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INTRODUCTION

Camille Adnot, Felix Duperrier and Pauline Hortolland

DOI: https://doi.org/10.14712/2571452X.2026.71.1

Abstract: This thematic issue reconsiders Romanticism through a transnational lens. It
challenges the tendency to organise literary and artistic production along national lines,
and instead argues that Romanticism participates in the formation of imagined
communities that exceed the nation-state. In this account, literary and artistic agency
emerge as relational, dynamic, and more-than-national. Accordingly, Romantic literary
and artistic production is organised in terms not of national boundaries, but of the
circulation of texts, images, ideas, and people across linguistic, political, and cultural
borders. The issue envisions “the border” less as a dividing line than as a series of porous
nodes that reveal the mobility and hybridity at the heart of Romantic culture. Drawing
on recent scholarship on global, imperial, and comparative Romanticisms, the volume
reframes Romantic creative practices within fluid networks shaped by translation,
travel, exile, correspondence, print culture, and visual exchange. It shows how Romantic
identities — be they authorial, artistic, or political — were negotiated within these
transnational spaces, and how such negotiations unsettled forming models of national
belonging. The volume also highlights the importance of revolution, imperial expansion,
and broader geopolitical change in shaping Romantic conceptions of art and authorship.
Across literary and visual studies, it emphasises how Romantic works both represent
and perform processes of border-crossing that resist cultural insularity. Rather than
considering transnationalism as simply one feature of Romanticism, the issue shows
how it sheds new light on both canonical and lesser-known literary and visual works.
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Camille Adnoft, Felix Duperrier and Pauline Hortolland

A transnational imagination is at work in Romanticism. Stemming from, and
transforming, the Republic of Letters inherited from the Enlightenment,
Romanticism attests to an wunderstanding of literature that resists
compartmentalisation into specifically national monoliths. Spurred on by a legacy
of cosmopolitanism and the attendant ideal of the world citizen, Romanticism is
permeated by a sense of moral, imaginative, and intellectual interdependence that
circulates across national boundaries. Cian Duffy and Robert Rix, who identify
“transnationalism” with “cultural groupings which cross national and linguistic
borders,” accordingly frame Romanticism “less as a national than as a regional
phenomenon, and as based more upon perceptions of common cultural
inheritance than upon an insistence on difference and differentiation.”! This
capacity for experiencing and interpreting the world beyond the territorial and
conceptual limits of the emerging nation-states assumes various formulations.?
It surfaces, for example, in Goethe’s idea of Weltliteratur, Madame de Staél’s
advocacy of “the European spirit”? or Mazzini’s vision of a letteratura europea.
Originating in a selection of papers read at an international conference held in
Paris in March 2025 on the topic “Romanticism across Borders,” this special issue
aims to contribute to the recent surge in transnational perspectives which has
sought to undo the insularity of British Romanticism, and to instead highlight its
transnational character, thereby contributing to a global turn of sorts in Romantic
studies. Although British Romanticism — often reduced to an English-centred

1 Cian Duffy and Robert Rix, “Introduction: ‘A Sealed Book to the World at Large,”” in
Nordic Romanticism: Translation, Transmission, Transformation, ed. Cian Duffy and Robert
Rix (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), xxvi.

2 On the topic of nationalism, from an historical perspective and with an emphasis on the
state as nation-building, see Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since 1780:
Programme, Myth, Reality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012 [1990]), who
builds on Ernest Gellner’s idea that nationalism can be defined as the congruence of the
political and the national unit (Ernest Gellner, Nation and Nationalism [Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1983], quoted in Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism, 9). In Imagined
Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983),
Benedict Anderson rather understands the state as a collective identification, which
became necessary after older identities began to lose their legitimacy and credibility. By
engaging with the idea of Romantic transnationalism, our contributors take issue with,
and discuss, both perspectives.

3 “Il faut, dans nos temps modernes, avoir l'esprit européen,” in Germaine de Staél-
Holstein, De [I’Allemagne, second edition, 3 vols. (Paris: Nicolle, 1814), 2:319. Our
translation.

4 The “Romanticism across Borders” conference took place in Paris at the Hotel de Lauzun
(Institut d’études avancées de Paris) on 24-25 March 2025, with the support of the “POP
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canon — has long been interpreted from a nationalistic perspective, there is ample
evidence that the various Romantic movements in Europe are historically
transnational formations.> For instance, the constitutive realities of print
capitalism, global trade, imperial war, and revolution that underpin the history of
Romanticism point to what could be termed a principle of border-crossing.
Moreover, Romanticism is not only rooted in international, and at times global,
dynamics that cut across national boundaries, such as the circulation of
revolutions throughout America, Europe, and Haiti (known as the Atlantic
revolutions),® or the Napoleonic Wars. It also originates in the creation and
dissemination of ideas beyond both disciplinary and national boundaries. A striking
example can be found in the Romantic concept of the symbol, whose genealogy
Nicholas Halmi has traced not only across a range of fields — such as philosophy,
theology, and mythology — but also through the epistemic kinships that connect
major German thinkers like Kant and Schelling to Coleridge.”

Paris-Oxford Partnership,” which is a strategic partnership between Université Paris
Cité, the National Centre for Scientific Research (CNRS) and the University of Oxford.
We are grateful to all our contributors for their fine essays, and we would like to thank
them for their dedicated work and responsiveness to editorial suggestions.

5  What we call the “nationalist perspective” in this introduction refers broadly to the
literary criticism that stemmed from A.O. Lovejoy’s famous declaration that “the
‘Romanticism’ of one country may have little in common with that of another” and that
we should “learn to use the word ‘Romanticism” in the plural” in “On the Discrimination
of Romanticism,” PMLA 39, no. 2 (June 1924): 235. For instance, postwar studies in
Romantic literature generally focused on a restrained, male, white and essentially
English version of the Romantic canon now known as the “Big Six” or the “visionary
company” (including William Blake, William Wordsworth, Samuel T. Coleridge, Lord
Byron, Percy Shelley and John Keats) and downplayed the influence of German
Romanticism on British Romanticism: M.H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic
Theory and the Critical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1953); Natural
Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature (New York: Norton, 1971);
Harold Bloom, The Visionary Company: A Reading of English Romantic Poetry (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press, 1971). In “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History,”
Comparative Literature 1, no. 2 (Spring 1949), René Wellek famously opposed Lovejoy’s
diagnosis and, in a later article entitled “German and English Romanticism: A Confront-
ation,” Studies in Romanticism 4, no. 1 (Autumn 1964): 35-56, also insisted that Coleridge
was “importantly influenced by German Romanticism,” declaring: “I cannot understand
how it is still possible to deny this fact proved by all the rules of evidence” (39).

6 Patrick Griffin, The Age of Atlantic Revolution. The Fall and Rise of a Connected World (New
Haven, CT, and London: Yale University Press, 2023).

7 Nicholas Halmi, The Genealogy of the Romantic Symbol (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

3
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Similarly, recent scholarship has demonstrated the centrality of translation to
the Romantic age, uncovering the numerous cross-border knowledge exchanges
that took place during this period. Countering the reputation of British
Romanticism as a local, insular phenomenon, Diego Saglia has traced its
“complex, transformative conversation with the literatures and cultures of
Continental Europe” through “the ‘borrowings” and ‘engraftings’ promoted by
translation and appropriation between Napoleon’s downfall and the post-Reform,
early to mid-1830s.”8 The constellations of knowledge-making actors that are thus
reconstructed exist beyond, or in spite of, national boundaries: they are mediated
by the transnational channels or experiences of exile, migration, book trade
networks, correspondence, periodical culture, war, and colonial expansion. In
playing “a vital hyphenating function in the transmission of ideas and texts,”® as
Patrick Vincent has shown, these Romantic figures and institutions promoted
cultural exchanges over an inward-looking nationalism. Nationalism itself,
despite its exclusive pursuit of national interests, acquires a transnational
dimension during the Romantic age in being exported throughout Europe, as Paul
Hamilton notes.!

British Romanticism forms a distinctive instance of this phenomenon. Many
studies have highlighted the imperial dynamics playing out within Britain itself.
The consolidation of a British identity, as traced by Linda Colley, is inextricably
bound to the literary innovations in Scottish and Irish literatures that Katie
Trumpener explores as a response to “British internal colonialism.”" A four-
nations approach, David Duff explains, accounts for “the sharpened sense of

8  Diego Saglia, European Literatures in Britain, 1815-1832: Romantic Translations (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2019), 9.

®  Patrick Vincent, “Introduction: Inventing a European Romanticism,” in The Cambridge
History of European Romantic Literature, ed. Patrick Vincent (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2023), 9.

10 Paul Hamilton, Orientation in European Romanticism: The Art of Falling Upwards
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), 16. See also Metaromanticism: Aesthetics,
Literature, Theory (Chicago, IL: The Chicago University Press, 2003) where Paul Hamilton
examines British Romanticism alongside Continental thought, using Jiirgen Habermas’s
theory of the public sphere and his notion that all “fundamental political aspiration
would have to be cosmopolitan” (266) to define the persistence of a European Republic
of Letters during Romanticism.

1 Linda Colley, Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837 (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1992); Katie Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British
Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), xiii.
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cultural diversity within the British Isles,” hence the “internal transnationalism”'2
that informs British Romanticism. The ubiquity of imperialism domestically and
abroad invites a reappraisal of borders as sites of cross-pollination. Likewise, as
“an increasingly globalized and imperial nation,”’® in James Watt’s phrase, Britain
stood at the vanguard of globalisation, connecting vast networks of goods and
commodities, but also texts, ideas, and cultural practices. Saree Makdisi has called
for a contextualisation of Romanticism in relation to imperialism and globalisation,
arguing that Romanticism “cannot be understood properly without reference to
modern imperialism and modern capitalism,” and cautioning against “a dangerously
myopic concern with Britain, or even with Europe, and their literatures,”* due to
the global nature of imperialism and modernisation. In addition to Watt’s
discussion of “British Orientalisms,” Peter Kitson has similarly probed the
reciprocal cultural ties that connected Georgian Britain to the Qing empire,
uncovering “strong transcultural and hybrid elements in the Romantic-period
understanding of China.”!> Far from being a remote reality, empire is integral to
the Romantic imagination, as reflected, for instance, by Charles Lamb’s and Jane
Austen’s links to the East India Company.!® The pervasiveness of Britain’s
imperial culture complicates any idea of borders as rigid dividing lines, creating
new cultural and intellectual relations between “colonial literatures and the
imperial center,” as shown by Manu Chander in Brown Romantics, in which he
argues that in seeking to “challenge the dominance of English poets,” the English-
writing poets of Britain’s colonies, whom he terms “Brown Romantics” by virtue
of their marginalisation, engaged in a process of “mobilizing Romanticism against
Romanticism,” and therefore “appealed for full citizenship in the world republic
of letters.”1”

12 David Duff et al., “Romanticism and Periodisation: A Roundtable,” in Romanticism and
Time: Literary Temporalities, ed. Sophie Laniel-Musitelli and Céline Sabiron (Cambridge:
Open Book Publishers, 2021), 230.

13 Watt cautions that this reality existed “in fact but not always in self-image.” James Watt,
British Orientalisms, 1759-1835 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 7.

14 Saree Makdisi, Romantic Imperialism: Universal Empire and the Culture of Modernity
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), xi-xii.

15 Peter ]. Kitson, Forging Romantic China: Sino-British Cultural Exchange, 1760-1840
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 17.

16 Kitson, Forging Romantic China, 11.

7. Manu Samriti Chander, Brown Romantics: Poetry and Nationalism in the Global Nineteenth
Century (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2019), 3-5.
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In shifting the focus away from the conventional narrative of national
Romanticisms as merely existing alongside one another, a new picture emerges in
which British Romanticism develops as one of the threads that make the fabric of
a decidedly transnational movement. This fabric is multi-layered: for instance,
while Andrew Hemingway, Allan Wallach and Mark Sandy'® survey the
intertwining of British and American Romanticisms, the impact of globalism on
Romanticism provides the rationale of Evan Gottlieb’s Romantic Globalism: British
Literature and Modern World Order, 1750-1830." Michael Wiley examines the
national and global history of Romantic migrations and Shun-Liang Chao and
Michael Corrigan’s volume considers the transnational scope of Romantic
legacies.® The exchanges between British and continental cultures have also
attracted significant attention. Will Bowers has discussed the reception and
absorption of Italian cultural influences in Britain; Dieglo Saglia has commented
on the British imaginative investment in Spain; Patrick Vincent has reconstructed
the aesthetic and political uses of the “Swiss myth” in British literature and
culture.? Britain is framed as participating in a “Nordic Romanticism” in Cian
Duffy and Robert Rix’s account, which Lis Meller has complemented with
extensive insights into the Northern European circulation of ballad traditions.?
Drawing on these references, “Romanticism across Borders” rejects assumptions
of cultural insularity, and examines instead how Romantic creative practices and
self-conceptions were steeped in dynamics that transcended national boundaries.

18 Alan Wallach and Andrew Hemingway, eds., Transatlantic Romanticism: British and
American Art and Literature, 1790-1860 (Amherst and Boston, MA: University of Massachusetts
Press, 2015); Mark Sandy, Transatlantic Transformations of Romanticism: Aesthetics,
Subjectivity and the Environment (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022).

19 Evan Gottlieb, Romantic Globalism: British Literature and Modern World Order, 1750-1830
(Columbus, OH: Ohio State University Press, 2014).

20 Michael Wiley, Romantic Migrations: Local, National, and Transnational Dispositions
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008); Shun-Liang Chao and John Michael Corrigan,
eds., Romantic Legacies: Transnational and Transdisciplinary Contexts (New York:
Routledge, 2019).

21 Will Bowers, The Italian Idea: Anglo-Italian Radical Literary Culture, 1815-1823 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2020); Diego Saglia and lan Haywood, eds., Spain in British
Romanticism (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018); Patrick Vincent, Romanticism,
Republicanism, and the Swiss Myth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022).

2 (Cian Duffy and Robert Rix, eds., Nordic Romanticism: Translation, Transmission,
Transformation (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022); Lis Meller, The Ballad Revival in
Romantic-Era Britain, Germany and Scandinavia (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press,
2025).
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In adopting transnationalism as a heuristic framework, this issue argues that
the notion of border-crossing and its internationalisation by Romantic authors is
key to understanding the ways in which they conceived of, and perceived, their
own literary and artistic works and identities. It seeks to decentre the nation-state
as the conceptual building block for thinking about Romanticism, and it
approaches borders not as shut off and impassable, but instead as porous and
traversed, as nodes conveying the flow of people and ideas across national
structures. Jeffrey Cox’s idea of “cultural border raiding” offers a productive
precedent in that regard, in that it shows “British culture was always in this period
hybridized, international, diversified as is fitting for works born in an era of
military and cultural border crossing.”? In contesting assumptions and narratives
of national insularity, this special issue stresses the interrelations of British and
continental cultures, of which the European receptions of Ossian and Byron form
examples. It subscribes to Simon Swift’s view of “the interconnections between
British Romanticism and Europe,” which defends the integration of Britain within
European Romanticisms and offers an alternative to the “time-worn binary”
which reduces the relation between Britain and Europe to “a competition between
provincial and cosmopolitan visions of Britain’s place in Europe.”?* This
consciously felt sense of engaging in regional debates and processes marks it out,
as Patrick Vincent observes, as “a unique literary and cultural phenomenon which
helped forge the liberal ideal of a federated, democratic Europe of nations.”?
Ultimately, pace Benedict Anderson, the issue approaches Romanticism in terms
of imagined transnational communities that are united by more-than-national
exchanges, identities, and agencies.?

The essays gathered here innovatively highlight how transnational contexts as
well as geopolitical and epistemological crises closely shaped Romantic
conceptions of artwork and authorial identity as innovative sites of border-
crossing. In deepening current understandings of cultural and intellectual
exchanges that cut across national boundaries, the essays demonstrate how
geopolitical concerns led Romantic authors to challenge not only geographical and
national borders, but also conceptual, (inter)medial and generic boundaries in
their works. Correspondingly, such avoidance of siloed, nation-specific

2 Jeffrey N. Cox, Romanticism in the Shadow of War: Literary Culture in the Napoleonic War
Years (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 5.

2 Simon Swift, “British Romanticism and Europe,” European Romantic Review 36, no. 4
(2025): 514-15.

25 Vincent, “Introduction,” 28.

26 For a more sustained discussion of Benedict Anderson, see Nicholas Halmi’s article in
this issue.
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approaches to Romanticism shifts the focus onto the various forms of cross-
fertilisation that occur across national and disciplinary pursuits and traditions.
Through its emphasis on the processes of border-crossing and on the figure of the
Romantic author and artist, this issue also draws attention to lesser-known figures
of the Romantic era such as Henry Brougham and Joseph Severn — discussed by
Patrick Vincent and Jeremy Elprin respectively — and actively participates in the
current redefinition of the Romantic canon. Ultimately, this special issue argues
that the redefinition of national and disciplinary boundaries during the period led
Romantic writers and artists to conceive of literary forms and identities as
inherently porous.

The first three contributions sketch a theory of border-crossing as they engage
with traditional definitions of nationalism and the border. In the essay that opens
this collection, Nicholas Halmi draws a provocative parallel between attempts to
conceptualise national identity and attempts to define Romanticism, establishing
A.O. Lovejoy’s pluralising tendency and René Wellek’s singularising approach as
the two poles between which Romantic studies continuously oscillate. Mainly
focusing on the German reception of Ossian and Shakespeare, the essay proceeds
to identify what borders demarcate and seek to contain, discussing Benedict
Anderson’s definition of the nation as an imaginary communality. More
specifically, the essay investigates the ways in which the generic figure of the bard
was used for reclaiming a national past as the basis of a modern vernacular art.
However, ironically, as far as literary nationalism was concerned, the notion of an
ancient national bard was more important than the specific nationality of the given
bard. Ultimately, Halmi’s discussion of the nationalistic overtones of Schlegel’s
concept of Romantic drama reminds us that the case of Romanticism is still worthy
of interest at a time when frontiers become once more central in political debates.

The next article, by Angela Esterhammer, explores more closely the evolution
of the concept of “national character” in the Romantic period, that is, the idea that
individuals within a nation share common dispositions and manners. First
retracing the development of this notion in late-eighteenth-century and early-
nineteenth-century British, Scottish and German philosophy, Esterhammer then
proceeds to unravel the workings and implications of this concept in John Galt's
late novel Eben Erskine: The Traveller (1833). Esterhammer argues that the novel
showcases the experiential-constructivist way in which Galt uses national
character in his fiction, and contrasts it with two essays published in the same
year. By combining travel writing, sentimental novel and Bildungsroman, and by
integrating short autobiographical narratives told by characters of different
nationalities, Eben Erskine is seen to exemplify the increasing globalisation and the
growing interest in Weltliteratur that characterised the Romantic age.
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James Chandler’s essay ponders the category of the “border characters” in
Walter Scott’s first two Waverley novels. The multiple acts and forms of
“crossing” and “straddling” that define these characters not only draw attention
to the existence of multiple kinds of borders, but also destabilise certain
entrenched critical assumptions about Scott’s art of characterisation. Understood
as “lines” as much as “locations,” borders acquire richly spatial senses that hint at
deeper forms of border-crossing, and especially the mobility, hybridity, and
individuality of Scott’s border characters. As “straddlers of borders in a series of
disjointed worlds,” characters like Guy Mannering, Harry Bertram, and Meg
Merrilies are shown to operate across regional or national boundaries, as well as
beyond ideas of nationality, novelistic probability, history, or gender. The status
of borders thus oscillates between regional and liminal territories, acting as sites
of action and vehicles for character formation that emphasise the heuristic
dimension of borders in the Waverley series. The narrative and conceptual
uniqueness of Scott’s thinking is located within a genealogy linking Scott to both
predecessors, like de Staél and Edgeworth, and literary heirs like Balzac, stressing
the complexity of Scott’s understanding of borders. This comparative approach
ultimately leads Chandler to challenge Georg Lukdcs’s model of “the mediocre
hero,” which the border characters resist through their imperviousness to “totality.”

Continuing this reflection on the Scottish imagination and the crossing of
borders, but shifting the focus to the visual arts, Elisabeth Ansel’s essay examines
the Romantic fascination with the Hebridean island of Staffa. Emerging at the turn
of the nineteenth century as both a geological curiosity and a mythic site
associated with the Ossianic hero Fingal, Staffa captured the European
imagination and became a destination for artists, travellers, and geologists alike.
Through a comparative study of works by Charles Gore, Carl Gustav Carus, and
J.M.W. Turner, the essay explores how landscape painting offered a privileged
medium for negotiating the intertwined discourses of science, mythology, and
aesthetics. Ansel first considers Gore’s Staffa drawings, produced in Weimar for
a German audience despite the artist never having visited the island, and shows
how they mediate between travel narratives, geological knowledge, and visual
imagination in the early European circulation of the Staffa myth. Carus’s later
encounter with the island, by contrast, combines empirical observation with
Romantic philosophy, translating contemporary geological debates into his ideal
of “earth-life painting.” Turner’s treatments of Staffa, finally, situate the motif
within a broader meditation on modern tourism, industrial transformation, and
geological deep time. By tracing the circulation and reinterpretation of this
singular landscape across British and continental contexts, Ansel reveals how the
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imagery of Staffa crystallises a transnational Romantic visual culture in which
national mythologies, scientific inquiry, and artistic experimentation intersect.

The next essay turns to another locus of the Romantic visual imagination,
venturing onto more distant historical and geographical ground. In her article on
J.M.W. Turner’s representations of the plagues of Egypt, Luisa Calé examines how
the biblical narrative of Exodus was reimagined within a transnational field of
artistic exchange in the wake of Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign (1798-1801).
Focusing on Turner’s sustained engagement with the subject across sketchbooks,
paintings, and prints, the essay reconstructs what Cale calls the artist’s “thinking
in pictures” as he revisited the scene on multiple occasions. Biblical history
becomes a conduit for pictorial inquiry: drawing in part on a transhistorical visual
tradition exemplified by Nicolas Poussin, yet challenging and reframing it in light
of contemporary political events, Turner tests questions of scale, perspective, and
composition while probing the place of human agency within scenes of natural
catastrophe. Cale shows how the artist’s shifting treatment of the plagues allowed
him to explore the relation between landscape painting and historical painting.
Situating these works within the exhibition culture and print networks of the
period, the article highlights how Turner’s biblical imagery mediated political,
aesthetic, and ethical questions across media and geopolitical borders.

Finally, the last three contributions foreground famous and lesser-known
figurations of Romantic travellers, whose individual trajectories shed new light on
the cross-cultural attitudes that shaped Romanticism. Rebekah Musk’s
contribution traces the transgressive itineraries of several characters across
Ottoman shorelines in Byron’s “The Giaour” and “The Corsair.” Starting with an
identification of the complex set of borderlands (simultaneously spatial, temporal,
and cultural) that characterises Ottoman occupied Greece, the essay emphasises
the instability of shores, coasts, and straits as sites of liminality creating queer
possibilities. Musk argues that Byron’s protagonists are described in ways which
liken them to the sea, blurring the boundaries between the human and the non-
human and revealing the instability of certain gendered and sexual binaries.
Through a comparison with the shoreline, Musk’s reading situates the Turkish
harem as a locus for Romantic anxieties regarding gender, sexuality and race.
Musk’s analysis of the storm and its erotic undertones also suggests that the
Giaour’s physical transgression of littoral and political boundaries results in a
transgression of the boundaries of heteronormativity. Finally, the essay meditates
on the queer cyclical temporality of the shoreline, which forecloses futurity and
traps Byron’s protagonists in an inescapable cycle of removal and return.

Patrick Vincent then investigates Albert Lunel, Henry Brougham’s only and ill-
known work of fiction. The political and predominantly autobiographical contents

10
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of the novel emphasise Brougham'’s personal and public ties with French society,
culture, and politics. Although it begins and ends in France, Albert Lunel traces the
travels of the titular character in Europe, America, and the West Indies, registering
Brougham’s interest in national characters. In keeping with the author’s political
career, and especially his campaigning for reform, the novel reflects Brougham’s
abolitionist commitments, stressing the diffusion of anti-slavery ideas and
movements across national borders. The essay also takes up the vexed issue of
Brougham’s supposedly “French” identity, a reputation which is shown to have
been constructed by Romantic contemporaries, such as Byron and the
Wordsworths, as well as in satirical magazines like Punch. As a political and
intellectual “self-portrait,” Albert Lunel is shown to process the legacy of the
French Revolution, and more broadly to illustrate Brougham’s faceted, and at
times contradictory, participation in Romantic-age liberalism. Throughout the
discussion, Vincent questions, and indeed contributes to reverse, the critical
neglect surrounding Brougham, defending the need to reappraise Brougham as a
major and unjustly marginalised figure of the Romantic age.

The final article turns to the correspondence of the painter and diplomat
Joseph Severn, long known primarily as the companion of John Keats.
Reconsidering Severn in light of recent scholarship, Jeremy Elprin explores how
his extensive correspondence constructs a mobile epistolary persona shaped by
geographical and cultural crossings. Moving between England and Italy, Severn
fashioned himself in his letters as both insider and outsider — at once Englishman,
expatriate, and self-styled himself someone who had become “downright Italian.”
Through close readings of Severn’s correspondence, Elprin shows how these
shifting identifications are negotiated in writing, as Severn stages, performs, and
revises his sense of self across different places, audiences, and moments. His
letters thus offer a revealing case study of the ways personal identity could be
rewritten through transnational experience in the Romantic period, suggesting
how Romantic writers and artists themselves came to inhabit the porous borders
of their age.

The editorial team is grateful to chief editor Ondfej Pilny and founding editor
Martin Prochéazka for their support and advice during the editorial process. We
warmly thank our contributors and reviewers.
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Borders imply a distinction between collective identity and collective difference.
But attempts to draw borders, whether national or historical or generic, often
reveal their own inadequacy. What borders demarcate and contain typically has
continuities or commonalities with what they exclude. The identity that they seek
to define is always to some extent an abstraction, which cannot be fully reconciled
with an empirical reality in which the relationship between self and other is not
fixed and absolute but mutable, perspectival, indeed interactive. While
individually experiencing space and time as continuous, we collectively
conceptualize both as divisible units — as places on the one hand and periods on
the other - in accordance with a need that Heinrich Wolfflin expressed in
justifying art-historical classifications: “For us it is a requirement of intellectual
self-preservation to order the infinitude” — Unbegrenztheit, literally “borderlessness”
— “of events by means of some reference points.”! The inherent tension involved
in trying to contain the uncontainable by imposing borders on it is my subject here.
More specifically, I want to suggest a structural parallel between attempts to assert
national identity and attempts to define Romanticism. By way of trying to
substantiate this suggestion, I shall consider the reception of Shakespeare in the
simultaneously many-bordered and non-existent Germany of the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries.

Christoph Bode has reminded us that historical periods are not facts but
constructs.? This is of course true, but periodization, like botanical and zoological
taxonomy, would serve little intellectual purpose if it could not claim an empirical
basis. I attribute the persistent sense of the excessiveness or elusiveness of
empirical Romanticism — its resistance to satisfactory definition — to the fact that
the concept of Romanticism was overdetermined from the beginning of its
formulation, over two centuries ago: at once historical and typological, diachronic
and synchronic, descriptive and normative.® If an historical definition can
encompass heterogeneous phenomena by virtue of their contemporaneity, a
typological definition can encompass non-contemporaneous phenomena by
virtue of their homogeneity. In practice, A.O. Lovejoy’s pluralizing approach and

1 Heinrich Wélfflin, Kunstgeschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Das Problem der Stilentwickelung in
der neueren Kunst (Munich: Bruckmann, 1915), 238. This and subsequent quotations from
texts in German translated by the author.

2 Christoph Bode, “A Model of Models? Reconceptualizing European Romanticisms and
the Form(s) of Historicity,” in Stefan Matuschek and Sandra Kerschbaumer, eds.,
Romantik erkennen — Modelle finden (Paderborn: Schoningh, 2019), 131-32.

3 See Nicholas Halmi, “European Romanticism,” in Warren Breckman and Peter Gordon,
eds., The Cambridge History of Modern European Thought, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2019), 1:40-43.
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René Wellek’s singularizing approach to the problem of defining Romanticism
represent not so much mutually exclusive alternatives as the poles between which
Romanticists oscillate continuously.* Thus the editors of Romanticism in National
Context (Roy Porter and Mikula$ Teich, 1988), The Oxford Handbook of British
Romanticism (David Duff, 2018), and The Cambridge History of European Romantic
Literature (Patrick Vincent, 2023) have all proceeded from the assumption that
national Romanticisms — whether of Europe or of the four British nations — possess
individual coherence and integrity while also participating in a larger movement
that transcends their individuality and merits the collective singular designation
Romanticism.

The challenge of defining this larger movement results from the sense that it is
elusive but empirically real. Defining national identity involves a comparable
challenge, which I want to illustrate with contemporary as well as Romantic-era
examples. In the context of current European and North American politics, the
porousness of national borders is regarded pragmatically as a failure to restrict
immigration and physically prevent migration. But more importantly it is
regarded ideologically as a threat to purportedly unitary social identities
conceived in ethnic, linguistic, and/or religious terms. Donald Trump’s obsession
with tariffs constitutes an extension of this ideological anxiety from people to
things: the dissolution of American economic identity through the importation of
foreign materials and products. Such anxiety was already known in the Romantic
period, finding expression, to mention only a particularly well-known example,
in De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1822), where fear and
loathing of an imagined Asia was directly related to the irresistibility of imported
opium to its European consumer.

Exactly this tension in the Confessions between attraction and repulsion — a
repulsion resulting from attraction — returns us to the broader question of the
inadequacy of borders as such, and the instability of the identities that they are
meant to protect. While the current preoccupation with asserting national identity
and sovereignty by excluding the “foreign” is in part a reaction against the
economic and social consequences of globalization, globalization was itself in part
a response to consumer demand in Europe and North America — originally for
commodities cultivated abroad (like tea, coffee, and spices) and for “exotic”
household goods connoting cultural sophistication (like silk and porcelain), later

4 See A.O. Lovejoy, “On the Discrimination of Romanticisms,” PMLA 39, no. 2 (1924): 229-
53; René Wellek, “The Concept of Romanticism in Literary History” and “Romanticism
Re-examined,” in Concepts of Criticism, ed. Stephen Nichols, Jr. (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1963), 160-61 and 200-201.
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a broader demand for goods producible more inexpensively abroad than
domestically. The very desire for something foreign, whether materials or
products or labour, induces the hostility to it. But that desire would not arise in
the first place if the domestic were not regarded as somehow insufficient. This was
the paradox of the consumerist Orientalism of eighteenth-century England: “The
tension between the desire for the exotic and the protection of the economy and of
national identities exposes the contradictions of a commercial and imperial
expansion which on the one hand provokes an intensification of consumption and
a [commodified] proliferation of the East in England, and on the other hand
generates a strong and lasting resistance to this diffusion.”> As trade with the East
increased, so too did the fear of cultural “invasion” from those lands whose
products were being imported. It was not the wholly other that generated this fear,
but the no longer wholly other, precisely by destabilizing the distinction between
self and other, between what lay inside and what outside the national borders.

The institutionalization of borders, giving them an undeniable empirical
reality, assists in naturalizing them and in reifying whatever they contain, whether
a nation-state, a literary genre, or an academic discipline. So it is worth reflecting
on the extent to which bordered things, as I shall call them for lack of a more
precise term, are in fact abstractions. The state borders familiar to us now are a
relatively recent historical development, a consequence of the emergence of the
sovereign territorial state as the dominant political entity from the sixteenth
century onwards, first in Europe and later by imposition or imitation in the rest of
the world. In English the word passport came into general use after 1540, when the
Privy Council assumed authority for issuing travel documents in England. As
Alexander Diener and Joshua Hagen observe, state borders rarely correspond
exactly to natural boundaries, while ethnolinguistic groups — which often provide
a pretext for drawing state borders — rarely have precise boundaries.® The
relationship between states and their borders tends therefore to be highly
contingent and subject to shifting geopolitical forces — witness the historically
variable nationality of Alsace, East Prussia, and South Tyrol — while the self-
identity of states is often defined in terms of abstract social and civic ideals.

Let me cite a contemporary example. According to guidance published by the
UK Department of Education in 2014 and still current, Britishness consists in a
commitment to five fundamental values: “democracy, rule of law, individual

5 Diego Saglia, I Discorsi dell’Esotico: L'oriente nel romanticismo britannico 1780-1830 (Napoli:
Liguori, 2002), 70.

¢ Alexander Diener and Joshua Hagen, Borders: A Very Short Introduction, 2" ed. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2024), 43-44.
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liberty, and mutual respect and tolerance of those with different faiths and
beliefs.”” Now obviously there is nothing uniquely British about any of those
values, let alone inherently related to the physical territory of the United
Kingdom. To that extent, this official definition of Britishness cannot capture the
characteristic itself, since any number of nations could claim those same values as
integral to their identities. As Edmund Burke said in another context: “A definition
may be very exact, and yet go but a very little way towards informing us of the
nature of the thing defined.”®

In its attempt to foster national identity with a set of abstractions, the British
government’s guidance to schools might seem to vindicate Benedict Anderson’s
argument that nationalism consists in the modern state’s exertion of control over
autonomous subjects by means of the discursive construction of an imaginary
communality. But Katie Trumpener rightly objects that Anderson’s account does
not do justice to the collective appeal of nationalist discourse, with its promise of
belonging to a group with a distinct history and culture.” What is at issue here is
not the imaginariness of the promoted community — a point to which I shall return
presently — but the nature of its claim on its members. Emphasizing the role of
print in standardizing language and rigidifying systems of classification,
Anderson conceived nationalism essentially synchronically, as the formation of
group identity among and with contemporaries. But in the cultural nationalism of
the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which overlapped with but was by
no means equivalent to the more specifically political nationalism with which
Anderson was principally concerned, the cultivation of group identity in the
present proceeded diachronically, by trying to establish a connection to a prior
collectivity. Just as monarchies had based their claims to legitimacy on
genealogical lineage, so national cultures could assert their independent values —
over against the classical tradition, in particular — by appeal to historical longevity,
that is, by virtue of having an identifiably distinct past.

Here it is useful to distinguish between historical content and historical
resonance. By the latter I mean a seemingly objective meaningfulness that
stimulates cultural engagement with the past — preservation, narrativization,

7 UK Department of Education news release, 27 November 2014, www.gov.uk/
government/news/guidance-on-promoting-british-values-in-schools-published, accessed
25 March 2025.

8 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and
Beautiful, ed. James Boulton, 2 ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1987), 13.

9 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism,
rev. ed. (London: Verso, 2006); Katie Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism: The Romantic Novel
and the British Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 22-23.
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mythicization. Traditions and histories need not be genuine to serve a profound
social function, providing a focal point for collective self-definition and
identification. To put this in the form of a paradox: a social imaginary based on an
appeal to history can be no less real, in functional terms, for being factitious. In
that respect Hugh Trevor Roper’s exposure of the fictionality of the Scottish
Highland dress promoted by Walter Scott was beside the point.® Indeed, fake
traditions prompt the question of the purpose they fulfil even more strongly than
genuine traditions, whose perpetuation can be attributed at least partly to the force
of inertia. However historically inauthentic, tartans and kilts were culturally
resonant symbolic forms, easily recognizable claims of kinship and group identity.
This symbolic resonance remains sufficiently operative even now that Charles III
appears in a kilt whenever he is in Scotland, as if to affirm his legitimacy to his
Scottish subjects, much as William IV did on the visit that Scott organized in 1822.

The starkly abstract definition of Britishness offered on the UK government’s
website contrasts with the seemingly naturalized — though in truth no less abstract
— concept of national character offered in the Encyclopédie, where d’Alembert
defined the caractére des nations in general as “a certain habitual disposition of the
spirit [I"dme] which is more common in one nation than in another,” while Diderot
illustrated the caractére particulier of various nations with a list plagiarized from
Ephraim Chambers’s Cyclopaedia of 1728: “it is proverbial to say, frivolous as a
Frenchman, jealous as an Italian, grave as a Spaniard, nasty as an Englishman,
proud as a Scot, drunk as a German, deceitful as a Greek, etc.”!" To be sure, that
notion of national character, consisting in popular stereotypes, persists today, co-
existing with abstract concepts like the British government’s. Now as then,
reducing national identity to a personal trait gives the classifications themselves,
the nominal and conceptual borders between nations, more contour, even though
it is obviously perfectly possible for an Englishman to be drunk and a Frenchman
to be grave. This is not the assimilation of the individual to a fictional collective,
such as Anderson theorized, but the extrapolation of the collective from the

10 See Hugh Trevor-Roper, The Invention of Scotland: Myth and History (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 2006), 189-236.

11 Denis Diderot and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert, eds., Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné
des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 28 vols. (Paris and Neuchatel: Briasson et al., 1751-72),
2:666 (“Caractére des nations”), 11:36 (“Nation”); Ephraim Chambers, Cyclopaedia: or, An
Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (London: James Knapton, 1728), 616 (“Nation”).
Chambers’s definition of nation itself, however, emphasized territorial and
governmental integrity rather than ethnic identity: “a Collective Term, used for a
considerable People, inhabiting a certain Extent of Ground, enclosed within certain
Limits, and under the same Government.”

20



Porous Borders / Border Controls

allegedly typical individual. It is noteworthy, however, that the extrapolated
qualities are attitudes or behaviours, that is, manifestations of character rather
than character itself, which remains elusive, something assumed to exist but not
directly accessible to cognition, like Kant’s noumena. More sophisticated forms of
naturalized nationalism, based on the comparison of the nation not to the
individual but to the family, would appear in Burke’s Reflections on the Revolution
in France (1790), with its analogy between inheritance and governance (as a
guaranty against presentist recklessness), and in Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Reden an
die deutsche Nation (1807-1808), with their analogy between filial love and
patriotism.

Benedict Anderson understood the imaginary communities promoted by
nationalism as instruments of state control. But national identity can be defined
without regard for actual political borders. In the Romantic period, German and
Italian nationalisms were cultivated precisely in the absence of corresponding
political entities, and partly in response to military occupation during and after
the Napoleonic Wars. In both cases the impetus for political unification emerged
from the prior appeal to a constructed ethnolinguistic identity — which is not to
suggest, however, that an ethnolinguistically based nationalism is somehow more
“authentic” than a political one. All concepts of national identity are constructs,
and as such inevitably entail disjunctions with the empirical conditions that they
seek to describe or exploit. Thus the idea of German nationhood required
overlooking the confessional differences between Catholics and Protestants —
hence the Prussian monarchy’s support for the completion of Cologne Cathedral
as a national rather than religious project. For its part the idea of Italian nationhood
required accepting an artificial literary language derived from fourteenth-century
Florentine Tuscan as the basis of the national spoken vernacular. It was only after
unification that this language became an empirical reality.!?

I have noted two basic factors that complicate the conceptualization of both
national identity and Romanticism: first, a sense of the object’s resistance to being
defined, and second, a tension between the synchronic and diachronic aspects of
the definition itself. These complications also provide opportunities, however, for
promoting cultural nationalism by ostensibly paradoxical means, such as
appropriating artists and works from non-native cultures to serve as models for

12 On the political motivations of the completion of Cologne Cathedral, see Michael Lewis,
The Politics of the German Gothic Revival: August Reichensperger (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 1993), 11, 34-42. On the development of standard spoken Italian in the nineteenth
century, see Bruno Migliorini and T. Gwynfor Griffith, The Italian Language, rev. ed.
(London: Faber, 1984), 348-402.
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one’s own. I am referring in particular to the pan-European reception of Ossian
and the German reception of Shakespeare, both of which occurred in the context
of the assertion of the inherent value of vernacular literary cultures — over against
classical literature — and the recovery of older, popular vernacular poetry such as
English ballads and German Volkslieder. That both were already underway well
before the 1780s and 1790s is very pertinent to my theme. For cultural naturalism,
like other phenomena identified with Romanticism, did not originate in the
decades in which the Romantic periods in Britain and Germany are conventionally
regarded as having begun. Developments with a longue durée present a particular
challenge to periodization, which creates the historical discontinuities whose
possibility it presupposes.

However specifically Scottish James Macpherson’s motives were for compiling
and composing the Ossianic materials, the poems’ extraordinary success beyond
the borders of Scotland, and indeed in translations from English, confirms that
they answered a shared desire throughout Europe, which Joep Leerssen has
identified as the “desire for foundational national texts.”’® Of course the
receptiveness to these poems can be attributed to multiple factors, including their
conformity to certain conventions of the sublime and to a notion of “primitive
simplicity” that from the early eighteenth century was invoked in moral and
aesthetic critiques of modernity. But as far as literary nationalism was concerned,
the idea of an ancient national bard was more important than the specific
nationality of the given bard —as Macpherson himself recognized in transplanting
Ossian from Ireland, where he was known as Oisin and figured prominently in
medieval Gaelic literature, to Scotland. So the most famous Scottish bard was an
immigrant, so to speak. From the beginning of his eighteenth-century revival,
then, Ossian served as a generic bard, adaptable in translation to different
linguistic and literary conditions, but in any event fulfilling expectations,
themselves generic, of primitive antiquity. The poems had the expected look of
historicity, which protected their popularity against the almost immediately
expressed doubts about their authenticity. Here too, as with Highland dress, Hugh
Trevor-Roper’s forensic exposure of Macpherson in the name of historical truth is
culturally irrelevant.

The appearance (rather than the reality) of historicity was crucial, because, as
Maike Oergel has rightly observed, the figure of the ancient bard symbolized a
society in which “the artwork perfectly expresses and represents the culture it
originates from when culture is first crystallized into art, creating identity, and

13 Joep Leerssen, “Ossian and the Rise of Literary Historicism,” in Howard Gaskill, ed.,
The Reception of Ossian in Europe (London: Bloomsbury, 2008), 116.
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eventually tradition.”** To the extent that exactly this alignment of culture with
artistic expression was thought to be lacking in modern European societies, bardic
poetry offered both an historical precedent and a structural model for reclaiming a
national past as the basis of a modern vernacular art, one that could claim to be
uniquely representative of the nation in its present historical state. The cult of the
bard projected into antiquity the realization of the national art that was desired in
the present, just as Friedrich Schlegel, in the “Gespréach iiber die Mythologie” that
he wrote for his periodical Athenaeum in 1798, attributed to the old mythologies
(Greek and Indian) the socially and culturally unifying function that he wanted
his envisioned new mythology to perform.

That the significance of bardic poetry had little to do with its specific content
accounts for Ossian’s wide translatability in more than a linguistic sense. The
bardic nationalism perpetuated through Ossian encouraged the cults that
developed around certain poets in the ethnically and linguistically distinct border
regions of the Russian empire: Adam Mickiewicz in Poland, Taras Schevchenko
in Ukraine, and Johan Ludwig Runeberg in Finland. In these cases, as Luba
Golburt argues, “a shared Romantic imaginary” enabled cultural borders to be
defined in the absence of corresponding political borders — and in defiance of
Russian hegemony. This imaginary, which the eastern European nations shared
not only with each other but with Scotland, consisted in the parallel situations of
bordering and being incorporated by a dominant power: “both exotic and
familiar, intractable and naturalised, and as riven by contemporary political
conflict yet always bearing the imprint of historical pasts, as suspended on the
cusp of modernisation, part pre-imperial, part the very essence of empire.”'5

From the beginning of his intellectual career, in the 1760s, Johann Gottfried
Herder was preoccupied with what he perceived as the absence of a self-confident
and self-assertive German national culture and literature, one that would not need
to import its aesthetic standards and formal models from classical Greece and
Rome or for that matter from neoclassical France, as Johann Christoph Gottsched
and his disciples had been insisting since the 1730s. When Herder extravagantly
praised Winckelmann in the Fragmente on recent German literature in 1766, it was
specifically on account of the antiquarian’s German prose style rather than his

14 Maike Oergel, Culture and Identity: Historicity in German Literature and Thought 1770-1815
(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2006), 21.

15 Luba Golburt, “Russian Empire and the Territories of Romanticism,” in Patrick Vincent,
ed., The Cambridge History of European Romantic Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2023), 577.
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Hellenizing aesthetic principles.’® The Ossian poems began to be translated into
German already by the late 1760s, and Herder was quick to recognize the value of
the bard, not only ancient but foreign, for the project of cultivating an authentic
contemporary German literature. In 1771 Herder affirmed the cross-border
transferability of Ossian’s authority in legitimizing the investigation and
promotion of older vernacular literatures: “Precisely the bard Ossian, who sang of
his world so singularly and magnificently, should teach us to sing of ours just as
singularly and truly — and not to steal it!”'” In other words, the Germans needed
a foreign bard to encourage them to overcome their dependence on foreign poetic
authorities. It was Ossian who convinced Herder of the value of studying
Volkslieder. Two years later, in an essay published in his collection Von deutscher
Art und Kunst, Herder stated Ossian’s lesson to modern Europeans more broadly:
“Let the French collect their old chansons! Let the English publish their songs and
ballads and romances in splendid volumes! Let Lessing, perhaps the only one in
Germany, trouble himself over Logau and Scultetus and Bardengesinge!” — referring
to Lessing’s editions of neglected early seventeenth-century German poets.!® Here
the structural parallels are made explicit: contemporary national cultures achieve
authenticity and independence by embracing their own pasts.

Ossian was not the only bard from the British Isles whom Herder commended
to the Germans by way of encouraging them to cultivate their own literature.
Another was Shakespeare, whose works, along with “songs of the bards and
scalds,” he maintained in an essay of 1765, “must shape our poetry [miissen unsere
Poesie bestimmen],” enabling the Germans to produce original odes.!” Although this
proposal was not elaborated, his published essay on Shakespeare of 1773,
commonly considered an inaugural work of Sturm und Drang criticism, reveals
that Herder — rather like Lessing in his seventeenth Literaturbrief of 1759 and
Goethe in a lecture on Shakespeare’s name-day in October 1771 — conceived the

16 Johann Gottfried Herder, Uber die neuere deutsche Literatur, in Werke in zehn Binden, ed.
Ulrich Gaier et al. (Frankfurt: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1985-2000), 1:241. On
Gottsched'’s poetics see Klaus Berghahn, “From Classicist to Classical Literary Criticism,
1730-1806,” in Peter Uwe Hohendahl, ed., A History of German Literary Criticism, 1730-
1980 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1988), 29-38.

17 Johann Gottfried Herder, review of [Johann Nepomuk Cosmas] Michael Denis’s
Bardenfeyer am Tage Theresiens (1770), in Sdmmtliche Werke, ed. Bernhard Suphan, 33 vols.
(Berlin: Weidmann, 1877-1913), 5:333. Herder also reviewed Michael Denis’s German
translation of the Ossian poems (1771): Simmtliche Werke, 5:322-29.

18 Herder, “Auszug aus einem Briefwechsel iiber Ossian und die Lieder alter Volker,” in
Werke, 2:481.

19 Herder, “Fragmente einer Abhandlung iiber die Ode,” in Werke, 1:86.
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English playwright as a kind of untutored genius whose spiritedness and
naturalness made him exemplary for northern Europeans, and hence an alternative
not only to the Greek dramatists, who could no longer be viable models in the
modern world, but also and more urgently to the French neoclassical dramatists.?’
One can see in the second half of the century a strong reaction against the
Francophilia that had prevailed in German courts, especially Frederick the Great’s,
in the first half of the century. French writers were anathematized as foreign while
English and Scottish ones, so long as they could be enlisted in the service of
German literature, were accepted in the cultural equivalent of a naturalization
scheme for high-value immigrants.

By stripping Shakespeare of his Englishness and proclaiming him the “poet of
northern man,” capable of speaking “the language of all ages, people, and kinds
of people,” Herder could promote him for the cause of an indigenous German
drama and poetry. In that respect the claims made for Herder’s essay as an early
example of historicist criticism need qualification, because its historicism was
inconsistent where Shakespeare, as opposed to Sophocles, was concerned.”
Herder needed to dehistoricize Shakespeare just enough to make him, under the
rubric of the generically northern, a plausible model for German literature, thereby
contesting the claim of the Greek and French dramatists to exemplarity. This was
possible because Herder, whose essentialist concept of nationality was based on
a naturalist concept of language — “Every nation speaks according to how it thinks,
and thinks according to how it speaks” — was not concerned with strict formal
imitation, as Gottsched had been.?? Hence the absence of analysis of the plays
themselves in the essay on Shakespeare. Like Ossian, Shakespeare was exemplary
in Herder’s view by virtue of having created noble works from humble popular
materials — chronicles, legends, songs — of his national past. By imitating this
method, as opposed to adopting Shakespeare’s plots or characters or formal
techniques, German writers could affirm their own vernacular culture and
establish their independence of the classical tradition.

20 Herder, “Shakespeare,” in Werke, 2:509.

2l For such claims see Friedrich Gundolf, Shakespeare und der deutsche Geist (1914)
(Miinchen: Koppers, 1959), 191; and Roger Paulin, “Shakespeare and Germany,” in
Fiona Ritchie and Peter Sabor, eds., Shakespeare in the Eighteenth Century (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 319-20.

2 Johann Gottfried Herder, Uber die neuere deutsche Literatur, 2nd ed. (1768), in Werke, 1:558.
See also Jiirgen Trabant, “Herder and Language,” in Hans Adler and Wulf Koepke, eds.,
A Companion to the Works of Johann Gottfried Herder (Rochester, NY: Camden House,
2009), 117-39.
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In the young Herder’s promotion of Shakespeare, we see united what Katie
Trumpener distinguishes as two versions of the bardic poet: on the one hand the
socially rooted “mouthpiece for a whole society,” and on the other the representative
of poetry “transcending its particular time and place.”?® Or more precisely, we see
this second version put into the service of the first. I linger on Herder because his
essay on Shakespeare presents in nucleo, as it were, tensions that would persist
into the nineteenth century as the playwright was gradually transformed in his
German reception from a primitive bard into the exemplary modern dramatist
and embodiment of Romantic critical principles. Tensions, I mean, between
cultural exchange and self-assertion, between the appeal to authority and the
valorization of originality, between universalizing and particularizing claims,
between historicist and normative criticism. Already with Herder the selective
historicization of Shakespeare had an unmistakably normative aspect, a point to
which I shall return.

German possessiveness towards Shakespeare increased from the later
eighteenth century, assisted by a series of translations: Christoph Martin
Wieland'’s of 1762-66, revised and completed by Johann Joachim Eschenberg in
1775-77; and August Wilhelm Schlegel’s (in collaboration with his wife Caroline)
of 1797-1810, revised and completed by Ludwig Tieck (in collaboration with his
daughter Dorothea) in 1825-33. Tieck indeed declared arrogantly in 1796 that
“Shakespeare and his better contemporaries are also German” — a curious
conflation of aesthetic judgement with cultural appropriation, almost implying
that the superior English dramatists owed that status precisely to being “also
German.”? Inspired by Shakespeare’s plays, and more generally emboldened by
the playwright’s indifference to the classical unities, Goethe in 1773 published an
historical play of his own, Gétz von Berlichingen, which Walter Scott in 1799 then
translated freely into English — a translation that reflected not only Scott’s interest
in how medieval history might be presented literarily, but his conviction of the
necessity of renewing one’s national culture through encounters with foreign
cultures. Just as the Germans had turned to Shakespeare in consciously forming
a distinctly German literature, so (Scott argued retrospectively in 1819) “a fresh
turning up of the soil, and awakening of its latent energies by a new mode of
culture, was become absolutely necessary to the renovation of our dramatic
literature. England was destined to receive this impulse from Germany [...].”%

2 Trumpener, Bardic Nationalism, 6.

2 Ludwig Tieck, “Die Anfinge des deutschen Theaters,” in Kritische Schriften, 4 vols.
(Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1848-52), 1:359 (quoted by Paulin, “Shakespeare and Germany,” 322).

%5 Walter Scott, “An Essay on the Drama,” in The Miscellaneous Prose Works, 6 vols.
(Edinburgh: Cadell, 1834), 6:380-81. The essay was originally published as a supplement
to the Encyclopaedia Britannica in 1819.
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Scott thus postulated a kind of cultural reciprocity between the two nations, each
contributing to the other’s literary self-development.

The prominence of Shakespeare in Goethe’s novel Wilhelm Meisters Lehrjahre
(1794-96) — in Book 5 the protagonist, whose very name alludes to the playwright,
translates Hamlet and performs the title role — prompted August Wilhelm Schlegel
in an essay of 1796 to reflect on the extent of the German assimilation of the poet.
Unlike Scott later — and I would say that Scott’s assessment of the role of cross-
cultural stimulation was more honest as well as more generous — Schlegel did not
speak of realizing the potential of the native culture fully by means of embracing
something foreign. On the contrary (and this establishes a context for Tieck’s
remark, quoted above), he asserted that the Germans had assimilated Shakespeare
so successfully precisely because the playwright was not wholly foreign to them
in the first place, for reasons intrinsic to the German language and character. The
contrast in this respect to the French dramatists was insinuated unmistakably.
Shakespeare has, according to Schlegel,

become increasingly native [einheimisch] among us [...] one can boldly
assert that next to the English he belongs to no people so singularly as to
the Germans [...]. And this is not some passing fashion; it is not that we
have adapted to this form of dramatic poetry, as we are always inclined
and ready to do before other nations, and to adapt to foreign ways of
thinking and customs. No, he is not foreign to us: we do not need to deviate
a single step from our own character to be able to call him “completely
ours” [“ganz unser”].2

By denying Shakespeare an essential foreignness, to an even greater extent than
Herder had earlier, Schlegel sought to maintain the autarchy of the German
character and literary culture. To be sure, these claims may have seemed less
extravagant coming from a native of Hanover, whose electors since 1714 had also
been the kings of Great Britain — a good example, in fact, of the complexity of the
relationship between the political and national in the period.

In 1808, now part of Germaine de Staél’s entourage (having been introduced
to her through the agency of Henry Crabb Robinson, the personification of cultural
exchange), Schlegel elaborated this concept of generically hybrid “romantic
drama” in his Vienna lectures on drama, which would be published in 1809-1811

% August Wilhelm Schlegel, “Etwas iiber William Shakespeare bei Gelegenheit Wilhelm
Meisters,” in Simmtliche Werke, ed. Eduard Bocking, 12 vols. (Leipzig: Weidmann, 1846-47),
7:37-38.
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and widely translated throughout Europe, including in England in 1815. The
lectures’ international success was doubtless due in large part to their historical
range (from antiquity to the present, from Aeschylus to Schiller), accessibility to
non-specialist audiences, and suggestive use of pairs of opposed general
categories (classical / romantic, plastic / picturesque, organic / mechanical form,
generic purity / hybridity, harmony / disharmony, fulfilment / longing). But in
their original language and at their first publication — when Napoleon’s control
extended from the Portuguese border to the Russian - they sought more
specifically, as the conclusion to the fifteenth and final lecture made explicit, to
encourage the cultivation of a dramatic literature that would be “worthy of the
German character.”?

Drama was a relative latecomer to German literature, Schlegel observed in his
first lecture, and national modesty (“die deutsche Nationalitit ist bescheidend”)
had allowed this drama to be subject to “more than superficial foreign influences
in form and content” — a point to which he would return at the end of the series.
Hence the importance of understanding the distinctiveness of national literatures.
But while insisting that the Germans must not merely “passively imitate” Greek,
French, Spanish, or English drama, Schlegel also wanted, as Herder had earlier, to
suggest how a genuinely national drama could be created.? Under the historical
rubric of the “romantic” he advanced a normative aesthetic and a contemporary
cultural program by appeal to the examples of two dramatists who were neither
German nor contemporary, Calderén and Shakespeare — and without resorting
again to the rhetorical strategy of naturalizing the latter as a German. There was
no need now for that strategy, for Schlegel’s concept of the romantic was
sufficiently capacious to accommodate temporal, national, religious, and formal
differences while identifying structural or methodological commonalities of
relevance to German writers. René Wellek regretted what he considered Schlegel’s
inability, in classifying drama as either classical or romantic, to distinguish
between historical and typological categories, between descriptive and normative
criticism.? But exactly that indistinction served Schlegel’s nationalist purposes.

Schlegel began the twelfth lecture, in which he repeated his famous definition
of the romantic as “indissoluble mixtures,” by arguing that, despite differing from
each other profoundly “in a physical, moral, political, and religious respect,” the

27 August Wilhelm Schlegel, Vorlesungen iiber dramatische Kunst und Literatur, ed. Stefan
Knédler, in Kritische Ausgabe der Vorlesungen, Vol. 4.1 (Paderborn: Schéningh, 2018), 439.

28 Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 23-24.

2 René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism 1750-1950, 8 vols. (New Haven, CT: Yale
University Press, 1955-92), 2:60.
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English and the Spanish were alike in having created autochthonous dramatic
literatures — unlike Italy and France, which had always imitated ancient models.
“Among the peoples of modern [i.e., western] Europe,” he averred, “only the
English and Spanish so far (the German stage is only beginning to develop) have
a thoroughly original national theatre that has grown in its distinct form into a
lasting institution.” The national perspectives of Shakespeare’s contemporaries or
Calderdn’s, had either known the works of the other playwright, would doubtless
have blinded them to this parallel; but the “mediating criticism” (vermittelnde
Kritik) of an impartial German was perhaps best able to recognize and reveal it.®

Having established the similarity of Shakespeare and Calderén as romantic
dramatists — independent of classical precedents and precepts, seeking inspiration
and material from their own peoples — Schlegel devoted most of the twelfth lecture
to the English playwright, whose ten English history plays he particularly praised.
In fact he interpreted these plays as a single work, “an heroic poem in dramatic
form” - note the assumed compatibility of formal and thematic unity with generic
mixture — presenting at once a living image of national history and practical
political instruction “applicable to all times,” thus connecting the past to the
present and future.3! Roger Paulin argues, persuasively to my mind, that Schlegel
recognized in the history plays, which he had translated, a project of national
formation and education, Bildung, such as he himself envisioned for Germany and
alluded to in his preface to the published version of the lectures, observing that
the cordial reception that he, a (Protestant) northern German, had received in
(Catholic) Vienna testified to the sense of a single Germany, “founded on a
common love for a nobler mental cultivation” and united culturally even while
fragmented politically.?? Just as the concept of the romantic itself affirmed national
identity, if paradoxically by establishing connections across geographical and
religious and other borders, so Shakespeare’s English history plays offered a
structural model for preserving and perpetuating the cultural memory of
“Europe’s first and most glorious people,” which (as Schlegel reminded his
audience by way of conclusion) was in danger of being effaced.?

But no less essential to Schlegel’s concept of the romantic than what it included
was what it excluded. Being by definition an expression of post-classical times, the
romantic delegitimized the imitation of classical models and adherence to classical
critical precepts as anachronistic and culturally self-alienated. Neoclassical drama,

30 Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 283, 280, 282.

31 Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 346.

%2 Paulin, “Shakespeare and Germany,” 325; Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 4.
3 Schlegel, Vorlesungen, 440.
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therefore, was not only inappropriate for the Germans to imitate — and Schlegel
followed Herder in condemning Gottsched’s influence in that regard — but for the
French to have cultivated in the first place. Enumerating in his ninth and tenth
lectures the fundamental differences between the ancient Greek and modern
French theatre, Schlegel concluded that the latter was neither faithful to its ancient
models nor authentic to its contemporary context. Summarizing this critique in De
I’Allemagne (1813), Staél added that the French dramatists had appealed only to
the most educated class and isolated themselves from the national spirit, thereby
frustrating the development of a popular French literature: “the arts in France are
not, as they are elsewhere, native to the country itself in which their beauties are
cultivated.”?* The implication was clear: only romantic drama could be true to its
place and time.

Capacious as it was, August Wilhelm Schlegel’s concept of romantic drama,
which had its origins in Herder’s bardic nationalism, was less capacious than
Friedrich’s of “romantic poetry” as defined in the Athenaeum (which the brothers
had co-edited). Though also conceived as broadly post-classical and as generically
hybrid, the latter sought to foster community — “society, sociability, friendship,
and love” — not nationally, by appealing to a collective history, but epistemologically,
by synthesizing intellectual disciplines and unifying knowledge.?> The inclusiveness
of August Wilhelm’s concept of the romantic was calculated to serve its
exclusiveness: the issue was not, as his editor Giovanni Vittorio Amoretti
maintained, that Schlegel believed too much in the reality of his abstract categories
to be able to appreciate the individuality of neoclassical plays.3® For the purpose
of the “romantic” was to banish from the German-speaking lands at least the
literary influence of that nation whose emperor then controlled most of Europe.
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Scottish Travellers

During the 1820s and 1830s, British and European images of other cultures were
shaped by the increasing mobility of people, from tourists to emigrants, and by
the transnational circulation of literature, from travel accounts to translations to
tales set in foreign locales. At the same time, these images drew on the older
concept of “national character” — the idea that individuals within a nation share
common and durable dispositions, features, and manners. In the context of post-
Napoleonic geopolitical relationships and the rise of nationalism in Europe,
notions of national character became more important than ever; according to
cultural historian Joep Leerssen, “the determination of cultural activity by the
nationality and by national character is such an all-pervasive doxa that it affects
and permeates all of nineteenth-century culture and society.”! Leerssen points to
the way ethnographic categories took a linguistic turn during the Romantic period
with Wilhelm and Alexander von Humboldt, August and Friedrich von Schlegel,
and the Brothers Grimm.2 These categories simultaneously entered literary studies
by way of Madame de Staél’s writings on European cultures and Goethe’s notion
of world literature (Weltliteratur) — cosmopolitan approaches that regarded the
contrasts and exchanges between national literatures as a source of vitality and
renewal. Staél’s and Goethe’s Scottish contemporary John Galt was an important
contributor to these discourses. A prolific writer and extensive traveller who
published travel accounts and sociological essays in addition to popular fiction
that was translated into several European languages, Galt engaged with the notion
of national identity throughout his career. While he adopted the term “national
character” along with some of its Enlightenment associations, he also adapted and
questioned it in his fiction and essays. In what follows, I will outline relevant
aspects of Galt’s Enlightenment background and his nineteenth-century
geopolitical context, then examine the modulations and modifications of national
character in his travel writing and fiction, particularly in his late novel Eben
Erskine: or, The Traveller (1833).

National character, which has been defined as “a mental organization
connecting the minds of all the members of a national community,” was a common
topic of debate among eighteenth-century philosophers, appearing in various
forms in French, English, and German texts.> French philosophers such as

1 Joep Leerssen, “The Poetics and Anthropology of National Character (1500-2000),” in
Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen, eds., Imagology: The Cultural Construction and Literary
Representation of National Characters: A Critical Survey (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), 73.

2 Joep Leerssen, “Imagology: History and Method,” in Imagology, 18.

3 Ernest Barker, National Character and the Factors in Its Formation (London: Methuen & Co.,
1927), quoted in Roberto Romani, National Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France
1750-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 1.
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Montesquieu and d’Alembert advanced the idea that national character was
heavily determined by climate and physical environment, a theory that Johann
Gottfried Herder developed in an anthropological direction in his Ideen zur
Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschheit (Ideas for the Philosophy of the History of
Mankind, 1784-1791).* Scottish Enlightenment philosophers, meanwhile, favoured
so-called “moral” factors, conceiving of national character as something more like
“people’s characteristics in relation to institutional settings” or the reciprocal
influences of a people’s manners, mental constitution, and forms of government.5
David Hume, in particular, argued against Montesquieu’s climate-centred theory
in his essay “Of National Characters” (1748). “Men of sense,” Hume writes,
“allow, that each nation has a peculiar set of manners, and that some particular
qualities are more frequently to be met with among one people than among their
neighbours.” In his view, “moral causes” such as “the nature of the government,
the revolutions of public affairs, the plenty or penury in which the people live, the
situation of the nation with regard to its neighbours, and such like circumstances”
are of much more importance than the “physical causes” favoured by
Montesquieu.® For Adam Smith, too, in The Wealth of Nations, “what forms the
character of every nation” is “the nature of their government.”” Smith, along with
other Scottish thinkers such as William Robertson (A View of the Progress of Society
in Europe, 1769) and John Millar (The Origin of the Distinction of Ranks, 1779),
incorporated national character into their stadial theory about the evolution of
societies from hunter-gatherer through pastoral, agricultural, and commercial
stages. They thereby historicized the idea of national character, arguing that
societies manifested changing dispositions, manners, and morals along with
changing forms of government at various stages of their evolution.

Since the mid-twentieth century at least, notions of national character have
been viewed with skepticism and suspicion for inculcating prejudicial and
potentially offensive stereotypes that may be arbitrarily imposed, inaccurately

4 See especially Chapter 19 of Montesquieu’s De I’Esprit des lois (1748) and the entry
“Caractére des nations” (attributed to Jean Le Rond d’Alembert) in the Encyclopédie, ou
Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, Vol. 2 (Paris: Briasson et al., 1751),
666: “Il y a grande apparence que le climat influe beaucoup sur le caractere général; car
on ne sauroit l'attribuer a la forme du gouvernement qui change totijours au bout d'un
certain tems.”

5 Romani, National Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France, 159.

¢ David Hume, “Essay 21: Of National Characters,” in Essays, Moral, Political, and Literary,
Vol. 1, ed. Tom L. Beauchamp and Mark A. Box (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021), 161.

7 Adam Smith, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of The Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin
Cannan (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 99.
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‘deduced’ from geographical or environmental factors, or based on generalizations
from subjective travellers’ tales® The anonymous early-eighteenth-century
Austrian painting known as the Vélkertafel that shows men from ten European
nations in typical clothing and lists the physical, mental, and moral characteristics
of each nationality in detailed tabular form is an example of the schematic (and
sarcastic) form that representations of national character could take.

[i=s

I

m i
Dbty | AT e :
wo g A A A 3
5 5 E
Curepa-
% |
igenfdl
R
amen.. nier. ranfyo. a'lfi]rﬁ cullcher. nger. i, | S = {
Win_| Bl | Sl Dbl Qs iy | el | i
burbarfi | I geipichia| Sifeefiho. | Gany Huf, il oo enff] | g Teife, |
erfiand | Alug unBeif Miﬁ‘ig, farflfinig. ﬁii{\g. dyweniger, ﬁs_]i (s, | DbenSlufy,
[ BTioati. | Ssinbibh, [ Wiciderwil, | 6er Il | iig,[Jnnul i
(ilgechl | o igsodin] G hen [ "M ;:-re
| $hebaar. lankig | $hr fam. ol i el Shrbia, o viber frf’,
Gaent, ‘iﬁ_ arlig, %ﬂy‘ % eilchlig, i Hevitbyer, i | Beedleiher. |
Sibon, [Ueb it i S, | Dos Golb, | S Trunde Bie Bufrube, ?mﬂr. e b
Fiten. | Yefeping.| ,%ﬁ""' @ ‘iiw Gudexfis. Ej:m .1-_" Bel
"oy PR mfmﬁhﬂr 7 ‘. - T, 3 & .E 3 ollecSif, P 4
i OrpMidfia| Yooy, | Siefichla. [ Tuiberwidld | Finfee ;%f,’.}? T feflind, Yo foul.
erallerbell, . | Shwasbier. Yiod ndidiigrr i flouben 3 loubt Siierley
ferm |Goes Dien i Bitevirdy | Finen Kifer, | Bl ben balf jran.

Anon., Volkertafel (Table of Nationalities), Austria, ca. 1725.
Source: Wikimedia Commons.

Similarly, ossified catalogues of the features of different nationalities migrated
transnationally between early-modern and Enlightenment encyclopedias.

8 Leerssen surveys twentieth-century developments in literary-cultural studies in
response to the problematic “ethnic essentialism” of concepts of national character
(“Imagology: History and Method,” 20-26). In psychology and social science, skepticism
about national stereotypes can be found from Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion (New
York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1922) to Robert R. McCrae et al., “The Inaccuracy of
National Character Stereotypes,” Journal of Research in Personality 47, no. 6 (2013): 831-42.
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Diderot’s entry “Nation” in the Encyclopédie of 1765 is a very slightly adapted
translation of the “Nation” entry in Ephraim Chambers’s 1728 Cyclopaedia:

Each Nation has its particular Character: ‘Tis proverbially said, Light as a
Frenchman, Waggish and Silly as an Italian, Grave as a Spaniard, Wicked and
Unlucky as an Englishman, Fierce as a Scotchman, Drunken as a German, Idle
as an Irishman, Deceitful as a Greek, &c.”?

On the title page of the Cyclopadia, Chambers acknowledges that his own
compilation is indebted to earlier authors and dictionaries. Adopted from one
apparently authoritative text into another, divorced from experience, and
expressed as features essentially connected to ethnicities, the notion of national
character becomes increasingly problematic.

John Galt, who was actively involved in mercantile and government business
alongside his writing career, was influenced by the historical and sociological
theories of national character that he inherited from the Scottish Enlightenment,
but as he brings these ideas into his fictional works, the literary context of this
discourse is equally relevant. While Galt adheres to the idea that members of a
national community share character traits and manners, what he demonstrates in
his travel writing — and even more in his fiction - is that these traits are not
essential and enduring, but malleable and constructed. Works of imaginative
fiction in general provide a space for national character to appear as a construction,
according to comparative literature scholars who have introduced the term
“imagology” for the critical and constructivist study of “cross-national
perceptions and images as expressed in literary discourse.”® Analyzing images of
national character in literature, that is to say, helps scholars understand how,
when, where, and why these images are created and how, at times, fiction writers
themselves reflect self-consciously on their constructedness. Galt’s contemporary
Germaine de Staél, who created one of the Romantic period’s most celebrated
representations of national character in her novel Corinne ou I'Italie (1807), suggests
the complex self-fashioning of her heroine’s identity by making Corinne not only
a performer, but an improvvisatrice, and not purely Italian, but of mixed Italian and

°  Ephraim Chambers, “Nation,” in Cyclopaedia: or, an Universal Dictionary of Arts and
Sciences, 2 vols. (London: James Knapton, 1728), 2:616; [Denis Diderot], “Nation,” in
Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, Vol. 11 (Paris:
Briasson et al., 1765), 36.

10 This formulation is from the description of the book series Studia Imagologica: Amsterdam
Studies on Cultural Identity, cited on the masthead of Beller and Leerssen, eds., [magology.
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British heritage. In works of literary sociology such as De la littérature (1800) and
De I’ Allemagne (1813), Staél discusses literature as one of the modes of expression
of national character, which she (like Enlightenment philosophers) considers to be
influenced by sociopolitical institutions and religious belief as well as by the
physical environment. But the importance Staél accords to societal factors (“only
political institutions can shape the character of a nation,” she writes when
describing the character of the Germans) makes her concept of national character
less essentialist than that of her predecessors.!! As Esther Wohlgemut has argued,
“For Staél, national literatures are not expressions or manifestations of pre-
existing or unchanging national characters or spirits. Rather, they are the products
of social and political institutions, institutions which are themselves in progress.”!2
A similar dynamism can be found in Galt’s writing.

Galt’s literary environment was also conditioned by the many forms of
literature from and about other nations that circulated in the post-Napoleonic era
thanks to a flourishing, internationally networked periodical press. In Britain,
bestselling periodicals such as Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, London’s New
Monthly Magazine, and Fraser’s Magazine (all of which published Galt’s work)
provided a steady flow of travel writing, reviews and translations of foreign
publications, and fiction set in other countries and locales. These magazines were
joined by publications that focused entirely on foreign literature such as the
Foreign Quarterly Review, founded in 1827 — the same year in which Goethe began
to develop his concept of world literature (Weltliteratur), a term that he connected
with the increased exposure to different national literatures and cultures that was
purveyed by the periodical press. In January 1827, for instance, Goethe first
comments in his own cosmopolitan journal Ueber Kunst und Alterthum (On Art and
Antiquity) that “a universal world literature is developing” in the context of a complex
cross-border literary exchange involving reviews that appeared in French
periodicals of a French version of his German drama Torquato Tasso.”® In the
following year, Goethe reaffirms in Ueber Kunst und Alterthum that periodicals
such as the Edinburgh Review and the Foreign Quarterly Review, “as they gradually
reach a wider public, will contribute most effectively to a hoped-for universal

11 Germaine de Staél, Politics, Literature, and National Character, trans. and ed. Morroe
Berger (London: Taylor & Francis, 2017), 283.

12 Esther Wohlgemut, Romantic Cosmopolitanism (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 58.

13 “[D]af ich iiberzeugt sey, es bilde sich eine allgemeine Weltliteratur”; Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, “Le Tasse, drama historique en cinq actes, par M. Alexander Duval,” Ueber
Kunst und Alterthum 6, no. 1 (1827): 131.
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world literature.”' Indeed, in a letter of 21 May 1828 he comments ironically on
the active contribution of Scottish literature to Weltliteratur: “the world literature
I have called for is deluging and threatening to drown me like the sorcerer’s
apprentice: Scotland and France pour forth almost daily.”?®

While Galt is doing something very different from Goethe in his response to
nationally-inflected literary expression, it is striking to what extent they share a
common print-culture milieu, and it is revealing to place Galt within a broader
European context that is rarely brought to bear on his work. Against this
background, Galt employs the concept of national character in multiple and
paradoxical ways: sometimes to reflect stereotypes about his own and other
cultures, sometimes to challenge collective stereotypes by juxtaposing them with
individual behaviour, and sometimes to depict characters who employ national
types for purposes of self-fashioning and social mobility. In his travel writing and
essays, Galt invokes national character as a pragmatic category that he finds useful
for understanding other cultures. In his fiction, he gives literary relevance to the
notion of national character by incorporating it into genre and character
development; he thereby shows national identities being constructed by
experience, performance, and storytelling.

Galt’s first book publications are accounts of his two years travelling in the
Mediterranean between 1809 and 1811 (sometimes in the company of Lord Byron).
In his Voyages and Travels (1812), he regularly uses the rubric of national character
to interpret his experiences, referring explicitly to the “Character of the Sards,” the
“characteristics” of the Maltese, and “the Turkish character.”!¢ Often his notion of
national character carries the historical inflection of stadial theory, and generally
it reflects what Roberto Romani calls the “basic Scottish position on the
relationship between ‘manners’ and society,” by which “manners change by
virtue of the same interrelated forces pushing European refinement forward:
commerce, security of property, a taste for liberty, science, literature, etc.”” But if
Galt’s notion of what constitutes national character is derived from Scottish

14 “Diese Zeitschriften, wie sie sich nach und nach ein grofieres Publikum gewinnen,
werden zu einer gehofften allgemeinen Weltliteratur auf das wirksamste beitragen;”
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Edinburgh Reviews,” Ueber Kunst und Alterthum 6, no. 2
(1828), 396.

15 Quoted in Fritz Strich, Goethe and World Literature, trans. C.AM. Sym (London:
Routledge, 1949), 350.

16 John Galt, Voyages and Travels, in the Years 1809, 1810, and 1811, containing Statistical,
Commercial, and Miscellaneous observations on Gibraltar, Sardinia, Sicily, Malta, Serigo, and
Turkey (London: Cadell and Davies, 1812), ix, 118-20, 312, 350.

17 Romani, National Character and Public Spirit in Britain and France, 183-84.
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Enlightenment theory, his description of specific national characteristics is rooted
in first-hand experience, imbued with highly pragmatic observations on material
culture, distinctively inflected by his encounters and conversations with people,
and understood by way of comparison with his own native character. When in
Messina, for instance, Galt notes that “The difference between the British and the
Sicilian character, is, here, very obvious” (he is referring to the sense of freedom
or oppression citizens feel with respect to their government).!® His account of Sicily
ends with a sub-section entitled “The Sicilian Character” in which he begins by
asserting that “our knowledge of the characters of nations is derived from History,”
but then proceeds to modify historical assumptions by describing the Sicilian
character based on his observations of people’s bargaining techniques, superstitious
practices and sense of humour. Significantly, the section ends with Galt's
speculation about how the Sicilians might characterize themselves: “a description of
manners and customs, by a genuine Sicilian,” he opines, “would equally surprize
and delight.”"” This oscillation between a historical approach to Sicilian national
character, a personal encounter with Sicilian people, and the alternative
perspective of a “genuine Sicilian” foreshadows the experiential-constructivist
way in which Galt will use national character in his fiction.

Galt’s most explicit discussion of national character comes in two essays he
published in The Lady’s Magazine and Museum in 1833. Entitled “National
Characters, No. I: The British and Americans” and “National Characters, No. II:
The Dutch and Belgians,” these texts may have been intended as the start of a longer
series. Galt begins the first essay by affirming his desire to do justice to the kind
treatment he had experienced in the United States during the years he spent doing
business in North America in the 1820s, and in the essay he diplomatically
compares the characteristics of the British and the Americans, tracing their
respective strengths and weaknesses to the differences between their histories and
institutions. Galt argues that failing to take into account the ingrained disposition
and manners of another nation, and instead assuming that their disposition and
manners are the same as one’s own, can lead to mutual misunderstanding; in other
words, an appreciation of the differences in national character has the practical
benefit of improving transnational communication. In the second essay, Galt’s
relative evaluation of national characters is more uneven: he describes the Dutch
in much more favourable terms than the Belgians. But this assessment, too, is
based directly on his personal experience of the two cultures during a trip he made
to the Continent shortly after Napoleon’s abdication in April 1814. In his essays,

18 Galt, Voyages and Travels, 86.
19 Galt, Voyages and Travels, 115.
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then, Galt’s perspective on national character is distinctively inflected by first-
hand experience of places and conversations with people, and by curiosity about
national character as a context for mutual understanding.

When it comes to fiction, Galt's best-known representations of national
character concern his own native land. The novels with which he made his name
during the early 1820s, including Annals of the Parish, The Ayrshire Legatees, and The
Provost, depict in rich detail the manners of people and communities in the west
of Scotland, showing how they are shaped by history and institutions such as
church, school, and local government. His 1822 novel Sir Andrew Wylie, of that Ilk
is especially significant for the way it shows the protagonist performing
stereotypes of Scottish national character as he crosses and recrosses the Scottish—
English border. Andrew Wylie, an orphan from humble circumstances in an
Ayrshire village, heads to Edinburgh and then London to train for a legal career;
though physically unprepossessing and without any real ability in the law, he
encounters upper-class patrons to whom he becomes an indispensable companion
and advisor, rising to become a Member of Parliament and a wealthy baronet
before returning to Scotland to marry his childhood sweetheart. Andrew Wylie
habitually responds to circumstances in accordance with the disposition
inculcated in him by his Ayrshire background. The people he meets in London —
journalists, lawyers, and the law firm’s aristocratic clients — respond favourably to
his naive, practical, hard-working, plain-spoken, frugal, clever, kind-hearted
Scottishness; his manners affirm their notion of Scottish national character and
reassuringly stabilize their views of class and region. Indeed, Andrew soon
realizes that in the role-playing circles of London businessmen and the beau monde
he can ingratiate himself very effectively by performing his national identity.
Andrew Wylie’s most memorable trait proves to be an odd combination of naiveté
and the wiliness suggested by his name, all of which is manifested in his ability to
act the part of the frank, natural, unaffected, rural Scotsman that he actually is.
Thus, by paradoxically performing candour, Andrew Wylie both fulfils and
manages the expectations of others and profits from his adept deployment of
Scottish national character.?0

Many facets of Galt’s lifelong engagement with the concept of national
character culminate in Eben Erskine; or, the Traveller (1833), a novel published in the
same year as his essays on “National Characters” and one that revisits the plot
structure of Sir Andrew Wylie as well as the content of Voyages and Travels. Though

20 For a fuller development of this reading of Sir Andrew Wylie, see Angela Esterhammer,
Print and Performance in the 1820s: Improvisation, Speculation, Identity (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2020), 146-54.
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it has received virtually no critical attention, Eben Erskine richly rewards a reading
that contextualizes it within late-Romantic print culture and literary genres, in an
era marked by increasing nationalism as well as nascent ideas about Weltliteratur.?!
Narrated by the eponymous protagonist in Galt’s favourite form of fictional
autobiography, Eben Erskine is a Bildungsroman about a young Scotsman of humble
means but respectable ancestry who needs to find his path in life. After his father’s
early death, Eben is encouraged by his mother to train for the medical profession.
Following the same route as Andrew Wylie from a village in the west of Scotland,
Eben heads to Edinburgh to apprentice with an apothecary and begin university.
But before matriculating he abandons his studies in order to take up the sudden
offer of a two-year engagement as private secretary to a nobleman, Major Verdure,
who plans to travel the Mediterranean. Eben recommends himself to his patron
through the “simplicity and openness of his character,” and near the end of the
novel Major Verdure sums up the strengths and limitations of Eben’s disposition
by saying to him: “you have too honest an opinion of mankind ever to make your
way in the world; that, every one who knows you, at once sees; but you have some
talent in making those around you happy.”?? Like his fellow Scotsman Andrew
Wylie in Galt’s earlier novel, Eben Erskine is a good listener and observer, with
generally reliable instincts about the people he encounters, and an honest and
tactful advisor; he has an intuitive ability to detect latent feelings in others by
observing them closely while they are telling their stories, which (again like
Andrew Wylie) allows him to play detective and help clear up crimes on a few
occasions. Although Eben plays down his Scottishness when interacting with non-
Scots, and even prides himself on speaking “very good English” (in vain, since
a Scotsman he encounters in Sicily immediately asks him “what part of braid
Scotland are ye com’ frae?” [2:157]), the novel keeps the connection between
Eben’s character and his background subtly in view by showing how others
respond to his national traits of plain-spokenness and naiveté. Like Andrew
Wrylie, Eben ends up rich and happily married, having (in a vestigial sentimental
subplot) won the heart of Major Verdure’s daughter.

2 Animportant exception is Regina Hewitt's essay “John Galt, Harriet Martineau, and the
Role of the Social Theorist,” in Regina Hewitt, ed., John Galt: Observations and Conjectures
on Literature, History, and Society (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2012), 345-
72. Hewitt suggests that the character Eben Erskine is a version of Galt’s “own former
self as a seeker of social knowledge” (359), discusses the novel’s caricatures of the literary
and publishing professions, and compares Galt and Martineau as social theorists.

2 John Galt, Eben Erskine; or, The Traveller, 3 vols. (London: Bentley, 1833), 1:149 and 3:287.
Further references to the novel will be given by volume and page numbers in parentheses.
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But Eben Erskine is a less picaresque and more reflective novel than Sir Andrew
Wylie, in part because it is narrated retrospectively by the protagonist himself.
Readers learn in the novel’s brief “Conclusion” that Eben has written his narrative
over the course of six or seven years, almost twenty years after the narrated events
took place. It is also a more genuinely autobiographical novel on Galt’s part: Eben
Erskine is, as the novel’s subtitle has it, “A Traveller” and thus an after-image not
only of Andrew Wylie, but of Galt himself. Whereas Volume 1 takes place in
Scotland and London, almost all of Volumes 2 and 3 narrate Eben’s continental
tour with Major Verdure. Travelling unsystematically and indeed haphazardly,
motivated by what appears to be Major Verdure’s bipolar disorder and his (futile)
attempts to avoid crossing paths with his ex-wife, but also following where chance
encounters and conversations lead them, they touch down at Gibraltar, Ceuta,
Cadiz, Malaga, Sardinia, Sicily, Malta, Egypt, Smyrna, the islands of Chios and
Idra, Athens, Delphi, Salona, Otranto, and Naples. At the end of his brief preface
to Eben Erskine, Galt signals that this itinerary echoes his own experience of
Mediterranean travel, noting that because of his eventful life “it has not been
necessary for extraordinary incidents to draw upon invention” (1:vi). A few
passages relating to Sardinia, Malta, Sicily, and Greece are lifted directly from
Galt’s 1812 Voyages and Travels into Eben Erskine. In describing Sardinia, for
example, Eben Erskine harks back to the historicizing view of national character
that Galt inherited from the Scottish Enlightenment. When Eben arrives in
Sardinia, he notes that “the leather-coated barbarians of the capital afforded
different objects of study and speculation” (2:100), and by the time he leaves the
island he affirms it has provided a “view of civilization relapsed into barbarity”
(2:139). Both expressions echo the more explicit evaluation of Sardinian national
character in terms of stadial theory with which Galt began Voyages and Travels. He
wrote there that the Sards “wear tanned leather coats, made somewhat in the
fashion of the armour worn in Europe in the fifteenth century,” that the “common
people [...] appear to have sunk a certain way back into barbarism,” and that “the
state of Society in Sardinia is probably not unlike what existed in Scotland about
a hundred and fifty years ago.”?

Despite these echoes, there are crucial differences between Galt’s description
of his own travels in 1812 and his representation of Eben Erskine’s fictional
journey in 1833. The retrospective and reflective dimension of the novel comes to
the fore as Eben’s narrative shows his assumptions and expectations being
continually tested and corrected by his encounters with different nationalities.
Moreover, his impressions of national character are sometimes based on the

2 Galt, Voyages and Travels, 8.
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manners of people he meets, and other times mediated through the stories they
tell. Eben Erskine’s three volumes contain seven short tales, most of them
separately titled, that are related to Eben in the course of his travels. Some of these
are autobiographical narratives told by characters of different nationalities; others
are anecdotes of which they are only the storytellers rather than the subjects. These
inset tales stretch the boundaries of genre, making the novel Eben Erskine — which
is already a Bildungsroman, a travel narrative, and a sentimental novel — into a
quasi-anthology that incorporates gothic and oriental tales as well as stories of
crime and detection. If this mélange mirrors the popular reading material of the
day, it also has the effect of aligning national character with particular genres and
narrative styles. The inset stories thereby help to shape, affirm, and/or call into
question Eben’s and the reader’s evaluation of individual and collective identities.

“The Prince and the Butterfly,” a long tale that ends Volume 2 of the novel,
seems closest to being an example of national literature in the sense that inspired
Goethe’s notion of Weltliteratur. Eben witnesses this tale — which features genii,
a brave and wise prince, and a lovely and self-willed princess — as it is performed
in a coffee-house in Cairo by Quahie, an Indian storyteller from Delhi, who is
introduced by an Irishman calling himself the Rajah O’Connell. Compounding the
cultural mélange, the coffee-house audience is composed mainly of
“distinguished Turks” who can understand neither the Indian storyteller’s
language nor the Rajah O’Connell’s English introduction (2:274). The experience
of the performance first of all brings about a correction of Eben’s Anglocentric
assumptions, as he realizes that the linguistic perspectives in play go beyond the
binary opposition English / non-English that he had taken for granted: “it flashed
upon me like lightning, that the language of Delhi was as little like that of Cairo
as of London” (2:275-76). In order to understand the tale himself, Eben invites
Quahie and the Rajah O’Connell back to his lodgings, where the former repeats
the story and the latter, who understands the Indian language from having spent
twenty years in Delhi, translates it into English. However, rather than a genuine
encounter of national literatures in the spirit of Weltliteratur, this episode says
more about misunderstanding and inequality. The shiftiness of the Irishman’s
character (another national stereotype) leaves the reliability of his translation in
doubt, while his subordinate status as the ex-servant of a British officer subtly
invokes the internal colonization of the Irish within Great Britain. More explicitly,
though, the Irishman is perpetuating colonial exploitation of the Indian storyteller,
whom he has brought with him from Delhi with the intention of exhibiting his
exotic talents in “the principal European cities” and ultimately in London, thereby
making his own fortune (2:272). A satirical comment on the genre of the oriental
tale as a saleable commodity in the British literary marketplace also seems
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intended. The performance Eben experiences in the Egyptian coffee-house echoes
Byron’s preamble to The Giaour, where he ascribes the origin of his poem to a tale
he first heard “recited by one of the coffee-house story-tellers who abound in the
Levant,” and to a story Galt published in Blackwood’s, “The Fate of the Caliph
Motasser,” which he introduces as a tale heard in a coffee-house on the island of
Scio (Chios) off the Turkish coast.?* Harking back to the “coffee-house” provenance
as a cliché with which British writers of oriental tales cast doubt on the reliability
of translation and their memory of the originals, “The Prince and the Butterfly”
ultimately functions as an example of inauthenticity, miscommunication, and
colonial exploitation.

As with the oriental tale, Eben Erskine’s treatment of the gothic mode is
stereotyped and says more about British assumptions regarding national
literatures than about openness to them. In Volume 3, while in southern Italy,
Eben hears an inset story entitled “The Rosicrucians.” It is related while he and
two apparent Capuchin friars (later revealed to be bandits), one of them “of
Bohemian origin,” are performing a wake over a dead body (3:74-75). The tale
takes place in Vienna and features secret societies, hidden passageways, and
alchemy. Making explicit the significance of its German setting, the opening
sentence of the tale links it to “the mystical predilections of the German mind”
which have influenced “the ingenious and poetical” and “enabled them to fill the
world with oracular lore and visionary legends” (3:77-78). Just as mystically
Germanic is another inset story about a character named “Father Paul” whom
Eben encounters at a Sicilian convent: it concerns a student of philosophy who has
an ominous horoscope cast for him by a professor at Gottingen and is thereafter
haunted by a demonic Doppelginger who follows him to Dresden and Vienna
(2:202-18).

These stories illustrate patterns discernable elsewhere in Galt’s comments on
German literature and his fictional representations of German national character.
In his anthology The Bachelor’s Wife (1824), a long chapter is devoted to
commentary on excerpts from Goethe’s Faust in Francis Leveson Gower’s English
translation. While some passages come in for praise, on the whole Goethe’s Faust
is likened to “Coleridgian ravings” and represented as inferior to Christopher
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus and Byron’s Manfred> The comparison between

2 Lord Byron, The Complete Poetical Works, ed. Jerome J. McGann, Vol. 3 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1981), 423; John Galt, “The Fate of the Caliph Motasser,” Blackwood’s
Edinburgh Magazine 27, no. 163, part 2 (February 1830): 363.

%5 John Galt, The Bachelor’s Wife: A Selection of Curious and Interesting Extracts, with Cursory
Observations (Edinburgh: Oliver & Boyd and London: Whittaker, 1824), 255-56.
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Goethe’s German drama and the two English ones allows Galt to assert “the
difference between our national taste and that of the Germans,” which issues in
a conclusion about the “absurdity and silliness” that are “so superabundant” in
the “productions of German genius”: “the same things which please the Germans,
and obtain honours and patronage among them, would be consigned to laughter
among us.”? If a bizarre literary taste is here understood as a facet of German
national character, Galt’s tales — within and outside of Eben Erskine — also represent
the gothic as a typically German genre. Most of the stories about mystery, the
occult, secret societies, and inexorable fate that he published in periodicals and
anthologies, such as “The German’s Tale” (Rothelan, 1824), “The Seven Signs” (The
Englishman’s Magazine, 1831), and “The Unguarded Hour” (The Club-Book, 1831),
take place in German and eastern European settings. The gothic genre thus
encodes national stereotypes and implies that the German character, as displayed
within these settings, is imbued with an attraction toward esotericism, mysticism,
and superstition.

By way of comparison, Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1818) offers a similar
example of gothic stereotypes leading to prejudicial assumptions about national
character, though in her case it is in relation to the typical southern European
settings of Ann Radcliffe’s gothic novels. Austen’s heroine, Catherine Morland,
reflects on Radcliffe’s “faithful delineation” of “the Alps and Pyrenees, with their
pine forests and their vices” and on the “horrors” Radcliffe shows taking place in
“Italy, Switzerland, and the South of France” — and she concludes from her reading
of Radcliffe’s fiction that “human nature” must be different in those locales than
“in the midland counties of England.”? Filtered through the consciousness of
Catherine, a heroine who is apt to form wrong conclusions based on her reading,
Austen’s novel suggests that this sentiment about the national differences in
human nature is inherently suspect. The alignment of gothic tales with “the
mystical predilections of the German mind” in Eben Erskine (3:77), and in Galt’s
fiction more generally, implies a similar parody of readerly assumptions, although
in this case it is harder to tell if the irony is intentional or unintentional, and against
whom it is directed.

Throughout Galt’s novel, Eben takes an active part in his own sociological
education by occasionally propounding views he suspects may be wrong, and
inviting them to be refuted. In this vein, as he and Major Verdure are riding
through a “wild and Salvator-Rosa-like valley,” he expresses his belief in “the habitual

2 Galt, The Bachelor’s Wife, 257, 284-85.
27 Jane Austen, Northanger Abbey; Lady Susan; The Watsons; Sanditon, ed. James Kinsley and
John Davie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 147.
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sympathy which local scenery obtains over the sentiments of the resident
inhabitants” (2:84) — an assertion that seems to echo the belief that national character
is shaped by physical factors such as landscape and climate. But Major Verdure,
amused at the “greenness” or immaturity of Eben’s philosophy (2:83), responds
by telling a story from his own experience entitled “The Alpine Valley.” When
visiting a pretty village in an idyllic, secluded valley in the northern Alps, the Major
recalls, he expected its inhabitants to be as welcoming and charitable as the landscape
itself — but, contrary to expectations, he was completely refused shelter for the
night, even by the village clergyman, until he paid an exorbitant price. “I have
never since,” the Major concludes, “seen a philanthropical-looking landscape
without reflecting on the deceitfulness of all outward signs” (2:92). Eben, hearing
the story, must modify his belief that landscape influences the manners and morals
of its inhabitants.

Soon after, an encounter on shipboard during a voyage from Spain to Sardinia
teaches Eben a lesson about Spanish national character. He meets here with one
Senor Felix D’ Almido, a tailor from Seville, who is charming and merry — until the
ship encounters bad weather, when Senor Felix almost dies of hysterical terror,
only to revive again, “laughing with great glee,” as soon as the danger is past (2:99).
“Odd as it may seem,” Eben concludes when he reflects on the behaviour of the
volatile Sefior Felix,

this little incident has had a particular influence on my own estimate of the
Spanish character. By no process of reasoning, nor by the knowledge of
many Spaniards of a very different description, have I been able to form
the usual opinion of the grave dignity so commonly ascribed to that people.
They stand, in my imagination, as a compound of generosity, frivolity, and
crime; and yet I am persuaded, that although these qualities predominate
in the Spanish character, they are seldom found united in the same
individual. A generous Spaniard is truly so; nor is one of frivolous humours
otherwise than gay; while the dark and grim among them are of the sternest
stuff of man.

(2:100)

In invoking the “usual opinion” of Spanish national character, Eben directly
echoes the much-circulated dictum “Grave as a Spaniard” from eighteenth-century

encyclopedias.?® His personal experience of individual Spaniards, and notably
Senor Felix’'s performance of his own character during the dramatic sea-voyage,

28 Chambers, “Nation,” in Cyclopeedia, 2:616.
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leads Eben to modify this inherited truism, although he continues to adhere to
a rubric of national character as a way of interpreting his observations.

The novel’s most extreme reflection on national character occurs when Eben
Erskine and Major Verdure visit Athens. There, after viewing the Acropolis but
apparently before interacting with the Athenians, Eben launches into a tirade
against the modern Greeks as “a people of many excellent animal qualities; but
they have no moral remaining;” instead, imbued with vice, revenge, cruelty,
barbarism, and base pride, he pronounces that the Greeks are “fallen to rise no
more” (3:27). Despite his previously learned lesson about the lack of connection
between landscape and human nature, in Athens Eben again relates the moral
exhaustion of the inhabitants to the “decayed” soil and the ruins of the ancient
city: “the earth is unhallowed where the Greeks were, and a curse has long been
in the air, and on the earth that has yielded the scanty means of subsistence to the
miserable wrecks of barbarous humanity that still usurp the name” (3:28). Major
Verdure seems to share Eben’s general evaluation, if not his vehemence, but later
both show themselves willing to alter their opinion of the Greek nation based on
the behaviour of individuals. Before leaving Greece, they encounter a young man,
Speridion, who offers his services as a guide and impresses them with his
“intelligence and alacrity” (3:43). Giving him a generous tip, the Major pronounces:
“That young man [...] gives me more hope of Greece than any thing I have yet met
with,” and Eben inserts a rare flash-forward into his narrative to affirm that Speridion
would go on to fulfil these high hopes and become a respected military commander:
“some years after, I heard that he had distinguished himself in the service of his
country, and was esteemed for the goodness of his temper, the heroism of his
bearing, and a certain frankness, that tended essentially to his promotion” (3:44-45).

This experience, the novel’s most striking example of a prejudicial view of
national character being ameliorated by the behaviour of individuals, also
resonates with international relations at the time Galt was writing. Eben Erskine
was published in 1833, shortly after the Treaty of Constantinople had established
the Kingdom of Greece, and scenes such as the visit to Athens bring
Enlightenment theory into contact — and conflict — with contemporary geopolitical
relationships in post-Napoleonic Europe that demand new perspectives on nation
and nationality. Eben Erskine shows national character embedding itself into
frameworks of genre such as gothic and oriental tales that reinforce national
stereotypes, but it also shows collective stereotypes being called into question by
individual, context-dependent instances of storytelling, performance, and
behaviour. This re-evaluation of national character is intrinsic to Eben Erskine as
a Bildungsroman: not only does Eben’s character develop in response to the people,
places, and stories he encounters, but a key part of his development consists in
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correcting his assumptions about national character. As he learns to adapt his beliefs
about specific cultures based on first-hand experience, he also learns to adopt a new
attitude toward the relationship of the individual and the group. “[H]alf-wise
rules and maxims” based on general laws and on collective behaviour are flawed,
he realizes, because people must be treated as individuals. Looking back, Eben
formulates this lesson as what he calls a “philosophy of riper years”:

experience has taught me that the world is a collection of individuals, each
of whom requires a different modification of jurisdiction; a general law,
therefore, must ever fall short, and be found defective, when that which is
applicable to the species is applied to individuals.

(1:273)

The ability of individuals to modify expectations about their national character
and background is fundamental to Eben’s Bildung in another sense as well. The
novel’s romance plot depends on Eben’s social mobility: over the course of the
story, he overcomes his own and other peoples’ assumptions about the limitations
of his humble Scottish background and ends up settled in a wealthy English
household when he marries Major Verdure’s daughter. Unlike his predecessor
Andrew Wylie, whose imperturbable identity as a provincial Scotsman only
becomes more entrenched as he returns to marry and settle in Scotland at the end
of Galt’s 1822 novel, Eben Erskine’s successful career both is and is not due to his
national character. The traits of straightforwardness and integrity associated with
his Scottish background open doors for him with his English patrons, but it is
thanks to his individual character and his moral development that he finds a new
station in life by crossing the Scottish—-English border permanently, adopting
English manners, and moving beyond the rank into which he was born.

Incorporating an education about national character into the structure of the
Bildungsroman and into episodes of storytelling by narrators of different nationalities,
Eben Erskine gives a literary inflection to the discourse about national identity.
Within Galt’s late-Romantic age of increasing mobility, globalization, and interest in
Weltliteratur, the novel manifests a paradoxical juxtaposition of cultural stereotyping
with malleable, experiential, and performative expressions of national character.
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Scoftt’s Border Characters

The concept of “character” has a long history in criticism, reaching back at least to
Aristotle’s Poetics and his differentiation of the six parts of tragedy: plot, character,
thought, diction, song, and spectacle. His list is roughly hierarchical: character
(ethos) is not as important as plot (mythos) but far more important than, say,
spectacle (opsis). Never neglected for long in the course of its extensive history
since Aristotle, the concept of character has lately enjoyed something of a new
surge of attention, especially as a pushback against some twentieth-century efforts
to relegate character to structure or function. For example, three scholars who had
already broached the topicless directly - Amanda Anderson, Rita Felski, and Toril
Moi - have now addressed it head-on in their collaborative essay collection,
Character: Three Inquiries in Literary Studies (2019). They seek to redress a general
tendency they see in criticism to “demot[e] character to little more than an effect
of linguistic, political, or — most recently — psychological structures,”! and they
explore such issues as readerly identification with literary characters and the
relations of literary characters to everyday life. In Character and Person (2014), John
Frow had already weighed in with an effort to adjudicate between the two major
critical instincts he saw at work in approaches to literary characters: to treat them
as people and to treat them as “constructs.”?

Romanticism is perhaps no longer the locus for generating literary theory that
it was in the age of I.A. Richards, Northrop Frye, René Wellek, M.H. Abrams,
Geoffrey Hartman, Harold Bloom, and Paul de Man, yet it arguably has something
especially important to offer when it comes to the theory of character. It was in the
Romantic period, after all, when the character of the author was understood to
assume a central place in what Abrams famously called the “expressive” orientation
in poetics, as distinguished from the mimetic or rhetorical. And it was in that age,
too, when the interpretation of Shakespeare’s plays fundamentally turned on the
question of how to understand his dramatis personae. Hazlitt's popular book,
Characters of Shakespear’s [sic] Plays (1817), participated in a wide set of debates, not
least with his rival Coleridge, about what to make of Hamlet or Coriolanus,
Opbhelia or Desdemona. One attentive spectator to such debates was the young
John Keats, for whom, in 1818, an important measure of Shakespeare’s true genius
was that he had “as much delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen.”3

1 Amanda Anderson, Rita Felski, and Toril Moi, Character: Three Inquiries in Literary Studies
(Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 2019), 2.

2 John Frow, Character and Person (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 3.

3 John Keats, “Letter to Richard Woodhouse, 27 October 1818,” in Keats’s Poetry and Prose,
ed. Jeffrey N. Cox (New York; London: W.W. Norton & Company, 2009), 294-95.
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Perhaps most relevant of all, it was in the Romantic era that the subgenre of
the Bildungsroman emerged, its prototype commonly taken to be Goethe’s Wilhelm
Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795). This new genre, so caught up in the spirit of that
age, helped to establish many issues that have been relevant for the production
and reception of literary characters down to our own moment: what it means for
character to undergo Bildung, what it means for character to take shape in cultural
circumstances understood in their historical specificity, what is the role of
contingency more broadly in character formation — what Bernard Williams calls
“moral luck.”* Perhaps in part because of its intimate connection to character,
literary scholars have lately been turning attention to the Bildungsroman as a genre.
Some of this attention is going to new reinterpretations of the genre, for example
to the “postcolonial Bildungsroman,”® or, even more intriguingly, the “post-
Bildungsroman,” and one recent collection about the post-Bildungsroman examines
“coming of age at the margins.”® Yet a special issue devoted to “Romantic Borders”
might encourage one to look to the period in which the Bildungsroman emerged as
already interested in characters at the margins. It is in this spirit that I propose to
consider what Sir Walter Scott called his “border characters,” though in his case
the relationship between border and margin proves to be an elusive one.

“Border character” is a term of art that derives from Scott’s own account of his
fictional writings, and a central question I address in this essay is, simply, what to
make of this category — how should we understand its complexion and complexity,
its dimensions and its implications? Are the borders in question to be understood
as regional or liminal or both? What is implied about the relation of character to
plot when Scott conjoins “border characters” and “supernatural incident” in his
origin narrative for the Waverley novels? Aristotle wrote in the Poetics that, like
plots, characters should be constructed in accord with either “necessity or
probability,” but he did not say much about how necessity and probability might
be understood to connect particular kinds of plots with particular kinds of
characterization.” What, then, does it mean for characters in a Scott novel to be

4 Bernard Williams, Moral Luck: Philosophical Papers, 1973-1980 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1981).

5 See, for example, Arnab Dutta Roy and Paul Ugor, eds., The Postcolonial Bildungsroman:
Narratives of Youth, Representational Politics, and Aesthetic Reinventions (Edmonton:
University of Alberta Press, 2025), and Arnab Dutta Roy, Paul Ugor, and Simone Maria
Puleo, eds., The Postcolonial Bildungsroman and the Character of Place (Lincoln, NE:
University of Nebraska Press, 2026).

6 Ricardo Quintana-Vallejo, ed., The Post-Bildungsroman: Coming of Age at the Margins (New
York: Bloomsbury, 2025).

7 Aristotle, “Poetics,” in Poetics. Longinus: On the Sublime. Demetrius: On Style, trans.
Stephen Halliwell (Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1995), 81.
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beset by coincidence, and thus to straddle the border between the natural and the
supernatural, realism and superstition?

Ultimately, I will set my account against what has long been the single most
dominant analysis of Scott’s characterization practices. It is the one famously
centered on the figure of “the mediocre hero” in Georg Lukacs’s The Historical
Novel, where Scott figures as the forerunner of the sociological realism of Honoré
de Balzac. I conclude by arguing not only that Scott’s border characters fail to map
onto Lukacs’s taxonomy but also that they indicate crucial differences between
Scott and Balzac that go unregistered in Lukacs’s influential genealogy of modern
social realism. I begin, however, with a look at how borders as such matter to
Scott’s distinctive mode of storytelling, contrasting his treatment of borders with
those of two of his influential predecessors in forging links between nation and
narration in the Romantic era.

One of these predecessors is Maria Edgeworth, of whose accomplishment Scott
famously wrote after reading her Irish tales, especially The Absentee (1812), that he
wished to do something similar for his native Scotland. A yet earlier pioneer in
mediating nation with narration is Madame de Staél, with whose work Edgeworth
herself engaged strenuously for almost three decades. There is indeed a clear but
mostly overlooked lineage to be traced from Staél to Scott by way of Edgeworth,
and The Absentee is an especially crucial link in that chain. The starting point would
be Staél’s 1807 novel Corinne, the book in which the French word nationalité
appeared in print for the first time. In the wake of Marilyn Butler’s pioneering
scholarship, it has been widely acknowledged that Edgeworth’s 1806 novel
Leonora is a rewriting of Staél’s earlier novel, Delphine (1802), a novel that
Edgeworth read in French on its appearance and marked up extensively. It has
been less widely recognized, despite a valuable commentary by Cliona O Gallchoir,
that Staél’s Corinne proved to be a kind of template for The Absentee.® In both
Corinne and The Absentee, a noble lord leaves Britain in distress, crosses a maritime
border, and soon finds himself both immersed in the manners and customs of
another country and in love with a woman who he fears might have a dark and
dishonorable secret in her past.

Edgeworth understood that, like herself, Staél was more than just a novelist.
In addition to her influential works of fiction, Staél of course also produced several
important works of scholarly criticism — De Ia littérature (1800), De I’Allemagne
(1812), and a final book in 1817 on the cultural causes and effects of the French
Revolution. These books were so well received in Sir Walter Scott’s Edinburgh

8 Cliona O Gallchoir, Maria Edgeworth: Women, Enlightenment and Nation (Dublin: University
College Dublin Press, 2005), 118-23.
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during the 1810s that one Scottish reviewer writing for Blackwood’s Magazine in
1818 made so bold as to call her the founder of a new “science of nations.”?
Complementing Staél’s treatment of nationalité in Corinne, these books form part
of the genealogy of both Edgeworth’s national tales and Scott’s historical novels.

It is easy to forget that when Scott published Waverley in 1814 Staél and
Edgeworth were widely recognized as the leading female authors of the moment
in, respectively, the Francophone and Anglophone worlds, and there is much to
be said about what Scott must have learned from them. But I want to focus here
on an important respect in which he departed from their examples: unlike them,
he was intensely preoccupied with borders. In the first two novels of the Waverley
series alone — Waverley and Guy Mannering — we find the central characters
crossing and recrossing borders throughout their travels. The primary border in
each novel is of course the one separating Scotland from England. When Edward
Waverley makes his first border crossing from England into the Scottish
Lowlands, and a family friend, the Baron Bradwardine, tells him about a local
Laird whose “grandsire was from the wrong side of the Border,” there can be no
mistaking what border he is referring to.!°

But there are other meaningful borders in these novels as well. There is, for
example, the area known in Scotland as the east Borders, explicitly referenced in
Waverley, and by implication the west Borders. Further to the north lies another
border — in this case also a topographical demarcation, which is referred to at one
point in the novel as the “Hieland Border.”!! Thus, when Waverley moves on from
the Baron’s great house, Tully-Veolan, for an excursion into the Scottish
Highlands, this journey is clearly meant to be taken as a second border crossing,
between the Scottish Lowlands and the Scottish Highlands, a crossing no less
consequential than the first. The importance of this second crossing is emphasized,
from a perspective beyond that border, when we learn soon afterwards that a local
marauder, Donald Bean Lean, has begun to venture out from the Highlands to
carry out some raids — creagh is the Scots term Scott uses and glosses — in the
“neighbouring country” of the Scottish Lowlands. We are told that Bean Lean has
“made a settlement on this devoted border” — that is, the one that separates
Scotland’s Highlands and Lowlands.?

9 [Anon.], “Chateau of Coppet: Letter Third,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine 4 (December
1818): 277-80.

10 Sir Walter Scott, Waverley, ed. Claire Lamont (Oxford and New York: Oxford University
Press, 2015), 48.

1 Scott, Waverley, 344.

12 Scott, Waverley, 102.
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The inaugural novel in the Waverley series is indeed everywhere preoccupied
with border crossing and border straddling, with borders within borders. By
contrast, the only instance of the word “border” in Edgeworth’s The Absentee refers
to the trim around the edges of some bespoke exotic wall paper that Mr. Soho is
selling Lady Colambre for garish decorations with which she hopes to impress the
bon ton of polite London society at her upcoming gala.!® For her own part, although
Staél’s Corinne had certainly taught Edgeworth and Scott something about moving
around characters with different nationalities, having them mingle and collide,
Staél shows little interest in border crossings as such. Despite the novel's
innovative interest in nationalité, the French word frontiére never appears in
Corinne. In one standard English translation of the novel, there is a passage that
refers to a “border” between the Kingdom of Naples and the rest of Italy in the
1790s, ' but early in Book 11 of the French text the reference is actually to “le bord
de la mer.”?

Moreover, in Scott’s fiction, while geographical borders are crossed and
recrossed in ways that often involve heightened dramatic tension, they also figure
as more than just boundary markers between territories. They become territories
in their own right — sites where the events of a plot or the development of a character
can take place. Some crucial episodes in Waverley happen in Carlisle, a Borders
location just south of the Tweed River. As Edward Waverley is recrossing the
English border with Fergus Mac-Ivor and the Jacobite army at the start of the 1745
Rebellion, their army gains an early victory when “they besieged and took
Carlisle” in “defiance of a superior army lying upon the Borders.”!¢ Carlisle again
figures prominently in the novel’s denouement, where the moving scenes of the
trial and the execution of Fergus and the rebel Jacobites are also set in this town
upon the Borders.

What Scott refers to as the Borders (upper case B), then, is not so much a line
as un lieu, a location, one of many border locations in his fiction. These locations
are not just scenes of action but are also places to live, habitations for his border
characters, and, paradoxically, such locations and the characters who inhabit them
often figure centrally in his novels. As I hinted earlier, there is indeed evidence
that border characters were foundational to the Waverley series from its very

13 Maria Edgeworth, The Absentee, ed. W.J. McCormick and Kim Walker (Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 13.

14 Madame de Staél, Corinne, or Italy, trans. Sylvia Raphael (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008), 188.

15 Madame de Staél, Corinne, ou L'Italie (Paris: H. Nicolle, 1807), 2:3.

16 Scott, Waverley, 291.
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inception. In his 1829 General Preface, Scott explains how he initially turned to fiction
after his great success in verse: “I had nourished the ambitious desire of composing
a tale of chivalry, [...] with plenty of Border characters, and supernatural incident.”"”
To be sure, the idea of border characters might have seemed less out of the ordinary
to Scott, since he grew up in the valley of the River Tweed. He alludes to this very
fact when he goes on, in the 1829 General Preface, to give an account of his ambitions
for the novel that he first set out to write, Thomas the Rhymer: “the Author’s
purpose was that it should turn upon a fine legend of superstition which is current
in the part of the Borders where he had his residence.”!8

How “superstition” and “supernatural incident” matter to the relation between
Scott’s characters and his plots is a question I take up in closing, but as for Thomas
the Rhymer itself, Scott completed exactly one chapter of his pilot novel and
included it as an Appendix to his General Preface. This is how it begins:

The sun was nearly set behind the distant mountains of Liddesdale, when
a few of the scattered and terrified inhabitants of the village of Hersildoun,
which had four days before been burned by a predatory band of English
Borderers, were now busied in repairing their ruined dwellings.'

These “Borderers” are clearly dwellers on the lands near the border of England
and Scotland, though it seems that this term can refer to either Scottish Borderers,
like Scott’s people, or English Borderers, like this predatory band. Dandie
Dinmont, the stout farmer in Guy Mannering who has given his name to a breed of
terrier, hails from Liddesdale itself. Understood this way, then, a border character
appears to be a relatively straightforward matter. But apart from the English—
Scottish border, there is the border where the Highlands and the Lowlands meet,
and it too is as much a location as it is a line. In Waverley, for example, the marauder
Donald Bean Lean becomes, as the narrator puts it, “a settler on this devoted
border.”?° Should not Donald Bean Lean therefore also be understood as a “border
character”? And if he is to be included among Scott’s border characters, then who
else might be as well? What other borders might be said to host or harbor them?
What other kinds of borders might be involved? How might these other lines be
drawn, these other borders mapped?

17 Scott, Waverley, 387.

18 Sir Walter Scott, Waverley; or, ‘Tis Sixty Years Since, ed. Andrew Lang, 2 vols (Boston,
MA: Estes and Lauriat, 1893), 1:xliii.

19 Waverley, ed. Lang, 1:xxxvii.

20 Scott, Waverley, 102.
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For help with such questions, I turn to Andrew Lang, who edited the influential
1893 edition of the Waverley novels, and who explained Scott’s work in terms that
I find resonant. Lang writes that Scott “knew, and often said, [...] that he was no
hand at a respectable hero.” And he adds: “Borderers, buccaneers, robbers, and
humorsome people, like Dugald Dalgetty and Bailie Nicol Jarvie and Macwheeble
[...] were the characters he delighted in.”?' Here, it seems, we have a roster of
“Border characters” in an expanded sense of the term, a sense not strictly defined
by residence in his native Borders region — places like Liddesdale or Galashiels —
nor even in other geographical border regions as such, like the one that Scott calls
“the Hieland border.” Lang suggests that there are characters fundamental to
Scott’s fiction whose identity tends to straddle other borders as well: social
borders, moral borders, and emotional borders, not to mention metafictional
borders of genre and style.

Lang mentions three such characters — Dalgetty, Jarvie, and Macwheeble —but
most readers of Scott can call to mind dozens of others. Indeed, following along
with Lang’s line of reasoning about Scott’s vast range of dramatis personae, one
soon recognizes that there are probably as many kinds of border characters in
Scott’s fiction as there are kinds of borders represented in it. Are there other kinds
of borders beyond those I have so far mentioned? A further border that deserves
special attention is the one implicit in Scott’s mention of “border characters” in
conjunction with superstition or “supernatural incident.” Indeed, some of his most
memorable characters, and even paradoxically some of his most thematically
central characters, are the ones who operate on the boundary of natural
probability — what we might call the border between heaven and earth.

To illustrate how this fuller grammar of “border characters” takes shape in the
Waverley novels, and how Scott deploys it to plot action along the various kinds
of borders, I want to look more closely at the second novel in the series, Guy
Mannering. Much of Guy Mannering is set in the Borders itself (capital B), as the
main action takes place in Galloway. Galloway happens to be on the Scottish side
of the border, but Scott goes out of his way to include an extended sequence in
Cumberland, on the English side. Between the Scottish Borders of Galloway and
the English Borders of Cumberland lie myriad complicated movements and
transactions; Scott devotes considerable attention late in the novel, for example, to
narrating the eventful journey of the protagonist Harry Bertram across those two
bordering territories.

A further geographical border that Scott develops for Guy Mannering is the
boundary between land and sea — le bord de la mer, to borrow that phrase from

2l Scott, Waverley, ed. Lang, 1:xcviii.
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Staél. But in Scott’s case, characteristically, this is a border that also becomes itself
a site of action. Many of the defining events of the plot, both early and late, take
place on the shoreline near Bertram’s ancestral residence, the castle of Ellangowan:
an attempted arrest, the murder of an officer of the law, the kidnapping of the five-
year old Harry Bertram, and the later confrontation with the man responsible for
most of this mischief, Dirk Hatteraick, who meets his fate in a seaside cave in the
novel’s final pages. The bord de la mer, that is the Galloway Coast, moreover, is not
only a location of events but also a site identified with certain characters.
Hatteraick himself is the leader of a band of smugglers who make their living
defying borders of all kinds.

Among many other examples of border characters, Guy Mannering also
features a particular group that claims special attention. These are the characters
whom Scott’s narrator calls “gypsies.” Prominent among them stands emphatically
the larger-than-life figure of Meg Merrilies, a character based on the historical
figure of Jean Gordon. Gordon was, as Scott explained in 1829, “an inhabitant of
the village of Kirk Yetholm, in the Cheviot hills, adjoining to the English Border.”?
Although, like her historical prototype, Meg Merrilies is also a Borderer by
residence, this aspect of her border character becomes almost secondary in that
“gypsies” are understood to be quintessentially nomadic people — travellers.

Geographically, Meg Merrilies occupies the border not only between north
and south (Scotland and England) but also between east and west (Egypt and
Europe). In her person, moreover, she inhabits a wider range of contradictions, as
becomes evident on her first introduction into the narrative:

She was full six feet high, wore a man’s great-coat over the rest of her dress,
had in her hand a goodly sloe-thorn cudgel, and in all points of equipment,
except her petticoats, seemed rather masculine than feminine. Her dark elf-
locks shot out like the snakes of the gorgon, between an old-fashioned
bonnet called a Bongrace, heightening the singular effect of her strong and
weather-beaten features, which they partly shadowed, while her eye had
a wild roll that indicated something like real or affected insanity.

Meg is deeply hybridized, in multiple dimensions, including those of gender,
nationality, history, and even psychology: is her insanity real or only affected?

2 Sir Walter Scott, “Introduction,” in Guy Mannering, Or, the Astrologer, Waverley Novels,
Vols. 3 and 4 (Edinburgh: Robert Cadell and Whittaker & Co., 1829), 3:xxvi.

2 Sir Walter Scott, Guy Mannering, ed. P.D. Garside (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 1999), 14.
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Further, Meg plays a role in the plot that shows her always on the border between
sentiments of loyalty to the Ellangowan family (and Harry in particular) and
vengeful feelings on behalf of the Romani whom Harry’s father rashly
dispossesses near the start of the novel’s action. Her role in the plot is as equivocal
as it is pivotal: she both curses the boy and saves him. Indeed, Meg Merrilies and
her crew are crucial to the novel less because of where they inhabit regional
borders than because they straddle liminal worlds.2*

Meg Merrilies exemplifies the origin of the Waverley novels in a conjoined focus
on border characters and supernatural incidents, for her role in Guy Mannering
turns crucially on her dual capacities in the domains of magic practice and
practical action. She proves capable over the course of the novel of both casting
effective spells and plotting effective rescues. Her character thus stands as a vivid
reminder that, of all the boundaries drawn and straddled in Guy Mannering, none
is perhaps more important or more elusive than the one that distinguishes the
province of enlightenment from the province of superstition. At one point in the
narrative, Scott takes his central characters to Edinburgh during the heyday of the
Scottish Enlightenment (in the early 1760s), and yet this is the same novel that
begins with a half-in-jest astrological forecast that will be borne out by subsequent
events. Perhaps most striking of all —in a way that is typical of the Waverley novels
as a whole — is how analysis of historical change in Guy Mannering (as seen in the
seventh chapter’s detailed social history of the Romani in Scotland) sits cheek-by-
jowl with the self-consciously flagrant resort to coincidence throughout in the
driving of its plot.

I have written elsewhere in some detail about the role of coincidence in Guy
Mannering.?® Here I will simply note that the plot of the novel depends on a series
of highly unlikely events that situate its characters on a border between probable
and improbable worlds, realism and romance. The improbabilities that mark the
action of Guy Mannering go beyond the bearing out of Mannering’s and Merrilies’s
forecasts, and even beyond the kind of plot contrivances that novelists before Scott
typically permitted themselves. Perhaps even more telling is that Scott makes it
impossible to overlook these coincidences. For example, Harry Bertram, whose
fate Mannering prophesies on his birth night, will be kidnapped as a child and
then wind up in remotest India, where, as it happens, he falls in love with the daughter

2 For an incisive reading of Meg Merrilies’s role in the novel, see Katie Trumpener, Bardic
Nationalism: The Romantic Novel and the British Empire (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1997), 219-20.

% James Chandler, “Reading for Recognition in Guy Mannering,” in Ian Duncan, ed., The
Cambridge Companion to Walter Scott (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
forthcoming).
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of none other than Guy Mannering, the man who forecast his future on the night
of his birth. After an absence of seventeen years, now in reduced circumstances
and still unaware of his real name or identity, Harry is deposited by a local
boatman on the very same stretch of Galloway Coast from which, as it happens,
he was abducted as a five-year-old boy. In yet another coincidence, we are told
that, when Bertram made his way up from the shore to his own ancestral home
(unawares), “the spot upon which young Bertram chanced to station himself [...]
was nearly the same on which his father had died.”?

This coincidence is in turn compounded with yet another in which the usurper
of his father’s ancient estate just happens to be there planning a renovation at the
very moment when Harry arrives. The extreme improbability of this encounter is
openly avowed as such by the narrator: “It chanced, and the coincidence was
remarkable,” he explains, that Glossin happened to be there at that moment in
conversation with a builder about tearing down the castle and using the stone to
rebuild the modern residence.”” What then might the role of coincidence in Guy
Mannering, on which Scott doubles down in this way, have to do with Scott’s handling
of character in the novel? Is there a way of thinking about the relation of coincidence
to character that does not reduce character to what Frow calls a “construct”?

In Reading for the Plot, Peter Brooks offers a brief account of the relation of
character and coincidence by drawing a helpful contrast between Balzac and
Flaubert. In Flaubert, writes Brooks, the “system of plot seems to be an anti-system
of randomized coincidence, as if one had taken a cast of characters [...] and so
programmed them that they will return at unpredictable intervals, usually at the
wrong time and in the wrong place.”? Flaubert’s resort to coincidence puts
characters on a kind of trottoir roulant of the sort critiqued by Marcel Proust, which
“brings the characters back again and again without any apparent motivation.”
By contrast, Balzacian coincidence — understood as “the apparently fortuitous
meeting of characters and the conjuncture of circumstances” — “is really motivated
by the deep structures and the basic contradictions of the society Balzac
represents.”? Brooks is here paraphrasing an unreferenced discussion of Balzac
by Lukacs, probably from Studies in European Realism, and because of Lukacs’s
importance to the history of Scott criticism, it is worth pausing over what Lukacs
writes about the principle of necessity in Balzac’s fiction:

2 Scott, Guy Mannering, 245.

27 Scott, Guy Mannering, 245.

28 Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot: Design and Intention in Narrative (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1984), 191.

2 Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 191-92.
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The aggregate of social determinants is expressed in an uneven, intricate,
confused and contradictory pattern, in a labyrinth of personal passions and
chance happenings. The characters and situations are always determined
by the totality of the socially decisive forces, but never simply and never
directly. For this reason this so completely universal novel is at the same
time the story of one particular individual, an individual different from all
others.3

2

It is the massive “wealth” of interconnections in a Balzac novel that “affords
sufficient elbow-room in which chance can become artistically productive and
ultimately lose its fortuitous character.”s!

What Lukacs calls Balzac’s premodernist “method of sublimating chance” thus
establishes a distinctive relation between plot and character that marks a crucial
departure from Scott, whose Waverley novels Balzac explicitly acknowledged as
his chief model for La Comédie Humaine. It is a difference, however, that Lukacs
himself does not properly register in the influential commentary at the start of
The Historical Novel, where he is so keen to show how Scott paved the way for the
Balzacian realist novel. What Lukacs misses is precisely the importance of Scott’s
foundational conjuncture of border characters and supernatural plot incidents.
But Studies in European Realism does lay the groundwork for us to draw the contrast
for ourselves with his shrewd comment about how character works within La Comédie
Humaine taken as an extended series:

[1]t is always the totality of the social process that is linked with the totality
of the character. The power of Balzac’s imagination manifests itself in his
ability to select and manipulate his characters in such a way that the center
of the stage is always occupied by the figure whose personal, individual
qualities are the most suitable for the demonstration [...] of some important
single aspect of the social process.3

Though he failed to do so in The Historical Novel, Lukdacs here describes La Comédie
Humaine as a series in a way that differentiates it crucially from the Waverley
series. For despite occasional framing gestures that tie some of the Waverley
novels together — especially in a series within the series like Tales of my Landlord
(1816-1819) — the fictional world in Scott’s novels, unlike Balzac’s, does not represent
a continuous social order.

30 Georg Lukdcs, Studies in European Realism (New York: Grosset & Dunlap, 1964), 53.
31 Lukacs, Studies in European Realism, 55.
%2 Lukacs, Studies in European Realism, 55.
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The Waverley series includes novels set in various periods, from the 1190s in
Ivanhoe (1820) to the 1790s in The Antiquary (1816). There is very little overlap
among the worlds represented in the Waverley novels or among the dramatis
personae that populate them. But Balzac’s series, focusing as it does on contemporary
French, especially Parisian, society, maintains a largely consistent cast of characters.
His characters constitute so many nodes in a vast sociological network, with a figure
marginalized, or, more accurately, backgrounded, only in order that another
character, backgrounded in other novels in the series, can take center stage. It is
not the cast but the focus that changes from novel to novel. A character who takes
center stage in one novel — Lucien de Rubempré in Illusions Perdues, Eugene de
Rastignac in Pére Goriot — will be sidelined in others. Each character, moreover, is
him or herself a “totality,” and the overall conception of probability that governs
the “social totality” of this fictional universe is both unified and consistent across
the various novels that make up the series.

The contrast between this Balzacian method, so understood, and the one
implicit in Scott’s conjunction of border characters and supernatural incidents
could hardly be more striking. Scott’s border characters are never totalities in
themselves. They are always already split figures, hybrid and self-divided. They
all have their own novels to themselves, but these novels do not represent aspects
of the kind of single social totality that Lukacs posits for Balzac. Indeed, the
Waverley novels do not offer any such single social totality at all. Nor are
probabilistic norms uniform in the Waverley series. They vary from novel to novel,
dependent on, for example, the different norms and expectations of the genres and
subgenres that Scott employs in moving from one tale to another — or even, as we
have seen in the case of Guy Mannering, within a single novel. These are
“romantic” novels in the strict sense that they retain some of the residual
conventions of romance itself, though unevenly and unsystematically. No system
of the sort that Lukdcs posits for the necessity governing the characters in
Balzacian realism could be generated for them. Where Balzac’s series focuses on
characters as nodes in a vast and coherent network, Scott’s series locates characters
as straddlers of borders in a series of disjointed worlds.

I have argued that Scott’s self-divided characters operate on many kinds of
borders, but I want to emphasize that they share an important element, one that
involves a kind of reorientation toward the very idea of a border. This
reorientation challenges our convention that a border is merely the circumference
of an area, defining its margins, as in Edgeworth’s reference to “border” as the
trim around the edge of a piece of cloth. To identify characters “at the margins” in
a modern Bildungsroman would be to see them as somehow peripheral, on the
fringe of things. But Scott’s signature characters tend to straddle boundaries and
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borders. To put this another way: rather than playing out in a single domain very
clearly defined by a boundary, Scott’s novels tend to take place across two
domains only loosely separated by a border — and these can be domains, as we
have seen, of many different kinds, with an equivalent diversity of borders to
distinguish them. The deceptively simple point to recognize, then, is that, by
placing borders in the middle of his novels’ fictional worlds, Scott manages to
make his border characters central to those worlds.

This understanding of Scott’s border characters should not be mistaken for
the more familiar category that Lukécs has given us for the middling protagonists
of the Waverley novels: that of “the mediocre hero.”? Lukacs’s analysis of Scott in
The Historical Novel, it must be recalled, is the launching point for a genealogy of
socialist realism, a tradition in which sociological typologies replace the older
moralizing typologies, and in which historical and geographical specificity comes
to trump all other novelistic features. The mediocre hero is a figure on whom two
historical orders — one residual, one emergent — inscribe their conflict in such a way
as to mediate it for a possible future. My analysis here suggests, by contrast, that
Lukécs’s category provides too limited — too specifically sociological — a sense of
the borders involved in Scott’s multidimensional fictional worlds. The sociological
impulse may be active in Scott’s novels, but it is there in a rich and uneven
compound with many other impulses that Lukacs’s pioneering discussion tends
to elide. Those other impulses are manifest, finally, in the sheer variety of borders
in relation to which Scott delineates his characters.

It is true that Balzac's first novel, Les Chouans (1829), was an admitted imitation
of Scott’s Waverley novels, and that the titular Vendéean peasants of that narrative
are good examples of “border characters” in something like Scott’s understanding.
But once Balzac begins to focus on Parisian society in the remainder of La Comédie
Humaine, he begins to place his fiction on a very different footing, and border
characters give way to characters taxonomized in a modern urban sociology.
Perhaps the reset comes with his 1832 autobiographical novel, Louis Lambert, a portrait
of the novelist as a young man. Louis Lambert turns out to be the student of a famous
literary figure of the early nineteenth century. That author, mentioned by name, is
none other than Madame de Staél, whose modern “science of nations” may actually
make a better starting point for Lukacs’s narrative than Scott’s romantic fictions,
where supernatural elements cross the border into the novelistic probability of his
plots and archaisms disrupt the modern psychology of his characters.

3 Georg Lukdcs, The Historical Novel, trans. Hannah and Stanley Mitchell (Boston, MA:
Beacon Press, 1963), 33ff.
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Crossing Borders

Geotourism took on an increasingly international dimension after 1800.
Concurrently the remote Scottish isle of Staffa captured Europe’s imagination by
storm. This emerging form of tourism uniquely combined scientific inquiry into
geological formations with an aesthetic appreciation of the landscape, often
framed as a nostalgic and Romantic spectacle that intertwined cultural and
historical narratives. As a consequence of this complex interplay, artists and
geologists alike were drawn to the Hebridean island, whose largest cave was
attributed to the legendary Ossianic hero Fingal. In the course of exploring this
basaltic place, numerous artists related to Staffa as both a real landscape and a mythic
and discursive entity. This idiosyncratic superimposition of geology and mythology
is hardly coincidental, given that the rise of Ossianic mythology coincided with
the establishment and institutionalisation of geology as a scientific discipline in
the wake of key publications by geologists such as James Hutton (Theory of the
Earth, 1795) and John MacCulloch (Transactions of the Geological Society, 1814).
Geologists and artists were particularly interested in the ancient island because its
basaltic formation, like the (supposed) origin of the Celtic myth, reaches far back
into the distant past. Here, the notion of geological or deep time (i.e., non-human
time) intersects with artistic imaginations of historical time.!

In light of these observations, this article explores how European artists
reflected on the origins of Earth and culture through landscape pictures. I situate
the polyvalent image of a (trans)national mythology within a European concept
of deep time and analyse European artistic practices in the works of Charles Gore,
Carl Gustav Carus, and J.M.W. Turner. Rather than falling into conventions about
national schools, the article focuses on the crossing of boundaries and pleads for
an Ossianic visuality in Romanticism across Europe that highlights the inter-
dependencies between mythology and geology.

To investigate the connection between mythology and geology and its close
relation to the phenomenon of geotourism, the article proceeds in three steps.
First, I address the invention of Staffa as a mythological place and examine how
from the outset natural scientists infused the geological site with a mythic
dimension, often relying on visual representations to convey scientific knowledge.
The second part turns to Charles Gore and the historical and aesthetic origins of
the visual tradition of Staffa within the genre of travelogues, subsequently
considering how Carl Gustav Carus’s pictorial concepts build on and further
develop this tradition through the combination of art and science, ultimately
achieving a visual emancipation of the motif. In this context, Carus’s reflections

1 For the connection between geology and art with regard to deep time, see Noah Heringman,
Deep Time: A Literary History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2023).
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on the formation of rocks are taken into account and situated within contemporary
debates on the origin of the Earth, as conducted by geologists such as Hutton. The
final section focuses on Turner’s Staffa pictures to discuss the detachment from
textual sources and the full transposition of these discourses into the pictorial
realm. In addition, by drawing on ecocritical studies, I will examine the visual
reflections on the fascination with tourism and its consequences. Such reflections,
this essay argues, reach their culmination in Turner’s work.

The aim is to offer a nuanced analysis of the entanglement between mythology
and geological imagination by linking geology as a new science with the ideas of
a “new mythology” that responded to new societal and philosophical questions
and demands, as formulated by Romantic writers such as Friedrich Schlegel.
Schlegel argued in his Rede iiber die Mythologie (Speech on Mythology, 1800) that
access to ancient classical mythology was no longer viable in the modern era due
to the rise of a reflective historical consciousness.? Consequently, this essay’s
comparative approach seeks to generate insight into the evolving role of images
as epistemic agents within discourse. Such a combined reading opens up new
interdisciplinary perspectives for research on Romanticism. Moreover, the article
seeks to demonstrate the extent to which representations of the island of Staffa
exemplify Romantic aesthetics in a transnational context, as they enable a reflection
on national imaginaries within an international framework. In this regard, the theme
is ideally suited for the investigation of hybrid aesthetics and for research into the
connection between various nationally connoted Romanticisms.

Geoimagination: The Invention of Staffa as a Mythological Place

In 1772, the naturalist Joseph Banks undertook the first expedition ever to the
basalt island of Staffa. He explored and surveyed the island with his team of
naturalists and artists and his report was published shortly afterwards in Thomas
Pennant’s travelogue Tour in Scotland (1772). Pennant himself had not been able to
travel to the island due to bad weather conditions earlier that summer.? However,
he included Banks’s report accompanied by illustrations in his travelogue under
the title “Account of Staffa communicated by Joseph Banks.” The attribution of the
cave on Staffa to Fingal goes back to Banks and became internationally known
after its reproduction in this travelogue. Banks reports the following:

2 Friedrich Schlegel, “Rede iiber die Mythologie,” in Kritische Friedrich-Schlegel-Ausgabe,
Vol. 2, ed. Ernst Behler (Paderborn: Schoningh, 1967), 311-22.

3 John E. Gordon, “Rediscovering a Sense of Wonder: Geoheritage, Geotourism and
Cultural Landscape Experiences,” Geoheritage 4 (2012): 69.
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We asked the name of it. Ouwa Eehn said our guide the Cave of Fiuhn.
What is Fiuhn said we. Fiuhn Mac Coul whom the translator of Ossians
works has called Fingal. How fortunate that in this cave we should meet
with the remembrance of that chief whose existence as well as that of the
whole epick poem is almost doubted in England.*

With these words Banks was referring to the Ossianic myth and the so-called
Ossian debate, which called the authenticity of the myth into question.’

But what is the Ossianic myth all about? It spread rapidly throughout Europe
from the late eighteenth century via the poetry of the Scottish writer James
Macpherson. His Fragments of Ancient Poetry (1760), Fingal (1762), and the epic
Temora (1763) enjoyed great popularity as translations of supposedly original
Scottish poems by the Celtic blind bard Ossian from the third century. The fame
of the songs was not diminished by the fact that the alleged translations from
ancient sources were soon exposed as fraudulent by critics, particularly by English
writers such as Samuel Johnson. This critical response, shaped by national and
colonial agendas, was precisely the context Banks alluded to in his remark.® The
songs in which Ossian recalls the heroic stories of his father Fingal and his son
Oscar, Fingal’s grandson, who both died in battle, were just too powerful in their
intellectual and imaginative impact to be undermined. Numerous European
artists and writers felt inspired by them and their Romantic allusions to an ancient
past and wild nature. Thus, countless reflections on the songs can be found in
pictorial art, first disseminated in Great Britain and then successively on the
European continent and even in the United States.”

4 Thomas Pennant, A Tour in Scotland, and Voyage to the Hebrides, Vol. 1 (Chester: John
Monk, 1774), 263.

5 For the Ossian controversy see, e.g., Henry Okun, “Ossian in Painting,” Journal of the
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 30 (1967): 3291f. In 1763 Hugh Blair, professor of rhetoric,
was already critical of it; see Hugh Blair, A Critical Dissertation into the Poems of Ossian,
the Son of Fingal (1765), in The Poems of Ossian and Related Works, ed. Howard Gaskill
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), 402.

¢ For a discussion of the postcolonial dimensions of the English downplaying the
‘authenticity’ of the Scottish myth, see, e.g., Silke Stroh, Gaelic Scotland in the Colonial
Imagination: Anglophone Writing from 1600 to 1900 (Evanston, IL: Northwestern
University Press, 2017), 122-23.

7 Ossianic subjects can be found in the ceuvres of artists such as Nicolai Abildgaard, John
Sell Cotman, Francis Danby, Anne-Louis Girodet, Elizabeth Harvey, Angelica
Kauffman, Alexander Runciman, Philipp Otto Runge, John Trumbull, George Augustus
Wallis, and Luigi Zandomeneghi, to name just a few.
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By attributing the cave to Fingal, Banks sought to reinforce the myth’s
authenticity — effectively countering the doubts he himself acknowledged — and to
fuse geological observation with mythological imagination. For him, geology and
mythology were not separate domains but rather deeply intertwined ways of
experiencing time and landscape. In this context, it is striking that Banks’s report
both covers the scientific aspects and undertakes a precise survey of the island as
well as formulating philosophical, literary, and aesthetic impressions. According
to John Bonehill, Banks intersected “antiquarian and literary interest in ancient
British customs and language, as well as the geography and the material remains
of the nation’s early and prehistory.”® In doing so, he advocated for an aesthetic
of a modern Northern mythology that was associated with national identity and
distinct from Homeric antiquity. Banks’s reflections on a Nordic mythology are
situated within a broader intellectual tradition. As early as 1763, Hugh Blair,
professor of rhetoric, contrasted Homer and Ossian in his Critical Dissertation on
the Poems of Ossian and identified the novel qualities of Ossianic mythology. Later,
in 1795, Johann Gottfried Herder stated Romantic Ossianic poetry represented
a break with Homer’s works, since Homer’s poetry was “purely objective”
whereas Ossian’s was “purely subjective.”® By contrasting the Greek’s calm
descriptions with the individually mediated experience of the world articulated
by the suffering Celtic bard, Herder pleaded for an antipodal, Nordic modernism.

For Banks, the experience of the Scottish Highlands was closely related to the
Ossianic experience, which he described as romantic:

Morven the land of heroes once the seat of the exploits of Fingal the mother
of the romantick scenery of Ossian. I could not even sail past it without a touch
of enthusiasm [...]. I lamented the busy bustle of the ship & had I dard to
venture the censure of my companions would certainly have brought her
to an anchor. To have read ten pages of Ossian under the shades of those
woods would have been luxury above the reach of kings.!°

8 John Bonehill, ““New scenes drawn by the pencil of Truth”: Joseph Banks” Northern
Voyage,” Journal of Historical Geography 43 (2014): 12. For more on the connection between
literature and science, see Nigel Leask, “Fingalian Topographies: Ossian and the
Highland Tour, 1760-1805,” Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies 39, no. 2 (2016): 183-96.

9 Johann Gottfried Herder, “Homer und Ossian,” in Werke in zehn Binden, Vol. 8, ed.
Martin Bollacher and Giinter Arnold (Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag,
1998), 74.

10 Roy A. Rauschenberg, “The Journals of Joseph Banks’s Voyage Up Great Britain’s West
Coast to Iceland and to the Orkney Isles July to October, 1772,” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society 117, no. 3 (1973): 205.
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Academic and public interest in the emerging science of geology was rooted
in the interplay between landscape aesthetics and a fascination with the past —an
intersection perfectly embodied in the myth of Staffa.

As part of the then-nascent phenomenon of geotourism,!! Pennant’s travelogue
— and with it Banks’s report — was received throughout Europe. Alongside
dissemination of the geological descriptions, various images of the island circulated
transnationally, conveying scientific knowledge visually (Fig. 1). Some of these
images were created on site, often by artists who accompanied the naturalists.
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Fig. 1. Pierre Charles Canot, View of the Erect Columns near the Shags Cave, on the Island
of Staffa, Taken from the Sea, 1774, etching, in Thomas Pennant, A Tour in Scotland, and
Voyage to the Hebrides, Vol. 1 (Chester: John Monk, 1774), 262, Plate XXVII.

1 For more on the phenomenon of geotourism and the initiating power of the Ossianic
myth in this context, see, e.g., Gordon, “Rediscovering a Sense of Wonder,” 65-77.
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Joseph Banks’s expedition had already been well documented through visual
imagery, thus initiating a trend and setting a standard for future scientists
reporting on Staffa. His scientific team was accompanied by three artists: the
Miller brothers, Joseph and James, and John Cleveley.!? Their drawings, which
were later reproduced in several travelogues,'® helped to shape the visual memory
of the Ossianic myth across Europe from the very beginning and underscored the
close connection between art and science. Other images, by contrast, were based
on copies, particularly when the artists themselves had no opportunity to travel
to Scotland. Through the artistic approaches of Charles Gore, Carl Gustav Carus,
and ].M.W. Turner, I will explore how Staffa, as a real place, found its way into
visually constructed mythologies across time and national contexts.

Gore and Carus: Staffa in Germany and the Image as Scientific Instrument

The images by Gore and Carus represent, respectively, an early and a later
example that illustrate the enduring fascination with the island of Staffa in the
European imagination. Moreover, these case studies highlight the transnational
character of a Romanticism across borders.

The English amateur watercolourist Charles Gore worked for many years in
Weimar and made the Scottish myth accessible to a German audience at the very
beginning of the European-wide Ossian craze. He was born in England in 1729
and lived there until 1773. He moved to Europe with his family in 1773, living first
in Lisbon, then Florence, Rome, Naples, Switzerland, France, and the Netherlands,
before settling in Weimar in 1791, remaining there until his death.!* He socialised
in the Weimar circle and created his large-format Staffa pictures, which are now
kept in the Klassik Stiftung Weimar.

Gore belongs to the group of artists who never visited Staffa themselves.
Nonetheless, I argue that in the eyes of the Weimar public, his English origins lent
his artistic work an aura of authenticity that made him particularly well suited to

12 Charlotte Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature: British Landscape Art in the Late Eighteenth
and Early Nineteenth Centuries (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1996), 74-75.

13 They were first reproduced in Pennant’s travel account and subsequently appeared in
other European travel guides.

14 For more on Gore in Europe and Weimar, see Alexander Rosenbaum, “Ansichten aus
Europa: Charles Gores Reisebilder im klassischen Weimar,” in Hellmut Th. Seemann, ed.,
Europa in Weimar: Visionen eines Kontinents (Gottingen: Wallstein-Verlag, 2008): 225-38.
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produce the drawings. The images were presumably commissioned by Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe or Karl August, Duke of Saxe-Weimar, although this cannot
be confirmed from the surviving documentation.’® The drawings were later
engraved by the Weimar artist Konrad Horny and published by Georg Melchior
Kraus in 1794,'¢ thereby entering wider circulation. Remarkably, they also came
into the possession of George III, who acquired the prints for his Topographical
Collection."” In this way, images and ideas of Staffa circulated throughout Europe.

Gore’s large-format drawing in brown and black ink and watercolour (Fig. 2)
is accompanied by an English inscription added at a later date. It depicts the basalt
island in the middle ground as a prominent rock formation. Its tripartite structure
is clearly rendered: first the tuff stone at the base, followed by the hexagonal basalt
columns, and finally an amorphous, vegetated rock mass forming the top. The
entrance to the cave is also visible on the right-hand side of the island. In the
foreground, polygonal basalt columns function as a repoussoir on which two men
and a dog are resting, observing the spectacle surrounding the island. Several
sailing vessels and landing boats encircle the island, while one boat, carrying two
travellers, has already reached the shore. At the centre of the composition,
therefore, is the touristic exploration of the island, accompanied by a detailed and
faithful representation of its physical structure.

15 I would like to thank Dr Christoph Orth, Curator of Prints and Drawings at the Klassik
Stiftung Weimar, for granting me access to the prints and drawings and for the scholarly
exchange regarding the works. I inspected the drawings on site on 7 July 2023; there are
four drawings by Gore held in Weimar, whereas Rosenbaum, “Charles Gore,” mentions
only one drawing.

16 Three prints by Konrad Horny are also held by the Klassik Stiftung Weimar. On closer
inspection, however, the print after Gore’s large Staffa drawing discussed here turns out
not to be a print, but rather the preparatory drawing for the later print — as is, for
example, preserved in the British Library (King’'s Topographical Collection, Maps
K.Top.49.39.c). Rosenbaum, “Charles Gores Reisebilder,” 232, mistakenly refers to the
Weimar drawing by Horny as an etching.

17 King George III had a strong interest in maps, topography, and geography. The Staffa
prints likely entered his collection as a gift or were acquired by the royal library staff. I am
grateful to Felicity Myrone, Lead Curator, Western Prints and Drawings, British Library,
for this information; email correspondence, 26 August 2025. On King George III's
collections, see also Felicity Myrone, “What Is K.Top?” British Library — Picturing Places,
https://web.archive.org/web/20201122092246/https://www .bl.uk/picturing-places/articles/
what-is-ktop, accessed 1 September 2025.
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Fig. 2. Charles Gore, Island of Staffa from the North West with the Grotto of Fingal, n.d.,
pen in brown and black, watercolour and brushwork on hand-made paper, 279 x 638 mm,
Klassik Stiftung Weimar. (Photo © Klassik Stiftung Weimar, Museen, ID: 327334 /
Susanne Marschall.)

The text, entitled “Island of Staffa & Cavern of Fingal,” states that the drawing is
a copy after a version by an Italian artist. It also provides detailed information
about the island, including the exact dimensions of the cave and a description of
the basalt columns:

Cavern of Fingal

Length from the Entrance to the Bottom: 371.6
Breath of Entrance to the Bottom: 53.7
Height of Entrance to the Bottom: 117.6
Depth of water at Entrance: 18

The Columns have 3. 4. 5. 6. & 7 sides but more generelly 5 & 6. The Largest
4 feet 5 inches Diameter & have 7 sides.

The exact documentation of the island is based on Pennant’s Tour in Scotland,
whose 1774 edition provides, on page 226, the same information found in Gore’s
accompanying text. Pennant’s account was also reproduced in the 1779 German
translation of his travelogue, Thomas Pennant’s Reise durch Schottland und die
Hebridischen Inseln, and was thus known to a wide German audience.!® However,
the person who added the inscription to Gore’s drawing clearly referred to the
English edition, evidently addressing an English-speaking clientele.

18 Thomas Pennant’s Reise durch Schottland und die Hebridischen Inseln. Mit Kupfern. Aus dem
Englischen iibersezt von |.P. Ebeling (Leipzig: Weygand, 1790), 342.
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In the context of the Europe-wide dissemination of the Staffa myth, it is crucial
to note that Gore’s images of the island — together with the information drawn
from Pennant and therefore from Banks’s report — served in Weimar as an
authentic representation of the basalt island. Image and text, visual imagination
and geological information, are closely intertwined.

The fact that the drawings were created in Weimar, of all places, was evidently
linked to the heightened interest in Ossianic material there. This material was
particularly significant for Goethe, who adapted the myth in his Werther (1774)
and, like many others, was engaged in geological studies and rock formations in
the context of the emerging discipline of geology. It was therefore only logical that
images of the island would be needed in Weimar — images that Gore, as an
Englishman, was able to provide.

Decades later, we experience a different phenomenon with Carl Gustav Carus,
insofar as he actually travelled to Staffa, which he considered essential to his
understanding of an authentic artistic approach that presupposed direct
engagement with the original site. The physician, natural scientist, and artistic
dilettante, who was in close contact with Caspar David Friedrich and Goethe
among others, is regarded as a crucial representative of German Romanticism."
From May to August 1844 he travelled to England and Scotland as a physician in
ordinary to the King of Saxony, Friedrich August II. Carus’s travel impressions
were published in 18452 and only a short time later, in 1846, they were translated
into English.?!

In addition to this written report Carus created artistic reflections of the island
of Staffa, as witnessed in a picture he painted around 1846. It shows the basalt
island in the middle of a stormy sea, with the birds’ flight drawing the viewer’s
attention to the entrance of Fingal’s cave (Fig. 3). Remarkably, Carus depicted the
apex of the cave entrance with a pointed arch, thus deviating from its actual design,

1 In 1816, Carus submitted four paintings for the exhibition to the Dresdner
Kunstakademie for the first time, and in the same year he also met Caspar David
Friedrich. See Carl Gustav Carus, Nine Letters on Landscape Painting: Written in the Years
1815-1824; with a Letter from Goethe by Way of Introduction, trans. David Britt (Los Angeles,
CA: Getty Research Institute, 2002), 3.

20 Carl Gustav Carus, England und Schottland im Jahre 1844, 2 vols (Berlin: Duncker, 1845).

2l Carl Gustav Carus, The King of Saxony’s Journey through England and Scotland in the Year
1844, trans. S.C. Davison (London: Chapman and Hall, 1846). Subsequent page number
references are given in parentheses in the text. For a review, see [Anon.], “The King of
Saxony’s Journey through England and Scotland,” Tait’s Edinburgh Magazine (May 1846):
301-307. The reviewer was not so much interested in Carus’s scientific observations of
Staffa as in the German perspective on the island.
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apparently to evoke the impression of a nave as he had described it in his
travelogue (296). However, the painting denies the viewer a closer look inside the
cave, which is thus only recognisable as a dark, undefined space.

Fig. 3. Carl Gustav Carus, Insel Staffa, before 1846, oil on canvas, 93 x 120 cm,
private collection. (Photo © Elke Estel.)

In July 1844 Carus visited the island on a steamboat. For him this journey was
the fulfilment of a childhood dream, as he was finally able to experience the
legendary island that he had known only from prints — images similar to those by
Gore — which he referred to as “imperfect and even bad representations” (294):

It aroused peculiar feelings in my mind, to think that in a short time I
should be near, and be able to see with my own eyes, that wonderful island,
whose basaltic rocks and Fingal’s cave had occupied my fancy, even in my
boyish years.

(294)
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He experienced “splendid” (194) weather on his journey to the island on the
paddle steamer Brenda and described his joy at finally encountering the “visionary
world of Ossian” (293)?2 in the surrounding nature. His report seems to have had
a direct influence on his painterly reflections, as can be seen in his work. He was
concerned with using what he called his “[d]aguerrotype properties of the eye”
(295) to store the moment on the island, which he felt was far too short. In the
painting, he then quite obviously wanted to capture the momentary permanently.
Therefore, it is not surprising that in Carus’s image the basalt formations, to which
he refers repeatedly in his description (294-97), dominate, resting like a rock in the
surf and defying the swell in the foreground. The ephemeral is here subordinated
to the static.?

In his Staffa painting Carus — who was fascinated by columnar basalt — engaged
with contemporary discourses of geological societies concerning the genesis of
rock formations. He was initially a proponent of Neptunism, which attributed
geological formations to a primordial ocean, but from the 1820s onwards
advocated the theory of the volcanic origin of geological formations.?* Notably,
and in contrast to Gore, he entirely refrained from referencing any touristic aspects
in his depiction. He was familiar with the Transactions of the Geological Society by
the English geologist John MacCulloch, published in 1814, in which Staffa was also
discussed.” As if to legitimise his own writings, Carus even added an appendix
to his description of Staffa, “chiefly derived from” MacCulloch’s remarks (374). In
his painting, he thus synthesised contemporary debates about rock formations
and the concept of geological deep time, as formulated by the Edinburgh geologist
James Hutton in his internationally received Theory of the Earth, with imagined
notions of a Celtic past rooted in mythology.?

2 “T felt more and more as if the visionary world of Ossian were being realised, as the names
which form the titles, and arc to be found in the narrations of his poems, continued to
increase” (293).

2 Here it should be added that while Carus focused visually on the static appearance of the
basalt formation, he was simultaneously concerned with illustrating the morphological
processes of the Earth’s formation, which he sought to represent for the viewer in his
Erdlebenbild.

2 Dirk Gedlich, “Geognostische Landschaften,” in Carl Gustav Carus: Natur und Idee, ed.
Petra Kuhlmann-Hodick, Gerd Spitzer, and Bernhard Maaz, exhibition catalogue,
Dresden, Staatliche Kunstsammlungen; Berlin, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin,
Nationalgalerie, Vol. 1 (Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2009), 158.

% For Turner, see Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature, 94; for Carus, see (259). Objects
from the geological collection, including MacCulloch’s Transactions, were shown to the
king and Carus at the Royal Institution in Manchester.

2 James Hutton, Theory of the Earth: With Proofs and Illustrations (1788), 2 vols (Edinburgh:
William Creech, 1795). Hutton’s book had been partially available in German translation
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Thus, Carus as a painter was unquestionably concerned with the connection
between art and science. This interdependence was central to his ideal of a new
landscape art, which he saw realised in his practice of Erdlebenbildkunst (earth-life
painting). According to Carus, in analogy to the genre of history painting, earth-
life painting should illustrate the history not of humankind, but of nature.?” In his
sixth “Letter on Landscape Painting” in 1824 he had already written about this
idea: “art appears as the apex, the summit of science; by clearly envisioning the
mysteries of science and by clothing them in beauty, art becomes mystic in the
truest sense of the word.”?8 In this, the strong focus on landscape art and the genre
of earth-life painting helps to explain why Carus omitted any traces of human
presence in his Staffa painting, focusing instead on the genesis of the Earth.

Carus’s strong fascination with Staffa can only be fully understood when his
scientific interest, particularly in rock formations, is taken into account. In his
travelogue he pointed out that the study of Scottish islands was to be considered
highly fruitful for the science of geology (300). Carus was convinced that his
artistic approach to the Staffa subject was truthful, as seen in a letter to Johann
Gottlob Regis dated 5 January 1846. In it, he wrote that he considered the coloured
Staffa print by Wilhelm Gottlieb Tilesius published in 1799 to be poor, and that
Regis should instead come and see Carus’s Staffa painting in order to gain a correct
impression of the subject matter.?’

since 1792, see James Hutton, “Theorie der Erde, oder Erforschung der Gesetze, nach
welchen die Bildung, Zerstreuung und Wiederherstellung des festen Landes auf der
Erdoberflache geschieht,” in Sammlungen zur Physik und Naturgeschichte, Vol. 4.6
(Leipzig: Dyck, 1792), 225-68, 689-725; on Carus and Hutton, see Werner Busch, “Carus
auf Staffa: Mythologie und Geologie,” in Carl Gustav Carus: Wahrnehmung und
Konstruktion. Essays, ed. Petra Kuhlmann-Hodick, Gerd Spitzer, and Bernhard Maaz
(Berlin: Deutscher Kunstverlag, 2009), 2:185.

27 Gedlich, “Geognostische Landschaften,” 160.

28 Carl Gustav Carus, Neun Briefe iiber Landschaftsmalerei, geschrieben in den Jahren 1815-1824:
Zuvor ein Brief von Goethe als Einleitung (Leipzig: Gerhard Fleischer, 1831), 107. English
translation: Carus, Nine Letters, 114.

2  Carl Gustav Carus, C.G. Carus an Regis: Eine Brieffolge wvon 1814-1853,
Maschinenschriftliche Abschrift von Marianne Prause. Brief 1-369, nach den Originalen
in der Sachsischen Landesbibliothek — Staats- und Universitatsbibliothek Dresden,
SLUB, Brief 3-62, nach den Originalen in der Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin — PreufSischer
Kulturbesitz, SBB (Leipzig, 1956), 571; Tilesius and Rosenmidiller’s print was reproduced
in their 1799 book Beschreibung merkwiirdiger Hohlen and is based on the print by Pierre
Charles Canot, which is illustrated in Thomas Pennant’s 1774 edition of Tour in Scotland,
and Voyage to the Hebrides.
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With this comment, on which he did not elaborate further, he was obviously
referring to a plea for an ‘authentic’ depiction of the Scottish landscape. For the
painter, the Scottish scenery was characterised by “peculiarities of the atmosphere,
half clear, half foggy, singularly moist, and of a peculiar bluish colour” (284) that
he felt he had rendered authentically, presumably all the more so due to his first-
hand experience of the Scottish landscape.

Interestingly, in his descriptions — as had already been the case with Banks —
Carus intertwined climatic and geological observations with national-romantic
and mythological aspects. He claimed, for instance, that the Caledonian climate —
distinct from that of Switzerland - enabled a dream-like experience of the
landscape, closely linked to Scotland’s ancient history. The close relationship
between art and science in terms of Romantic geology in Carus’s work is also
evident in his rendering of the water: in contrast to the blue of the sky, he painted
it in a deep green. This choice of colour resonates with his travel writings, where
he noted that the “splendid green waves” would meet the “gray pillars” (295).
Through this colour choice Carus, I contend, consciously positioned himself
within the tradition of natural scientists such as Alexander von Humboldt, whom
he mentions in his travelogue. Around 1800 Humboldt had already described the
sea as green (rather than blue), taking into account its colouring due to algae and
other factors.®® Moreover, Carus aligned himself with Goethe — whom he
referenced several times in his book — particularly in terms of colour theory, as the
Weimar poet had referred to the colour Meergriin (sea green) in his own writings.3!
Thus, Carus’s painting, when considered alongside his text, points to the
phenomenon that scientific observations and Romantic conceptions were closely
interwoven, not just in content but even in the choice of colour.

If we conclude by comparing the approaches of Gore and Carus, it becomes
apparent that the geological discourse on the origin of the Earth shifted from text
to image. While Gore’s drawing still relies on juxtaposition and textual authentication

30 On this, see, e.g., Gerhard Kortum, “Humboldt und das Meer: Eine ozeanographie-
geschichtliche Bestandsaufnahme,” in Proceedings: Alexander von Humboldt’s Natural
History Legacy and Its Relevance for Today, Northeastern Naturalist 1 (2001): 91-108. For
more on the colour blue, see James Fox, The World According to Colour: A Cultural History
(Dublin: Penguin Books, 2023); Michel Pastoureau, Blue: History of a Colour (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2001), 184, states that the idea of the ocean being blue is a relatively
recent one and that the ocean was long described as green.

31 For Goethe’s term, see Lorenz Dittmann, “Goethes Farbenlehre im Kontext der
Koloritgeschichte,” in Karl Richter and Gerhard Sauder, eds. Goethe: Ungewohnte Ansichten.
Beitriige zu einer Ringvorlesung der Philosophischen Fakultiten der Universitit des Saarlandes
im Wintersemester 1999/2000 (St Ingbert: Rohrig Universitédtsverlag, 2001), 65-113.
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as well as touristic spectacle, Carus’s geomythological image operates on its own,
through the power of the visual. The discourse is inherent, conveying knowledge
about the origin of the Earth and of human culture through the image itself. In this
way, the picture becomes both carrier and mediator of epistemic knowledge.

Turner: Scottish Mist, English Steam, and Anthropozoic Imaginations

As the culmination of Ossianic imagery in British art, the literature often highlights
J.M.W. Turner’s painting Staffa: Fingal’s Cave, painted in 1831-32 following the
painter’s journey to the Hebridean island (Fig. 4).32 That Turner was familiar with
the contemporary iconography of Staffa is evident from the fact that, in addition
to his own sketches, he drew on existing prints for his illustrations, such as
William Daniell’s aquatint.®* Reference to various established Ossianic pictorial
formulas can also be asserted for his painting. For example, he blended Ossianic
topoi such as mist, twilight, and Scottish scenery — which can be regarded as
quintessential elements of Romantic motifs — and linked them to the history of the
saga through the reproduction of the archaic site. At the same time, he deliberately
intertwined literature and image, as can be seen from the reference Turner made
in the catalogue for the Royal Academy exhibition of 1832.3* The landscape
painting was exhibited together with four selected lines from Walter Scott’s poem
The Lord of the Isles.®

32 See, e.g., David Blayney Brown and Amy Concannon, Turner’s Modern World (London:
Tate, 2021) and Sebastian Mitchell, “Celtic Postmodernism: Ossian and Contemporary
Art,” Translation and Literature 22, no. 3 (2013): 406.

3% Thomas Ardill, “Staffa Sketchbook 1831,” in David Blayney Brown, ed., ] M.W. Turner:
Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours (Tate Research Publication, December 2012),
www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/jmw-turner/staffa-sketchbook-r1135105,
accessed 1 September 2025.

34 The Exhibition of the Royal Academy, exhibition catalogue, London, Royal Academy, vol.
64, no. 45 (London: W. Clowes, 1832), 26.

% The poem was first published in 1815 and again in 1834 in Scott’s Poetical Works. Scott’s
lines quoted in the catalogue of The Exhibition of The Royal Academy 64, 26 (no. 453), are:
“‘— nor of a theme less solemn tells, / That mighty surge that ebbs and swells, / And
still, between each awful pause, / From the high vault an answer draws.” Sir Walter Scott’s
Lord of the Isles, Canto iv.”
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Fig. 4. . M.W. Turner, Staffa, Fingal’s Cave, 1831-32, oil on canvas, 90.8 x 121.3 cm,
Yale Center for British Art, New Haven. (Photo © Yale Center for British Art.)

The painting focuses on the roaring sea, while the island of Staffa, which gives
the work its title, can hardly be discerned since it is enveloped by sea mist and the
steam of the small-looking ship and framed by dynamic cloud formations. Turner
imbued the scenery with an overwhelming impression. However, this does not
emanate from the cave itself, which can just be glimpsed as a shadow in the rock,
but from nature as he has dynamically conceived it.3

Turner’s Staffa painting plays with the discrepancy between the title and what
is depicted, since the basalt island and the cloud formations, steam, and mist
appear to be aesthetically very similar. The confusion is heightened by the fact that
the experience of the island is presented to us like a tourist trip, the paddle steamer
becoming an important protagonist in the composition. By implementing the
steamer, Turner presented both inside and outside perspectives, thus distancing
the viewer from the actual event. It is as if the painter was pointing out that the tourist
adventure detracts from the genuine experience of encountering the supposed

3%  Klonk, Science and the Perception of Nature, 88.
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origin of Ossian’s universe. The contrast between far-reaching traditions in the
form of the Ossianic saga and modernity in the form of steam navigation can also
be regarded as new in relation to earlier visual representations of Staffa and
disrupts the beholder’s sense of a single temporality. Next to the reference to
different dimensions of historicity, the juxtaposition of Fingal’s cave and the
steamboat relates, I contend, to the plurality of British culture, thus expressing
both Scottish and English notions of identity. While Staffa (i.e., Scotland) evokes
associations of an imagined past and nostalgic longing, the steamer (i.e., England)
implies the idea of modernity and technical progress. Turner thus united two
concepts of the national imaginary and opened up diverse cultural projections.

Moreover Turner, like Carus, referenced various geological discourses in his
painting. Although Turner’s picture makes the island appear indistinct at first
glance, a closer look reveals the detailed rendering of the basaltic columns through
the vertical brushstrokes in brown, grey, and blue paint. Together with the
glowing red in which the island is depicted, this painterly portrayal obviously
indicates the volcanic origin of the basaltic place, as Hutton, for example, had
suggested in Theory of the Earth.

However, Turner went a step further than Carus by referencing human
processes within the discourse of deep time. Although the term “Anthropocene”
was only coined in the early 2000s, the idea of the “Anthropozoic” was already
present in contemporary geological journals during Turner’s era.¥” Through his
overtly critical depiction of tourism, Turner obviously engaged with these debates
and negotiated them visually within the painting. As Susan Oliver notes,® it is
essential for this interpretation to recognise that Turner incorporated Hutton’s
idea of a perpetually moving and changing Earth — an idea that fundamentally
undermines the notion of permanence, here exemplified by the myth of Ossian.

If we extend this line of thought further, it becomes evident that Turner
systematically explored this idea through multiple layers of temporality within
the painting. The small steamer moves at high speed while the large basalt island
appears static and immutable. Nonetheless, temporal processes are alluded to
even here, referencing both gradual formations — through water and
sedimentation — as well as the island’s volcanic, and therefore sudden, genesis.

37 On the idea of the “Anthropozoic,” see, e.g., Thomas Jenkyn, “Lessons in Geology, No. L,
Chapter V, On the Classification of Rocks, Section IV,” Popular Educator 4 (1854): 314; on
the term “Anthropocene,” see Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer, “The ‘ Anthropocene,””
Global Change Newsletter 41 (2000): 17-18.

3% Susan Oliver, “J.M.W. Turner, Science, and the Bass Rock: A Coastal Knowledge
Ecology,” Romanticism on the Net 79 (Fall 2022), https://ronjournal.openum.ca/s/6673,
accessed 31 August 2025.
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This duality is visually communicated through the island’s red colour (suggesting
volcanic origins) and through the thick white impasto of sea spray along its shore,
which, in its materiality, almost evokes a stony encrustation and alludes to the
constant interplay of the natural elements.

The setting sun, in turn, gestures both to an eternal source of energy and,
simultaneously, to the transient nature of the day’s event. The fact that Turner
signed the painting directly beneath the steamer — in red, echoing the glowing coal
within the vessel - signals his self-positioning not only as a modern intruder but
also as a participant in the environmental degradation caused by tourism. At the
same time, he drew attention to the way in which an ancient myth is rapidly
consumed by contemporary tourists.

A striking visual detail appears to reinforce this interpretation: the steamer’s
smoke enters the cave, but — strangely — emerges again from within, rising into the
atmosphere and merging with mist and clouds. It is as though Turner were
pointing out that tourism itself has become part of the myth, insofar as it has
helped shape it. The painting suggests that myth — and mythmaking as a process
—may in fact constitute a conditio sine qua non for environmental destruction. More
precisely, an ecocritical reading frames the smoke as a modern human
intervention in the environment during the age of industrialisation, since it affects
both the seemingly indestructible basalt island and the atmosphere.®

For Turner, geoimagination and geotourism were two interdependent
phenomena, thematised together in this painting. Such an interpretation is further
supported by the fact that, when the work was exhibited at the Royal Academy,
Turner chose not to accompany it with a scientific excerpt from Banks’s report but
rather with lines from Scott’s The Lord of the Isles. In accordance with Romantic
philosophy,* myth here functions as a discursive construct that enables reflection
on past, present, and future processes. With the advent of mass tourism made
possible by English steam engines, the Scottish myth takes on a distinctly
contemporary character.

That the painting addresses precisely these aspects was recognised by
contemporaries. In 1845, the artist and art mediator Charles Robert Leslie wrote to
the American buyer of the painting, John Lennox: “The principal object is a steam

3 Recent scholarship has recognised that artists were already addressing the negative
impact of humans on the environment in their works as early as the nineteenth century.
See, e.g., Melinda McCurdy and Karla Nielsen, eds., Storm Cloud: Picturing the Origins of
Our Climate Crisis (New Haven, CT and London: Yale University Press in association
with The Huntington Library, Art Museum, and Botanical Gardens, San Marino,
California, 2024).

40 For this, see above Friedrich Schlegel’s ideas articulated in Rede iiber die Mythologie.
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boat. [...] Turner having made a most poetic picture of a steam boat.”*! In this,
Leslie interestingly relates to the simultaneously modern (steam boat) and
Romantic (poetic) character of the painting, implying that the two stylistic
phenomena which have long been regarded as antagonistic in art history and, to
some extent, still are today, belong together. Moreover, contemporaries criticised
the painting as being thematically just about smoke, which they regarded as a breach
of decorum.*

In his painting, Turner gave Romantic expression to the emerging trend of
mass tourism. At the same time, by depicting the smoke — a result of burning
ancient fossil fuels — that through the shading effect visually destroys the island of
Staffa, he used the painting to convey humanity’s intervention in natural
processes. The painting thus clearly diverges from the traditional modes of
representing the island: it neither idealises tourism, as Gore’s drawing does, nor
does it focus solely on the geological or mythological origins of the Ossianic island.
Instead, it presents a synthesis of all these discourses, thereby articulating most
convincingly the idea of a modern mythology and its present and future
consequences.

Conclusion

Around 1800, Ossian myth gave rise to a Nordic modernism that led many artists
to turn away from Homer, Italy, and the Alps. The “purely subjective” aesthetics
of Ossianic poetry, as identified by Herder, manifested themselves in painting, for
instance through sublime landscapes and atmospheres of mist and cloud, as
becomes evident in the works of Turner and Carus. Moreover, although rooted in
modern sensibilities, Hugh Blair, emphasised the supra-temporal qualities of
the Ossianic myth, thereby highlighting the universal aspirations of Nordic
mythology.*

The emergence of Ossianic mythology coincided with the establishment of
geology as a scientific discipline. Both phenomena are marked by an intertwined

4 Charles Robert Leslie to James Lenox, 18 August 1845, James Lenox papers. Manuscripts
and Archives Division. The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations,
box 2, folder 37 (inspection of the letter by the author on 1 April 2025).

4 Leslie, James Lenox papers. Leslie refers to a meeting with Mr Rogers in the exhibition
where Rogers said “smoke is not a thing to be depicted.”

4 Blair, A Critical Dissertation into the Poems of Ossian, 368: “It is a great advantage of
Ossian’s mythology, that it is not local and temporary, like that of most other ancient
poets.” Modern insofar as Blair contrasted the Ossianic myth constantly with Homer
and referred to contemporary concepts such as subjectivity and sublimity.
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particular relationship between past, present, and future, and both reflect a
confrontation with national culture and geography. In all these respects, both
display a pronounced international resonance, most paradigmatically seen in the
widespread enthusiasm for Staffa. The diverse international artistic practices of
Gore, Carus, and Turner reveal the depth of fascination with the myth and the
idea of world creation. The mythical site appears not only as a nostalgic tourist
destination — shaped by the tension between geotourism (Gore) and Romantic
projection as well as national identification (Carus) — but also as a space of
reflection on humanity’s destructive impact on nature (Turner).

Referring to Roland Barthes’s concept of modern myth, as a discursive mode
that produces meaning by organising and circulating cultural narratives,* the
Ossianic myth had the potential to present both facts and fictions as equally
stabilising and eternal truths. The landscape paintings discussed here reveal, in all
their diversity, how myth transforms history into nature. More specifically,
landscape painting becomes a site in which mythology and history intersect, as it
operates as a temporal medium bearing a mythically charged, long-vanished past.
This is evident in the works of Gore and Carus. In their Staffa paintings they
engage with Ossianic mythology, thereby intertwining history, landscape, and
nature. With Turner, the situation becomes more complex, as he visually
interrogates the myth’s stabilising function by exploring the entanglement of
myth, nature, and human intervention. In either case, myth and geology converge
precisely within that space of in-betweenness — between fact and fiction, science
and imagination, nature and culture. The international reach of the Ossian
phenomenon played a decisive role in shaping a multilayered Romanticism
grounded in transnational exchange.
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Exodus is a foundational narrative of captivity, resilience, and liberation, which
addresses and guides “the children of Israel [...] outof the land of Egypt,
out of the house of bondage” in pursuit of the promised land (Exodus 1; 20:2;
12:25).! Inherently transnational as a narrative and theology for people on the
move across geopolitical border and boundaries, the story of the emancipation
from slavery and Egyptian captivity takes on specific inflections in response to
historical events. To adapt the story of Exodus into a series of visual subjects for
drawing, painting, and printmaking means to select a point in time, suspend the
plot, and release it from the narrative. Being transported into the moment
generates a process of ethical questioning. What happens when we suspend the
providential narrative of the exit from Egyptian bondage and the journey to the
promised land, engage with it from multiple points of view, and activate different
modes of address and structures of feeling in specific places and times? This essay
focuses on .M.W. Turner’s engagement with the Exodus narrative, exploring the
intermedial process of translation and adaptation involved in turning this biblical
narrative into subjects for visual composition in the context of Napoleon’s
Egyptian campaign (1798-1801), and the tension between an art practice shaped
by an Anglo-French exchange within a transnational field of art and a divisive
rhetoric of conflict.

The function of biblical paintings in shaping painters’ careers in the 1790s was
underpinned by the format of the literary gallery: an exhibition of paintings
funded by subscription and showcasing compositions to be engraved and
included in an illustrated edition to be published in numbers. The printseller and
picture dealer Thomas Macklin commissioned biblical paintings by modern
painters to be exhibited at the Poets’ Gallery, engraved, and published in monthly
numbers issued from February 1791, each including “one capital historical print”
and letterpress to be bound in three volumes. By December 1800 it counted
seventy numbers, which were bound in six volumes.? The 1792 exhibition
catalogue includes proposals and an exhibition list, in which “Scripture Pictures”
are entered after an anthological selection from the Poets of Great Britain, some of

1 The Bible: Authorized King James Version: Authorized King James Version, ed. Robert Carroll
and Stephen Prickett (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 65, 89, 79; where not
otherwise specified, biblical quotations are from this edition, cited by chapter and verse
in the body of the text.

2 Announced as a monthly publication published from February 1791, by December 1800
it completed 70 numbers folio, see “Advertisements and Notices,” Porcupine (6 December
1800). On Macklin’s Bible, see G.E. Bentley, Jr., Thomas Macklin (1752-1800), Picture-
Publisher and Patron: Creator of the Macklin Bible (1791-1800) (Lewiston, NY and Lampeter:
Edwin Mellen Press, 2016), 103-171.
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which had been on display since the gallery’s opening in 1788. The first biblical
subject listed is Jacques de Loutherbourg’s The Deluge (no. XXIX), followed by
three other Genesis subjects, Moses Meeting his Wife and Sons from Exodus 18 (no.
XXXIII), New Testament subjects, then The Finding of Moses from Exodus 2:7-9 (no.
XLIX), followed by more New Testament subjects; De Loutherbourg’s The Giving
of the Law (no. LXVII; engraving published in September 1797) from Exodus 19:16-19
is the last subject listed.?

When Macklin’s Bible was collected under the title The Old Testament
Embellished with Engravings, from Pictures and Designs by the Most Eminent English
Artists (1800), the paratext emphasised the central role of Moses. De
Loutherbourg’s Frontispiece to the Old Testament, engraved in 1800, represents
Moses with the tablets of the Law, with references to Deuteronomy 6:4 and Joshua
1:8, Matthew 23:10, and John 5:39, signalling the spiritual, allegorical, and
anagogical function of Moses as a type of Christ, and reading the Bible as an
instrument of salvation. Benjamin West's Moses and the Brazen Serpent, engraved
by John Hall in August 1793, faces the beginning of Genesis and thus foreshadows
spiritual victory, functioning as a proleptic image designed to help endure the
serpent’s temptation of Adam and Eve, subsumed within a narrative that
culminates with the overturning of the serpent’s temptation and transgression,
since Moses’s staff functions as a type of the Cross.

Other Exodus illustrations were arranged according to the order of the text,
beginning with De Loutherbourg’s head vignette depicting the sacrifice of the lamb.
The compositions’ vertical orientation conforms to the operations of the book as
a support for reading and viewing the illustration on the facing page. With the
addition of De Loutherbourg’s The Destruction of Pharaoh’s Host, engraved in
December 1793, Macklin’s Exodus subjects focus on the story of Moses through
a selection of sublime and sentimental subjects. Among them, The Finding of Moses,
engraved by William Bromley after William Hamilton, includes a textual reference
to “Exodus ch.11. v.7 & 9” on the bottom right corner, which cues the reader to
look for the associated text on the facing page.* Very little in this composition
references the Egyptian context, other than the faintly traced oblique structure
behind the nurse in the background, which evokes a Pyramid. Moses’s hands

3 Thomas Macklin and Gallery of Poets, The Poet’s Gallery, Fleet-Street. Catalogue of the fifth
exhibition of pictures, painted for T. Macklin, by the artists of Great Britain; illustrative of the
British poets, and the Bible (London: T. Bensley, 1792).

4 William Bromley after William Hamilton, The Finding of Moses, 24 January 1792,
https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/PR-11819-00001/177, accessed
23 January 2026.
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activate the iconography of baby Jesus, suggesting Moses’s role as a figural type
of Christ. In capturing Moses as a foundling presented to his benefactress, this
composition participates in the uses of the Exodus episode to promote charity,
perhaps with an eye to William Hogarth’s Moses Brought to Pharaoh’s Daughter
(1746), in which more explicit Egyptian references — a small crocodile, and a pyramid
and sphinx in the background — anchor the scene to its biblical source, elevate the case
of the foundling as a biblical subject, and promote the institutions’ charitable mission.

Interest in Egypt was heightened by Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign, when the
book of Exodus offered biblical framing and providential design to the contemporary
theatre of war, casting Nelson in the role of Moses, and identifying Britain with
the chosen people.® For William Turner, Exodus was an ideal source to test the
convergence of political and biblical subjects within the scope of landscape
painting at a key moment in the development of his range and status as an academic
painter. In 1799 Turner exhibited a marine subject at the Royal Academy under
the title “Battle of the Nile, at 10 o’clock when the L’Orient blew up, from the
station of the gun boats between the battery and castle of Aboukir,” followed by
a quotation from Book 6 of Paradise Lost.® This sensational point in time captures
a heroic contemporary subject through a scene of conflagration at sea, which is
unfortunately untraced. The title specifies the time of day, but not the date (1-3 August
1798). The precision of the coordinates demonstrates the painting’s media ecology:
the timing of the explosion was reported in the text accompanying maps and
diagrams, reproductive media that brought the scene of battle home to British
viewers, virtually transporting them to the spot, including musical and stage

5 Abraham Jobson, The Conduct of Moses, when Israel fought with Amalek, compared with that
of Admiral Lord Nelson, in the Battle of the Nile; in a Thanksgiving Sermon, Preached, on
Thursday, November 29, 1798 (Cambridge: Printed by F. Hodson. Sold by J. Deighton;
Huntingdon: A. Jenkinson; Peterborough: M. Jacob; Wisbech: J. White; Ely: T. Harwood;
London: J. Partridge, March; and G. Wilkie, Paternoster-Row, 1798), 6; James
Stillingfleet, National Gratitude, enforced in a sermon, preached in the Cathedral Church of
Worcester, on Thursday, Nov. 29, 1798, the day appointed for a general thanksgiving to Almighty
God, As for Other Signal Interpositions of his Good Providences, so More Particularly for the
Great Blessing Vouchsafed to his Majesty’s Arms in the Complete Victory Obtained over the
French Fleet, by the Ships Under the Command of Admiral Lord Nelson, On the First of August,
off the Mouth of the Nile (Printed and sold by T. Holl: sold also by W. Smart, Worcester;
London: F. and C. Rivington, no. 62, St. Paul’s Church Yard; J. Hatchard, no. 173,
Opposite Burlington-House, Piccadilly; and Matthews, no. 18, Strand, 1798), 28-33.

6 The Exhibition of the Royal Academy 31 (London: Royal Academy, 1799), 12, no. 275; the
quotation is from John Milton, Paradise Lost, VI, 584-90. Martin Butlin and Evelyn
Joll, The Paintings of | M.W. Turner, rev. ed. (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
1984), 7-8, no. 10.
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adaptations.” However, the choice of a precise point of view differentiates Turner’s
painting from the immersive 360 degree environment offering a “correct view of
Lord Nelson’s Victory at the Nile” at the Panorama in Leicester Square, which
placed the spectator at the centre of the scene of action.®? Turner’s decision to
supplement the title of his painting with a quotation from John Milton’s
description of the war in heaven in Paradise Lost demonises the enemy, animates
the point of time by endowing it with movement and sound, and projects the moment
of contemporary warfare onto an epic and biblical scale.

Turner’s Exodus: Thinking Through Poussin

In 1799 the emergence of Egyptian subjects is recorded in Turner’s sketchbooks,
featuring studies of Egyptian headdress, figures, and artifacts,® biblical subjects,
copies and studies from the Old Masters. The Dolbadarn sketchbook, which
Turner labelled “Studi[es]” and took on his Welsh tour in 1799,0 contains

7 For instance, An Exact Representation of the Battle of the Nile (Nuneaton: Baraclough,
[1798]), British Museum, 1875, 0109.204; Plan of the Battle of the Nile, August 15t 1798,
British Museum, 1870, 0514.2166; Thomas Dibdin, The Mouth of the Nile. Or, the Glorious
First of August, a Musical Entertainment; as performed at the Theatre-Royal, Covent-Garden
(London: J. Barker, 1798).

8  Panorama, Leicester-Square, advertisement, The Times, 16 May 1799; Panorama,
Leicester Square, Short Account of Lord Nelson’s Defeat of the French at the Nile. ... The View
of Margate Is in the Upper Circle. 1799 (London: J. Adlard, 1799). This panorama is
discussed in Hélene Ibata, “The Orient at Leicester Square: Virtual Visual Encounters in
the First Panoramas,” in Caroline Lehni, Fanny Moghaddassi, Héléne Ibata, and Nader
Nasiri-Moghaddam, eds., Geographies of Contact (Strasbourg: Presses Universitaires de
Strasbourg, 2017), 127-47.

9  For Turner’'s Egyptian subjects, see Turner Bequest LXVI, Andrew Wilton, “Egyptian
Details Sketchbook ¢.1799.1800,” May 2013, revised by Matthew Imms, March 2015,
in L M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours, ed. David Blayney Brown
(London: Tate Research Publication, April 2016), https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/jmw-turner/egyptian-details-sketchbook-r1180072, accessed 23 January 2026;
Andrew Wilton, “Two Studies: A Figure in Ancient EQyptian Costume; the Headdress c.1799-
1800 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in J.M.W. Turner:
Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours; see also the sketchbook known as Studies for
Pictures, Turner Bequest LXIX 65a, 66a and b, 130, Andrew Wilton, “Studies of EQyptian
Headdress, Including Osiris with Atep Crown, a Shabti Figure, and a Bird c¢.1799-1802 by
Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in |.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours.

10 Andrew Wilton, “Dolbadarn sketchbook 1799-1800,” sketchbook, May 2013, in J.M.W.
Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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landscape outlines, details, and “technical experiments,” including topographical
and architectural outlines, sketches of ideas for landscapes, trees and other
vegetation, groupings, as well as copies from two paintings by Nicolas Poussin,
which demonstrate the painter’s study of Poussin’s green palette. While Turner
reported John Hoppner’s criticism that “his pictures tended too much to the
brown,” and therefore prompted “attending to nature to enable him to correct it,”
these studies demonstrate his attending to the technical lesson of the Old Master.!!
The Exposition of Moses from the Orléans Gallery in Paris was among the pictures
from the Orléans Collection on sale in London in 1798-1799, when it was exhibited
at the Lyceum in the Strand, where Turner is likely to have seen it.!2

Rather than the more common subjects of the finding or adoption of Moses,
this subject focuses on the grief of the parents. Poussin’s composition leads the
viewer from their pain in the foreground to the architectural background. Instead
of Egypt, Poussin envisions a cityscape including Castel Sant’Angelo in Rome.
This transposition has a typological and anagogical function in subsuming the
parents’ grief in the providential narrative of Moses as a type of Christ, leading to
the foundation of Christianity. Turner’s copy (Fig. 1) is a study of historical landscape
composition, which captures Poussin’s pathos formula through a choreography of
grief: while faces are barely defined in ink outline, the pain comes through the
poses. Colour and lighting draw attention to the yellow robe of the grief-stricken,
bent figure of the elderly father slowly walking away towards the left; he did not
reproduce the child behind whose choreographic function it was to reroute the
eye back to the mother kneeling towards the water in Poussin’s painting. While

1 The Diary of Joseph Farington, ed. Kenneth Garlick and Angus MacIntyre (New Haven,
CT: Yale University Press, 1979), 3:1074.

12 Nicolas Poussin, The Exposing of Moses, A Catalogue of the Orleans Italian Pictures, which
will be exhibited for sale by private contract on Wednesday, the 26" of December, 1798, and
following days, At the Lyceum in the Strand (London: Printed by Sampson Low, n.d. [1798]),
9, no. 185, among versions of the Exposition of Moses by Velazquez and Veronese (8, no. 149;
10, no. 214). JM.W. Turner, “Copy of Nicolas Poussin’s ‘Exposition of Moses’ (1799),
Turner Bequest XLVI 118, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/jmw-
turner/joseph-mallord-william-turner-copy-of-nicolas-poussins-exposition-of-moses-
r1180031, accessed 23 January 2026. See lan Warrell, “’Stolen Hints from Celebrated
Pictures”: Turner as Copyist, Collector and Consumer of Old Master Paintings,” in David
Solkin, ed., Turner and the Masters (London: Tate, 2009), 42-43 and 225 n.10. On the
“Poussinesque sublime” as a model for elevating landscape to the status of historical
painting by “fusing a storm scene with a Biblical story,” see Guillaume Faroult and
David Solkin, ““He said he held it very low”: Turner and Contemporary French Landscape
Painting in 1802,” in Turner and the Masters, 89.
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Poussin used strong pink and blue to present the mother, Turner delineates her in
ink outline; her clothing and the barely visible baby floating away blend into the
blueish-green palette of the composition. Turner is less interested in the
typological promise in the background, or in situating himself as an artist in Rome,
since he registers the structure of Castel Sant’Angelo in a way that would not be
identifiable without the comparison with Poussin’s original, but pays attention to
its position in the middle-ground and the distribution of elements of composition:
figures, trees, mountains in the distance, and the atmospheric perspective
produced by gradations of green.

Fig. 1. Joseph Mallord William Turner, copy of Nicolas Poussin, Exposition of Moses,
Dolbadarn Sketchbook [Finberg XLVI]. London, Tate.

As a newly elected Associate Member of the Royal Academy, the following
year Turner returned to Exodus to prove his skills and landscape’s potential to
produce a historical subject, entering The Fifth Plague of Egypt in the Royal
Academy exhibition (Fig. 2). The title invites us to see a representation of the
plague of livestock (Exodus 9:3-7), but the associated quotation entered in the
exhibition catalogue excerpts a passage referring to the seventh plague: “And
Moses stretched forth his hands towards heaven, and the Lord sent thunder and
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hail, and the fire ran along the ground.” - Exodus, chap. ix. ver.23.”13 To produce
the plague of hail and thunder (Exodus 9:22-25), the Lord asks Moses to “stretch
forth thine hand toward heaven, that there may be hail in the land of Egypt, upon
man, and upon beast, and upon every herb of the field, throughout the land of
Egypt” (Exodus 9:22). Turner’s painting translates these words into a scene of
environmental disaster, focusing on a turbulent sky whose heavy storm clouds
and glaring shafts of light illuminate a pyramid placed at the centre of the
composition. Lighting and colour connect the pyramid in the middle ground to
the white horse in the foreground, referencing the death of livestock as the fifth
plague of Egypt. In other words, the discrepancy between title and subtitle is
resolved by compressing two plagues into one painting.

Fig. 2. Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, 1800, oil on canvas,
48 x 72 in (canvas); 56-1/4 x 80-3/4 x 3-1/4 in (framed, not glazed). Indianapolis Museum
of Art at Newfields, Gift in memory of Evan F. Lilly, 55.24.

Whether the pyramid might point to a recognisably Egyptian scene is called
into question by its combination with aqueducts and other architectural features

13 Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, 1800, oil on canvas, 48 x 72 in
(canvas), Indianapolis Museum of Art at Newfields, Gift in memory of Evan F. Lilly,
55.24; The Exhibition of the Royal Academy 32 (London: Royal Academy, 1800), 12, no. 206.

100



JM.W. Turner’s Plagues

and the implausible urban setting, which evokes the pyramid of Caius Cestius and
the Porta San Paolo complex in Rome,* while the panoramic depth of field
suggests a view from the top of a hill. This virtual scene involves multiple layers
of mediation. Not only did Turner lack any personal experience of Egypt, but his
knowledge of Rome was also gained from reproductions, including copying
Alexander Cozens’s views of Rome together with Thomas Girtin.!® In bringing
together different times and places by means of a layered chain of reproductions,
such an architectural capriccio produces a universalised, rather than archaeologically
accurate setting, a composite of mediated experiences of antiquity.

The biblical quotation entered in the exhibition catalogue subsumes landscape
under historical painting, recentring the scene around Moses and redirecting the
reader-viewer’s attention towards the human figure. Instead of the powerful
avatar of the Lord of the Old Testament, Turner’s Moses is dwarfed by the
elements and displaced to the bottom right corner. In contrast with the biblical
source, colouring makes the figure barely distinguishable from the ground,
discouraging any sense that man can control the spectacle of the elements above.
Hands are central in the distributed agency of Exodus 9. While in the biblical text
the “hands of the Lord” hover over the scenes of disaster and the hands of Moses
function as a choreographic prompt to relay the Lord’s will, Turner renders the
hands of the Lord invisible, since their presence is no longer needed as a trans-
cendental allegory of the force of the elements, a process explained in Francis
Bacon’s De Sapientia Veterum. Yet Turner’s choice not to reference the hands of the
Lord over the biblical sky of his canvas does not correspond to a shift from
metaphysical to virtual power. In the midst of environmental catastrophe man is
reduced to an insignificant figure in the margins, unless he can take on a figural
role in the lord’s providential design, a plot that has the potential to produce
endurance, resilience, and survival through the promise of a happy ending.
Whether the hands of Moses can subsume environmental disaster under a
providential design depends on the possibility of an allegorical reading.

14 Giuseppe Vasi, Delle magnificenze di Roma antica e moderna (Roma: Chracas, 1747-61), pl. 11;
Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Veduta del Sepolcro di Cajo Cestio, Vedute di Roma (1755);
Piranesi, Antichita Romane (1756), 3:115, 116; Turner, “Study for ‘Fifth Plague of Egypt,””
¢.1800-2, Tate, Turner Bequest, D04170, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/turner-
study-for-fifth-plague-of-egypt-d04170, accessed 23 January 2025.

15 John Robert Cozens, View of the Pyramid of Caius Cestius from the Aventine Hill,
https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_1867-1012-2, accessed 23 January 2025;
Andrew Wilton, ‘The “‘Monro School’ ¢.1794-8’, April 2012, in ].M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours; Thomas Girtin and/or ].W.M. Turner, The Pyramid of Gaius
Cestius, Rome, 1794-97, Ashmolean Museum, University of Oxford (WA1934.204).
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In the painter’s practice, the verbal prompt activates an intermedial act of
reading, which translates the gesture of Moses into a visual problem to address
through a visual repertoire of poses. Turner’s source for Moses’s raised arm can
be traced to a sketchbook drawing, which Ian Warrell considers “conceived in the
classical spirit of Nicolas Poussin.”'® This figure is abstracted from Poussin’s
painting Moses Striking the Rock. A version of Poussin’s composition was among
the Old Master paintings from the Walpole collection at Houghton Hall, which
was sold to Empress Catherine the Great and moved to Russia in 1779, but
available in the format of a reproductive stipple engraving in a book of prints
published by Boydell to commemorate the Houghton Gallery.'” Another version
was on view as part of the Orleans Italian Pictures sale at Bryan’s in Pall Mall in
winter 1798-1799.18 The transnational European trajectories of Poussin’s composition
demonstrate the role played by a transhistorical visual tradition underpinned by
a visual culture operating across borders, bringing continental European art, and
Poussin in particular, in contact with modern British painters and elevating
landscape to the status of historical painting.

The lesson of Poussin offers a solution to the theological impasse of natural
catastrophe, subsuming it to a teleological narrative of providential design, but if
Turner’s Anglo-French engagement with the matter of Egypt demonstrates a visual
culture across borders, the subject’s currency activates divisive contemporary
political inflections of Exodus. Turner’s depiction of Moses’s hands draws on
Poussin’s engagement with a later episode in the Exodus narrative (Exodus 17:1-7),
in which the miracle of water coming out of the rock of Horeb demonstrates the
Lord’s support for the children of Israel. This superimposition of different
episodes is a device of Christian hermeneutics, which teaches the reader to
envision an Old Testament episode as a figure foreshadowing or fulfilled by its
New Testament dispensation. In reading Exodus as a narrative that operates in
and out of time, such a technique facilitates political appropriations and comparisons

1 JM.W. Turner, “A Study of Moses, with his Arms raised,” Studies for Pictures
Sketchbook, Turner Bequest LXIX, £.233; see Ian Warrell, Turner’s Sketchbooks (London:
Tate, 2017), 40.

17 Jean Baptiste Michel after Nicolas Poussin, Moses Striking the Rock, in A Set of Prints
Engraved after the Most Capital Paintings in the Collection of Her Imperial Majesty, the Empress
of Russia: Lately in the Possession of the Earl of Orford at Houghton in Norfolk; with Plans,
Elevations, Sections, Chimney Pieces & Ceilings, 2 vols. (London: John & Josiah Boydell,
1788), 2: plate 53.

18 A catalogue of the Orleans’ Italian pictures, which will be exhibited for sale by private contract,
on Wednesday, the 26th of December, 1798, and following days, at Mr. Bryan’s gallery, no. 88,
Pall Mall (London: Printed by Sampson Low, [1798]), 10, no. 54.
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with the present. Parallels with Exodus were ideal ideological material for
sermons and other forms of national thanksgiving after the British victory in the
Battle of the Nile and subsequent events in Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign.

To those approaching the events of Egypt through a biblical perspective, the
French army’s subjection to fever and plague in the desert evokes parallels with
the plagues of Egypt. Natural adversity provides a test and a contrast with the
power and protection provided by the hands of the Lord stretched out over the
Egyptian sky in Exodus.!” Reviews of intercepted letters by French army officers
delineate a counter-narrative, providing grim detail about the dystopian
conditions of a mission that contradicts prospects of a promised land.?’ Unlike
Napoleon, whose army died of thirst in the desert, Moses can control the elements
and produce water in the wilderness. The divisive paratext of that publication
frames the plight of the French army through anti-French sentiment, magnifying
British victory.

Yet no triumphal rhetoric can be felt in Turner’s painting. On the contrary,
Turner’s use of scale calls Moses’s heroic power into doubt. In Poussin’s composition,
Moses stands above a group of agitated, thirsty Israelites; his staff points the reader’s
gaze upwards towards the source of water, then downwards following its course
through the painting. Compared to the scale of figure and ground in Poussin’s
Moses Striking the Rock, Turner’s more panoramic angle of vision focuses on the
sky’s disastrous effects on earth and miniaturises the human figure, casting doubt
on human agency and providential design on the scene of catastrophe.

19 For instance, a publication of intercepted letters challenges a French officer writing home
from Cairo that the French army’s ability to march “without eating or drinking,”
indicates that “we work miracles still more astonishing here;” the British editor
footnotes: “We doubt much whether the French will work any miracles in Egypt; — one,
we believe, will be wrought on them, and, in the words of the author, an astonishing
one. The hand of the Lord is stretched out, the hand of him who “alone worketh great
marvels,” and we may address the nations of the earth in the sublime and awakening
language in which Moses, on the same spot, once addressed the Israelites,” followed by
a quotation from Exodus 14:13. See Copies of original letters from the army of General
Bonaparte in Egypt, intercepted by the fleet under the command of Admiral Lord Nelson.
Complete in two parts. Translated into English. To which is added, an authentic narrative of the
proceedings of His Majesty’s squadron, under the command of Rear-Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson.
(now Lord Nelson) from its Sailing from Gibraltar to the Conclusion of the Glorious Battle of the
Nile, 2 vols. (London: J. Wright, 1798), 2:29, 31.

20 “Copies of Original Letters from the Army of General Bonaparte in Egypt, Intercepted
in the Fleet Under the Command of Admiral Lord Nelson,” The European Magazine, and
London Review 35 (1799): 255; “ART. XI. Copies of Original Letters from the Army of
General Buonaparte in Egypt, Intercepted by the Fleet Under the Command of Admiral
Lord Nelson,” The Analytical Review: Or, History of Literature, 1 (1799): 149-53.
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Fig. 3. Joseph Mallord William Turner, The Tenth Plague of Egypt, oil paint on canvas,
1435 x 2362 mm; frame: 1667 x 2590 x 107 mm. London, Tate. Accepted by the nation
as part of the Turner Bequest 1856, N00470.

In 1802 Turner exhibited The Tenth Plague of Egypt (Fig. 3), accompanied by the
following quotation in the Royal Academy catalogue entry: “the LORD smote all
the firstborn in the land of Egypt, from the firstborn of Pharaoh that sat on his
throne unto the firstborn of the captive that wasin the dungeon; and all the
firstborn of cattle. ... and there was a great cry in Egypt” (Exodus 12:29-30).2' In
the silent world of painting, the “great cry” is suggested by frantic gestures, but
Turner’s composition does not represent the multitude of the dead and the dying
that the biblical episode brings to the eyes of the reader. Even though Joseph
Farington describes the painting as “Turners Murder of the Innocents,”?? instead
of conveying the national scale of this human tragedy by way of a crowded
grouping, Turner isolates human grief dwarfed under the impending gloom of
a livid sky. In the handling of the historical subject within a large landscape Jerrold
Ziff identifies the influence of Poussin’s Landscape during a Thunderstorm with

21 The Exhibition of the Royal Academy 34 (London: Royal Academy, 1802), 10, no. 153,
https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/art-artists/exhibition-catalogue/ra-sec-vol34-1802,
accessed 23 January 2026.

221 May 1802, Farington, Diary, 5:1772.
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Pyramus and Thisbe (1651) and Richard Wilson’s A Large Landskip with the Story of
Niobe (1760). In Turner’s painting the death of the firstborn strikes the viewer as
a private experience of grief through a grouping of two women, one of whom is
bending downwards, her arms thrust towards a naked, greyish-toned baby lying
dead on the ground, while the other points outward towards the bottom left
corner of the painting, identifying a line of escape. Slightly behind them,
somewhat off-centre, a figure sitting in a pose of melancholy contemplation looks
in the opposite direction, with another dead child lying in front of her. Dark
vegetation separates these scenes in focus from what happens in the middle
ground, while the gap between these two levels is narratively bridged by a darker-
skinned woman coming from the left, her arms thrust outwards to her sides,
evoking the pose of a Sabine woman. As the eye accustoms itself to the contrast
between the sombre palette of the foreground and the glaringly-lit cityscape in
the middle distance, miniaturised scenes of violent pursuit and death become barely
visible along the walls and up a staircase. While a sketch associated with the Fifth
Plague documents Turner’s attempt to capture an Egyptian cityscape by means of
the iconic form of pyramids, in The Tenth Plague such architectural, geographical,
and temporal markers are less explicit and therefore harder to make out.

Interest in the plagues reappears in a travel sketchbook that Turner used on
his way to Paris, when the borders between Britain and France reopened after the
Peace of Amiens (1802), enabling Royal Academicians to travel through the continent
and spend time at the Louvre in Paris. The Calais sketchbook provides a record of
emerging subjects: nudes, landscapes, sails, the pier at Calais, and other marine
compositions, but also a “study for the Deluge,” a continuing object of interest
given his in-depth observation of Poussin’s Deluge, which he praised in the Louvre
sketchbook for “the dark color that pervades the whole ... the color is sublime. It
is natural | is what a creative mind must be | imprest by with sympathy | and
horror.”?* Among the subjects drawn in the Calais sketchbook is a biblical
grouping identified as the first plague by an inscription written in ink on the right-
hand side along the vertical axis: “The Water turn’d to Blood.” While this inscription
requires turning the notebook around in landscape mode, the composition itself
follows the orientation of the notebook, obtaining its landscape format by extending

2 Jerrold Ziff, “Turner and Poussin,” The Burlington Magazine 105, no. 724 (1963): 316.

2 David Blayney Brown, “Commentary on Nicolas Poussin’s ‘Deluge’ (Inscription by
Turner) 1802 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, July 2005, in J.M.W.
Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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across both sides of the page opening.?> Although the water itself is not visible,
Turner’s study focuses on the effects of the transformation, detected from the
positioning of the figures and their pathos formula: an old bearded man wearing
a middle-eastern headdress stands, his eyes looking upwards, his arms
outstretched with palms up, as if to complain or ask for an explanation from
above. The seated grouping beneath him includes a man in profile whose mouth
is open in a gesture of surprise or horror. Next to him, close to the sketchbook’s
gutter, another man kneels, his back to the viewer, while holding up his arms and
palms in a questioning gesture. Facing him on the other side of the gutter a horror-
stricken woman kneels in a pose of lamentation, her mouth wide open, while in
her hand is perhaps an implement identifying her as a water carrier. To her left
another grouping represents a mother looking on with concern, while one of her
children faces in the other direction screaming in despair.

Within Turner’s sketchbooks such character studies document ways of
approaching material from Exodus within the landscape painter’s emerging
subjects, a miscellaneous work in progress including topographical outlines,
marine scenes, details of architecture, vegetation, character studies, and copying
to expand technical and figurative choices. To turn to Turner’s Liber Studiorum is
to switch from the future-oriented practice of the sketchbook to a collection that
retrospectively produces a record, an order, and a classification of the landscape
painter’s corpus.

The Liber Studiorum: From Single Form to Serial Thinking

Reproductions of the fifth and tenth plague join collection of mezzotints, which
Turner published under the title Liber Studiorum; illustrative of Landscape
Compositions, viz. Historical, Mountainous, Pastoral, Marine, and Architectural (1807-
1819). From the second number published in 1808, the publication registers
Turner’s newly acquired status as Professor of Perspective at the Royal Academy
(“drawn & etched by J.M.W. Turner Esq. R.A.P.P.”), while a range of engravers
are responsible for the mezzotinting. In translating oil paintings into designs,
etchings, and mezzotints, Turner calibrated the power of the composition in
different printing techniques to reproduce the texture of outline drawings and

% Turner Bequest LXXXI 153 and 154, folio 77 verso — 78 recto, see Andrew Wilton, “A Group
of Figures: Study for an Unexecuted Picture of ‘The First Plague of Egypt’ ¢.1799-1805 by
Joseph Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in |.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours.
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the tonal effects of colour washes. Sold as a part publication comprised of loose
leaves, unbound and only loosely stitched by thread, Liber Studiorum contains no
letterpress, nor the customary literary citations entered beneath the titles of his
paintings in exhibition catalogues.

Turner’s precedent is what Claude Lorrain called “Libro di verita,” Italian for
“truth book,” a collection of drawings that provided a record of the artist’s work,
bought in Paris by the Duke of Devonshire in the 1720s, reproduced by Richard
Earlom and published by Boydell in the late 1770s under the Latin title Liber
Veritatis. Emulating Boydell’s reproductions of Lorrain’s book of prints, Turner
adopted the combination of etchings and mezzotints to translate lines and hues of
the original. However, while the seriality of Lorrain’s collection is signalled by
numbering in the bottom left corner, Turner’s Liber Studiorum is markedly
different for its more explicit and deliberate miscellaneity.

To understand the logic underpinning the serial format of the Liber Studiorum,
let us turn to the reproduction of The Fifth Plague of Eqypt within the third number.
The sequence embodies the professor of perspective’s landscape genres: Penbury
Mill, Kent, a Dutch style labour scene marked “P” for “Pastoral,” is followed by
The Bridge in the Middle Distance, marked “EP” for “Epic,” “Elegant,” or “Elevated
Pastoral;”?° Duntanborough [sic] Castle a Picture in the possession of W. Penn Esq.,”
marked A for Architectural, and Lake of Thun, Swiss, marked “M” for “Mountainous.”
Finally, The Fifth Plague of Egypt, the Picture late in the Collection of William Beckford
Esq., marked “H” for “Historical” marks the culmination of a crescendo of landscape
genres, starting with a rustic pastoral scene of labour and ending with the prestige
of a biblical subject: a set of subjects, demonstrations, and principles of composition
for the purpose of artistic training, documenting the potential and range of
landscape from the artist’s corpus, materials for a Catalogue Raisonné.

The format of the Liber Studiorum produces serial ways of seeing. The
miscellaneous selection of prints published in each number invites the viewer to
note recurring formal features in Turner’s practice of composition. The act of leafing

2 For “Epic Pastoral,” see John Pye, Notes and Memoranda Respecting the “Liber Studiorum”
by .M.W. Turner, ed. John Lewis Roget (London: John Van Voorst, 1879), 40-45; for
“Elegant,” see W.]J. Rawlinson, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, A Description and a Catalogue, 204
ed. (London: Macmillan, 1906), xviii; for “Elevated,” see Alexander ]. Finberg, The History
of Turner’s Liber Studiorum with a new Catalogue Raisonné (London: Ernest Benn, 1924),
xxxviii; Matthew Imms, “Liber Studiorum: Drawings and Related Works c.1806-24,”
January 2010, in J.M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours,.

27 For shifting spellings (“Dunstanboro,” “Dunstanborough,” “Dunstanburgh”), see
Matthew Imms, “Dunstanborough Castle c.1806-7 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,”
catalogue entry, August 2008, in ] M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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through the Liber Studiorum, number after number, draws attention to difference
in repetition, the geometry of forms, and the line of the horizon in particular.
Turning to The Fifth Plague of EQypt, consider the horizontal line marking the transition
between the middle and background. In the previous subject, The Lake of Thun,
the horizontal line separates the further boundary of the lake from the mountain-
scape, while the bottom right foreground occupied by a cart and objects that wait
to be ferried to the other side sets up a contrast between the working landscape in
the foreground and the prophetic area above.

Defining the boundary between sky and earth is a practical and symbolic
problem. If Lucretius opted for a materialist account of the sky, a “ratio cceli” that
might “deliver mortals from the fear of gods,”?® the outline of the horizon raises
the question of ontological difference within “a system of the firmament.” Writing
about Romantic clouds within a longer early modern history of perspective,
Hubert Damisch notes that “far from encouraging a systematic deconstruction of
the perspective order,” the mutable evanescence of cloud formations continues to
“mask the real substratum” of the artwork, its surface of inscription.?” The biblical
sky of The Fifth Plague is an ideal subject to test the possibilities of painting, since
to visualise the plague of hail and thunder means to negotiate the supernatural
within the empiricist domain of cloud observation underpinned by an emerging
materialist science of clouds. The painter’s contribution to the speculative physics
of cloud formations redefines the place and agency of humans under changing skies.

There are noticeable differences in the print versions of the plagues published in
the Liber Studiorum. Turner may not have had access to the painting of The Fifth Plague
when he etched and C. Turner mezzotinted the associated reproduction for the Liber
Studiorum, since the painting had by then left the collection of William Beckford as
a result of the Fonthill sale (1807). Notable change in the process of reproduction
includes a different configuration of the sky, which does not feature in Turner’s
preliminary etching (Fig. 4), since its atmospheric shapes are devolved to the tonal
possibilities of mezzotint. In contrast with the cumulus-shaped storm clouds and
water cycle of the painting, a preparatory watercolour adds lightning marked
through zigzagging white lines descending from the dark mass of clouds,*! adapting
the composition to the outline and tonal variation of etching and mezzotint (Fig. 5).

2 Hubert Damisch, A Theory of Clouds: Towards a History of Painting, trans. Janet Lloyd
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 196.

»  Damisch, A Theory of Clouds, 197.

30 Rawlinson, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, xxv-xxvi.

3 Matthew Imms, “Tenth Plague of Egypt c.1806-7 by Joseph Mallord William Turner,”
catalogue entry, August 2008, in ] M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks, Drawings and Watercolours.
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Fig. 4. Fifth Plague of Egypt, designed and etched by Joseph Mallord William Turner,
1808, 17.8 x 25.4 cm sheet. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Elisha
Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha Whittelsey Fund, 1954, 54.539.7.

While the luminous possibilities of colour harnessed by the painting use shafts of
light to mark the vectors of the storm uniting it with the dead livestock in the
foreground, thus bringing the fifth and seventh plague in one composition, the
mezzotint seems to distribute what happens in the sky and its effects on earth,
relegating the seventh plague of hail and thunder to the background, and
separating it from the fifth plague affecting livestock in the foreground. Nor can
the tonal elements of the mezzotint fully render the choreographic effect of
lighting in marking out the pyramid placed in the centre of the painting. Instead
of the urban pyramid at the centre of the painting, the mezzotint features two
pyramids to the left and one to the right, marked by their distinctive geometrical
outlines, rather than the difference of colouring produced by lighting in the oil
painting. Reproduction of the groupings in the foreground may have been
facilitated by an early outline drawing in the Dolbadarn sketchbook.?> However,

32 Turner Bequest LXVI 18, 22 recto, 72 recto and verso, 73 recto, and 74 recto and verso,
see Andrew Wilton, “A Fallen Horseman and Other Figures in a Landscape 1799 by Joseph
Mallord William Turner,” catalogue entry, May 2013, in | M.W. Turner: Sketchbooks,
Drawings and Watercolours.
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as the mezzotint loses the choreographic function of colour and contrast in lighting
that singles out the fallen horse grouping in the centre foreground of the painting,
some of the prominence of that grouping is restored by recourse to scale, magnifying
the horse grouping out of proportion compared to the smaller figure of Moses.

Fig. 5. The Fifth Plague of Egypt, designed and etched by Joseph Mallord William Turner,
engraved in mezzotint by Charles Turner, Liber Studiorum, no. 3 (10 June 1808). Etching and
mezzotint, printed in brown ink; first published state on medium, slightly textured,
cream laid paper, Yale Center for British Art, Paul Mellon Collection, B1977.14.8118.

To compare versions and trace the transition between proof stages is to see
form come out of darkness as the tonal effects of colour washes are reproduced by
mezzotint. The process of printing The Tenth Plague of EQypt, published in number
12 of Liber Studiorum in June 1816, involves a preliminary stage in which Turner’s
etching delineates the outlines of the composition. Like The Fifth Plague, here too
lightning is added to the mezzotint; while in this case the Egyptian setting is
strengthened by the inclusion of hieroglyphics in the monument to the left (Fig. 6).33

3 These details are added in the late trial proof “b”: see British Museum, 1852,1009.1302;
Rawlinson, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, 61; Finberg, Turner’s Liber Studiorum, 243-44.
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Fig. 6. Tenth Plague of Egypt, etched by Joseph Mallord William Turner, engraved in
mezzotint by William Say, Liber Studiorum, no. 12 (1 January 1816), printed in brown
ink on medium, slightly textured, cream laid paper, Yale Center for British Art,
Paul Mellon Collection, B1977.14.13982.

Compared to the more generic architecture of the painting, a pyramid in the
cityscape to the right becomes more prominent in reproduction. The composition
rearranges the elements of the painting, tightening its structure. The vertical line
that separates the foreground from the lit cityscape in the middle ground, is
moved to the middle of the composition and positioned above the figure of
melancholy, emphasising her central position. While no child can be seen lying at
her feet, closer attention identifies a child’s limbs dangling from her lap. The road
curbing from the left foreground to the figure of melancholy traces another lit area
that gives prominence to the grouping around the dead child culminating in
melancholy herself.

While Turner’s etching traces the outlines, skin complexion and racial
difference are produced in the mezzotint phase. Since the Liber Studiorum
showcases how the etcher’s lines and the tonal effects of mezzotint translate sepia
drawings, the print’s palette puts all forms on a continuum of intermediate
gradations of brown. William Gilpin’s Essay on Prints (1768) explains that the
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mezzotint engraver must “scrape the lights. The plate would otherwise give an
impression entirely black.”3* Scale differentiates groupings in the foreground from
the middle ground, whereas the mezzotint translates the distribution of human
forms into a problem of gradation: against the luminosity of the figures in the
foreground, the mezzotinting process raises the question of whether and how to
differentiate the human form from the surrounding vegetation in the middle
ground. Tonal experiments produce different gradations in the complexion of the
figure positioned along the vegetation border. She holds one arm bent and rests
her hand on her head, perhaps to shield her eyes from the light and make out the
figure of melancholia and the viewer, while her other arm is stretched out to
redirect the viewer’s gaze towards the architectural cityscape to the right, where
a supine, probably dead child and two agitated figures of lamentation go up the
stairs towards the right margin half way up the composition.

The woman’s form can be hard to make out, almost indistinguishable from the
surrounding foliage. If her form disappears into the vegetation, she loses her
newly acquired choric function. This is the only evidence left of the tragedy
happening by the walls of the city. Depending on the proof and state of the print,
the figure’s racial complexion and individuation changes, and the same colour
dynamic applies to the figures on the staircase to the left, though to opposite
effects: when the early dark stages make her form merge with the vegetation, that
darkness makes them stand out against the city walls, but to differentiate her from
the foliage is to merge their bodies with their background. Then their human
forms are only made visible by the etcher’s outline.

Juxtaposed with the monumental city, the figure of melancholy at the centre
of the composition changes function. As the child is no longer placed in front of
her in the reproduction, the emphasis of her pose shifts from maternal grief to
embody the trope of the seated spectator lost in an antique reverie.3* According to
Ziff, Turner’'s composition adopts the “planar composition of buildings”
associated with Poussin, rather than a “recessional” arrangement inspired by
Claude Lorrain,®” whose influence can be detected in compositions marked E.P.
for epic or elevated pastoral, but also in Ville de Thun, Switzerland, the architectural
subject that precedes The Tenth Plague of Egypt in the twelfth number of Liber

3¢ William Gilpin, An Essay on Prints, 41 ed. (London: R. Blamire, 1792), 36.

% For tonal variations, see British Museum, 1870,0514.354; Engraver’s proof b,
1852,1009.1302; compare the lighter complexion in engraver’s proof a, 1849,0512.608;
1870,0514.355.

3% Jonah Siegel, Desire and Excess: The Nineteenth-Century Culture of Art (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2000), 33, 35.

87 Ziff, “Turner and Poussin,” 315-21.
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Studiorum. Yet if Poussin’s compositions harness the story of Moses as founding
hero translated from Egypt to Rome to seventeenth-century France, no
providential Christian narrative justifies the scenes of suffering in Turner’s
plagues. Turner’s architectural setting becomes a theatrical prop for a critique of
imperial and monumental ambition, be it Egyptian or Napoleonic.

The addition of Egyptian detail to the cityscape registers the emergence and
impact of Egyptology in the interval between the display of the painting in 1802
and the publication of the mezzotint in 1816, underpinned by the archaeological
endeavours and publications of Vivant Denon. Denon’s plates follow earlier
illustrations in documenting Egyptian antiquities as ruins whose solidity outlasts
the ravages of time within vast desert expanses.® In the first of a series of lectures
on architecture delivered at the Royal Academy (1809-1820), John Soane identifies
“a fine subject to exercise the mind of the artist” in Pliny’s Natural History, then
claims that “of the great and stupendous buildings with which Nineveh, Babylon,
Troy, and many other mighty cities of antiquity, were once adorned ... nothing
remains, of their ancient splendour, not even a stone or inscription to point out
their situation.”? Turner takes the architectural approach of the practitioner
whose task it is to reimagine and reconstruct buildings from their ruined structures,
inviting the viewer to envision a conjectural Egyptian city. Within the context of
the Liber Studiorum the cityscape supplements the historical subject, offering an
architectural capriccio that adds architectural interest to the historical landscape.

To compare the structure of attention produced by oil paintings hanging in the
crowded miscellaneous wall of the Royal Academy exhibition to print forms
inviting serial ways of seeing means to foreground the power of technical
experiments, genre, and bibliographic form in shaping the remit and reach of
a composition. The pictorial problem of the human form in a historical landscape
becomes a matter of moral justice and virtual witnessing in envisioning the natural
catastrophes of the Egyptian plagues and their contemporary inflections. To bring
the Egyptian plagues in the present tense of visual compositions means to test the
technical and phenomenological possibilities and limits of sympathy. It means to
ask whether and how to bring Egyptian horror and grief into view, how to
translate their “great cry” into visual forms and pathos formulas, whether or not

3 Vivant Denon, Voyage dans la basse et la haute Egypte, pendant les campagnes du Générale
Bonaparte, 3 vols. (Paris: Didot, 1802); its acquisition by the Royal Academy is recorded
in RAA Council Minutes, 3:155 (7 August 1802); a translation by Francis Blagdon was
published in the same year.

% John Soane, Sir John Soane: The Royal Academy Lectures, ed. David Watkin (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 31-32.
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to focus on the human form in close-up, as Turner did in the sketchbook; what it
means to marginalise Moses, almost making him disappear in a corner, and,
conversely, what is involved in miniaturising the perpetrators and the victims of
the death of the first born, making them recede into their historical background.
Under the pressure of the landscape genres of the Liber Studiorum, historical
subjects might turn into architectural scenes, foregrounding the buildings of
a conjectural antiquarian fantasy, the props rather than the actors. Exploring the
technical layers and ways of seeing a point in time means bringing them back into
the picture.
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Abstract: This article considers the crossings and transgressions in Byron’s “Turkish
Tales” alongside the shores on which they take place, arguing that the instability of the
shoreline reveals the instability of certain gendered and sexual binaries, thus creating
queer possibilities. The settings of the two poems discussed here, The Giaour (1813) and
The Corsair (1814), overlap multiple boundaries and their narratives contain many kinds
of transgressions. Mainly set among the coastal edges of the Ottoman Empire, they take
place in the spaces between land and sea and East and West, with characters constantly
moving between these supposed binary opposites. By focusing on the physical
properties of shorelines, this article shows that such binary opposites are not always
clearly demarcated, indeed their supposed defining lines are often porous and unstable.
Moreover, crossing these unstable boundaries often has significant consequences for
how gender and sexuality are presented in the poems, precipitating slippages between
masculinity and femininity and straight and queer, which belie the surface narratives of
heterosexual romance. Thus, I argue that the shoreline acts as a locus for Romantic fears
about the instability of gender and sexuality, a fear which is realised in the crossings of
the “Tales.”
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Porous Boundaries

In 1810 Byron boasted about swimming the Hellespont, writing, somewhat
playfully, “I plume myself on this achievement more than I could possibly do on
any kind of glory, political, poetical, or rhetorical.”! This swim became his most
famous and references to it resurface across multiple works, including Don Juan,
Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage and The Bride of Abydos.? He even wrote a short poem
“Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos” which maintains the playful
tone of his letter on the subject. Although he makes light of the feat, its multiple
recurrences in his writing suggest that it held some importance for him. The
significance of his swim is in part due to its location: the Hellespont, now the
Dardanelles, is the site of multiple boundaries which were key concerns for the
Romantics. In terms of geography, the Hellespont marks a boundary between
Europe and Asia as well as a boundary between land and sea. It was also
considered a place where Classical Greece met the Ottoman Empire. Indeed Byron
compares his own crossing with the myth of Leander who drowned attempting to
swim the straits to reach his true love on the other side.> The Hellespont therefore
represents not one but many borders, and crossing it involves not only physical
movement between land and sea, but a temporal movement between the past and
the present, and a shift between fiction, myth, and reality.

The shadow of the Hellespont, and indeed the myth of Leander, loom large
throughout many of Byron’s works, including the “Turkish Tales” discussed here:
The Giaour and The Corsair.* Set mostly in Ottoman occupied Greece they inhabit
a similar set of complex borderlands which are simultaneously spatial, temporal,
and cultural. Such settings necessarily engender transgressions — literally the act
of going across — and these crossings drive the narratives of the “Turkish Tales.”

1 Lord Byron, “Letter to Francis Hodgson of 4 July 1810,” in Byron’s Letters and Journals,
Vol. 1, ed. Leslie A. Marchand (London: John Murray, 1973), 253.

2 Lord Byron, Don Juan (I11.105.837-38), in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 5, ed. Jerome J.
McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 121; Lord Byron, Childe Harold’s
Pilgrimage (IV.184.1648-56), in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 2, ed. Jerome J. McGann
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 186; Lord Byron, The Bride of Abydos (11.3.36-38),
in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 3, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1981), 124.

3 Lord Byron, “Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos, May 9, 1810,” in The Complete
Poetical Works, Vol. 1, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 281-82.

4 Lord Byron, The Giaour, in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 3, ed. Jerome ]J. McGann
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 39-81. Subsequent references to line and page
numbers are given in parentheses in the text. Lord Byron, The Corsair, in The Complete
Poetical Works, Vol. 3, ed. Jerome J. McGann (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), 148-
213. Subsequent references to canto, stanza and line numbers, and the page numbers,
are given in parentheses in the text.
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Byron’s characters move repeatedly between land and sea, and East and West,
resulting in significant consequences for their outlooks and relationships. This
article considers these transgressions and the shores on which they take place,
arguing that the instability of the shoreline reveals the instability of certain
gendered and sexual binaries, thus creating queer possibilities. Moreover, it is in
the act of crossing the shoreline that these queer possibilities are most apparent.

Byron’s crossing of the Hellespont draws attention to the spaces in between
supposed opposites — it is neither one side of the border nor the other, but constitutes
the border itself. Like all shores, coasts, and straits it is a site of liminality and
instability. The instability of the shoreline is often political; shorelines are spaces
of arrival and departure through which new ideas and modes of cultural
organisation might arrive or be brought back, potentially challenging or
threatening existing social norms and practices — a consequence which is realised
in the multiple crossings of the “Turkish Tales” and was a great anxiety for Britain
during the Romantic period.> The shoreline is also unstable and liminal due to its
physical properties; caught between land and water, it is a shifting space whose
topography can change from one wave or tide to the next, and where it is
impossible to identify definite boundaries between one element and another.
Alain Corbin writes that in early nineteenth-century seascapes “[w]ater, land, and
sky began to resonate with one another,” highlighting the shoreline’s propensity
to erode boundaries.® It is this liminality and instability that makes the shoreline
an interesting site to examine queer spatiality. This is because queer spatiality is
concerned with spaces that do not fit neatly into binary categories, especially
where those categories align with binaries of gender and/or sexuality.

The relationships between space, sexuality, and gender are well established.
In Space, Place, and Gender Doreen Massey explored at length how “particular ways
of thinking about space and place are tied up with, both directly and indirectly,
particular social constructions of gender relations.”” For Massey, there is no way
to separate common spatial binaries such as space / time and space / place from
their gendered connotations. If we look hard enough at any spatial binary, the
contours of gender and sexuality that shape it may begin to emerge. Even
something as apparently simple and commonplace as inside / outside may be
extrapolated into the more obviously gendered domestic / public. In the guise of

5 Samuel Baker, Written on the Water: British Romanticism and the Maritime Empire of Culture
(Charlottesville, VA: University of Virginia Press, 2010), 25.

6 Alain Corbin, The Lure of the Sea: The Discovery of the Seaside in the Western World, 1750-
1840, trans. Jocelyn Phelps (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1994), 14.

7 Doreen Massey, Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota
Press, 1994), 2.
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private / public, the apparently neutral inside / outside becomes fraught with
questions of sexuality and the precarious balance between visibility and
vulnerability. Moreover, upon examination none of these binaries prove
particularly robust; should the grotto “hewn / By nature, but enlarged by art” in
which Selim and Zuleika meet in The Bride of Abydos be considered inside or
outside?® The answer, which may be either ‘both” or ‘it depends,” reveals the
instability of the inside/outside binary and thus all its interrelated forms.
Therefore, spaces such as shorelines which challenge our conception of space as
a discrete set of binary oppositions in turn raise questions about the stability of the
binary systems which shape ideas of gender and sexuality because space, sexuality
and gender are immanently interrelated.” Indeed, the shoreline settings of the
“Turkish Tales” draw our attention towards these liminal spaces, their shifting
sands and precarious cliffs invite us to think about how we draw, define, and
control boundaries.

Moreover, the ways in which spaces are moved through are just as important
as how they are conceptualised. It is in the use of space that the relationships
between space, sexuality and gender become most apparent, which is why it is the
act of transgressing the shoreline in the “Tales” that reveals queer possibilities.
Writing on urban spaces, Phil Hubbard explains that “[t]hose who design cities,
as well as those who inhabit them, do so in ways that reflect their sexual
predilections and prejudices, their desires and disgusts, their fears and
fantasies.”1? Crucially, Hubbard’s analysis identifies that it is not just how spaces
are designed but also how they are inhabited which both reflects and shapes norms
of gender and sexuality. Whilst Byron’s shorelines are not urban spaces, they
nevertheless reflect Romantic fears and fantasies, and the way his characters
inhabit them, the way they move through and across them, is indicative of their
desires and disgusts.

Furthermore, these desires and disgusts are in dialogue with discourses and
stereotypes about the Ottoman empire which were circulating in the period.
Jeffrey Schneider notes that “[flor the Westerner, Oriental textuality often carried
with it a marked erotic charge” and argues that it was geographical distance which
allowed such eroticism to be safely explored in orientalist texts such as the “Tales.”!!

8 Byron, Bride of Abydos (11.7.100-101), 126.

9  Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2006), 43.

10 Phil Hubbard, Cities and Sexualities, Routledge Critical Introductions to Urbanism and
the City (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012), 32.

1 Jeffrey L. Schneider, “Secret Sins of the Orient: Creating a (Homo)Textual Context for
Reading Byron’s “The Giaour,”” College English 65, no. 1 (2002): 82.
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In Byron and Greek Love, Louis Crompton explains that “the visibility of homosexuality
in Oriental countries was taken as evidence of the moral, cultural and, later, racial
inferiority of these peoples.”!? Thus the Ottoman empire was already associated
with sexual and gender transgressions for the Romantics, and by setting the
“Tales” among its borderlands where the divisions between East and West are
most permeable, Byron draws attention to the proximity of the Ottoman empire
and therefore to the proximity of sexual transgression. Indeed, Nigel Leask writes
of Western fears that degeneration and disease might be imported from the Orient,
and compares these fears to the geopolitical consequences of the AIDS crisis.!3
Such a comparison again draws attention to the very real links between space and
sexuality, but it also highlights the porosity of borders and the potential
consequences of their being transgressed. In the case of the “Tales,” the border
ceases to be a reassuring barrier and becomes instead a site of transgression and
mutual exchange.

If shorelines in general provoke anxieties around transgression, invasion, and
erosion — anxieties which are intensified by the lack of defined boundaries
alongshore — then on the Ottoman shorelines of the “Tales,” those anxieties
coalesce around sexuality, race, and gender. Therefore, the shores of the “Tales”
are doubly liminal, not only caught between land and sea but also East and West.
They represent a border which is already fraught with queer associations, making
them a crucial site for queer spatial analysis. By crossing these shorelines, Byron’s
characters reveal a strict East / West binary to be as elusive as a strict land / sea
binary, highlighting the propensity of these borders to break down and their
inability to keep apart supposed opposites. On the shores of the “Tales” where the
Ottoman empire meets the West, the characters’ transgressions threaten to destabilise
both Western and Ottoman systems of gender and sexuality. Thus in crossing
Ottoman shorelines, Byron’s characters transgress more than physical boundaries,
and consequently lose sense not only of the edges between land and sea, but also
rigid distinctions between masculine and feminine, and straight and queer.

The multiple coastal crossings of The Giaour and The Corsair draw attention to
the shoreline as a porous boundary which is unable to neatly divide the
supposedly fixed concepts of land and sea. In both texts, the protagonists are
likened to the sea overwhelming the shore, highlighting a disruption of littoral
boundaries. When crossing from sea to land, Byron’s protagonists seem to retain

12 Louis Crompton, Byron and Greek Love: Homophobia in 19%-century England (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1985), 117.

13 Nigel Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East: Anxieties of Empire (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 6-7.
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wave-like qualities, blurring the boundaries between human and non-human and
emphasising the threat that the sea poses to the shore. In The Giaour, the protagonist
is introduced as follows:

Who thundering comes on blackest steed?
With slacken’d bit and hoof of speed,
Beneath the clattering iron’s sound
The cavern’d echoes wake around
In lash for lash, and bound for bound;
The foam that streaks the courser’s side,
Seems gather’d from the ocean-tide:

(180-86; 45).

The obvious comparison with the sea here is in the form of the courser — whose
foam-streaked sides are directly compared to seafoam and by extension to the white
horses which top waves as they break. Although the rest of the description does
not directly compare the Giaour to the sea, its language nevertheless creates an
oceanic atmosphere. Sonically, the thundering and clattering are reminiscent of
a stormy sea, whilst “lash” and “bound” evoke the action of waves on the shore —
an image enhanced by their repetition. The Giaour is a figure who has arrived
from across the sea and he seems to carry the sea with him. The advertisement to
the poem identifies him as coming from Venice: a city famous for its suspension
between land and water. In this sense, the Giaour retains the characteristics of his
homeland even as he seeks to escape it. His wave-like qualities emphasise his
status as an outsider in the land that he has arrived in, as well as the potential for
disruption that his arrival brings. Not only does he echo stormy waves crashing
against the cliffs — an image which appears multiple times throughout the poem —
he also highlights the porosity of the shoreline and the challenge of distinguishing
land and water in such locations.

In The Corsair the protagonist Conrad is also described in ways which liken
him to the sea, further highlighting the porousness of the shoreline and the
disruptive potential of crossing it. As he and his band of pirates storm and burn
Seyd’s harem, Conrad is described thus:

He climbs the crackling stair — he bursts the door,
Nor feels his feet glow scorching with the floor;

His breath choked gasping with the volumed smoke,
But still from room to room his way he broke.

They search — they find — they save: with lusty arms
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Each bears a prize of unregarded charms;
Calm their loud fears; sustain their sinking frames
With all the care defenceless beauty claims:
(I.5.211-18; 178).

As in the description of the Giaour we see words associated with water: bursting
and breaking. It is also significant that Conrad’s feet do not burn on the fiery floor
and that he and his men “sustain [the] sinking frames” of the women in the harem,
almost as if they were saving them from drowning by providing the buoyancy of
saltwater. In the act of crossing the shoreline, both Conrad and the Giaour reveal
the land / water boundary to be unstable and draw attention to the shoreline’s
vulnerability as a potential site of invasion. Indeed, each crossing has destructive
consequences not only for Byron’s protagonists but also for the Ottoman societies
which they cross into.

The disruption wrought by the crossing from sea to shore in the “Tales” is
made obvious in the physical destruction of the harems, which lie close to the
shoreline. This act is not just one of physical violence but also one that destabilises
structures of both spatiality and sexuality, thus illustrating how crossing the
unstable boundary of the shoreline might have consequences for gendered and
sexual binaries — especially those whose construction and maintenance are tied to
rigid forms of spatiality. The harem is a particularly overt example of how spatial
structures can influence and regulate gendered and sexual expression, therefore
revealing the links between space and sexuality. In the harem destructions of
the “Tales” we see how the destabilisation of such a spatial structure might begin
to undo the structures of gender and sexuality which it perpetuates. Just as the
instability revealed in crossing the shoreline highlights its potential for producing
queer spatial analysis of the “Tales,” the instability created by the destruction of
highly-regulated harem spaces in these texts further invites us to consider queer
readings of them. Alain Grosrichard writes that in the harem, “There is a boxing
in of courtyards, of gardens and rooms, each hermetically closed to the rest, each
wall standing as a prohibition, each place defining one function only [...]. The
captive and functional structure of this space effectively corresponds to the status
of those who occupy it.”'* In Grosrichard’s description of the harem we see a space
whose physical construction is inseparable from the way it is used and inhabited,
its impenetrable walls designed to prohibit not only movement but also
unauthorised sexual contact, freedom of gender expression, and meaningful

14 Alain Grosrichard, The Sultan’s Court: Fantasies of the East, trans. Liz Heron (London:
Verso, 1998), 126.
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relationships between its inhabitants. It is a space of hard taxonomies, its
“hermetically closed” rooms each neatly “defining one function only” and in turn
defining the behaviours, expressions, and relationships available to its
occupant(s). The harem, then, is a revealing example of how spaces can be used to
direct, shape and control sexuality as it restricts physical movement on the basis
of gender, as well as limiting the potential directions in which desire might be
directed.’® Therefore, when the walls which facilitate its control are breached or
broken, as in the “Turkish Tales,” new directions for desire and gender expression
are opened up.

Moreover, the extreme way in which sexual behaviour is regulated by the
architecture of the harem invites contemplation about the constructed nature of other,
more familiar, frameworks of sexuality and spatiality. Filiz Turhan explains that:

For the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western reader, the power of
the odalisque’s disobedience hinges on the status of the Turkish harem as
a counterimage of domesticity in a period when the roles of both men and
women were being redefined because of the changing political, social, and
commercial landscape that existed in the aftermath of the French
Revolution; in the context of the Napoleonic Wars; and England’s large
scale imperial expansion in the East.!¢

Therefore, like the shoreline, the Turkish harem acts as a locus for Romantic fears
about potential instability at home. In laying bare the constructed nature of the
Ottoman gendered and sexual order, the harems in the “Tales” dare to suggest
that other gendered and sexual orders might not be essential but rather socially
constructed. Moreover, the repeated destruction and disruption of harems in the
“Tales” by transgressive forces from the sea calls into question the stability of
Western frameworks of gender and sexuality, as well as how transgressions or
incursions from overseas may disrupt them. The links between space and
sexuality are made manifest in the harem, and the fragility of such spaces in the
“Turkish Tales” is equally indicative of the fragility of a normative, regulated
hierarchy of gender and sexuality. That this fragility is exposed on the shoreline,
by those who have crossed from sea to land and from West to East, illustrates how
the shoreline acts as a gateway for social disruption, and as a locus for anxieties
around porous boundaries.

15 For further discussion of directionality and desire see Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology.
16 Filiz Turhan, The Other Empire: British Romantic Writings about the Ottoman Empire
(Florence, SC: Taylor & Francis Group, 2003), 65.
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Crucially, the destruction of the harem is not simply a case of one patriarchal
order overwhelming another, although it may be tempting to view it this way
given Conrad’s attitude to the “defenceless” women as “prize[s]” (I1.5.216; 178) to
be won, or the Giaour’s assertion that he too would have murdered Leila had she
proved unfaithful to him (1062-63; 73). Indeed, Leask asserts that in the “Tales,”
“[t]he power relations of gender transcend cultural difference.”’” Whilst Caroline
Franklin explains that “[jlust as the Turks became a byword for despotism in
eighteenth-century political rhetoric, their sexual tyranny also drew attention to
the existence of power relations between the sexes.”’® Where Franklin differs from
Leask in this regard is in the attention paid to how the gendered power relations
of the Ottoman Empire exposed comparative power structures at work in the West.
The exposure of these power structures allows them to be examined more closely,
to be interrogated, challenged, and reimagined in the fictional worlds of the “Turkish
Tales,” resulting in a queer complexity that undermines the heteronormative
patriarchal structures, which initially appear to govern the texts.

Both Leask and Franklin draw attention to the complexity of gender in the
“Turkish Tales” and the ways in which certain characters — particularly Gulnare —
resist simple categorisations or hierarchies of power relations. Leask writes that
Gulnare “doubles as man and woman,” whilst Franklin identifies that “the erotic
charge of these poems lies in the paradoxical project of eulogizing sexual
difference, yet counter-pointing and interrogating this with a daring exploration
of sexual role reversal.”’ In both these statements, we see how the “Tales”
complicate definitions and categories of gender and sexuality, their gender
relations cannot be neatly squared into opposing categories of masculine and
feminine in which the men are always violent and dominant and the women are
always passive and submissive. Whilst there are characters in the “Tales” who
conform to such definitions, there are multiple moments of resistance where
gendered boundaries are transgressed and complicated. Significantly, these
transgressions are not simply an exploration of what it means to challenge existing
power relations in regard to gender and sexuality — they call into question the
stability of binary gender itself. In Gulnare we see not only a woman seeking
freedom but a character who challenges what it means to be a woman and what
the limits of that category are. As will be explored further in this article, the
shifting gender relations of the “Turkish Tales” are not simply a renegotiation of
status between two clearly defined genders; rather, characters such as Gulnare

17 Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 29.
18 Caroline Franklin, Byron’s Heroines (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 34.
19 Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 50; Franklin, Byron’s Heroines, 37.

128



Porous Boundaries

and Conrad blur the lines between masculine and feminine, exploring what
gender actually means and what it means to transgress gendered boundaries.
Thus, both the crossing of shorelines and the violent acts committed alongshore
in the “Tales” have consequences, which reveal binary gendered categories to be
permeable. This permeability in turn destabilises the notion of binary gender as
fixed or essential, therefore suggesting it might be vulnerable to change and
disruption. Importantly, the link with the shoreline here is not merely conceptual,
because these disruptions and destabilisations of binary gender and sexuality are
precipitated by events alongshore.

Both Conrad and the Giaour find their own bounded sense of gender and
sexuality challenged by their crossings. In The Corsair crossing the sea
fundamentally changes how both Conrad and Gulnare experience gender and
sexuality.? Conrad could have expected to find in Gulnare a stereotypical
Ottoman woman of the kind described by Turhan: either an oppressed victim or
a hypersexualised odalisque.?! However, in rescuing Gulnare from Seyd’s harem
he discovers that she is neither, and her decision to murder Seyd in his sleep
following Conrad’s refusal to do so fundamentally challenges his ideas about
what a woman is capable of. Following the murder he grapples with the change
in how he perceives Gulnare, lamenting “That spot of blood, that light but guilty
streak, / had banish’d all the beauty from her cheek!” (II1.10.426-27; 204). In
Conrad’s eyes, the act of murder has stripped Gulnare of her femininity, but he
also criticises the murder method as being unmanly, suggesting that a man who
rescues women (presumably a suitably masculine and honourable man) would
not kill with “the secret knife” as Gulnare has done (II1.8.364; 202). Therefore, in
Conrad’s eyes Gulnare is neither suitably masculine nor suitably feminine, leaving
her outside the established structures of either Western or Ottoman gender roles.
Just as Conrad’s sea crossing has destroyed the spatial manifestation of a gendered
and sexual order in the harem, it has also led him to an encounter with Gulnare,
which is beginning to break down his own organising principles of gender and
sexuality: he is no longer sure where the edges of masculine and feminine are.

This sense of a collapsing gendered order profoundly affects Conrad as the
gendered roles of victim and rescuer are reversed:

No words are uttered — at her sign, a door
Reveals the secret passage to the shore;

20 Rebekah Musk, “Wanderers of the Trackless Way: Queer Epistemologies of Seafaring in
Byron’s ‘The Corsair,”” La Questione Romantica 15, no. 1 (2023): 117-21.
21 Turhan, The Other Empire, 67.
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The city lies behind - they speed, they reach
The glad waves dancing on the yellow beach;
And Conrad following, at her beck, obeyed,
Nor care he now if rescued or betrayed;
(1I1.12.444-49; 205).

Here Conrad is no longer a leader nor a captain, but at the “beck” and call of
Gulnare, who has taken control of the situation. Her knowledge of “the secret
door” suggests a command of the space, so that she is the one navigating them to
and beyond the shore — a prestigious and skilled role which once belonged to
Conrad and is deeply tied to a sense of Western masculinity. Far from a passive
“prize” to be won, Gulnare is active here, exercising her agency in a way Conrad
cannot comprehend because it steps outside of both Ottoman and Western
gendered frameworks. His response in the face of these collapsing structures is to
become passive, to fulfil the more “feminine” role of rescued damsel — it is now
Gulnare’s boat which will sustain Conrad’s “sinking frame” (I1.5.217; 178). The
physical destruction of the harem had set these events in motion, but it is here on
the shoreline that Gulnare’s transgression is fully realised as she boards the boat
with Conrad in tow and assumes the role of captain, ultimately becoming
regarded as his crew’s “queen” (I11.16.510; 207) once they are reunited. The shoreline
setting of this reversal of gender roles is significant. Like the space of the destroyed
harem, the shoreline allows both spatial and social conventions to be suspended.
The shifting edges of the sands call into question the rigidity of binary structures
and allow blurring and movement between seemingly opposed categories. The
shoreline also draws attention to the anxieties which such blurring and movement
evoke: Conrad’s transgression, his crossing of littoral and cultural borders, has
destabilised not one but two gendered orders.

The Giaour’s transgression is likewise destabilising. Despite the ambiguity of
the poem’s narrative, we know that his relationship with Leila has led to her
attempting to flee Hassan’s harem; an act for which she has been drowned in
retaliation. As in The Corsair the arrival of a man from across the sea has disrupted
the harem and the gendered structures it represents and reinforces. Unlike Seyd
however, Hassan has been able to momentarily reassert this gendered order by
having Leila drowned. Nevertheless, Leila’s death renders her absent for the rest
of the poem, meaning that the relationship between the Giaour and Hassan
becomes the narrative focus.?? Whilst ostensibly antagonistic, the intensity of the

22 Schneider, “Secret Sins of the Orient,” 81-95.
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relationship between the two men repeatedly blurs the boundaries of love and
hate. Take for example the moment the Giaour finally kills Hassan:

Ah! fondly youthful hearts can press,

To seize and share the dear caress;

But Love itself could never pant

For all that Beauty sighs to grant,

With half the fervour Hate bestows

Upon the last embrace of foes,

When grappling in the fight they fold

Those arms that ne’er shall lose their hold;

Friends meet to part — Love laughs at faith;-

True foes, once met, are joined till death!
(645-54; 60)

In this description it is impossible to fully disentangle love from hate. The fondness
of the pressed hearts and the dear caresses attributed to love are echoed in the
“arms that ne’er shall lose their hold” and the idea that “true foes, once met, are
joined till death.” Schneider notes that these lines allude to the marriage service,
stating that “their fervent and last embrace becomes the ultimate symbol of true
communion between men.”? Despite this, the entanglement between the Giaour
and Hassan has often been read in a more political sense, interpreted as a relationship
which reflects an anxiety-inducing collapse in the distinction between East and
West.2* Whilst it is true that the “Tales” do focus on the instability of this boundary
and the anxieties it provokes, it is important to remember that these anxieties arose
in part from concerns about the spread of homosexuality.?> The Orient was already
considered a site of sexual transgression, so the collapsing of the two men into one
is not only symbolic of the Giaour “becoming Asiatic,” as Leask puts it, but also
suggestive of a queer entanglement in which Eastern and Western sexual norms
are no longer distinct.?

The queerness of the relationship between the Giaour and Hassan becomes
more apparent when we examine the description of a storm at an estuary used to
foreshadow their fatal meeting:

2 Schneider, “Secret Sins of the Orient,” 91.

2 Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 4, 60; Eric Meyer, “’I Know Thee not, I Loathe
Thy Race’: Romantic Orientalism in the Eye of the Other,” ELH, 58, no. 3 (1991): 657-99.

% Crompton, Byron and Greek Love, 117.

26 Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 60.
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As rolls the river into ocean,
In sable torrent wildly streaming;
As the sea-tide’s opposing motion
In azure column proudly gleaming,
Beats back the current many a rood,
In curling foam and mingling flood;
While eddying whirl, and breaking wave,
Roused by the blast of winter rave;
Through sparkling spray in thundering clash,
The lightnings of the waters flash
In awful whiteness o’er the shore,
That shines and shakes beneath the roar;
Thus - as the stream and ocean greet,
With waves that madden as they meet —
(620-33; 59).

The “foam,” “breaking wave” and “thundering clash” of this description
immediately recall our introduction to the Giaour and remind us that he has come
across the sea, committing a physical and cultural transgression alongside the
transgression he has committed with Leila. It reinforces that the Giaour is an
outsider, here compared to the ocean trying to push its way inland at the estuary,
going against the expected flow with violent consequences. Here too, the sea
associated with the Giaour is threatening to overwhelm its bounds, revealing their
instability and porosity. However, like the violent clash in which Hassan meets
his end, we see in this description a communion of two supposed opposite forces,
for although they “clash” and “madden,” the “curling foam and mingling flood”
suggest a close, even erotic, embrace. The sensory nature of this description
enhances its eroticism, the two bodies of water roll into each other, shaking
beneath each other’s intensity, and the “proudly gleaming” columns of water are
distinctly phallic. Alongside the obvious violence of the storm and the clash of
waters is a homoerotic undertone, which mirrors that in the description of
Hassan’s death.

That this storm immediately precedes the “marriage” between the Giaour and
Hassan is not insignificant. The inability to separate the water of the river from
the water of the ocean again highlights the inadequacy of binary distinctions
alongshore. Whilst there is no single shoreline to speak of at the estuary, it still
represents a coastal boundary, and the lack of an intervening land barrier both
exposes and elides the edges of this boundary. It also emphasises the shoreline as
a space of mutual exchange: of flows of water, cultures, bodies, and between the
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human and the non-human. As in the case of the storm, such exchanges can be
violent and destructive as well as advantageous. The Giaour’s relationship with
Hassan echoes this complexity: it is violent and destructive as well as offering new
possibilities for cultural and erotic exchanges. As the boundaries between river
and ocean, East and West collapse, the nature of the relationship between the
Giaour and Hassan becomes increasingly difficult to classify within normative
frameworks of gender and sexuality. Therefore the Giaour’s physical transgression
of littoral and political boundaries results in a transgression of the boundaries of
heteronormativity.

This description reveals another consequence which the characters in the “Turkish
Tales” experience for their transgressions: once they have crossed they can never
go back. Although they may physically return, they find that once their stable
senses of gender and sexuality have been shaken, the possibility of a heteronormative
future is foreclosed upon. For Conrad, he first kisses Gulnare in an act which
seems more performative than passionate, and then returns home to find that his
wife Medora has perished in his absence after an illness brought on by wading
into the sea — a death which recalls Byron’s own illness following his Hellespont
swim.?” The Giaour’s relationship with Leila ends early in the poem, but he retires
to a monastery where he hallucinates visions of Hassan’s severed hand, beckoning
him to join him in death by stepping over the cliff edge into the sea and leaving
him unable to move on (826-31; 66). These unhappy endings are, of course, partly
a consequence of the kind of violent masculinity embodied by the Giaour and
Conrad, but their violence also betrays anxieties around gender and sexuality.
This is because their violent acts are about trying to achieve a kind of unattainable
masculine heroism through competition with other men, whilst also attempting to
adhere to a chivalrous honour code, triggering what Leask refers to as a circuit of
“revenge and remorse.”? For Byron’s protagonists, violence acts as a method of
establishing and reinforcing a sense of masculinity. This in turn reveals that there
is nothing essential about such a masculinity, as something that must first be
attained and then repeatedly reinforced, jealously guarded against all threats no
matter what the destructive consequences. Underneath the extreme masculine
violence in the “Tales” lies the protagonists’ anxiety about the instability of
masculinity itself — an anxiety which ultimately leads to the foreclosure of their
heteronormative futures.

2 Conrad’s discovery of Medora’s death (III1.19-20.596-604; 210); Medora in the sea
(IIL.3.77-82; 192); Medora’s death (I11.3.113-20; 193-94); Byron, “Written after Swimming
from Sestos to Abydos.”

28 Leask, British Romantic Writers and the East, 49.
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It is significant that the consequences of these anxieties and their attendant
violence unfold on the shoreline. In the “Tales” the shoreline acts as a locus for
anxieties around unstable boundaries, and these anxieties are most present at the
point where the shoreline is transgressed. The consequences of these transgressions
are not only death and destabilisation, but also the foreclosure of heteronormative
futurity. This is just as true for the women in the “Tales.” Franklin writes that
“Byron’s heroines are alienated from society by their love, not integrated through
a suitable marriage at the conclusion.”? So, we see how even those women who
survive the “Tales” remain alienated from heteronormative frameworks such as
marriage and are denied the opportunity to have (legitimate) children.

This curtailing of linearity and lineage is reminiscent of certain queer
temporalities. In A Queer Time and Place Judith Halberstam argues that queer
temporalities lack a kind of linear futurity, not only because queer lives routinely
face the threat of a premature end (especially true when he was writing in 2005),
but because they typically lack the heteronormative life-markers of marriage and
childbirth by which heterosexual lives are often measured.*® Whilst this may
appear a bleak view, and in some places an outdated one, queer temporalities
continue to attribute significance in different and often challenging ways that
resist linearity.

Therefore, the foreclosed futurity along the shorelines of the “Tales” hints at
a queer temporality, one which is echoed in the temporality of the shoreline itself.
Time alongshore is often cyclical, moving in tides and seasons and resisting
longevity. John R. Stilgoe writes that “no built form endures long in the wilderness
of the intertidal zone,” referencing how twice a day the sea races up the strand,
engulfing it, then retreating.3! Such tidal action not only demolishes built
structures, it also deposits debris on the shore in an inescapable cycle of removal
and return. Notably, the shores on which the “Turkish Tales” are set were
considered in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as almost
inhospitable, due in part to a perceived stasis caused by the lack of refreshing tides
and the differences in climate from northern shores.3 However, even shores which
do not experience significant tides, such as those of the Mediterranean, are subject
to erosion by waves, wind, and storms which intensify and diminish according to
seasonal patterns. Whether significantly tidal or not, shoreline temporalities resist
linearity, therefore foreclosing on futurity.

2 Franklin, Byron’s Heroines, 33.

30 Judith Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (New
York and London: New York University Press, 2005).

31 John R. Stilgoe, Alongshore (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994), 2.

32 Corbin, The Lure of the Sea, 149-54.

134



Porous Boundaries

However, the queerness of shoreline temporalities does not necessarily imply
no future at all. Whilst the characters of the “Tales” do find their heteronormative
futures foreclosed upon alongshore, these foreclosures open up new possibilities
for directing desire. Even the “wilderness of the intertidal zone” and the “barren,
bare rocks” of the Mediterranean are not devoid of life, life just takes different
forms there.® In the case of the Giaour, his desire for Leila is reconfigured into his
violent, homoerotic obsession with Hassan, which continues to play out
alongshore in his exchanges with Hassan’s ghostly hand, which beckons him over
the cliff edge towards the ultimate transgression (826-31; 66). In this case, the “two
foes” are joined beyond death, with Hassan trapping the Giaour in the haunting
cyclicity of the shoreline, rendering him unable to either cross the cliff edge into
annihilation or to pursue any sort of heteronormative future (654; 60). For Conrad,
news of Medora’s death seems to open up the possibility of a life with Gulnare
and they reappear in another “Turkish Tale’: “Lara” as a knight and his page.®
This poem is decidedly queer until its ending reveals the page to be a woman,
apparently straightening the narrative. Nevertheless, this is a queer mode of
existence for both Gulnare and Conrad, one only made possible by Conrad’s initial
transgression and the death of Medora. Therefore we see how the queer
temporalities of the shoreline elide the pressure of heteronormative futurity,
allowing characters to imagine and experience different futures devoid of
expected life-markers.

Ultimately, the shoreline acts a locus for fears about the instability of gender
and sexuality, a fear which is realised in the violent and destructive crossings of
the “Turkish Tales.” However, the spatial and temporal instabilities present
alongshore also present opportunities for different, queerer ways of reading these
texts. In crossing between land and sea and East and West, Byron’s characters
draw attention to boundaries, borders, and the spaces in between them, revealing
that they are not as easy to define or demarcate as they first appear. This indistinctness
translates into how gender and sexuality are represented in the “Tales,” with
Conrad and Gulnare complicating and renegotiating gendered roles, and the
homoerotic subtext of the feud between Hassan and the Giaour suggesting no
clear distinction between love and hate or straight and queer. Transgressions in
the “Tales” also reveal certain organising principles of space, sexuality and gender
to be constructed and inessential, highlighting the necessity of their constant
reinforcement and therefore their susceptibility to being challenged, changed, or

% Stilgoe, Alongshore, 2; Corbin, The Lure of the Sea, 154.
3 Lord Byron, Lara, in The Complete Poetical Works, ed. Jerome J. McGann, Vol. 3 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1981), 214-56.
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destroyed. By destroying the harems of Hassan and Seyd, the Giaour and Conrad
highlight the vulnerability of coastal places — not only to the wind and the waves,
but also to political, social, or military incursions from overseas. Therefore, the
shoreline transgressions of the “Turkish Tales” complicate all kinds of binaries,
borders and hierarchies, encapsulating and emphasising anxieties around
instability. Whilst these anxieties are often realised in violent and destructive ways
in the poems, they also offer an opportunity to explore different ways of being for
certain characters — ways of being which we might today read as queer.
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Lord Brougham’s Secret French Novel

Critics often cast a cold eye on the lawyer, Whig MP and Lord Chancellor Henry
Peter Brougham, 1% Baron of Brougham and Vaux, the arch-enemy of both Byron
and Wordsworth, when there are many reasons to consider him one of the Romantic
period’s greatest, albeit flawed figures. An influential abolitionist, a legal, political
and educational reformer, and a champion of people’s rights, Brougham notably
defended the Hunt brothers and Queen Caroline, attacked the Corn Laws and
other taxes, played a pivotal role in passing the Great Reform and Slavery
Abolition Acts, and helped found the Edinburgh Review, the Mechanics’ Institutes,
the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, as well as London University.
Outside of parliament he wrote prodigiously, contributing over a hundred and
fifty articles to the Review, and publishing a hundred other books, articles, and
speeches on a wide range of topics, including history, politics, law, religion,
education, mathematics and physics.! As Henry Crabb Robinson noted in his
diary in 1829 after having read his Introduction to the Library of Useful Knowledge,
Brougham was “the busiest man living.”?

Given his liberal beliefs, prodigious literary output, and profound impact on
society, one may ask why Romantic scholars so rarely evoke Brougham. In a recent
study on late Romanticism, John Havard pointedly comments that he “had claims
to being, in some respect, a literary figure” and suggests we view him as a “complex
double” of Byron, who shared the same rebellious persona and zealous excess.?
After Byron’s death, moreover, it was Canning and Brougham who represented
the “common Intellectual Spirit” of the age, as Edward Lytton Bulwer famously
wrote in 1833, the “interest usually devoted to the imaginative” being “transferred
to the real.”* On the other hand, Othon d’'Haussonville, one of Brougham’s many
French admirers, closes his biographical essay published two years after the lawyer’s
death with the statement that “posterity is often ungrateful to statesmen” and
“reserves its gratitude and tenderness for those, who,” like Byron, Scott, and
Charlotte Bronté, “stay always young and alive through their works.”> Indeed,

1 Ralph Thomas, A Bibliographical List of Lord Brougham'’s Publications in Chronological Order
(London: John Russel Smith, 1873). Albert Lunel is not included in this list.

2 Henry Crabb Robinson, Henry Crabb Robinson on Books and Their Writers, ed. Edith Morley
(New York: AMS Press, 1967), 1:364. Hazlitt likewise admires his energy and range of
interests his article on Brougham in The Spirit of the Age (1825). William Hazlitt, Selected
Writings of William Hazlitt, ed. Duncan Wu (London: Routledge, 1998), 7:204.

3 John Havard, Late Romanticism and the End of Politics: Byron, Mary Shelley, and the Last
Men (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023), 81-85.

4 Edward Lytton Bulwer, England and the English, 2 vols. (London: Richard Bentley, 1833),
2:104-107.

5 Othenin d’"Haussonville, “Lord Brougham, sa vie et ses ceuvres,” Revue des deux mondes,
2e période, tome 85, 1870: 884-85. See, also, J. Dormand, Lord Brougham: Sa Vie et Ses
Discours (Paris, 1865) and Franck Chauveau, Etude sur Lord Brougham (Paris, 1873).
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one reason Brougham’s reputation has not fared well is that his literary work was
considered too utilitarian, almost immediately being disparaged for what Crabb
Robinson calls, in the same entry, the shallowness and unremarkable nature of his
thoughts.® Even a recent biographer concedes that “Brougham has only a small
claim on posterity’s attention as a writer and none as a thinker.””

A second, perhaps even more significant reason for Brougham'’s critical neglect
has to do with his liminal identity and abrasive personality: the lawyer statesman
was too fiercely independent, and perhaps not English enough, to be trusted.? The
son of a Westmoreland squire of modest means and a Scotch mother, Brougham
was educated in Edinburgh and lived there until age twenty-six. When Byron
satirised “Blundering Brougham” in English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, the poet
was referring to the impolitic, overly radical “Don Cevallos” review that incensed
Tories and Whigs alike in 1809.° Indeed, as Sidney Smith quipped, “the young
advocate of freedom indulged in too much tyranny” when writing for the Edinburgh
Review.'* But Byron was also well-placed to understand that the upstart Scottish
lawyer’s strong opinions and perceived vanity made him unpopular among
Britain’s ruling class.! Shortly after his brilliant Yorkshire election victory in 1830,
the Whigs managed to keep him out of the Commons by naming him Lord
Chancellor. Then in 1835, he was shut out of office, pushing him to unsuccessfully
cast his lot with the radicals, then with the Tories — Francis Hawes calls him a

6 Robinson, Books and their Writers, 1:364.

7 Robert Stewart, Henry Brougham 1778-1868: His Public Career (London: Bodley Head,
1985), 360. See, also, Arthur Aspinall, Lord Brougham and the Whig Party (1927; Stroud,
Gloucestershire: Nonsuch, 2005), 384.

8  Aspinall writes that “though he made himself feared, he never made himself loved” in
the Parliament, while Laura Dooley writes that he “always remained something of an
outsider.” Aspinall, Lord Brougham, 375; Laura Jones Dooley, “The Correspondence of
Henry, Lord Brougham, with Henry, Lord Holland, 1831-1840: Additional ms 51564”
(1987), Dissertations, Theses, and Masters Projects, Paper 1539625412.3, The College of
William and Mary in Virginia.

9 “Spain and the War,” Edinburgh Review, October 1808. See also Stewart, Brougham, 45-47.
It is highly likely that Wordsworth wrote his essay on the Convention of Cintra with that
article in mind, reworking the meaning of freedom and the people into more
conservative tropes.

10 Quoted in Harriet Martineau, “Lord Brougham,” Biographical Sketches (London: Macmillan,
1869), 156.

1 Frances Hawes cites his letter to Lord Althorp: “I am of a hasty and violent, at least
vehement, nature, and not bred in courts or offices, and never was a subaltern, therefore
I am a bad courtier.” Frances Hawes, Henry Brougham (London: Jonathan Cape, 1957),
262. Martineau writes that “vanity [...] became the devouring vice of his mind and
character.” Martineau, “Lord Brougham,” 157. See also Aspinall, Lord Brougham, 387.
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“political Ishmael” in this period.!? This political flip-flopping disappointed many
of his admirers, including William Hazlitt, who, in The Spirit of the Age, had to
admit that “his perceptions are literal, tenacious, epileptic.” His detractors, which
included leading Whigs such as Lord Melbourne but also the radical writer
William Cobbett, thought him simply mad."

Furious at the lawyer for criticising Hours of Idleness, spreading rumours about
his relations with his half-sister Augusta and with the Shelleys, and giving counsel
to his estranged wife, Byron exaggerated these foibles for satirical effect in his so-
called “Brougham stanzas” that were left out of Don Juan.'* “Tory by nurture,
Whig by Circumstance, / A democrat some once or twice a year,”!> Brougham’s
political flirtations were considered bad manners because lacking in fidelity to
party, class, and country. Byron notably called him a “moral chimney-sweeper”
for appealing to urban voters, the implied blackness of the metaphor likely also
alluding to his many fiery speeches calling on parliament to abolish the slave
trade.’® Likewise, when Brougham went up against the long-entrenched Lowther
family during the 1818 Westmoreland election, he drew the ire of the Wordsworth
circle, Dorothy comparing his stump speech to those of the Terror and
disparagingly suggesting, perhaps with Brougham’s notorious vanity also in
mind, that “He is very like a Frenchman.”"”

12 Hawes, Henry Brougham, 262. See also Stewart, Henry Brougham, 325.

13 Hazlitt, Selected Writings, 7:202; Hawes, Henry Brougham, 262; Richard Ingrams, The Life
and Adventures of William Cobbett (Hammersmith: Harper Perennial, 2005), 259. Cobbett
called him “Lord Crackskull” in 1835. Harriet Martineau wrote much later of his
“constitutional want of balance,” perhaps a veiled reference to what today would be
diagnosed as bipolar disorder. Martineau, “Lord Brougham,” 157. Another detractor
was Charlotte Bronté: “Wretch! I am a hearty hater, and if there is any one I thoroughly
abhor, it is that man.” Elizabeth Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronté (Oxford: Oxford
World Classics, 2009), 105.

14 Lord Byron, Don Juan, in The Complete Poetical Works, Vol. 5, ed. Jerome McGann,
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), 85-88, 686. Byron's relation to Brougham is too complex
to adequately address in this article: the two met on several occasions, including at least
twice in Geneva in 1816, where they seem to have been on talking terms. After Brougham
helped spread rumours about the so-called “league of incest,” Byron challenged him to
a duel in 1819 on the sands of Calais. Bibliotheque de Geneéve, MS 2758, f. 287: Letter of
Henry Brougham to James Galiffe, 22 August 1816, 287f. See, also, Leslie Marchand,
Byron: A Biography (New York: Knopf, 1957), 2:614, 864.

15 Byron, Don Juan, 86 [The Brougham Stanzas] 3.17-18.

16 Byron, Don Juan 441; X.15.113. McGann interprets the line “A legal broom is a moral-
chimney sweeper,” as a pun on Brougham’s surname (Don Juan, 743).

17 Letter of William Wordsworth to Lord Lonsdale, 24 March 1818, The Letters of William
and Dorothy Wordsworth: The Middle Years, ed. Ernest de Selincourt, Mary Moorman and
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In the rest of this essay, I consider how Brougham addresses these accusations
of ideological flip-flopping, egotism, and disruptive otherness in his only
imaginative work, Albert Lunel; or, the Chdteau of Languedoc. Drawing on
unpublished archival material, I first explore this little-known novel’s history,
showing how it was almost immediately considered a failure, then analyse the text
itself, paying particular attention to its picaresque plot, with its serial comparisons
of different national characters and institutions, then asking why the author set it
in France on the eve of the French Revolution. I argue that Albert Lunel revisits
Romanticism’s liberal, cosmopolitan beginnings and obsessively crosses borders
in an attempt to clarify Brougham'’s allegiances and to cement his legacy. Yet it
was the satirical sketches in Punch, in Byron’s verse, and elsewhere that more
faithfully captured this larger-than-life character, claiming him as British and
celebrating his many contributions despite his well-publicised foibles.

“A Book in Breeches”

Printed anonymously in 1844, then almost immediately suppressed, Albert Lunel
was reissued in 1872 under the recently deceased author’s name, mainly drawing
attention as a bibliographical curiosity.!® Dedicated to the poet Samuel Rogers,
whose solid Whig credentials were meant to reflect the author’s own, the novel is
an autobiographical roman a clef.’® In the Dedication, Brougham imagines Rogers
will attribute the authorship to a Frenchman and view the original language as
French, but claims that in all that relates to “political events” there is no “colouring

Alan Hill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 2:443. See, also, Robinson, Books and their
Writers, 1:239 and Stephen Gill, Wordsworth: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1989), 328, 443.

18 For bibliographical details, see Michael Sadleir, XIX* Century Fiction: A Bibliographic
Record Based on His Own Collection, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1951), 1:56-57. The novel exists in at least four states, including the cancelled first
printing, of which apparently only five copies have survived, two issues made of the
first-edition sheets printed posthumously by Chapman & Hall and by C.H. Clarke, and
the Berlin edition I have used. Notices include “Albert Lunel, by Lord Brougham,”
Spectator, 9 October 1872: 19, and William Bates, “Albert Lunel, by Lord Brougham,”
Notes and Queries (23 June 1873): 497-98.

19 Only the minor characters seem to have been based on real people. In a pencil-noted
copy of the novel owned by Brougham, “M. de Croasse” is identified as John Wilson
Croker, “M. de Chapeley” as Copley Lyndhurst, the “Earl of Mornton” with Lord
Wellesley, “M. Velour” with Sir John Leach, and the “Chevalier Agneau” with Sir
Andrew Agnew. Sadleir, XIX!" Century Fiction, 57.
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whatever,” and that its ideas are very much the author’s own.?’ As Hawes is right
to remark, “the book is full of self-revelation.”?! It was composed at Chateau
Eleanor-Louisa, the villa that Brougham built for his ailing daughter in the fishing
village of Cannes when his reputation was at its nadir, and where he spent his
autumns when Parliament was in recess.?? After Eleanor-Louisa died of
tuberculosis on 30 November 1839, her distraught father imagined Albert Lunel as
a memorial to her.? Written in lieu of the history of the French Revolution that he
wished to undertake, however, and immediately after his three-volume
comparative study of world governments,? Brougham’s historical novel is moral
and political rather than sentimental: in an 1862 letter, he labels it a “philosophical
romance.”? Very likely modelled on the picaresque French novel The Adventures
of Gil Blas (1715-1735),?¢ it also shares affinities with Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794),
with a similar confession narrative and a persecution drama that emphasises
oppressive institutions in France and further afield.

Despite the claim that Lady Georgiana Chatterton, a friend of Rogers, finished
the triple decker in two days, Albert Lunel is unfortunately much less riveting than

20 Henry Brougham, Albert Lunel, by the Late Lord Brougham, 2 vols. (Berlin: A. Asher, 1872),
1:vi. Subsequent references to volume and page are given in parentheses in the text.
I was unfortunately not able to consult a copy of the first edition.

2t Hawes, Henry Brougham, 279-80. Colin Pearce, in one of the only critical essays to address
the novel, considers it “a valuable source for understanding the political thought of the
period.” Colin D. Pearce, “Lord Brougham’s Neo-Paganism,” Journal of the History of
Ideas 55, no. 4 (October 1994): 652.

2 On his contribution to the development of Cannes, where a square and statue
commemorate him, see Rosemary Ashton, “Henry Brougham and the Invention of
Cannes,” in Matthew Ingley and Matthew Kerr, eds., Coastal Cultures of the Long
Nineteenth Century (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018), 69-78.

2 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 352.

2 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 350; Henry Brougham, Political Philosophy, 3 vols. (London:
Charles Knight, 1842).

% Henry Lord Brougham, Letters from Lord Brougham to William Forsyth (London: Bradbury,
Evans, & Co., 1872), 81.

2 UCL Brougham Papers 10, 618, letter of Charles Knight to Henry Brougham, 16 August
1844. Knight mentions that he has no example of “Gil Blas and the Bishop” before his
eyes. This was a scene from the novel that was a popular subject of prints, suggesting
that Brougham had alluded to the novel in relation to his own. Curiously, Brougham'’s
former mistress and notorious blackmailer, Harriette Wilson, wrote a novel entitled
Clara Gazul, or Honi Soit Qui Mal y Pense (1830), that was also based on Gil Blas. Kenneth
Bourne, ed., The Blackmailing of the Chancellor: some intimate and hitherto unpublished letters
from Harriette Wilson to her friend Henry Brougham, Lord Chancellor of England (London:
Lemon Tree Press, 1975), 51.
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either Gil Blas or Caleb Williams.?” The novel’s history indicates that Brougham, his
editor, and their entourage were all too aware of this, explaining their decision to
withdraw the book from publication. As early as April 1842, Brougham sought the
opinion of his friend and long-time colleague Francis Jeffrey. The critic’s response
was almost as peremptory as his infamous review of Wordsworth’s Excursion:
“I now return your sealed volumes — and have little more to say of them.”
Although Jeffrey in his letter praises several “passages of incomparable force &
beauty,” notably the set pieces on the slave trade, a sea battle, and life in America,
he rightly suggests that the book is too stilted and moralising for it to be popular:
“Style, your virtue, will betray you [...]. Poor Sydney [Smith] said of Macauley —
that nobody liked a Book in breeches — and I fear we must add not many people
will welcome sermons & lessons in a novel.”? Brougham nevertheless persisted
in getting his book published, sending his sheets piecemeal to his editor Charles
Knight for transcription during the summer of 1844, with the aim of printing 750
copies. Their correspondence indicates how important it was for Brougham to
maintain his authorship secret, Knight reassuring him that the printers “may be
trusted,” and asking his own daughters to copy the text!

Whereas the editor was still enthusiastic about the novel in August, marvelling
at the rapidity with which Brougham was composing, and flattering him that “the
book is so excellent that your reputation will not be injured by it,”?* his opinion by
the end of the year had changed radically. Knight opens his next letter by
expressing relief that Brougham has decided to postpone the publication or to buy
up the copies if already published. He then admits that he has not yet published
the book, feeling “all along with reference to your reputation that the experiment
was a hazardous one,” and hence proceeding “with great caution.” After soliciting
advice from the journalist William Weir and critic George Lillie Craik, both of
whom thought it would not be a success, receiving no responses from any of the
friends who received pre-publication copies, including John Wilson Croker and
Rogers, and eliciting only “slight notes” from the leading newspapers, Knight
became convinced that the novel, if published anonymously and without puffing,
“would fall dead.”30

When Rogers did finally respond in March 1845, his polite but curt response
only confirmed Knight and his entourage’s critical judgement:

27 Quoted in Bates, “Albert Lunel,” 497-98.

28 UCL Brougham Papers 10, 515, letter of Francis Jeffrey to Henry Brougham, 10 April 1842.

2 Letter of Charles Knight to Henry Brougham, 16 August 1844.

30 UCL Brougham Papers 14, 508, letter of Charles Knight to Henry Brougham, 30 December
1844.
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Pray accept my grateful acknowledgements for the Honour you have done
me, an Honour so undeserved. When I began to read what you have
written, I expected only to be amused, to be interested, & to be led on
through uncounted hours from one incident to another as I was formerly
in my youth; I have long ceased to be much of a novel-reader. But I soon
came to higher things — to such as make us wiser & better; & I cannot tell
you how much I shall value the volumes as long as I live.!

Rogers’s backhanded compliment indicates that, as anovel, Albet Lunel was a failure,
helping justify its suppression. According to Stewart, all the remaining printed
volumes were stored at Brougham Hall.3? Like Jeffrey, Rogers perceived that its
picaresque plot was merely an excuse to insert long discussions on philosophy,
religion, history and politics — in other words, it was yet another opportunity for
Lord Brougham to speechify and sermonise. And while Godwin’s novel is far
more riveting than Brougham’s, both texts rely for their interest on such passages,
with their rational analysis of subjective experience, moral and political subjects,
and relevance to contemporary events.?

A Catalogue of National Characters

Brougham’s narrative opens in 1788 at the Chateau de Bagnolles, an imaginary
castle set close to the real village of Bagnols-sur-Céze, in the historically Protestant
hotbed of the Gard, northwest of Avignon. In their salon, the chatelain and
chatelaine, proud descendants of the Huguenots, host an intimate circle of guests
who make their entrances and exits throughout the novel, providing an excuse for
society gossip and contrived discussions on religion, ethics, the querelle des femmes,
and, with the opening salvos of the French Revolution, politics. Two characters
who stand out are the Germaine de Staél-like Countess of Chatillon,?* more interested

3 UCL Brougham Papers 21, 754, letter of Samuel Rogers to Henry Brougham, 5 March 1845.

32 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 352. The author does not provide a source.

3 Pamela Clemit calls Godwin’s Caleb Williams “a new fictional form to convey [Godwin’s]
philosophical interests” and lists its various features. William Godwin, Caleb Williams
(Oxford: Oxford World Classics, 2009), xvii-xxv.

3 Of the Countess, Brougham writes: “Her understanding was wholly masculine.”
Brougham had visited Coppet in 1816, wrote a biographical account of Staél, and cites
her twice early in the novel. Brougham, Albert Lunel, 1:8, 11. Other possible models for
the countess include Lady Charlotte Lindsay, née North (1771-1849), the lady in waiting
to Queen Caroline with whom Brougham corresponded extensively, and Lady Harriet
Clanricarde (1804-1876), George Canning’s daughter.
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in statecraft than in sewing, and the Baron Moulin, whose “extraordinary faculties”
yet “character somewhat lofty and ungracious” resemble Brougham’s own (1:5, 8).35
The Baron arrives with a sick niece, Emmeline, modelled on Brougham'’s daughter,
but whose name also recalls Emily, Tyrrel’s niece in Godwin’s novel. The Countess,
bored with her husband, is quickly drawn to the Baron, yet their romance leads to
nothing more than a kiss. Instead, the plot takes off when the Count comes across
a “mysterious solitary” hiding in a cave on the estate, a fugitive monk called Albert
Lunel, whose framed first-person history energises the narrative.

Lunel, the second son of a poor noble family, is drawn to the ideas of a Benedictine
monk, Father Jerome, joins his order in Avignon, falls in love with a friend’s
cousin, Louise Orange, and, in an act of jealous passion, kills his mentor by
mistake. Like Caleb Williams, he feels both guilty and increasingly paranoid as
the police pursue him, managing to escape with the help of a Languedoc pastor,
Monsieur Gardein, who, in imitation of Rousseau’s Savoyard Priest, preaches
a natural form of religion that convinces the hero to convert to Protestantism
(1: Chapter 7). Robert Stewart calls the novel a “subdued version of the anti-
Catholic literature of the period”* akin to the knee-jerk anti-popery of earlier
Whig literature. Yet Brougham’s own Discourse of Natural Theology (1835), on
which the pastor’s ideas are based, is far more unorthodox than mainstream
Protestantism, attempting to prove through scientific induction the truths of
religion.” Moreover, Brougham campaigned from very early on for Catholic
emancipation, infamously bringing the Whig government down by defending the
rights of the Irish too assiduously.®® As we will see below, finally, the eponymous
hero’s extended stay in several Reformed nations suggests that, while more free
than their Catholic counterparts, they were in no way perfect. Interpreting Albert
Lunel simply as an anti-Catholic novel thus simplifies the complexity and
eccentricity of its views on religion, which Colin Pearce convincingly characterises
as a form of rational theism.?

The novel is much less subtle when, perhaps influenced by Staél’s Corinne, or
Italy (1807), it expresses deep-seated views on national character. Escaping to
Switzerland, the young fugitive provides the author with the opportunity to
revisit some of Romanticism’s most iconic landscapes, including the Alps,

% Although Brougham jokingly identifies himself with a minor character named M. Balaye
[French for broom], the Baron is a more obvious fit. Sadleir, XIX* Century Fiction, 57.

3 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 352.

37 Henry Brougham, A Discourse of Natural Theology, Showing the Nature of the Evidence and
the Advantages of the Study (London: Charles Knight, 1835).

3 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 209-10, 294-96.

% Pearce, “Lord Brougham’s Neo-Paganism,” 669.
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Meillerie, and Chillon, and to replay Byron and Shelley’s near capsize on Lake
Geneva. It also allows him to describe the Swiss as “a people of rude manners
[and] exceedingly selfish,” the first in a comparative survey of Protestant nations
that helps the author set forth his own political and moral beliefs (1:172-74, 185).
Although a common cliché in period travelogues, his negative characterization of
the Swiss is surprising, given that Brougham corresponded with a number of
Swiss intellectuals, wrote positively about Swiss politics in other places, and was
championed by the Geneva-based Bibliotheque universelle.** Notwithstanding his
preference for Voltaire, he had also visited and written very enthusiastic reviews
on three celebrated Swiss educators, Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi, Philip Emmanuel
von Fellenberg, and Pere Girard, all followers of Rousseau’s educational
theories.*! In Albert Lunel, the eponymous hero stays with a clergyman whose
name, Monsieur Girard, evokes the latter educationalist. He is depicted as virtuous
and kind but also small-minded and patronising with his flock (1:175-76). In other
words, Brougham finds little positive to say about Switzerland despite that
country’s liberal associations.

The novel’s picaresque frame allows the author to pursue his crude catalogue
of manners in other Protestant nations, several of which Brougham had
discovered at age twenty-six when, disguised as an American, he toured the
Lowlands, Germany and Austria to disseminate his views on anti-slavery. As his
letters reveal, he came away from the mission with fixed notions about
Continental institutions and customs, viewing Holland for example as “the most
beautiful and agreeable” country and praising the Dutch for their “frugal”
manners and strong work ethic, yet viewing them as dull: “[I am] far from
thinking that the Dutch-built mind has all the regularities of the Italian or English
— fire it certainly wants and its principle is not of that high and chivalrous cast
which comes from & bows to pure honor.”#? Brougham sends his protagonist,

4 Despite corresponding with a number of Swiss, including James Galiffe, Jane Marcet,
Jean-Gabriel Eynard, Etienne Dumont, Phillip Emmanuel von Fellenberg, and Staél,
Brougham's 1816 visit to Switzerland was clearly a disappointment. In a letter to Galiffe,
he criticises Geneva, with its “Gouters [upper-class social events]... Cretins... [and]
Goiters.” BG, MS 2758, f. 289: Letter of Henry Brougham to James Galiffe, 22 August
1816. See, also, Lady Frances Shelley, The Diary of Lady Frances Shelley, ed. Richard
Edgcumbe (London: John Murray, 1913), 1:227-28.

4 Henry Brougham, “Mr. Fellenberg’s Establishment at Hofwyl,” Edinburgh Review Ixi
(December 1818): 150-58 and Ixiv (October 1819): 487-507; “Pestalozzi, “Edinburgh
Review, xciii (January 1828).

2 BG, MS 2758, £. 265: Letter of Henry Brougham to James Galiffe, 1 September 1805. See,
also, Stewart, Henry Brougham, 30-31.
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Albert Lunel, to Gottingen, where he works as a hack writer, then to the Low
Countries, and finally to the Americas, where the author had never set foot. In
Germany, Lunel praises the locals for working harder than the French and calls
them “well natured, though somewhat coarse and not a little fantastical” (1:237-39).
After being involuntarily recruited into a revolutionary secret society and spied
upon, gothic features reminiscent of the 1790s Jacobin novels, he is compelled to
pursue his flight to Amsterdam, where he looks forward to being “in a country
governed by a constitution that secured equal rights to its subjects of all classes.”
But the Dutch, while a “quiet, orderly, honest race,” also “resemble machines rather
than human beings” and are only interested in commerce, fishing, and tulips,
giving the author a pretext to enlist his hero on an American ship-of-war and, after
a fierce sea-battle and storm, sending him off to the United States (1:259-65).

Landing in Charlestown, he immediately witnesses acts of violence and
injustice against Blacks and is even offered a slave as “a companion for the night,”
openly raising the delicate issue of sexual exploitation. Citing the Declaration of
Independence, he asks: “Can this passage ever be read by the American lawgivers
of the south without a blush?” (2:7-14) Only George Washington, with whom
Lunel dines at Mount Vernon, is spared. The author portrays him as a virtuous,
old-school republican who, like Brougham, criticises Britain’s party politics and
advocates for religious and political reforms (2:25). In the northern states, Lunel
can further reflect on this republican experiment in “pure democracy.” Like
Tocqueville and most liberals, he is struck by the “unceasing, all-pervading, and
absolutely uncontrolled” power of the majority, describing a newsman lynched
by the mob for voicing an unpopular opinion (2:33). Despite his horror of slavery
and fear of democracy, however, Lunel still praises Americans as “of an intelligent,
acute, sagacious, bold, enterprising, persevering character” (2:38).

Travelling next to the West Indies disguised as an American, our hero first
visits Haiti, then St. Domingo and Cuba, where he is even more outraged by the
horrors of the plantation system and the middle passage, both of which he
describes in gruesome detail, including the flogging of a pregnant woman and the
chase with bloodhounds of a runaway. After conversing with two educated slaves
and attending a secret gathering in Cuba, he sympathises with their hatred of
Whites and warns that a revolution is near (2:49-72). Brougham was considered
an expert on the subject following the publication of his first and most influential
book, An Inquiry into the Colonial Policy of the European Powers (1803). These
chapters belatedly echo the debates on slavery of the 1820s, including the
controversial 1824 trial of John Smith that Brougham memorably attacked in
Parliament.* Covered in depth in the Edinburgh Review, which dwelled in utilitarian

4 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 176-78.
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fashion on the high mortality rates in the plantations, the violence committed
against women, and the imminent danger of slave revolts, these horrors led to but
were not resolved by the 1833 Slavery Abolition Act, which controversially imposed
a period of apprenticeship on the emancipated slaves.* The novel implicitly
answers the question whether a gradual versus rapid emancipation is best,
suggesting that the slaves would obtain their freedom whatever the cost, a view
he reiterated during a series of parliamentary speeches in 1838.

Brougham continues to indirectly share his values and beliefs in the final
chapters of the novel, when the fugitive sails back to France and finds shelter at
the Chateau of Bagnolles as the French Revolution gains momentum. Onboard he
meets a Genevan, possibly based on his friend James Galiffe, who is positively
described as a Socinian, providing the author with an opportunity to criticise
French national character, which includes “flippancy [...] self-complacency [...]
and contempt [...] of other nations.” The Genevan even finds French cookery
disappointing (2:123-24).%5 Hearing the story of the Black Knight in Limoges, Lunel
then attacks the age of chivalry, an obvious gibe at Burke that parallels Caleb
Williams’s own critique of the Irish statesman (2:132), before discovering domestic
happiness, simplicity, and virtue in the Limousin, birthplace of Jean-Frangois
Marmontel (2:136).46 However, Louise is still in Albert’s mind and after the two
lovers are stopped by the police, he finally finds shelter at the Huguenot castle,
ending his seven-year-long flight as well as his confessional narrative. At
Bagnolles, new characters join the salon, including a Robespierre-like lawyer who
praises popular sovereignty and the masses, and an Anglo-Irish aristocrat who on
the contrary warns of the dangers of mob rule (2:99-100, 182-83). The novel ends
with the death of Emmeline, the Baron’s long-suffering niece, together with the
contrived revelation that Albert Lunel is in fact his long-lost brother. What the
author labels Baron Moulin’s “personal revolution” coincides with the Estates-
General and Prise de la Bastille in Paris. Deeply depressed, the Baron commits
suicide in Montélimar, a stoic form of death like in Staél’s Delphine (1802), leaving
all his property to Albert and Louise.

Albert Lunel’s pessimistic ending suggests a conservative reading of the French
Revolution, which, with the benefit of hindsight, proved too extreme in its quest
for rapid change. The novel instead looks back nostalgically to the Enlightenment

4 See Havard, Late Romanticism, 81-99.

4 Elsewhere, Brougham writes that “during a long residence in France, I acquired a more
intimate knowledge of the national character and of its distinguishing attributes —vanity
and fickleness.” Brougham, Life and Times, 2:247-48.

4 Brougham is perhaps thinking of Marmontel’s Mémoires d’un pere (1804), in which he
recounts his idyllic childhood.
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utopia of a well-ordered society. Through its various characters, most notably
the Baron who acts as a mouthpiece for Brougham himself, it argues that
constitutional reforms in France were necessary but should have been gradually
implemented to avoid social levelling, violence, and anarchy, in particular
through the diffusion of knowledge and more rational forms of belief (1:283-92).
Writing shortly before the revolutions of 1848, the author’s timid liberalism is
clearly aligned with the ideology of the Whig if not the Tory party, calling for
educational, legal, and political changes but opposing democratic rule. At the
same time, the novel argues for the immediate abolition of slavery in the United
States and the colonies, confirming the disjunction common in British liberal
thought between what should happen at home and abroad. And while its author,
true to David Hume’s adage that “the English, of any people in the universe, have
the least of a national character,”# has very little to say in his novel about Britain
and the British, his multiple border crossings and comparative study of manners
and institutions serve the Whiggish purpose of highlighting Britain’s advantages,
at the same time asserting his own Englishness.

Henry Brougham and France

Why then does the author imagine his main protagonists as French? One
explanation may have to do with France’s central role in modern politics — the
novel was, after all, a substitute for the history of the French Revolution that
Brougham never wrote. On a more personal level, it perhaps also reflects the
author’s desire to explore, and perhaps exorcise, his own divided identity,
excessive vanity, and dangerous enthusiasm, a reputation that led Dorothy
Wordsworth among others to label him as French. Like Falkland’s murder of
Tyrrel, the plot of Albert Lunel is triggered by a passionate and largely unreflective
action, the eponymous hero’s murder of Father Jerome. Whereas Caleb Williams
critiques the irrationality and injustice of the aristocracy, however, Brougham’s
novel attacks the irrational, despotic power of the Catholic Church. Indeed, only
after Lunel converts to a more natural form of piety does he start behaving more
rationally, notably in his romance with Louise, which becomes gradually more
virtuous and philosophically stoic, much like the relation between Julie and her
tutor Saint-Preux in Rousseau’s eponymous novel. Unlike Bentham, the Mills, and
other philosophical radicals, Brougham believed religion remained a necessary
palliative against human imperfection, just as natural aristocracy protected society
from the ills of democracy.

4 David Hume, “Of National Characters,” David Hume Texts Online, https://davidhume.org/
texts/fempll/nc, accessed 23 January 2026.
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He was nevertheless wary of what he considered overly irrational forms of
religion, notably that found in France’s monastic orders. Moreover, he considered
that the nation lacked a true aristocracy because it had no primogeniture laws and
hence no landed estates and he believed that the French were too overly “vain”
and “fickle” to remain long under one constitutional system (2:369). As we saw,
these two attributes were regularly associated with Brougham himself, suggesting
that his understanding of French character emerged from his own self-knowledge.
This might also explain why he made his alter-ego, Baron Moulin, a Frenchman.
The Baron shares many of Brougham’s own defects, but while the former dies at
the end of the novel from an excess of grief, the latter on the other hand continued
living long after his daughter’s death, regularly travelling back and forth between
England and France. By the 1840s, Lord Brougham was a well-known figure on
the Cote d’Azur and in Paris, where he was elected a member of the Institute and
socialised with many of great men, including Laplace, Carnot, Talleyrand and
Louis-Philippe.* As one French lawyer declared in 1873, “Brougham’s last years
belong to our nation almost as much as to his own.”# In French politics, Brougham
was a moderate liberal, writing to Lord Grey in 1822 that he “favor[ed] the
Bourbons as against the republicans and Bonapartists, but [was] leaning against
the Ultras.”>® He welcomed the 1830 Revolution, and, after the overthrow of his
friend Louis-Philippe, briefly even flirted with republicanism.

It was the comic controversy surrounding this event, rather than his secret
novel, which helped consolidate Brougham’s identity as an Englishman. Never
passing up an opportunity to be of use, the statesman applied in 1848 for French
citizenship to stand as representative of the Department of Var in the constituent
National Assembly. Frances Hawes quips that “he was enchanted by the idea —
probably remembering that Tom Paine had been a member of the first National
Convention.”> When the French minister responsible for naturalisations indicated
that he had to renounce his British nationality and title, stipulating that “you are
no longer Lord Brougham, you become citizen Brougham,” the latter tried to negotiate
an arrangement in which he could retain his privileges in England, and become
a simple citizen in France. The minister nevertheless insisted that he had to choose
his nationality, and Brougham promptly withdrew his application. Back in Parliament,
he criticized the same provisional government in Paris he had unsuccessfully tried
to join, drawing the ire of the French press, which leaked his correspondence with
the minister to the great amusement of the journalists back home.>

4 See Stewart, Henry Brougham, 355.

49 Chauveau, Etude sur Lord Brougham, 75.
50 Brougham, Life and Times, 2:448.

51 Hawes, Henry Brougham, 280.

52 Stewart, Henry Brougham, 359.
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Fig. 1. “The Citizen of the World,” Punch 14 (1848): 176.

Fig. 2. “Liberty,” Punch 14 (1848): 188.
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Fig. 3. “Brougham, a Frenchman?” Punch 14 (1848): 172.

The writers at Punch, which had been lampooning Brougham since the
magazine’s creation in 1841, were particularly tickled but also distraught at the
idea of losing one of their favourite targets. “The Citizen of the World; or, Lord
Brougham Naturalized Everywhere” (Fig. 1) shows him in his Scottish tartans and
English tails and top hat, but also in sixteen other national costumes, recognizable
only thanks to his distinctive nose.>® In the same issue, Brougham’s allegiances to
nation and to party are again questioned in an illustration satirising “Our Double
Brougham [...] Lord Half-and-Half.”>* He is depicted as a “new statue of liberty
to be erected in Paris,” and carries a Phrygian bonnet on a stick, a royal orb, and
a flag inscribed “Whig, Tory, Radical” (Fig. 2). Finally, an article entitled
“Brougham a Frenchman?” (Fig. 3) is framed by two sketches of the former
chancellor as Napoleon, one in his ermine coat and laurels based on Girodet’s
famous portrait, the other with his tricorn and spyglass, ready for battle. Playing
on all the features commonly held against Brougham, including his uncertain
loyalty, Napoleonic ego, and zeal verging on madness, the text admits that were
he to be naturalised French, he would have more chances of realising his
ambitions, yet insists that Brougham belongs to England:

Brougham a Frenchman? No, no, no; a million times no to this supposition
[...]. Nobody can spare him from the land he enlivens with the play of his

5% “The Citizen of the World,” Punch 14 (1848): 176.
5 “Our Double Brougham,” Punch 14 (1848): 188.
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wit, and enlightens with the play of his eloquence. Great Britain would
fancy herself reduced in circumstances indeed, if she were to put down her
BROUGHAM. While Punch has often made him a vehicle for fun, the
country has generally found him a vehicle for progress. It is true that
BROUGHAM has been at times somewhat crazy [...], but the BROUGHAM
has been very serviceable in the long run, and we are disinclined to part
with the old familiar article.>®

Behind the sarcastic tone and inevitable punning lies genuine pride in a compatriot
whose boundless energy and eccentricity are praised as distinctly British. Like
Byron’s stanzas, these satirical sketches were far more effective than Albert Lunel
in promoting Brougham’s name and legacy, serving as fitting testaments to the
statesman and polymath man of letters’ many contributions to law, politics, and
society, without however neglecting his foibles. Indeed, like the failed novel he
kept hidden in his basement, Brougham had many virtues, but also notorious
weaknesses. If he admired Voltaire above all else, seeing himself as a child of the
Enlightenment, his manic and at times misguided enthusiasm, like his vivid
imagination and flawed genius in the sphere of politics, are more characteristic of
Romanticism, a period in which Henry Brougham occupied an outsized place.>
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Joseph Severn’s Significantly Borderline Correspondence

In a letter penned from Rome in the summer of 1868, at the ripe age of seventy-
four, Joseph Severn resolves to muster the “best” of his epistolary abilities for his
sister Maria, who has sent him a “charming” letter of her own. The problem, as he
is the first to admit, is a lack of interesting material: “so now ‘I've sot’ myself down
to do my best for you've put me on my metal [sic], but you are to be envied in
having those dear girls to write about, whereas I have nothing but my dull self &
of that nothing but the rheumatism.”! Thus, when put on his mettle (or “metal,”
in his evocative misspelling),? Severn manages to produce a letter which almost
effortlessly performs the “dull self” he submits as a limitation — a letter which,
oscillating between banal domestic cares and news of the larger world, posits the
writer as “a mere Barometer for the present” (515). At first glance, not only is there
nothing remarkable about this letter; its sole hope of resistance or endurance
would seem to lie in its comically deflating dullness. At the same time, the letter
gives voice to an underlying enthusiasm which buoys up Severn’s prose: he looks
forward to the “pretty novelty” of receiving a refuge-seeking “Cardinal & 22
Nuns,” driven to his door by the approaching Garibaldeans; he enjoys a season of
“splendid” fruit; and, though struggling to follow his doctor’s orders of “dolce
fa[r] niente,” he relishes four Walter Scott novels put aside for his convalescence:
“am I not lucky?” (515-16). This feeling of objectless gratitude and youthful
wonder is registered once again at the close of the letter, when he expresses relief
at “having such an enviable position, so far beyond my poor merits & such as I
could never even dream of “To husband out lifes [sic] taper at the close’ I dare say
even you are astonished as much as I am / Your loving Joe” (516-17).3

If there is a surprisingly cosmopolitan Romantic-period artist whose border-
crossing correspondence has yet to receive its fair due, it is Joseph Severn — a man

who would sum up his own life as “tedious,” “a dull long blank without the least

1 Joseph Severn: Letters and Memoirs, ed. Grant F. Scott (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005), 515. All
subsequent quotations from Severn’s letters and memoirs are taken from this edition,
with references given in parentheses in the text.

2 Although unlikely, the possibility of a pun here is not to be excluded. In letters written
years earlier, Severn complained to his wife of the “villainous” new metallic pens which
had come to replace outmoded quills: “these Iron pens are villainous inventions, I have
taken a quill & it is delightful.” Quoted in Grant F. Scott, “Preface,” in Joseph Severn:
Letters and Memoirs, XX-XXix, XXV.

3 The allusion to Oliver Goldsmith’s “Deserted Village” (1770) is striking not only because,
as the subsequent correspondence attests, Severn’s “taper” would keep burning for
another decade, but also because it looks back to a painting, based on Goldsmith’s poem,
which he had completed a decade earlier (the last of his paintings to be exhibited at the
Royal Academy).
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interest except its length.”* Long relegated to an auxiliary post, as the caretaker of
the dying Keats and custodian of the poet’s posthumous reception, Severn was
given an intriguing rebirth at the start of the twenty-first century: first, with the
appearance of Grant F. Scott’'s modern scholarly edition of Severn’s Letters and
Memoirs (2005), and, then, with Sue Brown’s meticulously researched biography
(2009).5 These twin achievements made a persuasive case for a broader reappraisal
of Severn’s life and legacy, inviting us to see him not only as a one-dimensional
coterie figure (the timeless, static, and sometimes vain, “friend of Keats”) but also
as a dynamic artist-cum-diplomat whose work — straddling temporal, geographical,
cultural and generic borders — merits greater consideration.® By and large,
however, this new Severn has garnered only passing interest: while Scott’s edition
and Brown’s biography generated appreciative reviews, little has been written
about Severn’s correspondence or memoirs in the years since.”

The present article sets out to examine one facet of this freshly fleshed-out
figure: namely, his mobile epistolary persona, seen through the prism of crossings.
With more attention than ever being paid not only to transnational Romanticism?®

4 This line occurs at the start of his unfinished memoir, “My tedious Life” (1873), reprinted
in Letters and Memoirs, 625.

5 Sue Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life: The Rewards of Friendship (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009). Added to these was the electronic edition (edited by Grant F. Scott and Sue
Brown, and first published in Romantic Circles) of fifty-one letters written by Charles
Brown between 1821 and 1842 (forty-five of which addressed to Severn). Most of the
letters were rediscovered by Sue Brown in 2003.

6 As Scott writes, “What is now remembered of the character of Joseph Severn derives
from his companionship with John Keats during five months of an 86-year-long life. It is
perhaps the most dramatic foreshortening of any life in literary history.” Scott,
“Introduction,” Letters and Memoirs, 1.

7 One noteworthy exception is Alessandro Gallenzi’s Written in Water: Keats’s Final Journey
(2022), rev. ed. (London: Alma Books, 2024), which goes to great lengths to correct the
editorially corrupt, and therefore often misleading, narrative of Keats’s final days in
Rome. While his primary interest lies in establishing a more accurate portrayal of Keats,
Gallenzi pays admirable attention to the different modes — the “language, tone, style and
mood” — of Severn’s prose, so as to root out the “embellishments” and “descriptive
fripperies,” along with other “creative additions” proffered by the “fraudulent” William
Sharp, Severn’s first biographer (107-108). For a reconsideration of the “cogency and
congruity” of Severn’s posthumous portrait of Keats, see Oliver Herford, “John Keats by
Joseph Severn: On Likeness and Life-writing,” The Cambridge Quarterly 42, no. 4
(December 2013): 318-41.

8 A valuable introduction to the question of Romantic borders and transnationalism can
be found in Jeffrey Cass and Larry Peer, eds., Romantic Border Crossings (Aldershot:
Ashgate, 2008). For a study of Romantic-period engagements with literary and cultural
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but also to the “poetics” of Romantic-period letters,” one might wonder if Severn’s
private correspondence, no less than that of the canonical poets he out-lived by
several decades, can reward sustained critical focus. By turns dull and self-
reviving, Severn’s epistolary writing is interesting for the light it sheds not only
on his illustrious contemporaries but also on the porous borders he came in
various ways to embody. As a borderline achievement in its own right, it offers
a meaningful case study in Romantic border crossings and the performative
rewriting of the self across place and time.

Crossing Over: Movement in Writing

Despite what is still commonly assumed, the vast majority of Severn’s letters
(including the letter discussed above) make no mention whatsoever of John Keats:
as Sue Brown writes of the post-Keats years, “Severn had a life to get on with, a way
to make in the world.”'® While Keats’s health is the obvious subject of the frantic
journal-letters addressed to William Haslam, Charles Brown, and John Taylor, in
the months following the harrowing journey to Rome, Keats can hardly be seen as
a predominant thread when Severn’s correspondence is taken in its entirety (or at
least in Scott’s expanded, though still greatly abridged, version). A corrective to
the mixed and mashed texts of William Sharp’s The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn
(1892), which became the basis for critical discussions of Severn in the twentieth

traditions of the European continent, see Diego Saglia, European Literatures in Britain,
1815-1832: Romantic Translations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019).

9  Pioneering studies of Keats’s correspondence — in particular, Susan J. Wolfson, “Keats
the Letter-Writer: Epistolary Poetics,” Romanticism Past and Present 6, no. 2 (1982): 43-61;
Timothy Webb, “Cutting Figures’: Rhetorical Strategies in Keats’s Letters,” in Michael
O'Neill, ed., Keats: Bicentenary Readings (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997),
144-69; John Barnard, “Keats’s Letters: ‘Remembrancing and enchaining,’”” in Susan J.
Wolfson, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Keats (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001), 120-34; and Grant F. Scott, “Introduction,” Selected Letters of John Keats, ed.
Grant F. Scott (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), xxi-xxxiii — helped lay
the groundwork for more recent critical readings of Romantic-period letters, as evidenced
in the essays gathered in Madeleine Callaghan and Anthony Howe, eds., Romanticism
and the Letter (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020). See also Pamela Clemit, “Letters and
Journals,” in David Duff, ed., The Oxford Handbook of British Romanticism (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2018), 418-33. Interestingly, while several chapters of The Oxford
Handbook of British Romanticism have a distinctly transnational focus, Severn’s name
occurs only once in the entire reference work, in a discussion of Keats’s poetic style (414).

10 Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life, 4.
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century,'! Scott’s edition contains a selection of 160 of Severn’s letters, written to
family and friends between 1820 and 1879, along with eighteen letters from other
correspondents, three-quarters of the collected letters printed for the first time.
Appearances by well-known figures, such as Leigh Hunt, Thomas Uwins, Thomas
Lawrence, and William Gladstone, make the selection a compelling “Barometer”
for Severn’s social and artistic aspirations. Yet much of the correspondence
consists of what might be characterized, following Samuel Johnson’s famous
phrase, as “letters about nothing”'> whose mundane surface content belies a stronger
impetus for sociability. These letters are marked not only by the kind of good-
humored conversational anecdote for which Severn was appreciated (and
sometimes derided), but also by a keen awareness of the material make-up — the
meaningful craftedness — of the letter, its borders and limits, its precariousness as
well as its perdurability: “some day my letters may possibly be of value — 100 years
hence!!” he half-jokes to his sister, at age eighty-one (23 April 1875, 545). If, at
various points in his life, he preached the importance of “study[ing] Letter
writing” and “taking care to spell [...] well” (to Thomas Severn, 5 July 1822, 205-
206),'® and reproached his wife for her “downright bad habit”'* of not beginning
her letters with the “day & date” (25 October 1850),'> Severn was at best an
“idiosyncrat[ic]” speller and punctuator,'® who had to apologize for his “damned
bad writing —I cant read it myself” (to Charles Brown, 26 October 1822, 217).1” Like

1 For a comprehensive account of the limitations of Sharp’s work, see Grant F. Scott,
“Writing Keats’s Last Days: Severn, Sharp, and Romantic Biography,” Studies in
Romanticism 42, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 3-26; and Gallenzi, Written in Water, 103-118.

12 Suggestive readings of Johnson’s letter to Hester Thrale of 11 April 1780, in which this
phrase appears, can be found in Thomas Keymer, “’Letters about nothing’: Johnson and
Epistolary Writing,” in Greg Clingham, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Samuel Johnson
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 224-39; and Louise Curran, “The Form
of Samuel Johnson’s Letters,” Essays in Criticism 73, no. 2 (2023): 156-93.

13 See his letter of 15 July 1827, in which he approves of his brother’s material progress:
“Your letter’s magnificent — you write like an Emperor — a steel pen — why I should
thought it had been a gold one, all set with diamonds & rubies, you say such precious
things [...]. Now I call this I have received a real fine letter —just the right stuff, so I wont
rail at you any more” (276).

14 The words are in fact double-underlined.

15 Quoted by Scott, “Preface,” xxv.

16 Scott, “Preface,” xxvi. Scott also points out that Severn’s letters are rife with dashes of “various
lengths, which he used liberally and in place of other forms of punctuation” (xxvi).

17 See his letter to Elizabeth Severn of 8 [June] 1838: “This I fear you will not be able to
make out it is such a s[c]Jrawl - but as you got one yesterday and badly written I fear you
must compare them together considering [them] as trattoria productions” (354).
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many cost-cutting correspondents, he would regularly “crosshatch” his letters —
a significant formal feature that is easily overlooked in print, but which Scott duly
notes, and on one occasion reproduces,'® suggesting that the “manuscripts have
their own patchwork beauty, [though] they are often very difficult to read.”"
Adding to the “visually expressive style of his letters” are his frequent underlinings,
with words or phrases sometimes double- or triple-underlined for emphasis.?

Materially and visually, then, but also temporally and topographically,
Severn’s correspondence proceeds through a series of crossings, crossings-back,
crossings-over. Motion is an important motif in the letters. Like William
Wordsworth, John Clare, and many other Romantic-period writers, Severn was
a passionate pedestrian, walking, on one occasion, “some 200 Miles” from Rome
to Florence to meet up with Charles Brown and Leigh Hunt (to Hunt, 26 June 1823,
244). Towards the end of his life, one of his greatest pleasures remained the
morning walk, which took him through the Roman streets he had traversed for
half a century. He found it more difficult to find his footing at sea. If his earliest
extant letters record his journey with Keats on the Maria Crowther, the single-
decked, 130-ton brig, built in 1810, that took them across rough waters for two
months only to be held up in quarantine in the Bay of Naples, then the travel-
letters written in the decades to come convey an ever-new astonishment at the rapid
advances in transportation technology.

While seafaring meant seasickness (“of all things the most degrading and
disgusting that can happen to man” [353]),%! he could not but be amazed at the speed
of the steamship on his first trip back to England, in 1838. “Perhaps you dont
know,” he writes to his wife, “that the steamer goes 100 miles a day” (8 [June] 1838,
353-54), granting him a kind of whirlwind Grand Tour in reverse, with a stop at
the Louvre (“It has intoxicated me I have see[n] all the fine thing’s I have so long
dreamd of”) and the “lovely woods of Foutainbleaux [sic],” before his arrival in
London: “my whole journey is only 10 days, wonderfull for me” (14 June 1838, 355).

Slipping across temporal borders, Severn’s correspondence also records the
epoch-defining political developments which Keats, Shelley, and Byron did not
live to see, including the coronation of Queen Victoria in June 1838, which — thanks
to the fleet steamer — Severn arrived in time to witness (1 July 1838, 362), and the

18 Scott, Letters and Memoirs, 33-34.

19 Scott, “Preface,” xxv.

20 “Preface,” xxvii. Gallenzi reads the “stylistic sloppiness” of Severn’s letters as part of
their appeal, characterizing them as “terse, direct, spirited and even witty at times;”
Gallenzi, Written in Water, 255.

21 Severn describes his seasickness in graphic detail in several early letters (see, e.g., 96, 99-
100, 107).

163



Jeremy Elpin

Italian Risorgimento, which coincided with his return to Rome as British Consul in
1861, and of which his letters offer arresting snapshots: “here all is uncertainty, no
one can even guess what is to transpire — the City is so full of French soldiers,
every monastery is now a barrack & you see monks & soldiers, shouldering each
other, what a marvellous state of things, what an important moment, what a crisis,
almost bursting with the future” (to Thomas Severn, 6 April 1861, 481).22

Time, ever in motion, goes backwards as well as forwards in these letters, as can
be seen in his heart-rending description, in a letter to Charles Brown of 21 November
1837, of the death of his infant son, a “horrible misfortune” involving a crib
accident which occurred two days before the family’s temporary removal to Olevano,
to escape the raging cholera epidemic (346).% This moving account, written upon
the family’s return to Rome, offers a rare glimpse in the correspondence not of private
hope and rejuvenation — feelings more characteristic of Severn’s prose — but of
“deep,” time-warping “grief” which crosses over into public mourning;:

we are returned to our house which within presents every painful
remembrance of our dear angel and without doors reminds us of friends
snatchd off by the Cholera [...]. Our return to Rome was after an absence
of 20 years instead of a few months — for the number of deaths some 15
thousand, the palid [sic] countenances all seemingly sunk in years — the
vacant streets and the gloom, it all seems like an absence of years].]

(347)

In another revealing passage, from a letter composed ten years earlier, Severn
writes to his younger brother, Tom, of his distress at learning that “the nice grassy
Fields where we used to fly our Kites are all covered with their nasty lath &
plaister houses — well now I dont like this — I'd have liked to revel once more in
my boyish scenes — to have traced my wayward character to its external causes,
and many of these would have been found in these dear fields” (276-77).2¢ As

22 This letter tellingly shifts the feeling of political fraternity to a more personal register:
addressed to his “beloved brother” (a phrase he uses twice, along with “you & I are
loving brothers”), and signed “Your loving brother Joe,” the letter also mentions
Severn’s “most affecting meeting” with Keats’s sister, Fanny Keats de Llanos, which felt
“like a brother & sister who had parted in early life, meeting after 40 Years” (481).

2 According to Sue Brown, some “15,000 people, one-tenth of Rome’s population, died as
typhus and starvation followed on the cholera.” Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life, 212.

2 Cf. his letter to Thomas Uwins of 24 October 1829: “Here am I, at this distance from my
home, settled, perhaps never to return; and yet in that home I cannot bear the least
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Charles Rzepka observes, this example of “Severn’s suburban Wordsworthianism
is the more remarkable for the fact that Wordsworth’s Prelude — tracing “The
Growth of the Poet’s Mind’ — was not to appear in print for another quarter of a
century.”?” In many ways, the letter anticipates the fragmentary memoirs of
Severn’s later years,? which are sprinkled with “spots-of-time”-like moments; but
it also bespeaks the painter’s default optimism, his unshakable faith in regrowth:
“These things would help to keep me from England, was it not that I have you all
to see and keep after my dearest recollections [...] but however there is some hope
that I may outlive them or not return till they have all crumbled down, and the
grass begun again” (277).

“You see | have become downright ltalian”

Letters like these, in addition to blurring temporal boundaries, usher the reader
into a strikingly more complex version of Severn than that which is associated with
his better-known dispatches to Brown, Haslam, and other members of the Keats
Circle. In this respect, the most significant addition to Scott’s edition is a (regrettably

change - even a garden (where I played when a boy) being built upon caused me to shed
tears when I heard it” (297).

%5 Charles Rzepka, review of Joseph Severn: Letters and Memoirs, Studies in Romanticism 46,
no. 4 (Winter 2007): 544. Rzepka mistakenly identifies the addressee of this letter as
Severn’s “son,” rather than his brother (544), a slip which interestingly anticipates a
countervailing tendency in Severn’s correspondence (discussed below).

26 As Scott notes, in total, Severn composed six “distinct sets of reminiscences over a period
of twenty-eight years,” the best known of which being “Incidents of My Life” (1857-
1858), “On the Adversities of Keats’s Fame” (1861), and “My tedious Life” (1873) (565).
Like his correspondence, Severn’s memoirs deserve greater study, particularly as some
of these reminiscences contain details long-judged unseemly or borderline appropriate,
and which until recently were printed in bowdlerised form (if at all), despite the light
they shed on Severn’s cross-cultural exchanges. A striking example of this is an anecdote
concerning a defecating “Italian gentleman,” which can be found both in “Incidents”
and (in slightly modified form) in “My tedious Life”: “I was lost in bewilderment &
stood still being the last in line [in a narrow alley]; when owing to the ease & elegance &
good breeding of the crouching Italian gentleman all was arranged & went off even
pleasantly except the Atmosphere which was irretrievable — My imagination presented
no means of escape but how limited are our northern notions, for no doubt there does
not exist an Englishman, who if he found himself so unfortunatf[e]ly placed could
possibly have got out of it, but in some awk[w]ard clownish way, & yet this Italian gave
a degree of elegance to the thing & made it go off well in every way, except as I said
before the Atmosphere.” “Incidents of My Life,” 588-89.
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small) selection of the 700-odd letters which make up the Townsend Collection,
most of which were addressed from Severn to his wife Elizabeth between 1833
and 1861, in the period Sharp and subsequent critics dismissed as “uneventful.”?
The first extant letter in this freshly discovered sequence appears halfway through
Scott’s edition, announcing a new epistolary identity in the cropped signature —
no longer “Joseph Severn,” “brother Joe,” or “Sign" Giuseppe Severn — Pittore
Inglese” (the direction he requested his English correspondents use in the 1820s,
when two unrelated Severns apparently also lived in Rome [230, 233, 236]), but
the disarmingly tender moniker “Sev” (1, 3 May 1833, 315). This more intimate,
confiding persona evinces an important undercurrent in his conjugal letters,
which display a less helplessly performative version of the writer who watched
“poor Keats” sink into his grave. It also evokes the ambiguous etymology behind
Severn’s name, which he shares with the longest river in Britain (as Keats liked to
joke):28 “Severn” is generally thought to derive from the Romano-British Latin
sabrina, but it may also derive from the Welsh Hafren, which, as Sharp pointed out
on the first page of his Life and Letters, “is said to mean divider or frontier stream.”?
As a marker of linguistic, cultural, and geographical border crossing, Severn’s
name destined him for a life of vital liminality. Like his shifting signatures, the
Joseph Severn we meet in the letters is a man on the move, at once fixed and fluid,
trying on a variety of masks and voices, and often self-divided.

This points to another salient transnational feature of Severn’s correspondence,
which stems from his seemingly temperamental split between his native England
and his adoptive Rome. Following his departure with Keats in 1820, his life would
chart a course of bidecennial border crossings (as well as meaningful border mix-
ups and delays):* after an extended sojourn in Italy, where he established himself

27 William Sharp, The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn (London: Sampson Low, Marston &
Company, 1892), xxii. Scott makes a laudable effort to justify his selection of Severn’s
recently discovered letters from this period, indicating that he has “tried to select only
those letters that provide the most factual and significant information about [Severn’s]
activities” (xxiii, n.11). However, such an admission also serves as a reminder of the editorial
mediation, which, even in a greatly expanded selection like this, continues to play an
important role in delimiting critical readings of Romantic-period figures like Severn.

28 Keats inscribed a gift copy of his 1817 Poems: “The Author consigns this Copy to the
Severn with all his heart.” For a discussion of the unwritten poem, which might have
taken this pun much further, see Meiko O’Halloran, “Keats’s Unwritten Epic,” The Review
of English Studies 75, no. 3 (2024): 315-33.

2 Sharp, The Life and Letters of Joseph Severn, 1.

30 Severn initially forgot his passport when leaving London with Keats (Haslam had to
arrange to have it sent to Gravesend the day after their departure) (93), an oversight
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as a widely respected painter, he spent two decades back in England, before
hitting rock bottom and fleeing to the isle of Jersey; finally, a fortuitous consulship
appointment granted him a comfortable last twenty years in Rome, where he
would eventually be buried next to Keats in the old Protestant Cemetery. It comes
as little surprise to find this self-proclaimed “Anglo Roman” (to Walter Severn, 19
April 1870, 520) interrogating the cultural divide he came ambivalently to
embody, as his expatriate existence became more home-like than the home he had
left behind.

His first long letters to his family, for instance, which strike a rather different
tone from those to Haslam and Brown,*' focus less on his “dying friend” than on
his own “good health” and better Italian “pros[p]ects” (125), including his hopes
for the “Death of Alcibiades,” his first large oil painting since “The Cave of
Despair,” for which the Royal Academy had awarded him a gold medal the
previous year. He is homesick but not forlorn, as his strung-out syntax suggests:
“my heart will be ever at my dear home — but my head is restless for fame and
fortune - [...] where I may be next I know not —but I hope here in Rome” (to Maria
Severn, 21 January, 11, 14, 19, 20 February 1821, 125). His recourse to juxtaposition
is at first decidedly unsubtle. Commenting on the difference between Italy and
England, he remarks that “the only advantage I can see here over good old
England is the beauty of the winter climate” (126); “I find myself a real Inglishman
[sic] amongst for[e]igners —and have determined that there is nothing like or equal
to England” (127). By the end of this long journal-letter, Severn’s chauvinism
becomes more caricatural still: “O how I wish the Inglish [sic] had this country
what a fine account they would turn it to — It is thrown away upon these idle beasts
of Italians” (130). To honour his patria, he envisions painting “a Series of English
pictures [...] illustrating the rise and power of England,” including one of “The
Britons proclaiming Arthur — King — when the Romans took their final leave of
Britain” (to Charles Brown, 1 January 1822, 187): a crude glorification of his

which nearly resulted in his (literally as well as figuratively) missing the boat. In a darker
turn of events, later in his life, an administrative holdup in Rome prevented him from
crossing the French-Italian border and reaching his wife before she died in Marseilles
(he arrived two days late) (489).

31 If he ascribes this difference in tone to a desire not to worry his family (see, e.g., his letter
of 22 February 1821, 135), the gap is also indicative of a rhetorical variability rarely
attributed to Severn. Sue Brown justly observes of the letters written during Keats’s
illness that they “are quite different from any others Severn wrote;” Brown, Joseph Severn,
a Life, 95. A notable early discussion of the first group of letters Severn addressed to his
family can be found in Ifor B. Evans, “Keats and Joseph Severn: A Re-Estimate with
Unpublished Letters,” London Mercury 30 (August 1934): 337-49.
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fatherland (no less than his father, with whom he hoped to “take a tour all over
England - to collect the antiquities and records for my purpose” [to Maria Severn,
19 February 1821, 127]), which the painter found easier to delineate in prose than
to depict on canvas.?

At the same time, as Severn’s idiosyncratic misspellings suggest
(“Inglishman,” “Inglish”), he was not unhappily assimilating Italian customs and
idioms, passing through social and cultural stations which had once seemed
beyond his reach. He details delectable Italian dinners, and lists the many
newfound pleasures of Roman life, not least of which the way that “nasty stiffneck
Rank is laid aside here” (to Charles Brown, 1 January 1822, 185). In addition to
hours spent visiting palaces and galleries, where he could marvel at the Old
Masters, he admired the Italians’ “clever way [...] of catching Fleas & Bugs,” along
with the “bea[u]tifull [sic] appearance of Fire Flies at Night — Thousands of sparks
will cover the Fields at once and remain glistening [?] about” (to Sarah Severn, 16,
24 June 1821, 161-62). Painterly details like these bring the letters to life, while
embedding Severn more firmly in his Italian setting. A long passage in the same
letter, accompanied by a sketch, describes his close inspection of “a number of
Acts [...] employed in the removing a dead carcasse [sic] of a Black Beetle — to their
cell — full 20 Yards distant,” from which he draws a personal allegory: “I will go
to Florence and labor like an Ant — and return to Rome — to my home here” (160).
In the months following Keats’s death, Severn would inform his parents of his
progress in “study[ing] Italian” (letter to his mother [Spring 1821], 140) — “I should
have liked father to hear me blow a fellow up just now in Italian — I gave it him in
style” (130) — and of his success in fitting in: “this place — the manner of living —
every thing seems to agree with me” (140).

If, in the summer of 1822, he could still assert his preference for “the beauty of
my England” over “any thing I have seen,” claim that “England is worth all the rest
of Europe — in the little it has of all things” (to Maria Severn, August [1822], 208-209),
and declare that the “English carry on such a Monopoly” on music (to Thomas

32 The painting, as he sees it in his “minds [sic] eye,” is centered around a series of stark
contrasts: “I have the Romans (unarmed & crest fallen) crossing to their ships — in the
distance — whilst the Britons breaking the line rush to Arthur with Crowns of Oak —and
make him King — Arthur is commanding a Roman Officer to release an Old man from
Chains — the Roman is sulkily delivering the key [...]. In the foreground also I have a Briton
breaking the Roman standard under his foot — You see this will be a fine subject to paint
here — The Britons in skins with their Golden Hair — will make a fine contrast with the
Romans - in Armour — and with Black hair” (187-88). Severn first mentions the idea of
these “English” paintings in a letter to his sister of February 1821 (127), and returns to
the project in letters to his father of March 1822 (194) and November 1825 (268).
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Severn, 5 July 1822, 207), then the years to come — during which he served as a
cicerone to the swelling number of English expatriates and helped found the
British Academy of the Arts at Rome - would also bring about a gradual
modulation in his patriotic tone. In a letter to his sister Maria of 4 October 1824, he
confesses to being more than a little “smitten” with the “Italian Ladies,” “for their
language is so beautiful — and themselves and their Country” (263). A few months
later, Severn not only walks back on his earlier statements about those “idle beasts
of Italians”; he now flips the cultural contrast on its head: “why what a set of
people the English are — they think all the Italians wretches when I have found
them (with exceptions) far more honest than the English” (275). By 1827, while
dismissing “the English style” of music as “being bad, (if it is a style at all)” (281),
he would embrace his hybrid identity more explicitly than ever: “you see I have
become downright Italian,” he tells his brother, Tom (15 July 1827, 279).3

Despite promises to return sooner, Severn would not go back to England until
the summer of 1838, and at first only briefly. A succession of reversals of fortune
turns the third quarter of the correspondence into a site of increasingly unsettled
crossings. While his reunion with his family was joyful, and though he was
gratified by the initially positive reception London society gave him, he could not
help but contrast the filth, clamor, and sprawl of London to “our quiet life” in
Rome, which, he tells Eliza, “is a paradise compard [sic] with the existance [sic]
here — where all is bustle & fever” (8 July 1838, 365), and where “the Atmosphere
is so monstruous dirty — & painful to the eyes” (24 July 1838, 367). Some months
later, when he was back in Rome and his wife was now in England to enroll their
children in English schools, Severn would attempt to disabuse himself of his
lingering ambivalence, resolving to make “piazza paleta [sic]”:

[N]ow that I have made up my mind, how all the English feelings that have
been lurking within my inmost heart during these 20 years, now expand &
sustain me — with me the painter is Italian but the man English in every
sence [sic] of the word [...] I long to breathe the free air of England, see my
children grow up Englishmen, & to try & transplant some of the beautiful
eroticks of Italian Art in my native land -

(18 November 1840, 388).

3% This section of the letter is cross-written (279, n.10), suggesting a possible pun on
“downright” (as the word marches perpendicularly across the first part of the letter).
3 “Fare piazza pulita” means to make a clean sweep.
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Having resettled in England, however, he found himself no less out of place
than out of fashion, an uneasy status that informs the lexicon of these letters. “How
strange it seems to come back to ones nature [sic] place after so long a strangership,”
he writes to Haslam on 2 August 1842 (415), evoking, through a revealing
solecism, a sense of self-alienating nostalgia. A darker mood sets in, evidenced in
a group of desperate letters addressed to his long-standing patron, William
Gladstone, to whom he writes of being “filld with fear at some trifeling debts”
(8 April 1843, 419), and “disappoint[ed]” to find himself so out of touch with his
“native place” (22 June 1843, 421). At his nadir, having resorted to illicit border
crossings® and been reduced to writing “‘begging letters’” which cannot be
answerd” (to Elizabeth Severn, 20 November 1850, 438), he realizes that “there is
nothing left for me but Rome once more” (to Elizabeth Severn, 14 August 1853,
444-45), thus resolving to “begin ‘piazza puleta [sic]” (to Elizabeth Severn,
22 October 1853, 454) and make another clean sweep — not of Rome this time, but
of the patria where “so many things” had become “cross-grained” (to Elizabeth
Severn, 10 September 1853, 450). Reminiscent of the uncanny feeling, articulated
by Keats as he gazed at the bustling Neapolitan harbor from his “posthumous”
lookout point on the Maria Crowther, of no longer being a “Citizen of this world,”%

Severn’s double “strangership” leaves him in a state of limbo which is poignantly
registered in the mixed idioms and lexical repetitions, no less than in the insistent
underlining, of the letters written during these troubled years. However, if his
expatriate cosmopolitanism® had at times limited Severn’s access to certain British
cultural institutions® and estranged him from his “nature” / “native place,” his
hybrid identity would also offer him a final means of renewal, enacted through
the border-straddling role he was (re)born to perform.

%  For a time, Severn seems even to have considered removing to “the Normandy coast
untill I hear something favorable from London, or when I can return in safety for the law
extends to Jersey & even France” (to Elizabeth Severn, 14 August 1853, 445).

3 The Letters of John Keats, 1814-1821, ed. Hyder E. Rollins, 2 vols. (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1958), 2:350.

37 On the cultural, political, and theoretical stakes of cosmopolitanism in the Romantic
period, see Esther Wohlgemut, Romantic Cosmopolitanism (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2009).

3% In a letter to Charles Brown of 13 July 1836, Severn mentions his thwarted attempt at
being nominated Associate of the Royal Academy of London (338-39). His candidacy
“was successfully opposed by Turner, who lobbied against him on the basis of Severn’s
émigré status in Rome” (339, n.13).
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Rejuvenation and Longevity

Indeed, the painter’s intuition that Rome — and the consulship to which he was
appointed in 1861 — would him give him “new blood & life” (to Elizabeth Severn,
21 August 1853, 448) proved accurate. Crossing back over to Italy enabled him
profitably to play up his in-between status, as someone who was both “downright
Italian” and a “real Inglishman.”% One of the major themes of the letters written
during the last quarter of his life is “the renovating principle” — akin, perhaps, to
the “renovating virtue” of Wordsworth’s “spots of time” — which allows him
“always [to] revive” (letter to Mary Severn, 29 January 1857, 464) and even,
miraculously and often hilariously, to reverse his tedious longevity. As time wore
on, he would report having “more & more strength & activity & dont remember
ever being so young” (to Thomas Severn, 18 March 1862, 488); “I seem to have had
my old age in my youth & now that I am in my old age I am enjoying my youth
[...] This more I am 20 years younger” (to Walter Severn, 19 April 1870, 519-20).
A few months later, in a letter to his sister, Severn describes not only not “being
dead” (as falsely reported by “several London papers”) but being doubly reborn
on his seventy-seventh birthday:

You will be amused that a gentleman has just now enquired about my
Father, when he died, what age he was & that he would always be famous
in English history, when I discovered he took me for my son & would
hardly believe that I was the artist friend of Shelley & Keats [...] I begin to
be a wonder to all, for as yet I have not a wrinkle & they tell me I am as
fresh as a rose —

(7, 10 December 1870, 528-29).

This harks back to a much earlier letter to Brown, in which he recounts being
mistaken by an acquaintance who, if Severn’s words are read to the letter, seems
to have taken him for less than half his actual age (forty-two): “she declares I am
ten years younger than I was 15 years ago — now what do [you] think of that”
(13 July 1836, 337). This mask of youth, which Severn proudly donned into his last
years, is suggestive of a broader embrace of carnivalesque pranks and postures
which is on display throughout the correspondence. Several letters stage his

3 Although his decade-long tenure as British Consul was not without its mishaps, his
successful negotiation of this mixed identity is attested to both by the pension the British
government ultimately accorded him and by the Order of the Italian Crown which the
King of Italy bestowed upon him at the end of his consular career.
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avidity for the Roman Carnival, including his dressing up, on one occasion, as
Sancho Panza, and his participation in the traditional “Sugar Plum War” which
brought together English nobles and fearless locals in jubilant “boys play” (to
Thomas Severn, 24 March 1822, 197).40 If Severn goes to great lengths to re-enact
such ludic exploits, he also reminds his correspondents that “the best part” of
Carnival is “talking under a Mask with a feigned voice” (197): a privately
transgressive role-playing freedom, which can be associated with the re-creative
act of letter-writing itself.

Severn’s last surviving letter to his sister (9 June 1879), composed two months
before his death, offers a final glimpse of his surprising epistolary mobility, but
also of the continued centrality of borders and border crossing to his writing. The
letter begins by assuring Maria that he was not involved in a recent
“assassination” attempt in his building, during which the “assassin [...] escaped
by another staircase” (560). Buttressing this account are reports of Severn’s age-
related ailments: “My knees are weak & I walk badly with a stick[,] the Doctor will
not take me out, as I may tumble [...] I find it difficult to keep the perpendicular
[...] &I am obliged to straighten myself at dinner” (560). As in the “dull” letter he
had sent her eleven years earlier, Severn apologizes for his sub-par production:
“Your last letter was so well written that I am quite jealous & fear you cannot read
mine, but patience for I am now 86” (559). Yet also woven into this letter is the
renovating counter-strain, the voice of hope and renewal which relishes the trial
and which quietly animates his prose: “I have suffered from the damp & dark! but
am right again & just now I am expecting Henry who is going to India, having got
an order to search a gold mine at Madras — He will pay me a visit on his way” (559).
The reference to his son, Henry, who had immigrated to Australia the same year
Severn fled to the Isle of Jersey — and who would die, in India, a few years after
this last stop in Rome — attests to the globalized (colonialist) stakes of transnational
crossings in the latter half of Severn’s long life but also gives intergenerational
resonance to his patronymic etymology (“frontier stream”).

As the letter tapers off, Severn’s writing becomes more desultory and
disjointed — “muddled” is the word his biographer applies to her ageing subject*!
— until he finds himself unwittingly tripped up (corroborating his doctor’s fear of

40 Forty-five years later, Severn would continue sharing carnival anecdotes with his
correspondents, inviting them to take part in a scene he could now only appreciate from
his window (to Walter Severn, 8 January 1875, 540).

41 Brown, Joseph Severn, a Life, 337. The word is also used by Alessandro Gallenzi, who
deems Severn an “honest enough chronicler,” but for whom “people and events became
blurred, the timeline compressed and the chronology muddled” with age. Gallenzi,
Written in Water, 255-56.
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a “tumble”) by an effort to correct his sister’s spelling: “Trevi is spelt with an i &
not an a as you spel [sic] it.” However, this nearly awkward landing brings Severn
back to form, allowing him to “straighten” up one last time, and, like the fugitive
assassin, make a clean escape by “another” epistolary “staircase”: “I am getting
into a long letter about nothing & conclude with my hope that your new residence
is comfortable & pleasant / Your loving brother Joe” (560).42 Crossing self-deflating
dullness with an awareness of what his better-known friend once called the
“remembrancing and enchaining” power of a “good long letter be it composed of
what it may,”#> Severn meets his correspondent half way, leaving enough room at
the bottom of his page for a future hand to pencil in: “Died 3¢ Aug 1879” (560, n.4).
The blank space in between is as expressive of the ambivalent performativity of his
border-crossing identity as any of his vigorously underlined, cross-hatched prose.
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