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Editorial
I

In this issue we explore the shifting 
relationships between the natural and 
supernatural realms across time and across 
the globe. There are two feature articles: 
Christine Ferguson commemorates the 
100th anniversary of the Great War by 
discussing Oliver Lodge’s spiritualistic testi-
monial, Raymond; and Joydeep Sen reveals 
the fascinating history and mythology 
behind Mumbai’s engineered landscape. 
Our object of the issue is another liminal 
figure between nature and ‘supernature’: 
the mermaid. Ross Macfarlane discusses 
recent research on a popular and puzzling 
museum artefact.

Laura Dawes, who received one of 
the recent BSHS archival grants, reports 
on how Society support enabled her to 
investigate wartime public health research 
in bomb shelters. Following on from the 
feature in our Feburary issue, we include 
full details of how to submit entries to 
this year’s  ‘Great Exhibitions’ competition. 
Charlotte Bigg is our interviewee.

Contributions to the next issue should 
be sent to viewpoint@bshs.org.uk by 15th 
September 2014.

Melanie Keene, Editor

Dreams and Visions of the War
Christine Ferguson discusses Oliver Lodge, Raymond, and
Shell-Shocked Spiritualism

tion established in some unaccountable way 
between soldiers fighting on the battlefield 
and their loved ones back home” (26). For be-
lievers like Stuart, spiritualism provided a key 
through which to crack the war’s gruesome 
code, allowing them to find a hidden meaning 
or karmic justification for the conflict’s unprec-

“When the full story of the great European 
war is a matter of history,” remarks Rosa 
Stuart in her 1917 book Dreams and Visions 
of the War, “not the least interesting portion 
of it to future generations will be the many 
authentic records of mysterious dream and 
visionary warnings, or . . . of mind communica-

Courtesy of George Eastman House, International Museum of Photography and Film.
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A photograph of Raymond Lodge, as included in the 1916 edition of Oliver Lodge’s 
Raymond. Image courtesy of Christine Ferguson.

edented violence; simultaneously, it provided 
bereaved families on the home front with a 
communication technique through which to 
contact their fatally wounded relatives.  

Spiritualism’s well-documented resurgence 
during the Great War has often been under-
stood as a throwback to traditional forms of 
consolation and religious belief in the wake 
of the devastation of technological warfare. 
Yet the phenomenally popular spiritualist 
testimonial Raymond, or Life and Death (1916) 
by Sir Oliver Lodge, the British physicist whose 
contributions to psychical research were 
explored at the day-long Wireless workshop 
at the Royal Society this April, explodes this 
understanding of spiritualism as an anti-mod-
ern reaction. Instead, the book demonstrates 

what would become a key strategy of World 
War I spiritualist writing, and of spirit soldier 
biographies in general, namely the reinter-
pretation and validation of séance phenom-
ena through the emergent bio-sciences of 
war. Most relevant of these were the medical 
and psychological investigations of the 
seemingly new phenomena of shell shock. 
In the figure of the shell-shocked soldier, 
temporarily disordered in his communica-
tion abilities but ultimately curable, Raymond 
found an ideal and up-to-the-minute model 
for the fractured nature of spirit communica-
tion and identity alike. 

A moving memorial to the son he lost 
in the war, Raymond was by far the most 
personal of Oliver Lodge’s spiritualist works, 

but it was by no means the first. The physicist 
had been active in the European psychi-
cal research scene since the 1880s when he 
first investigated telepathy with SPR col-
leagues Edmund Gurney and F.W.H. Myers, 
following these explorations up in the 90s 
with sittings with some of the world’s most 
famous mediums, including the Italian peas-
ant woman Eusapia Palladino and Boston 
housewife Leonora Piper. Lodge’s physical 
and psychical research programmes were 
deeply intertwined in this period, with the first 
providing for the second the concept of the 
ether, an invisible medium in which, according 
to Lodge, both electromagnetic waves and 
the spirits of the dead moved unseen. No less 
significant than the ether to the contemporary 
spiritualist imagination was Lodge’s ground-
breaking work on telegraphy, a technology 
which seemed to some to offer the promise of 
a new and supreme vehicle for contacting the 
spirit world.  For example, the anonymously-
published Thy Son Liveth (1918), an example 
of the spirit soldier biography genre which 
Raymond did so much to popularize, features 
a recently killed American military radio 
operator who uses the wireless technology 
patented by Lodge and Marconi to contact 
his telegraphically-adept mother and tell 
her, through Morse Code, that he is alive and 
thriving in the spirit world. “So the news that 
my son had been killed,” his mother describes 
in the introduction, “came to me from his own 
intelligence by the methods we had used 
together in our experiments here in this very 
room” (8).

The séance messages that Lodge collects 
in Raymond reject this showy and ultramod-
ern form of wireless communication for the 
more established mediumistic method of 
trance speech. The book consists of three 
sections: an opening,  “normal” one describ-
ing Raymond Lodge’s pre-death personality 
and characterizing it through his letters home 
from the Western front; a “supranormal” one 
containing afterlife messages allegedly sent 
by Raymond through the London mediums 
Gladys Osborne Leonard and Alfred Vout 
Peters, and a philosophical final section in 
which Lodge attempts to reconcile the séance 
data with the most advanced religious and 
scientific teachings of the day. The ether plays 
an important role in this latter portion, its 
invisibility serving as a caution to scientific 
investigators against overestimating the 
importance of empirical data— “A physicist is 
never limited to direct sensory impressions, 
he has to deal with a multitude of conceptions 
and things for which he has no physical organ 
. . . [and which] lead him into regions where 
sight and hearing and touch are impotent as 
direct witnesses, where they are no longer 
efficient guides” (Lodge 1916 375). Physicists 
are here presented as ideal psychic investiga-
tors due to their familiarity with the concept 
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A patient suffering from war-neuroses, or shell shock, from Arthur Frederick Hunt’s 
Medical Diseases of the War (1918). Courtesy of Wellcome Images.

of unseen force. They are joined in Raymond 
by another, newer and more thoroughly con-
temporary class of experts whose disciplinary 
specialization gifted them with an even more 
privileged insight into the meaning of séance 
communication: namely, military psychiatrists. 
Having investigated at first hand the strange 
and seemingly unprecedented phenomena of 
shell shock then spreading through the ranks 
of the Allied front-line forces, they understood 
more than anyone else knew how communi-
cation could deviate and break down when 
the connection between body and mind was 
severed. 

Shell shock, or war neuroses as it was origi-
nally known, was just beginning to receive 
recognition as a legitimate medical condition 
and a serious threat to the Allied effort in 
the 1915 period when Raymond Lodge was 
killed in Flanders.  As the letters collected in 
Raymond demonstrate, the young Lodge anx-
iously watched it develop among his fellow 
soldiers, most acutely and, for him, tragically 
in the officer he regarded as his best friend 
in the regiment, Lieutenant Eric Fletcher. 
Fletcher had become depressed, succumbing 
to fits of rumination in which he repeatedly re-
experienced the traumatic incidents that his 
conscious mind had not seemed to register on 
their first occurrence. “I am so sorry [that] my 
friend Fletcher has just gone off this morn-
ing for a rest cure,” writes Raymond in a May 
1915 letter to his sisters. “His nerves are all 
wrong and he needs a rest” (38). Later, when 
he visited Fletcher at the local chateau set up 
as a respite ward, he expressed doubts about 
the effectiveness of the treatment. “He has 
nothing to do, no interest in anything, and no 
society except people who, like himself, want 
cheering . . . Brooding is just the very worst 
thing for him. He sees all the past horrors over 
again” (40). As the campaign lengthened, 
Raymond worried that other officers such as 
the senior subaltern Thomas might be going 
“like Laws and Fletcher” (43) and hinted that 
his own persistent cheeriness might give way 
to nervous depression if he did not keep a 
careful grip on his emotions:

I should think that never in this world before 
have there been so many men so ‘fed up’. . . 
[O]ne can contrive to be light-hearted and 
happy through it all—unless one starts to 
get moody and depressed. And it is just that 
which happened to Laws and Fletcher and 
one or two others . . . none but the very thick 
can stand it” (51). 

Before he could join the ranks of his nerv-
ously shattered colleagues, Raymond Lodge 
was killed by a piece of flying shrapnel during 
the Battle of Hooge Hill on September 14, 
1915. This sudden termination of his earthly 
career did not, however, put an end to his 
susceptibility to, or capacity to benefit from, 
the new diagnosis of shell shock. Indeed, the 
transcripts of the Raymond séances con-

ducted in the winter of 1915 and spring of 
1916 reveal the extent to which shell shock 
had penetrated the public imagination as 
a feature of veteran identity and speech. 
Peters and Osborne interject their channeled 
accounts of a progressive afterlife in which the 
war-wounded dead grow and prosper with 
repeated references to the lingering effects of 
psychological and physical injury in the next 
world. So destructive was this damage, even 
after death, that it threatened to disrupt the 
programme of continued service that virtually 
all spiritualist and theosophical writers in this 
period agreed would be the post-life voca-
tion of former combatants. At a séance held 
with Sir Oliver just two weeks after Raymond’s 
death, Mrs Osborne reported through her 

spirit guide Feda, “[Raymond] knows that as 
soon as he is a little bit more ready, he has got 
a great deal of work to do. ‘I almost wonder,’ he 
says, ‘shall I be fit and able to do it.’” (98). 

Given the frequency with which Raymond’s 
messages break down into confusion or 
incoherence in the book— “no, that’s not it” 
(103), laments Peters as he tries to translate 
Raymond’s meaning into words— the reader 
might well share these doubts. The spirit 
Raymond appears highly sensorily confused 
in these communiqués, unable to face or even 
acknowledge the ongoing extent of battle 
trauma on his post-life speech and personality. 
We see this apparent repression, for example, 
in Oliver Lodge’s first sitting with Mrs Osborne 
held just two weeks after Raymond’s death, in 
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which Osborne’s spirit guide Feda attempts to 
translate the nature of his injuries:

Feda feels like a string around her head; a 
tight feeling in the head, and also an empty 
sort of feeling in the chest, empty, as if sort of 
something gone [sic] . . . also a bursting sen-
sation in the head. But he does not know he 
is giving this. He has not done it on purpose, 
they have tried to make him forget all that, 
but Feda gets it from him. (127)

Even if Raymond’s helper guide F.W.H. 
Myers had apparently succeeded in making 
him oblivious to the extent of his trauma, 
these once physical but now psychic wounds 
linger on in the afterlife, disrupting his words 
and threatening to wholly overturn the com-
forting possibility of healing, improvement, or 
even simply moral meaning, which made all 
such deaths bearable to surviving believers. 

Responding to these traumatized séance 
messages and to his own reading of medical 
reports from military hospitals, Oliver Lodge 
would in the conclusion to Raymond seek to 
forge through shell shock an over-arching 
explanation for the fractured nature of all 
post-life language, whether spoken by those 
who died violently or peacefully. He drew 
his understanding of the phenomenon from 
leading London psychiatrist Sir Frederick Mott, 
who had recently made shell shock the focus 
of his Lettsomian lectures at the Medical Soci-
ety of London, subsequently published as The 
Effects of High Explosives on the Central Nervous 
System (1916). Lodge cites Mott at length 
in Raymond, focusing on what he clearly 
felt to be the psychiatrist’s most electrifying 
and applicable line of inquiry for survivalist 
research. He was particularly captivated by 
Mott’s following description of the sensorily-
impaired shell shock victim: 

Why should those men, whose silent 
thoughts are perfect, be unable to speak? 
They comprehend all that is said to them 
unless they are deaf; but it is quite clear that 
in these cases their internal language is 
unaffected, for they are able to express their 
thoughts and judgments perfectly well by 
writing, even if they are deaf.  The mutism is 
therefore not due to intellectual defect, nor is 
it due to volitional inhibition of language in 
silent thought. Hearing, the primary incita-
tion to vocalization and speech, is usually 
unaffected, yet they are unable to speak; 
they cannot even whisper, cough, whistle, 
or laugh aloud. (Mott quoted in Lodge 1916 
330)

In the patient type described here, tempo-
rarily but not permanently prevented from 
communicating in a typical way, Lodge found 
a medically legitimate model for spirit identity. 
Both the traumatized veteran and disin-
carnate spirit could, he held, ultimately be 
restored, but only through the support of an 
adept practitioner who could provide fleshy, 
material support for their unvoiceable experi-

ence. “[I]t is through physical phenomena that 
normally we apprehend, here and now; and 
it is by aid of physical phenomena that we 
convey to others our wishes, our impression, 
our ideas, and our memories,” he concluded. 
“Dislocate the physical from the psychical, and 
communication ceases. Restore the connec-
tion, in however imperfect a form, and once 
more incipient communication may become 
possible” (330). 

This incorporation of modern psychiatric 
research into the field of spiritualist studies, 
one that Lodge had championed for so long, 
had a number of unintended consequences. 
These account, perhaps, for the scientist’s 
later downplaying of the alliance; indeed, 
he removed all references to Mott and the 
communication disordering effects of shell 
shock from the slimmer version of the book, 
Raymond Revised, issued in 1922 after the 
first version had been through twelve edi-
tions. While he may simply have wanted to 
produce a simpler, more succinct version of 
the popular spiritualist classic, there are also 
other reasons why Lodge may have chosen 
to back away from his earlier pathological 
explanation. The etiology of shell shock had 
served to authorize and modernize Lodge’s 
spiritualist beliefs in the 1916 edition by ally-
ing them with the findings of cutting-edge 
medical research and the effects of contem-
porary technological warfare. But it had also 
undermined the progressive and ultimately 
optimistic vision of the afterlife that spiritualist 
believers still wanted to preserve intact even 
as they recognized the violence and injustice 
of modern life in the earth sphere.  To suggest 
that the brutal physical and mental injuries 
accrued during combat remained an essential 
part of identity after death— or, worse yet, 
that shell shock-like trauma was the funda-
mental condition of all post-life existence— 
was to radically depart from this essential 
aspect of spiritualist thought. From its origins 
in the mid-19th century, the movement had 
sold itself as a democratic and humanitarian 
alternative to the hell-and-brimstone visions 
of Calvinism, offering instead a vision of sus-
tained individual growth through eternity and 
the promise of family reunion in the spheres. 
But the horrific trauma of war threatened to 
bring eternal suffering and damnation back in 
through the back door, presenting readers, in 
competing spirit soldier biographies such as 
Elsa Barker’s War Letters from the Living Dead 
Man (1915) or  J.S.M. Ward’s Gone West, with 
visions of dead soldiers so horribly confused 
and shell shocked by the horrors of war that 
they continued fighting each other through 
eternity even though they no longer had any 
bodies to injure. 

Equally damaging to spiritualist belief was 
what shell shock suggested about the nature 
and resilience of personal identity. How could 
we be sure we would remain our identifiable, 

‘true’ selves forever in light of the new evi-
dence from the front lines, where established 
personality was being completely blown apart 
by sustained effects of combat?

If returnees from the trenches or the 
afterlife  were no longer capable of recog-
nising their families in a convincing way, of 
remembering who they were or where they 
had been, or of using language in a coherent 
way, could they be said to still be themselves? 
The spiritualist dreams and visions of the war 
might indeed have fuelled the spiritualist 
hypothesis, but in the arguments and con-
cepts that believers such as Lodge borrowed 
from contemporary psychiatry, the movement 
risked sacrificing its emotional appeal as a 
source of hope and consolation. The fact that 
Lodge was willing to embrace, even if only 
briefly, the tricky conceptual alliance of shell 
shock with spirit identity in Raymond reveals 
him to be as much of a risk taker and a mod-
erniser within the world of interwar British 
spiritualism as he was in his more familiar and 
conventionally reputable roles as physicist 
and wireless telegraphy pioneer.  

Christine Ferguson
University of Glasgow

christine.ferguson@glasgow.ac.uk

Works Cited

Barker, Elsa. War Letters from the Living Dead 
Man. London; William Rider & Son, 
1915.

Lodge, Oliver. Raymond or Life and Death, With 
Examples of the Evidence for 
Survival of Memory and Affection After Death. 
London: Methuen & Co., 1916.

Stuart, Rosa. Dreams and Visions of the War. 
London: C. Arthur Pearson Ltd., 1917. 

Thy Son Liveth: Messages from a Soldier to a 
Mother. 1918. London: Frederick Muller, Ltd., 
1944.



  Viewpoint  No. 104 5

 © Imperial War Museum (Art.IWM PST 14151).

Britain was incredibly successful at keep-
ing healthy during WWII*. In fact, infectious 
disease mortality rates and child mortality 
declined between 1938-45. This was the result 
of meticulous planning and a hefty dose of 
luck. Keeping the public fighting fit was very 
important for the war effort. A ‘flu epidemic 
could drastically disrupt factory and farm 
work; a polio outbreak would make evacuat-
ing children from bomb-targeted cities impos-
sible; mental breakdowns from the stress of 
the Blitz would eat at morale. Public health 
administrators feared the worse in 1939, and 
made plans to prepare for it.

All elements of home front policy—includ-
ing some of the most famous aspects of the 
war—were touched by the need to keep 
Britain fit and well. I am working on a popular 
book about public health during WWII, origi-
nating in an article I wrote on rationing for 
the Guardian/Wellcome Trust Science Writing 
Prize. I was fortunate to be awarded a grant 
under the BSHS’s Archival Grant Scheme to 
help develop the project. The grant helped me 
visit the National Archives to look at govern-
ment records on public health during the war. 

WWII continues to fascinate scholars and 
the public alike. But because it was quietly 
successful—the dog that didn’t bark—public 
health during WWII is not an aspect of the war 
that has received much popular attention. 
There are, however, great stories to be told 
about this part of the war effort and it really 
captures the mythos of the war—the sense of 
fairness, of pulling together, of organisational 
excellence, of every person contributing to a 
shared purpose. And, of course, public health 
during WWII has its biggest legacy in the NHS. 
The BSHS grant was a great help in support-
ing my archival research into this exciting 
material.

From my visit to the National Archives, I was 
interested to find that, not only did public 
health endeavours quietly further health on 
the home front, but researchers also some-
times used the wartime circumstances as 
a natural experiment. The close conditions 
of bomb shelters, for example, provided an 
excellent laboratory for investigating the 
spread of infectious diseases. An impressive 
committee of epidemiologists—including 
Howard Florey of penicillin fame—studied 
outbreaks in London shelters. It was, however, 
rather boring for them. Barring 100 cases of 
flu at Southwark tube shelter, a respiratory 
outbreak at St Paul’s, and a rash of 8 cases of 
measles, there was little sign that much-feared 

epidemic disease was marching through the 
shelters. In the epidemiological committee’s 
unofficial report that I looked at on my trip to 
the Archives one senses professional letdown 
jostling with public satisfaction. 

* With one or two notable exceptions. 
Tuberculosis spread because many TB sanito-

ria were requisitioned for emergency hospitals 
and the patients sent home, and venereal 
disease, that great wartime follower, increased 
markedly.

Laura Dawes
http://www.lauradawes.net/
ldawes@post.harvard.edu

BSHS Grant Report
Laura Dawes was awarded a BSHS archival grant to explore public health in the Second World War

Keeping healthy in WWII
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Object of the Issue
Exhibiting Mermaids

In 1822, one of the most popular attractions to 
be seen in London was a mermaid. The origins 
and story of this particular specimen speak 
of international trade, scientific expertise and 
the very human qualities of credulity and 
greed. Our understandings of this event have 
recently been aided by new research.

A letter from the Rev. Dr Philip, repre-
sentative of the London Missionary Society, 
appeared in British newspapers in July 1822, 
writing of the display in Cape Town of a mer-
maid. Philip was under no illusions as to what 
he had seen, writing: “I have always treated 
the existence of this creature as fabulous; but 
my scepticism is now removed”. The mermaid 
was in the possession of a Samuel Barrett 
Eades, captain of the Pickering, an American 
merchant vessel.  Eades had purchased the 
mermaid in Batavia in the Dutch East Indies. 
Convinced not only of its reality but also the 
money that could be made from exhibiting it, 
Eades went to dramatic lengths to secure the 
specimen - selling the Pickering and purchas-
ing the mermaid for 5,000 Spanish dollars. 

By September, Eades and his mermaid had 
travelled to London, where he arranged for 

it to go on display in the Turf Coffee House, 
on the corner of St James Street and Jer-
myn Street. It quickly became a sensation:  
estimates had it that three to four hundred 
people a day paid their shilling to see it.

However, before the crowds descended, 
Eades had attempted to secure scientific vali-
dation for his specimen. He had arranged for 
Sir Everard Home (elected that year as the first 
President of the Royal Society of Surgeons) 
to inspect it and make an affidavit to its true 
status. Home passed this responsibility on to 
William Clift, Conservator of the Hunterian 
Museum. 

Clift had been apprenticed to John Hunter 
and cared for his collection in the years after 
Hunter’s death. He inspected Eades’s speci-
men and, in careful notes (now kept in the 
Library of the Royal College of Surgeons), he 
reached the following conclusion: this – as 
Clift wrote to Home - was not a mermaid but 
instead constructed from a salmon attached 
to the torso and cranium of an orang-utan, 
with the mandible of a baboon. However, by 
the terms of their agreement, Home and Clift 
would keep their findings to themselves in 

return for having sole rights to describe the 
creature in a scholarly publication.

Despite the success of the exhibition, 
Eades overstepped the mark: in November, 
he claimed in his advertising that no less 
a personage than Home had vouched for 
the mermaid’s genuine nature. A justifiably 
incensed Home saw this as a breach of their 
agreement and it resulted in an article by Clift 
dismissing the mermaid as a hoax, appearing 
in several newspapers. As a result, numbers 
started to dwindle and by January 1823 the 
exhibition had closed.

The exhibition proved Eades’s undoing.
Its publicity had brought his activities to the 
attention to the majority owners of the Picker-
ing (whilst its captain, Eades, actually only 
owned an eighth of the ship). Taken to court 
by the other owners, Eades was forced to pay 
back the money he spent on the mermaid by 
returning to the oceans and his old trade.   

Just as Eades returned to a peripatetic life, 
so his mermaid continued on its travels: by 
the 1840s it had come into the possession of 
Phineas T Barnum. Indeed, it was Barnum’s 
restyling of this object as the ‘Feejee Mermaid’ 

New research sheds light on old specimens, argues Ross MacFarlane
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that helped to make his name as a showman 
and promoter. Barnum’s promotion of the 
mermaid was constructed around scientific 
expertise - in letters prior to the object going 
on display, newspapers reported the arrival in 
the United States of Dr Griffin of the London 
Lyceum of Natural History, bringing with him 
a mermaid caught off the Feejee Islands. ‘Dr 
Griffin’ - in actuality – was Barnum’s lawyer.

According to the author Jan Bondeson, this 
mermaid - after returning to London with 
Barnum in 1859 – was destroyed in a fire in 
the 1880s.  By then, Barnum was touring with 
a ‘new’ Feejee Mermaid he had ordered from 
Japan – which is suggestive of how these 
objects were by now being constructed there 
for audiences in Europe and North America. 
Indeed, many mermaids made it into the col-
lections of museums across Britain (though 
unfortunately two specimens in the Hunterian 
Museum were destroyed in the Blitz in 1941).

However, we know that at least three mer-
maids were at one time in the collections of 
Sir Henry Wellcome. All three mermaids were 
purchased for Wellcome at Stevens’s auction 
house in London, noted for their sales of natu-
ral historical curiosities.

Details of these mermaids’ provenance 
have recently come to light, in part insti-
gated by the research of Paolo Viscardi of 
the Horniman Museum, into a mermaid 
that was passed from the collections of the 
Wellcome to the Horniman in the early 1980s. 
This research – published in the latest issue 
of the Journal of Museum Ethnography (27, 
pp. 98-116) – revealed the composition of 
the Horniman mermaid through analysis by 
x-ray and CT scan.  Originally catalogued as a 
‘Japanese Monkey Fish’, analysis showed that 
the mermaid did contain some fish but certain 
no monkey (so showing a different construc-
tion to the specimen analysed by Clift in the 
1820s).

Mermaids still have an attraction: although 
not on a scale of the visitors to the Turf Coffee 
House in 1822, the Horniman research was 
carried out on the back of its mermaid being 
part of a popular object loan project.  There is 
also a strong possibility that a future exhibi-
tion at Wellcome Collection will further inves-
tigate our relationship with these creatures.  

Ross MacFarlane
Wellcome Library

r.macfarlane@wellcome.ac.uk

George Cruikshank’s 1822 depiction of a mermaid specimen, as exhibited in 1822-23. 
Image in public domain.

Opposite: Horniman Museum’s ‘Japanese Monkey Fish’, which has recently been 
shown to contain some fish, but no monkey. Courtesy of the Horniman Museum and 

Gardens.
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The goddess, the breach and the scholars
Joydeep Sen on nature and supernature in the construction of Bombay’s Hornby Vellard

‘View of the Breach Causeway’, by James Wales. From James Wales, Bombay Views: Twelve Views of the Island of Bom-
bay and its Vicinity. Taken in the Years 1791 and 1792 (London, 1804), plate 5. British Library Images Online filename 019XZ-
Z000000436U00005000. © The British Library Board (X 436).

In literature on the history of Bombay/Mum-
bai, there has been considerable reflection 
on the engineered landscape of the city. 
Gyan Prakash, in his Mumbai Fables (Princ-
eton, 2010), observes that the concept of 
land ‘reclamation’ itself attests to Bombay’s 
‘double-colonization’, with Bombay not only 
colonised by the British but also representing 
man’s efforts to colonise nature; reclamation 
involved the strategic deposition of earth 
into sea, reordering the boundaries between 
land and water in the famous archipelago. 
The ‘Hornby Vellard’ represents a fascinating 
example of just such a feat of engineering in 
Bombay. Indeed, the many scholars writing 
on the city’s history often make some brief 
mention of William Hornby, Governor of 
Bombay, supposedly authorising the construc-
tion of this causeway or embankment in the 
late 18th century, shutting out the sea at the 
‘Great Breach’ between Mahalaxmi and Worli 
and thereby making Bombay more habitable. 
Moreover, they sometimes add that local 
‘legend’ in the city (spuriously?) attributes the 

success of the project to a local engineer who, 
amid successive collapses of the sea wall un-
der his supervision, had a dream in which the 
goddess Mahalaxmi appeared and instructed 
him to salvage her lost image from Worli creek 
and build a temple to house it, so that the 
work could be completed. The story of the 
Hornby Vellard, notable for this supernatural 
vignette, indeed tends to be recounted as 
a mythical aside to the history of Mumbai. 
However, revisiting various traditions about 
the construction of this embankment raises 
important questions about our construction 
of the past. Just what do we understand by 
‘legend’ or ‘myth’, as opposed to ‘history’, and 
how does the ‘supernatural’ relate to these 
categories?

The earliest European travellers in Bombay 
noted how the land was overrun by the sea, 
and several writers in later years described 
how the city’s inhabitants, theorising a link 
between mud-swamps and disease, wrestled 
with nature in an effort to enhance their qual-
ity of living. In The Rise of Bombay: A Retrospect 

(Bombay, 1902), published before his rather 
better-known Gazetteer of Bombay City and 
Island (3 vols, Bombay, 1909-1910), S.M. 
Edwardes explained that ‘The Great Breach’ – 
described with dread by commentators since 
the seventeenth century – had once upon a 
time separated the ‘present area of Mahalak-
shmi’ from the ‘Island of Worli’.

Though reclamation of some land from the 
sea in the form of causeways had effectively 
reduced Bombay’s seven main islands to four 
by the time the English acquired them from 
the Portuguese in 1661, a struggle with the 
sea continued under the aegis of the ruling 
East India Company, with regular proposals to 
seal Bombay’s various breaches and reclaim 
lands flooded at high tide. The work of closing 
the Great Breach between Mahalaxmi and 
Worli remained difficult to execute in practice, 
and for several decades, it was considered 
more expensive than it was worth. However, 
the first successful operation supposedly 
came between 1715 and 1727, with Governor 
Charles Boone overseeing work on the vellado 
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‘Map of the Island of Bombay’. From S.M. Edwardes, The Rise of Bombay: A Retrospect 
(Bombay, 1902). The map is ‘Reproduced from a plan published in 1843’ and, to the right, 
shows the ‘Khind or Breach’ (51), closed by a causeway or embankment between the 
area of Mahalaxmi (25) located on the Isle of Bombay (III), to the south, and Worli (VII), 
to the north. © The British Library Board (B.17.C.8).

(a Portuguese word); the sea wall constructed 
by a certain Capt. Bates was made of mud and 
stone, obtained from quarrying the hills, and 
according to at least one authority, one of the 
punishments given to criminals was conscrip-
tion for hard labour on this very project. Still, 
Edwardes, in his Gazetteer, remarked that 
Bates’s construction represented ‘reclama-
tion of a temporary nature’, and he claimed 
that there was ‘no serious attempt’ to address 
the Great Breach until ‘about a century’ after 
Bombay came into English possession. The 
implication, then, is that the old causeway was 
rebuilt, and in The Rise of Bombay, Edwardes 
indeed credited Governor William Hornby for 
‘the most remarkable alteration in the out-
ward aspect of the island’ in the form of the 
‘Hornby Vellard’. 

Most historians writing today consider the 
suggestion that the Great Breach was finally 
closed during William Hornby’s governorship 
between 1771 and 1784. Edwardes is not the 
sole authority for the tradition, and in fact, he 
himself relied on James Mackenzie Maclean’s 
Guide to Bombay (Bombay, 1875). Maclean 
emphasised Hornby’s ‘unusual energy and 
determination’ in allegedly pressing ahead 
against the wishes of the East India Company. 
Moreover, he recounted an ‘amusing anecdote’ 
that Hornby himself opened the letter convey-
ing the order for his immediate suspension 
and kept it concealed in his pocket until his 
departure (apparently leading the Company’s 
Court of Directors in London to declare that 
thenceforth, the governor was not to open 
despatches personally). Even earlier than 
Maclean, the newspaper editor George Buist 
wrote in what might be considered the first 
biography of Bombay – his ‘Guide to Bombay’, 
printed in The Bombay Calendar and Alma-
nac for 1855 – that the ‘embankment’ was 
first built ‘above a century ago’. However, he 
also suggested that the ‘Vellard’ as it stood 
in his day could be dated to ‘about the year 
1780’ – specifically, ‘in Governor Hornby’s time 
betwixt 1776 and 1780’. Again, the implication 
is that the sea wall was strengthened under 
Hornby. 

Still, some historians of Bombay/Mumbai 
tend, implicitly at least, to caution against 
taking the tradition about Hornby as historical 
certainty. The first substantive doubts were 
raised by Samuel Townsend Sheppard, who, 
in his Bombay (Bombay, 1932), suggested that 
the story was nothing but a ‘queer tale’ and 
‘pleasing fiction’; critically, he noted that there 
was no indication of any ‘quarrel’ between 
the Company’s Court and Hornby in the India 
Office Records, and that the aforementioned 
governor could not have had much to do 
with the construction. Also, pictorial evidence 
adds to the sense of ambiguity surrounding 
Hornby’s role. The Scotsmen James Forbes 
and James Wales made several drawings of 
the islands of Bombay – the former in the 
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‘Temple of Mahaluxmee’. From James Gray, Life in Bombay, and the Neighbouring out-stations (London, 1852), between pp. 38 and 
39. © The British Library Board (10055.e.4).

1760s and the latter in the 1790s – and even in 
Wales’s work, the sea wall was simply referred 
to as the ‘Breach Causeway’; the ‘Hornby 
Vellard’, as it was described by Edwardes, was 
seemingly an appellation that came much 
later. 

However, we might venture that much of 
the scepticism still associated with the story 
of the Hornby Vellard is not just due to the 
supposed ‘tale’ or ‘fiction’ of the eponymous 
governor’s clash with officialdom, but also 
a response to the entry of supernatural 
forces into the narrative. Govind Narayan 
Madgaonkar famously produced a Marathi-
language history of Bombay entitled Mum-
baiche Varnan (1863) – an English version 
is available in the form of Govind Narayan’s 
Mumbai: An Urban Biography from 1863, 
edited and translated by Murali Ranganathan 
(London, 2008). In it, he recounted a tradi-
tion which is known today and occasionally 
mentioned in relation to the Hornby Vellard 
and nearby Mahalaxmi Temple in Mumbai. 
According to this ‘legend’, as it is labelled by 
several scholars, a local named Ramji Shivji 
Prabhu succeeded in building the embank-
ment only after dreaming of Mahalaxmi 
(along with Mahakali and Mahasaraswati) and 
finding images of the goddesses in the creek 
as he was told he would, with the engineer 
at length installing the idols in a temple after 
acquiring the land as a present from the 

government. In a Hindi-language devotional 
pamphlet purchasable at the Mahalaxmi 
Temple – still visited daily by thousands of 
worshippers – the story of the construction 
of the Hornby Vellard is related in similar 
terms: ‘Mother Mahalaxmi appeared from the 
Mumbai Sea’.

 Govind Narayan’s account about the 
embankment, though, was notable for draw-
ing attention to an important local source. 
Though he (like Sheppard in later years) could 
not locate any official documents that men-
tioned Hornby’s hand in the project, Govind 
Narayan did note that a bakhar revealed that 
the embankment was indeed built by the 
‘English’, following the Prabhu engineer’s 
dream. Sumit Guha – in ‘Speaking Historically: 
The Changing Voices of Historical Narration in 
Western India, 1400-1900’, American Historical 
Review, 109:4 (2004), pp. 1084-1103 – explains 
that bakhars were Marathi prose narra-
tives which ‘emerged in settings where the 
historian did not stand forth as a judge: rather 
he (rarely, she) spoke as a plaintiff, a defend-
ant, and sometimes a witness’; the narratives, 
typically generated in judicial cases regarding 
property, were rooted in ‘witness testimony, 
documentary evidence, and the “common 
knowledge” of the local community’. So, the 
story of the sea wall featuring Ramji Shivji 
seems to be based on a tradition that has 
some weight. And yet, in many popular and 

scholarly histories of Bombay/Mumbai, it is 
generally described as constituting a ‘legend’. 
The reason – above and beyond the apparent 
silence in official records regarding the role 
of Hornby or Ramji Shivji in building the so-
called ‘Hornby Vellard’ – is surely the appear-
ance of the goddesses. Though writers today 
often emphasise that such narratives can at 
least elucidate beliefs and meanings associ-
ated with Mumbai’s cityscape, the supernatu-
ral allusion seemed downright embarrassing 
to Govind Narayan. He remarked that ‘These 
incidents extracted from this bakhar are truly 
mind-boggling’, suggesting that ‘Our people 
have this tendency of grafting incredible 
stories onto any great deed some years after 
it has been done’, and bemoaning that ‘They 
do not let one conclude which of these stories 
are true and which of them are imaginary’. 

So, what should we make of this apparent 
entanglement of the natural and the super-
natural in the context of the Hornby Vellard 
and our efforts to elucidate its history? With 
particular reference to South Asian history, 
Sanjay Seth – in ‘Reason or Reasoning? Clio or 
Siva?’, Social Text, 78 (2004), pp. 85-101 – has 
considered the problem of how historical 
writing, anchored in the intellectual praxis 
of (Western) modernity, can attend to the 
religious. With history having to be narrated 
in the language of disenchanted rational-
ity, it becomes impossible to accommodate 
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traditions referring to the agency of gods and 
spirits. However, even if we do wish to remain 
sceptical about supernatural explanations for 
past events, we can surely at least challenge 
some of our assumptions about facticity that 
are fundamental to this historiographical 
impasse that Seth identifies. In a wide-ranging 
exploration of the development of historical 
texts in India entitled Textures of Time: Writing 
History in South India, 1600-1800 (New York, 
2003), V. Narayana Rao, David Shulman and 
Sanjay Subrahmanyam regret that ‘We still fall 
into the old trap of weeding out those parts 
of the texts that might appear fantastic, or 
mythic, or mystical, or otherwise beyond the 
pale of some impoverished but collectively 
sanctioned common sense’. They confidently 
assert that ‘It is time we stopped confusing 
our own judgements about what is probable, 
rational, or intelligible with those internal to 
another culture’s system of conceptual modes, 
marked by its own internal criteria for dif-
ferentiating fact from non-fact’. With regards 
to traditions relating to the Hornby Vellard, we 
have seen that bakhars did indeed represent 
efforts to treat the past factually rather than 
fictitiously. Moreover, we might also note that 
the idea of divine agency was quite unremark-
able in this genre; Guha notes, in the context 
of bakhars, that ‘Supernatural intervention 
was accepted and invoked in the prosaic 
world of the law court’, while Subrahmanyan 
et al. suggest that the ‘purely literary quality’ 
of the narratives was quite restricted.

More broadly, then, this supposed tension 
between the natural and supernatural relates 
to the distinction between ‘history’ and ‘myth’ 
in our constructions of the past. For many, 
‘legend’ or ‘myth’ indeed represents an alterna-
tive form of past consciousness to ‘history’. 
According to such a standpoint, mythol-
ogy is associated with the conveyance of 
moral truths or cultural values, and generally 
characterised as ahistorical fiction. In recent 
times, some scholars working at the interstices 
of history and science have encouraged an 
ostensibly more open approach to mythol-
ogy. Geomythologists, for example, insist 
that myths encode genuine experiences of 
natural phenomena and events. This, though, 
arguably creates another predicament: myths 
have to be ‘converted’ into history and made 
intelligible on modernity’s own terms. And, 
it is our basic conception of what constitutes 
‘mythology’, as opposed to ‘history’, that is the 
problem. While myths might well be many 
things, we are surely incorrect to automatically 
describe as ‘mythical’ any tradition that alludes 
to what we judge to be fantastical or improb-
able; it is this mistake that perhaps forecloses 
more serious consideration of the bakhar 
associated with the Hornby Vellard. Subrah-
manyam et al. argue, as we have seen, that 
it is possible to distinguish between ‘factual’ 
and ‘fictional’ in any genre, suggesting that 

‘Readers or listeners at home in a culture have 
a natural sensitivity to texture’; their ‘ear’ for it 
means that ‘They know when the past is being 
treated in a factual manner’, even though ‘the 
factual is not isomorphic with the true’. We 
might equally stress, in the light of what we 
know about bakhars and in spite of our own 
possible scepticism, that the ‘supernatural’ is 
not isomorphic with the ‘mythological’ and 
‘fictitious’.

Today, Mumbai is a sprawling megapolis 
taken as the epitome of India’s modernity. 
In the context of its present and future 
prospects, the story of the Hornby Vellard, 
designed to seal the Great Breach, might seem 
somewhat trivial, and at best an ‘amusing 
anecdote’ or ‘pleasing fiction’. The ‘legend’ sur-
rounding William Hornby and a certain Ramji 
Shivji is often recounted in scholarly literature 
as if it is indeed spurious, with the implica-
tion that it should be taken with a pinch of 
salt even though it might tell us something 
about the cultural meanings associated with 
urban space. When scholars invoke it, they 
seem to suggest beliefs about gods and 
goddesses remain part of the city’s experi-
ence, embodied within the multi-layered built 
environment. But in so far as we are interested 
in elucidating the circumstances surrounding 
the construction of the Hornby Vellard – and 
concurrently pushing the apparent limits of 
history as a discipline – are we diminishing a 
genuinely factual account simply because we 
instinctively associate any tradition referring 
to the supernatural with the mythical and 
fictitious? There are numerous unanswered, 
perhaps even unanswerable, questions about 
the struggle with nature at the Great Breach. 
However, whatever we think of Mahalaxmi 
supposedly appearing from the sea, the 
intriguing narratives surrounding the building 
of the Hornby Vellard might encourage us to 
reconsider some of our notions about history, 
mythology and supernature.

Joydeep sen
University of Kent
j.sen@kent.ac.uk

EGM

An Extraordinary General Meeting of the 
Society was held on Saturday 5th July 2014 
at 1pm as part of the Annual Conference in St 
Andrews. Matthew Eddy, Sean Johnston and 
Sally Shuttleworth were elected as Ordinary 
Members of Council from 1st September 2014. 
Greg Radick will take over from Hasok Chang 
as President. Charlotte Sleigh becomes the 
new editor of the British Journal for the History 
of Science.

Conferences

A full  report on the St Andrews conference 
will follow in the autumn edition of Viewpoint. 
The next BSHS Annual Conference will take 
place at the University of Swansea in July 
2015. 

The BSHS John Pickstone Prize

The Society is pleased to announce the estab-
lishment of a new prize.

The BSHS John Pickstone Prize will be 
awarded every two years to the best schol-
arly book in the history of science (broadly 
construed) in English, alternating with the 
Dingle Prize for the best popular book.  The 
Pickstone Prize is very much in keeping with 
the Society’s mission to promote excellence 
in the academic field of history of science, 
technology and medicine.

The winning book should mark a major 
advance in the understanding and interpre-
tation of the scientific past.  There are no 
restrictions on the form of the book; specialist 
monographs and synthetic works, whether 
singly or multi-authored, are welcome.  Edited 
volumes, however, are excluded.

The value of the Pickstone Prize is £300.  The 
winner may also have the opportunity to give 
a presentation, sponsored by the BSHS, on the 
subject of the winning book.

The prize has been established to honour 
our esteemed colleague and friend, the late 
Professor John Pickstone (1944-2014), whose 
research and teaching so keenly exemplified 
the scholarly virtues that we wish to celebrate 
with this memorial.

The winner will be announced in early 
December 2014.

BSHS notices
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260 years ago, a drawing master named Wil-
liam Shipley awoke one day and saw a world 
on the brink of rapid transformation. Shipley 
was not an especially wealthy or influential 
man, but he was a clever one. He recognised 
that new developments in science, particu-
larly new technologies, were beginning to 
change the nature of industry. 

Shipley was primarily concerned with the 
human cost of progress. Determined to find 
a way to ensure that new science was used 
for the public good, he contacted a mixed 
group of acquaintances and together they 
formed a group whose sole purpose would be 
to improve society. This organisation is now 
known as the Royal Society of the Arts, Manu-
factures and Commerce, or the RSA. 

The ethos of the RSA has always been 
rooted in providing opportunities for ordinary 
people to innovate. The founding members 
of the Society came from a diverse array of 
professions but had a common faith in the 
power of imagination to solve problems. The 

very first initiative was to begin awarding Pre-
miums (in the form of a medal or cash award) 
to anyone who could offer a practical solution 
to a specific social challenge.  

The men and women of the RSA were 
forward thinking individuals. As early as 1770, 
an award was proposed for any invention or 
service that could reduce smoke emissions. 
This was a radical proposition at the birth of 
the industrial revolution but it instigated the 
RSA’s commitment to environmental concerns 
that still continues today. 

It has always been important to the Society 
that ethical considerations and the preserva-
tion of life remained at the heart of any Pre-
mium. One of the earliest and most success-
ful examples of this was Henry Greathead’s 
award of a gold medal and fifty guineas for his 
invention of the first lifeboat. His design was 
primarily a personal response to the wrecking 
of the Adventure at the entrance to the river 
Tyne, where many of the crew were forced 
to jump overboard in full view of spectators 

on the shore. By the end of 1803, he’d built a 
further 30 lifeboats. 

In 1810, John Davis received the first award 
for a ‘device for preserving life in case of fire’. 
His design of an extendable ladder on wheels 
was successfully tested with a ‘rescue’ from 
the top storey of the RSA’s House in London. 
The concept is still used today in modern 
fire services. Some twenty years later, John 
Roberts received an award for inventing a 
respirator, which essentially embodied all the 
principles of the modern gas-mask, offering 
protection from hot and acrid fumes caused 
by large fires.

Today, the RSA continues to offer people 
the opportunity to turn their ideas into reality 
by providing small grants and crowdfunding 
through the RSA Catalyst programme. One 
such project is 3-2-1-Ignition*, the world’s first 
science pop-up shop, which utilises empty 
retail shops to create a space where members 
of the public can learn about the sciences. 

In 1802 Henry Greathead was awarded  a gold medal and fifty guineas for 
his lifeboat - the first practical craft of its kind. Image courtesy of the RSA.

Oliver Reichardt of the RSA discusses the Society’s history of supporting innovation

Escapes and ladders
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The RSA is committed to making new ideas 
available as inspiration, opportunity and 
resource to all. One of the reasons Fellows join 
the RSA is to be part of a historical institution 
that has contributed enormously to a better 
society over the past 260 years. Through the 
RSA, Fellows have access to the brightest 
ideas, a diverse and influential movement of 
like-minded people committed to building a 
better society, funding and advice to develop 
new ideas, the opportunity to share and utilise 
skills from within the network, and access to 
the facilities at RSA House in London. 

oliver Reichardt
RsA

In 1810 John Davis was awarded 50 guineas for 
his extendable fire ladder. Image courtesy of RSA/

If you are inspired by new ideas 
and share our commitment to 
positive social change then why 
not find out more about becom-
ing a Fellow of the RSA? We are 
delighted to offer members of the 
British Society for the History of 
Science the opportunity to apply 
for Fellowship taking advantage 
of a reduced joining fee. For more 
information about Fellowship and 
an application pack please contact 
Alexandra Barker at alexandra.
barker@rsa.org.uk or call 020 7451 
6896. We would also be very happy 
to provide members with a tour of 
the facilities at RSA House, please 
do get in touch if you would like to 
arrange this.  

Fellowship
offer
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The BSHS Outreach and Education Commit-
tee is pleased to announce its third ‘Great 
Exhibitions’ competition, kindly funded by 
the B.Gee bequest. This is the BSHS’s bien-
nial prize for exhibits on the history of sci-
ence, technology or medicine. The winners 
in the 2012 competition were the Science 
Museum for Codebreaker: Alan Turing’s Life 
and Legacy and the Royal College of Physi-
cians for Curious Anatomys.

Eligibility
The competition is open for any public exhi-
bition that deals with the history of science, 
the history of technology, or the history of 
medicine. Entries are welcome from institu-
tions in any country and exhibits may be 
permanent or temporary. Eligible exhibits 
must use artefacts or places of some kind 
and this may include buildings or locations, 
pictures, instruments, objects and books. 
Web-based exhibits are not eligible for the 

prize. The closing date is 1st September 2014 
and exhibits should still be available for view-
ing until the end of November 2014. There will 
be two prizes of £300, one for large and one 
for small exhibitions. The winning exhibit will 
be the subject of a special feature in Viewpoint.

Criteria
The main criterion for judging this prize is 
the audience’s experience and therefore the 
judges will consider:

1. Originality: does the exhibit speak to cur-
rent scholarly concerns within HSTM, HPS 
and/or STS? Does it present the audience with 
something new? Does it challenge precon-
ceptions?
2. Clarity: is the purpose or aim of this exhibit 
clear? Has it clearly identified what it wants to 
tell the audience about the history of science, 
technology or medicine? Is it easy to follow?
3. Design: is the exhibit attractive and engag-

ing? What makes this exhibit stand out 
from other exhibits? Does the design 
complement the subject matter?
4. Learning: does it cater for its intended 
audience well? How accessible is the 
exhibit to a range of different audiences? 
Does the exhibit encourage audiences to 
be reflective about the role of HSTM?

Judging
Please submit an entry form and support-
ing materials by 1st September 2014 to 
outreach@bshs.org.uk or Dr James Stark, 
Leeds Humanities Research Institute, 
University of Leeds, LEEDS, LS2 9JT United 
Kingdom. Supporting materials can either 
be up to 12 photographs of the exhibition 
or a 10 minute video. Whenever possible 
the judges shall visit the exhibition or 
nominate a member of the Society to do 
so. Any further queries should be ad-
dressed to outreach@bshs.org.uk.

Great Exhibitions 2014

The Crystal Palace after ther Great Exhibition, a paper negative by Benjamin Brecknell 
Turner, 1852. Image courtesy of Metropolitan Museum of Art, accession no. 2005.100.259.
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The Viewpoint Interview

Who or what first turned you towards the 
history of science? 
I was utterly baffled by science teaching 
at school, especially physics. I could never 
figure out when to follow theory and 
when to rely on common sense. Teach-
ing was a lot by rote learning and science 
seemed to have nothing to do with what 
the scientists I knew did and said. I be-
came very intrigued about how knowl-
edge works. My philosophy classes, which 
were really about history and philosophy 
of science, were totally enlightening in this 
respect. I think HPS should be compulsory 
in schools and science curricula. 

What are your favourite history of science 
books? 
Right now I am a great fan of Stephen 
Pinson’s Speculating Daguerre and John 
Tresch’s Romantic Machine; they’ve both 
completely transformed my perception 
of nineteenth-century science and of the 
history of photography. I am also very 
impressed by work that does not take 
academic forms and perhaps for this 
reason can be especially sharp: Thomas 
Pynchon’s novels, Adam Curtis’ documen-
taries or Martha Fleming’s exhibitions, to 
name just three, make virtuoso use of their 
chosen medium of expression to broach 
the questions that concern us in power-
ful ways, and with a finely tuned sense of 
history at that. 

Charlotte Bigg is a research fellow at 
the Centre Alexandre Koyré, Paris, and a 

member of the BSHS Council.

Which historical person would you most 
like to meet? 
The person on the street: I would give a 
lot to be in the shoes of a spectator of a 
panorama in 1800,  sitting in a popular 
astronomy lecture in 1880 or going to the 
cinema in 1910. 

If you did not work in the history of 
science, what other career might you 
choose? 
The law. I am fascinated by bodies of rules 
and how they work in society.  

What has been your best career moment? 
Probably clicking open my little cardboard 
suitcase in the submissions office on 
Mill lane, Cambridge to extract the three 
copies of my PhD on 3rd october 2001. 
I’d flown in from Berlin that day (I was 
at the Max Planck Institute at the time), 
having spent the previous night battling 
photocopiers, cycling across town at dawn 
barely hanging on to loose piles of paper, 
to a very friendly binder who accepted 
to work at an ungoldy hour on a bank 
holiday. 

 And worst? 
Not bad but pretty challenging: the first 
class I gave at ETH Zurich when I took 
up a position there a few years ago. The 
prospect of teaching in German to science 

and engineering students was already a 
cause for trepidation but then I found out 
that I couldn’t understand a word of what 
many of them said, in Schweizerdeutsch! A 
shared interest in aliens and science fiction 
turned out to be the best way to commu-
nicate across the barriers of discipline and 
language.  

What would you do to strengthen the his-
tory of science as a discipline? 
Internationally, the landscape of history 
of science is very differentiated. In many 
places history of science is struggling to 
exist or survive as an academic discipline. 
In others missgivings have been expressed 
about the potential uniformization resulting 
from an excessive “disciplinarization” of the 
field -- the ransom of success, perhaps. At is-
sue in both cases is among others the ques-
tion of whether or how history of science 
should be a discipline. Can we find a way of 
ensuring a a solid institutional basis within 
universities without needing to indulge in 
canons and boundary work? 

How do you see the future shape of the his-
tory of science? 
As a creative, open-minded, thought-pro-
voking niche, at the crossroads of academic 
disciplines and an audible participant in 
public thinking about science. Seen from 
abroad, British history of science seems a 
good example to follow. 
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