a whole; to look “higher than his torture-table and his knife” is not 

necessarily to reject science, but to seek out alternatives to the cruelty and pain he as a 

scientist abhors (247). As Collins himself wrote to Francis Power Cobbe, Benjulia 

was meant to be “an object of compassion” in spite of his crimes (Collins to Cobbe 

1882, in Farmer 370). The ultimate triumph, of course, lies in Carmina and Ovid’s 

marriage, which shows not only that heart and science are and must be boon 

companions if either is to succeed, but that science, significantly, stands on its own as 

a positive social force, even for those who try to bend it to their ends.  
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Notes 

 

 1. Heart and Science was first published in the Belgravia in serial form 

between September 1882 and June 1883. The book’s recent Broadview editor, Steve 

Farmer, notes that the serial received only “modest critical praise” and did not raise 

sales of the magazine (24). 

 2. It was also a space that celebrated British imperialism, as “the vast array of 

specimens displayed [. . .] served to draw attention back to Britain’s ecological 

imperialism” (58). This identification of science as an imperial practice is further 

supported in Heart and Science by Ovid’s sojourn in Canada, where he not only 

recuperates his medical mind in the wilds of the bush, but also makes his grandest 

scientific discovery, which he uses to save Carmina upon his return to London. 

 3. Cantor and Shuttleworth observe that in the nineteenth century, an active 

line of scientific enquiry was “the question of whether the workings of the mind could 

be approached using the methods and insights of physiology” (9). See also: Talairach-

Vielmas and Wiesenthal.  

 4. This distasteful image of middle class hobby science echoes the opinions of 

another of Collins’s characters, Gabriel Betteredge in The Moonstone (1868), who 

identifies science as a rather nasty method middle class people devise of “get[ting] 

through the time” (62). My thanks to Elizabeth Anderman for pointing out this 

connection. 
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Electric Leisure: Late Nineteenth-Century Dreams of Remote 

Viewing by “Telectroscope” 

 

Verity Hunt 

 
‘Just before the birth of an invention, the imminent technology belongs to a number of 

 domains: the insane, the liar, the occult and science’
 
(St George 101). 

 

 

In June 2008, a brass ‘telectroscope’ (something like a huge telescope) was erected by 

Tower Bridge, allowing Londoners to wave at New Yorkers standing in front of a 

second telectroscope in Brooklyn (Figs. 1 &2).  

 
 

 
Fig. 1. 

Telectroscope aperture at London City Hall showing Tower Bridge and Canary Wharf 

Wikimedia Commons. Used under the GNU Free Documentation License. 

 

 

Hidden inside this art installation by Paul St George, which drew on the aesthetics of 

mid-nineteenth-century scientific instruments, a visual high speed broadband link 

between the two cities was making ‘real’ a late Victorian dream of the technological 

future.
1
 As we will see, the shape of the Victorians’ imagined two-way electrical 

communications window was ironically far closer to existing twenty-first-century 

electronic screens than the nostalgic ‘brass, leather and rivets’ aesthetic favoured by 

Steampunk artists like St George (see also: Dawdy; Bowser and Croxall). St George’s 

playful blurring of technological fact and fiction figures a particularly apt twist in the 

story of the imagined device, which in its own time was often incorrectly reported as 

real. Inspired by the development of the telegraph and telephone, and by the latest 

electrical inventions, which were showcased at the World’s Fairs, the technology 

became a pervasive presence in the narratives of late nineteenth-century popular 

journalism and speculative literature. The telectroscope came to embody the 

fascination with televisual long distance seeing in late-nineteenth-century culture, and 

the new, emerging dynamics of Modern communication.
2
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Fig. 2. 

Telectroscope observers in London 

Wikimedia Commons. Used under the GNU Free Documentation License. 

 

 

For reaching a vastly expanded audience, for faithfully reconstructing every detail of 

experience, and for freeing communication from every physical constraint, the 

telectroscope was celebrated by many as standing for the ultimate achievement in 

electrical technology (Marvin 197). The projected device would broadcast live news, 

theatre and pictures from around the world, and, like St George’s machine, support a 

two-way audio/visual communication channel, similar to a twenty-first-century video 

phone or Skype. It would shrink distance and time to facilitate new models of home, 

work and education, and as this article will highlight, it would revolutionise electric 

leisure, facilitating virtual travel from the comfort of an armchair. 

From its inception, the telectroscope’s envisaged capacity to broadcast live 

news and entertainment was imagined as a substitute for travel, an easy, secure means 

of introducing strange lands and distant peoples into everyday domestic life.  In this 

sense it ties into the historic tradition of nineteenth-century devices of scientific 

display (devices including the magic lantern and panorama) which promised to 

illuminate and re-order nature and society for popular audiences, described by 

Bernard Lightman in Victorian Popularizers of Science (2007).  Indeed, electrical 

technology’s spectacular potential to educate and amaze can be traced back to the 

culture of electrical exhibitions and performances that emerged in the first decades of 

the nineteenth century. In Frankenstein’s Children (1998) Iwan Rhys Morus outlines 

how spaces for these kinds of early electrical displays ranged from the illustrious 

lecture theatre of the Royal Institution through the commercial, entrepreneurial 

Adelaide Gallery and Royal Polytechnic Institute. In other words, right from the 

beginning of the Victorian period, electrical experimentation straddled and connected 

worlds of popular entertainment and scientific endeavour. The cartoon reproduced 

below, showing a telectroscope drawn by Albert Robida in 1883 (Fig. 3), will be 

discussed in detail later.  
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Fig. 3. 

Albert Robida. “Witnessing a Battle in the Sahara.” The Twentieth Century. 182. 

Reproduced with the kind permission of Wesleyan University Press. 

 

 

It presents a Parisian family watching a live desert gun chase on camel back from the 

safety of their living room via the imagined electrical technology. From a twenty-first-

century perspective, it is tempting to see the telectroscope as anticipating television. 

In the late nineteenth century, roughly contemporaneous to the emergence of the 

telectroscope, the theory of television was being developed. German inventor Paul 

Nipkow (1860-1940) patented a means of sending images over wire in 1884 (see: 

Hickethier). Indeed, in the field of Film and Television Studies, texts like Brian 

Winston’s Misunderstanding Media (1986) have assessed the telectroscope as a 

precursor to television. These kinds of teleological narratives of technological 

development need updating (to include, for instance, today’s webcam). But more than 

that, there is great scope for thinking about what the telectroscope has to say about 

nineteenth-century culture in its own right. This article will ask what the telectroscope 

can tell us about Victorian dreams (and nightmares) of remote viewing by electricity.  

It will seek to avoid technological determinism by theorising the telectroscope’s 

emergence from a complex web of intersections between media and entertainment 

cultures, and new audio and ocular inventions.   

It is, of course, impossible to step outside of our own historical moment whilst 

‘looking backward’.
3
 Although this article will seek to blur the straight lines of 

traditional histories of television and film, the analysis of the Victorians’ vision of the 

future put forward here will be unavoidably anachronistic. As Paul St George 

highlights, when reading Victorian speculative texts “it is not enough to say this is the 

future as seen from the past, we are looking at the past looking at the future from the 

future” (St George 96). We cannot envisage the telectroscope today without thinking 
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about its likeness to contemporary technologies, because analogy to these current, 

everyday technologies stand as one of our prime models for conceiving the device; as 

Frederic Jameson famously explains, rather than simply offering a vision of the 

future, Science Fiction acts to “defamiliarise and restructure our experience of our 

own present” (149). However, this sense of familiarity belies that fact that we are as 

unable to imagine the world in which the telectroscope was ‘invented’, as the 

inhabitants of that period were unable to imagine our world.
4
 The temporal double 

move described by St George (the Victorians gazing into the future and the present 

reading the past from ‘the future’) underlines the self-reflexive relationship at stake 

between the two cultural moments. To be part of this relationship demands a self-

conscious approach to the telectroscope’s historical contexts – awareness that twenty-

first-century, Digital Era interpretations of the device unavoidably tell us more about 

us than the Victorians who first dreamt of it.  Therefore, this article will seek to 

explore the significance of this electrical invention the Victorians never realised from 

a perspective engaged with the act of (re)interpretation / (re)discovery itself (for a 

useful general overview of current neo-victorianism, see also: Heilmann and 

Llewellyn).  

The title of Carolyn Marvin’s When Old Technologies Were New (1988) 

precisely points towards the temporal double move at stake in reading ‘backward’ into 

nineteenth-century visions of the future. The book explores the telectroscope’s part in 

the story of the incandescent lamp, telegraph and telephone, and provides a useful 

starting point for this investigation. The name ‘telectroscope’ and the concept of the 

device first appeared not long after the telephone was patented in 1876. Following 

speculative descriptions of a tele-visual device in publications including The New 

York Sun (1877) and Nature (1878), the term ‘telectroscope’ was used by the French 

scientist and publisher Louis Figuier in L'Année Scientifique et Industrielle in 1878 to 

popularise the invention, which he incorrectly interpreted as real and ascribed to 

Alexander Graham Bell. It was hoped it would ‘do for the eye what the telephone had 

done for the ear’ and provide a technologised system of long distance seeing. It also 

owed much to the telegraph, the moving image peepshow-style device the 

kinetoscope and, as suggested by Marvin, the electric light in terms of its conceptual 

grounding. Like other real contemporary popular visual formats such as the panorama, 

the telectroscope’s name went through various metamorphoses. Marvin’s electric 

media history notes the significance of Edward Bellamy’s projected “electroscope” in 

his futuristic utopia, Equality (1897) as a telectroscope by another name. However, 

the telectroscope may also be instantly recognised by its distinctive real-time 

audio/visual properties, going under variant names in the fictional creations of several 

other late-nineteenth-century speculative writers. Notably, the transformations of its 

title tend to share the endings ‘scope’, ‘phote’ or ‘photo’, from the Ancient Greek for 

‘to look at’ and ‘light’, emphasising the device’s extra-visual quality, and lending it an 

authoritative scientific air.  

This article builds on Marvin’s work by identifying the popularly imagined 

machine in a number of new stories and novels by French, American and British 

speculative writers, and putting them together via an interdisciplinary approach that 

situates them in their literary and technological contexts: Albert Robida’s 

“telephonoscope” in The Twentieth Century (1883), Jules Verne’s “phonotelephote” 

in “In the Twenty-ninth Century: The Day of an American Journalist in 2889” (1889), 

Mark Twain’s “telectroscope” in “From the ‘London Times’ of 1904” (1898), the 

Machine’s  “blue optic plates” in E. M. Forster’s “The Machine Stops” (1909) and H. 

G. Wells’ “kinetotelephotograph” in The Sleeper Awakes (1910). The article first 
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explores how the telectroscope represented a rational technological conclusion to real 

scientific discoveries of the period, and the Victorians’ changing conceptions of space 

and time. Following this it examines the telectroscope’s significance in utopian 

visions of the future that figure the technology as a great social leveller, opening 

access to trade, culture and education. Finally, it considers some dystopian visions 

that forewarn of potential pitfalls in a telectroscopic future, like the 

disenfranchisement of portions of society without electricity.  In his study of real late-

twentieth-century culture, Globalization: The Human Consequences (1998), Zygmunt 

Bauman notes that “rather than homogenizing the human condition, the technological 

annulment of temporal/spatial distances tends to polarise it” (18). Certainly, in 

Wells’s and Forster’s stories, the telectroscope stands as an emblem of social 

deprivation and degradation in a globalised world. The analysis put forward here 

suggests that the telectroscope in late-nineteenth-century literature thus figures the 

most salient hopes and anxieties of the period for an electric tomorrow’s world. 

 

“Electric Camera Obscura” 

The Victorians seemed certain of the telectroscope’s imminent invention. Indeed, the 

media frequently and prematurely credited prominent scientists and inventors of the 

day, especially Bell, Edison and Szczepanik, with producing the longed-for device. 

The Electrical Review, for instance, wrote of the telectroscope as the most promising 

yet of Edison’s projects, confidently reporting that the device would be ready in time 

for the Chicago World’s Fair (1893) (Marvin 197). On the one hand, the telectroscope 

reflects real scientific preoccupations: devices like Bell’s photophone (1880) and 

Dussaud’s teleoscope (1898) were based on scientific developments that allowed 

sound and/or movement to be translated into simple light patterns. The telectroscopes 

of speculative literature seem to resemble bigger, better, faster versions of these 

machines. On the other hand, the telectroscope’s frequent appearances in stories that 

predate these real inventions seem to function as anticipatory critiques of what is 

happening in electrical science. For example, in George Du Maurier’s Punch cartoon 

of 1878, “Edison’s Telephonoscope (Transmits Light as well as Sound)”, an elderly 

couple watch over their children playing tennis in the Antipodes via a long distance 

audio-visual device that we can identify as a telectroscope (Fig. 4). 

 

 
Fig. 4. 

George Du Maurier, “Edison’s Telephonoscope (Transmits Light as well as Sound)” 
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The caption reads: 

 

(Every evening, before going to bed, Pater and Materfamilias set up an   

electric camera obscura over their bedroom mantel-piece, and gladden their 

eyes with the sight of their Children at the Antipodes, and converse gaily 

with them through the wire.) 

 

Paterfamilias (in Willow Place): “Beatrice, come closer, I want to 

whisper.” Beatrice (from Ceylon): “Yes, Papa dear.” 

Paterfamilias: Who is that charming young lady playing on Charlie’s side! 

Beatrix: “She’s just come over from England, Papa. I’ll introduce you as 

soon as the game’s over!” (n.p.) 

 

This cartoon highlights the way in which the telectroscope’s ability to transgress or 

‘shrink’ distance and time makes it an instrument of everyday life; the wonderful 

technology intimately reconnects the elderly English couple with their beloved family 

on the other side of the world. In other words, it liberates the social interactions that 

sustain familial bonds from geographical constraints. Discussing this cartoon in 

Victoriana (2013), St George observes: “This is time travel, but perhaps this is not 

fantasy or frivolous science fiction. Is it more accurate to say that du Maurier is taking 

part in research and development towards the invention of a new device?” (97). St 

George holds up the cartoon to point towards a dynamic creative relationship between 

science and speculative literature and art, thus dispelling the traditional critical model 

that sees ‘frivolous science fiction’ come after and merely describe science. The 

telectroscope’s power for real-time long distance audio/visual exchange represents a 

desired technological endpoint that is a justified response to the real scientific 

discoveries of the period, and the Victorians’ practical and symbolic condensation of 

space and time, from new transport networks through to their imperial ambitions. In 

this sense, Du Maurier may indeed be cast as engaged in technological ‘research’ and 

innovation in the pages of Punch; he borrows from the technological past and present 

(the camera obscura and electrical wire) to conceive a device that embodies the 

technological ambitions of the zeitgeist. Discussing two of the authors in focus in this 

analysis, Philippe Willems writes: 

  

One might characterise both Verne and Robida’s fiction as crystallizing and 

articulating concepts present “in the air” of their times [. . .] their rational 

conjecture took place within a network of popular publications that, in a 

sense, pre-digested new scientific discoveries for the general public. (xxiii)    

 

In other words, imagined technologies in speculative art and literature and the popular 

press play an active, important role in forming and clarifying cultural expectations 

about the shape of the scientific future to come. Moreover, in terms of real devices, 

historians and philosophers of science have recently begun to challenge the 

assumption that technologies are straightforwardly, ‘obviously’ made and used in 

response to the demands of scientific observation and experiment. Thomas L. 

Hankins, Robert J. Silverman and others have revealed that historically, instruments 

have actually “moved easily from natural philosophy to art and to popular culture” 

(Hankins and Silverman 5; see also: Hunt) thus blurring boundaries between natural 
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science and other human activity, such as entertainment. It is to speculative literature 

and popular culture that this article now turns.  

 In Jules Verne’s short story, ‘In the Twenty-ninth Century: The Day of an 

American Journalist in 2889’ (1889), the protagonist Francis Bennett is editor of the 

Earth Herald. Since its beginnings as the early-nineteenth-century print newspaper 

the New York Herald, the telectroscope has transformed not only the publication’s 

material form and the scope of its audience, but the very dynamic of its reporting: 

 

Every morning, instead of being printed as in antiquity, the Earth Herald is 

‘spoken.’ It is by means of a brisk conversation with a reporter, a political 

figure, or a scientist, that the subscribers can learn whatever happens to 

interest them. (Verne 111) 

 

The reference to “conversation” is crucial here; exchanging knowledge at a distance is 

no longer confined to a ‘record and retrieve’ framework (as in the case of the 

phonograph), temporal dynamics are reordered to a new scheme of instantaneity. In 

the twenty-ninth-century “the telephone [is] completed by the telephote” (Verne 112). 

The marriage of audio and visual experience seems to be the goal for distance 

exchange. However, the “surprising transformations” figured by the combination of 

telephone and telephote are in fact “based on principles which were quite well known 

to our ancestors, although these, so to speak, made no use of them” (Verne 109). 

Indeed, Verne’s hero finds it “incredible that it took [humankind] so long to work out” 

the theory behind combining existing technologies (109). Verne’s text thus 

foregrounds the technological imagination over the availability of discrete devices; 

valorises, in other words, what it itself possesses in the present. The story represents a 

challenge to inventors like Edison and Bell in a technological age in which 

applications and combinations of devices are at least as important as original 

discoveries. This technological imagination is driven by imagined ways in which it 

facilitates and intervenes with everyday interaction and the possibilities of virtual 

travel and tourism predominate.  

 

Travel in “Slippers and Dressing-Gown” 
In 1894, just a few years after Verne predicted the ‘completion’ of the telephone with 

a complementary visual communications channel, All the Year Round reported on 

Alexander Graham Bell’s confidence in science’s ability to imminently materialise a 

similar technology: 

  

Professor Bell is convinced that in the near future it will be possible to see 

by telegraph, so that a couple conversing by telephone can at the same time 

see each other’s faces. Extending the idea, photographs may yet be 

transmitted by electricity, and if photographs, why not landscape views? 

Then the stay-at-home can have the whole world brought before his eyes in 

a panorama without moving from his chair. (330) 

 

Importantly, the journalist particularly emphasises the scientist’s interest in the 

telectroscope’s potential as a vehicle for virtual travel. The imperial ambition 

suggested by the desire to master a vision of “the whole world” is tempered only by 

the sense of parochialism evoked by the “stay-at-home” viewer, who commands from 

the comfort and privacy of “his chair.” It seems the telectroscope promises a new kind 

of explorer, quite different from the macho, intrepid heroes in the pages of 
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contemporary adventure stories – convenience is paramount to this domestic virtual 

globetrotter.  The model of viewing facilitated by the device blurs a series of 

dichotomies: home and away, safety and danger, stasis and activity, inward-looking 

and outward-looking.  

 These tensions are exemplified in Robida’s “Witnessing a battle in the 

Sahara”. Now best known for his artwork, Robida was also a popular late nineteenth-

century author, writing and illustrating a series of speculative novels set in the mid 

twentieth century, a “trilogie d’anticapation” or “trilogy of anticipation.” The text 

attended to here is the first in the series, Le Vingtième siècle (1883), translated as The 

Twentieth Century. It follows the adventures of Hélène, niece of Parisian multi-

millionaire Mr Ponto, who has just graduated from finishing school in the provinces 

and returned to Paris to choose and embark upon a career. The fashionable world of 

the city in 1952, which is saturated with cutting-edge technological wonders, is 

presented through her naïve eyes as she adjusts to urban living. Robida’s version of 

the telectroscope, the “telephonoscope,” a telephone combined with a “crystal screen”
 

(50, 52), is installed in every home and in public places in large screen format, fixed 

on top of buildings. In Victorian Glassworlds (2008), Isobel Armstrong records the 

cultural significance of glass and crystal in the nineteenth-century imagination (1830-

1880), highlighting the point that the translucence of the material itself became 

emblematic of vision and travel without boundaries. It is worth mentioning here that 

in the context of contemporaneous materials available to science and technology in 

the last two decades of the nineteenth century, crystal took on particular new 

significance in the field of electronics. Crystal radio developed from a series of 

discoveries in the late 1800s that evolved into more and more practical radio receivers 

in the early twentieth century. The “telephonoscope” is a “wonder that allows one to 

see and hear at the same time an interlocutor one thousand leagues away” (Robida 

43)
.
 Like Verne, Robida figures the technology as the natural counterpart of the 

nineteenth-century telephone and “supreme culmination” of investigations in 

electrical communication: it is “the epitome of our scientist’s glory” (50). The 

telectroscope is once more presented as an endpoint in virtual communication, 

marking a limit to what seems technologically possible to a late nineteenth-century 

imagination.  Indeed, the narrator asks, “What more could one want?” (Robida 50).   

In Robida’s picture of the Ponto family watching a desert gun battle (Fig. 3), 

the telectroscope stands as a means of bridging spaces of the everyday and a wider, 

unfamiliar outside world. The family may experience the thrill of recoiling in fear, 

open-mouthed at the ‘alien’ Arabian scene, but they rest assured in the knowledge that 

they are secure in their domestic surrounds: the “crystal screen” marks a threshold that 

cannot be crossed. As Marvin points out, the telectroscope’s one-way function, which 

opens a window at the dictate of its owner, represents “a species of cognitive 

imperialism” (192). She suggests that what speculative journalists and novelists who 

wrote about the telectroscope 

  

Hoped to extend without challenge were self-conceptions that confirmed 

their dreams of being comfortably at home and perfectly in control of a 

world at their electric fingertips [. . .] Only the scale of the community in 

which they imagined themselves as participants had changed. (192)  

 

In other words, this mode of experience via the imagined technology is superficial, 

and worse than that, it subjugates the object of observation. Yet the bourgeois home is 

changed and unsettled by the virtual encounter: mother has dropped her knitting in 
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shock and raises her hands in alarm.  Her physical reaction to the exotic scene 

highlights the verisimilitude of the technology’s projection, and suggests that although 

the western viewers may be “perfectly in control” of the telectroscope itself, the 

picture it beams into their living room triggers a temporary loss of self-control. The 

picture may be dismissed from the room with the mere flick of a switch, but the 

disturbance it has created will linger in the viewers’ minds, even if the imperial 

hierarchy ultimately remains in place.  Moreover, though the Arabian figures 

projected on the telectroscope screen lack the technology to return the distant gazes of 

the Parisian family, they wield another powerful symbol of modernity, the gun. The 

picture encapsulates two kinds of technologised violence: an epistemic violence 

against the Egyptian people framed in the telectroscope’s electric window, and the 

physical violence of mechanised death meted out by gunfire. This violent mood 

reflects the fact that historically speaking the cartoon comes during an especially 

bloody series of clashes between Egyptian nationalists and French and British 

military. In June 1882 there were riots in Alexandria in which several hundred people 

were killed, including about fifty Europeans (see: Ricardo Cole). Western pursuit and 

control of overseas territorial acquisitions relied upon the latest technological 

developments in communication, transport and weaponry. The fact that in this version 

of the future the coloniser’s guns have transferred hands to the colonial subjects 

betrays contemporary French anxieties about the precarious position of ‘European 

interests’ abroad. By placing a foreign gun battle in the crystal focus of the 

telectroscope screen, Robida implicitly conjoins the future of the gun with the future 

of moving image. It is worth noting that the principle of the machine-gun and cine-

camera, “to focus on and fix objects moving through space [. . .] to shoot and to film,” 

evolved from the same technological root, Étienne-Jules Marey’s chronophotographic 

gun, which had appeared just one year previously in 1882 (Kittler 124). Friedrich 

Kittler proposes that “[t]he history of the movie camera thus coincides with the 

history of automatic weapons” (124). Robida appears to respond to a contemporary 

sense that together versions of the two interconnected technologies will shape future 

imperial encounters. 

Robida’s cartoon highlights the fact that the ‘armchair tourism’ the 

telectroscope is associated with does not represent any kind of democratic cultural 

exchange – authority remains rooted in the western metropolis, the bourgeois living 

room to be precise. In this sense, the relationships played out across the virtual 

threshold of the telectroscope screen share common ground with travel and touristic 

narratives of the same period and their forms of gazing. In Imperial Eyes: Travel 

Writing and Transculturation Mary Louise Pratt explains that the relation of Victorian 

explorers to the places they “won” was “predicated between the seer and seen” (204). 

Looking was paramount in the colonial encounter: in the end, the act of discovery 

itself, for which all the untold lives were sacrificed and miseries endured, consisted of 

what in European culture counts as a purely passive experience – that of seeing” (Pratt 

203-4). Pratt highlights how the apparently innocuous act of ‘seeing’ constituted a key 

mode of indirect imperial dominance; even when seeing does not equate to possessing 

in real terms, it signals aspirations to mastery. In his recent discussion of the ways of 

seeing at stake in late nineteenth-century British tourism and archaeology in Egypt, 

Martin Willis reveals “significant overlap and continuity” between the tourist’s 

leisured, “enchanted” vision and the knowledgeable, “reconstructive” gaze of the 

archaeologist: the act of imagination common to both ways of looking destabilises the 

traditional boundary between touristic and scientific vision (122-3). The electric 

window onto the Orient afforded by the telectroscope provokes similarly complex, 
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overlapping ways of looking in its European and American audiences. As we will see, 

the telectroscopic “contact zone” prompts diverse ways of looking inspired by thrill-

seeking and idle curiosity through interest in current affairs and scientific endeavour 

(Pratt 4). What these ways of looking share is the political dynamic described by Pratt 

– as a tool of globalization the telectroscope is an uninvited, domineering presence in 

the lives of many of its subjects.  

 The title of Edward Bellamy’s Equality (1897) points towards an optimistic 

vision of the electric future free from such political hierarchies. The novel is the 

sequel to Bellamy’s best known work, Looking Backward 2000-1887 (1888), a vision 

of a millennial socialist utopia. In Equality, nineteenth-century man Julian West, who 

in Looking Backwards woke from a long mesmeric sleep to find himself in twenty-

first-century Boston, continues to adjust to his new futuristic lifestyle. Bellamy’s 

version of the telectroscope, the “electroscope” (140), seems in some respects to 

typify the kind of “cognitive imperialism” described by Marvin. It ensures that 

“wherever the electric connection is carried [. . .] it is possible in slippers and 

dressing-gown for the [stay at home] dweller to take his choice of the public 

entertainments given that day in every city of the earth” (Bellamy 309). This image of 

a leisured gentleman relaxing in the secret world of home with his pick of the world’s 

entertainments before him, paints a picture of comfort, security and privilege 

facilitated by the new technology. But in keeping with the socialist ideals of his text, 

Bellamy also emphasises the democratising influence of the technology. He stresses 

that thanks to the electroscope, those in remote parts of America, faraway from 

theatres and concert halls, may now enjoy the same access to culture as the city 

dweller. Similarly, children and college students need not actually attend school or 

university if distance or inconvenience prohibits it, but may pursue distance learning 

by electroscope, so that access to the best educators is democratised. Bellamy’s vision 

of a technologised geographical ‘equality’ references just one potential limitation to 

its seemingly boundless optimistic new horizons: the demand for an “electric 

connection.” 

 Robida, Verne and Bellamy envisage the new replacement communication 

technologies reinforcing existing positive networks and forging new virtual ones. For 

Robida the telectroscope is in one important sense a particularly family orientated 

device. By allowing parted loved ones to keep up their everyday routines virtually, 

such as sharing breakfast together, real time audio-visual communication answers any 

potential threat to domestic unity posed by the demands of developing global markets 

and expanding travel networks. As Robida puts it, “[b]usiness men and women no 

longer hesitate to travel abroad, since they can see their families every evening at the 

telephonoscope office” (65). There is an interesting paradox at stake here: at the same 

time as rendering most actual travel obsolete, the telectroscope also facilitates, even 

promotes, it by offsetting its social inconveniences.  Verne’s phonotelephote similarly 

shapes everyday life in the twenty-ninth-century. As well as receiving the daily news 

it is used for personal exchanges. Like Robida, Verne presents a picture of domestic 

serenity by stressing that loved ones on opposite sides of the world may breakfast 

together virtually in front of the technology. He also figures the technology in 

business and news relays, for instance, news agencies receive messages from across 

the globe and from other planets via phonotelephote. 

 Beyond merely protecting family relations while expanding business ones, 

Bellamy’s interest in the electroscope as a force for democratic good is connected to 

an ambition to expand twenty-first-century communities, strengthening modern 

individuals’ sense of unity with a society at large, while at the same time ensuring 
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personal privacy. The world of home is newly safeguarded and intellectual horizons 

are opened up, Dr Leete, Julian’s host and guide to the year 2000 comments: 

 

“[W]hen we assemble now we no longer bring our bodies with us. It is a 

curious paradox that while the telephone and electroscope, by abolishing 

distance as a hindrance to sight and hearing, have brought mankind into a 

closeness of sympathetic and intellectual rapport never before imagined, 

they have at the same time enabled individuals, although keeping in closest 

touch with everything going on in the world, to enjoy, if they choose, a 

physical privacy such as one had to be a hermit to command in your day.” 

(Bellamy 229). 

 

From a twenty-first-century perspective, Bellamy’s description of a virtual 

community that at once connects, and isolates, individuals perhaps unavoidably 

conjures thoughts of the World Wide Web. Indeed, certain critics have recently cast 

the new media revolution of the late nineteenth century as the cultural antecedent of 

our digital revolution. Tom Standage’s The Victorian Internet (1998), for example, 

draws parallels between the telegraph and internet as worldwide communications 

networks, noting similarities between the social impact and technical underpinnings of 

the two technologies. Bellamy’s electroscope seems to invite even more ready 

comparisons to the Web. However, there is an important historical fluidity at stake in 

the text: the speculative writer’s remote viewing device represents an act of looking 

back as well as forward – a building up of references to existing inspirational source 

technologies that bring him to his conception of the telectroscope. As twenty-first-

century readers, it is important to remember that remote communication and 

“remediation did not begin with the introduction of digital media”; telephone, 

photography, phonograph and so on “are all attempts to achieve immediacy by 

ignoring or denying the presence of the medium and the act of mediation” (Bolter and 

Grusin 11). As a kind of extension of the body, Bellamy’s electroscope apparently 

takes on the work of immediate sensory experience: its visual faculty is figured as a 

kind of improved prosthetic eye: “the mechanical operation of the apparatus [. . .] 

served the purpose of a prolonged optic nerve” (182). The device promises a kind of 

liberation for the bodily senses: “[t]o-day [. . .] you stay at home and send your eyes 

and ears abroad to see and hear for you” (Bellamy 309). And in turn, this new 

physical freedom stretches or expands cerebral powers of sensory perception to defy 

the limitations of normal experience.  

 In Mark Twain’s “From the ‘London Times’ of 1904” (1898), the Polish 

inventor Jan Szczepanik is credited with inventing the “telectroscope.” The unnamed 

narrator’s friend, Captain Clayton, argues bitterly about the usefulness of the device 

when Szczepanik proposes it for military service, short-sightedly dismissing it as a 

mere “toy” (Twain 100). So, when what appears to be Szczepanik’s dead body, which 

has suffered a violent attack, appears in Clayton’s basement, Clayton is charged with 

murder and imprisoned. Ironically, it is only when incarcerated that Clayton 

recognises the true value of the telectroscope, and calls for the device to be brought to 

his cell: 

 

He called up one corner of the globe after another, and looked upon its life, 

and studied its strange sights, and spoke with its people, and realised that by 

grace of this wonderful instrument he was almost as free as the birds of the 

air, although a prisoner under locks and bars. (Twain 102) 
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The verisimilitude of the picture presented by the device is “wonderful.” However, 

the admission that it makes him “almost” as free as a bird, only serves to underline the 

pathos of his captivity. No matter how lifelike the virtual experience, the gold 

standard remains actual physical freedom. This perhaps raises a problem for any 

wonderful picture seen in the telectroscope – its incompleteness reveals it for a 

chimera. However, the passage remains largely celebratory. As Clayton recants his 

earlier derision of Szczepanik and his machine, he muses to himself: 

  

To think that it is a mere human being who does this unimaginable miracle 

– turns winter into summer, night into day, storm into calm, gives the 

freedom of the great globe to a prisoner in his cell, and the sun in his naked 

splendor to a man dying in Egyptian darkness! (Twain 102) 

 

The inventor is elevated to an almost divine status, his telectroscope a particularly 

modern miracle. In a final dramatic twist, just as Clayton is about to be executed on 

the gallows, the narrator happens to look at the same telectroscope and recognises 

Szczepanik alive and well on the other side of the world, in Peking. A case of 

mistaken identity is recognised and Clayton is cleared and freed. The telectroscope 

thus prevents a gross miscarriage of justice, ironically saving its main doubter. It 

appears finally invested with the ultimate divine power – the power of life or death. 

So, although the telectroscope’s pictures are tantalisingly illusory, in this instance the 

device is suggestive of providing bodily freedom as well, as it allows Clayton to walk 

free from prison.  

  

“Possible Indiscretions” and the Dispossessed 

It is important to note that those of non-white or non-western cultures are not the only 

group objectified as entertaining subject matter for the telectroscope’s crystal screen: 

the feminine is frequently an object of a remote virtual male gaze also. In Robida’s 

depiction of a live theatre broadcast via telectroscope, “Mr. Ponto loved the theatre”, 

(Fig. 5.) portly Mr. Ponto reclines on a chaise longue in his darkened living room and 

enjoys a cigar while watching a scantily clad dancing girl perform.  
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Fig. 5. 

Albert Robida. “Mr Ponto Loved the Theatre.” The Twentieth Century. 53. 

Reproduced with the kind permission of Wesleyan University Press. 

 

 

This image of an anonymous, unseen, salacious male viewer highlights the 

technology’s power as a tool for the sexual objectification of women and its 

voyeuristic potential. Mr Ponto’s telectroscope utilises motion-picture technology of 

the kind being developed by Edward Muybridge in the 1870s and 80s for his studies 

of animal and human locomotion. Critics have recently noted that Muybridge’s 

studies of naked and partially clothed men and women exercising and performing 

domestic tasks display a prurient fascination with the female body that sits uneasily 

with the films’ ostensibly scientific purpose. Discussing “Muybridge’s prehistoric 

cinema,” Linda Williams suggests it belongs to a moment, “when the unprecedented 

illusion of a filmic body acutely posed the problem of sexual difference to the male 
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image maker and viewer” (41).  Emerging out of this same cultural moment, titillating 

depictions of female bodies captured in the telectroscope’s crystal frame reveal that 

the enhanced vision of the imagined medium has similarly developed hand-in-hand 

with an implied male spectator’s desire for visual pleasure. As a performer, the 

showgirl consciously invites a scrutinizing gaze: she presents both her dance and her 

person for visual consumption. Although presented in comic terms, perhaps even 

more sinister is the technology’s potential as a “surveillance” device (Robida 65). Mr. 

Ponto warns Hèléne against absentmindedly leaving her telephonoscope switched on 

and transmitting. He describes how recently he was accidentally connected with a 

lady who was unwittingly broadcasting real time footage of herself in her own 

boudoir getting out of bed. Although Ponto stresses that he politely, quickly and 

quietly asked for the transmission to be switched off, Robida’s accompanying 

illustration, ‘Possible indiscretions’ (Fig. 6.) shows four surprised men, eyes popping, 

glued to a screen image of a beautiful young woman sitting on her bed, taking off her 

stockings.  

 

 

 

 
Fig. 6.  

Albert Robida. “Possible Indiscretions.” The Twentieth Century. 65. 

Reproduced with the kind permission of Wesleyan University Press. 
 

The instruments that make dialogue possible can equally revert to one-way 

hierarchies, so that the private world of home is made visible to an unknown outside 

world. This destabilises domestic spatial delimitations with unnerving, if ‘humorous’, 

results that threaten privacy and personal security.  

 As previously discussed, Bellamy’s vision of a technologised geographical 

‘equality’ indicates just one potential limitation to the seemingly boundless, optimistic 

new horizons of the future: the demand for an electric connection.  H. G. Wells takes 

the practical limitations of the telectroscope registered in Bellamy’s twenty-first-

century and sees them through to a nightmarish conclusion in The Sleeper Awakes 

(1910). He turns Bellamy’s vision of a future in which distance is no barrier to 
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resources or communication on its head. The Sleeper Awakes is in some respects a 

self-conscious reworking of Bellamy’s futuristic tales about Julian West and the Leete 

family. Like Bellamy’s Julian, Wells’s protagonist Graham is a nineteenth-century 

man who awakes from an unnatural trancelike sleep to find himself in an unfamiliar, 

futuristic, twenty-second-century world. But as Graham himself notes, there the 

similarities between the two characters’ stories apparently end: 

 

He thought of Bellamy, the hero of whose Socialistic Utopia had so oddly 

anticipated this actual experience. But here was no Utopia, no socialistic 

state. He had already seen enough to realise that the ancient antithesis of 

luxury, waste and sensuality on the one hand and abject poverty on the 

other, still prevailed. (Wells 59) 

 

Unlike Bellamy and the other speculative writers who paint pictures of the future by 

showing people quietly going about their technologised daily lives, The Sleeper 

Awakes operates on a larger dramatic scale, and presents a version of the twenty-

second-century undergoing seismic social upheavals and revolution. Rather than 

bridging distance and time, and allowing those who live apart to move closer 

virtually, new every day technologies’ demand for electricity has physically reshaped 

the geography of entire communities. In Wells’s 2100, country villages have all but 

disappeared and the world’s population lives in mega cities. Rather than 

disseminating culture and education out into the provinces and beyond, the new 

media’s demand for electrical power means that they merely reinforce old elitist 

geographical barriers to learning with disastrous results: “[a]fter telephone, 

kinematograph and phonograph had replaced newspaper, book, schoolmaster, and 

letter, to live outside the range of the electric cables was to live an isolated savage” 

(Wells 127).
.
 Bereft of printed communication, and deprived of its electrical 

replacements too, non-city dwellers are illiterate and disenfranchised completely. 

Wells’s version of the telectroscope, the “kinetotelephotograph,” sees traditional 

communities and co-operative ways of life destroyed (115). 

 E. M. Forster explains how his roughly contemporaneous, 1909 short story, 

“The Machine Stops” is “a reaction to one of the earlier heavens of H. G. Wells” 

(“Introduction” 6; see also: Parrinder). The particular Wellsian “heaven” Forster 

writes back to in “The Machine Stops” is unclear, but his distrust of a technologised 

electric future is patently clear in his dystopian tale, and importantly for this article, a 

telectroscope-like technology known simply as, “the Machine,” takes centre stage. In 

Forster’s futuristic “accelarated age” (113) the preponderance of the kind of 

technologised ‘armchair tourism’ we have seen in Robida, Twain and Bellamy’s tales 

is escalated to debilitating, nightmarish proportions. Deep below the Earth’s surface, 

human beings sprawl prone, “swaddled” and anaemic in their armchairs in small, 

individual, fully technologised cells (Forster 109). As the story begins, the protagonist 

Kuno’s mother, Vashti, sits thus alone surrounded by: 

 

Buttons and switches everywhere – buttons to call for food, for music, for 

clothing. There was the hot-bath button, by pressure of which a basin of 

(imitation) marble rose out of the floor, filled to the brim with a warm 

deodorised liquid. There was the cold-bath button. There was the button 

that produced literature. And there were of course the buttons by which she 

communicated with her friends. The room, though it contained nothing, was 

in touch with all that she cared for in the world. (Forster 113).  
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With all their wants seemingly supplied at the touch of a button, there is no cause for 

this generation to rise from their armchairs and venture outside their climatically 

controlled cells. Yet misgivings about Vashti’s apparent comfort and the role of the 

omnipotent Machine are prompted right from the start; here the “imitation” marble 

basin and its “deodorised” contents signal Vashti’s divorce from all that is natural and 

‘real’, and the dehumanizing impact of her living conditions is underscored by the fact 

that literature, the product of high-feeling and high-thought in the Romantic tradition, 

is now machine-made. The narrator explains that despite her physical stasis and 

isolation, Vashti “knew several thousand people; in certain directions human 

intercourse had advanced enormously” (Forster 109).  Just like Bellamy’s Dr Leete, 

Vashti is a member of a vast virtual community, mediated by a telectroscope-style 

electronic audio/visual channel – in this instance a telephone combined with a hand-

held “round plate” that provides the visual link (Forster 110). But Forster implies that 

this state of affairs is actually the inverse of the ‘advance’ it might at first appear: 

virtual communication has practically subsumed face-to-face contact and with it every 

last vestige of human intimacy. Deemed “clumsy” (113), public gatherings have been 

abandoned; indeed people avoid “one another with an almost physical repulsion” 

(122). Parents do not even raise their own children; – instead they leave them to grow 

up in distant public nurseries. Rather than facilitating family life as we have seen 

elsewhere, in this story the telectroscope lies behind the severing of that traditionally 

most ‘sacred’ familial bond, that between mother and child.  

 Michelle Yost has recently pointed out that “it is the technology that 

precipitates this divorce from feeling and connexion, seemingly no different from 

Facebook or email or Skype today” (“Fear the Machine”). Approaching Forster’s text 

with this kind of (perhaps unavoidable) suspicion that the Machine and its devotees 

foreshadow the internet and our position as web users today, reveals more about 

current moral panics over social media than it does about the cultural moment the 

story emerges from. Therefore it is important to remain alert to instances where these 

kinds of analogy fall short; the instances of ‘mismatch’ between the Victorians’ 

visions of the technological future and our experience of ‘the future’ are pertinent 

reminders of our anachronistic reading position. While the other writers discussed in 

this article celebrate the hyper-real quality of the telectroscope’s communication 

channel, Forster highlights the gap between the real and the simulacrum with a view 

to underscoring what is lost: “the Machine did not transmit nuances of expression. It 

only gave a general idea of people” (111). It is perhaps in the ‘accelerated’ 

generation’s response to this technological limitation that a key difference to the 

twenty-first-century ‘Facebook and Skype generation’ lies: while twenty-first-century 

interlocutors still uphold  face-to-face conversation as the gold-standard of interaction, 

demanding ever faster connection speeds and higher resolution images, to achieve the 

best possible simulation, Vashti and her generation passively accept the limitations of 

the telectroscope’s communication channel: “[s]omething ‘good enough’ had long 

since been accepted by our race” (Forster 112). In other words, the twenty-first-

century drive to constantly develop and improve the media simulation of the real is 

replaced by a kind of technological lassitude in Forster’s tale. And this goes hand-in-

hand with a comparative intellectual languor: precisely because humankind now has 

the world at its electric fingertips, thinkers and lecturers no longer see a need for new 

research based on direct observation. Developing the mantra, “‘Beware of first-hand 

ideas!’” they merely rehash old lectures (Forster 135). Here we see the converse spirit 

of the optimistic democratization of education via electroscope in Equality. However, 
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unlike his contemporaries, Vashti’s son, Kuno, is dissatisfied with the second-hand 

existence offered by the Machine. But rather than seeking to evolve the technology, 

he rejects it altogether, and dares to explore the much feared ‘real thing’, the Earth’s 

surface. From a twenty-first-century perspective, there is a certain irony at stake here. 

Forster’s hero seeks to return to an earlier, more natural, way of life - ultimately the 

Machine falters and fails and “Humanity has learnt its lesson” – over-reliance on 

technology spells our downfall (146). By contrast, postmodern thinkers like 

Baudrillard argue that an ever-increasing “precession of simulacra” (1557) 

promulgated by the media in contemporary consumer society has overwhelmed the 

‘real thing’ completely in recent years.  

 Forster is clear about the dangers of such a scenario. Unlike Dr Leete’s 

electroscope that usefully extends and supplements his sensory perception, Vashti has 

grown so accustomed to perceiving the world via cinematophote, telephone, 

telegraph, gramophone and the telectroscope’s round optical plate, that she has 

developed a “horror of direct experience” (Forster 117). When she makes a very rare 

trip by air-ship to visit Kuno, she is completely physically unprepared to deal with the 

outside world; her sensory system is overwhelmed by even innocuous unmediated 

sensations, from the faint smell of the air-ship to the gentle warmth of a sunbeam. 

Rather than supporting and advancing humanity, in this story, telectroscope 

technology has enfeebled it. And shockingly, humankind has willfully precipitated its 

physical decline via a program of eugenics tailored to the Machine’s progression:  

“these days it was a demerit to be muscular. Each infant was examined at birth, and 

all who promised undue strength were destroyed” (Forster 124). Human beings are 

tailored to fit the Machine rather than vice versa. This is reminiscent of Robida’s 

illustration of Mr. Ponto reclining on his chaise longue in darkness, watching a 

dancing girl via his telectroscope whilst he comfortably enjoys a cigar; – Forster 

escalates the decadence at the heart of Robida’s image of electric leisure through to its 

logical but nightmarish conclusion. The narrator comments: “Humanity, in its desire 

for comfort, had overreached itself” (Forster 138). Forster, like so many of his turn-

of-the-century contemporaries, warns that the pursuit of sensual pleasure at all costs, 

combined with the unprecedented stresses of modern life, may result in an emotional 

and physical ‘degeneration’ of the species (for more on late-nineteenth-century 

anxieties about atavism and ‘degeneration’ see: Ruddick). The narrator belligerently 

asks: “Man must be adapted to his surroundings, must he not?” (Forster 124-5). The 

evolutionary overtones here are clear: in a fully technologised environment humanity 

will eventually adapt to fit accordingly, even if that demands a counterintuitive 

physical enfeeblement before its machines.
5
  

 All the speculative texts discussed here share a common interest in the 

telectroscope’s power to transform a sense of space and spatial relations, between 

people, nations, even planets. A spirit of curiosity and discovery prompts observers to 

open the electroscope’s electric window onto faraway lands and foreign peoples 

(albeit a mood often shaped by a troubling political dynamic). In Forster’s story, as in 

most of the others, physical travel has been rendered largely obsolete by 

technologised armchair tourism. But Forster pushes this move one step further, the 

whole draw of tourism itself, the appeal of new sights and experiences out of the 

everyday, has been nullified by a global homogenization of culture: 

 

[T]hanks to the advance of science, the earth was exactly alike all over. 

Rapid intercourse, from which the previous civilization had hoped so much, 

had ended by defeating itself. What was the good of going to Pekin when it 
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was just like Shrewsbury? Why return to Shrewsbury when it would be just 

like Pekin? (125) 

 

 The ‘otherness’ of Peking (held up as a benchmark of the kind of ‘exotic’ land 

excitingly opened up by the telectroscope in Twain’s story) has been ironed-out by a 

process of cultural imperialism. The telectroscope has so successfully exported the 

dominant culture of the western world that it has reduced this once thrillingly 

‘foreign’ Chinese city to a dull state of parochial familiarity, signaled by its likeness 

to the English market town of Shrewsbury. Moreover, this flattening out of national 

differences works both ways; ‘overexposure’ to eastern/non-British culture has 

destroyed a sense of Englishness too, so that Shrewsbury has become disquietingly 

“just like Pekin.” The cultural consequence of the “rapid intercourse” heralded by 

science’s development of the new media is not the communitarianist dream seen in 

other fictions (an enlightening and profitable exchange of ideas) but a blanket 

“‘hybridization’ of top culture – the culture at the globalised top” (Bauman 3).  

 Kuno points out that this loss of national identity should give humankind 

particular reason to worry because it goes hand-in-hand with a loss of humanity: “You 

know that we have lost our sense of space. We say ‘space is annihilated’, but we have 

annihilated not space but the sense thereof. We have lost a part of ourselves” (Forster 

125). Because the Machine has divorced humankind from nature (via its mediated, 

secondhand sights and sounds), it has alienated this generation from a sense of its own 

physicality and destabilised the parameters of individual sensory perception. This lack 

of spatial awareness is reflected by the fact that Vashti’s generation is physically 

infantilised by the Machine: on the rare occasions they raise themselves from their 

armchairs they totter and stumble like toddlers. Once distance becomes measured by 

the reach of long distance technology, rather than the reach of unaided bodily effort 

(distances that may be climbed, swum, hiked and so on) any sense of humanity’s 

place in the world becomes skewed. And not only in a physical sense, Forster implies 

that physical well-being is holistically interconnected with mental and spiritual health. 

A life out of touch with bodily experience is, he suggests, a life only half lived: “Man 

is the measure [. . .] his body is the measure for all that is lovable and desirable and 

strong” (Forster 125).
6
 This generation’s physical atavism (triggered by their 

overreaching ambition and lazy overreliance on technology) has been paralleled by a 

commensurate moral decline, thus a sense of what is “lovable and desirable” has been 

imperiled. In this bleak version of the future, the negative repercussions of electric 

leisure extend across physical, intellectual and moral lives with calamitous results.   

 

The Pleasures and Perils of Remote Viewing 

During the span of the thirty or so years between Alexandra Graham Bell first 

patenting the electric telephone (1876) and Thomas Edison demonstrating the first 

talking motion picture (1910), pioneering work was done in the field of electrical 

technologies of communication and representation. The period saw new electrical 

devices (including the telegraph, telephone, phonograph, cinematograph and electric 

light) become commonplace, everyday tools. The strength of the late-Victorians’ 

belief that, for better or worse, the telectroscope was just around the corner is perhaps 

not surprising. As the world waited impatiently for Bell, Edison and their colleagues 

to materialise the device, speculative fiction and art explored the potential shape of a 

telectroscopic future, and played a key role in forming and clarifying cultural 

expectations about electrical innovations to come. Stories of this period featuring the 

telectroscope differ dramatically in their relative optimism/pessimism about the 



Journal of Literature and Science 7 (2014)                                                            Hunt, “Electric Leisure”: 55-76 
 

 

73 
© JLS 2014.   Creative Commons CC-BY-NC-ND 

Downloaded from <http://www.literatureandscience.org/> 

potential social and scientific impact of the technology. Perhaps the most familiar 

literary telectroscope, the two-way “telescreens” in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-

Four (1949) that facilitate Big Brother’s terrifying reign of mass surveillance, lies 

outside the historical period in focus here. However, it is worth noting that the 

telectroscope’s appearance in a mid-twentieth-century speculative text, that comes 

after film and television had become established media, highlights the fact that the 

imagined device is not merely a precursor to these forms, an instance of the Victorians 

‘misunderstanding’ their technological future. Rather the telectroscope stands for a 

particular model of viewing in its own right, which has not yet been (and perhaps 

cannot ever be) ‘fulfilled’. Whether the telectroscope is figured bringing modern 

families together around a virtual breakfast table, or tearing parents and children 

apart; democratizing access to education, or broadcasting rehashed, second-rate 

lectures; profitably connecting virtual communities, or disquietingly isolating 

individuals; all the writers discussed here appear to agree on the telectroscope’s 

central role in tomorrow’s electric leisure, and its fundamental importance as a force 

for globalization. And even in the most optimistic stories, this globalization via the 

electric window of the telectroscope spells an (often uninvited) new form of 

subjugation for many, as old hierarchies of race and gender are reinforced within the 

frame of its crystal screen. As this article has highlighted, tales of the telectroscope do 

not generally operate on a large dramatic scale, rather they are usually stories of 

everyday life, domesticity and workaday routines. And yet on close inspection, the 

overriding desire that lies behind all of the tales of telectroscopic dreams, a desire for 

comfort, proves surprisingly pernicious. The pursuit of the comfort of armchair 

tourism via telectroscope always comes at a cost: from the fitness of the viewer (Mr. 

Ponto’s portly physique in Robida’s illustrations offers a subtle clue to the sedentary 

nature of the modern good life), through an ironing-out of the very cultural 

differences that tourism seeks out and (nominally) celebrates. It seems that for all its 

advantages, the ‘ultimate’ comfort of electric remote viewing ironically only 

generates new sources of tension and constraint in tomorrow’s world.   
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Notes 

 

 1. For more on Paul St George’s ‘telectroscope’ see: “You could really get 

sucked in…” as well as the artist’s webpage (www.paulstgeorge.com). St George 

recently created a smaller prototype telectroscope modelled on Geißler tubes and 

Crookes tubes, devices that anticipated the Cathode ray tube, for the ‘Victoriana’ 

exhibition at the Guildhall Art Gallery, London (7
th

 September to 8
th

 December 2013).  

 2. It is important to note that experiments in psychic ability and psychical 

phenomena are often presented in speculative literature of this period as potential add-

ons, substitutes even, for new kinds of electrical long distance, real time 

communication technology. This reflects overlap between two contemporary 

fascinations, electrical science and spiritualism and psychical research. For more on 

this subject, see During.  

 3. Discussion of Bellamy’s best known novel, Looking Backward 2000-1887 

(1888), a vision of a millennial socialist utopia, will follow shortly. The time 

travelling protagonist’s move from the author’s present world of 1887 to a future 

world of 2000, from which he looks back on the nineteenth-century past, very much 

echoes the temporal shifts this article is interested in. 

 4. The impossibility of this imaginative leap (from present to future and back 

again) is highlighted by Ludwig Wittgenstein: “When we think of the world's future, 

we always mean the destination it will reach if it keeps going in the direction we can 

see it going in now; it does not occur to us that its path is not a straight line but a 

curve, constantly changing direction.” (qtd. in The Future of Philosophy 2).  

 5. Given Forster’s allusion to Wells in his “Introduction” (6), the latter’s Eloi 

and Morlocks in The Time Machine (1895), perhaps the most famous turn-of-the-

century tale of degeneration, spring to mind here. Similarly to the Eloi, Forster’s 

“accelerated” generation have apparently solved all problems that require physical 

strength and so have become physically childlike. 

 6. Forster’s concerns here resonate with those presented in his novel of the 

previous year, A Room With A View (1908). In the face of Edwardian middleclass 

prudery and snobbery, the character George Emerson stands for the importance of 

vitality, truthfulness and physical passion. His father, Mr Emerson, advises Lucy 

Honeychurch: “love is of the body; love is not the body, but of the body” (223); 

George and Italy represent a balance between culture and emotion, and intellect and 

simple humanity, which most of the other repressed English characters have lost.  
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Michael Davies. “Mind and Matter in The Picture of Dorian Gray.” Victorian 

 Literature and Culture 41 (2013): 547-560. 

 

 

Michael Davies's fascinating article builds on the wealth of research that reads Oscar 

Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) in terms of evolutionary theory and 

degenerative, to contemplate the novel’s engagement with contemporary scientific 

debates in psychology, and specifically those debates that probe the relationships 

between mind and matter. Davies demonstrates how Wilde’s novel can be usefully 

read via the work of three late-Victorian psychologists; W. K. Clifford, James Sully 

and William James, and goes on to trace the complex interplay between theories of 

mind and matter, Walter Pater’s decadent aesthetics and the novel’s central metaphor 

of the painting. 

 Davies argues that Wilde’s “nightmarish gothic vision of mental and physical 

disintegration” is more than just an exploration of evolutionary discourses, and that it 

raises “fundamental questions about the paradoxical relations between mind and body 

and, crucially, of more fluid and creative possibilities in the self than are suggested by 

readings of the text which centre on the degenerationist paradigm” (548). Firstly, he 

focuses on the work of W. K. Clifford whose “solution to bridging the gap between 

the mental and physical” relies on the contention that within all forms of matter there 

is a correlation to “mental fact.” The correspondence between mind and matter forms 

the basis for, what Clifford called, “mind-stuff” (549), which explains, Davies argues, 

“the atoms in the painting, which themselves seem to take on a kind of mental and 

moral life” (549). Thus, the key aspect of the connection between Clifford and Wilde 

is that the mind is not passive and that some form of “mental chemistry” (550) is at 

play here.  

 Alternatively, the work of James Sully on associationism explores the mind’s 

ability to relate data to that gained in past experiences. Davies argues that this “points 

to the mind’s more explicitly creative potential, and this helps to foreground Wilde’s 

implied insistence on the power of human perception not only in the novel’s 

exploration of aestheticism but also even at moments at which we are confronted with 

the spectacle of mental and physical degeneration” (552). Again, links are drawn to 

degeneration theories, but are also challenged by both the unpredictability of the 

physical and mental state and the imaginative potential exemplified in the 

transformation of the painting. William James is also considered, as Davies explores 

James’s “theory of consciousness,” which suggests that the “mind is able to select 

aspects of sensory data for special attention according to the particular interests of the 

individual subject” (552). James’s theory “in some ways anticipates Dorian’s musings 

on the properties of the painting’s atoms” (552), and connections can also be drawn 

between James and Walter Pater, as both, Davies argues, address the “unnerving idea 
that there is no fundamental distinction between human and non-organic matter, yet 

both, too, insist on the active power of the human mind as a distinct entity” (553). It is 

important to remain aware of Pater’s argument when considering Wilde’s novel as it 

clarifies the importance of the interplay between aesthetics and the mind’s ability to 

distort its representation. Davies observes that in Wilde’s novel the “picture seems in 

one sense to be a random collection of atoms selected by Basil, as though Dorian’s 

identity itself threatens to dissolve into pure materiality.” Significantly, however, 

“thought seems able to exert an influence on the matter of the painting which is 

analogous to the role which James ascribes to consciousness, though in the novel that 
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influence is far more tangible and monstrous” (553). Further analogies are drawn 

between James’s theory and the novel, as Davies shows how the “painting itself, and 

Wilde’s descriptions of some reactions to it, both present the self as characterised by a 

paradoxical combination of physicality and radical fluidity” (554). However, while 

Lord Henry’s “vivisecting methods” of psychological analysis “seems to offer a vision 

of the self as stable and mappable,” Davies shows how this tangibility “soon breaks 

down” – the fluid self, for example, is more obviously seen with Dorian’s drug 

addiction, “in which the self is re-shaped by literally chemical means” (554). These 

key themes of the novel are linked to wider “scientifically pertinent questions about 

the relations between mind, body, and the environment” (555) which ultimately show 

the fluidity between biological and physical readings of the self.  

Davies manages the topic of mind and matter with originality and innovation, 

his fascinating analysis and subtle use of the work of contemporary theorists allows 

for the novel to be placed in a wider cultural/scientific context. The article contributes 

to the field of literature and science by making important claims for the novel’s 

engagement with key contemporary debates in the development of psychology. At the 

same time, it is explicit throughout that literature is not necessarily influenced by 

science but acts rather as a medium through which scientific debates can be 

addressed. While the article takes popular explorations of degeneration into 

consideration, it also usefully builds on, and goes beyond, such concerns, to recover a 

complex point of intersection between concepts of degeneration, Paterian aesthetics 

and discourses focused in and around contemporary notions of the relationship 

between mind, body and matter. 
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Elizabeth D. Harvey and Timothy M. Harrison, “Embodied Resonances: Early 

 Modern Science and Tropologies of Connection in Donne’s 

 Anniversaries.” ELH 80.4 (2013): 981-1008. 

 

 

John Donne’s Anniversaries, written in 1611 and 1612, ostensibly aim to 

commemorate the death of Elizabeth Drury, daughter of the poet’s patron Sir Robert 

Drury. In doing so, they take in the whole earth, the sun and stars, music, theology 

and philosophy in comparisons so wide-ranging and hyperbolic that many, Ben 

Jonson included, deemed these poems both indecent and blasphemous. In “Embodied 

Resonances: Early Modern Science and Tropologies of Connection in Donne’s 

Anniversaries”, Elizabeth D. Harvey and Timothy M. Harrison trace a path through 

Donne’s dense and sometimes obscure poetic imagery using the principle of 

‘resonance’. The Anniversaries, they argue, express Donne’s epistemological 

anxieties about new philosophy which “calls all in doubt.” However, through the use 

of ‘resonance’, the poems also evoke a sense of cosmic connectedness which links the 

poet, the reader, Elizabeth Drury’s body, and the celestial firmament. 

The complex nature of the poems under examination requires Harvey and 

Harrison to conduct a similarly detailed analysis, with close attention to the 

contemporary and ancient contexts which informed Donne’s use of comparison as 

well as the choice of compared objects. The first section of the essay examines the 

mechanisms of analogy and metonymy, finding the boundaries between the two 

“porous and elastic” (987). Crucially, the authors argue, metonymy constitutes not 

only comparison but contiguity between two spheres. Elizabeth Drury’s death, which 

disturbs and “disfigures” the earth, is thus “less a correspondence of similitude than it 

is of causality; her departure is a blow, a wound, a loss rooted in materiality” (987). 

Simultaneous comparison and contiguity likewise underpins the authors’ idea of 

‘resonance'; an early modern term connected with musical harmony which in this 

argument serves as useful shorthand for connections which are both imaginative and 

material in nature. 

Resonance, argue the authors, is written into the Anniversaries in numerous 

ways which engage with contemporary epistemological concerns. These include 

medical doctrines – the notions of “signatures” and curative “balm” – and natural 

philosophical ideas, most prominently magnetism. In various ways, ideas about 

signatures, magnetism and balm are each shown to rely on the notion that individual 

objects may be linked metonymically – that is, may “resonate” – with larger cosmic or 

celestial systems. For example, the authors look to the doctrine, initiated in ancient 

scholarship and developed in the early modern period by Marsilio Ficino and 

Paracelsus, that earthly bodies (principally plants and minerals) were “impressed” 

with certain properties of the stars, and that these properties might, albeit sometimes 
with difficulty, be read in the plants’ “signatures” (990). In these poems, the article 

contends, Donne highlights the potential of signatures only to assert that the 

“legibility of astral influences in earthly things” is longer possible, and so “unfolds 

what it means to connect by imagining a cosmic breakdown in connection” (991). 

Moreover, it is argued, that pattern of highlighting “resonant” epistemologies and 

positing their breakdown is repeated throughout the Anniversaries. The earth’s 

nourishing balm is used up, and the world cries out for a “magnetique” force to bring 

broken elements back together (993). At length, however, Harvey and Harrison show 

how the poems’ visions of worldly confusion are mingled with others of celestial 
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ecstasy. While worldly, sensory knowledge might be incomplete and corrupt, Donne’s 

poetry – or, indeed, the body of Elizabeth Drury – may act as the “tuning fork” (1002) 

via which heavenly harmonies are able to resonate “through the metonymic lattices of 

flesh” (1002). 

It is certainly nothing new to state that Donne’s poetry, in particular the 

Anniversaries, is deeply invested in natural philosophical and medical ideas, nor that 

the poems mix epistemological anxieties with holy ecstasies. Nonetheless, this article 

provides a particularly richly detailed look at the influence of “new philosophy” upon 

the poet’s consciousness. Moreover, it supplies an engaging argument for Donne’s 

disturbing vision of incoherence existing compatibly with, even facilitating, hopes of 

a greater coherence between material and celestial realities. Tightly focussed on the 

Anniversaries and their utilisation of Drury’s body, the principle of metonymy as both 

a material and a comparative connection also raises broader questions. The article 

leads one to wonder: just how widespread such ‘resonances’ might have been in 

sixteenth and seventeenth-century natural philosophy? How might a tendency toward 

metonymy in natural philosophical ideas have been socially and culturally influenced? 

Finally, what resonant frequencies remain to be sounded in early modern literature? 
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Noelle Gallagher, “Satire as Medicine in the Restoration and Early Eighteenth 

 Century: The History of a Metaphor.” Literature and Medicine 31.1 

 (2013): 17-39. 

 

 

In this focused piece, Noelle Gallagher unpacks the nuances and the development of 

the satire-as-medicine commonplace from 1660 to 1760, examining the work of both 

canonic and understudied authors as they engage with and modify this rhetoric to suit 

a variety of social, political, and aesthetic goals. Gallagher surveys the many uses and 

implications of the metaphor by lining up medical and satiric theories and showing 

how satirists tend to use the trope strategically, “identifying satire as a therapeutic 

practice sometimes in alignment with, and sometimes in opposition to, the work of 

contemporary medical practitioners” (18). Ultimately, she suggests that writers 

employ the satire/medicine commonplace not only to license potentially libelous 

claims (thus positioning their verbal affronts as unpleasant but necessary cures or 

therapies), but also to engage with a series of larger cultural debates central to both 

literary and medical practice, “including the clash between the ancients and the 

moderns, the divisions between the arts and the sciences, and the shift from a 

patronage-based system of production to a commercialised marketplace” (18). 

Gallagher suggests that this metaphor persists with such resilience across the period 

both because it is remarkably flexible and because it reflects the then-dominant model 

of health that links physical and mental states of being.  

Gallagher divides her essay into four main sections. The first describes how 

medical practitioners in the Galenic tradition tend to link physical and moral ailments, 

with the doctor treating “the mind or the morals as well as the body” (19). This “sense 

of medicine’s ethical purposes” provides the main “rhetorical underpinning for a 

parallel with satire,” a genre long associated with pursuing “an elevated moral 

purpose” (19). The connection between moral and bodily health allows satirists to 

present their work as a kind of therapy or medicine for the mind “designed to treat 

moral corruption,” and thus “satirists were often compared with medical practitioners, 

or identified as ‘diagnosing’ or ‘curing’ society’s vices” (20). Gallagher’s next 

section, “Cure and Punishment”, outlines how different authors figure the trope in 

different ways, with most viewing satire “not just as curative, but as punitive” (21). In 

discussing Dryden, Young, and Swift, Gallagher also demonstrates that satire could 

be seen to function as either “remedy for social vice” or an “affliction with disease-

like ‘virulence’” itself (24).  

In “Satirist as Physician and Physician as Satirized”, Gallagher discusses how 

and why writers manipulate the satirist/physician parallel: while the commonplace 

allows satirists to defend their work, the metaphor might also be reformulated to 

expose the satirist as “a quack or mountebank—and satirists working throughout the 
long eighteenth century sought to attack their political or literary rivals in exactly 

these terms” (24). In this vein, satirists connect “writers-for-hire” with “quack 

doctors,” and target especially those who participate in both fields (e.g., Richard 

Blackmore) (24). This type of attack raises issues of intellectual authority and creates 

a link between medicine and aesthetics, with good and bad medicine correlative to 

high and low art. In her final section, Gallagher explores how the commonplace 

allows writers to explore larger issues beyond the validation of satire. For example, 

some manipulated the trope to express fears that medical and literary practices “were 

changing [. . .] in similar ways”: increasing commercialization led satirists like Garth 
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and Pope to attack prominent figures in both fields for “subjugating their profession’s 

higher moral purposes to a selfish desire for material gain” (28). Thus used to explore 

commercialization, party politics, and high and low art, the trope offers a means of 

investigating a wide range of cultural and philosophical questions.  

Overall, this is a strong piece, and Gallagher makes a persuasive case that the 

“‘harsh Remedies’ of both satire and medicine played key role in the English satiric 

tradition” (32). The best aspect of this essay lies in its specificity: Gallagher’s 

patience with the complexity of the trope and with understudied source material 

allows her to track carefully the deployment of medical rhetoric across time. She also 

concludes on a strong note with the provocative suggestion that the metaphor’s 

significance changes as new material understandings of the body take precedence in 

the late century (a claim that begs further investigation). While Gallagher focuses on 

satire and medicine, she also discusses medical rhetoric more generally, and in this 

sense some attention to other, specific forms of medical practice (e.g., surgery, blood-

letting, dissection and anatomy) – and/or some indication of how the medicinal 

metaphor relates to well-known satire-as-surgery and satire-as-dissection 

commonplaces – would be of great interest here. That said, Gallagher offers an 

informed study of specific fields of discourse that share a common set of concerns; 

this type of work is vital to the future of the study of literature and science, as it 

enables a type of scholarship that productively operates across disciplines and in so 

doing illuminates new aspects of their co-development. One leaves this article hoping 

that it is just one chapter of a future monograph.   
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Rachel Crossland, “What D.H. Lawrence Understood of “The Einstein Theory”: 

 Relativity in Fantasia of the Unconscious and Kangaroo.” MHRA Working 
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Crossland’s article sets itself two aims: to map Lawrence’s engagement with 

Einstein’s theory as it shows itself in Fantasia of the Unconscious (1922) and 

Kangaroo (1923); and to assert that Lawrence should be more central in surveys of 

the relation between relativity theory and modernist writing. In terms of the former, 

Crossland shows clearly that Lawrence did engage with the theories in the early 

1920s, although, as she acknowledges, a number of existing case studies have already 

made this clear. It is not really clear, though, what she is arguing is at stake in this 

engagement that has not been noticed before. Here, as more generally in the article, a 

stronger sense of the difference relativity made to Lawrence’s writing would have 

furthered the discussion and substantiated her assertion that he has a vital place in any 

assessment of its significance to modernism.  

 Crossland argues that at the heart of Lawrence’s interest in Einstein was his 

own developing “theory of human relativity” (27ff). She challenges Jeff Wallace’s 

assertion that William James was a preeminent influence in terms of Lawrence’s 

thinking, arguing that, while he may have taken a structure from James, Lawrence 

took ideas and language from Einstein. However, paying attention to the 

particularities of Lawrence’s writing would have helped with pushing forward this 

observation so that it is clear why it really matters. In his foreword to Fantasia, 

Lawrence says that, while he likes the idea of relativity, he rejects the equation 

constructed by Einstein in his paper on the Special Theory, E=mc
2
. Lawrence 

accepted the ideas (as he saw them) but rejected the equation – the most crucial 

inscription of the theory – because he liked the idea that the theory trashed fixed ideas 

about the world, but saw the equation as refixing them. This is a very different 

relation to science from, say, other modernist attempts to produce a language which, 

like mathematics, could tell a supposedly purer truth, such as, in their very different 

ways, Marinetti’s parole in liberta or Odgen’s Basic English. It may be that this is the 

very point of interest in the relation between Lawrence and Einstein – that at the heart 

of Lawrence’s engagement with Einstein is his insistence that science should not take 

priority, and his powerful attempt to make literary writing tell the truths that science 

was unable to tell – but it is not one that Crossland really draws to the surface. 

 In terms of Crossland’s second aim, in questioning Lawrence’s absence from 

surveys, she gets near to the nub of the question of precisely what is at stake in 

Lawrence’s engagement with relativity, and close to a potentially very interesting 

addition to our ways of thinking about the relation between literature and science 

more generally. She suggests that “Lawrence's approach to contemporary scientific 

concepts does not fit easily into standard critical models for analysing a literary author's 

response to science” (30) and that it demands a new taxonomy of the reactions to new 

scientific discoveries. Crossland critiques Morse Peckham’s listing of the possible 

responses to Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) making it clear that none quite fits 

Lawrence’s position. Peckham’s work is very old now, though, and work on literature 

and science over the last decades has done much to remake and recategorise this 

relation, in particular, from Gillian Beer’s Darwin’s Plots (1983) on, to show the 

relation between scientific discovery and the work of rhetorical construction to be 

two-way. Consideration of this more recent work might have pushed Crossland’s 
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thinking beyond an account of how relativity made its way into Lawrence’s thinking 

and towards an investigation of how his work speaks back to relativity. Crossland 

disagrees with Fiona Beckett’s claim that Lawrence appropriated Einstein’s theories 

in order to ‘debunk’ them, but as he powerfully suggests in his foreword to Fantasia, 

for Lawrence the novel was a place to speak the truths that science could not speak.  

 So here again the concentration on the details of Lawrence’s appropriation of 

relativity mask the possibility that the answers might be rather in his writing. Might 

his absence from surveys not have more to do with his difficult (although interesting 

and significant) relation to the category of modernism more generally? For all his 

reading of Einstein as backing up a belief in a kind of subjective idealism, in 

Lawrence’s writing the effects of this cannot be so clearly traced as they can in say 

Woolf’s narrative techniques in Mrs Dalloway (1925). It is possible that there might 

be something here about our category of modernism and its problematic exclusion of 

a more rigorously resisting relation to relativity, one that refuses to submit to the 

dominance of what Lawrence calls in the foreword the “science of the dead world”. 

While Crossland’s article makes clear the importance of a general concept of 

‘relativity’ for Lawrence as a novelist, and is suggestive of a number of interesting 

ways that it could be thought, it doesn’t really establish the significance of the relation 

because it doesn’t focus enough on the literary writing itself. 
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