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Geology and landscape painting in
 

nineteenth-century England
 

MARCIA POINTON 

Does then the artist concern himself with microscopy, History, Palaeontology? 

Only for purposes of comparison, only in the exercise of his mobility of mind.
 
And not to provide a scientific check on the truth of nature.
 

Only in the sense of freedom. 1
 

The objects ofthis essay are twofold. In the first place, we are concerned to 
define the relationship between British landscape painting and geological 
theories and discoveries relating to the earth's history that were widely 
disseminated in the middle years of the nineteenth century. In the second 
place, the use that could be made of this knowledge by exploiting it in terms 
ofvisual imagery will be demonstrated through a detailed critical analysis of 
paintings by two educated and materially successful Victorian artists. The 
tension between representation and creation, between mimesis and inven
tion which Klee postulated in the first quarter of our own century can be 
seen as the pivot on which the nineteenth-century debate balances, whether 
its mode be verbal or pictorial. We are, in short, dealing with the dilemma of 
an age when the artist is exposed to novel views about the nature of his 
environment but when, at the same time, representational and objectively 
viewed landscape is regarded as a low form of art unsuited to the expression 
of universal truths and ideas. In order to understand this dilemma we must 
first look briefly at the more recent history oflandscape painting. 

In 1771, Sir Joshua Reynolds, speaking to the Royal Academy, said of the 
seventeenth-century French painter Claude: 

CIaude Lorrain ... was convinced, that taking nature as he found it 
seldom produced beauty. His pictures are a composition of the various 
draughts which he had previously made from various beautiful scenes 
and prospects ... That the practise [sic] of Claude Lorrain, in respect to 
his choice, is to be adopted by landscape painters in opposition to that of 
the Flemish and Dutch schools, there can be no doubt, as its truth is 
founded upon the same principle as that by which the Historical painter 

P. Klee, On modern art, hrst published 1924; (tr. and inrro. hy H. Read), London, 1948, 

P·49· 
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acquires perfect form. But whether landscape painting has a right to 
aspire so far as to reject what the painters call Accidents ofNature, is not 
easy to determine. It is certain C1aude Lorrain seldom, if ever, availed 
himself of these accidents; either he thought that such were contrary to 
that style ofgeneral nature which he professed, or that it would catch the 
attention too strongly, and destroy that quietness and repose which he 
thought necessary to that kind of painting 2 

Reynolds's main concern in his discourses is with History painting-- that 
is with morally elevating subjects from literature and history treated in the 
grand style of Raphael and Michelangelo. Landscape was a lowly genre of 
art but, in so far as it was admitted in the canon of taste, Reynolds's view of 
the relative merits of Claude and painters of the Dutch and Flemish schools 
remained virtually law until the end of the eighteenth century and was 
widely influential well into the nineteenth. We are referring here to British 
art but in fact similar academic tenets were strong in most European coun
tries at this time. 

In addition to the choice between Claudian tranquillity or the rude cot
tages and blasted trees favoured by, for example, Jacob van Ruisdael and 
Wynants, there were two further possible landscape modes available to the 
student of art in Reynolds's time. Salvator Rosa was widely admired for the 
dramatic way in which he exploited those accidents of nature which an 
Aristotelian approach to landscape excluded and h.is work became, not 
surprisingly, extremely popular with the authors and readers of Gothic 
novels towards the end of the eighteenth century.3 

The other possibility open to the landscape artist was never regarded as 
anything more than hack work by writers on art from Reynolds to Ruskin. 
Nevertheless, topographical landscape drawing and painting was an impor
tant industry throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Atten
tion has been drawn to the ability of eighteenth-century geologists to draw 
field sketches with a degree of competence as a factor of some importance in 
the development of the science.4 Certainly it is true that the leisured social 
classes from which many of these early geologists came were, through their 
education and environment, equipped in draughtsmanship. But the menial 

Sir.J. Reynolds, Discourses on art, ed. R. Wark, New Haven and Londoil. 1975, 'Discourse 
iv, Royal Academy T771', pp. 69-70. 

J For a useful discussion of modes of landscape painting and attitudes [Q nature in This 
period see L. Parris, Landscape in Britain Co J750-J850, London, Tate Gallery, 1973. 

, M. Rudwick, 'The emergence of a visual language for geological science 1760-134°', Elm. 
Sci., 1976, xiv, 149-95 (153). An extremely detailed and interesting discussion of the aesthetics 
of singularity with relation to geological features came to my notice toO late for any proper 
reference in my text. The article is, however, relevam to the subject of this essay; B. M. 
Stafford, 'Towards Romantic landscape perception: illustrated travels and the rise of "singu
larity" as an aesthetic eategory', Art O!.~art., 1977, ns i, 89-124. 
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status of the topographer needs to be emphasised in this discussion. The 
publication and wide dissemination of books on picturesque travel in the 
1780s was a peculiarly British phenomenon which had a very great influence 
on artists, writers and the public alike.s Landscape painting meant works by 
or in the manner of Claude Lorrain, Saivator Rosa, Rubens, or Rembrandt, 
and any attempt to render the specific truths of nature in panicular, as 
opposed to the divine artistry of Mother Nature, was despised as 'map
work'. Professor ofPainting at the Royal Academy 1799-18°5 and 18r0-25, 
FuseIi summed up the attitudes of his age when he described 'as the last 
branch of uninteresting subjects, that kind of landscape which is entirely 
occupied with the tame delineation of a given spot .. :.6 

Since the accurate recording of features of the landscape without im
provement or embroidery was essential to the geologist (who in some cases 
undertook these topographical studies himself and in other cases took artists 
along with him), one might reasonably expect the empirical tradition of the 
topographer to have had the greatest influence on the development of land
scape painting in the nineteenth century, the period when geology becomes 
a science of major importance. 

The tradition of topography was one in which the main aim of the artist 
was to reproduce accurately what he saw without embellishment and with
out the sort of refinement and analysis which artists like Girtin and Turner 
introduced into watercolour painting at the end of the eighteenth century as 
they felt their way towards a visual language capable of expressing not only 
the features of the landscape but also their personal response to the changing 
facets of the scene. But topographical artists, whose main tasks had been 
antiquarian or military (the recording of ancient buildings, harbours and 
coastlines) used an outline technique which was not well suited to the needs 
of the geologists. In fact, it is to those undisciplined artists who observed 
and incorporated into their pictures the accidents of nature Claude was 
thought to have rejected that we must first turn. 

In order to convey changes in the level and in the geological character of 
a terrain it was necessary to employ a more paincerly technique than topo
graphical artists had used. Gilpin advocated roughness and brokenness 
which led artists in pursuit of the picturesque to pay greater attention to 
texture in their landscapes and to abandon large unbroken colour washes. 
However, it was the coupling ofBurke's theories of the sublime to landscape 
that really opened the way to a union between art and geology.' It was not 
a question, as Rudwick suggests, of the accurate depiction of geological 

5 For example, W. Gilpin, Three essays: On picwresque beauty; On picturesque travel; and 
On sketching landscape, London, T792. 

• J. H. FuseJi, LeClures on painting, London, 1820, p. T85. 
7 E. Burke, A phdosophical irlquiry znto the origins of our Jdeas of the sublime and the 

beautijill, London, 1757. 
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formations (in, for example, views of the Isle of Staffa and of The Needles, 
from the second decade of the nineteenth century) as opposed to a pictur
esque view.8 Actually, eighteenth-century writers on science and those like 
Gilpin and Alexander Cozens, who were preoccupied with theories of the 
picturesque, shared a concern with classification and analysis. 9 

Topography was concerned with accuracy and this was important to 
mid-nineteenth-century landscapists, but the tradition of topographical 
draughtsmanship did not provide an adequate visual language for a geologi
cal age. This had to come from the picturesque and, above all, fr'Jm the 
sublime. The convincing evocation of scale is, it has been pointed out, the 
first requisite for the representation of the sublime. IQ Scale requires space 
and both are vital to any representation that pretends to convey either the 
scientific or the emotional truth of a geologically observed landscape. 
Moreover, the theories of the sublime that Burke had disseminated so 
widely were based on the principle of association. The sublime consists of 
an effect upon the human imagination and certain categories are more likely 
than others to produce these effects. One of these categories can most 
simply be described as accidents of nature, notable geological features like 
stupendous cliffs and overhanging precipices. (In this context Salvator Rosa 
becomes the model rather than Claude Lorrain.) Thus, on one level, the 
growing interest in geology in the nineteenth century was readily absorbed 
into an existing tradition remote from topography; and the ground was 
prepared for an alliance between landscape painting and geology which 
would operate as much through the imagination as through empiricism. 

Travel was as vital to the artist as to the geologist but there was always an 
overlap between documentation and creation. When the artist William 
Hodges accompanied Captain Cook on his second voyage round the world, 
his task was undoubtedly topographical in intention (that is, it was to 
transcribe literally the features he saw), but the file of tiny ant-like human 
beings struggling up the side of the inner crater transforms this bird's eye 
view of Mauna Loa in Hawaii into a view that might reasonably qualify as 
sublime [see Fig. 1].11 James Ward's Cordale Scar (1813),12 generally re
garded as the prototype of the romantic landscape, is a direct attempt to 
transcribe Burke's theories into paint but, in the process, Ward also repre
sents, with considerable accuracy, a specific and well known feature of 
geological interest. Cordale Scar represents the synthesis ofa new 'scientific' 
attitude to observation with a high degree of intensely subjective feeling. 

8 Rudwick, op. cit. (4), figs. 16, 17. 
9 See Gilpin, op. cit. (5), and A. Cozens, Notes for 'Principles of Landskip', British 

Museum MS, 1888-1-16-9-2 ... 5. 
10 A. Wilton in C. White (ed.), English landscape /6Jo--I850: drawings, prints and books 

from the Paul Me/Ion Collection, New Haven, Yale Center for British Art, 1977, p. xviii. 
11 Royal Pavilion Art Gallery and Museums, BrightOn. 11 Tate Gallery, London. 
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This combination is important for the development of landscape painting 
throughout the nineteenth century and is expressed most memorably in 
Ruskin's writing and in paintings of the fifties and sixties. 

Ruskin's father commented that his son had been an artist from boyhood 
but a geologist from infancy. Ruskin's own drawings demonstrate a remark
able degree of sensitivity and skill. His writing, however, in the first place 
manifests a deep-rooted belief in the aesthetics of the wonderful and the 
rhetoric of the mysterious that had been the basis of landscape depiction, 
literary and pictorial, since the second half of the eighteenth century, and in 
the second place stresses the moral end oflandscape painting, thus remind
ing us not only of the sublime but also of academic theory expressed by 
Reynolds: 

Whatever influence we may be disposed to admit in the great works of 
sacred art, no doubt can, I think, be reasonably entertained as to the 
utter inutility of all that has been hitherto accomplished by the painters 
of landscape. No moral end has been answered, no permanent good 
effected, by any of their works. They may have amused the intellect, or 
exercised the ingenuity, but they have never spoken to the heart. Land
scape art has never taught us one deep or holy lesson; it has not recorded 
that which is fleeting, nor penetrated that which was hidden, nor inter
preted that which was obscure; it has never made us feel the wonder, nor 
the power, nor the glory of the universe; it has not prompted to devo
tion, nor touched with awe; its power to move and exalt the heart has 
been fatally abused ... 

It is not, therefore, detail sought for its own sake-not the calculable 
bricks of the Dutch house painters, nor the numbered hairs and mapped 
wrinkles of Denner, which constitute great art, -they are the lowest and 
most contemptible art; but it is detail referred to a great end, -sought 
for the sake of inestimable beauty which exists in the slightest and least 
of God's works ...13 

Long after LyeWs explanatory work was known, the aesthetics of the 
sublime continued to be the basis on which people viewed geological fea
tures as mysterious, awe-inspiring, theatrical, and wonderful: 

Geology has scattered over plains many a 'wonder' for generations 
unborn; such as the scene represented which a correspondent at Sidney 
(who has favoured us with a sketch) describes as 'one of the most 
remarkable and mysterious features in Geology ever yet discovered'. 
The moon has lent her mystic influence to the scene. 14 

" J. Ruskin, Modem Painters ([ 844), 2nd edn., in The works ofjolm R:;skin, ed. E. T. Cook 
and A. Wedderburn, 39 vols., London, J 903-[ 2, iii, 2 I-2, ]2. 

1< Illustrated London News, 30 September 1854, p. 308. 
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In attempting to establish the way in which geological knowledge was 
absorbed into an existing aesthetic tradition so that gradually geological 
accuracy became an important criterion for the artist, it is worth stressing 
that the nineteenth-century geologist was treading the same or broadly 
similar paths to those that the traveller in search of the sublime and pictur
esque had trodden in the previous century. The twenty-one year old Charles 
Lyell, on vacation in Switzerland in 1818, visited SchafIhausen, the Mer de 
Glace and all the other classic sights of the grand tour at which Horace 
Walpole and Thomas Gray had marvelled in 1739 and Turner had sketched 
in 1802. 15 At SchafIhausen, Lyell visited the castle of Lauffen and looked at 
'a beautiful landscape of the Fall', with the aid of a camera obscura (a device 
frequently employed by eighteenth-century painters of views). It is only 
after he has made observations on the scene that he mentions 'the rock of 
limestone, and I found some fossil shells in it'.16 

The ability of artists like John Martin or Turner to suggest cosmic 
infinitude and the aesthetic grandeur of the earth's surface must have pro
foundly affected geologists. Notice, for example, not only Turner's consum
mate skill in the Liber studiorum engravings, but also the way in which he 
uses natural features to reinforce narrative content and spiritual values in 
Ulysses deriding Polyphemus-Homer's Odyssey (1829) where two violently 
lit, gigantic hollowed out arches, derived from studies made in the Bay of 
Naples the previous year, are placed midway between the two vesselsY 
J oh11 Martin's pictures use quasi-geological structures for supernatural 
effects, and it was doubtless Martin's vision of a preternatural landscape 
infused with protean energy [cf. Fig. 2J that Gideon Mantell had in mind 
when he commissioned Martin to design the frontispiece to The wonders of 
geology (1838). 

The pictorial language used by Hugh Miller reflects precisely that sense of 
awe before the indefinable that permeates Martin's vast canvases. Attempt
ing to offer explanations about geology, Miller is himself inspired by tradi
tional landscape imagery and thc aesthetics of the sublime: 'the sublime 
prospect presented to the geologist as he turns him towards the shoreless 
ocean of the upper eternity ... promontory beyond promontory, . , island 
beyond island-stretch out in sublime succession into that boundless ocean 
of eternity, whose sunless irreducible area their vast extent fails to lessen by 
a single hairbreath ... ',18 

15 For Gray's celebrated description of the Grande Chartreuse, see The CoYYespondence of 
Thomas Gray, 3 vols., Oxford, 1935, i, no. 71, Thomas Gray to Mrs Gray 13 Oerober 1739. 
For Turner see, for example, The Mer de Glace, Chamonix and Glacier and source of the 
Al'veiron, both warercolours, British Museum. 

16 K. M. Lye\!, The life, letters and joumals ofSir Charles f.yell, 2 vols., London, 1881, i, 79. 
17 National Gallery, London. 
18 H. Miller, First impressions ofEngland and its people (1847), [1 rh edn., Edinburgh, 1870, 

P·309· 
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When the British Association for the Advancement of Science visited the 
limestone caverns ofDudley in 1849, the Illustrated London News devoted a 
page to describing the site and recording the lecture delivered through 
a speaking trumpet by Sir Roderick Murchison, who, dressed in a 'pictur
esque and striking' costume of shepherd's plaid and Tyrolean hat spoke on 
the Dudley formation. Afterwards, we are told of a veritable Martinian 
spectacle in which: 

red and blue fires were lighted at various parts of the caverns, the effect 
of which was striking and magnificent in the extreme, and drew forth 
shouts of admiration from the crowds who thronged the caves; and, as 
each successive blaze revealed the extent and form of the place, lighting 
up the projections and angles of the rocks, scenes of indescribable gran
deur were produced. The visitors who had arrived earliest at the caverns 
then retired to make room for others who could not till then enter; and 
all strove to get into the fresh air from the sulphureous vapours arising 
from the burning of the coloured fires. 19 

Such sharing of language and imagery is to be expected since the eight
eenth century recognised no dichotomy between art and science; both were 
directed towards enlightenment. This interdependence lay behind the 
manifest aim of The Artist, a journal edited by Prince Hoare between 1807 
and 1810 which provides an apt illustration of the aspirations of early 
nineteenth-century men of culture and learning: 

It is the design of The Artist to seek professional information on the 
subject of the liberal arts in the most distinguished sources of his coun
try, and to present their recondite stores in familiar garb to his readers. 
With these offerings he proposes to connect accounts of the modern 
improvements in science, and such observations on them as experience 
and equally appropriate study can best supply. With this view, he re
gards every adept of Art or Science under the general description of an 
Artist, or the active student of Nature and Science; for the practice 
which renders science useful to life, what is it but Art? 20 

The easy absorption of speculations, discoveries and researches of geolo
gists in the first half of the century into existing aesthetic traditions made it 
more difficult for the Victorian art world to accept the authoritative views of 
Sir Charles Lyell even after they were widely known. The popular Art 
JournaL, first published as che Art Union in 1839, carries not a single refer
ence to geology and little discussion of other sciences until, in an editorial of 
1854, it announced patronisingly that: 'Both abroad and at home the men of 
science would appear to have been reposing. The astronomers have been 

19 Illustrated London News, 22 September 1849, p. 201.
 

20 The Artist (papers I807-ID collected in I vol.), London, 1810, pp. IO-I!.
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adding to the number ofsmaller planets, but these discoveries are so numer
ous that they cease to interest us.'n 

The following year, 1855, the Journal carried a short anonymous article 
entitled 'Geology; its relation to the Picturesque' in which readers leaving 
town to spend summer in the country are advised that they might find 
pleasure in the study ofgeology: 'This science is by many supposed to teach 
little more than a knowledge of the varieties of rock formations, to deal with 
a few dry details connected with earths and minerals, and, perchance, to 
develop a few curious matters, generally regarded however as rather specu
lative, in relation to remote ages of the earth's history.' After this apologetic 
beginning, the writer goes on to the premise that 'all beauties of landscape' 
are 'completely dependent' on 'great geological phenomena'. Working on 
the assumption that the sole object of the landscape painter is the literal 
transcription of the seen and understood world, the writer briefly discusses 
the differences between landscape in different geological areas.22 

In 1862, a hostile review of The student's manual of geology appeared in 
the ArtJournal. 'A love ofwhat is above the surface of the earth rather than 
of what is beneath it, must be our confession', the reviewer begins, and 
concludes with the Kingsleyian assertion, 'next to astronomy, there is no 
science which has revealed so much of the power, wisdom, and goodness of 
the creator of the world [as geology],.23 

Then in 1863, the Journal carried five long articles by Professor Ansted24 

on science and art subdivided into sections on water; plains; tablelands, hills 
and valleys; clouds, air and atmospheric meteors; mountains; and, finally, 
'on the General relation of Physical Geology to the Progress of Landscape 
An in various countries'. All the articles contain a great quantity of factual 
and scientific information, but the final essay is in many ways the most 
interesting as it puts forward positive notions about the relationship be
tween landscape painting and geology on a more than merely 'how to do it' 
basis: 

Until some interest was felt by the general public, and by educated 
people, in pursuits out of which have arisen the science of Geology, and 
various departments of physical geography, there was really no taste for 
landscape Art among civilised nationsP 

The author does not suggest even an approximate date for the rise of 
landscape art but it seems fair to assume that, since all his examples from 
painting are taken from a period after the first thirty years of the nineteenth 
century, that he is thinking of a post-Lyellian age, thus ignoring Rubens, 

21 Art]., 1854, pp. 367-8. 22 Art]', 1855, pp. 275--6'. 
2' Review of]. Bee1e Jukes, The student's manual ofgeology, Art]', 1862, p. 179. 
2< David Thomas Ansted F.RS, 1814-80, Professor of Geology al King's College, London, 

and Assis1ant Secretary of the Geological Society 1844-7. " Art]., 1863, p. 235. 
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Claude Lorrain, Salvator Rosa, Richard Wilson, and Thomas Gains
borough, not to mention a host of other earlier landscape painters. Turner's 
skies and coastal views, Stanfield's cliffs and water, the trees ofBirket Foster, 
the cornfields of Linnell, the rocks of Edward Lear; these present the 
standard of excellence because, it is suggested, they studied the laws of 
nature. In other words, Ruskinian truth to nature is the one and only 
criterion by which landscape painting can be judged.26 

Considering the examples cited, one is drawn to conclude that there is 
some confusion here between a laudable desire that the scientific bases of 
landscape be understood and an admiration for technically highly-finished 
landscape painting. The omission of Ford Madox Brown and the Pre
Raphaelite avant-garde is not, perhaps, surprising. Despite the innovatory 
nature of their representations of the external world, the Pre-Raphaelite 
Brotherhood was always more genuinely interested in art and historicism 
than nature. Most of the artists mentioned are precisely those whom Ruskin 
praises in Modern painters and Academy notes for their attention to detailed 
execution and truth to nature. Constable, who refused to acquiesce to the 
demands of the Esta blishment for finicky finish, is not mentioned. 

How the geological-artistical school of criticism reacted to Constable can 
be judged from a remark made by Ruskin's protege, John Brett: 'Constable 
took so superficial an interest in nature that he never took any pains to study 
her laws. All he cared for was to get rough and hasty resemblances ofplaces 
that he liked to frequent in early life, especially when the weather was 
showery and squally.'27 This, of course, is far from the truth. We now 
recognise the efforts that Constable made to master the causes of natural 
phenomena in his landscape art. His meteorological studies of the I 820S are 
well known but it is worth drawing attention here to the interest that 
Constable showed in geology, especially in 1833 when he made notes on 
a well-sinking operation on Hampstead Heath and passed them on to his 
son, J oho Charles, who was engaged in scientific studies.28 

To return to Professor Ansted's article, we must notice that the author's 
historical hypothesis is expanded to embrace a geological theory of style. 
The German eighteenth-century writer, Winckelmann, whose works, trans
lated and distributed widely, became extremely influential throughout Eu
rope, had expressed the belief that the climate of Greece had produced 

2. 'I shall look only for truth; bare, clear, downright statements of facts; showing in each 
particular, as far as I am able, what the truth of nature is, and then seeking for the plain expres
sion of it, and for that alone.' J. Ruskin, Modem painters, in The works, op. ciro (lJ), iii, 138. 

27 J. Bren, 'Landscape at the National Gallery', Fortn. Rev., t895, ns lvii, 623-39 (638). 
Ruskin made it his responsibility to supervise Brett's sketching holiday in the Alps in J 858 and 
to give him a thorough 'hammering'. Ruskin to his father, 26 August 1858, The works, op. cit. 
(13), xiv, pp. xxiii-xxiv. 

2a Letters of September and October 1833,John Constable: further documents and corre
spondence, ed. L. Parris and C. Shields, London, Tate Gallery, 1975, pp. 85-91. 
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perfect manly beauty which in turn resulted in the serene grandeur of 
classical art.29 Given the English climate, we in this country could never 
hope to establish a worthy school of History painting. Since the foundation 
of the Royal Academy in 1768, landscape had been regarded as an inferior 
branch of art in comparison with History painting, according to the scale of 
values established by Reynolds in his Discourses. Professor Ansted adapts 
Winckelmann's climatic theory of art, suggesting that the artist who lives 
among mountains 'will acquire an eye for bold outline', while he who lives 
on the plain 'will chiefly appreciate and represent, the details of composi
tion'. Having made this assertion, all that remains for the author to do is to 
establish that the British Isles offers a great geological variety of landscape 
and we have a positive theoretical basis for believing in the vitality of native 
British nineteenth-century landscape painting. This the author proceeds to 
do. Now, at last, the science of geology had provided the means for an 
absolute frame of reference for the landscape painter and, through the 
association of this lowly art form with a spectacular new science, landscape 
might become as elevated and didactic an art form as History painting. Since 
the British excelled at landscape painting, our national cultural pride might 
thus be saved: 

Sacred and historic pictures, and even paintings less serious but equally 
human, are now fully recognised as teaching important truths; and 
volumes have been written to explain them ... But landscapes also teach 
lessons, and may be suggestive of much that is valuable. It is to render 
these lessons more true and more impressive, and to idealise representa
tions of nature either inanimate or clothed only with vegetable life, that 
Science steps in and assists Art. A landscape that is the result of some 
study of nature's methods and laws-that is a true representation of 
what the intelligent and instructed artist can teach-is, in this sense, 
a lesson; it affords insight into nature's ways, it points out and directs 
attention to conditions of the structure of rocks ...30 

Although he mentions the union 'that cannot be dissevered existing be
tween the external world and that inner world ... that makes up the 
individuality ofeveryone amongst us',3) Professor Ansted ignores the tricky 
questions concerning the symbolic value oflandscape or the effect of intro
ducing human activity into accurate pictorial transcriptions of landscape. 
Both these questions troubled Ruskin and his followers. 

Reviewing John Brett's Val d'Aosta (R.A. 1859), Ruskin drew attention to 
a theory of historical landscape which Ansted undoubtedly had in mind 
when writing for the Art Journal four years later. This was not concerned 

29 J. J. Winckelmann, The hiswry of ancient art (1764), in D. Irwin (ed.), Winckelmann: 
writings on art, London, 1972, pp. 104-44. '0 Art]', 1863, p. 235. Ibid.}1 
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with Homeric epic scenes in a landscape setting32 but with pictorial repre
sentations of the environment in which the physical history of the landscape 
was manifest. 'Yes, here we have it at last-some close-coming to it at least
historical landscape, properly so called-landscape painting with a meaning 
and a use ... Historical landscape it is unquestionably; meteorological also 
.. .'.33 Yet, having extravagantly praised the picture, Ruskin then proceeds 
to find fault with the artist's neglect of sentiment and emotion. It is insuffi
ciently poetical. It is, as a writer later described Brett's A morning amongst 
the granite boulders (1873), mirror's work not man's.34 

The Art Journal enjoyed a wide circnlation and Ruskin was the most 
influential single writer on art of his age. Moreover, the Vietorian artist was 
expected to be a cultivated and knowledgeable member of society, a respon
sible educator and guardian of public taste. There can be no doubt, in view 
of this, that by the middle of the century artists were generally in possession 
of at least the sort of basic knowledge about geology available from these 
sources. Two specific examples help to illustrate this. Thomas Seddon, writ
ing home from Marseilles on his way to the Easr in 1853, was able to convey 
the predominant colour and composition of the landscape he wished to 
describe by reference to its geological structures as well as to its appearance: 

Avignon.... The hills around are formed of a white calcareous rock, 
very broken, and almost bare-their grey hue only broken by a little 
dusty mint, and a few prickly herbs, with some olives and pointed 
cypresses, and stunted pines, wherever a ledge or hollow allows a little 
soil to lie.35 

Edward Lear, sketching in the Middle East in 1854, records not merely the 
colour of rocks but also their geological composition as annotations to his 
drawings.36 

However, considering the writings on geology that we have examined 
from the Art Journal for the period 1848-63 and some of Ruskin's com
ments, it becomes apparent that geology did not always open up new 
dimensions of knowledge and experience to the landscape artist. It often 
reinforced academic attitudes to art because it lent itself to geographical and 
historical theories about the progress of art and provided an absolute stand
ard analogous to that of the classical nude for the History painter. Study of 
the nude depended on knowledge of anatomy. It is interesting, therefore, to 

32 The skercbing club founded by Thomas Girrin in 1799 boped to establish a scbool of 
historic landscape, tbe subjects being original designs for 'poerick passages'. See J. Hamilton. 
The Sketching Sonety 1799-[851, London, Victoria and Alberr Museum, \971. 

J3 J. Ruskin, The work" op. cit. (13), xiv, 234-7. 34 Art]., 18n,p. 2}6. 
3~ J. P. Seddon, A memoir and letters ofthe late Thoma, Seddon by hi, brother, London and 

Edinburgh, 1858, p. 26. 36 E.g. Mahatla, watercolour, Brighton An Gallery. 
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note that writers on geology used anatomical metaphors when describing 
their own scientific activities. 37 

Discussion on landscape and the environment in the 1750S and 1760s was 
controversial but it embraced a considerable variety of viewpoints ranging 
from the sharadwadgi of Sir WiIliam Temple to the purely topographical 
country-house view, and from ItaIianate vistas to Gainsborough's Cornard 
WOOd. 38 One effect of geological science on landscape painting in the 18 50S 
and I 860s was undoubtedly very restrictive. The popular appeal ofLyell and 
Ruskin must, to some extent, be responsible for the suppression of elements 
of fantasy in landscape painting. The acceptable norm in landscape painting 
at this period was a view in which are transcribed all natural features. The 
alternatives were not regarded as real pictures: 

Drawing and colour, without reference to air, may succeed in producing 
an effect adapted for a Chinese exhibition, and might be adapted to the 
oriental taste of the Greek church, but they would certainly not be 
admitted as producing a picture in the ordinary sense of the word ...39 

Geology opened up new areas to the landscape painter that had hitherto 
been ignored. To Gilpin, the South Downs were boring40 but to an artist and 
public possessed of some knowledge of their history and freed from re
straints imposed by eighteenth-century expectations of picturesque beauty, 
they became interesting. Yet, despite this widening of the horizon, land
scapes were still graded, now according to a system dependent on geological 
instead of aesthetic classifications. Truth to nature did not mean a realism 
which sought to defy the inevitable process of choosing. Ruskin was sur
prised that Brett had made such a good job of a chalk flint landscape in The 
stonebreaker and hurried the artist off'to the granite Alps as quickly as he 
could.41 

Another problem which attention to geology posed for the artist was that, 
deprived of the traditional schemata of landscape painting- repoussoir tree, 
recessional perspective carefully marked out, dark foreground, light middle 

J7 Art].. r863, p, r49: 'Mountains are the ... skeletons whose more marked ridges and more 
prominent bones are manifest through all the coating of muscle and flesh and skin and are 
recognised at once as the foundation of everything that is manly and vigorous in external 
nature.' H. Miller, 0p. cit. (18), p. 175: 'When Signor Sarti exhibits his anatomical models, he 
rakes up one cover after' another .. , until at laSt the skeletOn is laid bare. Let us, in the same 
way, strip the vast landscape here of its upper integuments.' 

3fi T. Gainsborough, The COTna.rd Wood, 1748, National Gallery, London. 'Sharadwadgi' 
was a term used in Chinese-style gardening. " Art]., r863, p. 193· 

40 W. Gilpin, Observations OTt the coasts of Hampshire, Sussex and Kent, relative chiefly to 
picturesque beauty made in the summer of the year r774, London, 18°4, pp. 40-1. 

<I 'Nearly the last stone I should ever have thought of anyone's sitting down to paint would 
have been a chalk flint, If he can make so much of that, what will Mr. Brett make of mica slate 
and gneiss?' J. Ruskin, The works, op. cic. (13), xiv, 171. 
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ground, precisely located figures, and so on, - the artist found it difficult to 

indicate scale. There was a feeling that the vaster the area depicted, the vaster 
the canvas had to be. Thus Ruskin found himself complaining that 'there is 
no occasion that a geological study should also be a geological map' and 
thought that Brett's Val d'Aosta, which he possessed, 'would have been more 
precious if it had been only half the Val d'Aosta'.42 

The prime concern oflandscape painters in western Europe had been the 
illusion of space. Now that the substance of the earth was more important 
than the representation of distance, it was difficult for the artist to indicate 
a total scale. It is impossible to tell whether some of Brett's, Lear's or 
Ruskin's pictures depict hundreds of feet or one foot of rock [see Fig. 3]. In 
the hands of a highly imaginative artist this circumstance could, itself, be 
exploited. This is precisely what William Dyce does in his painting of David 
with his harp in a geologically convincing Scottish landscape.43 The doubt 
about scale is not acute here because the human figure provides some stand
ard by which to measure but as there is only one figure and no real indica
tion of distance we do not know his height and therefore are not able fully to 
'read' the scale of the landscape. The degree ofdoubt that remains reinforces 
the sense of vulnerability and isolation of this figure. 

By 1850 geology seems to have led us to an impasse in which the painter, 
vying with the photographer, produces increasingly proficient but sterile 
images of his environment. Yet a few artists were able to move beyond 
appearances and the daunting authority ofscientific laws and theories about 
progress. They saw that geology could provide the artist or indeed the 
writer not merely with the means to the sort of stunning pictorial clarity 
which Ruskin admired in Brett's Val d'Aosta, but also with visual metaphors 
for metaphysical concerns centred on man's knowledge of himself and the 
world about him. Writing on the subject of bribery in Past and present 
(1843), Carlyle was able to exploit a general interest in geology in a highly 
effective way to expose what he regarded as the moral degeneracy of his age: 

In sad truth, once more, how is our whole existence in these present 
days, built on Cant, Speciosity, Falsehood, Dilettantism; with this one 
serious veracity in it: Mammonism! Dig down where you will, through 
the Parliament-floor or elsewhere, how infallibly do you, at spade's 
depth below the service [sic], come upon this universal Liars-rock sub
stratum!44 

The artist was able in a similar way to use geology metaphorically. One 
painting by John Brett and two by William Dyce illustrate the effectiveness 
of this imagery. 

" J. Ruskin, Academy notes, in The works, op. cit. (13), xiv, 293 .
 
., W. Dyce, Dav£d, c. 1855, private collection.
 
" T. Carlyle, Past and present (1843), London, 1888, p. 218.
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FIG. 3. John Ruskin, Study of gneiss rock, Glenfinlas, pen and wash, Ashmolean 
Museum, Oxford 
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John Brett (r831-1902) was described by Ruskin as 'one of my keenest 
minded friends'.45 He was a remarkably versatile man who published papers 
on astronomy, participated in an expedition to Sicily to observe a solar 
eclipse, and became a Fellow of the Royal Society.46 He built himself a house 
in 1877 which, in design, anticipated Bauhaus functionalism, and he became 
a highly skilled photographer. The latter interest, and the increasing pros
perity which enabled him to take his large family on long voyages around 
the coasts of Britain in his yacht, had a detrimental effect on his art; and the 
repetitive coastal scenes which he exhibited year after year towards the end 
of his life (probably painted from photographs) lack originality and vision. 
However, before quarrelling with his mentor, Ruskin, over a scientific mat
ter in 1864,47 Brett produced one memorable picture, The stonebreaker, 
exhibited in the Royal Academy in r858 [Fig. 4].48 

The picture comprises a view of Box Hill, Surrey, with a young boy in the 
foreground who is breaking up stones whilst his puppy playfully chews 
a cap nearby. It is summer and the shadows indicate that the time of day is 
late afternoon. 

A stonebreaker in chalk country is very likely to find fossils and, there
fore, the nature of the activity portrayed by Brett establishes a speculative, 
theoretical dimension to the picture. It is, after all, no coincidence that the 
pioneer geologist, William Smith (1769-39), was apprenticed to a surveyor, 
and that Hugh Miller (r802-56) first became interested in geology when he 
worked for a stonemason and observed ripple marks on the bed of 
a quarry.49 Stonebreakers must have been amongst those who supplied 
specimens to fossil shops like the one at Lyme Regis. By portraying a stone
breaker, Brett not only presents a figure that fulfils the demands of pictur
esque landscape but implies, on the one hand, the whole topical question of 
geology and, on the other, the pressure of social issues like poverty and 
labour. 

The boy's occupation immediately arrests our attention. Two classes of 
people broke up stones with hammers in early Victorian England, stone
breakers and geologists. Stonebreakers were among the most wretched and 
poverty-stricken people in any rural community since stonebreaking was 
the task given to men and boys who were on parish poor relief. Not only 
were they compelled to suffer the stigma of the workhouse but their degra
dation was on public view as they sat working by the highway. Geologists 

4.< J. Ruskio, Modem painters, In The works, op. cit. (13), vii, 360. 
46 H. H. Tunnel', obituary in Monthly Notices Roy. Astron. Soc., 1902,lxji, 238-41. 
+7 J. Ruskin to D. G. Rosseui,July 1865, The works, op. cit. (13), xxvi, 494. 
" Board of Trustees of the National Museums and Galleries on Merseyside (Walker Art 

Gallery, Liverpool). 
.. H. Miller, My schools and schoolmasters or the swry ofmy education (1854), Edinburgh, 

18 79, p. 155· 
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were, generally, from a wealthy and highly educated class. The Reverend 
Adam Sedgwick recounted how a lady who saw him searching for fossils 
among some stones laid by the road mistook him for a stone breaker. She 
gave him a shilling in gratitude for information about the locality and out of 
pity for his poor state. 

Next evening, to my great amusement she came to dine at the house 
where I was staying. I recognised her at once, but she did not know me, 
in my altered dress. She was visiting Wales for the first time, and was full 
of enthusiasm for the scenery and the people. 'They are so obliging, and 
so communicative', she said; 'only yesterday I had a long conversation 
with an old man who was breaking stones on the road. He told me all 
I wanted to know, and was so civil that I gave him a shilling.' I could not 
resist the pleasure of saying, 'Yes, Ma'am, you did, and here it is!'50 

Stonebreaking was an occupation for the very young or for those in 
extreme old age. The existence of this youthful stonebreaker implies, there
fore, a whole lifespan. His youthfulness raises for us a mirror image of old 
age. We recall Landseer's picture of 18}1 in which a young girl brings lunch 
to her stone breaker grandfather [Fig. 5]51 and Courbet's Stonebreakers 
(185 I )52 in which an elderly man and a very young boy work side by side. 
Henry Wallis's Stonebreaker (1857)53 is a Carlylian figure who has actually 
died with his hammer in his hand. The rosy-cheeked health of our 
stonebreaker simply serves to reinforce the inevitable sense of man's life
span which is so very brief in comparison to the only receutly understood 
geological time-span, evidence of which is seen in the 'stony forms of the 
dead existing millions',54 lying behind and before his solitary figure. 

If we compare Brett's landscape with an eighteenth-century painting at
tributed to George Lambert of the same view [Fig. 6], we may observe 
a number of differences. 55 By 1858 Box Hill had long been a famous land
mark, partly for the extensive views it offers and partly on account of the 
antiquity of the plantation of box trees which used to cover its sides. 
Towards the end of the eighteenth century the trees were sold and the 

.0 J. W. Clark and T. McKenny Hughes (eds.), The li(e and letters of the Reverend Adam 
Sedgwick, 2 vols., Cambridge, 1890, ii, 573-4. I am grateful to Roy Porter for drawing my 
attention to this passage. 

S! Board ofTrusrees of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London. 
52 Destroyed 1945, known from photographs. 
'.\ Birmingharn City An Gallery. ,. MilJer, op. cit. (18), p. 82. 
ss Tate Gallery, London. The identification of the landscape subject has recently been 

que$Tioned, but no definitive evidence has been produced to demonstrate that it is not Box 
Hill. On purely visual evidence rhis would seem [Q be the locarion. See also Richard Wilson's 
smdy for a lost painting of BOle Hill. The drawing, in the Mellon collection, the Yale Center 
for British Art, is a wide panoramic view with a group offigures in the foreground and appears 
to lwve been taken from the same spot as Lambert's view. 
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cutting of much of the timber accounts for some of the differences. 56 Lam
bert's landscape, however, shows greater and different evidence of habita
tion. In it we can see the amateur sketching, the huntsman resting, the 
landowner inspecting his labourers who are cutting the corn. The nature of 
the human activity establishes this landscape as an ordered and cultivated 
scene reflecting the ordered and cultivated society whose representatives are 
active within it. In Brett's picture we have, instead, a large-scale single figure 
in the foreground and a huge heap of flints, depicted in minute detail. The 
juxtaposition of youth and geology concentrate the attention on human ,md 
universal time-spans. 

If we examine the background of Brett's picture we find we can just 
discern midway between the boy's head and the tree, the London to 
Shoreham railway, which runs through the gap cut in the chalk downs by 
the River Mole. The Victorian ideal of progress which the railwq embodies 
is endorsed by the existence of the stonebreaker whose labour helps to make 
roads. 

Stonebreakers were among the poorest labourers in Victorian England. 
Representations of them in literature and art habitually present miserable 
downtrodden specimens of humanityY Brett's youthful and healthy young 
man is the antithesis of this and the total mood of the picture, reinforced by 
sunshine, pet dog, bright neckerchief, the bird which sings on the tree-top, 
and the embodiment of progress in transport by road and rail establishes a 
memorable note of optimism. Reading of Tennyson's fearfulness in In 
memoriam and recalling Ruskin's well known cry, 'jf only the Geologists 
would leave me alone, I could do very well, but those dreadful hammers! I 
hear the clink of them at the end of every cadence of the Bible verses',5~ it is 
easy to conclude that acknowledging the reality of geological time was a 
depressing business for Victorians. In fact, implied in geological time is the 
cyclical process of renewal. The dead tree trunk behind the young 
stonebreaker bears a new branch, new growth. London is twenty-three 
miles away, several hours of travelling time. Far from any reminder of city 
filth and degradation this rosy-cheeked young man breaks his stones in 
tranquil, unspoilt nature, in a land which bears all the signs of present 
repose, former disturbance and future improvement for the human race. 

The effectiveness of The stonebreaker depends not only on its iconogra
phy but also on its mode of execution. Brett, a follower of Pre-Raphae1ite 

,. F. Shoberl, The beautres of England and Wales, ed. .J. Brinon and E. W. Brayley, 17 vols., 
London, 1801, erc., xiv, 159- 60. 

>7 An imeresting coroilary to this appears in a recent children's book: E. Fairfax-Lucy and 
E. P. Pearce, The rhildren 0/ the house, London, 1968. The book is based on E. Fairfax-Lucy's 
recollections of his Edwardian childhood. The worst fate that could hefall the son of ~ gentle
man who failed to work hard would be to become a stonebreaker. This is the l.hreat thar hangs 
over the head of the son of rhe house. 

" .J. Ruskin to Henry Adand, 1851, The works, op. cit. (13), xxxvi, 115. 
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techniques59 involving minute detail and brilliant colour, was praised by 
their champion, Ruskin, for going beyond anything the Pre-Raphaelires had 
yet done in some points of precision in rhis picrure. 6o The rreatment ofdetail 
speaks for itself, but Bretr's analytical examination of rhe landscape is 
worthy of commenr. Shorr of an aerial photograph, I imagine it would be 
difficulr ro find a represemarion of a given landscape rhar more clearly 
revealed the underlying strucrure and irs geological hisrory. Brert left no 
verbal account of his intentions in The stonebreaker bur two passages from 
his unpublished writings seem parricularly relevant to a srudy of this paim
ing. Brert was keenly aware of the transitory nature of human experience 
and, writing from Farnhursr, Sussex on r3 January 1853, he meditated how 
grear men 'make a little sensation and then drop out of sighr'. He rhought ir 
would be berrer ro be remembered in the hearts of a few, 'or even to be 
known appreciated loved only by one pure spirit-there would be some 
hope of success here-rhe heart's blood would nor flow away into an ocean 
or over a heap of flint srone'.61 Later, in a note in an album dared 30 January 
1862, Brerr described the appearance of human flesh in a passage which 
reveals the considerable powers of observation and analysis that the artist 
possessed: 

In flesh rhe red elemem is common ro lighrs and shades. The semi 
opaque yellowish cuticle is of equal transparency and polish every
where, but is unequally corrugated according to its tightness or loose
ness over angles, being fully stretched, its surface ret1ects most perfectly, 
over soft muscles and in hollows ir lies like a ploughed field srill equally 
polished bur the surfaces being broken up ... bur at deep angles they 
produce almosr rhe depressive effect of ground glass. In the recesses of 
the corrugation rhe maximum transparency of the article is appreciable 
and the blood colour shows irself; on the ridges well surrounding lights 
are reflecred producing eirher a confused greyness or whireness accord
ing ro the degree of colour of the light.62 

William Dyce, who died in 1864, was a prominent figure in the Victorian 
art world. A Royal Academician, ecclesiologist, and expert on art educarion, 
he was very much more of an intellectual rhan John Brerr. He paimed 
a limited number of pictures but nearly all of them are characterised by 
complex imagery drawn from rhe narural world. Pegwell Bay: A recollection 
ofOctober 5th, 1858 [Fig. 7],63 which Dyce exhibited in 186o, is arguably his 

,. for a detailed discussion of this subject, see A. Staley, The Pre-Raphaelite landscape, 
Oxford, 1973. 60 J. Ruskin, Academy notes, in The works, op. cif. (13), xiv, 171. 

61 John Bretr's diary, private collection MS. I am indebted to David Cordingly for drawing 
my attention to this passage. .2 An album of sketches, private collection MS. 

•, Tate GaJlery, London. This discussion of paintings by William Dyce first appeared in M. 
Pointon, 'The representation of time in painting: a study of William Dyce's Pegu·ell Ba,Y: 
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most popular and best known work. It has always provoked a response 
which, though not consistently favourable, has been remarkable for its 
intensity. In 1902, D. S. MacColl thought of the artist 'dwelling on the 
shores of chalk that he has painted in a desperate pallid gleam of imagina
tion' and felt that the painting was pervaded by gloom: 'It is as if man had 
come to the ugly end of the world, and felt bound to tell.'64 A more recent 
critic described Pegwell Bay as 'at once simple and wise ... perfect in 
execution and yet filled with an unequalled personal feeling', and wrote of 
'the crystal-clear sky where the late afternoon light gives a curious feeling of 
waiting, of unease mingled with joy, of a calm solemnity which was for the 
artist the dominating emotion of this fifth of October which he has so 
magnificently perpetuated'.65 

What are the ingredients in this painting which have provoked such an 
emotional response? Dyce portrays the shore ofPegwell Bay near Ramsgate 
with the tide out on a cool Autumn day. A few people wander about the 
shore, fishing in rock pools, leading donkeys, catching the shrimps for 
which the bay was famous at the time, and, in the case of the male figure at 
the far right of the canvas, carrying artist's materials. Perhaps this is the artist 
himself since this is a very autobiographical picture and we know the fore
ground figures to be (from right to left) the painter's wife and her two sisters 
and one of the artist's sons.66 In the sky Donati's comet, first observed on 
2 June 1858, can be clearly seen (though not, unfortunately, in a photo
graph). 

Whilst we have no sketches and little documentary evidence to bring to 

bear on an examination of Brect's The stonebreaker, the reverse is the case 
with Peg well Bay. Whether or not Dyce accurately depicted the geophysical 
features of the site and whether or not he used photographs to assist him are 
matters that have been hotly disputed. James Dafforne, writing in the artist's 
lifetime, denied that the painting was based on a photographP The artist's 
cousin, the eminent Shakespearean scholar Alexander Dyce, suggested that 
William Dyce had embellished the features of Pegwell Bay and misrepre
sented the colour of its cliffs.68 In fact, Dyce had been a close friend ofDavid 
Octavius Hill since the 1830S and certainly knew about photography. It is 
clear, however, from comparing the watercolour sketch, dated October 
1857,69 on which Dyce based his picture, with the finished work that he was 
a recollection of October 5th, J8 i8', Art Hist., 1978, i, 99-1°3. Further information concerning 
Dyce and his contacts with scientists will be found in my book, Willlam Dyce, [806-[864: 

a critical bIOgraphy, Oxford and New York, 1979. 

•, D. S. McColl, Nineleenth-centttry art, London, J902, p. J 15.
 
65 M. Brion, Art of the Romantic Era, London, J966, pp. 95-8 .
 
•• Dyce papers, Aberdeen An Gallery MS.
 
• 7 J. c. Dafforne, 'William Dyce R.A.', Art j., J860, pp. 293-6. 
6' A. Dyce, The reminiscences of Alexander Dyce, ed. R. J. Schrader, Columbus, Ohio, 

1972, pp. 212-3. •• Privale collecrion. 
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not primarily concerned wi[h a literal transcription of his surroundings. 
Details like the condi[ion of [he fence at the right and the presence of figures 
vary but there are also major differences in the geological structure of the 
cliff. In the finished painting the caves have become shallower, the cliffs 
higher, and a prominent gulley has replaced the central cave. Most 
significant is a change in mood. The emotional effect of the sketch is concen
trated in the power of the landscape. The figures in the painting fail to 
weaken the dominance of the natural surroundings but they introduce an 
element of dream, of nostalgia, and of the consciousness of time passing. 

The full title, Pegwell Bay: A recollection o/October 5th, 1858, stresses the 
quality of memory, and the date of the sketch (r857) suggests that the 
memory which is celebrated in the picture, exhibited in 1860 and presum
ably painted in 1859 or 1860, is of a time more distant than is indicated in the 
title of the painting. In his insistence on recollection, Dyce was at variance 
with the practice of Pre-Raphaelite artists who spent hours ensuring com
plete visual accuracy. Dyce succeeds in rendering a landscape with extraor
dinary clarity and an air of exactitude but his main concern is with the 
intellectual response to this particular environment. Pegwell Bay is a paint
ing about time, explored through an image of a particular moment in time. 

As a young man in Aberdeen, the son of a Professor of Medicine at 
Marischal College, Dyce had studied natural philosophy and wrote, in 1832, 
a prizewinning essay on electra-magnetism. Moving to Edinburgh in the 
early 18)os, he could not have failed to be aware of the Werner-Hutton 
controversy that had been raging there. Dyce's friends were academics and 
men of science. His nephew, lames Clerk Maxwell, was to become one of 
the greatest scientists of the century. After moving to London, Dyce became 
Professor of Fine Arts at King's College in 1844 and, although his activities 
there seem to have been minimal, through his appointment and through his 
friendship with men at the newly established Chemical College, he is likely 
to have been cognisant with at least the general tenor of scientific thinking at 
this time. 

The original sketch for Pegwell Bay was painted, as we have seen, the year 
before the date which appears in the title of the exhibited work. Dyce's 
inclusion of a date in the title does not spring from the desire to record, 
accurately and scientifically, weather conditions on a particular day which 
motivated Constable, William Mulready and other nineteenth-century Eng
lish landscape painters,7o There is scarcely a perceptible movement of sea or 
cloud in Pegwell Bay and no breath of wind stirs the ladies' shawls. There 
can be only one reason for the date given by the artist, and that is Donati's 
comet. Dyce chose to paint the day on which the comet appeared at its most 
brilliant and when its development was being recorded by astronomers all 

70 See Constable's cloud studies in the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, and drawings 
by William Mulready in the Whitwonh Art Gallery, the University of Manchester. 
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over Europe?1 On 2 October 1858, The Illustrated London News printed an 
account of the progress of the comet from its own correspondent: 

The comet becomes more and more brilliant on each evening that it can 
be seen and bids fair to exceed all those which have been visible since the 
wonderful one of 181 I, of which we have heard so much ... As a short 
sketch of the history of the present remarkable comet, we may state that 
it was discovered by M. Donati, the astronomer, at Florence, on June 2 

of the present year, when it was of extraordinary faintness ... It may be 
stated for certain ... that the comet is now passing directly to the star 
Arcturus, and, as the comet and this star are the brightest objects in the 
western heavens during the evenings, its course on October 5th may 
easily be traced. At six pm ofOctober 5 it will be a very little to the right, 
and a very little to the south of Arcturus, and we hope our readers may 
have a clear sky to witness the conjunction of two such bright objects, 
which will be separated by but a very short distance. 72 

Pegwell Bay is, therefore, an extremely topical painting. It could be that 
Donati's comet in the painting simply pinpoints the day and the time more 
accurately. However, astronomy is not the only science which plays a part in 
the imagery of the painting. Tennyson described astronomy and geology as 
'Terrible Muses'n and Hugh Miller viewed astronomy ('the depths of 
heaven') and geology ('the bowels of the earth') as natural polarities.74 It is, 
surely, no coincidence that astronomy, represented by the comet, is accom
panied in Dyce's painting by her sister muse, geology, apparent in the 
crystalline clarity of the chalk cliff and the shell-strewn beach. The artist's 
relatives are seen in microscopic detail, strung out like pebbles in a stony 
land where all activity is desultory and meaningless, whether that of the 
donkey-keeper, the artist, or the boy looking for shells or fossils. Humanity 
is threatened on either side by the 'Terrible muses' of which it seems un
aware. The figures do not eye astronomy or geology or even each other. The 
painter transfixes time: a particular moment on a particular day in 1858. The 
comet, however, dominates that late afternoon and represents a system 
immensely distant in space ('on Oct 2nd ... it is sixty-two million miles 
from us') and incalculable to any degree of accuracy in time ('it would seem 
that this comet will return in 2100 years time; but with comets of this period 
... calculators cannot be certain to a few centuries'),75 The 'Terrible muses' 
deny the validity of a single human life and, even more, of a single day. 
Nevertheless, sea-shell gathering is-it would appear-the only reality for 
these people in this place on this day. 

71 Illustrated Londort News, 16 October 1858, p. 349.
 
72 Illustrated London News, 2 October [858, p. 309.
 
lJ 'Parnassus' (1889), in C. Ricks (ed.), The poem, of TermysorJ, London, 1969, p. 430.
 
" Miller, op. cit. (18), p. 307. 7S Illustrated London News, 2 October (858, p. 309.
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Significantly, Lyell mentioned astronomy in order to indicate that his 
subject, despite its immensity, is microscopic in comparison with that of the 
astronomer: 

the geologist may admire the ample limits of his domain, and admit, at 
the same time, that not only the exterior of the planet but the entire 
earth, is but an atom in the midst of the countless worlds surveyed by 
the astronomer.7 6 

A man of Dyce's intellectual standing would certainly have been familiar 
with LyeWs theories. Tennyson was early in his reading of Lyell, whose 
views prompted some painful speculations in In memoriamJ7 Lyell's Princi
ples ofgeology was widely known and accepted by the 'fifties. A letter from 
Dyce to his brother-in-law, written in 1860, the year in which Pegwell Bay 
was exhibited, testifies to the artist's knowledge of geology and his under
standing of erosion or 'the process of disintegration': 

The only place I have seen in Scotland which reminds me of the very 
wild parts of North Wales is Glen Rosa in Arran ... but there are 
a hundred such places in Wales ... and the mountains are generally more 
rugged, stony and precipitous, more awful and terrible looking than 
anything I know of in Scotland ... One great cause of the beauty of the 
Welsh mountains is, I think, to be found in their geological formation. In 
Scotland the granite mountains, by the process of disintegration become 
rounded and their asperities smoothed down ... but in Wales, the 
material being slate rock, it does not crumble like granite into dust or 
sand but splits and tumbles down in huge flakes which leaves the peaks 
from which they have fallen as sharp and angular as if they had never 
been acted upon by the atmosphere at all.7 8 

During his first and only visit to Wales in I 860, Dyce painted a picture in 
which he reiterates the imagery of time which is central to Pegwell Bay. 
However, Welsh landscape with two women knitting [Fig. 8)79 makes no 
concession to nostalgia, to memory, or to affection-that is, to those ele
ments which man uses as a weapon against time and which Dyce's contem
porary, Tennyson, exploited so effectively in his poem In memoriam. Welsh 
landscape, which is harsh in colouring (probably due to the influence ofPre
Raphaelite art) is entirely lacking in any sort of pastoral lyricism or subjec
tive evocation of mood. It is as severe a statement as one could expect to find 
in a painting which draws on the traditions of naturalistic landscape and 
genre. It cannot, however, be explained simply as a realistic representation 

70 C. Lyell, Element, of'geo[ogy (1838), revised edn., London, 1865, p. 2. 

77 Published in 1850 bur wriucn over a period of rwcnry ycars. 
" W. Dyce w R. D. Cay, 20 Ocrober [860, Dyce papers, Aberdecn An Gallery. 
79 Private collection. 
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of Welsh natives in their natural habitat. 80 The two women, surrounded by 
ancient rock formations, are knitting. Their activity, like Penelope's weaving 
or the ominous knitting of the black-clad old woman at the beginning of 
Conrad's Heart of darkness, suggests the inexorable progress of time. The 
woman on the right is young and beautiful. The face of the woman on the 
left is wrinkled with extreme old age and yet her age is as nothing compared 
to the age of the rocks on which she is seated. Above the two Welsh women 
a sickle moon suggests the cyclical routine of the universe beyond man's 
control. In Welsh landscape with two women knitting the only sign of 
habitation is a small hut in the background. This painting and Pegwell Bay 
differ from the traditional English inhabited landscape. Pegwell Bay lacks 
the fishing boats and fishermen which typify the genre and which Dyce 
himself introduced into earlier seashore scenes.Sl Nor is it characterised by 
the frenetic holiday fun which we associate with W. P. Frith's Ramsgate 
Sands82 and other paintings celebrating the Victorian seaside. Behind Frith's 
holidaymakers is a substantial and dignified terrace of houses. Man has put 
this beach in its place. Pegwell Bay is almost as devoid of human habitation 
as Welsh landscape. Only the roof of a house is seen above the cliffs which 
are threatened with erosion and loom ominously over a pebbly beach, itself 
witness to the way in which geological time grinds rocks into stones. Unlike 
the authors of guide books who extol the beauties of Pegwell Bay viewed 
from its commanding cliffs where, in the 'fifties a stately row ofmarine villas 
was erected,S3 Dyce takes up his position at the foot of the chalk cliffs. The 
human figures consequently appear completely vulnerable. They are neither 
dishevelled by wind nor dirtied by sand, but their clothes are hardly 
sufficient shield against the eye of the comet and of the rocks, neither of 
which they see. Dyce's coherent and sensitive appraisal of human perplexity 
before the beauty and the threat of time made discernible in nature is 
equalled in its period only, perhaps, by Matthew Arnold's Dover Beach with 
its 'grating roar of peb bles' and its'eternal note of sadness' at the loss of 
religious faith and disillusionment with human progress. Arnold's metaphor 
of ebb and flow is a powerful one. The pictorial artist in the nineteenth 
century did not work with literary metaphor but through the articulation of 
the visible world. Dyce in Pegwell Bay and Brett in The stonebreaker 
eschewed the verbal explanation and long discursive title which are the 
hallmark of much English painting of this period from Turner to Ford 
Madox Brown. In these most provocative and questioning of paintings, the 

Se See L. Nochlin, Realism, London, ]971, p. 124: a 'harmless representation ofcolourfully 
costumed natives in their natural habitat'. 

at See, for example, Culve" Cliff; Isle of Wight, watercolour 1847-8, Mellon collection, Yale 
Center for Bri tish Art. 8z 1854. Royal Collection. 

" Shoberl, op. ciL (56), viii, 985; and anonymous author, The land we live in: apictorial and 
literary sketch book ofthe B,itish Empire, 4 vols., London, n.d. [c. 1850J, i, 157. 
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artists achieve, through primarily pictorial means (the title ofPegwell Bay is, 
despite its comparative brevity, important), the portrayal of two concepts of 
geological time in opposition to human, daily time, the one pervaded by 
a mood of optimism, the other bearing the hallmark of intelligent pes
SimIsm. 

The stonebreaker and Pegwell Bay are unusual paintings. Executed in 
a period when speculation and revelation about our physical environment 
made it difficult for artists to continue to look at nature as a benign 
reflection ofdivine power or to regard landscape painting as 'the last branch 
of uninteresting subjects',84 these two paintings unite an intellectual re
sponse with a desire to record. The eye and mind are activated through 
association in scenes that do not avoid the role played by the visual artist in 
observing and recording rather than philosophising and discoursing. The 
locations are precise, the detail faultless, and yet this sort of precision is not 
an end in itself. By the end of the century, the function of landscape art as 
information (a tradition the roots of which lie in seventeenth-century to

pography) was dead. Modern media have made the topographical draughts
man and landscape painter superfluous. The preoccupation with empiricism 
and with optical truth, which we have observed as a major factor in British 
landscape painting in the 'fifties, was finally worked out in the canvases of 
Impressionist artists in France from the decade of the 'sixties onwards. For a 
continuation of the tradition in which carefully selected and geologically 
accurate landscape is used as imagery in philosophically discursive art, we 
must turn to Max Ernst, who created mysterious (and strangely urban) 
landscapes by taking rubbings from natural substances like tree bark, or, 
indeed, to Paul Klee, the mathematician, musician and artist, who recorded 
pictorially his simultaneously physical and psychological discoveries about 
the world around him. 

•• Fuseli, op. ci[. (6), p. 185. 
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