

[image: cover]




THE BEGINNING AND


THE END OF THE WORLD


[image: image]





THE BEGINNING AND


THE END OF THE WORLD


[image: image]


St Andrews, Scandal and the Birth of Photography


Robert Crawford


[image: image]




First published in 2011 by


Birlinn Limited


West Newington House


10 Newington Road


Edinburgh


EH9 1QS


www.birlinn.co.uk


Copyright © Robert Crawford 2011


The moral right of Robert Crawford to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form without the express written permission of the publisher.


ISBN: 978 1 84158 980 0


e-book ISBN: 978 0 85790 058 6


British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


Designed and typeset by Iolaire Typesetting, Newtonmore


Printed and bound by MPG Books Ltd, Bodmin




to A.C. from R.C. with love





Contents



[image: image]


Acknowledgements


The Plates


1  Setting the Scene


2  A Magician in the City of the Dead


3  Lit and Phil


4  The Major


5  Robert and Anne


6  Rock


7  Legacies


Notes


Index





Acknowledgements



[image: image]


My greatest debt is to this book’s dedicatee. Alice, who knew St Andrews long before I did, made it possible for us to come and live there. She now works as Senior Academic Liaison Librarian for Arts and Divinity at St Andrews University Library. Reader, I married her – the best decision of my life. Along with our children, Lewis and Blyth, Alice was very patient during the writing and rewriting of The Beginning and the End of the World. Probably my family will be relieved if they never hear the names of its protagonists again, but thanks to Alice for reading it in draft, for being stringent as well as sympathetic; and thank you, Blyth and Lewis, who have tramped with me up St Rule’s Tower, to the Rock and Spindle, and endlessly around the streets of our home town.


Fortunate accidents are vital to writing. It was sheer good luck that I met my former St Andrews colleague, Martin Kemp, now Research Professor of the History of Art at Trinity College, Oxford, during an exhibition of Calum Colvin’s photography in the Royal Scottish Academy, Edinburgh, and was able to outline this project to him, then to gain hugely from his generous advice and support. Thanks are due also to Calum Colvin himself, for his enthusiastic response; to Professor Larry J. Schaaf, whose writings on the history of photography have been splendidly helpful to me for years now, and whose tactful, insightful support and advice, whether in conversations in St Andrews, or via email from his Rock House in Baltimore, have been of great value. I am deeply grateful to Martin Kemp and Larry Schaaf for reading this book in an advanced draft. In St Andrews the historian of Scottish photography Dr Tom Normand was another of my readers, friends and encouragers. Thanks are due to him not least for advice about photographic theory and specific guidance about my typescript, but also for looking over my selection of photographs by Robert Moyes Adam on whom, at one point, I had thought of writing a separate book. Margaret Street of Edinburgh generously shared with me her memories of meeting R. M. Adam. Professor Sondra Miley Cooney, who is writing a biography of Robert Chambers, was kind enough to read chapter five and to point out some mistakes in it. At an earlier, very different stage, The Beginning and the End of the World was saved by being critiqued by my School of English colleague, Dr Sara Lodge, whose astute and writerly advice led me to abandon the original design and to completely recast the text. Thank you, Sara, you were absolutely right – though I still want to write elsewhere about falling under a train.


Unless I had been a millionaire, or had had thousands of free air miles, this book could not have been researched without recourse to earlier work by photographic historians including Dr David Bruce (formerly of the National Galleries of Scotland); Dr Anne M. Lyden of the Getty Museum, Los Angeles; Dr Alison Morrison-Low of the National Museums of Scotland (yet another generous reader and commentator on my typescript); my insightful former St Andrews colleague Professor Graham Smith; Dr Sara Stevenson (formerly of the National Galleries of Scotland); and other scholars whose names appear in my text or footnotes but whom I have never met. I listened with interest to lectures given in the School of Art History at St Andrews by Dr Duncan Forbes of the National Galleries of Scotland and by Professor François Brunet of the University of Paris Diderot, and I asked each an almost identical question about Brewster, photography, and death. Thanks to both gentlemen for their courtesy and patience.


Digital resources allowed me to look through many hundreds of photographs, particularly those in the collections of the Departments of Special Collections at St Andrews University Library and at Glasgow University Library. Thanks are due to the curators, keepers, and staff at each institution, particularly to the Keeper of Photography at St Andrews, Marc Boulay (who advised me from the inception of this project, gave very generously of his time to read the typescript when it was being redrafted yet again, and worked with me in assembling the plates in digital form), and to the Keeper of Special Collections at Glasgow University Library, Dr David Weston, who generously allowed items from his Hill and Adamson archive to be reproduced here. At St Andrews the Keeper of Special Collections, Dr Norman Reid, was yet another reader of this typescript – one of his many kindnesses. To Norman and colleagues, not least Jane Campbell, Rachel Hart, Elizabeth Henderson, and Moira Mackenzie, I extend warm thanks; and gratitude to the National Library of Scotland.


The Principal of the University of St Andrews, Professor Louise Richardson, has been a staunch supporter of this offbeat project. I hope she will see it as a niftily timed contribution to the 600th birthday celebrations of St Andrews University – one that may still be of interest when we are 602. I have tried to make good use of my time as a Senate Assessor on the University Court, which allowed me to meet researchers and teachers in other academic departments more than sometimes happens. So thanks for their patience to all the Court members and officers, and to Professors and Drs Jan Bebbington, John Burnside, R. M. M. Crawford, Tom Edwards, Dina Iordanova, Ulf Leonhardt, Anne Magurran, Don Paterson, Eric Priest, Rona Ramsay, Wilson Sibbett, Alyson Tobin, Pat Willmer, Derek Woollins, and many other St Andrews academics. All my colleagues in the School of English were exemplary and fun, as always. Professor Lorna Hutson, my Head of School, was tolerant, kind and shrewd. Jane Guttridge, Sam Dixon, Laura Macintosh, and Sandra McDevitt were models of tact and helpfulness. At the late stages of the book, Dr Helen Rawson of the University Collections was nimbly resourceful. Especially timely was Principal Richardson’s willingness to ask the principal of my alma mater, the University of Glasgow, if he would permit the use of images from the Special Collections Department of Glasgow University Library. So thanks also to Principal Anton Muscatelli for generously agreeing that Scotland’s second most ancient university should give a wee birthday present to Scotland’s most ancient.


This book emanates from St Andrews University; but it is also about St Andrews. Gratitude is due to such local institutions as Madras College and its archives; the St Andrews Preservation Trust and its Museum; the staff of the St Andrews Museum in Kinburn Park and its redoubtable café; the staff of MUSA (the Museum of the University of St Andrews); the staff of Historic Scotland at St Andrews Castle and at the cathedral. I feel that the number of times I have paid to take visitors up St Rule’s Tower must be sufficient to have built on an additional ten feet or so of masonry. Or even a lift.


To Birlinn, publishers of this book and of my anthology The Book of St Andrews, renewed gratitude. Hugh Andrew was excellent to work with; Liz Short was a wizard with the pics; Andrew Simmons was a supportive editor; and as copy-editor Jonathan Meuli was constantly sharp-eyed. As always, David Godwin and Charlotte Knight at David Godwin Associates were smart agents. Thank you.


This book quotes from a number of copyright poems. I would like to thank John Burnside, Douglas Dunn, Kathleen Jamie and Don Paterson for permission to use extracts from their work. In addition, I would like to thank my editor at Cape, Robin Robertson, for allowing work by Cape poets to be quoted here. My appreciation of photography has been quickened by conversations about and collaboration on poetry-and-photography projects with the Edinburgh photographer Norman McBeath. I know I have learned from his joviality and from his perceptive, meticulous eye.


Lastly, though, I accept sole responsibility for any mistakes here. Sometimes it is hard to unpick just who took which photograph and where. The chapters that follow have been tinkered with rather a lot as they migrated between flashdrives, fell down the back of desks, and were shaken and rearranged; but I hope they have become reasonably readable and, as far as I can manage, error-free.


Robert Crawford,


Castle House / The Poetry House,


School of English,


University of St Andrews


January 2011
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Professors, townsfolk, golfers and students took hundreds of photographs in St Andrews throughout the 1840s – the earliest at or just before the start of the decade. This book contains only a very small selection. By 1846, when Robert Adamson and David Octavius Hill published a few of their images as A Series of Calotype Views of St Andrews, most of the great early pictures had been taken. However, it is often very difficult to date exactly when individual photographs were produced, and it is hard to identify the photographers with certainty. Even with Adamson pictures, it is not always clear whether the photographer was Robert or his brother John. So precise dates and attributions remain in many cases unstable. A few pictures may have been taken or arranged by women, but all the names of the photographers we have belong to men.


It would be possible to publish a fascinating album of surviving early St Andrews pictures. Subjects would range from ruins to golf, servants to professors, children to cliffs, gardens to ships, grand university and school buildings to poor fishermen’s houses. To assemble such an album would require substantial financial investment and would call on the resources of some of the world’s major collections of early photography, including the Getty Museum, the Metropolitan Museum in New York, the National Galleries of Scotland, National Museums of Scotland, and National Library of Scotland, as well as the collections of the Department of Special Collections at the University of St Andrews, whose Photographic Archive, holding almost 750,000 images, is by far Scotland’s largest, and a national treasure. One day I hope such an album may be published as the catalogue to a great exhibition. For the moment, this book offers a sprinkling of illustrations drawn almost entirely from the impressive holdings of the collections belonging to the universities of St Andrews and Glasgow. Many can now be seen on databases accessible through those institutions’ websites, but a good number of the images in this book have never before been published in any volume.


The endpapers of The Beginning and the End of the World come from Dr Grierson’s St Andrews As It Was and As It Is, a guidebook published in Cupar in 1838 by G. and S. Tullis, printer to the University of St Andrews (St Andrews University Library St A DA890.S1 G8 E38A). Within the book are four gatherings of plates:


I between pp. 76 and 77


Plate 1 Sir David Brewster by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill, around 1843–5; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB24–71).


Plate 2 North Street, St Andrews, looking from the cathedral end towards the steeple of St Salvator’s College, University of St Andrews, by Sir David Brewster or Major Hugh Lyon Playfair; print made in 1854 from a calotype negative of around 1842 (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB2–199).


Plate 3 St Salvator’s College steeple in North Street under repair around 1845, by an unidentified photographer; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–51).


Plate 4 North Street and the cathedral ruins with the square St Rule’s Tower viewed from the steeple of St Salvator’s College on an early afternoon around 1850, by an unidentified photographer; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrew Photographic Archive, ALB10–116).


Plate 5 A shawled woman in front of the ruined Blackfriars Chapel and part of Madras College, St Andrews, around 1844, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; digital image from original calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0832).


Plate 6 Mrs Lyon’s Laundry Maid, around 1845, by an unidentified photographer; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–32–6).


Plate 7 Dr John Adamson, probably around 1849. In an 1851 article and in his 1852 Treatise on the Stereoscope, Brewster wrote that ‘Dr Adamson of St Andrews, at my request, executed two binocular portraits of himself, which were generally circulated and greatly admired.’ Print from stereographic calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB8–88).


Plate 8 George H. Gordon, Madras College Writing Master, around 1844, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0104).


Plate 9 Major Playfair with Professor William Macdonald, Professor of Civil and Natural History, University of St Andrews, by an unidentified photographer, 1850s. This later picture of two men in costume gives a sense of the Major’s taste for amateur theatricals, evidenced by the theatre in his 1840s garden. Print from glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB1–130).


Plate 10 Mr Rodger, around 1855, by an unidentified photographer. The photographer Thomas Rodger (1832–83) poses with his watch chain and monocle ribbon. Print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–32–5).


Plate 11 Proposed Photographic Establishment St Andrews, The Property of Thomas Rodger, Esq., 1866. Architectural plan of Rodger’s studio which still stands in Market Street and may be the world’s oldest surviving purpose-built photographer’s studio building. (St Andrews University Library Department of Special Collections MS 37778B_BN1060).


II between pp. 108 and 109


Plate 12 Robert Chambers around the time he authored Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation (1844), an engraving by T. Brown of a portrait by Sir J. Watson Gordon, reproduced in Lady Priestley’s The Story of a Lifetime (1908).


Plate 13 Anne Chambers as a young mother, an illustration reproduced in her daughter Eliza’s much later memoir. Lady Priestley, The Story of a Lifetime (1908) (St Andrews University Library sCT 3328.P8FO8). London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co.


Plate 14 From the Links of St Andrews Looking South Eastward. A lithograph by F. Schenck of Edinburgh used as the frontispiece to Robert Chambers, Ancient Sea-Margins (Edinburgh: W. and R. Chambers, 1848). The author presented a copy of this book to St Andrews University Library where it is now in the Department of Special Collections (For GB454.M2C5).


Plate 15 A Laundry Maid, around 1845, by an unidentified photographer; print from calotype negative. This picture comes from the album of Alexander Govan, Druggist, South Street, St Andrews (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6– 54–3).


Plate 16 Professor Robert Haldane, Principal of St Mary’s College, University of St Andrews, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–37–2).


Plate 17 Major Playfair with a trophy, around 1850, by an unidentified photographer; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–21–2).


Plate 18 Houses being pulled down for ‘improvement’ in South Street, March 1844, by John Adamson; print from calotype negative. A man identified as Mr John Kennedy stands on the site of the Albert Buildings (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–156).


Plate 19 Fisherwomen baiting lines, North Street, around 1845, most probably by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–91).


Plate 20 Scene at the same part of North Street (but now with a street-lamp), late 1840s, by Thomas Rodger; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB2–200)


Plate 21 A boy feeding a pet rabbit, around 1850, by an unidentified photographer; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–1).


Plate 22 The Adamson family around 1844, with John on the left and Robert on the right, by an unidentified photographer (but probably Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill); print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0336).


Plate 23 Specimen skeletons from the Museum of the St Andrews Literary and Philosophical Society, around 1865, by John Adamson; print from calotype negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB8–91–1).


Plate 24 Potato Head, around 1855, by John Adamson; print from paper negative. This oval mock-portrait has what seems to be a potato resting on a cloth draped like a jacket and collar (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB6–158).


III between pp. 140 and 141


Plate 25 St Andrews from the Kinkell Braes, around 1845, probably by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0776).


Plate 26 St Andrews Castle from the Scores at low tide, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from original calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0779).


Plate 27 The Rock and Spindle at low tide with surrounding rocks, looking north in the direction of St Andrews, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill (possibly involving John Adamson); print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0836).


Plate 28 The Rock and Spindle with surrounding rocks, a tidal pool, a boy on a horse and figures on the foreshore, again looking north in the direction of St Andrews, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill (possibly involving John Adamson); print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0839).


Plate 29 The Rock and Spindle, looking north in the direction of St Andrews, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill (possibly involving John Adamson); print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0843).


Plate 30 The Rock and Spindle with figures and an apparently incoming boat, looking north in the direction of St Andrews, around 1860, by Thomas Rodger; print from glass plate negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, ALB10–50).


Plate 31 St Andrews Castle from the shore below the cliffs, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0791).


Plate 32 The Sea Tower of St Andrews Castle on the cliff from the shore, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0790).


IV between pp. 172 and 173


Plate 33 St Andrews Castle, looking along the rock strata of the cliff from the Scores, around 1845, by Robert Adamson with David Octavius Hill; print from calotype negative (Glasgow University Library Special Collections Department Hill and Adamson Collection, HA0786).


Plate 34 ‘C. W. [Charles Waterston] fowling on grassy slope above cliffs and gorge on the west side of Mingulay’, 19 June 1905, by Robert Moyes Adam; image from quarter-plate glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, RMA–S137A).


Plate 35 ‘Seas breaking at base of Red Boy Stack, Tom a Reithean headland, Mingulay’, 28 July 1922, by Robert Moyes Adam; image from quarter-plate glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, RMA–S760).


Plate 36 ‘Pole trap on hillside behind Forest Lodge, Loch Tulla’, 1 January 1907, by Robert Moyes Adam; image from quarter-plate glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, RMA–S299).


Plate 37 ‘Sandpiper’s nest with four eggs, among dead leaves and branches in oak copse, near Duchray House, Aberfoyle’, 12 June 1909, by Robert Moyes Adam; image from half-plate glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, RMA–H49).


Plate 38 ‘Descending a chimney, Harold Raeburn on Salisbury Crags, Edinburgh’, February 1920, by Robert Moyes Adam; image from 5 × 4 inch glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, RMA–F96).


Plate 39 ‘Monadhliath Mountains, Abhainn Cro Chlach, six and a half miles from Dalbeg, Findhorn source’, 4 May 1953, by Robert Moyes Adam; image from half-plate glass negative (University of St Andrews Library Photographic Archive, RMA–H10491(2)).


Plate 40 Sir David Brewster by Calum Colvin, one of the collaged and photographed images from Colvin’s 2009 exhibition of stereoscopic portraits, Natural Magic. A print of the Brewster image is now owned by the University of St Andrews. The copyrighted image here is reproduced by kind permission of Calum Colvin.
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Setting the Scene
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TODAY ALMOST everyone in the developed world owns a camera. Many people have several. Embedded in mobile phones or computers, hung over motorways or attached to buildings, even orbiting the planet on satellites, cameras photograph us day and night. Individuals, places, towns are recorded repeatedly. Over the last few years vans with cameras have been driving up and down our roads capturing images of all the houses for Google Street View, the close-up version of Google Earth.


We live in an era when the internet, television, cinema, and all sorts of camera images are part of our lives at work and play; so much so that most of us have almost no idea of just how and where all this extensive photographic documentation started. Paris, surely? Maybe London? New York? Where was the first sizeable community to be comprehensively caught on camera by photographers – fully daguerreotyped, recorded through the agency of photogenesis, or however people put it back then?


This book tells the story of how St Andrews came to be the first town in the world to be documented thoroughly through photography. It shows how Victorian photographic pioneers produced work that has had a global resonance. Among my sometimes apocalyptically minded protagonists are a very quarrelsome professor, a cello-playing ex-military golfer, a married couple coping with mental breakdown, and a physician obsessed with sewage. The chapters that follow chronicle lives that intersected for a time with kaleidoscopic serendipity. What emerges is how these people’s lasting legacies still have a bearing not just on the unique coastal settlement where they met, but also on today’s much wider debates about environmental sustainability and the prospect of large-scale extinction.


For some years art experts and curators have been aware that around 1840 St Andrews, best known today as the world’s capital of golf, hosted a striking concentration of groundbreaking photographers.1 Historians of science, most notably Professor James Secord of Cambridge University, have pointed out too that during the early 1840s one of the most widely discussed works of evolutionary thought was authored in this royal burgh on the east coast of Scotland.2 Drawing on substantial new research as well as on the work of earlier investigators, The Beginning and the End of the World connects these pioneering scientific and artistic activities. On occasion it even entwines them with golf.


Some of my material will be of interest to scholars of art and science, but I cannot claim to write as one of their number. My background is in poetry, biography, literary history and criticism; I am pursuing images that rhyme, and this book draws some conclusions that its early Victorian protagonists, setting up their cameras on street or shoreline, might have found strange. It signals how people can come to terms with widespread fears about mortality. Moreover, it shows how art and science combine when we try to interpret our environment, and to confront ideas which threaten accepted world views.


Still dominated by its magnificent ruins, and the site of several very public martyrdoms, over the centuries photogenic St Andrews has stimulated many thoughts about transience, belief and mortality. Nowadays so famous for attracting golfers and students from around the globe, the little harbour town is regarded by most tourists as charming and sleepy. Some distance from modern centres of power, it is literally ec-centric. Beautiful to look at in all weathers with its expansive beaches, long stone pier, cliff-top ruined castle and cathedral, it can seem a place where quiet self-consciousness shades into parochial smugness. Yet, improbably, St Andrews is also home to the English-speaking world’s third oldest university, an institution now celebrating its six-hundredth birthday. A rum crew of writers from the medieval poets William Dunbar and Gavin Douglas through Robert Fergusson (Robert Burns’s favourite Scottish poet) to the more recent novelists Willa Muir and Fay Weldon have studied here; several St Andrews graduates signed the American Declaration of Independence, and scientific alumni range from John Napier, inventor of logarithms, to Edward Jenner (pioneer of smallpox vaccination) and the modern Nobel Prize-winning medic Sir James Black. Founded in 1413 – some say 1411 – this small, intellectually distinguished and resilient institution has a frequently photographed seaside location which makes it Europe’s most delightfully situated seat of learning, though hardly its richest or grandest.


The present book is unusual in its intense focus on a scientific and artistic community operating outside major urban centres. Set in the county called the Kingdom of Fife, today’s St Andrews is about an hour’s drive north of Edinburgh. In the 1840s, long before the great rail and road bridges were built to span the Firth of Forth and connect Edinburgh with Fife, reaching the fishing port of St Andrews from the Scottish capital took the better part of a day. The early photographic documentation of this relatively remote town came about sometimes through awkward accidents and botched chemical experiments. It also happened through conscious artistic design. In presenting biographies of a place and some of its people this book juxtaposes minutiae that are, as Alastair Reid puts it in a poem set in St Andrews, ‘peculiar to this piece of the planet’.3 It is through acts of local fidelity that we find ways to speak for the planet as a whole.


St Andrews has spoken for the world before. In the early 1840s it produced one of the nineteenth century’s most scandalous books. Robert Chambers’s Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation did more than any other volume to upset ordinary Victorians’ view of their place in the great scheme of things. Published in 1844, it circulated widely, catching the attention of readers as different as Queen Victoria and Abraham Lincoln. Audiences in Britain, America and beyond were horrified by its arguments about the beginnings of the world and of the cosmos. It even implied that humanity might die out and that human beings were not necessarily the end for which ‘our’ planet was made. Chambers’s identity as its author was for decades a closely guarded secret. He discussed geology, science, photography and golf with local people, meeting them formally and informally in the streets of the town, but they had no knowledge of the manuscript he was writing. Yet in their haunting way, some of the pictures taken by the pioneering St Andrews photographers also make visible fears about extinction, ruin, the vastness of time, and humanity’s uncertain place in the world. Today, as we face up to our own fears about sustainability, our ideas need to be at once committedly local and immediate, as well as global in their implications. So my use of this small Scottish town as a lens through which to glimpse such big issues is not as quixotic as it might appear. Petering out into a breathtaking expanse of sand and eroding away at its North Sea cliffs, St Andrews is quite spectacularly on the edge. In the twenty-first century, as it was in the 1840s, it is an ideal place from which to consider how we stand.


The Beginning and the End of the World focuses initially on David Brewster, an eccentric and brilliant inventor distinguished for cussedness as well as brainpower. In St Andrews he was involved in unholy rows, though later, when she met him at the Great Exhibition in London’s Crystal Palace, Charlotte Brontë saw him differently. With typical professorial bossiness Brewster had told the organisers that their centrepiece, the Koh-i-noor diamond, must be lit by ‘fifteen or sixteen gas lights’ to bring out its full radiance, but to Brontë (who had ‘rather dreaded’ meeting him) he was simply a man with a ‘kindly Scotch accent’ who had offered her a ‘lucid explanation’ of optical inventions such as the Brewster stereoscope, then an international attraction.4 My account of Brewster sets him against a wider intellectual landscape, and gives a flavour of how he was instrumental in bringing to St Andrews the nascent techniques of photography. It stresses the way he associated the medium not just with an awareness of new possibilities, but also with a heightened sense of death.


The book’s third chapter looks at a club Brewster helped found – the St Andrews Literary and Philosophical Society. This organisation brought together local academics and townsfolk as part of an ambitiously wide international network encompassing Charles Darwin, Charles Babbage, and many of the most famous scientific investigators of Victorian Britain. Among these people were pioneering photographers such as John Adamson whose younger brother Robert went on to form with David Octavius Hill the most famous artistic partnership in the history of photography. In the Lit and Phil issues to do with extinction – raised alike by recently discovered fossils, mortality statistics, and by unstable, evanescent photographs – could be aired. This club fizzed with fresh speculations which might be discussed in small-town St Andrews, and gave at least some of its people contact with discoveries abroad.


Chapter four is about another of the local photographers, a spiky but popular character, the remarkable cello-playing gardener, golfer, agitator and town planner Major Hugh Lyon Playfair, who reshaped the St Andrews population and environment even as he photographed them. Like Brewster, Playfair realised that to be sustainable his community required not just to treasure its past but also to rebuild itself and engage with the most promising aspects of modernity. If Playfair’s reforming zeal for doing away with old ways could sometimes present extinction as a good thing, then in his remarkable cosmological garden overshadowed by ancient ruins he sought (as in his photographs) to capture and pattern time itself. Chapter five is about Anne and Robert Chambers, the couple who produced in manuscript that astonishing book about time – the ‘Victorian sensation’, Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation.5 I discuss how the circumstances of their residence in St Andrews, Anne’s role as amanuensis and Robert’s encounters with the members of the Lit and Phil, contributed to the making of the book, and why it so shocked the world of their day. The next chapter, ‘Rock’, begins with an account of the unusual Dr John Adamson, statistician of mortality and scrutineer of sewage, who with his brother Robert was instrumental in producing several of the most fascinating early St Andrews images. Yet at the heart of this penultimate chapter are less the Adamsons themselves than some of the spectacular rock formations with which they were closely familiar. Little known, the pictures of these taken in the 1840s are among the most striking images in early photography. Chapter six suggests how we may read in these images the same underlying but insistent preoccupation with time, geology and extinction which Chambers’s writing was articulating simultaneously in Vestiges.


All these narratives are set in a place caught up in the events known in Scotland as ‘the Disruption’. In 1843 the Disruption broke apart Scottish religion when many Church of Scotland clergy staged a mass walkout, giving up their livelihoods to preserve their independence from rich and titled patrons in order to stay true to the congregations which had democratically elected them. In 1840s Scotland democratic energies were breaking apart an old world view and seeking to create a new one. Some of the best known works associated with the St Andrews photographers, especially the productions of Robert Adamson with D. O. Hill, record this, while other pictures – the several hundreds that simply show local scenes and people – appear unrelated. Yet when brought together these photographs, along with writings from mid-nineteenth-century St Andrews, indicate not only that the place was astonishingly innovative and engrossed in the great and sometimes frightening debates of modernity, but also that it was finding ways to confront them that involved new combinations of science and art in photography as well as in literature. By encouraging men and women to contemplate a frightening situation – by forcing them to look the possibility of ruin and extinction straight in the eye – such new partnerships helped people come to terms with it.


Considerations of the beginning and the end of the world were unlikely to be resolved in a small Scottish seaside town any more than in Paris or London. Yet it is striking how vividly and intelligently these explorations were conducted in the grey stone houses, university classrooms, and photographic darkrooms perched close to the brink of windswept North Sea cliffs. The concluding chapter of The Beginning and the End of the World suggests how the legacies of nineteenth-century St Andrews and its eccentric photographers connect with our own debates about sustainability. Today the Scottish burgh at the heart of this book exemplifies a world right on the edge. Here again combinations of art and science can help us think through contemporary dilemmas about a sense of looming environmental catastrophe which makes many feel disconcertingly imperilled – as if suddenly and unintentionally we had migrated to a vulnerable margin, as improbable and fragile as St Andrews or flood-prone Venice.
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A Magician in the City of the Dead
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IN VENICE in autumn 1818 Lord Byron opened a package from his publisher. Inside was something hard which looked like a small telescope. There was a covering letter: ‘I send you a very well-constructed kaleidoscope, a newly-invented toy which, if not yet seen in Venice, will I trust amuse some of your female friends.’1 Seldom averse to amusing female friends, Byron was delighted with the gift. Soon, in Don Juan, the long poem he had just begun, he described a rainbow as ‘Quite a celestial kaleidoscope’.2 Kaleidoscopes were new, but already becoming internationally fashionable. After crossing the Atlantic from Greenock to New York that summer, Edinburgh musician James Flint noted in a bookseller’s window ‘Lord Byron’s latest productions’, remarking that ‘The Kaleidoscope of Dr. Brewster is here fabricated in a rude style, and in quantities so great, that it is given as a plaything to children.’ Young and old alike were fascinated by this fusion of art and science. It was compact enough to hold in your hands, yet its pieces seemed to produce an infinite variety of patterns. Raised to the light, it was literally brilliant. Everyone was eager for a kaleidoscope, wanted to be mesmerised by its colours, to know how it worked, and to see if it could be bettered. In New York Flint heard that a local artist’s journeyman ‘proposes to take a patent for an improvement he had made on it’.3


The kaleidoscope was the first mass-produced scientific object to become overnight an intercontinental craze. ‘In the memory of man,’ wrote Dr Roget (future compiler of the Thesaurus) in 1818, ‘no invention . . . ever produced such an effect’; up to ‘two hundred thousand instruments have been sold in London and Paris during three months’.4 As popular optical entertainment, kaleidoscopes were forerunners of the camera in the nineteenth century, television in the twentieth century and the games console in the twenty-first. The new ‘toy’ exemplified what its inventor, David Brewster, went on to call ‘natural magic’: it combined science, enchantment and art. Just a few years after Byron opened his package, another poet and peer, Lord Macaulay, used the ingenious invention as an image for the poet’s consciousness: ‘The mind of Petrarch was a kaleidoscope’.5 Brewster’s invention combined ‘harmonic colours . . . [in] . . . the most chaste and delicate patterns’; it interested artists such as Turner and, later, Holman Hunt who made a watercolour entitled simply ‘Kaleidoscope’.6 To fledgling publishers Robert and William Chambers in Edinburgh it offered the ideal title for their first magazine. This small, affordable publication would combine short, captivating articles on all sorts of topics, constantly reconstellating snippets of knowledge. The Kaleidoscope: or, Edinburgh Literary Amusement, A Periodical Miscellany, Chiefly Humorous was launched in winter 1821. Only eight pages in extent, and published fortnightly, it did not last long. Yet, while it continued, Robert Chambers became himself a sort of human kaleidoscope, crafting its constantly shifting contents – from satire and poetry (‘To the Evening Star’) to scientific speculation about ‘Theories of the Universe’. Signing off in the final issue, he celebrated how, writing anonymously, he had constantly metamorphosed his literary identity:


I have . . . had no more regard to the decorums of sex than a hacknied actress, in breeches for the hundredth time; have been every thing, yet nothing; every sex and no sex; spoken from heaven in the character of an angel, and howled, with equal complacency, from hell, as Beelzebub:–and all to serve you, my dear public.7


Later used by Baudelaire as an image of modern art, the kaleidoscope was a gift to the protean consciousness; it made flux and fluidity elegant. No wonder writers toyed with its possibilities.


To its inventor, though, it was essentially ‘a new Optical Instrument’.8 That is the phrase Brewster used in 1817 when he took out British patent number 4136. He had gone to some trouble coming up with the name ‘KALEIDOSCOPE’ which ‘is derived from the Greek words kalos, beautiful; eidos, a form; and skopeo, to see’.9 Putting this explanation into print in his Treatise on the Kaleidoscope, Brewster published the three Classical terms using the Greek alphabet, though he or his printer got the words a little wrong.10 He was determined to be taken seriously. ‘Capable of creating beautiful forms’, his invention might be applied ‘to the fine and useful arts’.11 Practical applications might range from planning ‘the formation of circular Gothic windows’ for a cathedral to less exalted ‘Designs for Carpets’.12 A little over-earnestly, Brewster noted that, ‘The property of the Kaleidoscope, which has excited more wonder, and therefore more controversy than any other, is the number of combinations or changes which it is capable of producing from a small number of objects’. It had been calculated that,


24 pieces of glass may be combined 139172428888725299942512-8493402200 times, an operation, the performance of which would take hundreds of thousands of millions of years, even if upon the supposition that 20 of them were performed every minute. This calculation, surprising as it appears, is quite false, not from being exaggerated, but from being far inferior to the reality.13


With his winningly eccentric scientist’s intensity, Brewster was aware of his invention’s attractiveness ‘as an instrument of recreation’. He explained you could look through it at such opaque objects as ‘coins . . . shells, flowers, leaves’ or ‘the seconds hand of a watch’, though the instrument worked best when viewing tiny translucent fragments of coloured glass. These transformed it into ‘an ocular harpsichord’.14 Nevertheless, for Brewster his kaleidoscope was principally an offshoot of research into ‘natural philosophy’ – as physics was then called – not a foray into the toy trade. Sadly, he was commercially jinxed. Having taken out his expensive patent, he handed his prototype to a London instrument maker. This man let details leak out so that the new invention was immediately copied across Europe and America. Brewster realised he might have made as much as a hundred thousand pounds – many millions in today’s money – ‘had I managed my patent rightly’.15


Brilliant but unlucky, Brewster was one of the inventors most admired by his contemporaries. In Australia a plant (Cassia Brewsteri) was named after him; in Greenland there is a Cape Brewster. ‘Brewster’s Rule’ was so called because of his researches into the polarisation of light. He even got his own mineral, Brewsterite. But repeatedly he was thought to mismanage things. He made many enemies, including, perhaps, posterity, which has largely forgotten him. The Victorian Eye, Chris Otter’s 2008 specialist academic history of nineteenth-century ‘light and vision in Britain’, ignores Brewster’s voluminous publications, mentioning – fleetingly – just one magazine article where he remarks on the benefits of wearing spectacles.16


Yet, in the first half of the nineteenth century, Brewster published work on his kaleidoscope, his lenticular stereoscope, and on Brewster’s polyzonal lens, none of which now bears his name. It was a golden age of amateur scientists, for the excellent reason that professional scientists did not yet exist. Deriving from the Latin word scientia (knowledge), the term ‘scientist’ was coined in the early 1830s, by analogy with the word ‘artist’. No one expected it to catch on. Initially, it was scorned by Britain’s many researchers, but it certainly described the indefatigable Brewster. In England many of the most influential people who practised science were moneyed gentlemen. Neither English nor independently wealthy, Brewster, born in Jedburgh in 1781, came from the Scottish lower middle-class. He was the son of a schoolmaster. Aged ten, just after his mother died, he had constructed his first telescope, guided by a local Borders ploughwright whose hobby was astronomy. By his late thirties he had written over two hundred scientific papers and articles – from a ‘Query respecting the phenomena of Loch Ness’ to a study of ‘Glass Drops’ – with a further thousand still to come. He made his living editing magazines and encyclopedias. Still a teenager, he had published his first paper (on astronomical theory) in the Edinburgh Magazine, or Literary Miscellany. Three years later he was the magazine’s editor.


By then Brewster had obtained an MA from Edinburgh University. In his early twenties he applied for its chair of mathematics. He was turned down. Next, in 1807, he was also rejected for the chair of mathematics at the older University of St Andrews. Frustrated in his academic ambitions, he spent over a decade editing the Edinburgh Encyclopaedia, while also writing for its more celebrated Edinburgh rival, the Encyclopaedia Britannica. His interests ranged from poetry (‘Winter: A Dirge’ is deservedly forgotten) to freemasonry; from geology and fossils to intellectual property laws; but optics was his lifelong passion. His treatise on ‘Optics’ for the Edinburgh Encyclopaedia runs to over two hundred pages. A late son of the Scottish Enlightenment, Brewster was one of the leading encyclopedists of an encyclopedic age. His major works were published in the United States as well as the United Kingdom, and speedily translated into French and German.


In 1819 he met another determined Scottish polymath. Robert Jameson, son of a Shetlandic soap-maker, was at the heart of Edinburgh’s most vehement intellectual wrangles. Wiry, wild-haired, he was already by the age of thirty Edinburgh University’s Professor of Natural History. Where the late Edinburgh pioneer of geology, James Hutton, backed by his friend John Playfair, argued as ‘Plutonians’ that the internal heat of the planet had shaped earth’s rocks and surface, Jameson, a ‘Neptunist’, vehemently contended that water – element of the sea-god Neptune – was predominantly responsible. In defending this position, Jameson allied himself with continental geologists like Freiberg’s A. G. Werner, with whom he had studied, and with the Frenchman Georges Cuvier. Never bashful, Jameson co-translated and publicised Cuvier’s highly influential Essay on the Theory of the Earth, already in its fifth, expanded edition by 1827. This imposing work suggested that before mankind arrived, whole species had been wiped out in mass extinctions.


In an age when advanced French speculations about the beginning of the world jostled uneasily with biblical narratives, the young Presbyterian Brewster was concerned about ‘the Effects of the French Revolution upon Science and Philosophy’.17 Yet he remained relatively open-minded, while Jameson, with some spin, presented Cuvier as allowing for a principled reinterpretation of the biblical chronology of Creation, rather than a materialist, post-French-Revolutionary attack on it. As well as being responsible for the intellectually innovative and much argued-over ‘Jameson’s Cuvier’, Jameson was keeper of Edinburgh University’s natural history museum – a hoard of minerals, fossils, stuffed birds, shells, skeletons, and insects. By the 1820s local investigators complained that he excluded from the museum people he took a dislike to. He was said to exhibit only specimens which supported his Neptunist arguments. Rocks collected by the late James Hutton and sent to the museum years earlier were never unpacked from their boxes.18 For all he was clever, Jameson, like Brewster, could be obstinate.


At first the two men seemed well matched. Jointly they founded and edited the Edinburgh Philosophical Journal, a magazine remarkably open to new scientific thinking. They even appear to have collaborated on a splendidly titled ‘Account of Meteoric Stones, Masses of Iron, and Showers of Dust, Red Snow and other substances, which have fallen from the Heavens, from the earliest period down to 1819’.19 Soon, though, the two editors’ compatibility turned to prickly disagreement. Each was stubborn, outspoken, polemical by inclination. Brewster left the magazine to set up the rival Edinburgh Journal of Science. A pattern of enthusiastic intellectual collaboration which before long turned into quarrelling would dog him throughout his long life. He was a hard man to get on with.


This tendency in Brewster could so easily have scuppered what became his central scientific friendship. Yet, curiously, his most stimulating intellectual liaison of the 1830s and 1840s progressed without any acrimony. One reason was that for much of the time, like many relationships between nineteenth-century scientific investigators, it was largely epistolary. Perhaps, too, the pair of impatient correspondents were so obsessively interested in optics that each prized the other’s ideas. This friendship and correspondence had begun when Brewster had been introduced by the astronomer and optical scientist Sir John Herschel (whose father had discovered Uranus) to a younger wealthy acquaintance. Well-off and Cambridge-educated, the English scholar and inventor William Henry Fox Talbot had been working on what became the new art of photography since at least 1832. Photographic historian Larry J. Schaaf points out that Brewster, Talbot, and Charles Babbage were all present at a scientific breakfast in 1831 where Herschel made ‘simple images with light in a solution of platinum salts’; soon this and related work were summarised in Brewster’s magazine.20 Firm friends by early 1839, Talbot and Brewster were corresponding about how much Talbot should reveal of his work. Bruised by his own experience with the kaleidoscope, Brewster advised his friend to keep details secret.21


Notwithstanding this advice on secrecy, it may well have been Brewster who alerted Robert Chambers to the importance of Talbot’s work – Edinburgh was a small world. Having started in the Scottish capital as editor of the Kaleidoscope, now Chambers had moved on, still with his elder brother William, to produce Chambers’ Edinburgh Journal. A March 1839 piece published there explains how Talbot prepares photographic paper using silver nitrate, then, after the picture has been taken, washes it with a weak solution of iodide of potassium to make it ‘absolutely unalterable by sunshine’. Much of the article is given over to quoting Talbot on ‘what he calls The Art of Fixing a Shadow’:


The phenomenon which I have now briefly mentioned, appears to me to partake of the character of the marvellous, almost as much as any fact which physical investigation has yet brought to our knowledge. The most transitory of things, a shadow, the proverbial emblem of all that is fleeting and momentary, may be fettered by the spells of our ‘natural magic’, and may be fixed for ever in the position which it seemed only destined for a single instant to occupy. This remarkable phenomenon, of whatever value it may turn out in its application to the arts, will at least be accepted as a new proof of the value of the inductive methods of modern science, which, by noticing the occurrence of unusual circumstances (which accident perhaps first manifests in some small degree), and by following them up with experiments, and varying the conditions of these until the true law of nature which they express is apprehended, conducts us at length to consequences altogether unexpected, remote from usual experience, and contrary to almost universal belief. Such is the fact, that we may receive on paper the fleeting shadow, arrest it there, and in the space of a single minute fix it there so firmly as to be no more capable of change, even if thrown back into the sunbeam from which it derived its origin.22
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