


HMS Beagle being hailed by native Fuegians during the survey
of Tierra del Fuego, c.1833.

"The Foundation of Empire […] is Art and Science. Remove them or Degrade them and the Empire is No more. 
Empire follows Art and not vice versa as Englishmen suppose."                             

~ William Blake

Epidemiologist Ronald Ross testing his cure 
for malaria (c.1890s)
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‘throughout the Victorian period, scientists 
and novelists, as well as their readers, 
inhabited a vibrant world of print culture in 
which scientific and fictional narratives were 
juxtaposed and infused with each other’s 
content and techniques at least as often as 
they were contrasted, or held to be at odds.’

Jonathan Smith, ‘The Victorian Novel and Science’ (2013)
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“On the other hand, novels, which are 
works of the imagination, though not of a 
very high order, have been for years a 
wonderful relief and pleasure to me”

From The Autobiography of Charles Darwin, 1809-1882, 
ed. Nora Barlow (New York, 1969)
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The form of the novel is particularly well suited to the task of 

developing, in an aesthetic medium, judgements concerning what 

science means for questions about how to live, love, work, or govern. 

The novel has a unique capacity to body forth new conceptions of 

human being by shaping characters accordingly; to envision a variety of 

plot trajectories responsive to scientific understandings of the world 

and our place in it, and even to develop by way of counterpoint plots in 

line with outmoded or competing understandings; to represent radically 

different perceptions of and conclusions about the material universe

Cannon Schmitt, "Science and the Novel”. (2012)
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“If science was literature in the nineteenth century […] literature was science 

too. Writing was not simply a means of imagining or publicizing […] but 

rather was a kind of scientific practice”. 

Adelene Buckland, Novel Science: Fiction and 
the Invention of Nineteenth-Century Geology (2013)

‘life rhythms’ of literary forms and reading practices, and had already tried to 
generalize from these rhythmic signatures some sense of the effects that 
certain narrative forms could have upon the ‘human physical organization’; 
they had already speculated upon ‘physical rhythms in certain reading 
contexts’, particularly the context of novel-reading, and had arrived at a 
complicated sense of the social and political stakes of these rhythms.

Nicholas Dames, Physiology of the Novel (2007)
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Geology
Optics
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Following the windings of the beach, they passed one projecting 
point of headland or rock after another, and now found 
themselves under a huge and continued extent of the precipices 
by which that iron-bound coast is in most places defended. Long 
projecting reefs of rock, extending under water and only 
evincing their existence by here and there a peak entirely bare, 
or by the breakers which foamed over those that were partially 
covered […]. The crags which rose between the beach and the 
mainland, to the height of two or three hundred feet, afforded in 
their crevices shelter for unnumbered sea-fowl, in situations 
seemingly secured by their dizzy height from the rapacity of 
man. Many of these wild tribes, with the instinct which sends 
them to seek the land before a storm arises, were now winging 
towards their nests with the shrill and dissonant clang which 
announces disquietude and fear.

Walter Scott, The Antiquary
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Though [a novel] is not exactly the source which we
might expect to give birth to the transition from
profitless dilettantism to the intelligent spirit of scientific
investigation, yet it is unquestionable that Sir Walter
Scott was the first of modern writers ‘to teach all men
this truth, which looks like a truism […] that the bygone
ages of the world were actually filled with living men.’

Daniel Wilson, The Archaeology and Prehistoric Annals of Scotland (1851)

“a meta-archaeological novel that explores the epistemic 
relations of materials to historical story-telling”

Shawn Malley "Walter Scott's Romantic Archaeology: 

New/Old Abbotsford and" The Antiquary"." (2001).
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Prof. Darwin in Figaro's London 

Sketch Book of Celebrities, 18 
February 1874.

“The reversal of the two natures, in 
their relative positions, Uriah’s of 
power and Mr. Wickfield’s of 
dependence, was a sight more painful 
to me than I can express. If I had 
seen an Ape taking command of a 
Man, I should hardly have thought it 
a more degrading spectacle.”

David Copperfield

Uriah Heep
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Job […] was deep in conversation with the young sailor, trying to extract from him any circumstances
connected with the natural history of the different countries he had visited.

"Oh! if you are fond of grubs, and flies, and beetles, there's no place for 'em like Sierra Leone
[…] I never thought any folk could care for such fat green beasts as those, or I would ha'
brought you them by the thousand. A plate full o' peas-soup would ha' been full enough for you, I
dare say; it were often too full for us.“

[…] I were always on the look-out for a mermaid, for that I knew were a curiosity.“

"You might ha' looked long enough," said Job, in an under-tone of contempt, which, however, the quick
ears of the sailor caught.

"Not so long, master, in some latitudes, as you think. It stands to reason th' sea hereabouts is too cold for
mermaids; for women here don't go half-naked on account o' climate. But I've been in lands where muslin
were too hot to wear on land, and where the sea were more than milk-warm; and though I'd never the
good luck to see a mermaid in that latitude, I know them that has.“

"Do tell us about it," cried Mary.

"Pooh, pooh!" said Job the naturalist.

Both speeches determined Will to go on with his story. What could a fellow who had never been
many miles from home know about the wonders of the deep, that he should put him down in
that way?
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Does the male parade his charms with so much pomp 

and rivalry for no purpose? Are we not justified in 

believing that the female exerts a choice, and that she 

receives the addresses of the male who pleases her 

most? It is not probable that she consciously 

deliberates; but she is most attracted by the most 

beautiful, or melodious, or gallant males. 

[…] after hearing how carefully the male Argus pheasant 

displays his elegant primary wing-feathers and erects 

his ocellated plumes in the right position for their fun 

effect; or again, how the male goldfinch alternately 

displays his gold-bespangled wings, we ought not to feel 

too sure that the female does not attend to each detail of 

beauty. We can judge, as already remarked, of choice 

being exerted, only from analogy, and the mental 

powers of birds do not differ fundamentally from 

ours. 

Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man (1874 rev. edition)
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"Darwin, say what you like about man; but I wish you 

would leave my emotions alone”, Fun, (Nov 1872). 
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EXHIBITION AND OBSERVATION



The Great Exhibition (1851)
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Visitors examine the skeletons of the Mylodon (an extinct giant sloth) 

and the Glyptodon (an extinct relative of the armadillo). (1853)

The working man or agricultural labourer  who spends his holiday in a walk 
through any well-arranged Museum cannot fail to come away with a deeply-
rooted and reverential sense of the extent of the knowledge possessed 
by his fellow-men. It is not the objects themselves that he sees there, and 
wonders at, that cause this impression, so much as the order and evident 
science which he cannot but recognise in the manner in which they are 
grouped and arranged. He learns that there is a meaning and value in every 
object, however insignificant, and that there is a way of looking at things 
common and rare, distinct from regarding them as useless, useful, or merely 
curious.

Thomas Greenwood, Museums and Galleries (1888)

“[The British Museum] makes no charge for admission, but the 

one penalty it does exact is that its visitors should undergo 

examination like all the other curiosities of the place, and be 

carefully labelled and exhibited for the entertainment of their 

fellow-sightseers” 

Anon. ‘The British Museum and Its Frequenters’, (Leeds Mercury, 1888) 
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Hours yet before the fireworks begin. Never mind; here by 
good luck we find seats where we can watch the throng 
passing and repassing. It is a great review of the People. 
On the whole how respectable they are, how sober, how deadly 
dull! See how worn-out the poor girls are becoming, […]
Observe the middle-aged women; it would be small 
surprise that their good looks had vanished, but whence comes 
it they are animal, repulsive, absolutely vicious in ugliness?
Mark the men in their turn: four in every six have visages so 
deformed by ill-health that they excite disgust; their hair is cut 
down to within half an inch of the scalp; their legs are twisted 
out of shape by evil conditions of life from birth upwards.

Gissing, The Netherworld (1889)
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Gissing's portrait here is of a world akin to the primitive societies he was interested in through his study of

anthropology and ethnography. The distance that some critics feel between Gissing and his subject ('he

regarded the working-class as savages, and in saying so he was merely being intellectually honest’, [George]

Orwell says) might also be seen as that of the ethnographer, and, as with the surveys of race carried out in the

period, he was always in danger of becoming patronising and insulting.

[…] Gissing's ethnography of class moves from the safe observation point of the middle class writer

looking at the urban mass culture of the city, to a sense of the writer's complicity and participation

in the primitive culture with which he engages.

Richard Pearson, (2011)
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“He laid himself open to my observation”

“The reader is requested to note a seeming contradiction in the two views which have been given of Graham 
Bretton--the public and private--the out-door and the in-door view. In the first, the public, he is shown oblivious 
of self; as modest in the display of his energies, as earnest in their exercise. In the second, the fireside picture, 
there is expressed consciousness of what he has and what he is; pleasure in homage, some recklessness in 
exciting, some vanity in receiving the same. Both portraits are correct.”

“Well do I recall that King—a man of fifty, a little bowed, a little grey: there was no face in all that assembly 
which resembled his. I had never read, never been told anything of his nature or his habits; and at first the strong 
hieroglyphics graven as with iron stylet on his brow, round his eyes, beside his mouth, puzzled and baffled 
instinct. Ere long, however, if I did not know, at least I felt, the meaning of those characters written 
without hand. There sat a silent sufferer—a nervous, melancholy man. Those eyes had looked on the visits of a 
certain ghost—had long waited the comings and goings of that strangest spectre, Hypochondria.” 

Brontë, Villette. 
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I opened the door; and at first looked down, to my 
amazement, on nothing but a great umbrella that 
appeared to be walking about of itself. But presently I 
discovered underneath it, Miss Mowcher. […] But her 
face, as she turned it up to mine, was so earnest; and when 
I relieved her of the umbrella (which would have been an 
inconvenient one for the Irish Giant), she wrung her little 
hands in such an afflicted manner.

Charles Dickens, David Copperfield
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‘Do you know the Giantess in question, Daisy?’ inquired Steerforth.
[…]
I looked at the doorway and saw nothing. I was still looking at the
doorway, thinking that Miss Mowcher was a long while making her
appearance, when, to my infinite astonishment, there came waddling
round a sofa which stood between me and it, a pursy dwarf, of about forty
or forty-five, with a very large head and face, a pair of roguish grey eyes,
and such extremely little arms, that, to enable herself to lay a finger archly
against her snub nose, as she ogled Steerforth, she was obliged to meet the
finger half-way, and lay her nose against it. […] Her chin, which was what
is called a double chin, was so fat that it entirely swallowed up the strings
of her bonnet, bow and all. Throat she had none; waist she had none; legs
she had none, worth mentioning; for though she was more than full-sized
down to where her waist would have been, if she had had any, and though
she terminated, as human beings generally do, in a pair of feet, she was so
short that she stood at a common-sized chair as at a table, resting a bag she
carried on the seat.
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"Anorexia nervosa“ (1874)
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“Is not it shocking to think,” continued she, after she had 
swallowed it, “that in laudanum alone I find the means of 
supporting existence?” 

“the dowager began to give an account of sundry wonderful 
cures that had been performed, to her certain knowledge, by her 
favourite concentrated extract or anima of quassia [sedative 
drug]. She entered into the history of the negro slave named 
Quassi, who discovered this medical wood, which he kept a 
close secret till Mr. Daghlberg, wormed it out of him, brought a 
branch of the tree to Europe”

Edgeworth, Belinda (1801)
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"The fever" was (as it usually is in 
Manchester) of a low, putrid, typhoid 
kind; brought on by miserable living, 
filthy neighbourhood, and great 
depression of mind and body. It is 
virulent, malignant, and highly infectious. 
But the poor are fatalists with regard to 
infection; and well for them it is so, for in 
their crowded dwellings no invalid can be 
isolated.

Mary Barton
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“And cannot you,” said Belinda, 
“depend with more security upon the 
honour of a surgeon who is at the head 
of his profession, and who has a high 
reputation at stake, than upon a vague 
promise of secrecy from some obscure 
quack, who has no reputation to lose?” 

Edgeworth, Belinda
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Some twelve or thirteen years ago I was quartered in medical charge of the Thirteenth Lances, and stationed in 
Jamaica, where I knew of, rather than knew, the father of this girl, Henry Brandt. You called him a doctor—he was 
not worthy of the name. He was a scientist perhaps—a murderer certainly!”

“expelled for having caused the death of more than one patient by trying his scientific experiments upon them.” But 
“Having a private fortune he settled in Jamaica, and set up his laboratory there […] He was known to have decoyed 
natives into his Pandemonium, who were never heard of again”

Florence Maryatt, The Blood of the Vampire (1897)

Gothic Science
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Illustration from J. 

Leyland’s Adventures 

in the Far Interior of 

South Africa (1866)

Her servants had some story amongst themselves to account for 
this lust. They declared that when her slave mother was 
pregnant with her, she was bitten by a Vampire bat, which are 
formidable creatures in the West Indies, and are said to fan 
their victims to sleep with their enormous wings, whilst they 
suck their blood. 

Philip Burne-Jones’s 1897 painting The Vampire30



The spectre haunting late nineteenth-century thinkers 
was not simply the ghost in the séance room but also the 
spectre of empirical science itself, which could neither 
prove the existence of the spiritual nor exorcise the 
spirits from scientific endeavour […] science was haunted 
by the possibility that the very techniques it used to 
eliminate supernatural potential actually evoked it

Hilary Grimes, The Late Victorian Gothic (2011)
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D. Younger, “Full, concise instructions in mesmerism” (1887)

I felt these impressions, but my mind seemed to share the
exhaustion of my body, and I was in no condition to dwell on
them with any useful reference to the doubtful present or the
threatening future. I tried a second time to run out and find
Laura, but my head was giddy and my knees trembled under
me. There was no choice but to give it up again and
return to the sofa, sorely against my will.

His eyes seemed to reach my inmost soul through the
thickening obscurity of the twilight. His voice trembled along
every nerve in my body, and turned me hot and cold
alternately. The mystery and terror of my dream, which had
haunted me at intervals all through the evening, now
oppressed my mind with an unendurable foreboding and an
unutterable awe”.

The Woman in White
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“this was no homogenous unitary culture; firm 
boundaries of form and content between works intended 
to be poetry and fiction, original scientific contributions, 
and works of popularization, were contested and often 
far from self-evident. Yet, towards the end of the 
century, partially due to the increasing difficulty of 
scientific language, a result of specialization, these 
traffics slowed down. By the century’s end, the 
specialization and sheer quantity of research were 
eroding potential reciprocity in language and ideas, even 
in the previously fashionable earth sciences.” 

Richard Fallon, “The Literary Borderlines of Science Writing”
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