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I n t r o d u c t i o n

Constructing Scientific Communities
Gowan Dawson and Jonathan R. Topham

In March 1828 the Scottish landscape gardener and author John Claudius 
Loudon outlined the vision for his new Magazine of Natural History. First, 
with individuals the world over being occupied in “discovering new objects, 
or in explaining the nature of those already known,” the periodical would assist 
active “students of nature” in keeping up “their state of knowledge with the 
progress of science.” Secondly, it would “extend a taste for this . . . knowledge 
among general readers and observers, and especially among gardeners, farm-
ers, and young persons resident in the country” by

subjecting every part of the science to discussion, in a language in which all 
technicalities are explained as they occur; by inviting every reader to commu-
nicate every circumstance, even the most trivial, respecting the native habits 
and habitations of plants, the localities of minerals and strata, and peculiar or 
striking states of the atmosphere; by encouraging all who are desirous of infor-
mation to propose questions, to state their doubts, the kind of information they 
desire, or their particular opinion, on any part of the subject.1

Loudon’s eager hope was that his periodical would not only become a tool 
to make new scientific observers, but would also draw those observers to-
gether with others who were already proficient into an enlarged community 
of interconnected practitioners. Observations that might be thought “trivial” 
would be rendered “truly valuable when viewed in reference to general con-
clusions.” Thus might “persons wholly unacquainted with Natural History as 
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2 Introduction

a science” learn to become valuable scientific observers. “In this way,” Loudon 
concluded, “we hope to call forth a new and numerous class of naturalists.”

Loudon’s editorial vision was characteristic of many of the scientific and 
medical periodicals that, as part of a vast proliferation of print more gener-
ally, increasingly deluged the reading public in nineteenth- century Britain, 
threatening at times to overwhelm the postal system by which they were often 
distributed (fig. 0.1). Whether motivated by the desire to maintain a sense of 
connectedness and common purpose among members of a learned society or 
professional body, by the intention to recruit and discipline new observers, 
or by the commercial imperative to maximize a market, periodicals played 
a key role in defining and developing communities of scientific practition-
ers and the new participants whom Loudon sought to encourage. While, of  
course, these ambitions were often not fully realized, as our fifth chapter shows 
was the case for Loudon’s Magazine of Natural History, they nevertheless 
acted as powerful determinants of the role and form of scientific periodicals. 
This volume sets itself to examine these distinctive qualities in relation to the 

F i g .  0 . 1 .  “Six o’Clock p.m.: The Newspaper Window at the General Post- Office,” from 
George Augustus Sala, Twice Round the Clock; or, The Hours of the Day and Night in London 
(London: Houlston and Wright, [1859]), 233. Reproduced by permission of the Victorian Stud-
ies Centre, University of Leicester.
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Constructing Scientific Communities 3

wholesale transformations in the scientific enterprise that occurred during the 
nineteenth century. In the course of doing so, it sheds an instructive sidelight 
on the current lively debate concerning the purpose, practices, and price of 
scientific journals in the twenty- first century.

For much of the last century, scientific periodicals have been thought of pri-
marily as vehicles of certified knowledge. Underpinned by the process of peer 
review, scientific papers have been seen as the embodiment of scientific discov-
ery, and as the basis of scientific authority and reputation. So pervasive have 
such perspectives been that historians have sometimes struggled to see how 
relatively recently these functions have developed, and to grasp how different 
scientific periodicals were in the past. In recent years, a concerted effort has 
been made to eschew this presentism and “denaturalize the scientific paper 
as the dominant genre of scientific life.”2 Yet, as scholars have striven to show 
that the characteristics of scientific periodicals taken for granted in the early 
twenty- first century only emerged by degrees over the course of the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries, a further question has arisen. If the scientific 
periodicals of the nineteenth century are not to be thought of in essentialist 
terms as the favored genre of legitimated knowledge, what is the historian to 
make of them? What, in other words, was their precise function and role in the 
making of nineteenth- century science?

This book focuses on one key aspect of the larger history that is thus un-
locked. Rather than thinking of scientific periodicals primarily as the favored 
locus for authorized scientific discovery, our approach here is to examine the 
role that they played in the development and functioning of more or less co-
herent collectives within the sciences. One of the enduring problematics in 
interpreting science in nineteenth- century Britain has been to find a means 
of characterizing the diversity, complexity, and often disharmony of its un-
familiar preprofessional communities of practice. An early suggestion in the 
1970s that scholars might use prosopography (a kind of collective biography 
designed to establish the common attributes of members of a group) to investi-
gate membership of these communities fell on deaf ears. A generation of schol-
arship, however, has since taken us far beyond the unhelpfully anachronistic 
dichotomy of professionals and amateurs to appreciate the social complexity 
of nineteenth- century science. Artisan botanists and mechanical technicians, 
we now recognize, were integral to the diversified communities of practice 
engaged in scientific work.3 More recently, historians have transcended an-
other unhelpful dichotomy— that between elite and popular— in recogniz-
ing that the communication of knowledge to a diversity of audiences plays a 
crucial role in its very construction.4 Understanding how science worked in 
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4 Introduction

nineteenth- century Britain entails improving our grasp on its social topogra-
phy and the ways that communities formed and operated.

In this context, the scientific and medical periodicals whose numbers grew 
dramatically in nineteenth- century Britain (see fig. 1.1) offer an especially valu-
able and barely touched resource. As with the proliferating forms of scientific 
print more generally, those who produced these periodicals sought to garner 
more or less sizeable groups of purchasers and readers. However, periodicals 
were distinctive, albeit not unique, in their serial character. This had several 
important consequences. To begin with, the expected continuance of the pe-
riodical required the drawing together of a group of readers with sufficient 
commonality of interest to sustain ongoing publication. Periodicals were thus 
often founded by pre- existing groups, such as societies and clubs. In any case, 
they were produced with the ambition of developing a relatively stable and re-
liable group of consumers, although the prodigiously high rate of rapid failure 
demonstrates that that ambition was not easy to fulfill. In addition, the serial 
form of the periodical— extending through time— offered many more oppor-
tunities for readers to engage with those producing it, and with other readers, 
than was the case with a standard book. As issue followed issue, the periodical 
and the group of readers it fostered were shaped by the comments and re-
sponses of readers themselves, in contributed articles, letters pages, and other 
interactive formats which, appealing both to readers eager to exchange infor-
mation and to proprietors with a vested interest in encouraging purchasers to 
come back for each issue, were one of the characteristic features of commercial 
science journals. Moreover, relationships often developed between readers, 
whether through learning about each others’ activities in the pages of a peri-
odical, or through the private communications that the periodical spawned.

Reexamining the scientific and medical periodicals of nineteenth- century 
Britain from this perspective promises radically to enhance our vision of the 
shifting communities and practices of science in the period. Much of the best 
work in this area currently focuses either on societies or on individual in-
teractions. Martin Rudwick’s classic study of Darwin in 1830s London, for 
instance, focused on the “social and cognitive topography of geology” very 
largely within the oral context of private and society discussion, especially 
among what Rudwick termed “gentlemanly specialists.” Similarly, Anne Sec-
ord’s important study of the interactions of artisanal and gentlemanly botanists 
offered a sophisticated analysis of correspondence as the “primary form of so-
cial interaction” within their shared community.5 While such studies are indis-
pensable, periodicals afford a large additional body of detailed evidence about 
the workings of communities of scientific practice. In particular, periodicals 
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Constructing Scientific Communities 5

themselves played a crucial role in constructing, negotiating, and disrupting 
such communities, and all the more so as the century went on. As chapters in 
this volume show, sciences such as geology and botany came more and more 
to depend on periodicals for their community- building, practice, and identity, 
with societies— and even scientific fields— sometimes only coming into exis-
tence once a journal had established the existence of a group of like- minded 
individuals.

This volume begins to address the neglect of scientific periodicals in 
nineteenth- century Britain from this broader perspective. Given the large 
numbers of such periodicals— a conservative estimate suggests that something 
well in excess of a thousand titles were published, some of which lasted for 
the entire century— it is beyond the scope of this book to offer systematic, 
let alone comprehensive treatment. While this introduction outlines a new 
historiographical orientation to the history of science periodicals, the next 
chapter offers something of a chart of the historical terrain. The chapters that 
follow provide a series of representative examples from across the range of sci-
entific subjects and time periods. These are not meant to add up to a tight and 
cohesive account, but rather should be taken in the spirit of “samplings and 
soundings” that exemplify the larger issues.6 While subject coverage is wide, 
ranging across natural history, the physical sciences, and medicine, inevitably 
some areas (for example, chemistry) do not receive treatment. The emphasis 
on Britain is also, in part, pragmatic, allowing for a more focused exploration. 
The highly entrepreneurial character of British publishing, the population’s 
high degree of literacy, and the notably voluntarist character of British science 
all make the British case an especially suggestive one.7 Never have scientific 
periodicals been more important in constructing scientific communities than 
they were in nineteenth- century Britain.

This having been said, the focus on scientific communities developed in 
this volume has much wider relevance— both for other countries, and also for 
other time periods. Of course, much will be gained by further developing the 
analysis within a larger international perspective. While broadly similar con-
cerns relating to the construction of scientific communities recur in different 
national and regional contexts, the manifold variations exhibited  splendidly 
point up the national and regional differences in the organization of both 
scientific communities and scientific work. In the German lands of the late 
Enlightenment, for instance, the distinctively rapid expansion of specialist sci-
ence periodicals reflected an interest in consolidating particular communities 
of knowledge in the universities of separate and to some extent competing 
states.8 In the early American republic, by contrast, it was a single periodical, 
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6 Introduction

Benjamin Silliman’s American Journal of Science and Arts (1818– ), published 
from New Haven but distributed across the Eastern seaboard, that enabled 
the rival scientific groups in the urban centers of Philadelphia, New York, and 
Boston to transcend their local enmities and come together for the first time as 
a unified national community, a process subsequently consolidated by the for-
mation of the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 1848.9 
Moreover, periodicals have played a key role not only in enabling readers to 
imagine and engage with national communities of practice, but also in enabling 
them to imagine transcending such limitations in the construction of trans-
national communities.10 The approach developed in this volume thus invites 
further development in relation to other national and supranational settings.

The historical perspectives offered here also cast important new light on 
other time periods, including the early twenty- first century debates concerning 
the future of the scientific journal. As scientists, universities, and funders be-
come ever more radical in questioning the dominating role of modern scientific 
periodicals as vehicles of authorized knowledge that authenticate the expertise 
of scientists, so the alternative vision developed here of their role in construct-
ing scientific communities becomes useful in offering conceptual tools to assist 
in that reevaluation. For instance, just as Loudon sought to use his new maga-
zine to expand the community of scientific practitioners, so modern scientists 
are questioning what forms of communication can facilitate the involvement of 
“citizen scientists” and others beyond the academy. Likewise, as in the nine-
teenth century, changes in communication technology and the economics of 
publishing are now seen as opportunities to expand the communities of practi-
tioners. Moreover, such changes are again being understood in relation to con-
cerns about securing accountability for scientific knowledge among a wider 
public, comprising increasingly well educated citizens. As several participants 
observed at a recent Royal Society symposium on the future of the scientific 
journal, the “centrality of communities” is a key strand linking discussions of 
journals in the nineteenth and twenty- first centuries.11 Thus, while this book 
is entirely historical in focus and approach, the themes it explores are highly 
topical, and its findings have bearings for contemporary science.

The remainder of this introduction offers a historical and historiographical 
overview of science periodicals in nineteenth- century Britain that serves to 
situate the more detailed studies in the individual chapters and elaborates on 
the larger analytical framework. We begin with a review of the existing liter-
ature, situating our approach in relation to the “communication turn” in the 
history of science, and to the recent growth of interest in the distinctiveness 
of nineteenth- century science periodicals. The following section then offers 
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Constructing Scientific Communities 7

a more developed account of this volume’s approach to such science periodi-
cals, outlining some of the key themes. Finally, we provide an overview of the 
book’s contents, showing how the various chapters exemplify and explore 
those themes in further depth.

F r o m  P u b l i s h e r s  a n d  E d i t o r s  t o 
S c i e n t i f i c  C o m m u n i t i e s

British periodicals of the nineteenth century first became the subject of sus-
tained scholarly attention from the mid- 1960s, with the inception of the Welles-
ley Index to Victorian Periodicals (1966– 89), the founding of the Research 
Society for Victorian Periodicals (1968), and the commencement of the Wa-
terloo Directory of Victorian Periodicals (1970 ).12 However, it was not until 
the late 1970s that scientific and medical periodicals became a distinct focus 
of scholarship.13 A number of this first generation of studies by historians of 
science and medicine were naturally designed to chart and survey the his-
torical output of periodicals, characterizing and enumerating different types 
and the patterns of their production.14 Especially useful, though, were studies 
that pushed beyond this to consider the role of editors and publishers in pro-
ducing and managing scientific periodicals. Encouraged by Roy MacLeod’s 
historical centenary supplement to Nature in 1969, Jack Meadows and William 
Brock were prominent in opening up the practical, commercial, and strategic 
world of scientific periodical production. Meadows had written a biography of 
Nature’s founding editor, Norman Lockyer, while Brock became interested in 
the importance of commercial science journals in nineteenth- century Britain, 
which accounted for almost two- thirds of the 535 scientific titles listed in the 
first phase of the Waterloo Directory. In 1984 the two completed a study of the 
leading Victorian printers and publishers of scientific periodicals, Taylor and 
Francis, which still serves as the most useful overview of scientific periodical 
publishing in the period.15

Brock and Meadows’ study of Taylor and Francis drew attention to many 
of the practical and commercial issues involved in scientific periodical pub-
lishing, but proved especially informative regarding the role of publishers and 
printers, who acted “as midwives in the creative process of bringing forth 
periodicals,” making “decisions about which forms of scientific literature 
could survive in the market place,” as well as the work of scientific editors, 
including Richard Taylor and William Francis themselves.16 In placing such 
emphasis on the practical aspects of publishing, Brock and Meadows drew 
on the work of Susan Sheets- Pyenson, who in the early 1980s completed two 
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8 Introduction

groundbreaking studies of the publication of natural history periodicals in 
the 1830s, showing what could be learned from careful attention to publishing 
records.17 These works also underpinned a valuable and distinctive study by 
David Allen, offering an account of how natural history periodicals became 
economically viable during the first half of the nineteenth century.18 Mean-
while, historians of medicine began to attend to periodicals more seriously, not 
only charting the output and sampling the content, but also seeking to expose 
the important role of editors in shaping and producing them.19

While this first cluster of studies began to delineate some of the terrain and 
highlight the methodological issues involved in getting to grips with the great 
efflorescence of scientific and medical periodicals in nineteenth- century Brit-
ain, it did little to offer a larger historiographical vision. It is striking, indeed, 
that the introduction to W. F. Bynum, Stephen Lock, and Roy Porter’s collec-
tion, Medical Journals and Medical Knowledge (1992), ran to just five pages, 
with the editors noting that it was “remarkable,” in view of their “vast impor-
tance,” how little “the history of scientific, technical, and medical journals” 
had been studied.20 What larger historiographical visions there were, notably 
the one offered by Robert M. Young, actually cast scientific periodicals as 
deleterious agents of the “fragmentation of the common intellectual context,” 
with Young arguing that it was the “popularity of Nature among increasingly 
professional scientists,” along with the emergence of other similarly special-
ized journals, that shattered the “rich interdisciplinary culture” established 
by general periodicals earlier in the nineteenth century.21 Another large- scale 
perspective came from those interested in exploring the rhetorical history of 
the scientific “article,” but, as historians have shown more recently, such work 
has sometimes lacked historical nuance and needs to be reevaluated in the light 
of the growing awareness of the historical variability in scientific periodicals.22 
From the perspective of this volume, however, the most suggestive of these 
earlier studies was Sheets- Pyenson’s examination of “popular science periodi-
cals in Paris and London,” with its innovative analysis of how such periodicals 
fostered the development of distinctive communities of scientific practice.

Focusing on popular periodicals in early- nineteenth- century London, 
Sheets- Pyenson came face to face with the ways in which such publications 
encouraged as one of their primary goals the active involvement of readers in 
the scientific enterprise, with workers being invited to contribute their own 
findings in the context of an open- ended vision of inductive science. Moreover, 
she found in many of these periodicals a divergent vision of the “canons of 
scientific investigation, criticism, and explanation,” terming this scientific ac-
tivity “low” science, in contradistinction to the “high” science of the “scientific 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Constructing Scientific Communities 9

establishment.” For Sheets- Pyenson, these “low” periodicals served an im-
portant part of the “pyramid” of British scientific readers who expected to be 
able to contribute to the work of science.23 She also explored the importance 
of such contributions to science in her innovative study of Darwin’s reading 
of natural history journals. That such an important philosophical naturalist 
should be engrossed by the observations and comments of readers in the Mag-
azine of Natural History helps to situate such individuals within the larger 
scientific domain, in which observations by “An Admirer of Nature, Ipswich” 
and “Miss Kent” sat cheek by jowl with those by such learned naturalists as 
William Kirby and William Swainson (fig. 0.2). Indeed, what Darwin most 
valued in the Magazine of Natural History was its willingness to publish what 
he termed “discussions & observations on what the world would call trifling 
points in Natural History,” and, as Sheets- Pyenson showed, these ostensibly 
trifling points, which were a distinctive facet of many commercial scientific 
journals eager for cheap copy, were a vital source of descriptive information and 
detailed data in the period when Darwin was initially formulating the theory of 
natural selection.24 While Sheets- Pyenson suggested that the open ethos of her 
early journals was later supplanted by a professionalizing ethos in the 1860s, 
chapters in this volume show that the story was not as linear as that suggests.25

Sheets- Pyenson’s interest in periodical readers, communities of practice, 
and the social topography of science has been developed further in more 
recent studies. One major impetus for this has been the publications of the 
Science in the Nineteenth- Century Periodical (SciPer) Project at the Univer-
sities of Leeds and Sheffield. This project, which ran from 1999 to 2004, was 
devoted to examining the representation of science, medicine, and technology, 
and the interpenetration of scientific and literary discourse, in the general pe-
riodicals of nineteenth- century Britain, but the project brought the insights 
of periodical studies to bear on the history of science more generally. In par-
ticular, it highlighted the importance of even general periodicals in scientific 
communication and debate, drawing out their role in developing and defining 
audiences, and in facilitating discussion and interaction over time. Periodi-
cals were, SciPer suggested, publications in which new communities of read-
ers could be developed, sharing certain interests in and attitudes toward the 
sciences, negotiated in an ongoing conversation between editors, publishers, 
writers, and readers. In such publications, the participants in a new commu-
nity of enquiry could learn to recognize each other as sharing a common en-
terprise, shaping their ideas into a scientific discipline, as was the case, for 
instance, with so- called “baby science” between the 1860s and the 1890s.26

This work on science in general periodicals reflected a more general turn 
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Constructing Scientific Communities 11

among historians of science toward the role of communication processes in 
the making of scientific knowledge.27 James Secord’s seminal 2004 article 
“Knowledge in Transit” reviewed the growing interest in the “movement, 
translation, and transmission” of scientific knowledge, suggesting that the un-
derpinning historiography needed to be more systematic and ambitious. His 
inspirational vision of a systematic focus on communication as constitutive of 
scientific knowledge placed a new emphasis on moving beyond the “what” of 
scientific communication to the “how,” “where,” “when,” and “for whom.” 
Moreover, as Secord and others have suggested, such a reorientation offers 
a helpful way out of the sterile and often anachronistic distinction between 
“popular” science and science proper. Rather than thinking of certain forms of 
communication as merely popular, Secord’s framework renders the full range 
of scientific communication of relevance in the making of science.28 From the 
perspective of this volume, such a view is clearly valuable in suggesting to the 
historian that the communication that took place through the whole range 
of scientific periodicals, from the costly transactions of prestigious specialist 
societies to the cheapest of commercial journals, should be taken seriously as 
part of the work of science.

Perhaps partly in consequence of the new scholarly focus on communica-
tion, the last decade has witnessed a great resurgence of interest in scientific 
periodicals in nineteenth- century Britain. A common feature of this work has 
been a growing sense of the extent to which such periodicals were markedly 
different from the early- twenty- first century conception of the scientific jour-
nal as the prime location for making accredited contributions to the sciences 
and building reputation and careers. As Secord pointed out in an import-
ant overview of scientific print in the nineteenth century, “What it meant for 
something to be a scientific periodical, and the role of periodical publication 
regimes within the sciences, was radically uncertain right through the middle 
years of the nineteenth century.”29 This point has been developed in a number 
of more detailed studies. Jonathan Topham and Iain Watts have explored the 
distinctiveness of the first British commercial science journals, the purposes, 
uses, and readerships of which were notably different from modern journals.30 
At the other end of the century, Melinda Baldwin’s important history of the 
journal Nature shows that it was founded with a strikingly unfamiliar vision 
of what a scientific periodical should be, and describes the long process of 
transformation by which it came to have its more familiar character. Indeed, 
the journal that is now the international benchmark for modern science pub-
lishing was initially intended to appeal to both scientific practitioners and the 
general public; only later, with the increasing specialization of science and the 
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journal’s growing emphasis on news of the latest research, did it come to be 
directed more narrowly to specialist practitioners. A similar series of changes 
and transformations is currently being brought to light by the longue durée 
history of the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society undertaken by 
Aileen Fyfe and her collaborators.31 Equally significant is the recent work of 
Alex Csiszar, which offers an overarching view of the vigorous process of ex-
perimentation with scientific periodicals in nineteenth- century London and 
Paris, and the developments that resulted in many of the familiar characteris-
tics of the modern scientific journal.32

These studies have put the history of scientific periodicals in the nine-
teenth century on a new footing. By more consciously historicizing the form 
of the scientific journal, they have drawn attention to new questions about the 
changing purposes of such periodicals over this key transitional period. The 
introduction to Baldwin’s study of Nature argues that the journal “came to 
define a scientific community” whose boundaries were “constantly shifting, 
constantly being renegotiated and redefined.” The Philosophical Transactions 
project team also emphasize the role of periodicals in enabling “geographi-
cally dispersed scholars to communicate, and sometimes to coordinate, their 
research,” and in helping to “establish and police knowledge communities.”33 
In a related way, Csiszar has laid great emphasis on changing conceptions of 
the publics for science in a post- Enlightenment world, drawing on Thomas 
Broman’s important study of periodicals in eighteenth- century German medi-
cine. As Csiszar points out, the discursive category of the public became key in 
the Enlightenment in securing legitimacy, and the new periodicals of the nine-
teenth century wrestled with how to use the notion to this end.34 Nonetheless, 
the distinctive role of scientific periodicals in the creation and management of 
scientific and medical communities remains little explored. Fyfe points out 
in her recent survey of the field that, “We know far too little about the distri-
bution, circulation and readership of scientific journals.”35 More than that, 
historians have much to gain by learning about how those involved— from ed-
itors and publishers to readers and contributors— used scientific periodicals 
to shape communities of practice. It is this research agenda that the current 
volume sets out to address.

R e t h i n k i n g  t h e  R o l e  o f  t h e 
S c i e n t i f i c  P e r i o d i c a l

As the historical review in the following chapter shows, scientific, medical, 
and technical periodicals were not only extremely numerous in nineteenth- 
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century Britain, but also extremely diverse. Few resembled the peer- reviewed 
scientific journals familiar in the early twenty- first century, manifesting instead 
a wide variety of characteristics, purposes, and practices. This returns us to 
the key historiographical question with which we began. What framework can 
the historian bring to bear on the scientific periodicals of nineteenth- century 
Britain that provides a means of navigating this complicated terrain? The cen-
tral claim of this volume— that scientific periodicals had a significant role to 
play in the development and operation of communities of scientific practice— 
certainly has much to offer in this context. The individual chapters that follow 
explore a number of the implications of that perspective in more detail, but in 
this introduction we now turn to consider some of the core historiographical 
themes in a more focused way. What does it mean to say that periodicals were 
involved in the development of scientific communities? How was the form of 
the periodical exploited and developed to facilitate such processes, and what 
constraints came into play? And, finally, how did these processes relate to 
the vexed question of who could be involved in the practice of the sciences, 
and who had the right to exert control over them? We focus on each of these 
questions in turn.

Scientific Communities

We have suggested in this introduction that periodicals have much to offer the 
historian in understanding “communities of scientific practice.” However, as 
David Cahan has observed, the topic of “communities” is one that historians 
have been slow to pursue systematically or to examine conceptually. Cahan 
offers a working characterization of scientific communities as “populations 
of individuals who share similar cognitive interests and values that serve to 
provide them with a collective social identity and to advance individual scien-
tific careers and group needs.” Vital to such populations functioning as com-
munities, Cahan suggests, is their engaging in concerted action over time and 
sharing a distinctive sense of social cohesion. But Cahan also observes that 
the notion of community can operate at a more abstract level in science, gen-
erating a sense of common identity and belonging at disciplinary, national, 
or international scale, independently of personal interaction.36 In this regard, 
scientific communities are like the “imagined communities,” sustained espe-
cially by newspapers, that Benedict Anderson suggests underpin the rise of 
nationalism in his landmark study of the subject. However, while for Anderson 
the abstract sense of being part of a nation that is cultivated by newspapers is 
the product of what he terms “print capitalism,” in the case of science peri-
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odicals, such imagined communities were as much the creation of readers as 
they were of editors and publishers.37 While the latter often had, among other 
motives, a vested commercial interest in generating a sense of community that 
ensured a sufficient number of recurrent purchasers, for readers a feeling of 
authentic connection with other readers could be forged through the altruistic 
exchange of letters and information in interactive formats such as the notes 
and queries column.

Cahan’s characterization of scientific communities is extremely helpful 
from the perspective of this volume, and it is easy to see that scientific period-
icals played a key role in their formation and functioning. Sometimes, scientific 
periodicals were established with a clear intention to cultivate a working as-
semblage of readers who shared a strongly cohesive sense of common purpose 
and identity, and from whom they could obtain scientific observations and 
contributions. Such might be the case with a periodical established by a club 
or society, the key object of which was to continue and develop a conversation 
begun within the confines of a meeting room, often expanding to a national or 
even international scale and drawing individuals who rarely or never met into 
a cohesive imagined community. This was also the case with more speculative 
ventures, such as the groundbreaking cheap weekly the Mechanics’ Magazine 
(1823– 72), where the editorial imagining of a geographically dispersed com-
munity of artisans sharing common interests in mechanical knowledge was 
only partially mapped onto the emerging social infrastructure of artisanal life 
in the clubs and political gatherings of 1820s Britain. The producers of some 
other periodicals never expected their readers to form so cohesive a group, 
and the commercial failure and brief duration of so many science periodicals 
suggests that, even when there was such an expectation, the cohesion of a 
community of readers could never be taken for granted, and required careful 
cultivation. To achieve a viable market for their product, editors and pub-
lishers accepted the need to combine multiple groups of readers, who might 
typically share certain cognitive interests— say, botany or astronomy— while 
having very different cognitive values and sharing little in the way of social 
identity. When, for instance, Loudon established his Magazine of Natural His-
tory, he was quite clear that active “students of nature” and “general readers 
and observers” were both to be interested by the new product, despite their 
very different senses of themselves and their rather different needs.

Of course, both types of readers would themselves have simultaneously 
belonged to other, often overlapping communities, and those whom Loudon 
designated “students of nature” would, depending on their standing and social 
class, have been members of institutions such as the prestigious Royal Society 
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or the peripatetic British Association for the Advancement of Science. They  
might also have belonged to smaller, more exclusive groups predicated on 
sociability, such as the Red Lion Club, made up of younger members of the 
British Association who held raucous tavern dinners where they could indulge 
in boisterous behavior not acceptable at the stuffy formal banquets of the par-
ent organization, or the X Club, an informal dining group whose strategic col-
laboration and institutional maneuvers helped them to become the spokesmen 
for science to much of the nineteenth- century public.38 In addition, however, 
they would almost certainly have participated in communities beyond the 
strictly scientific— for instance, reading and contributing to general or literary 
periodicals alongside members of other intellectual and occupational groups. 
Prominent men of science such as Thomas Henry Huxley, as Paul White has 
argued, even helped to “create and sustain a single community of diverse, 
but complementary, élites” in mid- Victorian Britain, whose varied members, 
whether Anglicans or agnostics, novelists or naturalists, were brought together 
by their adherence to liberal views of culture and reform.39 The communi-
ties forged by science periodicals must be viewed in relation to this broader 
context of community formation in the nineteenth century, but there is still 
considerable value in emphasizing, as this volume does, the specific ways that 
specialist journals fostered a sense of collective identity among their contrib-
utors and readers.

One of the benefits of approaching scientific periodicals from this per-
spective is precisely that it brings into focus the diversity of communities and 
their interaction in a way that is easily lost when focusing on particular insti-
tutions or on such inchoate social categories as “amateur,” “philosophical,” 
“practical,” “popular,” and “professional.” Periodicals addressed to multiple 
imagined audiences allow the historian to gain a clearer sense of how con-
temporaries understood what Rudwick talks about as the different zones in 
the social topography of science. For Rudwick, the main distinction between 
the zones is in terms of levels of “ascribed competence,” and this was cer-
tainly a consideration for journal editors. The Scottish natural philosopher 
David Brewster’s vision of the Edinburgh Philosophical Journal (1819– 64), 
for instance, encompassed “men of Genius” and “General Readers,” with a 
view to maximizing the market for a new kind of authoritative but fashionable 
scientific monthly. But the question was not merely one of “ascribed com-
petence.” Periodical editors often perceived that a population of purchasers 
could be generated by addressing individuals with different cognitive values. 
For example, journalist Alexander Tilloch’s Philosophical Magazine (1798– ) 
was aimed at both “philosophers” and “mechanics,” and was thus meant to 
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advance both theoretical knowledge and practical improvements, often entail-
ing a common subject focus, albeit with distinct objects in scientific and tech-
nical innovation. Of course, the readers envisaged by Brewster and Tilloch, 
whether “men of Genius” or merely “mechanics,” were almost exclusively 
male, and science periodicals that aimed to include women in their audiences 
were generally confined to certain fields such as botany and horticulture, with 
the opening number of Loudon’s Gardener’s Magazine (1826– 44) urging that 
its subject was “agreeable . . . especially to the female sex.”40 Only later in the 
nineteenth century did female contributors begin to make their mark in sci-
ence journalism, with, for instance, Phebe Lankester, who often wrote under 
the pseudonym “Penelope,” contributing regular articles on both botany and 
public health to the Popular Science Review (1862– 81).41 As the chapters by 
Sally Shuttleworth and Sally Frampton in this volume show, public health and 
medicine continued to be topics in which female contributors and readers 
played an important, if frequently contested, role.

At one end of the spectrum, therefore, periodicals offer insights into the 
overlapping nature of different communities of practice that had related but 
distinct interests. Indeed, publishers, editors, writers, and readers were of-
ten obliged to set out explicitly how they saw the differences and similarities 
among the diverse groups of readers. This sometimes occurred in forthright 
and controversial exchanges, but it also occurred in more programmatic state-
ments about how editors and others viewed the scientific division of labor. 
At the other end of the spectrum, however, periodicals played a key role in 
developing tightly bound communities of practice with shared epistemic goals 
and a strong corporate identity. Such journals might emerge out of preexisting 
face- to- face interactions in clubs, societies, professional bodies, or academic 
institutions, though they might as easily lead to such interactions. It was, for in-
stance, the activities of the Mechanics’ Magazine that led to the formation of the 
London Mechanics’ Institution, rather than the reverse. Having founded their 
new journal, the editors used its pages to invite the mechanics of London to 
associate for the purpose of establishing their own institution, and to organize 
and report on the subsequent meetings (fig. 0.3).42 Periodicals could offer an 
opportunity for an individual or group to explore the viability of an “imagined 
community.” Did the editor’s vision of a new scientific discipline, medical spe-
cialty, or professional identity find an answering call from a coherent body of 
readers that might lead to a growing social consolidation? While many editors 
missed their mark, many others had a key role to play in developing the social 
topography of nineteenth- century science.
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Periodical Formats and Finances

Given the important role that periodicals played in the growth and manage-
ment of scientific communities, it is important to examine further the relevance 
of their distinctive characteristics in that process. Of course, the serial char-
acter of the periodical is at the core in this regard. The regular, date- stamped, 
and open- ended character of periodical publication allows editors, writers, 
and readers alike to imagine an ongoing relationship based around scientific 
practice, the desire to communicate, and a sense of the unfolding work of sci-
ence. These are all aspects of seriality recently emphasized by Nick Hopwood, 
Simon Schaffer, and James Secord. They also reflect that, “more than anything 
else, the experience of sequential reading of printed paper tied groups to-
gether,” noting that “it was often said that a political group or religious sect did 
not really exist until it issued a periodical or newspaper.”43 As this makes clear, 
however, scientific periodicals were not unique in having a role in building 
communities. Indeed, the natural sciences were by no means the only field of 
knowledge considered to have a progressive character suited to serial publica-
tion, and the intimate connection between progress and periodicals had long 
been a source of anxiety and satire among conservative commentators.

This raises the question whether the producers of scientific periodicals 
exploited the form in distinctive ways, adapted to scientific purposes.44 To 
what extent were scientific periodicals the same as or different from other 
periodicals, and did that change over time? Of course, the variety is such that 
no very general answer can be offered, and science journals were published 
in myriad periodical formats including, but not restricted to, society trans-
actions and proceedings, weekly and monthly magazines, reviews, annuals, 
and digests of abstracts. It is clear that on many occasions, the publishers 
and editors of journals looked to existing periodicals, nonscientific as well 
as scientific, in conceiving the format of their new productions. Yet, with the 
passage of time, aspects of format were adapted to what were seen to be the 
distinctive demands of scientific work. For instance, the manner in which 
Loudon encouraged “persons wholly unacquainted with Natural History as a 
science” to offer observations in the pages of the Magazine of Natural History 
reflected a sense of the distinctive character of natural history as a field science, 
dependent upon the observations of a large body. Moreover, this active en-
couragement of small- scale observations by readers became a notable feature 
of a large array of scientific periodicals in the nineteenth century, including, as 
is seen in the chapters in this volume, those focused on natural history, geol-
ogy, and astronomy, but also extending to public health. Often such initiatives 
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involved making space in the pages of the periodical for readers to contrib-
ute queries, requests for information, and offers of help with specimens and 
observations— activities which were likely to enhance readers’ sense of being 
part of a community of practice. Similarly, in the late nineteenth century the 
new periodical format of the digest of abstracts was closely adapted to more re-
cent developments in scientific practice, particularly the massive growth in the 
number of professional scientific workers, based in institutional laboratories 
and universities, who, in order to validate and advance their own experimental 
studies, required rapid access to relevant information in different specialist 
disciplines. The particular types of scientific work undertaken by these two 
very different communities— casual observers in the field and professional 
“scientists” (a designation, of course, that only came into widespread use at 
the close of the nineteenth century)— were both actively shaped by the formats 
of the journals they read, and to which they contributed.

Of course, such facets as readers’ contributions also appeared in some 
nonscientific periodicals, which in itself offers the historian an opportunity to 
explore the extent to which scientific communities were different from those 
with other interests. Yet for historians of science increasingly interested in 
the quotidian practice of science, understanding the choices made by those 
producing periodicals in relation to the organization of scientific work prom-
ises valuable insights. This indeed is the main focus of a recent volume on 
“scholarly journals in early modern Europe,” where the editors’ core question 
is, “Has the creation and development of a periodical form changed the na-
ture not only of scientific communication but also of scientific and indeed of 
scholarly practice?”45 Here, recent work on the use of “paper technologies” in 
the sciences offers a fertile approach.46 The editor’s management of the format 
and contents of the periodical can usefully be thought of as the deployment of 
such a technology in organizing scientific work, including doing so through 
organizing a division of scientific labor. Thus, for instance, just as interper-
sonal correspondence networks are attracting increasing scholarly attention 
as “scientific tools,” Matthew Wale’s chapter in this volume shows that the 
mediated correspondence networks of periodicals can also be understood in 
these terms.47

It is important to appreciate, however, that these decisions about format 
were never entirely motivated by editorial ambitions in regard to the practice 
of science. Anyone familiar with the history of periodicals will recognize that 
concerns about finances were rarely far from the minds of editors, and that 
was undoubtedly the case with scientific periodicals, too. It is interesting to 
speculate what Robert Jameson and David Brewster’s Edinburgh Philosophi-
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cal Journal or Norman Lockyer’s Nature might have looked like if the editors 
and publishers had felt convinced that they might publish a periodical without 
concerning themselves with a “popular” audience beyond the active “philos-
ophers” or “men of science” like themselves. As several of the chapters in this 
volume show, moreover, even the ostensibly noncommercial transactions and 
proceedings produced by scientific societies, which underwrote the costs of 
publication through the patronage of their members, generally found it nec-
essary to shift to more commercial business models after mid- century, even if 
they found the requirements of the marketplace distasteful and endeavored to 
retain the prestige associated with being privately subsidized. The point here, 
of course, is that the financial considerations that troubled most producers 
of periodicals had substantial consequences for the character of the scientific 
communities that were produced and the scientific work that was undertaken  
through their pages. In seeking to maximize a market by selling his Philo-
sophical Magazine both to manufacturers and to learned philosophers, for in-
stance, Alexander Tilloch committed himself to a distinctive mélange in terms 
both of form and contents. Of course, readers did not see themselves merely 
as consumers, and instead the sense of community created by journals often 
relied on a sentiment of shared work and participation that was inspired by 
values of mutuality, or more old- fashioned paternalism, rather than mercantile 
competition. The story of scientific periodicals in nineteenth- century Britain 
is nevertheless in part a story of the changing economics of periodical publica-
tion, and the continuing necessity of turning a profit or at least breaking even, 
which endlessly redounded on editorial visions and practices.

Legitimacy and Control

While they were often made in response to financial considerations, deci-
sions about the intended readership of scientific periodicals were often also 
highly political. Attempts to broaden and open out the communities of scien-
tific  practice, whether financially or ideologically motivated, were frequently 
perceived to be a challenge to established bodies. In particular, the growing 
multitude of learned societies were often alarmed, wary, or dictatorial about 
periodicals that seemed likely to undermine their authority by appealing to 
larger and more diverse constituencies of readers. Iain Watts’s recent study of 
William Nicholson’s Journal of Natural Philosophy (1797– 1813), for instance, 
draws attention to the manner in which the Royal Society perceived Nich-
olson’s editorial activities as an encroachment on their management of the 
community of scientific practitioners.48 And, as Alex Csiszar shows in chap-
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ter 3 of this volume, it was in this context that scientific societies sought to 
claim back their control by addressing an imagined general public through 
“proceedings” that would serve to secure their public authority. Moreover, as 
Csiszar has shown elsewhere, the development of processes of refereeing and 
the establishment of the scientific paper as a distinctive form of publication of 
record also need to be read in relation to such concerns. These can be viewed 
as some of the “ways in which received boundaries between experts and non- 
experts— and the values and standards that come with them— were erected in 
the first place.”49

The perception of elite institutions— especially the metropolitan learned 
societies— that certain scientific periodicals represented a threat in their delib-
erate attempts to widen participation in scientific practice was not, of course, 
mere paranoia. Many periodicals were founded with precisely such ends in 
view, as is clear in the case of the Magazine of Natural History with which we 
began, and in many other cases explored in this volume. As James Secord has 
perceptively observed, the imagined “futures of science” were always multiple. 
Moreover, it was not simply the case that the learned societies did not have 
a monopoly on such imaginings; they also disagreed within their own ranks 
about how science should operate.50 The growing range of scientific periodi-
cals in nineteenth- century Britain can thus be read as a contest regarding the 
shape of the communities of science, and concerning who had the authority to 
adjudicate what went on within them. As Geoffrey Belknap shows in chapter 5 
of this volume, the Magazine of Natural History prompted a range of new edi-
tors to enter the field with periodicals seeking to define and control alternative 
visions of the natural history community. Competition between commercial 
journals was often not merely a matter of financial success or failure: it repre-
sented a battle for control within the communities of scientific practice. This 
continued to be the case throughout the nineteenth century, even as the ma-
chinery of scientific expertise described by Csiszar developed, with new kinds 
of alternative communities emerging, notably including new professional and 
trade groups such as architects and telegraph engineers.

This reference to professional groups leads us naturally to the medical 
press, where issues concerning legitimacy and control were arguably most 
strongly felt. As the following chapter shows, it is striking that it was in medi-
cine, where a clearly defined market for print was known to exist, that the ear-
liest of the new specialized commercial periodicals of the eighteenth century 
were produced. Unlike either the Philosophical Transactions (1665– ) or the 
Gentleman’s Magazine (1731– ), such publications addressed clearly defined 
imagined constituencies, encompassing various combinations of physicians,  
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surgeons, and apothecaries. In the early nineteenth century, however, periodi-
cals were commenced with more contentious alignments, whether addressing 
a wide public audience alongside medical practitioners, as did the Monthly Ga-
zette of Health (1816– 32), a diverse constituency of supporters of an unorthodox 
medical doctrine, like the Phrenological Journal (1823– 47), or indeed a politi-
cally charged section of the medical profession, as did the Lancet (1823– ). Such 
diversification of medical periodicals and the communities they supported and 
represented only increased as the century progressed. As Sally Shuttleworth 
shows in chapter 10 of this volume, periodicals helped to forge communities 
interested in public health that went far beyond physicians and surgeons with-
out too much controversy. Yet, as Sally Frampton demonstrates in chapter 9, 
other periodicals prompted the ire of medical authorities when they targeted 
readers who were not doctors, including nurses and medical administrators, as 
well as others not employed in medicine. As medical communities themselves 
became more specialized toward the end of the century, the desire of leading 
doctors to control and delimit those engaged with medical knowledge was met 
with a continuing defiance from dissenting editors and readers.

Altogether, therefore, we have to think of scientific and medical periodicals 
as key sites in which, and between which, the power structures of science and 
medicine were developed and negotiated. As Csiszar shows in chapter 3, the 
history of such periodicals takes us to the heart of “an enduring problem of 
science and democracy.” Just as in other aspects of social and cultural life, so in 
the sciences the expansion of print media and the diversification of readers and 
contributors left members of elites who sought to establish privileged claims 
to authority needing to do extra work to gain public legitimacy. In a world in 
which a coal heaver might have an opinion on the proceedings of scientific 
societies, as caricatured by Robert Seymour in a famous series of lithographed 
sketches (fig. 0.4), periodicals not only were used to build boundaries to de-
marcate and legitimate privileged knowledge communities, but also frequently 
functioned to challenge such communities. Moreover, the situation was, if any-
thing, all the more keenly felt in medicine, where livelihoods were very evi-
dently at stake in the contests concerning the divergent ways that periodicals 
defined communities of medical knowledge and practice.

The historiographical reflections offered here are intended to flesh out the 
vision of a new way of exploring the importance of scientific periodicals in 
nineteenth- century science. For too long, the study of scientific periodicals has 
been limited by a misconception of their diverse history, rooted in the perspec-
tive of the present, when they have become primarily understood as certifying 
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vehicles of authoritative scientific knowledge. Taking seriously the role of sci-
entific periodicals in the development and operation of scientific communities 
in the nineteenth century takes us to the heart of key questions in the history 
of nineteenth- century science, concerning the changing and interlocking char-
acter of communities of scientific practice, the organization of scientific work, 

F i g .  0 . 4 .  “Every Day Scenes, Scene 3 (Coalheavers in the Byron Coffee House),” Seymour’s 
Sketches, Illustrated in Prose & Verse (London: H. Wallis, [1838?]), plate 3. The caption reads: 
“[Coalheaver 1:] ‘You shall have the paper directly, Sir; but really the debates are so very inter-
esting.’ [Coalheaver 2:] ‘Oh, pray don’t hurry, Sir; it’s only the scientific notices I care about.’” 
Reproduced with the permission of Special Collections, Leeds University Library.
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and the struggle for authority and control. Such an approach puts scientific 
periodicals where they belong: at the heart of the story of nineteenth- century 
science.

By the end of the century, science was increasingly associated with academ-
ically employed professionals in a way that, in the new century, came increas-
ingly to supplant nineteenth- century ambitions for more inclusive scientific 
communities. However, recent developments make it easier to appreciate the 
ongoing importance of the perspectives brought to bear in this volume. For 
instance, “citizen science” initiatives, supported and encouraged by the flexi-
bility of digital communication technologies, have again placed the question of 
the character, limits, and management of scientific communities at center stage. 
Similarly, the inception of the Internet and the spiraling costs of journal pub-
lication have led to a vigorous debate concerning how the format and finances 
of scientific periodicals affect scientific work practices and the management 
of working communities. At the same time, principled concerns about public 
access to the results of publicly funded research in an era in which public en-
gagement has become a policy watchword link these debates to issues of public 
accountability and legitimacy. Underlying current discussions of the future of 
the scientific journal lies the question, so central to nineteenth- century de-
bates, of how knowledge claims can be rendered authoritative, through “de-
fining boundaries and validating membership” of knowledge communities, 
without making those boundaries impermeable. While twenty- first- century 
science periodicals are significantly different from those of the nineteenth cen-
tury, they continue to “define and support communities,” with many of the 
same issues at stake.51

S a m p l i n g s  a n d  S o u n d i n g s

This book is divided into three parts that examine different aspects of how 
scientific and medical periodicals created and negotiated a variety of commu-
nities of practice across the nineteenth century. In part 1, “New Formats for 
New Readers,” the chapters examine some of the constraints and new possibil-
ities surrounding how scientific communities could be conceived, especially 
during the earlier years of the century. Chapter 1 offers an overview of the new 
kinds of science periodicals that were produced in nineteenth- century Brit-
ain, charting some of the most significant patterns and trends and providing 
a somewhat tentative map of the terrain. Chapter 2, Jonathan R. Topham’s 
“Redrawing the Image of Science: Technologies of Illustration and the Au-
diences for Scientific Periodicals in Britain, 1790– 1840,” examines how the 
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changing technologies of scientific illustration had important consequences 
for the readership of early nineteenth- century journals, and thus for the sense 
of how science should be configured. Chapter 3, Alex Csiszar’s “Proceedings 
and the Public: How a Commercial Genre Transformed Science,” examines 
the emergence of “proceedings” as a new format of periodical publication, 
with learned societies responding to the early nineteenth- century emergence 
of commercial journals and their demands for public accountability. Recog-
nizing “proceedings” as a distinct periodical genre demonstrates the intimate 
connection between commercial journalism and the consolidation of special-
ized scientific publishing, which is a theme that runs through many of the 
chapters in the next part of this book.

Part 2, “Defining the Communities of Science,” examines how develop-
ments in periodicals in five scientific fields— geology, natural history, entomol-
ogy, physics, and astronomy— served to shape, but also responded to, chang-
ing communities. The chapters explore the changing notions of who was 
properly involved in scientific practice, as well as tensions and contests over 
who should exert control. The picture that emerges is one in which fellows of 
learned societies and professionalizing academics were continually engaging 
with larger public and professional constituencies. Chapter 4, Gowan Daw-
son’s “‘An Independent Publication for Geologists’: The Geological Society, 
Commercial Journals, and the Remaking of Nineteenth- Century Geology,” 
shows how the Geological Society found itself constantly responding to a 
commercial press that often subverted both its authority and its hierarchical 
conception of the earth sciences, and instead harnessed the field observations 
of an army of enthusiasts. It was in natural history that specialist commercial 
journals first found a sizeable community of readers; but here, as Geoffrey 
Belknap argues in chapter 5, “Natural History Periodicals and Changing Con-
ceptions of the Naturalist Community, 1828– 65,” there were competing visions 
of how such a community should be managed. Like geology, entomology was 
another of the subfields of natural history that, by mid- century, increasingly 
had its own specialist commercial journals, and, like the earth sciences dis-
cussed in Dawson’s chapter 4, it too attracted practitioners from across the 
social spectrum. Chapter 6, Matthew Wale’s “‘The Sympathy of a Crowd’: 
Imagining Scientific Communities in Mid- Nineteenth- Century Entomology 
Periodicals,” explores how the application of print publication to older forms 
of scientific correspondence had important implications for the social and 
geographic makeup of the communities of entomological practice.

The last two chapters in part 2 focus on the physical sciences— specifically, 
physics and astronomy— in the final decades of the nineteenth century, and 
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there are both continuities with and differences from how the journals in the 
life sciences considered in the first three chapters of this part forged and re-
acted to new forms of scientific community. Chapter 7, Graeme Gooday’s 
“Periodical Physics in Britain: Institutional and Industrial Contexts, 1870– 
1900,” examines how in physics, perhaps surprisingly, the number of inter-
ested constituencies grew rapidly in the late nineteenth century with the rise of 
industry, technical professions, and school science so that, as in Csiszar’s and 
Dawson’s chapters, learned societies found themselves responding to com-
mercial journals with different conceptions of what the science should look 
like. Without the same industrial and technical applications, astronomy was 
much closer to natural history in attracting amateur practitioners from across 
the social spectrum, albeit that their exclusion from the increasingly math-
ematical professional forms of the science gave a distinctive role to the new 
astronomical journals established toward the end of the nineteenth century. In 
chapter 8, “Late Victorian Astronomical Society Journals: Creating Scientific 
Communities on Paper,” Bernard Lightman surveys a series of society- based 
astronomical periodicals appealing to amateurs that in the 1880s and 1890s 
helped to motivate and manage a large and various community of observers.

The rich sense of the diverse visions and practices of communities engaged 
in the sciences that comes from the first two parts is echoed in a distinctive 
way in part 3 of this volume, “Managing the Boundaries of Medicine,” which 
focuses on medical periodicals. Unlike the natural sciences, medicine had a 
distinct and increasingly consolidated professional community in nineteenth- 
century Britain, and, as was discussed earlier, previous histories have often 
emphasized the role of journals in the emergence of intraprofessional special-
isms. At the same time, however, new periodicals became pivotal in developing 
and managing larger communities of practice, as the two chapters in this part 
of the book both show. In chapter 9, “‘A Borderland in Ethics’: Medical Jour-
nals, the Public, and the Medical Profession in Nineteenth- Century Britain,” 
Sally Frampton examines how a range of new journals in the 1880s enabled 
different groups of people other than medical professionals to participate in 
debates over health care. Chapter 10, Sally Shuttleworth’s “‘National Health 
is National Wealth’: Publics, Professions, and the Rise of the Public Health 
Journal,” shows how, in the increasingly important field of sanitary science, 
periodicals were central to the organization of groups involved in campaigning 
and in gathering information about public health, communicating sanitary 
science to their audiences and encouraging citizens to self- manage their health 
and the health of their communities.

As Shuttleworth suggests in her chapter, the communities of active and 
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committed participants cultivated by public health periodicals in the late nine-
teenth century helped lay the foundations for the environmental campaigning 
of the present day. Such modern campaigning is often facilitated by the In-
ternet and associated digital technologies, which, like the nineteenth- century 
information revolution inaugurated by steam- powered machine printing and 
new methods of stereotyping and distribution, have helped create distributed 
communities interested in and engaged with the sciences extending far be-
yond the confines of the academy. In their analysis of the ways in which print 
and its associated technologies fostered the development and operation of 
communities of scientific practice, the chapters in this book thus shed import-
ant new light on a theme of enduring significance. For, as we have seen above, 
the relations between print, technology, and community are as significant for 
science in the digital age as they were two centuries ago.
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C h a p t e r  1

Scientific, Medical, and Technical 
Periodicals in  

Nineteenth- Century Britain:  
New Formats for New Readers

Gowan Dawson and Jonathan R. Topham

In the Monthly Review for July 1799, the Cambridge mathematician Robert 
Woodhouse reflected on the effect on the “intellectual character of society” 
of what he presented as the first of a new kind of scientific journal— William 
Nicholson’s Journal of Natural Philosophy. It was, he considered, part of a 
recent and larger development:

When presses multiplied, and restraints were removed from them,— when 
writing became a trade, and the love of gain operated with the love of fame as 
motives to authorship,— the number of literary productions increased, and 
their nature was changed: the serious and unremitted devotion of twenty or 
thirty years, to the study of a particular science, was no longer considered as 
a necessary preparation for a work; and when a person imagined that he had 
some information to communicate, the means were ready.

Journals such as Nicholson’s, he claimed, like the “Epitomes, Abstracts, Syn-
opses, [and] Abridgements” that had become commonplace of late, had the 
regrettable effect of removing incentives for profound learning. Importantly, 
however, their positive achievement was that they answered the desire for 
knowledge that had spread itself “through all ranks.” They acted as an intel-
lectual manure that produced “more uniform utility over the whole soil” than 
could be produced by lumpen works of individual scholarship.1 For Wood-
house, Nicholson’s innovation thus amounted to a democratizing impulse: the 
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new scientific journal invited the involvement of a far larger proportion of the 
populace in the project of natural enquiry.

As the introduction to this volume has demonstrated, the history of scien-
tific, medical, and technical periodicals in nineteenth- century Britain is not 
one that can be read through the character or functions of modern scientific 
journals. On the contrary, the increasing range of periodicals that came into 
existence took a wide range of forms and functioned in a similarly wide range 
of ways. Only by degrees— and especially toward the end of the century— did 
a proportion of these periodicals come to resemble modern academic journals 
to a significant extent. Throughout, the history was punctuated by the produc-
tion of new types of periodicals aimed at new audiences. As Woodhouse had 
noted on the eve of the new century, changes in the culture of print opened 
up new possibilities for configuring knowledge communities, and editors, 
publishers, and societies were quick to seize those opportunities in shaping 
new kinds of scientific periodicals. Charting the resultant developments in the 
forms and audiences of scientific periodicals is an indispensable first step in 
understanding their changing role in constructing scientific communities. In 
this chapter, therefore, we offer a broad and inevitably tentative overview of the 
development of scientific, medical, and technical periodicals over the course 
of the nineteenth century, seeking to map some of the distinctive features of 
that history.

Getting to grips with the scale and diversity of scientific, medical, and tech-
nical periodicals in nineteenth- century Britain is, however, a major challenge. 
Despite the existence of several catalogues, no satisfactorily comprehensive 
listing exists. The most systematic is the bibliography of British and colonial 
medical periodicals prepared in 1937 by W. R. LeFanu, the librarian of the 
Royal College of Surgeons of England, and expanded in 1984 by Jean Loudon, 
although even this is far from complete. It does, however, enable the historian 
to gain something of a sense of the rate of growth across the period, from nine 
British medical titles in 1800 to more than 150 in 1900.2 Gaining a comparable 
sense for scientific titles is less straightforward. Robert Gascoigne’s Historical 
Catalogue of Scientific Periodicals, 1665– 1900 (1985) lists 124 British titles, 
selected on the basis of the degree of their use by “scientists of the time,” as 
measured by their citation in leading catalogues of scientific papers, rising 
from 11 in 1800 to 110 in 1900. The Catalogue of Scientific Serials, 1633– 1876, 
compiled in 1879 by the American naturalist Samuel Scudder, is more exten-
sive, listing a total of more than 550 titles published in Britain and Ireland. 
More extensive still (although excluding society publications) is the Catalogue 
of Scientific and Technical Periodicals, 1665– 1895, prepared by the American 
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chemist and bibliographer Henry Bolton, which includes more than 800 Brit-
ish titles, rising from 36 in 1800 to 330 in 1900. Bolton’s list, however, includes 
numerous general titles and many titles that reflect a very inclusive definition 
of “scientific and technical.”3 This inclusivity becomes quite unmanageable in 
John North’s Waterloo Directory of Newspapers and Periodicals, 1800– 1900, 
series two of which (out of a planned five) lists more than five thousand titles 
with the subject key words “science” or “medicine,” but includes under these 
key words such general titles as Acworth’s Ealing Illustrated Magazine and 
General Advertiser and the Agnostic Annual.4

The growth and diversification of scientific, medical, and technical periodi-
cals in nineteenth- century Britain is clearly in part a reflection of larger patterns 
in periodical production during this age of the industrialization of print. Fig-
ures from the Waterloo Directory suggest something in the order of a tenfold 
increase in the number of periodical titles across the century, while average 
circulation also increased very markedly. It is not surprising that from early on 
in the nineteenth century, commentators felt themselves to be living in an age in 
which periodicals exerted a new dominance. That dominance, relative to other 
types of publication, only increased as the century progressed.5 Statistical 
analysis of the entries in LeFanu’s list of medical periodicals and Bolton’s list 
of scientific periodicals suggests that the pattern here was broadly comparable 
(fig. 1.1). Indeed, scientific, medical, and technical periodicals were affected 
by many of the factors that caused the growth of periodical literature more 
generally, including the expansion and diversification of reading audiences and 
the wholesale industrialization of print manufacture and distribution. In what 
follows, we connect the history of scientific periodicals to that larger history, 
exploring features that are common as well as those that are distinct.

This chapter begins by reviewing the surprisingly large range of scientific, 
medical, and technical periodicals that existed in Britain at the turn of the 
nineteenth century, including a growing array of both society publications and 
commercial journals, before examining the rapid expansion in types of peri-
odicals after 1815. In these years, the increased commercialization and mecha-
nization of the book trade, together with the growth of reading audiences, un-
derpinned a variety of initiatives to produce new types of scientific periodicals, 
including cheap weeklies and natural history monthlies. Moreover, learned 
societies began to emulate the commercial press with new forms of society 
publication. The second section examines the middle years of the century, 
when many of the efforts to produce commercial periodicals on particular 
scientific subjects met with financial disaster but society publications prolifer-
ated, and when an increasing range of commercial periodicals were directed at 
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occupational groups, including not only medical practitioners but also miners, 
engineers, architects, and pharmaceutical chemists. The final section explores 
the changed circumstances of the periodical press in the late Victorian period, 
following the removal of taxes in the 1850s and 1860s and including further 
technological developments in book production and distribution. It charts 
the establishment of commercially sustainable journals in a growing range of 
scientific fields, and the growth of scientifically important “popular science” 
journals— a context out of which Nature emerged— while also showing that 

F i g .  1 . 1 .  Scientific, medical and technical periodical titles listed in Henry Carrington 
Bolton’s A Catalogue of Scientific and Technical Periodicals, 1665– 1895, Together with Chrono-
logical Tables and a Library Check- List, 2nd ed. (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 1897); 
and W. R. LeFanu’s “British Periodicals of Medicine: A Chronological List. Part 1: 1684– 1899,” 
Bulletin of the Institute of the History of Medicine 5 (1937): 735– 61, 827– 55. The chart displays 
the number of journal titles in publication in each decade of the nineteenth century. The entries 
in Bolton’s and LeFanu’s lists were cross- referenced with entries in COPAC (www .copac .ac 
.uk), Zeitschriftendatenbank (www .zeitschriftendatenbank .de), the Hathi Trust Digital Library 
(www .hathitrust .org), and the US National Library of Medicine’s PubMed catalogue (www 
.ncbi .nlm .nih .gov /pubmed/) to establish the exact publication dates of each title. Where this 
was not possible, or where information was inconsistent, journal titles were excluded from the 
data sample. The “combined” category records titles that are listed in Bolton’s list, LeFanu’s 
list, or in both, and is hence smaller than the sum of the two component parts. We are grateful 
to Konstantin Kiprijanov for compiling the data and producing this chart; the original data are 
available for download at conscicom .web .ox .ac .uk.
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the period witnessed a continuing growth of occupationally oriented jour-
nals, not least in relation to medicine. Finally, it explores the emergence of 
university- oriented professional journals in the last decades of the century.

E a r ly  N i n e t e e n t h -  C e n t u r y  P e r i o d i c a l s

While the number and range of scientific, medical, and technical periodicals 
published in Britain at the dawn of the nineteenth century was distinctly re-
stricted by the standards of that century, close inspection reveals it to have 
been greater than historians might expect. The form of scientific periodical of 
the longest standing was the volume of transactions, published by a learned 
society. Of these, the oldest was of course the Royal Society of London’s Phil-
osophical Transactions, which, after being a private endeavor for almost a cen-
tury, was taken firmly under the society’s control in 1752, becoming formally 
tied to the society’s other activities.6 Over the final years of the century the 
practice of issuing transactions was emulated by new learned societies else-
where in the kingdom— namely, the Manchester Literary and Philosophical 
Society in 1785, the Royal Irish Academy in 1787, the Royal Society of Edin-
burgh in 1788, the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland in 1792, and the Dublin 
Society in 1799— as well as by the Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1788. They 
were also emulated in the capital by new, more specialist bodies— notably, the 
Royal College of Physicians in 1768, the Society of Antiquaries in 1770, the 
Society of Arts in 1783, the Medical Society in 1787, and the Linnean Society 
in 1791. These publications, typically in large (quarto) format, were rooted 
in the learned societies they served, and were not typically produced with a 
view to financial return, though they might find themselves subject to finan-
cial constraints.7 And as Alex Csiszar discusses in chapter 3 of this volume, 
their lengthy and “polished memoirs” were far removed from the “articles” of 
commercial journalism.

Alongside the learned transactions, a small but increasing number of com-
mercial medical, technical, and scientific periodicals began to appear in Britain 
over the closing decades of the eighteenth century, with more than a dozen 
in production by 1800. These ranged from well- established medical, agricul-
tural, and astronomical periodicals to more recently launched titles in natural 
history, natural philosophy, and the practical arts. As Thomas Broman has 
shown, these commercial scientific periodicals need to be seen in relation to 
a larger transformation. The rapid growth of the periodical press in the eigh-
teenth  century contributed to the development of a novel sense among the 
educated of their participation in “a new collectivity, the ‘public,’” that was 
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altogether more open and critical than were the learned academies, which were 
typically rooted in the patronage structures of a monarchical and aristocratic 
state, though still fairly small and restricted, and quite distinct from the mass 
reading public that arose in the following century.8 At first, scientific, medical, 
and technical subjects were topics of extensive discussion in the new general 
magazines and reviews, such as the Gentleman’s Magazine (1731– 1907) and 
the Monthly Review (1749– 1844).9 It was not long, however, before editors and 
booksellers began to exploit the opportunities within this public sphere to 
target particular sets of readers with periodicals that were more selective in 
their content.

As contemporaries observed, Britain lagged somewhat behind leading 
Continental countries— notably Germany, where universities supplied both 
editors and readers— in developing such periodicals.10 Yet certain better- 
defined groups of consumers seemed worth the speculation in a print market 
that was increasing in size and entrepreneurial ambition. Arguably the most 
promising and certainly one of the earliest markets targeted was the one for 
medical periodicals, where recognizable occupational groups existed whose 
interests were quite distinct. An increasing range of titles began to appear 
from the 1760s onwards, several of which secured lasting success, including 
Andrew Duncan’s Medical and Philosophical Commentaries (1773– 95), the 
London Medical Journal (1781– 90), and the Medical and Chirurgical Review 
(1794– 1808).11 Another early market was the one relating to agriculture, where 
the many improving landowners helped to sustain periodicals such as Arthur 
Young’s Annals of Agriculture (1784– 1815) and the Commercial and Agricul-
tural Magazine (1799– 1816).12 A further occupational group, mariners, pro-
vided a market for a very particular type of periodical, the Board of Longi-
tude’s Nautical Almanac (1766– ), and there continued to be a steady market 
for the astronomical and meteorological data in a range of widely sold alma-
nacs. Beyond the functional, the annual Gentleman’s Diary (1741– 1840) and 
Ladies’ Diary (1704– 1840) were striking in how they sustained readerships 
over many decades with their annual offering of entertaining mathematical 
problems.13 A handful of other more strictly mathematical periodicals were 
more ephemeral, but around the turn of the century the Mathematical, Geo-
metrical and Philosophical Delights (1793– 98) was one of a number of more 
broadly based periodicals, containing mathematical and other problems, that 
were produced for schoolchildren and others seeking to educate themselves.14

The last two decades before the turn of the century saw significant inno-
vation in the production of periodicals in natural history and natural philos-
ophy. In 1787, the first and the longest- lived of a group of serialized natural 
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history publications appeared in the form of the monthly Botanical Magazine 
of the apothecary turned naturalist William Curtis. With its colored plates 
and botanical descriptions, Curtis’s magazine found a steady market among 
both naturalists and connoisseurs. Numerous periodicals emulated it over 
succeeding decades, including zoological as well as botanical titles, as in the 
case of the Naturalist’s Miscellany (1789– 1813).15 In the 1790s, several specu-
lators finally concluded that enough of a market might now exist to sustain a 
“philosophical” or “scientific journal” like those that had begun to appear on 
the Continent in recent decades. In the space of just eight years, no fewer than 
six journals were commenced, most by projectors connected as much with 
the practical arts as with learned natural philosophy. The periodicals they 
began— including John Wyatt’s Repertory of Arts and Manufactures (1794– 
1862), William Nicholson’s Journal of Natural Philosophy (1797– 1813), and Al-
exander Tilloch’s Philosophical Magazine (1798– )— were established with the 
claim that learned philosophers and practical men alike needed cheaper and 
easier access to the details of the progress of science than could be obtained 
from Europe’s learned transactions. They consequently offered anthologies 
of discovery that included some original matter, but laid particular store by 
the reprinting, abstracting, and translation of materials published elsewhere. 
This approach had the desirable effect of maximizing the market for pioneer-
ing products that did not, in Britain, map on to a sizeable occupational group. 
The editors’ imagined audience drew together university professors, manu-
facturers, and even “young persons” with the offer of an anthology of scien-
tific discovery that met their divergent interests. Moreover, their vision yielded 
journals that were not only financially sustainable but valued by a range of 
those with scientific interests.16

The success of these new commercial philosophical journals, with their 
broad appeal to “public” authority, soon created concerns for the learned so-
cieties. Offering to public scrutiny an alternative and sometimes much earlier 
means of access to the activities of such societies, the journals prompted the ire 
of Royal Society president Sir Joseph Banks, who sought to wrest back con-
trol.17 Before long, however, some of the recently founded more specialist so-
cieties began to cooperate with the commercial philosophical journals to offer 
their own authorized accounts of their proceedings, as is explored in detail in 
chapter 3 of this book. The new societies founded to cater to emerging scien-
tific disciplines, such as the Geological (f. 1807) and the Astronomical (f. 1820), 
continued to emulate the Royal Society in accumulating volumes of transac-
tions or memoirs. In the 1820s, however, both of these societies cooperated 
with their printer, Richard Taylor, to include accounts of their proceedings in 
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his Philosophical Magazine. By 1827, members of each were receiving specially 
offprinted “proceedings” that soon became separate journals in their own 
right. Moreover, this new mode of appeal to the “public” developed apace. Old 
societies, notably the Royal Society in 1831, adopted the form alongside exist-
ing transactions; new societies, such as the Zoological Society (f. 1826), could 
choose whether to publish transactions, containing longer memoirs, as well  
as proceedings, offering much more succinct accounts of scientific findings.18

Meanwhile, others had perceived opportunities in the new form of scien-
tific periodical. The early “scientific journals” had been produced largely at 
the initiative of entrepreneurial editors, for whom they had generated a healthy 
income. However, even as early as 1805, fashionable and established publish-
ers such as John Murray, Archibald Constable, Longman, and Richard Phil-
lips were interested in purchasing Tilloch’s journal as a successful and highly 
regarded publication. In the dozen years between 1813 and 1825, these com-
mercial publishers joined up with more “learned” and “philosophical” editors 
to publish titles with larger ambitions, namely chemist Thomas Thomson’s 
Annals of Philosophy (1813– 26), chemist William Thomas Brande’s Journal 
of Science and the Arts (1816– 30), natural philosopher David Brewster and 
naturalist Robert Jameson’s Edinburgh Philosophical Journal (1819– 64), and 
Brewster’s breakaway Edinburgh Journal of Science (1824– 32). At a moment 
when the encyclopedic monthly magazine of the eighteenth century was 
morphing into the self- consciously literary magazine, of which Blackwood’s 
Edinburgh Magazine (1817– 1980) was the type, publishers and editors alike 
expected to be able to reach a similarly large readership with well- financed and 
reputable magazines that were exclusively “scientific,” though it would entail 
adopting a more “popular” mode of address. The publishers threw large sums 
at their speculations, only to discover that their sought- for market was noth-
ing like so large as they had believed. By 1832 the total number of the general 
“scientific journals” surviving was just two: the Philosophical Magazine and 
Jameson’s Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal.19

One of the reasons for the failure of these periodicals was the further diver-
sification of periodical literature that took place at this period. At the wealthier 
end of the market, new weekly journals such as the Literary Gazette (1817– 
63) and the Athenaeum (1828– 1921) sought to combine literary with scientific 
news. Moreover, working- class entrepreneurs began to exploit the market for 
cheap weekly periodicals developed by the postwar radical press before a ter-
rified government introduced the “Six Acts” of 1819 to suppress it through the 
extension of libel laws and stamp duties. The new form of the cheap apolitical 
weekly— popularized by the Mirror of Literature, Amusement and Instruction 
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(1822– 47)— was soon taken up by the Edinburgh- educated radical journalist 
Thomas Hodgskin and the Scots patent agent and writer Joseph Clinton Rob-
ertson to produce their three- penny weekly Mechanics’ Magazine (1823– 72), 
intended for “that numerous and important portion of the community, the 
Mechanics or Artisans,” who, it was intended, would be able to say, “This is 
ours and for us.”20 Not only did the new magazine contribute significantly to 
the development of the mechanics’ institute movement, but it soon spawned 
a number of similar titles, including the Glasgow Mechanics’ Magazine (1824– 
26) and the London Mechanics’ Register (1824– 28), as well as Hodgskin’s own 
Chemist (1824– 25). The manner in which the cheap weeklies used the new 
technologies of the increasingly mechanized book trades, such as machine- 
made paper and stereotype, to cheapen the price of print and expand the 
market was soon emulated by others, including the Society for the Diffusion 
of Useful Knowledge, so that contemporaries felt that theirs had become the 
era of the “march of mind.”21 By the early 1830s, the cheap weekly journal had 
reached new heights of success in the form of periodicals such as the Penny 
Magazine (1832– 45) and Chambers’s Edinburgh Magazine (1832– 1956), which 
mixed scientific content with a broad array of other matter.

The format of the cheap weekly was also adopted by the London surgeon 
Thomas Wakley to produce a radically new kind of medical periodical. With 
more than twice the number of pages, and costing sixpence, Wakley’s Lancet 
(1823– ) nevertheless used the production strategies of the other new cheap 
weeklies produced in the same neighborhood of the Strand (fig. 1.2). It also 
emulated the journalism of postwar political weeklies, notably Cobbett’s Weekly 
Political Register (1802– 36), in its pugnacious engagement with the medical 
politics of the day.22 A number of new medical monthlies and quarterlies had 
been founded over the preceding two decades, many produced by the emerg-
ing specialists in the increasingly vigorous world of medical publishing and 
edited by ambitious medical practitioners.23 However, the Lancet marked a 
radical departure from the established formats, offering above all a vibrant 
sense of rapid progress in both medical knowledge and the medical commu-
nity. Its ambition to reach a much wider medical readership than previous 
titles, including medical students and the great bulk of general practitioners, 
was soon rewarded. In 1824, Wakley claimed more than ten thousand read-
ers, though circulation reportedly settled at around four thousand.24 Unsur-
prisingly, Wakley’s combative approach encouraged the conservative medical 
placeholders to find their own vehicle, and the London Medical Gazette (1827– 
51) became one of a series of competitors with the Lancet in the weekly market 
over succeeding decades.
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A further important innovation at the end of the 1820s was the appearance 
of the first scientific periodical of any note devoted to a particular scientific 
field. From the 1780s onwards, a growing number of periodicals had offered 
naturalists, collectors, and gardeners regular depictions and descriptions of 
plant and animal species, including such new titles as the Botanist’s Repository 
(1797– 1815), the Botanical Register (1815– 47), the Botanical Cabinet (1817– 33), 
the British Flower Garden (1823– 38), and the Botanic Garden (1824– 51). In 
many ways, however, these were more similar to other serialized part- works 
in natural history than to periodicals, in that they provided next to no space 
for a temporally extended conversation. John Loudon’s Magazine of Natural 
History (1828– 40), with which the introduction to this volume began, offered 
something altogether more ambitious. As chapters 2 and 5 discuss, this mag-
azine and Loudon’s earlier Gardeners’ Magazine (1826– 44), were notable in 
finding a new readership for such subject- specific fare, leading to a decade of 
vigorous experimentation that was, nevertheless, rather limited in its success.

M i d -  N i n e t e e n t h -  C e n t u r y  P e r i o d i c a l s

One of the great novelties of the 1830s, then, was the rush of editors and pub-
lishers to exploit the market that Loudon had found for periodicals on natural 
history and horticulture. Over the course of the decade, around twenty new 
periodicals were commenced focusing on these sometimes overlapping sub-
jects, which exhibited a significant variety of approaches in terms of subject 
matter and intended audience, ranging from the learned bimonthly Magazine 
of Zoology and Botany (1836– 38), priced at three shillings and six pence, to the 
populist monthly Edinburgh Journal of Natural History and of the Physical 
Sciences (1835– 40), issued at one shilling in the large format of Chambers’s 
Edinburgh Magazine and including Cuvier’s Animal Kingdom in serialized 
parts.25 The monthly and then quarterly Analyst (1834– 40), which combined 
significant natural history content with other topics, was the groundbreaking 
production of the editor of the Worcester Herald, William Holl, aimed at a 
primarily provincial audience among the “intellectual residents” of the West 
Midlands and interacting significantly with local societies.26 The sobering 
reality, however, was that, despite the growing market for print and the in-
creasing use of such technological novelties as machine- made paper and wood 
engraving, managing the finances for such specialized periodicals was chal-
lenging, especially when costs were significantly increased by the notorious 
“taxes on knowledge” (paper, advertisement, and stamp duties) and by postal 
charges, which affected provincial ventures disproportionately.27 Only five of 
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the new titles survived beyond 1844. Of these, two were monthlies directed at 
gardeners— the hugely successful sixpenny Floricultural Cabinet (1833– 1916) 
and the more upmarket Paxton’s Magazine of Botany (1834– 49)— and one was 
an innovative weekly horticultural newspaper, the Gardeners’ Gazette (1837– 
80), probably made possible by the reduction of stamp duty in 1836 from four 
pence to one penny. Among the new journals, William Jackson Hooker’s Jour-
nal of Botany (1829– 57; begun as the Botanical Miscellany and with further 
name changes) and the Annals and Magazine of Natural History (1838– 1966; 
begun as the Annals of Natural History) alone endured as publications of 
scientific repute.28

In addition to these commercial ventures, however, the 1830s also witnessed 
the beginnings of what grew to become a nationwide abundance of natural his-
tory societies, many of which issued periodicals. Thus, alongside the proceed-
ings (1830 – 1965) and transactions (1835– 1984) of the Zoological Society, the 
transactions (1834– 1932) of the Entomological Society, and the annual report 
and proceedings (1837– 44) of the Botanical Society of Edinburgh, appeared 
the transactions (1831– 38) of the Natural History Society of Northumberland 
and the proceedings (1834– ) of the Berwickshire Naturalists’ Club. More gen-
erally, the number of specialist scientific societies in London and elsewhere 
that were issuing periodicals continued to increase, with new metropolitan 
titles including publications from the Geographical Society (1832– 80), the Sta-
tistical Society (1834– 37, 1838– ), the Institution of Civil Engineers (1836– 42, 
1837– ), the Pharmaceutical Society (1841– 43), the London Electrical Society 
(1841), and the Chemical Society (1843– 48). Likewise, the number and range 
of observatory publications continued to grow, with publications commencing 
at Cambridge in 1829 and Edinburgh in 1834, and with the Greenwich Ob-
servatory issuing Results of Magnetical and Meteorological Observations from 
1840. A particular novelty was the publication from 1833 of the Report of the 
annual meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science, 
offering synoptic reports on the state of several sciences, as well as highly 
condensed reports on a selection of papers.

In the commercial arena, however, the bitter experience of previous de-
cades and the ever- increasing number of society publications meant that the 
Philosophical Magazine and the Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal suf-
fered little further competition as general science journals. Prospective editors 
and publishers seem to have been chastened by a sense of the smallness of the 
potential readership for periodicals serving the increasingly arcane demands 
of the special sciences, in relation to the high costs of production. In 1837, the 
printer and coeditor of the Philosophical Magazine, Richard Taylor, asserted 
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that the journal had never covered its expenses, and that the failure of scientific 
journals was solely due to the costs incurred.29 As printer of a large proportion 
of the publications of learned societies, and publisher of the Philosophical 
Magazine and the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, Taylor was the 
dominant figure in the production of science periodicals. Moreover, he was 
one of the few innovators at this period, and his business, continued by his ille-
gitimate son, William Francis, maintained a dominant role throughout the cen-
tury. Taylor’s Scientific Memoirs (1837– 52) was an earnest endeavor to bring 
British men of science up to date with Continental work by translating selected 
articles; with a sale of fewer than two hundred copies, however, it was a loss- 
making “altruistic enterprise.”30 Another notable novelty was the Cambridge 
Mathematical Journal (1837– 54), the editors of which sought out a small but 
sustainable readership rooted in the university’s mathematical community, 
again seeking to make Continental work available.31 Striking in its singularity 
was William Sturgeon’s Annals of Electricity (1836– 43). A prominent electrical 
lecturer, demonstrator, and inventor, Sturgeon struggled against his status as 
an outsider to London’s learned circles, and commenced his journal having 
had his first paper on electromagnetic machines turned down for publication 
in the Philosophical Transactions. Like the London Electrical Society he was 
instrumental in founding, the new journal was in part his attempt to “forge a 
constituency for himself.” With subscriptions remaining low, however, it lasted 
only a few years.32

A very notable development in the 1830s was the growth of periodicals re-
lated to particular occupational and professional interests that had some bear-
ing on scientific subjects. The 1820s had seen the establishment of additional 
technical periodicals (e.g., the London Journal of Arts and Sciences, 1820 – 67) 
and agricultural titles (e.g., the Quarterly Journal of Agriculture, 1828– 68). 
Now, however, such work- oriented periodicals diversified significantly. No-
table examples of this trend include the monthly Veterinarian (1828– 1902), 
United Service Journal (1832– 1920), Architectural Magazine (1834– 39), Rail-
way Magazine (1835– 1903), and Civil Engineer and Architect’s Journal (1837– 
67), the quarterly Mining Review (1830– 40), and the annual Papers on Subjects 
Connected with the Duties of the Corps of Royal Engineers (1839– 1918). Some of 
these occupational journals were even issued as weeklies, notably the Mining 
Journal (1835– ) and the Railway Times (1838– 1918), a development aided 
from 1836 by the reduction of stamp duties to one penny and the complete 
removal of duty for local delivery from what were now termed “class” jour-
nals. Aimed at restricted groups of readers with very specific interests, these 
journals became increasingly familiar over succeeding years, and among them 
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the number and range of work- related titles continued to grow apace.33 The 
booming railways, building, and engineering offered especially promising mar-
kets (e.g., the weekly Railway Record [1844– 1901], Economist [1843– ], and 
Builder [1843– 1966], and the Quarterly Papers on Engineering [1843– 49]); 
but, decade by decade, new markets developed.34 From 1849, for instance, 
the gas supply industry supported the weekly Journal of Gas Lighting (1849– 
1972), which later contributed significantly to the debate concerning the in-
troduction of domestic electricity.35 Such weeklies especially benefited in the 
following decade as advertising duty (1853) and stamp duty (1855) were finally 
repealed in the face of continued campaigning.

Most of these practically oriented titles remain little studied, especially from 
the perspective of the history of science. However, one notable growth area 
in the 1840s relating to pharmacy and chemistry has attracted more atten-
tion, not least because of its obvious bearing on learned discussions. The first 
of a series of successful publications was Charles and John Watt’s sixpenny 
monthly Chemist (1840– 58), which promised readers an account of “the var-
ious dis coveries and improvements in chemistry, chemical manufactures and 
pharmacy,” while “protecting the rights of the chemist, the chemical manufac-
turer and the druggist . . . from the schemes of ignorance and imposture.”36 
The journal’s contents engaged to a significant extent with contemporary 
theoretical discussions, and it was soon joined by a more ambitiously theo-
retical title, Richard Taylor’s fortnightly Chemical Gazette (1842– 59). While 
still directed to the manufacturer and the “pharmaceutist,” this was a spin- off 
from the Philosophical Magazine, placing great emphasis on the abstracting of 
Continental work, and was edited by the German- educated William Francis 
(Taylor’s son) and Henry Croft. Sales never rose above a few hundred, but the 
journal survived until its incorporation into William Crookes’s Chemical News 
(1859– 1932), as discussed below.37

The manner in which the larger occupational market (and Taylor and Fran-
cis’s strong personal commitments) sustained these two chemical periodicals 
in the 1840s stands in stark contrast to other special sciences. As Gowan Daw-
son shows in chapter 4 of this book, for instance, attempts in the 1840s to com-
mence commercial periodicals in geology demonstrated that the market was 
not viable, and the same applied in the case of microscopy.38 It was in natural 
history alone that new titles were founded with some success. The printer 
and naturalist Edward Newman, who had edited the Entomological Magazine 
(1832– 38), associated with the Entomological Club, began his own Entomolo-
gist (1840– 42) believing there was a need for more specialized natural history 
periodicals. Shortly, however, he closed that title to begin the one- shilling 
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monthly Zoologist (1843– 1916), a “popular miscellany of natural history” sim-
ilar to Loudon’s earlier magazine and published by the natural history special-
ist John Van Voorst. It was soon a going concern.  But while Newman’s more 
specialized Phytologist (1841– 63) also endured, sales were very low, and it was 
probably cross- subsidized.39 Likewise, as chapter 6 of this volume shows, the 
Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer (1856– 61), which Newman later published, 
was produced by its editor without financial gain in view. Yet, while the natural 
history market continued to be financially strained, several horticultural peri-
odicals that found success were of considerable significance in natural history. 
Especially notable was the sixpenny Gardener’s Chronicle (1841– ), founded 
as a “stamped newspaper of rural economy and general news” by botanist 
and horticulturalist John Lindley (who edited the horticultural part), horticul-
turalist Joseph Paxton, and journalist Charles Wentworth Dilke; while at the 
cheaper end of the market, the gardening writer George W. Johnson’s Cottage 
Gardener (1848– 1915) appeared in a smaller weekly format at two pence, or 
three pence stamped for postal delivery.40

The market for medical periodicals also grew and diversified across the 
middle years of the century. One notable feature was the commencement of 
new titles produced outside the leading medical centers of London and Ed-
inburgh, including the Glasgow Medical Journal (1828– 1955) and the Dublin 
Journal of Medical and Chemical Science (1832– 1922). Especially notable were 
the endeavors of the Provincial Medical and Surgical Association to support 
the interests of the growing numbers of English practitioners outside Lon-
don, which included the issuing of transactions (1833– 53) but also prompted 
a weekly commercial speculation in the shape of the Provincial Medical and 
Surgical Journal (1840– 57). Always closely linked with the association, the 
new journal was soon taken over by it, becoming the British Medical Jour-
nal (1857– ) after the association became national and changed its name to the 
British Medical Association.41 Ireland also secured a weekly in the shape of 
the Dublin Medical Press (1839– 65), which became the more broadly based 
Medical Press and Circular (1866– 1961) after merging with the London Med-
ical Circular (1852– 66).42 The Lancet’s dominance was also challenged by 
a further long- lasting weekly founded in London, namely the surgeon and 
journalist Frederick Knight Hunt’s Medical Times (1839– 85). As professional 
standards became more stringent, another important innovation was the com-
mencement of periodicals pitched at allowing practitioners to keep abreast 
of developments, including the Retrospect of Practical Medicine and Surgery 
(1840– 1901) and the Half- Yearly Abstract of the Medical Sciences (1845– 73).

The 1830s also witnessed the commencement of the first long- lived hospital 
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journals, in the shape of Guy’s Hospital Reports (1836– 1974). By the following 
decade, the first successful periodicals focused on special medical subjects 
were beginning to appear. The transactions (1846– 1907) of the Pathological 
Society of London were soon followed over the succeeding decade by those 
of the Epidemiological Society (1855– 1907), the Odontological Society (1856– 
1907), and the Obstetrical Society (1859– 1908), and by the Ophthalmic Hospi-
tal Reports and Journal of the Royal London Ophthalmic Hospital (1857– 1917). 
Strikingly, however, it was in the distinctive field of psychological medicine 
that a successful commercial journal was first established in 1848. The asylum 
owner and physician Forbes Winslow’s Journal of Psychological Medicine and 
Mental Pathology (1848– 83) soon had competition from the Asylum Journal 
of Mental Science (1853– ), produced by the Association of Mental Officers of 
Asylums and Hospitals for the Insane, but the market was sufficiently robust 
for the two to continue together over several decades. Similarly, the notably 
early British Journal of Dental Science (1856– 1935) continued alongside the 
related society publications.

Such specialist titles became ever more frequent in the later part of the cen-
tury as the medical profession itself became specialized, but, as Sally Shuttle-
worth shows in chapter 10 of this volume, another early development was the 
commencement of commercial journals concerning public health, typically 
aimed at a readership including (but extending beyond) medical practitioners, 
such as the Journal of Public Health and Sanitary Review (1855– 58). A smat-
tering of medical periodicals aimed at informing members of the public about 
their own health and treatment also appeared, including the penny weekly 
Doctor (1832– 37), the eight- penny monthly Magazine of Health (1836), and 
the distinctly unorthodox Journal of Health (1848– 67). Unorthodox or dis-
sident medical periodicals flowered more generally in the middle decades of 
the century, as the long- standing Phrenological Journal (1823– 47) was joined 
by a wide variety of other titles, including the patent medicine vendor James 
Morrison’s Hygeist (1842– 67), the Mesmerist John Elliotson’s Zoist (1843– 
56), the British Journal of Homeopathy (1843– 84), the Monthly Homeopathic 
Review (1856– 1907), the Water- Cure Journal (1847– 49), the Vegetarian Mes-
senger (1849– 1958), and the Anti- Tobacco Journal (1858– 1900).43

L a t e -  N i n e t e e n t h -  C e n t u r y  P e r i o d i c a l s

The 1860s witnessed rapid growth in the number of periodicals of all kinds, 
and scientific, medical, and technical journals were an important component 
of this general expansion of the mid- Victorian literary marketplace. Not even 
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the most specialist titles were immune to the technological innovations in 
printing and paper production, increasingly efficient railway and postal dis-
tribution networks, and the repeal of paper duties in 1861, which, along with 
larger, better educated, and more affluent readerships, fueled this veritable 
boom in periodical publishing. By the end of the century, further technolog-
ical innovations such as halftone photographic illustrations and mechanical 
typesetting, and the increasing dominance of publishers with close ties to 
academia— whether family firms like Macmillans or the university presses at 
Oxford and Cambridge— facilitated the development of more efficient, tech-
nically accurate, and specialist scientific journals. In the final decades of the 
nineteenth century, as James Secord has noted, a “fundamental transformation 
took place which created, in broad terms, the publishing regime in which 
British science would operate for the following century.”44

One of the most notable developments of the period was that it was now 
finally possible to sustain a commercial journal on a single, discrete field of 
science. In the late 1850s the Chemical News (1859– 1932), edited by William 
Crookes in partnership with the publishers Charles Mitchell and then Griffin 
and Bohn, joined the monthly Geologist (1858– 1864) as a “special- class scien-
tific periodical,” as they were termed by the latter’s editor and proprietor, Sam-
uel Joseph Mackie.45 While Mackie’s designation echoed the legal category 
for journals exempt from stamp duty, introduced by the 1836 newspaper act, 
stamp duty had been abolished in 1855 and the concept of “class” journalism 
was now applied more loosely to the parallel processes of scientific specializa-
tion and market segmentation. The new breed of scientific “class” periodicals 
each dealt with just a single scientific discipline, and as commercial enterprises 
were wholly independent of the official societies in their respective fields, of 
which they were often critical. The other key difference was that these new 
“class” journals could be strikingly successful when the right formula was hit 
upon. As was noted in the previous section, chemistry had been one of the few 
areas that was already able to sustain its own specialist periodicals in the 1840s, 
but while Richard Taylor’s Chemical Gazette never sold more than a few hun-
dred copies (three hundred in 1848, for instance), Crookes’s Chemical News 
was, after overcoming some initial difficulties, selling ten thousand copies each 
week by the end of the century, generating a considerable income for Crookes, 
who remained its editor until 1919.46 If Mackie, as is related in chapter 4, was 
far from matching Crookes’s levels of remuneration, his Geologist was bought 
out by Longman in the mid- 1860s and relaunched as the hugely successful 
Geological Magazine (1864– ), which, its editor Henry Woodward noted, was 
another of the new type of profitable “class periodical” that began to become 
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established from the 1860s onwards.47 Other examples include the Astronom-
ical Register (1863– 86), discussed in chapter 8 of this book, and the Entomol-
ogist’s Monthly Magazine (1864– ), which superseded the earlier short- lived, 
not- for- profit entomological periodicals explored in chapter 6.48 It was both 
the reduction of production and distribution costs and, most significantly, the 
rapid growth of a literate, scientifically interested, and affluent audience that 
enabled publishers to focus on differentiated readerships that were now, for 
the first time, sufficiently large to sustain specialist periodicals in a wide range 
of scientific fields.

This larger and more literate reading audience was also sufficient to en-
able publishers to experiment with new forms of scientific journalism, and by 
the 1860s the market for specialist periodicals that made science accessible to 
both popular and middlebrow reading audiences had become increasingly 
crowded. While the numbers of popular science periodicals had, after a brief 
proliferation in the 1820s, remained unchanged until the 1850s, they more than 
doubled in the following decade.49 Titles such as Recreative Science (1859– 62), 
the Intellectual Observer (1862– 68), the Popular Science Review (1861– 95), 
the Quarterly Journal of Science (1864– 78), and Hardwicke’s Science- Gossip 
(1865– 93) all sought to engage new audiences for science with different formu-
las that combined education with entertainment at highly competitive prices. 
Hardwicke’s Science- Gossip, for example, cost just four pence for twenty- 
four octavo pages and claimed to be the cheapest scientific journal yet pub-
lished. Its editor, Mordecai Cubitt Cooke, had initially proposed that the new 
monthly should be called the Veil of Isis, but his more market- savvy publisher, 
Robert Hardwicke, instead proposed Science- Gossip (fig. 1.3). In line with this 
self- consciously demotic title, Cooke outlined his editorial objective as being 
to “gossip with our readers, as a man chats to his friend . . . talking of scien-
tific subjects in the language of the fireside, and not as savans.”50 With this 
emphasis on quotidian chat, Science- Gossip addressed itself principally to the 
growing ranks of amateur and plebeian naturalists, whose interests were also 
addressed by regional journals like the Naturalist (1864– ), published by the 
Yorkshire Naturalists’ Union. Just as such local periodicals helped, as Samuel 
Alberti has argued, to define a new role for amateurs in which they remained 
integral to the production of natural historical knowledge, so the popular ap-
peal of Science- Gossip and the other popular science periodicals that prolifer-
ated from the 1860s did not mean that they were scientifically insignificant.51

After all, Cooke received assistance from professional experts in answering 
readers’ queries, and Science- Gossip also occasionally published important 
articles by leading authorities, such as the dermatologist William Tilbury 
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Fox, or by up- and- coming naturalists, like the young E. Ray Lankester, and 
this brought it new readers from the elite scientific community. Even Charles 
Darwin was not above contributing to Science- Gossip, writing in 1867 on how 
hedgehogs seemed to use their prickles to carry fruit. Darwin’s contribution 
was in response to previous correspondence and observations from Science- 
Gossip’s readers, and it shows that the participatory nature of such popular 
periodicals continued to be valued by the most eminent men of science. This 
affords an important corrective to Susan Sheets- Pyenson’s contention that, by 
the 1860s, a passive top- down popular science had largely replaced the more 
inclusive “low science” facilitated by science periodicals in earlier decades.52 
Although Cooke, mindful of putting “readers who have not had a scientific 
training” at their ease, insisted that “it is not our project or ambition to become 
what is called a ‘scientific journal,’” Science- Gossip’s mixed format, combining 
popularity with expertise and addressing a diverse range of readers, actually 
helped provide a model for what was the most significant scientific journal to 
emerge in late nineteenth- century Britain.53

In the crowded marketplace for popular scientific periodicals in the late 
nineteenth century, publishers and editors regularly copied formats that had 
proved themselves successful. Cooke observed in private autobiographical 
notes that Science- Gossip “had many imitators and followers, besides ‘Na-
ture.’” It might seem surprising that Cooke would claim that his populist and 
gossipy periodical had any connection to the journal that would, of course, 
go on to become the international benchmark for modern science publishing. 
However, Nature, which needed to break even in the commercial marketplace 
just as much as Science- Gossip did (even if it failed to do so for the first two de-
cades), was intended to appeal to both scientific practitioners and the general 
public when it was launched in 1869, published by Macmillan with Norman 
Lockyer as editor. Lockyer certainly sought the same cost- effective mix of ex-
pertise and popular appeal as Cooke’s Science- Gossip, and one of Nature’s 
twentieth- century editors, John Maddox, acknowledged that “to begin with, 
the journal was a gossip sheet.”54 The increasing specialization of science in 
this period meant that in time Nature could only accommodate the needs of 
its more expert readers, with Knowledge (1881– 1918), edited by Richard Proc-
tor, later targeting the same popular audience that Lockyer was compelled to 
abandon from the mid- 1870s onward. But Nature was not the only one of the 
late nineteenth century’s most authoritative specialist journals to have origi-
nally been intended for a more general audience, with the Geological Magazine 
similarly beginning as a new incarnation of the avowedly populist and hetero-
dox Geologist and, at least initially, attempting to retain the same readership. 
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Nature, as Melinda Baldwin has argued, also imitated aspects of Crookes’s 
successful Chemical News, and the two weeklies shared an emphasis on speed 
and brevity in their reporting of news of the latest research that increasingly 
became a hallmark of science journalism into the twentieth century.55

The consolidation of Nature as a journal addressed exclusively to expert 
scientific practitioners that was nonetheless commercially viable helped create 
a more stratified marketplace for science periodicals in the final decades of the 
nineteenth century. The increasing specialization of the trade press, with the 
emergence from the 1860s onwards of highly technical journals like the Chem-
ist and Druggist (1859– ; fig. 1.4) and the Electrician (1878– 1952), addressed 
exclusively to professional practitioners in their respective trades, was one 
important factor in the process of stratification. New medical periodicals sim-
ilarly reflected the development of more specialist areas of practice, such as, 
for instance, the British Gynaecological Journal (1885– 1907) and the British 
Journal of Dermatology (1888– ). Closer to the trade press were a range of new 
journals addressing audiences engaged in specific medical occupations, with 
the growing importance of nursing reflected in a number of titles including the 
Nursing Record (1888– 1956), the Nursing Mirror (1888– 1977), and Nursing 
Notes (1891– 1945). As Sally Frampton shows in chapter 9 of this book, these 
new journals, representing the interests of previously marginalized occupa-
tional groups, were often resented by established medical periodicals, but they 
nonetheless contributed to the growing specialization and stratification of the 
scientific, medical, and technical press in the late nineteenth century.

The process was further augmented by the advent in the 1870s and 1880s 
of still more specialist journals, financed and published by university presses, 
that were restricted to small coteries of professional academics. The Jour-
nal of Physiology (1878– ), edited by Michael Foster, was a mouthpiece for the 
innovative approach to physiological science that Foster was pioneering at 
Cambridge University, and quickly became viewed as the “‘house organ’ for 
the Cambridge School” of experimental physiology, with more than a quarter 
of its articles deriving from practitioners in the Cambridge laboratory.56 The 
Journal of Physiology was, like Nature, originally published by Macmillans, 
though after less than two years Foster assumed the role of proprietor, with 
financial assistance from colleagues at Trinity College, and the increasingly 
in- house Journal was now sold through the Cambridge Scientific Instrument 
Company. By the mid- 1890s the Journal was being published by C. J. Clay, 
official printer to Cambridge University Press, and that press would itself take 
over publication in the early twentieth century. In 1887, Oxford University 
Press launched a science periodical of its own, the Annals of Botany (1887– ), 
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with the delegates willing to take on such a publication for the very first time 
“without any view of securing a profit to the Press,” although they insisted on 
a “guarantee fund” of two hundred pounds, which by 1889 they had drawn 
on to cover their losses.57 A lucrative new market was emerging among sub-
scribers in libraries, universities, and technical institutions across the world, 
however, and the Annals of Botany was sufficiently solvent by the end of the 
 following decade for the fund to be returned. Like the Journal of Physiology, 
the Annals had established itself as the most authoritative specialist period-
ical in its field by the close of the nineteenth century. With their innovative 
processes of peer review, such academically oriented periodicals were, along 
with more overtly commercial journals like Nature, progressively supplanting 
learned societies as the central institutions where new forms of specialist ex-
pertise were adjudicated and guaranteed.58

The printed scientific paper increasingly assumed the intellectual authority 
that was previously the preserve of oral contributions at meetings of learned 
societies, which might be published only several months or years later, and of-
ten in an altered form. The societies had initially responded, as Csiszar shows 
in chapter 3 of this book, by issuing their own proceedings in formats similar 
to those of commercial periodicals; however, with the advent of Nature and 
academic journals like the Journal of Physiology, these official proceedings 
could no longer match the speed or specialization of the commercial scientific 
press. In light of these changes, as well as the concomitant expansion in pub-
lished papers across the sciences, many societies sought a new role as arbiters 
and organizers of scientific information. The most conspicuous example of 
this recalibration of the role of learned societies in relation to the press was 
the publication of the Royal Society’s Catalogue of Scientific Papers (1867– 
1902), which, by including only articles from a select list of validated journals, 
helped to consolidate the demarcation between academic and popular science 
periodicals in the final decades of the century. More significantly, the need for 
such a Catalogue also signaled perhaps the most pressing concern in science 
publishing over the same period.

The massive growth in the number of scientific periodicals over the nine-
teenth century had inevitably resulted in an exponential increase in the num-
ber of papers published. The solution, somewhat counterintuitively, was to 
create even more science journals, though of a new form pioneered from the 
1850s in Germany. These were abstract journals containing systematic digests 
of the contents of other periodicals in a particular field, with, for instance, the 
Zoological Record (1870– ) guiding practitioners with an interest in systematics 
to the relevant literature in their respective areas. Although originally a com-
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mercial enterprise, the Zoological Record was, from 1886, published by the Zo-
ological Society; moreover, as with the Royal Society’s Catalogue of Scientific 
Papers, the task of collating such vast swaths of information could not be left 
to the marketplace and instead needed to be subsidized by learned societies. 
It has been estimated that, by the close of the nineteenth century, there was 
one abstract journal published for every three hundred conventional science 
periodicals, with Science Abstracts (1898– ; renamed Physics Abstracts in 1902), 
published by the Institution of Electrical Engineers, perhaps the most success-
ful and longstanding example, as is discussed in chapter 7 of this book.59 The 
volume of serialized information produced each year even in a relatively small 
subfield like zoological systematics or electromagnetism was so prodigious, 
however, that abstract journals were often notoriously incomplete and unre-
liable. Their production was also prohibitively costly: financing Abstracts of 
Physical Papers (1895– 98), a short- lived forerunner of Science Abstracts, cost 
the Physical Society far more than their entire annual income from members’ 
subscriptions, and threatened the society’s very existence.60

Other, more existential hazards were also involved, and in 1896 the British 
Library’s bibliographer, Frank Campbell, warned that the “development of 
Periodical Literature has been such as to constitute a very considerable danger 
to the progress of knowledge.”61 The threat of being deluged with a flood of 
printed paper was at its most acute in the sciences. Indeed, the size, complex-
ity, and heterogeneity of the information to be processed in order to keep up to 
date with developments in just one particular area was such that the prolifera-
tion of science periodicals, which increased exponentially in the period from 
1860 to 1900, threatened to overwhelm and even destroy the whole enterprise 
of scientific research.

The emergence in late- nineteenth- century Britain of scientific periodicals that 
were connected with the networks and practices of professionalized university- 
based science was clearly a development of great significance. The purpose 
of this chapter, however, has been to show that such journals were far from 
representative of the bulk of scientific, medical, and technical periodicals in 
the period, and that many other forms of publication were developed over the 
course of the century that addressed and fostered a wide range of communities 
of practice. By offering a survey of these periodical forms, this chapter thus 
underpins the object of the volume: to expose and explore the importance of 
scientific periodicals in understanding the complex and shifting social and 
epistemic topography of science in nineteenth- century Britain, both in the 
preprofessional period and as science became increasingly professionalized. 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Scientific, Medical, and Technical Periodicals 59

The survey is inevitably broad- brush, but subsequent chapters explore further 
the often highly creative initiatives of editors, publishers, societies, and readers 
in exploiting developments in print culture to develop and maintain scientific 
communities.
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C h a p t e r  2

Redrawing the Image of Science: 
Technologies of Illustration and the 

Audiences for Scientific Periodicals in 
Britain, 1790– 1840

Jonathan R. Topham

In works devoted to [scientific] subjects, representations of physical objects are indis-

pensable; and this cannot be better effected than by wood- cuts, which are now executed 

with much beauty, and, besides, combine conveniency with cheapness. Science, there-

fore, as well as literature, lies under deep obligations to the individuals who have carried 

this art to so high a degree of perfection.

Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal (1836)1

I have witnessed in my own recollection a failure of all the scientific journals almost 

that have been set on foot . . . they have all of them failed from an inability to cover their 

expense, and it is almost an impracticable thing to keep a scientific journal alive in this 

country.

R i c h a r d  T a y l o r  (1838)2

Over recent years, historians have highlighted the significant role that the trans-
formation in the manufacturing processes, products, and markets for print 
played in shaping the identity and practice of the sciences in early- nineteenth- 
century Britain. The mechanization of paper manufacture, printing, and bind-
ing in the half century between 1790 and 1840 underpinned the emergence 
of much cheaper scientific publications that were much more widely acces-
sible than previously, enabling the production of educational books, scientific 
journals, and works of popular science that fundamentally altered the place 
of science in society and the character of scientific knowledge.3 However, a 
crucial aspect of this transformation has been largely neglected by science 
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historians— namely, the fundamental alteration that took place in the tech-
nologies of illustration. In the 1790s, publications of quality were almost ex-
clusively illustrated with copper- plate engravings or etchings, while woodcuts 
were largely reserved for cheaper works, such as school books, and were typ-
ically of poor quality. In the 1830s, by contrast, illustration was dominated by 
wood engravings, some of exquisite quality, alongside a range of competing 
technologies, including not only copper- plate engravings but also lithographs 
and engravings on steel. Moreover, wood engravings could be incorporated 
within the new technologies of mass production, including the steam rotary 
press and stereotyping.4

As historians of journalism have shown, these developments— alongside 
the more general changes in printing practice— were pivotal in transforming 
the audiences for printed matter, above all because the cost reductions they 
offered enabled editors and publishers to use visual matter to appeal to new 
groups of readers. This was notably the case in the production of new mass- 
circulation periodicals intended to be attractive to working- class readers, such 
as the Penny Magazine (1832– 45) of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful 
Knowledge, although it is the Illustrated London News (1842– 2003) that is 
often seen as marking the apotheosis of the illustrated journal.5 As I will ex-
plore in this chapter, however, such popular publications were by no means 
the only periodicals affected by the transformation in illustrative technology. 
The changes also had important consequences for the burgeoning periodical 
literature of the sciences and medicine, and indeed for scientific and medical 
books more generally. From the perspective of this volume, the most important 
of those consequences relate to the effect that the technological changes had 
on the economics of scientific publishing. As the epigraphs above make clear, 
the choice of imaging technology had the potential to radically reduce the 
cost of scientific illustration in a market where scientific periodicals struggled 
to cover their costs. As editors, publishers, and societies sought to reach new, 
larger, or more specialized audiences with scientific periodicals, the changing 
technologies and economics of illustration formed a key element in their deci-
sion making. Thus, the kinds of communities of scientific practice that could 
be fostered by the burgeoning periodical press depended in no small measure 
on these underlying changes in periodical manufacture.

It was not, however, merely the economics of the changing technologies 
that were of importance for the development of scientific communities. The 
technological transformations also had significant consequences for the con-
tent of scientific communication, offering new graphic possibilities and chal-
lenging the expectations of authors, illustrators, and readers. In recent years, 
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historians have shown increasing interest in the visual culture of science in 
early- nineteenth- century Britain. However, while several major studies have 
taken cognizance of the effects of the changing technologies of illustration, 
none has placed such technologies in the foreground of the analysis.6 We still 
know relatively little about when particular technologies began to become 
practically available and how quickly they were adopted. There is also much 
to learn about how those involved— authors and artists, publishers and edi-
tors, and readers and observers— viewed the graphic qualities of the differ-
ent technologies, and what the concerns and difficulties were that affected 
their choice of technology. Important questions remain concerning the effect 
of their decisions on the processes by which images were produced and the 
identity of those involved in producing them. Finally, of course, the quali-
ties and conventions of the images produced, and the reactions of those who 
viewed them, need to be better understood in relation to the technologies 
employed. Addressing such questions promises significantly to enrich the 
history of the visual culture of science. In addition, however, it promises to 
enrich our understanding of how those involved conceived of the audiences 
for scientific periodicals and other publications, as they considered whether 
particular kinds of illustration, produced using particular technologies, better 
served particular readerships.

As the foregoing implies, the technological changes also affected the com-
munities of science in that they affected who was engaged in the scientific 
work of visual representation. The technicians of print responsible for printed 
illustrations— significant numbers of women as well as men— have suffered 
substantial historical neglect. Many cultivators of the sciences were skilled art-
ists, and some were also skilled in the associated printing technologies, but the 
changes in technology affected the relationships between authors, artists, and 
print technicians. In the introduction of both wood engraving and lithogra-
phy, the availability of appropriately skilled designers, engravers, and printers 
was key. Such individuals often developed close relationships with scientific 
practitioners, and recovering an understanding of their skills and working 
practices is highly pertinent to the attempt to understand the development 
of scientific imagery in the changing technological context of the nineteenth 
century. The conventions established in the emerging visual languages of the 
several sciences were conditioned by these practical aspects of image making, 
as well as by the economic and political implications of choosing particular 
technologies.

My object in this chapter is to begin to address some of these fundamental 
questions about the changes that took place in illustrative technologies in the 
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period between 1790 and 1840, with the intention of shedding light on their 
consequences for the production of scientific periodicals and for the commu-
nities that those periodicals fostered and served. My central claim is that the 
transformation was a pivotal and somewhat overlooked element in the cheap-
ening of scientific periodicals, and in the widening of their appeal in the years 
before Victoria’s accession. At the start of that period, scientific periodicals in 
Britain were restricted to a handful of learned transactions, illustrated luxuri-
ously with copper- plate figures. By the end, there was a plethora of competing 
titles, very diverse in price and appearance and illustrated in a variety of ways. 
These included society proceedings as well as transactions (now illustrated 
in increasingly diverse ways) and a range of general scientific journals, such as 
the Philosophical Magazine (1798– ). They also, however, included cheap tech-
nical journals for mechanics, self- proclaimed magazines of popular science, 
and an increasing range of magazines on natural history and gardening, many 
of which took advantage of changes in the technologies of illustration— and 
especially the growth of wood engraving— to offer products that were acces-
sible in form and price to the expanding reading audiences of the industrial 
age. Such periodicals, which helped to foster wider engagement in the sciences 
and in new communities of science, such as mechanics institutes and natural 
history clubs, thus depended on the transformation of illustrative technology 
alongside the other changes in print manufacture.

The chapter falls into four sections. I begin by considering the strikingly 
slow take- up of wood engraving for scientific purposes, and show that, while 
the new technology seemed to many to offer important advantages, it was 
ill- suited to the high- price model that dominated scientific publishing in the 
first quarter of the century. The next two sections examine parallel develop-
ments in the 1820s. First I outline the emergence of lithography in Britain at 
the end of the 1810s, showing that, in the high- prestige periodicals of learned 
societies, the new technology began to be used as a means of saving money 
while maintaining an air of gentlemanly opulence. Next I show that it was the 
new cheap journals of the 1820s— notably the Mirror of Literature (1822– 47) 
and the Mechanics’ Magazine (1823– 72)— that pushed forward the adoption 
of wood engraving as part of a concerted program of instruction, but with 
an eye also to entertainment. Similar motives actuated the innovative horti-
culturalist and journalist John Claudius Loudon in his application of wood 
engraving in producing his innovative Gardener’s Magazine (1826– 44) and 
Magazine of Natural History (1828– 40). In the final section, I briefly examine 
how the growing adoption of the new technologies in the scientific journals of 
the 1830s fueled a debate about how images should operate in relation to the 
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work of science and the character of the communities involved, highlighting 
some of the questions that remain concerning the grounds on which choices 
were made regarding the use of illustrative technologies.

While this chapter thus focuses primarily on the importance of illustra-
tive technologies for the history of scientific periodicals, it also contributes 
to establishing a wider agenda in the history of the visual and print culture 
of the sciences in the period. In the course of the chapter, I offer something 
of an overview of the transformation of illustrative technologies in relation to 
the sciences generally. To a significant extent, of course, the developments in 
scientific periodicals paralleled those in scientific books. With research on the 
subject still in its infancy, this chapter provides a framework on which future 
researchers might build, and it opens up important new questions about how 
distinctive the use of the new technologies was in periodicals as opposed to 
books, and in scientific publications as opposed to other publications. More 
generally, the chapter identifies some of the key ways in which closer attention 
to the practicalities, economics, and workers involved in printed illustrations 
in early- nineteenth- century science can reinvigorate the science and visual 
culture research agenda by focusing attention on the reasons why certain tech-
nologies were preferred to others. I return to these points briefly at the end.

T h e  R e v i va l  o f  W o o d  E n g r av i n g  a n d  t h e 
P e r s i s t e n c e  o f  I n ta g l i o  P l a t e s ,  1 7 9 0 –  1 8 2 0

At the end of the eighteenth century, the standard technology of illustration 
used in scientific publications depended upon making incisions in a copper 
plate into which ink was introduced. These were usually made with a sharp 
implement (in engraving) or by using acid to cut away parts of the plate ex-
posed through a “ground” (in etching), though less commonly used variants 
(mezzotint and aquatint) produced tonal effects. These were all highly skilled 
and labor- intensive processes, typically involving a specialist technician. The 
resultant plates were sometimes known as “intaglios,” from the Italian verb 
intagliare (to cut in), and all were printed in much the same way. It took the 
intense pressure of a roller press to lift the ink out of the incisions and onto the 
paper, so that intaglio plates had to be printed separately from the letterpress, 
typically on good quality paper. Moreover, the intense pressure meant that the 
copper— attractive for its relative softness and ease of working— gradually de-
formed, limiting to a few hundred the number of copies that could be printed 
before the plate needed repair or replacement. Any color was usually applied 
manually, after printing. Thus, while the illustrations produced were often 
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sophisticated and aesthetically rewarding, they were expensive, and added 
very markedly to the cost of the publication. Not surprisingly, then, such illus-
trations were typically used sparingly. Yet, as transactions began to be issued 
by the new learned societies established outside London (notably in Dublin, 
Edinburgh, and Manchester) and by those designed to serve sectional interests 
(such as the Society of Arts and the Linnean Society), those publications fol-
lowed the Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society (1665– ) in including 
occasional plates. The commercial scientific magazines that began to be issued 
for the first time in the 1790s, such as the Journal of Natural Philosophy (1797– 
1813) and the Philosophical Magazine, similarly included a small number of 
copper- plate illustrations.

This was the context in which the revival of fine wood engraving began. 
Wood blocks had been used to produce such important scientific works as 
Vesalius’s De humani corporis fabrica (1543), but the technology had shortly 
afterwards been supplanted for purposes of fine illustration by copper- plate 
engraving. By the eighteenth century, wood was used chiefly to produce cheap 
and often crude illustrations, “of little use but to embellish half- penny ballads 
and school- books for little children.”7 These were chiefly what are sometimes 
distinguished as “woodcuts,” in which the image was produced by cutting 
into the long grain of a wood block to leave the drawing standing proud in a 
way that could be printed alongside the letter press.8 This relief process had 
many advantages over copper- plate engraving: the block was not only easier 
to print and cheaper to prepare, but it was also much more durable. However, 
the quality of the image produced on long- grain blocks was markedly inferior, 
especially in regard to the fineness of line. Better results could be achieved with 
wood engraving, where the blocks were cut across the hard end grain of the 
wood, providing a surface in which finer lines could be produced. While he 
did not originate it, this was the process that the provincial engraver Thomas 
Bewick took to a new level of sophistication in the last decade of the century, 
leading contemporaries to consider that a new epoch had opened in the his-
tory of wood engraving.9

Bewick was first introduced to wood engraving when, as an apprentice in 
Newcastle- upon- Tyne, he was set to engrave geometrical drawings for the local 
mathematician Charles Hutton’s Treatise on Mensuration (1768). However, it 
was his General History of Quadrupeds (1790) that brought the possibilities of 
wood engraving to public prominence, with the book running through three 
editions in as many years. Bewick had developed a great love for natural his-
tory as a child, and he harbored an ambition of offering a work for children 
with illustrations of animals superior to the woeful copper engravings found in 
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the standard trade work he had encountered in his youth, Thomas Boreman’s 
A Description of Three Hundred Animals (1730; 11th ed., 1774). His History of 
Quadrupeds was planned with his former master, Ralph Beilby, who agreed 
to provide descriptive text, and as the quality of the illustrations became clear, 
the project became more ambitious.10 Bewick brought a fineness, delicacy, and 
artistry to wood engraving— as well as a feel for nature— using an expressive 
white- line technique in which the picture was produced by cutting out lines 
and larger areas of white from a black background, rather than merely cutting 
away (“blocking out”) a white background in order to reproduce the black 
lines of a drawing (fig. 2.1a). Contemporaries were quick to appreciate the 
novelty. Woodblock illustrations had been despised since copper engraving 
became the pinnacle of technique, the Critical Review noted, but Vesalius’s 
wood engravings had “a force, a spirit, and an expression” unequaled by Boer-
haave’s later edition of De humani corporis fabrica using copper engravings. 
The wood engravings in Bewick’s work— “executed on a new principle”— 
also had an uncommon “delicacy and clearness.” They were, according to the 
General Magazine, “beyond all comparison— the chef d’oeuvre of the art of 
wood engraving.”11

Reviewers considered that the new technique was especially successful— 
indeed, superior to copper engraving— in picturing animals (figs. 2.1a and 
2.1b). Reviewing Bewick’s History of British Birds (1797– 1804), the Annual 
Review reported that the engraver had

soon found that the yielding consistence of wood is better fitted to express the 
ease, freedom, and spirit which ought to characterize portraits of animated 
beings than the stubborn surface of a metallic substance. . . . There is in [Be-
wick’s engravings] a boldness of design, a correctness of outline, an exactness 
of attitude, and a discrimination of general character, conveying at the first 
glance a just and lively idea of each different animal, to which nothing in mod-
ern times has ever aspired, and which the most eminent old artists have not 
surpassed.12

Bewick’s ability to capture the distinctive character of animals was in part at-
tributed to his special knowledge and love of nature, and his successors were 
often considered to be inferior in that regard. Yet, informed writers considered 
that wood engraving offered special opportunities to the artist. An article on 
“wood- cuts” for the 1801 supplement to the third edition of the Encyclopædia 
Britannica claimed that, while copper plates were superior “in point of del-
icacy and minuteness,” wood engravings were equally superior “in regard to 
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F i g .  2 . 1 .  The comparative value of wood engraving in conveying a “just and lively idea” of 
animals. Illustrations of the squirrel from (a) Thomas Bewick’s General History of Quadrupeds 
(Newcastle- upon- Tyne: S. Hodgson, R. Beilby, and T. Bewick; London: G. G. J. Robinson and 
C. Dilly, 1790), 333 (wood engraving by Thomas Bewick), and (b) Oliver Goldsmith’s History 
of the Earth, and Animated Nature, vol. 4 (London: F. Wingrave, 1791), opposite 23 (copper- 
plate engraving by Isaac Taylor), showing the superiority of the former. Reproduced with the 
permission of Special Collections, Leeds University Library.

(b)
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strength and richness.” The blacks and whites produced were unsurpassed, 
and the technique lent itself to the chiaroscuro effects so much in demand, 
with strong contrast between light and shade. William Chatto later claimed, 
in his highly regarded Treatise on Wood Engraving (1839), that this was the 
“greatest advantage” of wood engraving over copper. He also noted that by 
using “lowering”— in which parts of the block were scraped to reduce the 
height— a softness of texture could be achieved that was of value in zoological 
illustration. Similarly, the Penny Cyclopaedia (1833– 43) claimed that, while 
wood engraving could not achieve the “extreme neatness, length and sweep 
of line, and bold outline of the copper,” it could equal even mezzotint in the 
“depth of shadow and effect,” only with “more distinctness of detail.”13

The graphic advantages of wood engraving aside, commentators were quick 
to notice its practical advantages, and its potential in scientific illustration. A 
pseudonymous writer in the Monthly Magazine (“NM”) discussed the virtues 
of the new wood engraving— its “rich fullness of shade, a mellow softness in 
their gradations, and a great strength of touch”— suggesting that it was ex-
cellent for artistic works when on a larger scale. Its chief use, however, would 
be in reducing costs for illustration on a smaller scale, notably in relation to 
scientific subjects. Anatomical illustration was likely to be the most important, 
he continued, observing:

I am perfectly satisfied that anatomical plates can be executed on wood with 
all the precision possible on copper, and, in some particulars, (especially those 
where the muscles are represented) with much greater elegance and beauty. 
A set of such plates, if executed from accurate designs, by having the whole 
civilized globe for a market, (the explanations being easily printed in different 
languages) could be afforded at a very low price, so as to bring them within the 
reach of every student of physic; while the undertaker would be insured in a 
most abundant profit.

Mathematical diagrams and machinery could also be accurately accom-
plished using wood engraving; Bewick had demonstrated the technique’s 
value in zoology, and a finer effect might yet be expected in producing il-
lustrations of insects, shells, and minerals. The writer claimed to have been 
told by a knowledgeable informant that, had the plates of the latest edition 
of the Encyclopaedia Britannica been engraved on wood instead of copper, 
it would have saved ten guineas per plate in printing costs, or a total of four 
thousand on the work as a whole.14 The point was echoed in the encyclope-
dia’s own 1801 supplement, which asserted that wood engraving was being 
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underused as an “economical art for illustrating mechanics and other subjects  
of science.”15

Some scientific publications certainly began to be produced using wood 
engravings. The precedent had obviously been set for works of natural history, 
and as early as 1807 an abridged edition of Goldsmith’s Animated Nature was 
being issued as “illustrated by nearly two hundred Engravings on Wood, in the 
Manner of Bewick.”16 Nevertheless, the great bulk of publications continued to 
be illustrated using copper plates, and this applied particularly to the learned 
transactions and scientific journals. One might seek to account for this in tech-
nical terms. For instance, contemporaries had anticipated difficulties with ap-
plying the new technology arising from the problem of securing sufficiently 
large end- grain blocks, and even in 1839 William Chatto estimated five inches 
square as the maximum block size to be achieved without joining blocks.17 Yet, 
while some journal illustrations required a larger canvas than this, many did 
not, so that it could only amount to a partial explanation. Similarly, we have 
seen that copper- plate engraving allowed for the production of much finer 
lines than could be achieved with wood, and it could be time- consuming and 
expensive to print engraved wood blocks in such a way (using overlays) as 
to achieve a delicate variation in tone. However, for many purposes this was 
hardly relevant, and the potential cost savings offered a considerable incentive 
to use wood engraving where nothing was to be lost.18 A further consideration 
is the limited number of wood engravers available to carry out the work, but 
some reports suggest that, despite their small numbers, wood engravers at 
this period “did not meet with constant and regular employment.”19 Perhaps 
more significant was that draftsmen needed to know how to draw on wood 
in a way that would get the best out of the technology, and as late as 1839 
Chatto claimed that there was only one active artist adept at drawing for wood 
engraving.20

Underpinning these technical considerations, however, was a more general 
conservatism that affected the uptake of the new process in general, and not 
least in the scientific periodicals. Wood blocks had hitherto been associated 
with the production of cheap books, and later commentators also emphasized 
that wood engraving was “the art of design which is naturally associated with 
cheap and rapid printing.”21 As we shall see, cheap publishing was indeed 
the context in which its use first prospered in the 1820s. By contrast, in the 
high- price book market of the first quarter of the nineteenth century, scientific 
books and journals continued to be expensive luxury goods. As new specialist 
societies began to issue transactions alongside those of the Royal Society in 
the 1800s and 1810s, they took on the form of prestige publications with the 
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associated high production costs. The next section shows that the new tech-
nology of lithography offered a way to reduce costs and increase convenience 
without compromising the sense of luxury.

L i t h o g r a p h y  a n d  t h e  P r e c a r i o u s  F i n a n c e s 
o f  P r e s t i g e  P u b l i c a t i o n s ,  1 8 2 0 –  3 0

The relatively slow advance of wood engraving in Britain finds something 
of a parallel in the length of time it took for lithography to gain a foothold. 
Invented by the German actor Alois Senefelder in 1796, the technique was 
patented by him in London in 1801. However, with many forbidding techni-
calities to master and with the Napoleonic wars intervening, it was not until 
the late 1810s that the technology began to be exploited in any systematic way 
in Britain.22 As its name implies, lithography involved printing from stone. 
Instead of the ink being carried in incisions on a metal plate or on the relief 
surface of a wood block, the process depended on the differential chemical 
affinities of the ink, such that printing could take place from the flat surface of 
the fine lithographic limestone. The lithographic artist used waxy crayons or 
ink to produce the image on the surface of the stone before etching the stone to 
prepare it to absorb water in the areas not to be printed. The ink consequently 
adhered only to the image, and could be transferred to paper in a suitable 
printing press. As a planographic process in which printing took place from 
a flat surface rather than a raised one, lithography still involved printing the 
image separately from the book’s text, typically on a separate page as a “plate.” 
However, it had many potential advantages over copper plates. The process 
of preparing the stone was altogether less laborious than that of preparing a 
plate; moreover, competent draftsmen could learn to draw on stone altogether 
more easily than they could learn to engrave or etch, thus offering a novel im-
mediacy. In consequence, lithography was both more rapid and cheaper than 
intaglio processes, and additional cost savings resulted from the much greater 
durability of the lithographic stone, which could yield tens of thousands of 
impressions without deterioration of quality. In addition, there were a number 
of graphic advantages. While it could not offer the same clarity as copper en-
graving, lithography permitted a particularly wide range of marks to be made, 
and could be used to produce a distinctive pencil- like tone.

It was not, however, until the late 1810s that British commentators began to 
voice these claims for lithography. Notable among them was the German- born 
fine art publisher, Rudolf Ackermann, who set himself to promote lithography, 
establishing a lithographic press in 1816, and offering specimens of what the 
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new technology could achieve in his fashionable monthly, the Repository of 
Arts.23 He also published Senefelder’s Complete Course of Lithography in 1819 
and several other manuals (both original and in translation) soon followed. By 
the early 1820s, London had several active lithographic printers who could 
offer a range of variations on the basic technique, including transfer lithog-
raphy, whereby copper- plate engravings could be printed using lithographic 
stone. Moreover, lithography’s advocates were vocal about its potential value 
for scientific illustration. As early as 1813, one was suggesting its suitability for 
the easy production of natural history illustrations at low cost, and this was 
soon echoed in reports from France, and by Ackermann and his lithographic 
printer Charles Hullmandel.24

Lithography recommended itself to scientific practitioners in a number of 
ways. The process itself fell within the scientific purview of both geologists 
and chemists, and William Buckland and Michael Faraday were both involved 
in offering advice to Hullmandel.25 Furthermore, it offered the prospect of 
practitioners being enabled to produce their own drawings for publication 
without the intervention of a craftsman. While some scientific men, such as 
the surgeon Charles Bell, had learned to etch copper plates to a high standard, 
lithography offered the prospect of something much less demanding, with a 
range of possible benefits. Indeed, the only individual known to have exper-
imented with lithography before the publication of substantial manuals was 
the sixteen- year- old apprentice geologist John Phillips. Phillips was probably 
acting at the instigation of his uncle, William Smith, who was excited by what 
the technique might offer in relation to publishing his drawings and producing 
much- needed income. Learning from several brief accounts, including trans-
lations from French periodicals in the Annals of Philosophy (1813– 26), Phillips 
was able to set up a short- lived lithographic press in the years 1817 to 1819, 
and to advertise his services.26 While Phillips’s commercial involvement was 
unusual, other geologists very rapidly exploited the technique in producing 
small numbers of copies of their drawings for semiprivate circulation.27 More-
over, they were impressed by the graphic qualities of the prints produced. For 
instance, a print of an ichthyosaur lithographed for Henry De La Beche in 
1819 prompted one observer to claim that the effect was “far better for fossils 
than the fine engravings to Sir Everard Home’s papers in the Philosophical 
Transactions.”28

The convenience, cheapness, and graphic qualities of lithography all rec-
ommended it for scientific use, but a further recommendation was that the 
technology most easily produced illustrations as separate “plates.” As we have 
seen, the great bulk of scientific books and journals had been illustrated in this 
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way over the preceding century, while publications in which the illustration 
and text were combined were typically cheap books, especially for children. 
In these years before the new industrial technologies were applied to reduce 
costs, printed matter remained generally very expensive. Scientific publica-
tions were chiefly for the wealthy, and many of those with illustrations were no-
table for their appearance of luxury and prestige. In this context, lithography 
offered the prospect of producing books more cheaply without altering the 
form of the publication. Lithographic plates could replace copper plates while 
exuding the same air of luxury, and with none of the “cheap” connotations 
of wood engravings. Rudolf Ackermann had demonstrated as much in his 
fashionable Repository of Arts, and the point was not lost on those producing 
scientific books, journals, and above all the learned transactions.

This circumstance is well illustrated by the case of the Geological Society. 
When the society began to produce Transactions in 1811, it had strong rea-
sons to desire a prestige publication. To begin with, the society had only just 
emerged from a battle to establish itself as independent of the Royal Society, 
not least in the matter of having the right to publish its members’ memoirs 
independently of the Philosophical Transactions. Moreover, the society was 
conscious of the vulnerable status of the nascent science of geology, and the 
preface to the first volume highlighted the society’s independence from con-
troversial debate relating to theories of the earth. Decisions concerning the 
production of the Transactions consequently rendered the new publication 
highly reminiscent of the Philosophical Transactions. Choosing between spec-
imens of type, paper, and form provided for them by the society member and 
printer William Phillips, they depended on the financial backing of several 
members to produce a luxurious quarto publication on good paper using ink 
of the “best quality.” To complete the effect, the illustrations, like those in the 
Philosophical Transactions, were intaglio engravings, many of them colored. 
Whatever else remained to be proved, the geological Transactions were prop-
erly scientific in form, at least. Moreover, at a price of one pound, twelve shil-
lings to the book trade and to members— the Transactions were not included 
in the fellows’ subscription— their audience was distinctly select.29

Having a select audience is one thing, but having a vanishing audience is 
another, and in 1821, after five volumes of the Transactions had been produced, 
the society’s council resolved to “take into its early consideration” the publica-
tion’s “high price.”30 The print run had been 750 copies, but while all but two 
hundred copies of the first volume had been distributed by June 1822, almost 
six hundred of the latest part remained, meaning that more than half of the so-
ciety’s members had not bought a copy (see fig. 4.1). Volumes 2 to 5 had been 
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published at the risk of one of its members, the printer William Phillips, cost-
ing £4,500 to produce, but so far only one had broken even.31 A subcommittee 
appointed to enquire into “the most desirable form of publishing” concluded 
that cost savings could be made by the society publishing the Transactions 
on its own account, by making better use of the costly paper by introducing 
smaller type and a “fuller page,” and by “the substitution, wherever practi-
cable, of Lithographic plates for copper plate engravings.”32 An estimate sug-
gested that lithographed plates would cost just over a third of the price of 
engraved plates, though by the time many had been colored, the plates would 
still cost significantly more than the letterpress printing and paper combined.33 
The first half volume under the new regime included just two engravings, in 
comparison to twenty- two lithographs, and where the previous half volume 
had sold for two pounds, twelve shillings, the new one could be offered at one 
pound, five shillings to members and booksellers, and at one pound, eleven 
shillings and six pence to the public. Sales consequently revived, and within 
three and a half years, 383 copies had been sold, yielding a profit of £134.34

From the financial point of view, then, the technological change achieved its 
objective, but it was also successful graphically. Reviewing the new volume of 
the Transactions of the Geological Society in the Quarterly Review, Charles Ly-
ell was bullish about the effectiveness of lithography in geological illustration, 
observing: “This art, so strongly recommended by its superior cheapness, may 
exert a favourable influence on the future progress of science, and particularly 
on natural history, which has always been retarded by the unavoidable expense 
of engraving.”35 Lithography was especially effective in representing the tex-
tured surfaces of rock and fossil specimens, as Charles Hullmandel demon-
strated with one of the samples in his Art of Drawing on Stone (1824). For these 
purposes, the draftsman would usually work with lithographic chalk, which 
produced a distinctive textured quality. Here, the Geological Society was for-
tunate in being able to draw on the skills of Hullmandel’s protégé George Jo-
hann Scharf, a draftsman trained at the home of lithography in Munich, whose 
skill rapidly became prized by the geologists, for all that they treated him as a 
“mechanic” (figs. 2.2a and 2.2b).36 Other techniques allowed for more definite 
lines, as for use in geological sections, but fine lines were more difficult. Conse-
quently, the society still resorted to copper plates for some purposes— notably 
in the production of detailed maps, where fine lines were of the essence. Even 
here, however, lithography promised assistance. Hullmandel considered that 
one of the “most useful applications of lithography” was likely to be the tech-
nique by which copper plate impressions could be transferred to stone for 
printing.37 Such transfer lithography grew in importance in following years, 
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though it soon had to compete with the use of steel engraving— another new 
process, which produced intaglio plates that lasted much longer than copper.

It was by no means only the Geological Society to whom the financial and 
graphic qualities of lithography appealed, but that society was the first to adopt 
the technology, and others only gradually followed suit. While the Royal Soci-
ety and the Society of Arts persisted with copper plates, some other societies 
began to experiment with the new technology— notably those with animal 
and plant specimens to illustrate, where the artistry of copper- plate engraving 
proved especially demanding and expensive. When the short- lived monthly 
magazine Library of the Fine Arts took stock of the state of lithography in 
England in 1831, it reported not only that Scharf ’s “accuracy and neatness” 
had been “highly appreciated” in the Transactions of the Geological Society, 
but that lithography had been shown more generally to have advantages “in 
the delineation of subjects of natural history.” The young flower painter Val-
entine Bartholomew— who had lived and worked with Hullmandel during the 
preceding decade, marrying his sister in 1827— had produced lithographed 
drawings of flowers that the Library of the Fine Arts considered to have proved 
the technique’s “fitness for botanical illustrations, and for any subjects to be 
afterwards finished in colours; as the softness and richness of tint and deli-
cacy of outline in the lithographic drawing render it when coloured hardly 
distinguishable from an original drawing.” The technique had also been 
“found particularly effective” for “anatomical subjects, and delineations of 
morbid parts.”38

Lithography’s utility in anatomical illustration had been demonstrated, the 
writer reported, by the illustrations in the Medico- Chirurgical Transactions 
(1809– 1907) of the Medical and Chirurgical Society of London, which had 
made the transition from copper to stone abruptly between 1825 and 1827. In 
natural history the transition was much more tentative. Like the Geological 
Society, the Linnean Society found the running of its Transactions (1791– ) to 
be a major drain on its resources, above all because of the cost of the copper 
plates, many of which were colored. However, while it began using lithography 
in 1827, the majority of plates continued to be intaglio.39 Likewise, while those 
who founded the society’s Zoological Club— soon to become a separate Zoo-
logical Society— used transfer lithography to circulate their inaugural resolu-
tions in 1823, the Zoological Journal they commenced the following year had 
the merest brush with the technique, relying almost exclusively on intaglio. 
It was only in the 1830s, when the Zoological Society began issuing its own 
Transactions (1835– 1984), that significant use was made of lithography.40 Fi-
nally, while the Horticultural Society’s finances in the 1820s were straightened, 
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F i g .  2 . 2 .  The comparative value of lithography in providing a powerful sense of the tex-
ture of specimens. Two illustrations in Transactions of the Geological Society, both based on 
Gideon Mantell’s drawings of the plesiosaurus: (a) new series, vol. 1 (1824), plate 21, produced 
using lithography by George Scharf, and (b) original series, vol. (1817), plate 42, produced 
using copper engraving. Images from Biodiversity Heritage Library, www .biodiversitylibrary 
.org, contributed by (a) California Academy of Sciences Library and (b) Ernst Mayr Library, 
Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University.
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and the luxurious qualities of its Transactions (1807– 48) added to the financial 
strain, there was no attempt to cut costs through the application of lithography. 
Rather, the society experimented much more than others with the use of wood 
engraving for more mundane illustrations, while also experimenting with some 
steel intaglio plates.41

This conservatism in the natural history transactions deserves further at-
tention, and it is worth noting that lithography was slow to be adopted more 
generally in the high- prestige, high- cost botanical and zoological part works 
that were so characteristic of the early decades of the nineteenth century.42 In 
particular, the growing number of monthly botanical part works that emulated 
William Curtis’s Botanical Magazine (1787– ) continued the practice of issuing 
colored intaglio engravings. Only in 1845, with a new publisher and the litho-
graphic talents of botanical artist Walter Fitch, did the Botanical Magazine 
finally make the change.43 In such a well- established, extremely skilled, and 
high- status culture of illustrative printmaking, it is perhaps not surprising that 
the adoption of lithography was rather slow, despite its attractions in offering 
plates that were at once relatively conservative in appearance— looking super-
ficially much like intaglio plates— and significantly cheaper to produce.

C h e a p  J o u r n a l s ,  N e w  A u d i e n c e s ,  a n d  t h e 
G r o w t h  o f  W o o d  E n g r av i n g ,  1 8 2 0 –  3 0

While the learned societies continued to be invested in the expensive form 
of the prestige publication, albeit with costs now sometimes tempered by the 
introduction of lithography, the early 1820s witnessed a striking transforma-
tion as the first cheap scientific journals employed wood engraving to great 
effect. The emergence in the 1820s of the first commercially successful cheap 
periodicals— addressing the rapidly increasing numbers of working-  and 
lower- middle- class readers and using some of the new technologies of mass 
production— was one of the wonders of the age, contributing to a new sense 
of the “march of mind.” Reflecting that the application of wood engraving 
“for the general purposes of pictorial illustration was comparatively slow” in 
the three decades after 1790, William Chatto attributed its rapid growth in the 
1820s to radical publisher William Hone— whose political satires and popu-
lar miscellanies sold very extensively— and to the Society for the Diffusion of 
Useful Knowledge (SDUK), an organization founded in 1826 with a view to 
providing high- quality educational works at cheap prices.44 However, it was 
the success of the cheap- periodical visionary John Limbird, another former 
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radical publisher, that inspired many, including the SDUK, to adopt the ex-
tensive use of wood engraving.

During the 1810s, wood engravings had begun to appear occasionally in the 
broadly based monthly magazines, such as the Gentleman’s Magazine (1731– 
1907), that had survived the previous century, and by the start of the 1820s such 
magazines were beginning to make them more of a regular feature. Limbird 
copied this practice in his Mirror of Literature, Amusement and Instruction, 
a sixteen- page weekly miscellany begun in 1822. The magazine was priced at 
two pence— a price previously only seen in the cheap radical press that had 
been deliberately suppressed by the imposition of a four and one- half pence 
newspaper tax in 1819— and Limbird’s strategy of giving readers affordable 
access to snippets of the literature of the day ensured an unprecedented suc-
cess, with regular sales probably in the tens of thousands. The inclusion of one 
or two moderately large wood engravings was a particular selling point that 
others soon emulated. Indeed, in the wake of Limbird’s success, a cascade of 
cheap, mostly short- lived, weekly publications tumbled onto the market, many 
of them illustrated, such as the Nic- Nac (1822– 28), the Portfolio (1823– 29), and 
the Olio (1828– 33). It was above all these new cheap periodicals that popular-
ized wood engraving and served to develop a regular workforce.45

The Mirror’s weekly mélange included a range of scientific and technical 
illustrations. The first eight numbers, for instance, included illustrations of 
the treadmill at Brixton Prison, a “mermaid” specimen that was being ex-
hibited in London, the recent eruption of Mount Vesuvius, and the moose 
on display at William Bullock’s Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly. As this suggests, 
illustrations often related to spectacles of the day, and their sensationalism 
was obviously designed to draw the eye and to entertain. Yet, while such il-
lustrations were far from providing the kind of technical information needed 
for scientific purposes, they were broadly informative, and the journal was 
clear about its dual mission: to instruct as well as to amuse. Introducing the 
depiction of the moose, for instance, it observed: “Anxious to keep our prom-
ise with the public, in rendering our little work a ‘MIRROR of Literature, 
Amusement, and Instruction,’ we shall occasionally give engravings of some 
of the most  remarkable subjects of natural history, accompanied by accurate 
descriptions.”46

The advantages of wood engraving for scientific purposes were altogether 
more clearly on display in one of the Mirror’s earliest imitators, the Mechanics’ 
Magazine. Founded in 1823 by Limbird’s associate, the patent agent Joseph 
Clinton Robertson, this three- penny weekly had the use of wood engravings 
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at the heart of its mission to inform “the British artisan.” Offering a “digested 
selection” from periodicals and books of the day, it promised

Accounts of all New Discoveries, Inventions, and Improvements, with illustra-
tive Drawings, Explanations of Secret Processes, Economical Receipts, Practi-
cal Applications of Mineralogy and Chemistry; Plans and Suggestions for the 
Abridgment of Labour; Reports of the State of the Arts in this and other Coun-
tries; Memoirs, and occasionally Portraits, of eminent Mechanics, &c. &c.

The periodical was true to its word: there were “numerous Wood- cuts” in 
each number, many of which were diagrams providing information about ma-
chinery.47 This informational aspect was a matter of considerable importance. 
The Imperial Magazine, a general monthly aimed at a lower- middle- class 
dissenting audience, observed that the Mechanics’ Magazine abounded “with 
wood engravings, illustrative of the various subjects which required some-
thing more than simple description, to render them satisfactorily intelligible 
to every reader.”48 Not that all the illustrations were purely informational. The  
first number alone had a portrait of James Watt and a depiction of Icarus, 
both by “the skilful Sears.” Yet, while Matthew Urlwin Sears was a technically 
accomplished engraver who worked also for Limbird, one contemporary re-
membered him as “little of an artist, with no taste,” and the Mechanics’ Maga-
zine certainly offered little to please the aesthete.49

The large circulation achieved by the Mirror of Literature and the Me-
chanics’ Magazine prompted both commercially and ideologically motivated 
publishers to investigate the possibilities of cheap publishing, and the use of 
wood engraving expanded rapidly in the process. This was above all the case 
with the publications of the SDUK. Its flagship “Library of Useful Knowl-
edge,” a series of fortnightly six- penny treatises launched in March 1827, was 
closely modeled on the format of the cheap journals. Moreover, while the 
“preliminary treatise” on “the objects, advantages, and pleasures of science” 
was unillustrated, those that followed contained a constant supply of largely 
diagrammatic illustrations. The society was wary of indulging the sensuality of 
ill- educated workers, and the preliminary discourse— by Henry Brougham— 
explained that no figures were to be used in the treatise to “assist the imagi-
nation,” because the object was to appeal to “reason, without help from the 
senses.” As Anne Secord has shown, this severe judgement “reflected wide-
spread concerns about the nature and management of visual pleasure.”50 Yet 
the informational content of illustrations was highly prized. Indeed, by 1837 
the editor of the Penny Mechanic (1836– 43) could quote as familiar the maxim 
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that “one square inch of wood is worth a page of letter press,” pointing out 
that illustration had enabled him to explain “many complicated pieces of ma-
chinery . . . that could not have been described without the assistance of the 
draughtsman.”51

Very rapidly, moreover, the SDUK widened its perspective on the role of il-
lustration as it expanded its commitment to the role of pleasure in learning. Re-
flecting that much of the reading that was done for “mere amusement” might 
be “made a source of great improvement,” the society’s first annual report 
announced its intention to commence a “Library of Entertaining Knowledge” 
combining “instruction and amusement, comprising as much entertaining 
matter as can be given along with useful knowledge, and as much knowledge 
as can be conveyed in an amusing form.”52 These volumes— which came to 
be published by the cheap- publishing visionary Charles Knight— greatly ex-
panded the society’s illustrative ambition and technical prowess in the use of 
wood engraving. Knight’s own early volume The Menageries: Quadrupeds, 
Designed and Drawn from Living Subjects (1829) provides a good example. 
Here, the depiction of animals within a range of scenes— executed by “rising 
young men,” two of whom were later Royal Academicians— was clearly in-
tended to be quite as pleasurable as instructive.53 In the years that followed, 
Knight became the SDUK’s sole publisher, and it was his passion for the im-
proving qualities of artistic representation that led to the dominant position of 
high- quality wood engravings in the Penny Magazine, commenced in March 
1832.54 Moreover, the achievement depended on technical experimentation 
in the preparation of the wood blocks— especially in relation to lowering— 
that enabled them to be printed using the steam presses of London printer 
William Clowes in order to deliver the magazine’s print runs of up to two 
hundred thousand copies. Since the 1820s Clowes had been a keen advocate 
of the new steam technology as a means of cheapening and expanding the 
market for print, and Knight worked closely with him in achieving a high- 
quality product.55

The degree of success enjoyed by the new cheap journals of the 1820s in 
the use of wood engraving stands in stark contrast to the continuing conserva-
tism not only of the learned transactions, but also of the established scientific 
and technical journals, and of such new titles as David Brewster’s Edinburgh 
Journal of Science (1824– 32) and Thomas Gill’s Technical Repository (1822– 
30). However, two commercial journals of the late 1820s offered a striking 
demonstration of the utility of wood engraving for more learned scientific 
purposes— the Gardener’s Magazine (1826– 43) and the Magazine of Natural 
History (1829– 40). Both were the productions of the Scottish landscape gar-
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dener and author John Claudius Loudon, working with the leading London 
publishers Longman.

Loudon was a farmer’s son who had been apprenticed as a nurseryman 
and who studied at the University of Edinburgh. On moving to London, he 
had soon established a reputation in horticultural circles, becoming a fellow of 
the Society of Arts, the Horticultural Society, and the Linnean Society. With 
support from Sir Joseph Banks, he published the monumental 1,500- page En-
cyclopaedia of Gardening with Longman in 1822. The work was novel in its 
comprehensive scope, and was soon being described as a “standard book,” 
passing through multiple editions. Moreover, while at two pounds and ten 
shillings it was very expensive, it was intended for use by “practical gardeners” 
as well as their patrons, embodying Loudon’s Benthamite vision for their pro-
fessional education.56 With such a readership in view, Loudon illustrated the 
work with nearly six hundred wood engravings by one of the capital’s leading 
wood engravers, Robert Branston, which reviewers considered did the artist 
“the highest credit.”57 The Gardener’s Magazine, launched in January 1826, 
offered a periodical continuation of this encyclopedia, providing an account 
of improvements in gardening that was “accessible to the practical gardener, 
land- steward, bailiff, and others concerned in country affairs.” The work 
was not cheap, but at three shillings and six pence per quarter it worked out 
roughly the same as a regular subscription to the Mechanics’ Magazine, albeit 
for just over half the number of pages. Once again, it was to be illustrated by 
wood engravings “where useful,” and the first four quarterly issues contained 
a hundred illustrations between them, which ranged from diagrams of plant 
dissections and tools, through views of horticultural structures to pictorial 
landscapes and portraits (see figs. 2.3a and 2.3b).58

The woodcuts were a crucial part of the innovative package that Loudon 
sought to offer, since they helped to keep costs low, and thus permitted a 
greater range of illustration. Here, his eye was clearly on the dream of a wider 
audience embodied in the new cheap journals, rather than on investing in 
lithography to emulate the learned transactions. The editor spelled out his 
vision more explicitly at the start of the following year, having been piqued 
by a pointed reference in the preface to the Transactions of the Horticultural 
Society to the practice of some journals of reprinting original matter from that 
publication. In response, Loudon wanted to emphasize, first, that the original 
matter in his own magazine was quite equal to that in the Transactions (“the 
same persons, and sorts of persons, write in both works”), second, that his 
magazine worked out at around one- sixth of the price of the Transactions, 
and, third, that while its articles were “not ornamented by coloured plates, or 
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F i g .  2 . 3 .  The comparative value of wood engraving for practical purposes. Two illustrations 
of Passiflora species: (a) a wood engraving from Gardener’s Magazine 1 (1826): 16, to illustrate 
the “fleshy rays” that the author (“an Amateur”) advised should be removed to avoid causing 
putrefaction in the fruit, and (b) a hand- colored copper engraving from the Transactions of the 
Horticultural Society 3 (1820): plate 3, to illustrate the appearance of the leaves, flowers, and 
fruit of a particular cultivar for taxonomic purposes. Images from the Biodiversity Heritage 
Library, www .biodiversitylibrary .org, contributed by (a) Smithsonian Libraries and (b) Peter H. 
Raven Library, Missouri Botanical Garden.
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engravings from copper or steel,” they were “illustrated by a greater number 
of engravings from wood, sufficiently intelligible for all useful purposes, than is 
the present or any former volume of the Horticultural Transactions.” Indeed, 
Loudon claimed, when the magazine drew on the Transactions, it not only 
offered a usefully abridged account but “frequently illustrated this essence by 
engravings, which rendered it of more value than the original in its unabridged 
and unillustrated state”; in the case of a recent number, eleven engravings 
were “composed expressly for the purpose.” Above all, he considered that 
his added wood engravings provided additional and valuable information, as 
when he included detailed diagrams to make clearer how the original author 
suggested grafting rose buds.59

Contemporaries agreed that the Gardener’s Magazine would mark a “new 
era” in the gardening literature: it was “of incalculable value to working gar-
deners and farmers,” who could not afford to buy “expensive works, such 
as the Horticultural Transactions, Linnæan Transactions, and other works 
containing much valuable matter, but not accessible to general readers.”60 
Moreover, while the learned societies’ transactions proved a drain on their 
resources, the low cost of engravings and other cost- cutting measures of the 
Gardener’s Magazine meant that profits were considerable, with Loudon earn-
ing around £500 to £750 annually in the early days.61 In such circumstances, 
and with a new Encyclopaedia of Plants in preparation, it is not surprising 
that Loudon now decided to apply the format for a related audience in his 
three shillings, six pence bimonthly Magazine of Natural History, which he 
alternated with the now bimonthly Gardener’s Magazine. The new magazine 
emulated the existing one in its emphasis on providing ready access to the pro-
gress of science while seeking to “extend a taste for this description of knowl-
edge among general readers and observers, and especially among gardeners, 
farmers, and young persons resident in the country.” Initial sales of more than 
two thousand copies suggest that Loudon was reaching a wide audience.62

Once again, the use of wood engravings— there were more than two hun-
dred in the first volume— was a key aspect of the magazine’s cost- saving for-
mula. On this occasion, however, it was not only the name of the engraver that 
appeared in the publicity materials. Robert Branston’s artistry was admired, 
but natural subjects were not his forte. However, the members of the London 
school of wood engravers of which he was considered the head were used to 
working from others’ designs. Loudon arranged to have the botanical draw-
ings carried out by the well- respected naturalist and botanical artist James de 
Carle Sowerby; the zoological ones by William Harvey, by this time London’s 
premier wood- block draftsman; and the trees by the landscape painter and 
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tree specialist Jacob George Strutt.63 With such high- profile artists involved, 
he could hope to convince knowledgeable naturalists that for many purposes 
his magazine was capable of relaying information graphically that was not in-
ferior to what might be expected in the competing Zoological Journal (1824– 
34), with its copper plates. Indeed, he challenged his readers to compare his 
wood engraving of Geoffroy’s shrike, Lanius plumatus, with the copper plate 
in Edward Griffith’s revised edition of Cuvier’s Animal Kingdom (1827– 35) 
on which it was based (figs. 2.4a and 2.4b). It was, he considered, “nearly as 
expressive, or, at least, sufficiently so for every useful purpose.” He also argued 
that wood engraving could be used to add additional diagrams offering the 
osteological information so central to Cuvier’s system. Instead of making their 
work ludicrously expensive with intaglio plates, Griffiths and his publishers 
should have used wood, Loudon argued.64 Certainly, Loudon’s use of wood 
engravings in his new magazine helped to keep its finances reasonably man-
ageable, even though sales soon declined. Moreover, as we shall see shortly, it 
established a model for many competitors. However, the growing prominence 
of wood engraving in the context of the scientific journal only further fed the 
debate concerning the relative merits of different kinds of illustrative technol-
ogy for scientific purposes, and it is to this that we now briefly turn.

I l l u s t r a t i v e  T e c h n o l o g i e s ,  t h e  P o l i t i c s 
o f  K n o w l e d g e ,  a n d  t h e  P u r p o s e  o f 

S c i e n t i f i c  I m a g e r y,  1 8 3 0 –  4 0

By 1830, then, several scientific periodicals had adopted the new illustrative 
technologies of lithography and wood engraving in preference to intaglio, 
demonstrating their potential utility for a range of scientific purposes. In both 
cases, the decision reflected the financial advantages that the new technologies 
offered. In prestige periodicals, such as the transactions of learned societies, 
use of lithography could make the difference between financial disaster and 
triumph. In the new cheaper periodicals of the “useful knowledge” movement 
of the 1820s, wood engraving offered a means of securing all the attractions of 
illustration within a tight budget, and consistently with other new technolo-
gies of the industrial age, such as stereotyping and the steam press. Yet, while 
lithography maintained a gentlemanly feel in the luxuriant plates of learned 
transactions, wood engraving and the cheap periodicals in which it was used 
spoke directly to the changing politics of knowledge. The technology of illus-
tration became inextricably linked to the audiences for science and the pur-
poses to which illustrations were put. In 1839, William Chatto observed:
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F i g .  2 . 4 .  The comparative value of wood engraving for scientific purposes. Two illustra-
tions of Geoffroy’s shrike, Lanius plumatus, compared by John Claudius Loudon: (a) a wood 
engraving from the Magazine of Natural History 1 (1829): 276; and (b) a copper engraving 
from Edward Griffith’s The Animal Kingdom, Arranged in Conformity with Its Organization 
by the Baron Cuvier, vol. 6 (London: Geo. B. Whittaker, 1827– 35), opposite 484. Images from 
the Biodiversity Heritage Library, www .biodiversitylibrary .org, contributed by (a) Natural His-
tory  Museum Library, London, and (b) University Library, University of Illinois at Urbana- 
Champaign.

(b)
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Wood- engravings are not to be estimated by a comparison with copper- plates; 
but are to be judged of by the power and significance with which they excite 
ideas in the mind, with reference to the means employed in their execution, 
and on a consideration of the thousands whose knowledge is thus extended, 
and whose pleasure is thus increased, compared with the hundreds who can 
afford to purchase copper- plate engravings.65

In such a climate, the continued employment of more expensive illustrative 
technologies was a statement about the legitimate users and proper uses of the 
knowledge texts they adorned.

As Anne Secord has shown, many in this changing world considered the 
sensory pleasures offered by illustrations to be a key means of recruiting po-
tential practitioners into the enterprise of natural history. The great flowering 
of illustrated horticultural and natural history periodicals that occurred in the 
1830s— Ray Desmond reports that fifteen such periodicals were established 
in that decade— doubtless contributed to building the large and active com-
munity of natural history enthusiasts so characteristic of Victorian Britain.66 
Some, such as the shilling monthly Horticultural Register (1831– 36) of the 
Duke of Devonshire’s landscape gardener Joseph Paxton, copied Loudon’s 
formula closely, including the use of wood engravings. Many others, how-
ever, continued to use other illustrative technologies— including both inta-
glio (where the more resilient steel was increasingly used to reduce costs) and 
lithography— despite their higher cost and the precarious finances that led 
most magazines to fail. Indeed, within a year Paxton’s Horticultural Regis-
ter was also including intaglio plates, and when Paxton commenced his two- 
shilling monthly Magazine of Botany in 1833, it included hand- colored litho-
graphs alongside the wood engravings in the text. Even the bargain- basement 
six- penny monthly Floricultural Cabinet (1833 – 59), of Paxton’s erstwhile 
collaborator Joseph Harrison, shifted from wood engravings to intaglio for 
its colored botanical plates after five issues.67 James Rennie’s Field Natural-
ist (1833– 35) and Richard Owen’s Zoological Magazine (1833) also combined 
wood engraving with plates. Most strikingly, the Magazine of Zoology and Bot-
any, begun by leading Edinburgh naturalists in 1836, was dominated by its 
colored plates (three per bimonthly number) rather than its wood engravings. 
This was the magazine— remodeled by the savvy journal printer Richard Tay-
lor as the Annals of Natural History (1838– 1966)— that survived the attritional 
early years of natural history journal publishing, despite the fact that its illus-
trations cost twice those of the Magazine of Natural History.68

Such choices in illustrative technology clearly reflected perceptions con-
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cerning the aesthetic desires of potential purchasers, and, in a related manner, 
evolving conventions of format. However, choices were also sometimes shaped 
by judgements concerning the adequacy of wood engraving for the purposes 
of scientific instruction and communication. In 1835, William MacGillivray— 
the conservator of the museum of the Royal College of Surgeons in Edinburgh 
and collaborator with Audubon— began a two- penny fortnightly Edinburgh 
Journal of Natural History, and of the Physical Sciences (1835– 40), which con-
tained some wood engravings but also a color plate. MacGillivray explained:

Within the last few years, various cheap publications on this subject, illus-
trated by engravings on wood, have led all classes to observe and to enjoy the 
ever- varied beauties of the creation. But no description, however correct, or no 
wood- cut, however well executed, can give that complete idea of a natural ob-
ject, which is effected by an engraving on steel, when coloured with accuracy. 
The enormous price at which these illustrations of a higher order are usually 
sold, has alone prevented them from becoming extensively popular. Hitherto, 
coloured engravings, executed with beauty and correctness, have been acces-
sible to the wealthier classes alone. It is proposed, in this work, to place elegant 
engravings of the choicest productions of Nature, within the reach of all classes 
of the community.69

To MacGillivray, the desire to expand the social range of those engaged in nat-
ural history by using cheaper illustrative technologies risked undermining in-
formational accuracy. Yet, while the use of color certainly conveyed additional 
information, it is otherwise far from clear where the supposed superiority of 
intaglio lay (see figs. 2.5a and 2.5b).

Indeed, practitioners were not agreed as to the most informative illustrative 
technology for the purposes of natural history. The aesthetic qualities asso-
ciated with the hand- colored intaglio plates that sold botanical part- works— 
including such periodicals as the Botanical Magazine— were considered by 
some to be fraught with dangers which the new, cheaper technologies might 
actually obviate. In 1831 the cryptogamic botanist William Wilson wrote to his 
friend, Glasgow’s professor of botany William Jackson Hooker, about the need 
for “a well conducted work of botanical illustrations, either in Lithograph or 
Woodcut.” He continued:

If I could draw with facility, I would myself attempt it— accurate dissections, 
& essential characters of genera & species would I am convinced do more 
towards the propagation of the science, than all the coloured figures that ever 
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F i g .  2 . 5 .  Wood engraving and hand- colored steel engraving juxtaposed. Illustrations from 
the Edinburgh Journal of Natural History 15 (August 1836), depicting (a) specimens of marine 
gastropod and fossil elk using wood engraving, and (b) specimens of owl using steel engraving. 
Images from the Biodiversity Heritage Library, www .biodiversitylibrary .org, contributed by 
Ernst Mayr Library, Museum of Comparative Zoology, Harvard University.
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were or will be published: these often do harm instead of good & are more 
likely to make “knowers of species” than sound botanists. .  .  . Figures with 
dissections have a very high value; superior even to a dried specimen, if faith-
fully executed; but then they are so expensively got up that very few can afford 
to purchase them, compared with the number who would buy woodcuts or 
Lithographs, such as might be depended upon.70

As Anne Secord has shown, Hooker and other botanists shared Wilson’s con-
cerns about the constraints that a desire to satisfy aesthetically motivated book 
purchasers placed on botanical illustration. Hooker was a talented botanical 
artist who in 1827 had become the editor and sole draftsman of the Botanical 
Magazine, with its hand- colored intaglio plates. Yet most copies of his Botan-
ical Miscellany (1830– 33) were sold with uncolored plates, though not until 
1840 (in the successor Journal of Botany, 1834– 42) were these lithographed 
rather than engraved.71 Joseph Paxton likewise sometimes considered that 
readers might learn more from the wood engravings in his Magazine of Botany 
than from the elaborate color plates.72

The complexity of decision making in relation to illustration might be espe-
cially evident in natural history periodicals, but other scientific periodicals had 
similar issues to contend with as they negotiated the new technologies. Some 
of the new scientific and technological magazines that appeared in the 1830s, 
such as the Railway Magazine (1835– 77) and the Civil Engineer (1837– 68), 
adopted wood engravings. Others, such as the Annals of Electricity, Magne-
tism, and Chemistry (1836– 43), maintained the established practice of using 
separate plates, but substituted lithography for copper. Only gradually over 
the next two decades did wood engravings become the standard illustrations 
in the more arcane scientific periodicals, and in the new “proceedings” that 
scientific societies began to produce alongside their transactions. In all of this, 
decisions involved balancing considerations relating to producing a product 
that was appropriately priced to develop the desired community of readers, 
while offering printed images that were considered informationally and aes-
thetically suitable for their purposes.

C o n c l u s i o n

Parallel to the mechanization of book production that took place in the early 
decades of the nineteenth century, the transformation of illustrative technolo-
gies had profound consequences for the sciences. The rise of wood engraving 
and lithography, in particular, radically altered the possibilities for scientific 
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illustration. Most obviously, the new techniques opened up a new graphic 
repertoire. The vividness of wood engravings and the quasi- tactile qualities of 
lithographs extended the palette of scientific artists, offering new effects that 
were of value for particular purposes. Arguably more radical, however, was the 
effect that the new technologies had on the economics of scientific illustration. 
While much remains to be done to understand the financial implications, the 
new techniques were clearly significantly cheaper than the intaglio technolo-
gies that had long dominated scientific illustration. Moreover, given the high 
relative cost of illustration in the overall budget of publication, such savings 
had the potential to produce an economic transformation. Nowhere was this 
more evident than in relation to periodicals. Within the learned societies li-
thography, and to a lesser extent wood engraving, played a significant role in 
reducing spiraling costs. At the same time, wood engraving began to be used 
to offer scientific illustrations within the new cheaper commercial periodicals, 
often with a twin emphasis on instruction and amusement. Such illustrations 
formed a key element in the establishment of diverse kinds of scientific peri-
odicals, most notably the types of gardening and natural history magazines 
developed by John Loudon. For Loudon, the use of wood- engraved illustra-
tions was a core part of his mission to expand the communities of informed 
and actively engaged gardeners and naturalists.

As other chapters in this book show, the role of periodicals in expanding 
communities of scientific practitioners was often controversial, but the role 
of illustrations within that was likewise a matter of dispute. The provision of 
cheaper illustrations in order to engage and inform new periodical readers 
might have any number of deleterious consequences. As Anne Secord has 
shown, the use of imagery in teaching readers about nature was inherently 
suspect in an age when it was considered that the pleasure it generated might 
as easily degenerate into sensuality as engender rationality.73 More than that, 
there is evidence to suggest that the graphic qualities of the new, cheaper 
technologies— especially wood engraving— were considered by some to be 
prone to mislead. However, while this chapter has begun to uncover some of 
the considerations that came into play in choosing between the growing range 
of available technologies, much remains to be done. It was certainly far from 
being the case that the older and more expensive intaglio technologies, often 
combined with hand coloring, were necessarily to be preferred graphically 
for scientific purposes. On the contrary, it seems that they were sometimes 
preferred because of a sense of their beauty or their social exclusivity, to the 
detriment of their scientific utility. In this regard, the account in this chapter 
raises as many questions as it answers; in so doing, however, it opens a rich 
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vein for further research in the history of nineteenth- century scientific illustra-
tion. Moreover, it is a history that extends far beyond the period explored here, 
since the rapid rate of change in illustrative technology in the first part of the 
century, if anything, only accelerated in the decades that followed.
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C h a p t e r  3

Proceedings and the Public: 
How a Commercial Genre 

Transformed Science
Alex Csiszar

Proceedings are ubiquitous in nineteenth- century scientific life, but the format 
and genre has been all but invisible in the history of science. Perhaps this is be-
cause it is easy to suppose that the word is simply a synonym for “transactions” 
or “scholarly journal,” and that learned societies have always published them. 
Or maybe the problem is that “proceedings” can refer to a range of distinct 
objects. On the one hand, “proceedings of learned societies” was a genre that 
made up a particular section of many independent periodicals. On the other, 
Proceedings were a periodical format unto themselves under the control of a 
society or academy.1 Moreover, these latter might be made up of schematic de-
scriptions of the events at meetings, sets of abstracts of papers read, or simply 
collections of full papers. Finally, it might be that ubiquity itself is the problem. 
Like Poe’s place names that stretch across the length of the map, they “escape 
observation by dint of being excessively obvious.”2

But academic proceedings have a distinctive history, one that is anything 
but straightforward. As a format, such publications began to emerge in the 
1820s, inspired by a genre of journalism that had become a touchstone of civil 
society, first in politics and then in other cultural spheres including natural 
philosophy. Moreover, proceedings represent a crucial development in sci-
entific publishing, and the slippages between commercial journal and official 
report, between popular summary and expert précis, between abstract and 
paper, are crucial to what makes them so important. Indeed, without under-
standing the role of proceedings, it is impossible to understand the intimate 
connection between the commercial periodical press and the consolidation of 
specialized scientific publishing during the nineteenth century.
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The advent of Proceedings publications was not limited to Britain; it swept 
across the academic landscape in Europe and beyond in the 1830s, giving 
rise to publications with titles such as Comptes rendus, Bulletin, and Sitzungs-
berichte. But this development followed a distinctive path in Britain, in part 
because of the character of the commercial periodicals that were most active in 
printing proceedings of societies. In France, for example, literary journals and 
daily political journals often led the way, crowding academic meetings with 
journalists (often young savants) paid to take notes at meetings. In contrast, in 
Britain the key role was played by specialized periodicals that were, paradox-
ically, more focused on turning a profit than were their French counterparts. 
This meant that journal publishers and editors often developed close work-
ing relationships with those societies. Nowhere was this intimate connection 
more evident than in the work of the London printer, publisher, and editor 
Richard Taylor, who not only published two of the longest- running scientific 
journals in Britain but was also printer to a great number of societies. This 
chapter will focus especially, though not exclusively, on the group of London 
societies connected at various times to Taylor’s firm. These included the Royal 
(who employed Taylor between 1828 and 1877), the Geological (1822– ), the 
Astronomical (1822– 28), the Linnean (1791– ), the Zoological (1826– ), and the 
Chemical (1841– 48).3

Publishing habits and expectations varied a great deal across these differ-
ent branches of knowledge, depending, for example, on the value accorded 
to timely publishing and on the demand for large- format illustrations; and a 
great deal may be learned by focusing on these individual cases. But tracing the 
more general evolution of the format reveals a struggle over just what kinds of 
genres scientific practitioners took to be most appropriate for making author-
itative natural knowledge public and, conversely, over what kinds of publics 
were imagined as the legitimate audiences for natural knowledge claims.

My use of the term “public” in this chapter departs from its most common 
uses in the historiography of Victorian science, and indeed it departs from its 
use in many of the other chapters in this volume. The history of science’s pub-
lics is not simply a history of the social groups engaged in scientific exchanges, 
but also of beliefs about the nature of the groups— and the forms of judgment 
appropriate to those groups— that are authorized to make legitimate knowl-
edge claims.4 The history of scientific publics and scientific communities is 
as much a discursive history as a social one. Following Proceedings from their 
origins in attempts to diffuse science to new audiences to their transformation 
into a preeminent form for specialized publishing helps to show that the rise 
of popular genres for communicating science has been important not sim-
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ply because it allowed new social groups to participate in knowledge. These 
genres have sometimes been incorporated into elite science itself, reshaping 
elite institutions in the image of the publics they represent.

M e e t i n g  i n  P u b l i c

In 1821, John Herschel spied a dilemma. He and a group of friends had re-
cently founded a scientific society for astronomers, and one of their aims was 
to foster the publication of astronomical knowledge.5 The form they imagined 
for such publications were what they called “memoirs,” polished and com-
plete contributions to knowledge. But the new society’s meetings had imme-
diately become a clearinghouse for intelligence on eclipses and all manner of 
observations. As Herschel explained to Francis Baily, “however desirable it 
may be to have read to the Society any matter interesting to Astronomy which 
may occur in the correspondence of the foreign Secretary, it does not follow 
that we are bound, or authorized to print it.” Perhaps they might print letters 
that had “the air of a formal communication,” but otherwise they would be 
printing “garbled extracts” of letters. Alternatively, if they produced summa-
ries “as intelligence,” then “our Memoirs become an Astronomical Journal.” 
It was obvious to Herschel that producing a journal would be a bad look for a 
new society looking to establish credibility.6

Until the 1830s, learned societies tended to publish what they called “trans-
actions,” a noun whose generic meaning as a collection of polished memoirs 
had been fixed in the second half of the eighteenth century. When the Royal 
Society of London took official control of the Philosophical Transactions in 
1752, the character of that publication changed in nearly every way. It was is-
sued much less frequently than previously, as a committee now took its time to 
vote on each paper to be published. The papers progressively became longer, 
and far fewer were published. Eventually the periodical’s dimensions were 
increased to that of a large quarto, and Joseph Banks, the Royal Society’s presi-
dent, hired a new printer, trained in the most extravagant techniques in Paris, 
to produce it. As new specialized societies and regional philosophical soci-
eties came into being, they normally chose to publish quarto transactions on 
this model. “Transactions” became the British answer to the lavish collections 
of memoirs published by continental academies, exemplified by the Parisian 
Royal Academy of Sciences’ Histoire et mémoires. Their expense, size, and 
overall character made them stand apart from journals or magazines. The latter 
were usually published as octavos, with tighter margins and cheaper paper, 
and generally promised readers a synoptic account of progress in philosophy 
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or one of its branches.7 Likewise, the term “memoir” was used to distinguish 
the contents of such collections from the “articles” that might make up a jour-
nal or a newspaper (granted, a memoir printed in a volume of transactions 
might be reprinted in whole or in part in a journal, and thus be called an article 
as well).

Published proceedings of meetings were a rarity among learned societies at 
the turn of the nineteenth century, but they had by then become central to the 
political press. Once “a practice which seemed to the most liberal statesman 
of the old school full of danger to the great safeguards of public liberty,” pub-
lishing proceedings of legislative meetings had become, Thomas Babington 
Macaulay noted in 1828, “a safeguard, tantamount, and more than tantamount, 
to all the rest together.” The House of Commons had all but given up barring 
such reports in the 1770s, and since that time the journalists in the gallery had 
become central personages in British political life. By the 1830s, an observer 
noted that without such reporting, “our representative legislature would al-
most cease to be regarded as an institution of high worth or significance.”8

The practice nevertheless remained controversial. The link between an 
unrestrained press and the anarchy into which revolutionary France had de-
scended was notorious. William Windham warned the legislature in 1799 
against allowing “newspapers to detail their proceedings,” noting “how those 
who wrote for newspapers in general had contributed to the overthrow of the 
different Governments of the world.”9 Proceedings of meetings were indeed a 
central component of several periodicals with radical connections, including 
William Cobbett’s Political Register (a hugely successful two- penny weekly); 
the Black Dwarf, run by Thomas Jonathan Wooler; and the Republican, by 
Richard Carlile.10

New press laws in 1819 targeted the radical press and dramatically increased 
the stamp tax on political journals, putting many out of business. In their place 
emerged a cheap press modeled on these publications and created by the same 
printers and publishers trained in the offices of the radical press.11 By avoid-
ing political discussions, these publications avoided the tax; but their success 
gave evidence of a massive reading audience and became part of arguments 
for increasing educational opportunities for the working classes and for the 
extension of political representation. While they included some original mate-
rial written by paid contributors, these miscellanies aimed to bring to readers 
a digest of the most useful and entertaining cultural information otherwise 
available only in more expensive periodicals.

Some of the most successful of these new weekly miscellanies focused on 
bringing science, technology, and medicine to “the people.” The Mechanics’ 
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Magazine was founded in 1823 by Joseph Clinton Robertson and Thomas 
Hodgskin. Robertson was a patent agent with radical leanings, and Hodgskin 
had worked under radical publishers and also as a parliamentary reporter for 
the Morning Chronicle. The Mechanics’ Magazine was to “comprehend a di-
gested selection from all the periodical publications of the day,” but with a 
focus on useful science and technology.12 In 1824, Hodgskin split with Rob-
ertson and launched the Chemist. Both papers brought not only the cramped 
two- column format of the radical periodicals to science, but also the radical 
suspicion of elite secrecy. Hodgskin began his new scientific periodical by 
critiquing what he saw as the scientific aristocracy, who “keep [science] in a 
manner inaccessible to the profaning touch of the vulgar.”

In fact, there is some reason to believe that Royal Societies of every description 
partake of the opinions and apprehensions of their patrons, and, like them, are 
not forward to encourage that species of instruction which tends to make the 
great mass of mankind the accurate judges of their merits rather than submis-
sive scholars.13

This “sort of royal science” seemed designed to set up barriers to participa-
tion, and this was exemplified by their publications. Likewise, the Gardener’s 
Magazine, founded in 1826, called the Transactions of the Horticultural So-
ciety a “sealed book to country practitioners; quarto paper, large print, and 
extensive margin little suit our pocket.” Its editor commented sardonically 
that the one advantage of transactions was that “from their high price, they 
are not likely to be read by practical men; and, therefore, if it were possible 
that such a thing as an error should creep into them, it would do little harm.”14 
This was an argument for diffusion that was not simply about public instruc-
tion but one which linked the legitimacy of such societies to the audience 
for their publications. The restricted readership of transactions meant that 
knowledge claims could not receive the public scrutiny necessary to produce 
legitimate knowledge.

These journals were part of a marked expansion in print coverage of science 
and technology that also threatened to alter the market for more expensive 
journals of science.15 Both the Chemist and the Mechanics’ Magazine included 
a regular column called “Analysis of Scientific Journals,” which their editors 
used to mount regular critiques of the way “journalists of a higher class” cov-
ered science. The Chemist approvingly quoted another journalist who had 
argued that such journals “should be considered as the links that connect the 
learned with the industrious— the strainers and digesters through which the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



108 Chapter Three

truths of philosophy must pass.” At least, Hodgskin remarked, the successes 
of Robertson and himself had “compelled other editors to set about improve-
ment.”16 There was truth in this. Imitators emerged looking to capture some 
part of this emerging market. One of these was the Mechanic’s Oracle and 
Artisan’s Laboratory and Workshop (1824), which mimicked the Mechanics’ 
Magazine’s layout and content. It was founded by Alexander Tilloch, the pro-
prietor of the Philosophical Magazine, the longest- running scientific journal 
in Britain. As it happened, Tilloch passed away within a year of its founding, 
but his attempt to compete on this new terrain suggests how keenly aware the 
more established scientific press was of the challenge posed by new journals 
written and priced for a larger imagined public.

While the Oracle did not survive the death of its founder, the Philosophical 
Magazine did, and it gradually changed the way it covered natural philosophy. 
In 1822, Tilloch had brought on as coeditor and co- proprietor his printer 
Richard Taylor, who took full charge of the publication after his death. Al-
though associated with the upper crust of scientific publishing, Taylor’s poli-
tics shared a great deal with Robertson and Hodgskin. The son of a dissenter, 
Taylor— a Unitarian— had been apprenticed to the Chancery Lane printer 
Jonas Davis in 1798. He also carried forward many of his father’s political 
convictions. In 1824 he collaborated with the radical reformer Francis Place 
(a mentor to Hodgskin) in pushing for the legalization of trade unions, and he 
also fought for the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, which restricted 
religious freedom.17 But Taylor was also making himself a crucial figure among 
London’s scientific aristocracy. When he took over Davis’s printing business 
at the beginning of the new century, he inherited the Linnean Society as a key 
client, as well as Tilloch’s Philosophical Magazine. Over the next decades he 
began to corner the market on the printing of elite science in London. He 
joined the Linnean Society early on, and even became its undersecretary in 
1810. In 1822 both the Geological Society and the Astronomical Society of 
London hired Taylor to print their transactions. By 1828, the Royal Society 
and the Zoological Society were also employing him as their printer.

Though both the Astronomical and Geological Societies were ostensibly 
among those “Royal Societies” that Hodgskin and Robertson disdained, both 
had differentiated themselves from Joseph Banks’s Royal Society by making 
appeals to other constituencies and mores. The Geological Society became 
known for allowing discussion and debate at its meetings, while the Astro-
nomical Society’s leaders were key figures in efforts to push the Royal Society 
of London past the aristocratic legacy of Banks.18 Positioned between these 
societies and the commercial scientific press, Taylor offered them a means of 
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broadening their public face. In 1823 the Astronomical Society resolved to 
allow Taylor to copy and publish its minutes in the Philosophical Magazine. 
The next year, the society appointed the prolific author and mathematician 
Olinthus Gregory as its secretary, and the latter worked tirelessly to produce 
readable summaries of its memoirs for Taylor’s Magazine, even correcting the 
proofs himself.19 Not long after, the Geological Society entered into a similar 
arrangement with Taylor, so that by 1825 the Philosophical Magazine contained 
full and regular accounts of the papers that had been read at these two societies.

The Philosophical Magazine and other scientific journals had long included 
accounts of the proceedings of scientific societies, but these were irregular 
and usually very short. The “proceedings of learned societies” section of such 
journals, when it existed at all, was a fluctuating mélange of intelligence that 
happened to be on hand, often consisting of annual public meetings of a wide 
variety of societies and academies, lists of papers presented, translations of 
foreign accounts of meeting (such as the brief comptes rendus of the Académie 
des Sciences of Paris that appeared in the Annales de chimie beginning in 
1816), and other miscellaneous news. In most cases, meetings of learned soci-
eties were not considered matter for regular public consumption. When the 
Annals of Philosophy was launched in 1813, its editor, the chemist Thomas 
Thomson, did pledge to give reports of the most important London meetings 
by attending them and writing what he heard, though in practice his accounts 
were almost always brief.20 The Royal Society tended to be particularly cir-
cumspect about such public reports; Thomson complained that it forbade 
him taking notes during meetings, so that he had to write his accounts from 
memory. But in the mid- 1820s those meetings also began to receive more ex-
tended publicity, if only because William T. Brande, one of its secretaries, was 
also the editor of the Quarterly Journal of Science.21

The primary reasoning editors and publishers initially deployed for making 
such reports was to keep a broader imagined public informed about learned 
societies’ activities, to be “the strainers and digesters” of which Hodgskin 
wrote. Some even took the sardonic attitude of Robertson and Hodgskin to 
heart. When the Quarterly Journal of Science announced a new series in 1827, 
its editor promised to continue to be “of service to the public” by “stripping 
the valuable facts of science of the verbiage and prolixity in which they are 
sometimes enveloped.”22

It turned out, however, that fellows of societies themselves also found value 
in these reports. Taylor’s close relationship with the Astronomical and Geo-
logical Societies made the Philosophical Magazine a de facto bulletin of these 
societies’ activities. When he began a new series in 1827 (having bought the 
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Annals of Philosophy), he offered to print these proceedings as separate copies 
for the use of fellows in both societies.23 This was a cheap proposition for the 
societies because, just as with separate copies of papers produced for authors, 
the cost was only for paper and presswork, and most of it could be produced 
from the standing type used from the Magazine.24 But even if these began as 
separate copies extracted from the journals, they very much resembled some-
thing like the issues of a small periodical. Eventually both societies decided 
to treat them as such, taking public responsibility for their contents (fig. 3.1). 
Soon they were not simply distributed to members but sent abroad to other 
societies and academies, and these quasi- periodicals were eventually provided 
with a title page and table of contents.25 This is the origin of the Geological 
Society’s Proceedings and the Astronomical Society’s Monthly Notices.

Taylor continued to enlarge his sphere of influence.26 In early 1828, after 
he successfully bid to become the Royal Society’s printer, the society made 

F i g .  3 . 1 .  Excerpt from the proceedings of Geological Society of London, meeting of 20 April 
1827, produced by Richard Taylor (a) as it appeared in Philosophical Magazine 2 (August 1827): 
147; and (b) as it appeared in the Proceedings of the Geological Society 3.

(a) (b)
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arrangements to take more control of the publication of reports of meetings in 
the press.27 At the same time it authorized Taylor to print abstracts from the 
manuscript minutes in the Philosophical Magazine.28 In 1831 the society began 
to issue the abstracts from the Philosophical Magazine as its own Proceedings.29 
The arrangement followed the established pattern, with Taylor promising that 
the “price of the composition of such part of the Proceedings as can be used 
in the Philosophical Magazine & Annals— not to be charged, but only the 
presswork & paper.”30

P u b l i c i t y  a n d  C o n t r o l

Societies that chose to publish their Proceedings were often quick to congrat-
ulate themselves for having opened their meetings to public discussion. The 
Council of the Astronomical explained in its annual report (itself printed in 
the Monthly Notices) that the “public is hereby brought more immediately into 
contact with the Society”:

The labours of its contributors are canvassed and discussed, while the interest 
of the author in his subject is yet warm, and when the interchange of ideas 
respecting it is most beneficial, not only to the public, but to the author him-
self, whose views may, and probably in many instances will, be enlarged or 
corrected by such intercourse.31

Of course, these attempts to open the society to a broader public owed as 
much to the pressure from commercial journals as they did to the initiative 
of these societies. It was, after all, Richard Taylor’s distinctive role as both 
publisher of a journal and printer to the societies that paved the way for their 
emulating a journalistic genre. Moreover, some authors were becoming in-
creasingly willing to forego whatever honor might come with publishing in 
the transactions of a society to publish more quickly and easily in the press. 
As the Geological Society’s president noted with regret in 1830, the growing 
presence of independent journals had begun to change expectations, leaving 
the society unable to meet “the wishes of those authors especially who have 
most original matter to communicate.”32

The implication that this shift toward public engagement was forced by 
broader cultural obligations was also noted by J. C. Robertson in the Mechan-
ics’ Magazine itself, even as he bestowed uncharacteristic praise on the Royal 
Society for publishing its Proceedings: “It is by no means an unpleasing spec-
tacle to see so stiff and unbending a Society losing, either by choice or on 
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compulsion, a good portion of its haughty spirit of exclusiveness.” Given that 
“the public have a right to take some interest in the proceedings of the chief 
scientific body of the nation,” Robertson was happy to find that “its members 
begin to feel that their labours stand a little in need of being more popularised 
than they have ever hitherto been.”33 By 1838, the Mechanics’ Magazine was 
still extolling the society’s embrace of a more open stance. Robertson noted 
that the move to publish more cheaply and regularly had “been absolutely 
called for by the voice of a scientific public, rather more extensive in its num-
bers, and more impatient in its demands, than the public of the unlocomotive 
age in which the Society began to flourish.”34

There was room for other kinds of cynicism about the motives of elite insti-
tutions who co- opted a commercial genre to their own ends. Across the chan-
nel in Paris, the republican activist, editor, and naturalist François- Vincent 
Raspail interpreted the founding of the Comptes rendus by the Academy of 
Sciences in 1835 as an illegitimate attempt “to seize a monopoly” on scien-
tific journalism.35 Raspail had a strong warrant for this interpretation. The 
academy had announced its new weekly journal in a highly charged political 
atmosphere, banning several journalists from its meetings at the moment it did 
so. In Britain, however, the situation was less straightforward. The emergence 
of authorized Proceedings publications was not usually undertaken as a direct 
means of curtailing the “proceedings of societies” in other journals. Indeed, 
in the case of Taylor’s publications the two phenomena went hand in hand. 
The proceedings section of the Philosophical Magazine ballooned over the 
1830s, and was joined by an equally extensive section in the Annals of Natural 
History in 1838, which took in the Zoological and the Linnean proceedings. 
Other periodicals, including not only specialized journals but also weeklies 
such as the Athenaeum and Literary Gazette, took advantage of Proceedings 
publications to print excerpts from them when they could get access in time. 
The British and Foreign Medical Review, for example, informed its readers 
in 1836 of the “small fugitive publication” now available from the Royal So-
ciety, which included “perfectly authentic” abstracts of all papers read at its 
meetings. It promised “to avail ourselves of the facilities afforded by them . . . 
and we shall, in general, transcribe the very words of the original, without any 
comment of our own.”36

While it is tempting to interpret the rise of Proceedings as a natural result of 
what Robertson called a “scientific public, rather more extensive in its num-
bers,” we should not take for granted that the “scientific public” was a stable 
concept whose relevance to elite science was accepted by all. Rather, just as 
the growing importance of reporting on political meetings represented shifting 
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conceptions of political legitimacy in England, at stake here was the ques-
tion of what kind of public could legitimately judge the validity of knowledge 
claims. This was less a matter of quantifying or even identifying any particular 
group of readers than of imagining modes of collective organization.

Extending such publicity was entirely compatible with attempting to keep 
it under tight control. When the Royal Society authorized the printing of pro-
ceedings in Taylor’s Philosophical Magazine, it explicitly prohibited access 
to its manuscript minutes for the purpose of reporting on them without per-
mission.37 Its council sometimes objected when unauthorized summaries of 
papers read at meetings came to its attention, although it was very willing to 
distribute its new printed Proceedings to journal editors on the understand-
ing that these would be excerpted.38 The Geological Society was particularly 
active in making sure that its official proceedings were diffused and reprinted 
widely. After agreeing to a request from the Athenaeum for its printed Proceed-
ings in 1831, its council decided to send copies regularly to the Literary Ga-
zette, the Monthly Review, and the Metropolitan Magazine as well.39 The coun-
cil even lodged a complaint with one editor in 1833 when its proceedings were 
not inserted in that journal as fully as expected.40 Their interest in publicizing 
their meetings was genuine, but they wanted the publicity on their own terms.  
When editors of the Constitutional daily paper applied for permission for a re-
porter to attend Geological Society meetings in 1836, the request was denied.41

That societies were generally open to their Proceedings being reprinted 
or excerpted shows that these octavo publications were not yet a product 
from which they expected any direct financial return. They were normally 
given to fellows gratis, or nearly so, and were exchanged with societies and 
academies; but little effort was made to sell them to the public. What the so-
cieties accomplished instead was to promote a standard format and account 
of their meetings for public consumption. Most obviously, in the case of the 
Geological Society, where discussions at meetings were allowed after papers, 
standardizing Proceedings was a strategy for keeping those discussions from 
being publicized.42 More generally, it helped keep anything that might hap-
pen at a meeting— including impromptu discussions, audible reactions in the 
audience, and so on— from being the subject of reporting. To compare, the 
Paris Academy of Sciences did publish reports of discussions in its Comptes 
rendus, at least in the early years, and journalists continued to be allowed to 
print eyewitness accounts of meetings, as long as they did so politely. Indeed, 
by 1843, it was possible for a critic in Blackwood’s Magazine to scold the Royal 
Society for keeping its meetings relatively secret affairs, despite the nominal 
publication of its Proceedings. That critic was William Robert Grove, a fellow 
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of the society who was elected to its council a few years later. He set about 
improving the situation, putting forward a motion to have abstracts of papers 
put into type and printed in proof as soon as possible, allowing authors and 
editors to reprint those abstracts elsewhere in a more timely fashion. Even 
then, however, the form of its Proceedings remained largely constant.43

G e n r e  T r o u b l e

The balance between proceedings as a genre making up independent jour-
nals and as a discrete periodical format controlled by societies remained un-
certain throughout this period. Once societies took public responsibility for 
printing Proceedings, it was inevitable that the nature of their contents would 
change. Some of this was straightforward. The proceedings that appeared in 
the Philosophical Magazine and other independent journals usually consisted 
entirely of summaries and abstracts of scientific papers read, only occasionally 
including other nonscientific business, since the latter was unlikely to inter-
est most readers. The manuscript minutes kept by the secretary, upon which 
these were often based, included other information about society business, in-
cluding nonscientific correspondence, library acquisitions, and gifts of books 
and specimens. Since the printed Proceedings normally began as a service to 
fellows, many societies chose to include this business as well, having Taylor 
make the necessary additions to the standing type.

More complicated was the status of the abstracts and summaries that made 
them up. Who was responsible for their contents? What was their relationship 
to the longer memoirs that appeared in quarto publications? What imagined 
audience were they written for? As long as they appeared in a commercial 
journal, the question of who was responsible for them was usually ambiguous 
to readers. They might be based on a summary transcript of what was heard 
by an onlooker, on the secretary’s official manuscript report of the minutes, 
or even on a writer’s own account sent directly to the editor. Even if the latter 
were the case, there was little warrant for assuming that individual summa-
ries were the sorts of things that could be assigned definitively to authors. 
But the situation was different when the same summaries appeared in official 
publications. In some cases it was clear that they were taken verbatim from 
authors’ memoirs or letters, but even in cases where they were written as re-
ported speech, it was possible to suppose that individual authors had autho-
rized those summaries. It was a short step from this to treating such texts not 
simply as summary reports but as independent papers, especially since many 
did not ultimately correspond to any longer memoirs published elsewhere. 
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When a society published an abstract of a paper but chose not to publish the 
fuller memoir on which it was based, that memoir might eventually appear in 
some other periodical, or even as part of an independent book. But often the 
memoir was reworked or scrapped altogether, the author deciding that the 
abstract satisfied his itch to publish those results.

We should keep in mind that the term “abstract” did not quite have its 
later connotation of a short standard- length summary. Abstracts of communi-
cations varied massively in their size and style, and in the kinds of detail they 
included. For example, while the median length of the abstracts the Royal So-
ciety published during the 1830s was about 350 words, it published dozens of 
abstracts that topped 1,000 words in length during that decade, often includ-
ing specific experimental details and data, and sometimes including tables. 
The one component almost never present in proceedings journals, however, 
was illustrations. Still, many of these full abstracts could easily be interpreted 
by readers as communications sufficient unto themselves.

In fact, many readers even considered abstracts of memoirs as preferable 
to the fuller versions on which they were based. Such a judgment was com-
monly rendered by referees tasked by societies to make recommendations 
about what they should publish. Good evidence comes from the Geological 
Society, whose complex system for vetting papers submitted— starting from 
a formal decision about what got read at meetings (and thus abstracted in the 
Proceedings), and followed by a referee report on whether to publish in the 
Transactions— meant that an abstract was often already available in print by 
the time a referee rendered their verdict about the longer memoir. Inspection 
of these reports shows that among the most frequent criticisms of memoirs 
was that they were too long. Suggestions for curtailing the length of a memoir 
could easily slide into rejecting it altogether by referencing the abstract already 
published as being sufficient or superior to the original. Here is an early typical 
example: “The abstract which has been read from the minutes of the Society, 
containing all the information which is to be found in the body of the paper, 
would by most readers be preferred I believe to the original.”44

In 1834 Henry de la Beche testified that the quality of the abstracts pub-
lished by the Geological Society was coming to be perceived as a problem. 
The utility of the Geological Society’s Proceedings had been proven “by other 
societies putting forth similar publications,” De la Beche wrote, and yet some 
were complaining that they were becoming “too good.” The problem was that 
“for the most part they contain the cream of the papers read, many of which 
afterwards appear in the ‘Transactions,’ and that therefore they hurt the sale of 
the latter.”45 Already some were calling for dispensing with the Transactions 
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altogether and replacing it with an octavo publication like the Proceedings but 
with fuller papers. De la Beche thought this a bad move, since profitability was 
not the only consideration, and one of the main functions of societies such as 
theirs was to put out works that would otherwise be lost for want of a market; 
chief among these were those requiring “extensive illustration,” as appeared 
in the quarto transactions.46

Thus, what may have begun as an abstract could very easily take the place 
of a memoir as the definitive record of a discovery claim. In the case of shorter 
communications without illustrations, the distinction between abstract and 
paper disappeared altogether. Indeed, the Astronomical Society began to use 
its Proceedings journal as a venue for publishing shorter communications 
almost immediately (this may be why they chose to call it Monthly Notices 
instead of Proceedings). Such short notices— of new phenomena noted by ob-
servers, or of ephemerides— became a regular part of the publication, and the 
sense that it was primarily a venue for abstracts of longer memoirs quickly 
receded. It was just these sorts of communications that John Herschel had 
worried about publishing in 1821, but by 1828 the Council celebrated the fact 
that it now had a venue by which to publish “matter of merely temporary 
interest.”47 That astronomical memoirs rarely required illustrations made this 
all the more natural. By the 1840s, papers that appeared in any form in the 
Monthly Notices were generally to be considered “sufficiently published,” and 
did not appear in the Memoirs at all.48 The secretary of the society was tasked 
with producing a wholly distinct set of short abstracts to be dispatched to the 
journals instead.49

Societies that were founded or began publishing during the 1830s were 
confronted with a serious choice: whether to publish transactions, or only 
Proceedings, or both. When the Zoological Society of London inaugurated 
its Committee of Science and Correspondence to foster zoological research 
in 1830, they confronted just this question. The council decided that it ought 
to begin with “a monthly publication in the cheapest form, under the name 
of proceedings,” and simply put off the question of publishing transactions to 
a later time. This option turned out to be especially cheap, for it had already 
hired Richard Taylor as its printer, and Taylor used a great deal of the contents 
of its Proceedings in the Philosophical Magazine (shifting them to the Annals 
of Natural History in 1838).50 Eventually, in 1835, the council began to put out 
Transactions as well, but a pattern had already been set. Authors submitting 
papers took publication in the Proceedings to be a form of definitive publica-
tion, even if those individual contributions were subsumed into the regular 
textual flow of meeting minutes.51
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When the Royal Geographical Society was formed in 1830 the council and 
various committees likewise went back and forth on the question of the “form 
and distribution of the Society’s Transactions.” Several committee and council 
meetings ended in disagreement. One of the fellows involved in these debates 
was the publisher John Murray, who “strongly dissuaded the Society from 
publishing 4to Transactions.” Quartos, Murray explained, were “a form which 
was at present almost unsaleable.” Murray suggested they simply publish a 
“Journal in 8vo of Geographical Science,” to be published about monthly.52 
By publishing a journal, he meant not simply that it should be cheaper and 
more frequent than quarto transactions, but that it should also include ana-
lytical notes on geographical works both British and foreign, along with other 
geographical intelligence. If they agreed to do this, he even offered to publish 
it at his own risk. Not everyone was willing to go so far, however, and what 
emerged was a hybrid. The society called its periodical a “journal,” and it was 
indeed an octavo, including analyses and summaries of other works, but its 
main contents were original memoirs. Worse, it was published as an annual 
volume. Murray was unimpressed with what he saw as an unmarketable prod-
uct, and he refused to publish it at his own risk after all.53

Another key question was just what kinds of readers the abstracts and pa-
pers in Proceedings were for. That the primary impetus for editors to publish 
proceedings of meetings was the desire to bring knowledge to wider audi-
ences suggested that such accounts ought to be as readable and nontechnical 
as possible. But as abstracts became substitutes for longer memoirs, it was 
easy to view them as written primarily for the most informed of readers. This 
was particularly true when referees had a hand in the work of compression, 
for they were likely to call for the removal of anything in the paper that was 
synthetic rather than strictly original, assuming expert readers like themselves 
who would be able to supply the crucial historical context that made sense 
of those original results. De la Beche pointed out, comparing memoirs with 
abstracts, that “the larger are not always the heaviest, nor the shorter the most 
pleasant reading or the most instructive.”54 Across the channel, Jean- Baptiste 
Biot warned of a related problem in the academy’s embrace of short notices in 
the Comptes rendus: If you constrain writers to present the results of their work 
“as so many aphorisms,” he warned, “. . . their value will be but imperfectly 
understood, and only the authority of the author’s name can provide confi-
dence in the result— always an extremely dangerous situation in science.”55

Questions of trust and authority were particularly acute, for when scien-
tific societies began to publish on a schedule resembling those of speed-
ier inde pendent publications, conundrums arose about just what kind of 
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 responsibility they had for the work they chose to publicize. One reason why 
the  Geographical Society had not followed through on its plan to publish a 
monthly journal, for example, was that its council took it to be its duty to act 
as a collective judge and filter of the papers it received. But because such for-
mal vetting introduced delays, it appeared impractical to publish as quickly 
as Murray advised.

Conflicts over editorial authority arose in several societies. At the Zoological 
Society, where authors were in the habit of submitting short notes to have them 
appear in the Proceedings, controversies could arise over just what should be 
inserted at what length, and how much power the editor ought to have. In the 
first half of 1838, a series of unpleasant skirmishes between John Edward Gray 
and the editors of the society’s Proceedings led the Publications Committee to 
make a change. Abandoning the fiction that the Proceedings simply contained 
summaries of meetings, they resolved that decisions about what would go into 
them were now to depend on referees, just as they did for the Transactions. 
Moreover, nothing that was presented orally at a meeting would even be con-
sidered unless their authors submitted a corresponding written text within ten 
days.56 Although the Proceedings looked virtually unchanged, its character was 
thus transformed into a periodical consisting of formal submissions that went 
through a lengthier review process. Gray himself essentially stopped contrib-
uting altogether, sending his short papers instead to Taylor’s new Annals of 
Natural History, where he could be sure of more efficient publication.

The same question of authority arose at the Astronomical Society in 1847, 
where some on the council objected to “the great discretion which is nec-
essarily left to the editor” in what got published in the Monthly Notices.57 
But here timeliness was taken to be almost nonnegotiable. While astronomy 
was not the only branch of science that depended on the routine publication 
of observational facts, the utility of those facts— for example, in the case of 
ephemerides— could be highly time- sensitive. Richard Sheepshanks, who di-
rected the Monthly Notices for many years, explained that the council’s wish to 
issue the Monthly Notices promptly each month clashed with the society’s per-
ceived responsibility as a collective judge. “All that can be done,” he noted, “is 
to entrust the care of the Monthly Notices to a discreet person.”58 The problem 
was that if printing in the Notices generally implied not printing in the quarto 
Memoirs, then “the Editor of the MN must, to a very great extent, decide on 
the publication in the Memoirs” as well. Sheepshanks claimed that in practice, 
cases where there was any real doubt about what to do with a paper were quite 
rare, and in those instances things might be taken more slowly. (This view is 
belied by his private correspondence on these matters, where he often aired 
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complaints about the judgment of his fellow council members.)59 In private 
he thought that often “by far the best judge” of what to print in the Memoirs 
was the person responsible for editing the abstracts, rather than the council.60

The council, agreeing that the efficiency of their monthly was crucial to its 
utility, acquiesced to Sheepshanks’s argument for individual control.61 But 
it inserted a note on the verso of the title page to the Monthly Notices to the 
effect that the publication was entrusted to an editor responsible only for ar-
rangement and compression and who exercised no “systematic control” of 
the contents. Readers ought only to judge articles “by their intrinsic merits, 
or by the reputation of their respective authors.”62 While British societies had 
long printed disclaimers— arguably disingenuous— that authors alone were 
responsible for their memoirs, this statement went further by disavowing any 
claim to having filtered the contents at all.

The central role played by a trustworthy individual editor and the empha-
sis on economy and speed made the Monthly Notices very much resemble a 
commercial journal. And yet the society was still keen to insist on the distinc-
tion, pointing out that only original material submitted to the society appeared 
in its pages. No other intelligence, translations, or extracts were admissible: 
“Compilation of this kind would scarcely be in accordance with the position 
and character of the Society.”63 It also did not want to bother selling individual 
issues (though it did encourage anyone interested in receiving them to become 
a fellow and thus receive them for free). But if in 1848 the society’s council 
thought that it was still important to maintain these distinctions between the 
mandate of a scientific society and that of a journal, elsewhere these last barri-
ers were already beginning to fray.

P r o c e e d i n g s  a s  a  C o m m o d i t y

As Proceedings gradually became venues for independent papers, they took 
on some of the roles that transactions played in the publishing life of societies, 
while their cheaper octavo format resembled those of independent journals. 
Still, some maintained the look of a printed account of meeting minutes, and 
as a rule they rarely printed illustrations. Nevertheless, as Proceedings grew 
in size and expense, they led societies to confront a financial conundrum: 
Proceedings threatened the sale of a society’s transactions, but as they were 
often provided to fellows for free and much of their content could be found in 
independent journals, they were not themselves a significant source of income.

Confronted with this dilemma, the Geological Society was among the first to 
take active steps to make its Proceedings more closely resemble an  independent 
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journal, thus turning it into a saleable product. While the Proceedings had 
included de facto whole papers from an early date, it began officially to solicit 
entire papers for its octavo publication in 1844. An indication of its new ambi-
tions was that illustrations were now to be a key part of the publication. This 
also meant that the society would need to charge fellows for it.64

But the society quickly went further and looked for a publisher to take on 
the Proceedings as a commercial concern. Longman  and Company agreed to 
publish it at their own risk, and the Proceedings was renamed the Quarterly 
Journal. It would be focused on original papers, but it would also, like other 
commercial journals, include miscellaneous geological intelligence from other 
sources, and thus provide readers with a statement of the “progress of geologi-
cal inquiry” in general. The stipulations were that the Journal’s content would 
be controlled by the society’s officers, but would provide papers and editorial 
services at no cost, save for work on the miscellaneous (intelligence) portions. 
Longman would keep any profit; advertisements were allowed, but there were 
to be none on the cover. Longman made sure to advertise the Journal itself 
extensively alongside its many other wares (fig. 3.2).65

The society expected that the majority of papers received would be con-
sidered for the new Journal rather than the Transactions, but it was keen to 
insist that this did not spell the end of its quarto publication.66 The Geological 
had a long- standing referee system, and it adopted it to apply to the Journal. It 
would be part of a referee’s job to decide whether a paper could be published 
in an octavo form with illustrations (if required), or whether there were illus-
trations that required the larger quarto form. The form provided to referees 
asked explicitly whether the paper might be shortened so as to be appropri-
ate for an octavo journal, thus institutionalizing the long- standing custom of 
compressing papers for the Proceedings. Officially, it remained the job of the 
vice secretary, rather than of authors, to produce these compressed versions.

F i g u r e  3 . 2 .  Advertisement by Longman for the new Quarterly Journal of the Geological 
Society, published in the Athenaeum on 18 January 1845, 58.
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It is indicative of the controversial nature of this move that the council was 
not quite willing to trust the society’s reputation wholly to a “journal.” It made 
sure that some copies would still be printed as the Proceedings of the Geological 
Society, excluding the miscellaneous section, in part so that it could send these 
as presents to other societies. The council deemed it inappropriate to give a 
journal as a gift; the members thought that “the Council cannot present the 
Journal, but only the Proceedings, to the Royal Society.” The next year, how-
ever, they abandoned such delicacy and just sent the Journal.67

The Geological Society’s embrace of a journal gave rise to a trend. In 1845, 
the Horticultural Society of London gave up on its Transactions, finding it 
too expensive, and switched to an octavo journal with proceedings— though, 
like the Geographical Society’s Journal, this was only issued annually.68 In 
1847, the Chemical Society also turned its publication into a quarterly journal, 
intending to publish more quickly and with true periodicity, but also to in-
clude summaries of chemical papers published elsewhere. The latter intention 
remained more an aspiration than reality, but the journal did publish more 
content, first as a quarterly and then as a monthly beginning in 1862.69

The Zoological Society considered making the change at the same time. A 
committee recommended “the publication of a Quarterly Illustrated Journal 
in 8vo of an intermediate character of a more popular form than the present 
formal & scientific publications of the Society.” On inquiring with the other 
societies that had already started publishing journals, it decided that, trans-
actions being “expensive and exclusively scientific” and Proceedings being 
rather formal, they were “neither of them adapted to the requirements of mod-
ern literature.”70 They did not follow through entirely on the plan to found a 
journal, perhaps because the council was not convinced that “in such a journal 
a popular form is by no means incompatible with a strictly scientific charac-
ter.”71 But they did make crucial changes that turned the Proceedings into a 
saleable publication focused on original content. Starting in 1847, each abstract 
or paper was clearly separated out, numbered, and given an unambiguous title 
and author in capital letters (fig. 3.3). Most important, illustrated plates were 
now allowed. The society hired Longman to sell the periodical. It produced 
versions with and without the illustrations, providing fellows with the unil-
lustrated version at no cost. It began to publish far more content, with longer 
papers, so that the Proceedings doubled in average size within a decade.72

At the Astronomical Society, the Monthly Notices were already largely in-
dependent of the Memoirs, but in 1847 the society began to sell them to the 
public. In 1852 the society reversed its earlier policy by deciding to open its 
monthly to astronomical intelligence from elsewhere, including extracts and 
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translations from other publications such as the Comptes rendus and the As-
tronomische Nachrichten.73 The question also arose occasionally of whether to 
amalgamate the two periodical publications. Merging made sense financially, 
but the society proved reluctant to give up either quarto or octavo forms.74 
The concern here was not illustrations, but prestige. On the one hand, do-
ing away with the prestigious quartos traditionally associated with scientific 
societies meant that authors might take their most substantial astronomical 
contributions elsewhere. But losing the octavo brought the converse risk: “that 
the trivial matters as the contributors call them which are sent for printing in 
octavo, would not be sent for printing in a form apparently more elaborate 
and associated with graver communications.”75 Another consideration was 
modern reading practice. There was a great deal of disagreement on the ques-
tion of the best format for reading; while some preferred the larger format, it 

F i g .  3 . 3 .  Pages from the Proceedings of the Zoological Society of London: (a) vol. 6 (1838): 
25, three communications as part of a running summary of a meeting; and (b) vol. 16 (1848): 16, 
the beginning of a communication with a distinct title and author, along with an illustration.

(a) (b)
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turned out that “some much prefer reading such matters in the octavo form.”76 
With no agreement in sight, an awkward compromise was worked out in 1859 
whereby the Monthly Notices were kept up in octavo, but also reimposed in two 
columns so that a quarto version could be printed and bound with the annual 
volume of Memoirs.77 Some objected that this was rather unsightly, and that 
the society should simply concede to making “the 4to publication subsidiary 
to the 8vo as formerly the 8vo had been subsidiary to the 4to.”78

The transition happened at the Linnean Society a few years later in 1855. At 
first, the plan was simply to expand the Proceedings by allowing illustrations 
and more original papers, splitting them into botanical and zoological parts.79 
A committee decided to go further, changing the title of the periodical to Jour-
nal of the Proceedings of the Linnean Society, a mouthful that corresponded to 
a reorganization of content that gave pride of place to papers and abstracts by 
pulling them out from the flow of meeting minutes. The actual “proceedings of 
meetings,” virtually emptied of substantive content, were shunted to a specially 
paginated section.80 The latter were still sent to fellows gratis, but they ceased 
to be included in the journal after 1864, and the society stopped producing 
them altogether in 1876.81

At the Royal Society, the official shift to publishing full papers in the Pro-
ceedings took place more slowly. For two decades its Proceedings remained 
more or less focused on abstracts and other miscellaneous matter (in the be-
ginning it also served as a venue for public referee reports, but this experiment 
flagged).82 While the secretaries occasionally sent papers to the Proceedings 
or published abstracts in place of memoirs, the longest articles in the Proceed-
ings usually corresponded to memoirs that were subsequently published in 
the Transactions.83 That situation changed drastically in the 1850s, in part for 
economic reasons. In 1852 a finance committee reported that the size and cost 
of producing the Transactions had ballooned, and recommended that referees 
exercise “greater strictness in selection.” One way to compensate was to print 
fuller abstracts of papers in the Proceedings. Median length of articles in the 
Proceedings reached one thousand words by 1860, and many of the longest 
now corresponded to no memoir in the Transactions.84 But it was only in 1863 
that referees were systematically encouraged to recommend “papers of merit” 
for printing in extenso in the Proceedings. Again, the transition was signaled 
by the introduction of more extensive illustrations, including lithographic 
plates.85 In 1886, the society considered fully equalizing their two periodicals 
by insisting that “the selection of the 4to. or 8vo. form for the publication of 
any paper be not made in any way dependent on the scientific character of the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



124 Chapter Three

paper.”86 They did not entirely follow through on this idea, even though for 
many of the London specialized societies this had long been standard practice, 
if their transactions survived at all.

As Proceedings came increasingly to resemble independent journals, their 
relationship to commercial publications changed. For one, societies began to 
invest more resources into marketing their periodicals. Besides advertising 
extensively in other papers, at the Geological Society, for example, much effort 
was put into convincing fellows to buy the Journal, going so far as enlisting 
other fellows to engage in letter- writing campaigns to their peers to subscribe 
on the grounds that “it is the duty of each to promote its honour and inter-
est.”87 Even at the Chemical and Astronomical Societies, whose journals were 
either free to fellows or offered at a steep discount, it was becoming customary 
to think of fellows as essentially nothing more than subscribers to the peri-
odical. A review of Astronomical Society finances in 1862 commented very 
approvingly of having gained fifty- six fellows in the past year, and expected 
even greater increases “if the Monthly Notices can be made more generally 
interesting by the addition of instrumental and descriptive matter.”88

All of this meant that societies had entered the marketplace of the scientific 
press, and were thus competitors with the journals published by firms such as 
Taylor and Francis. It is thus not surprising that the early 1840s represents the 
apex of the “proceedings of societies” sections in those journals. Until then, 
Taylor had printed increasingly extensive excerpts from the proceedings of the 
Royal, Geological, Zoological, and Linnean Societies.89 When the Geological 
and Linnean Societies founded their journals, their proceedings disappeared 
completely from the Philosophical Magazine and the Annals.90 The Linnean 
Society also refused to give permission to editors who wished to have access 
to its proceedings or journal for reprinting.91 The Geological Society, on the 
other hand, created a new condensed version of its proceedings with “the title 
of the papers read and their general object only” for distribution to the Athe-
naeum and other periodicals.92

Up until 1847, Taylor had continued to print nearly the whole of the Pro-
ceedings of the Zoological Society verbatim in the Annals. But as that society’s 
own Proceedings grew, the proportion that made it into the Annals began to di-
minish. Normally, excerpting was accomplished not by compressing the sum-
maries, but by selecting which abstracts and papers to include. This approach 
seems to have led to dissension among the Zoological Society’s contributors, 
who began to complain to the council about the reprints in the Annals in 1865. 
William Francis, now editor and proprietor, was already giving less space to 
the proceedings, and he agreed to stop printing them altogether.93
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By the 1870s proceedings of societies thus made up a very small portion of 
both the Annals and the Philosophical Magazine (fig. 3.4). The one society that 
continued to be written up regularly late in the century was the Geological, 
which had again begun sending its shortened proceedings to the Philosoph-
ical Magazine in 1855. But these proceedings were now explicitly a special 
gathering of papers or abstracts, with individual author and title listed in the 
table of contents.

Proceedings did not by any means disappear from the press. The editors 
of many of the new journals founded in the 1860s who focused on reporting 
scientific news continued to take it as part of their duty to produce reports on 
the meetings of societies.94 Periodicals such as the Intellectual Observer, the 
Reader, and the Quarterly Journal of Science all made sure to provide accounts 
of a variety of societies. While some societies rebuffed them, others were more 
accommodating. The Royal Society’s council received many requests for per-
mission to report on meetings, and while it did not wholly forbid reporters, 

F i g .  3 . 4 .  The annual word count of the “Proceedings of Learned Societies” sections in 
Richard Taylor’s journals, the Philosophical Magazine and Annals and Magazine of Natural 
History, between 1822 and 1880.
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it tended to direct them to the society’s own printed accounts, which it was 
willing to provide in proof at the end of each meeting.95

C o n c l u s i o n

Most of the new scientific journals of the 1860s did not survive, but proceed-
ings of societies continued to be included in a variety of scientific publica-
tions.96 They also found a relatively stable home in Nature, which made sense 
as it quickly became a periodical aimed largely at professional practitioners. In 
contrast, when Richard Proctor founded Knowledge in 1881, he departed from 
tradition by not even attempting to provide readers with proceedings of sci-
entific meetings. While some complained of the omission,97 one reader— who 
had himself worked as a scientific correspondent for a newspaper— responded 
by pointing out that he had found the Royal Society, for example, to be hostile 
to his attempts to report on their meetings. He finally gave up, citing both the 
difficulty involved and futility of doing so, for even the titles of most scientific 
papers were “about as readable as the Post- Office Directory, and practically 
worthless as a record of scientific progress.” Of the abstracts published by so-
cieties such as the Chemical, which ran to thousands of pages per year, he had 
this to say: “To the professional chemist these are invaluable; to the general 
public they are mere waste paper.”98

This marks a convenient end to the narrative arc of the “Proceedings” as a 
distinctive periodical format, at least in Britain. While many such publications 
had explicitly become “journals,” most that continued to include “Proceed-
ings” in their title were largely containers for individual specialized papers.99 
This transition corresponds roughly to the rise of genuine abstract journals 
and services late in the century, but it would be misleading to situate Pro-
ceedings journals as their precursors. Abstracting services were geared toward 
collecting information from a diverse range of mostly periodical sources, an 
impulse shared more with the intelligence- gathering role of commercial jour-
nals than with the proceedings sections of those journals. When societies such 
as the Chemical and Physical became interested in abstracting services, it was 
largely this other role of independent journals that they were appropriating. 
But they differed from such “miscellaneous intelligence” sections in that they 
took as their quarry a specific format, the scientific paper, rather than scien-
tific news in general. That this should be seen as a pressing need depended 
on the consolidation of the scientific paper as a format that deserved archiving 
in itself. And this happened largely via the domestication by societies and 
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academies of their Proceedings, turning “abstracts” into a model for what a 
“scientific paper” ought to be.

Why does this arcana of formats and meeting minutes matter? Most ob-
viously, the rise and transformation of Proceedings journals had a profound 
effect on the categories of periodical formats involved in publishing science. As 
societies took control of their proceedings and transformed them into journals, 
old distinctions between the periodicals that voluntary societies published and 
the products of commercial publishers broke down. By competing with the 
latter, societies inadvertently helped to legitimate those commercial products 
as potential equals in the publication of scientific knowledge. By late in the 
century, there was enough fluidity between them that it became unremarkable 
both for a society to absorb a commercial journal (as the Royal Geographical 
Society did to the Geographical Magazine in 1878), and for a commercial jour-
nal to overtake a specialized society’s publication as the journal of record in 
that field (as the Geological Magazine eventually did to the Geological Society 
of London’s Journal late in the century).100

But perhaps even more important than format were the consequences for 
the genre of the “scientific paper.” During the twentieth century, it was very 
common (as it largely remains in the early twenty- first century) to suppose 
that the “scientific paper” was a genre that in many ways stood apart from 
commercial considerations. If greedy corporations had begun to corner the 
market on their distribution, scientific papers— and the scientific journals that 
contained them— had long ago been invented by learned societies and acade-
mies to serve the needs of scientific practitioners, and had remained remark-
ably stable ever since. In the words of the physicist John Ziman, “The general 
form of a scientific paper has changed less, in nearly 300 years, than any other 
class of literature except the bedroom farce.”101 But the history of proceedings 
shows that the “scientific paper” is not only less stable as a genre than has 
often been supposed, but that it was shaped precisely through negotiating 
the boundaries between— and respective responsibilities of— the editors of 
commercial publications and voluntary societies.

One way to understand the appropriation of the journal format by bodies of 
elite science would be as evidence for the growth of public interest in the activ-
ities of these groups. Indeed, there is no doubt that the audience for the most 
successful journals published by societies was far larger and more socially 
diverse than that for even the most successful transactions volumes. But this 
reading sells short the significance of this transformation in at least two ways. 
On the one hand, when elite societies began to appropriate features of com-
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mercial journals for their own publications, they were tacitly acquiescing to the 
argument from the radical press that their legitimacy depended on a different 
kind of imagined public. This was a structural transformation in the politics 
of knowledge that had far- reaching consequences for the nature of scientific 
expertise. Conversely, the uptake of journals by elite science wrought equally 
profound transformations on the nature of scientific journals themselves. As 
societies transformed their Proceedings publications into journals, they en-
tered more fully the marketplace of the press, while at the same moment work-
ing hard to tame the emerging journal format by establishing formal routines 
by which to decide what to publish, by setting up strict generic expectations 
of papers regarding originality and even style, and by encouraging the notion 
that certain journals— usually those associated with scientific societies— were 
the only legitimate venues for original scientific claims.102 Paradoxically, this 
appropriation and gradual redefinition of the scientific journal as a format 
focused on expert science took place even as the earlier claim that scientific 
claims should be subject to a wide reading public remained relatively intact.103

Gradually, the term “proceedings” lost its specific meaning and became 
a conventional label usually applied to collections of papers connected with 
some scientific organization.104 But this label’s persistence captures a crucial 
ambiguity that still defines the scientific literature today. Proceedings began as 
a public- facing genre; they were a means by which elite collectives gave an ac-
count of themselves to an imagined public. In that sense, they played a crucial 
role in the public legitimacy of such expert collectives. But this same format 
became a container for the most elite form of knowledge expression. Scientific 
papers, especially when they were shortened and stripped of the introductory 
materials, historical framing, and detailed methodological information that of-
ten accompanied longer memoirs, were of use only to the most informed inner 
circle of readers, and were an enigma to everyone else. Here, in the curious 
history of a format, we begin to discern the emergence of an enduring problem 
of science and democracy, one that continues to haunt debates about science 
and its publics today.

N o t e s

1. For clarity, I capitalize “Proceedings” when the term refers unambiguously to periodicals 
published by learned societies, but otherwise I leave it uncapitalized. I use the term “format” 
to refer to periodical publications, and “genre” when proceedings are one component of a 
periodical publication.

2. For an exception to the neglect of Proceedings in the history of scientific publishing, see 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Proceedings and the Public 129

James A. Secord, “Science, Technology and Mathematics,” in The Cambridge History of the 
Book in Britain, vol. 6: 1830– 1914, ed. David McKitterick (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009), 443– 74, on 453– 54. Poe’s observation was made in “The Purloined Letter.”

3. Dates in parentheses refer to the period when Taylor’s firm was employed by each society. 
Taylor was also printer of the annual reports of the British Association for the Advancement of 
Science. Although the evolution of these reports is connected to the rise of Proceedings jour-
nals, that story is distinctive enough that I have chosen to set it aside here.

4. On this discursive sense of “public,” see Harold Mah, “Phantasies of the Public Sphere: 
Rethinking the Habermas of Historians,” Journal of Modern History 72 (2000): 153– 82; Keith 
Michael Baker, Inventing the French Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the Eigh-
teenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990); and Thomas Broman, “The Habermasian 
Public sphere and ‘Science in the Enlightenment,’” History of Science 36 (1998): 123– 49.

5. This section and part of the next are based on my book The Scientific Journal: Authorship 
and the Politics of Knowledge in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2018).

6. Herschel to Francis Baily, 2 June 1821, Bodleian Library, MS. Autogr. d. 14, f. 6– 7. The 
Council of the Geological Society of London also flirted with publishing an octavo journal 
before choosing to go with its quarto Transactions. See Leonard Horner to George Greenough, 
4 April 1809, Greenough Papers, UCL Add. 7918/5/823.

7. See Jonathan R. Topham, “Anthologizing the Book of Nature: The Circulation of Knowl-
edge and the Origins of the Scientific Journal in Late Georgian Britain,” in Bernard Lightman, 
Gordon McOuat, and Larry Stewart, eds., The Circulation of Knowledge between Britain, In-
dia, and China: The Early- Modern World to the Twentieth Century (Boston: Brill, 2013), 119– 
52; and Jonathan Topham, “The Scientific, the Literary and the Popular: Commerce and the 
Reimagining of the Scientific Journal in Britain, 1813– 1825,” Notes and Records of the Royal 
Society 5 (2016): 305– 24.

8. “Parliamentary Reporting,” The Companion to the Newspaper, 1 April 1833, 17– 20, on 
20; Thomas Babington Macaulay, [review of Henry Hallam, The Constitutional History of En-
gland] Edinburgh Review 48 (1828): 96– 169, on 165. On parliamentary reporting in London, 
see A. Aspinall, “The Reporting and Publishing of the House of Commons’ Debates, 1771– 
1834,” in Essays Presented to Sir Lewis Namier, ed. R. Pares and A. J. P. Taylor (London, 1956), 
227– 57; Dror Wahrman, “Virtual Representation: Parliamentary Reporting and Languages of 
Class in the 1790s,” Past & Present 136 (1992): 83– 113; Andrew Sparrow, Obscure Scribblers: A 
History of Parliamentary Journalism (London: Politico’s, 2003).

9. William Windham speech recorded in The Parliamentary Register 7 (London, 1799), 475.
10. On radical British journalism in the 1810s and 1820s, see for example Kevin Gilmartin, 

Print Politics: The Press and Radical Opposition in Early Nineteenth- Century England (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).

11. On the radical origins of the cheap periodicals of the 1820s, see Jonathan Topham, “John 
Limbird, Thomas Byerley, and the Production of Cheap Periodicals in the 1820s,” Book History 
8 (2005): 75– 106.

12. “To the Mechanics of the British Empire,” Mechanics’ Magazine 1 (1823): 16.
13. “Apology and Preface,” The Chemist 1 (1824), vii.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



130 Chapter Three

14. W. R. Y., “Remarks on the Disappointments Incident to Orchardists, and on Describing 
and Characterising Fruit Trees,” Gardener’s Magazine 3 (1827): 32; “Retrospective Criticism,” 
Gardener’s Magazine 5 (1826): 105. Both of these are quoted in Brent Elliott, The Royal Horti-
cultural Society: A History 1804– 2004 (Chichester, UK: Phillimore, 2004), 182.

15. See James Secord, “Progress in Print,” in Books and the Sciences in History, ed. 
M.  Frasca- Spada and N. Jardine (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 369– 89.

16. Chemist 1 (1824): 275. The journal quoted is The Scotsman.
17. This précis of Taylor’s early life is based largely on W. H. Brock and A. J. Meadows, 

The Lamp of Learning: Two Centuries of Publishing at Taylor & Francis (London: Taylor & 
Francis, 1998), 19– 63.

18. On the influence of the early Geological and Astronomical Societies on the Royal Soci-
ety, see David Philip Miller, “Method and the ‘Micropolitics’ of Science: The Early Years of the 
Geological and Astronomical Societies of London,” in The Politics and Rhetoric of Scientific 
Method: Historical Studies, ed. J. Schuster and R. Yeo (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Reidel, 1986), 
227– 57.

19. See Astronomical Society Council Minutes, 21 February 1823, Royal Astronomical Soci-
ety Library, Council Minutes (hereafter RAS/CM) vol. 1, for the decision to give the Philosoph-
ical Magazine access to the minute books. See RAS Letters, 1820– 29, for several letters from 
Gregory in 1824 on his progress in this regard. And RAS/Papers/17/1 for manuscripts and proof 
sheets from the Philosophical Magazine.

20. “Advertisement,” Annals of Philosophy 1 (1813).
21. For Thomson’s complaint, see Walter Crum, “Sketch of the Life and Labours of Dr. 

Thomas Thomson,” Proceedings of the Royal Philosophical Society of Glasgow 3 (1855): 250– 64, 
on 256. It is notable that there was a brief period in 1802 when Thomas Young was given per-
mission to print proceedings of the Royal Society for the new journal run by the offices of the 
Royal Institution. That periodical went under almost immediately, however, and when it was 
revived at the end of the 1820s its editor inquired whether this permission still held; but this was 
denied. Edmund Robert Daniell to Royal Society, 15 February 1830, Royal Society of London 
Library (hereafter RSL)/MC/1. Reply in RSL Council Minutes, 11 March 1830, RSL/CMO/11.

22. “To our Readers and Correspondents,” Quarterly Journal of Science 22 (1827), front 
matter.

23. See Taylor to the Astronomical Society in Council Minutes, 9 March 1827, RAS/CM/1, 
and similarly to the Geological Society in Council Minutes 19 March 1827, Geological Society 
Library (hereafter GSL)/CM/2.

24. Taylor’s account of charges to these societies, extant at St. Bride Library, makes clear 
that he used standing type from the Philosophical Magazine for both the Geological’s and the 
Astronomical’s Proceedings, and charged accordingly. See the volume labelled Journal 1823, 
31– 32. On the printing of separate copies, see Csiszar, The Scientific Journal, 54– 56.

25. The Astronomical Society, in an attempt to save money, switched printers in late 1828. 
They hired the firm of Priestley and Weale to act as printer and publisher to the society, which 
in turn employed J. Moyes as printer, who agreed to provide copies of the Monthly Notices to the 
society at no cost. In 1831, when it ended the first volume of the Monthly Notices, the society had 
the first several numbers reprinted by Moyes to create a uniform volume. RAS Council Minutes 
12 December 1828 and 10 June 1831, RAS/CM/2.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Proceedings and the Public 131

26. Save for the setback that he lost the Astronomical Society account in late 1828.
27. Taylor was confirmed as the society’s printer of the Transactions on 14 February 1828, 

and on 28 February the decision was made that “the Secretaries be authorized to communicate 
to the public, at their discretion, accounts of the proceedings of the Society.” For Taylor’s win-
ning bid, see RSL/DM/1, f. 95– 96.

28. Many of these abstracts also began to appear in the Literary Gazette in April 1828. 
Although I have found no evidence of formal permission granted for these, it is likely that one 
of the society’s secretaries gave informal authorization. The arrangement seems to have lasted 
less than a year.

29. Although the individual numbers were labeled Proceedings and this is how they were 
generally referred to at the time, when it bound the first volume the society chose to call it 
volume 3 of the Abstracts of the Papers Printed in the Philosophical Transactions. Confusingly, 
this was done to imply continuity with the two volumes of abstracts published by the society of 
papers from the Philosophical Transactions for 1800 to 1830, even though the latter was actually 
a distinct publishing project initiated after the society began printing its Proceedings.

30. R. Taylor to P. M. Roget, 1831, RSL/DM/1/97. See also Taylor’s Journal 1830– 1840 vol-
ume (St. Bride Library), 1. The decision to print abstracts of papers as proceedings is recorded 
in the Council Minutes of 16 December 1830, RSL/CMO/11.

31. “Report of the Council of the Society to the Eighth Annual General Meeting,” Monthly 
Notices 1 (8 February 1828): 49– 56. For the parallel discussion at the Geological Society, see the 
report of the council at the annual general meeting of 15 February 1828, in Proceedings of the 
Geological Society of London 1, 48.

32. Adam Sedgwick, “President’s Address at the Annual General Meeting (19 February 
1830),” Philosophical Magazine 7 (1830): 291.

33. “Abstracts of the Philosophical Transactions,” Mechanics’ Magazine 21 (1834): 204– 7, 
on 205.

34. “Abstracts of the Philosophical Transactions,” Mechanics’ Magazine 28 (1838): 246– 49, 
on 246.

35. On Raspail and the academy, see Bruno Belhoste, “Arago, les journalistes et l’Académie 
des sciences dans les années 1830,” in Harismendy, ed., La France des années 1830 et l’esprit de 
réforme (Rennes, France: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2006), 253– 66; and Csiszar, The 
Scientific Journal, 92– 117.

36. Review of Philosophical Transactions and Proceedings of the Royal Society, British and 
Foreign Medical Review 2 (1836): 212– 18.

37. Council Minutes, 28 February 1828, RSL/CMO/10. Permission to access the papers read 
to the society was denied to the Quarterly Journal of Science on 11 March 1830, RSL/CMO/11.

38. See Royal Society to William Ritchie, 4 February 1832, objecting to an abstract appear-
ing in the proceedings section of the Literary Gazette, RSL/MC/2/18.

39. GSL Council Minutes, 8 June 1831, GSL/CM/6.
40. GSL Council Minutes, 1 May 1833. GSL/CM/6.
41. GSL Council Minutes, 2 November 1836, GSL/CM/4.
42. On this point, see John C. Thackray, introduction to To See the Fellows Fight: Eye Wit-

ness Accounts of Meetings of the Geological Society of London and Its Club, 1822– 1868 (Faring-
don, UK: British Society for the History of Science, 2003).

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



132 Chapter Three

43. William Robert Grove, “Physical Science in England,” Blackwood’s Edinburgh Mag-
azine 54 (1843): 514– 25. For the details of Grove’s motion and the resulting resolution, see 
RSL Council Minutes, 20 May 1847, RSL/CMP/2. On Grove’s perspective on reform, see I. R. 
Morus, “Correlation and Control: William Robert Grove and the Construction of a New Phi-
losophy of Scientific Reform,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 22 (1991): 589– 621.

44. Undated and unsigned report in GSL/COM/P/4/1. There are several more examples of 
this reasoning in extant reports for 1830– 41 in GSL/COM/P/4/2. Charles Darwin, for example, 
often rejected papers on this basis. Similar judgments that a short version in the Proceedings 
would be sufficient were made by referees at the Royal Society (see, for example, RSL/RR/1/27, 
34, and 66), though in this case they usually had not yet seen the abstract.

45. De la Beche to George Greenough, 10 November 1834, Greenough Papers, UCL Add. 
7918/1/44.

46. Ibid.
47. “Report of the Council of the Society to the Eighth Annual General Meeting,” 49.
48. “Explanatory Notice” with front matter for volume 8 (1848).
49. “General Duties of the Assistant Secretary,” in RAS Council Minutes, 9 March 1838, 

RAS/CM/3.
50. Zoological Society of London Council Minutes, 15 December 1830, Zoological Society 

of London Library (hereafter ZSL)/CM/2.
51. The society’s Proceedings were, as Gowan Dawson has shown, a key venue by which 

natural historical authors practiced serialized publishing, or “publication in parts.” See “Pale-
ontology in Parts: Richard Owen, William John Broderip, and the Serialization of Science in 
Early Victorian Britain,” Isis 103 (2012): 637– 67.

52. Royal Geographical Society Council Minutes, 18 December and 29 December 1830, 
Royal Geographical Society Library (hereafter RGS)/CM/1.

53. RGS Council Minutes, 18 February 1832, RGS/CM/1.
54. De la Beche to Greenough, 10 November 1834.
55. Jean- Baptiste Biot, [review of the Comptes rendus hebdomadaires], Journal des savants, 

November 1842, 641– 61, on 655.
56. Distinct controversies involving Gray and editorial matters were discussed at Publi-

cations Committee meetings on 9 January 1838, 13 March 1838, and 13 June 1838. At the last, 
where it was reported that Gray had been pressuring John Barlow, the secretary, to insert a long 
paper in the Proceedings, Barlow put forward the new resolution. This passed on 10 July, and 
the resolution prohibiting purely oral notes from being reported in the Proceedings passed 24 
July 1838. That the society followed through on the new rule is confirmed in the Publications 
Committee minutes, where papers for the Proceedings are after this date referred. ZSL/LCA/2.

57. Sheepshanks. “Report to Council on Monthly Notices,” 14 May 1847, RAS/45.
58. Ibid.
59. See, for example, Sheepshanks to De Morgan, 2 February 1847 and 4 March 1847, RAS/

MSS DE MORGAN/1.
60. Sheepshanks to De Morgan, 4 March 1847.
61. That the issue of speedy publication should arise in early 1847 at the Astronomical So-

ciety is no accident. British astronomers were still dealing with the fallout of the scandal over 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Proceedings and the Public 133

the discovery of the planet Neptune, with the French declaring speedy print publication to be 
crucial to any priority claim.

62. Note on verso of title page to Monthly Notices, starting with volume 9.
63. “Explanatory Notice” with front matter for volume 8 (1848).
64. GSL Council Minutes, 10 May 1843, GSL/CM/6.
65. The agreement with Longman is reproduced in GSL Council Minutes, 8 January 1845, 

GSL/CM/6. Longman pulled out after one year, citing losses incurred, but was kept on to sell 
the volumes on commission on behalf of the society.

66. “Introductory Notice,” Quarterly Journal of the Geological Society of London 1 (1845): 1.
67. GSL Council Minutes, 2 April 1845 (and 18 February 1846, for the decision to send the 

journal), GSL/CM/6.
68. Elliott, The Royal Horticultural Society, 182.
69. For the decision to establish the Quarterly Journal, see Council Minutes of the Chem-

ical Society on 3 May and 17 May 1847 (Library of Chemical Society of London, Council Min-
utes, vol. 1). For the expansion of the journal into a monthly, see the minutes on 5 December 
1861 (Council Minutes, vol. 3).

70. “Report of the Scientific Committee appointed 17 June 1847,” ZSL/GB/0814/GABQ.
71. Ibid.
72. “Report of a Committee to Enquire into the Means of Invigorating the Society in All 

Its Branches” [1848], ZSL/GB/0814/GACS. Recommendation passed by council, 16 February 
1848, ZSL/CM/9.

73. The new plan to include miscellaneous matter involved leaving out ephemerides and 
other information that was already handled better by the Astronomische Nachrichten. It began 
with volume 13 and was described extensively by Richard Sheepshanks in “Proposal for Rem-
edying the Monthly Notices,” sent to De Morgan, RAS/MSS DE MORGAN/4.

74. See, for example, Printing Committee Report in Council Minutes, 14 January 1848, RAS/
CM/5.

75. RAS Council Minutes, 8 January 1858, RAS/CM/6.
76. Ibid.
77. RAS Council Minutes, 20 November 1858, RAS/CM/6.
78. Ibid.
79. Linnean Society Council Minutes, 1 May 1855, Linnean Society Library (hereafter LSL)/

CM/3.
80. LSL Council Minutes, 18 December 1855, LSL/CM/3.
81. LSL Council Minutes, 1 December 1875, LSL/CM/5.
82. Csiszar, The Scientific Journal, 138– 58.
83. This is based on an analysis of all articles in volumes 3– 5 of the Proceedings, covering 

1831 to 1850.
84. RSL Council Minutes, 19 February 1852, RSL/CMP/2.
85. RSL Council Minutes, 5 November 1863 and 17 March 1864, RSL/CMP/3.
86. Report of the Publication Committee, 18 March 1886, RSL/CMP/6.
87. Report of Committee of Quarterly Journal, 28 April 1858, GSL/COM/SP/3/1.
88. Report of Finance Committee in Council Minutes, 9 May 1862, RAS/CM/6.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



134 Chapter Three

89. It must be noted, however, that Taylor’s reports of proceedings were often far from 
timely, regularly six months after the fact or more. In cases where the society publication was 
more timely, this is rather surprising. William Jardine, one of Taylor’s coeditors of the Annals, 
was similarly perplexed by these delays. Jardine to Richard Taylor, 10 April 1843, Authors let-
ters D– K, Taylor & Francis Papers, St. Bride Library.

90. Both continued to use Taylor & Francis as their printer, however.
91. See the denial of the request for abstracts from the Quarterly Journal of Science, LSL 

Council Minutes, 14 January 1864, LSL/CM/4.
92. GSL Council Minutes, 29 November 1843, GSL/CM/6. Some other societies also con-

tinued separately to provide abstracts of their papers to journals. This was, for example, one of 
the jobs of the secretary of the Chemical Society of London.

93. Publications Committee Minutes, 14 November 1865, ZSL/LCA/4. Meeting with Wil-
liam Francis reported on 9 January 1866.

94. For an overview of these, see Ruth Barton, “Just before ‘Nature’: the Purposes of Science 
and the Purposes of Popularization in Some English Popular Science Journals of the 1860s,” 
Annals of Science 55 (1998): 1– 33.

95. William Sharpey to F. C. Mathieson, 22 March 1864; Walter White to William Crookes 
(editor of the Quarterly Journal of Science), 2 December 1864; G. G. Stokes to Thomas Ben-
dyshe (new proprietor of The Reader), 8 December 1865; Walter White to editor of China 
Telegraph, 27 January 1866, all in RSL/MS/426.

96. For reports on the Royal Astronomical Society in the Astronomical Register and the 
Observatory, see chapter 8 in this volume.

97. “Reports of Societies,” Knowledge 1 (1881): 116.
98. W. Mattieu Williams, “‘Knowledge’ and the Scientific Societies,” Knowledge 1 (1881): 

143– 44.
99. This idea was confirmed also by the Royal Society’s Catalogue of Scientific Papers, 

which indexed Proceedings publications extensively. See Alex Csiszar, “How Lives Became 
Lists and Scientific Papers Became Data: Cataloguing Authorship during the Nineteenth Cen-
tury,” British Journal for the History of Science 50 (2017): 23– 60.

100. For the Royal Geographical Society absorbing the Geographical Magazine, see RGS 
Council Minutes, 25 November 1878. On the competition between the Geological Society and 
the Geological Magazine, see chapter 4 in this volume.

101. John Ziman, Public Knowledge: An Essay Concerning the Social Dimension of Science 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1968), 105.

102. For more on the consolidation of the new expert- oriented journal format, see Csiszar, 
The Scientific Journal.

103. On this point, see Broman, “Habermasian Public Sphere,” 142– 44; and Steven Shapin 
and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air- Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the Experimental Life 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985), 343.

104. Conference proceedings, however, followed a different trajectory, such that the label 
maintained a more specific significance, and these continue to play a distinctive and central role 
in certain fields such as computer science.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



* 2 *

Defining the Communities of Science

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



C h a p t e r  4

“An Independent Publication 
for Geologists”:  

The Geological Society, Commercial 
Journals, and the Remaking of 
Nineteenth- Century Geology

Gowan Dawson

In September 1862, Charles Lyell heard a disturbing rumor at the Geological 
Society of London. As he told Thomas Henry Huxley,

Horner tells me that Prestwich was thinking it possible that Mackie might 
succeed R. Jones as editor of our journal! Whether as a man of business, or a 
writer in an inflated style, & for some other reasons he is just about the worst 
man we could have. . . . I am sorry for him & his wife (who would make the 
better assist. secry. of the two) but this would be a most mistaken charity.

Lyell’s informant, Leonard Horner, was too ill to fulfil his own responsibilities 
as the Geological Society’s president, relying on Huxley, as secretary, to un-
dertake them for him. But Lyell was more concerned about the subordinate 
post of assistant secretary, which entailed editing the Quarterly Journal of the 
Geological Society and, unlike the fixed- term presidency, was open- ended. As 
he reflected anxiously: “If we got a 3rd rate man it would be for ever.”1 While 
editors of the transactions published by scientific societies had traditionally 
remained discreetly invisible, choosing an appropriate editor of “our journal” 
was, for Lyell, the Geological Society’s most pressing consideration.2

The allegedly “3rd rate man” who prompted Lyell’s anxiety was Samuel 
Joseph Mackie, who had been elected a fellow of the Geological Society in 
1851, with the personal support of such luminaries as Roderick Murchison, 
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and whose advocates for now taking over from Thomas Rupert Jones as editor 
of the Quarterly Journal went well beyond Joseph Prestwich.3 Indeed, two 
months later, in November 1862, the Medical Times and Gazette reported: “Mr. 
Samuel J. Mackie, F.G.S., is a candidate for the office of Assistant Secretary 
to the Geological Society . . . We see in the list of his supporters the names of 
Professor [Richard] Owen, the Astronomer Royal [George Biddell Airy] . . . 
and many others who are pre- eminent in science.”4 More significantly, Mackie 
already had considerable experience of editing geological journals, having 
founded the Geologist in 1858, which, Mackie claimed two years later, “now . . . 
stands . . . unrivalled in circulation by any British scientific periodical.”5 Not-
withstanding this vaunted success in attracting readers, the Geologist’s— and 
thus Mackie’s— financial situation remained extremely parlous, as Lyell un-
charitably hinted. Although this, as William Brock has shown, was the fate of 
almost all commercial science journals in the nineteenth century, especially 
those devoted to just a single subject, Lyell’s animadversions were shared by 
other members of the Geological Society’s council.6 In February 1863 it ap-
pointed as editor of the Quarterly Journal Henry Michael Jenkins, a twenty- 
one- year- old novice without a fellowship of the society (although he was expe-
diently elected to one soon after), whose severe “asthmatical affection” made 
it difficult for him to work “in unfavourable conditions of weather.”7 Evidently 
anyone— including his wife, in Lyell’s opinion— was preferable to Mackie.8

Lyell’s visceral response to Horner’s hearsay regarding Mackie and the 
Quarterly Journal is symptomatic of the tensions between official society pub-
lications and independent commercial journals that, while common across 
many sciences in nineteenth- century Britain, were more pronounced and con-
sequential in geology than in any other area. When the Geological Society’s 
Quarterly Journal was established in 1845 as a response to long- standing diffi-
culties with the society’s expensive and irregular Transactions, it was explicitly 
modeled on the material format of commercial periodicals, with its octavo 
size, regular publication schedule, and a commercial publisher, Longman, that 
agreed to defray the costs in return for a share of the profits. Even the innova-
tion of having a single, named editor, with David Thomas Ansted the first to 
take on the role, emulated the practices of commercial science journals that, 
as with Nicholson’s Journal, were sometimes named after their high- profile 
editors.9 The commercial scientific press had proliferated, if not always prof-
itably, since the close of the eighteenth century; and reductions in taxes and 
other production costs, as well as the introduction of the penny post, meant 
that by the 1840s it was becoming possible to sustain a specialist journal on a 
single, discrete field of science like geology.10
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Such a “special- class scientific periodical,” as Mackie himself acknowl-
edged, could never achieve a “higher circulation than from 800 to 1000.”11 
There were, after all, only “so many geologists” who could be induced to 
become “permanent purchasers,” regardless of occasional spurts of wider in-
terest that “might increase the casual sale” for a time. These “special scientific 
periodicals” nevertheless could, with prudent management, be “maintained 
remunerative” even on such a limited circulation, and, unlike the Geological 
Society’s generously subsidized but ponderous official publications, they af-
forded cheap, efficient, and expeditious formats for disseminating new knowl-
edge, debating controversial issues, and establishing priority claims.12 The 
Quarterly Journal was meant to bring the Geological Society into line with 
these developments in early nineteenth- century scientific publishing but, de-
spite its conscious emulation of many of the formal innovations pioneered by 
periodicals that had to turn a profit, it remained aloof from other aspects of the 
commercial marketplace. As Lyell’s barbed comments to Huxley made clear, 
neither Mackie’s financial risk taking nor his overwrought, populist prose style 
would have been fitting for the Geological Society’s flagship publication.

The Geological Society’s elitism and centralization of intellectual authority, 
which had been evident since its foundation in 1807, ensured that it remained 
at odds with commercial journals that sought to foster different, more market-
able approaches to the earth sciences. The financial imperatives of the liter-
ary marketplace necessitated that these journals, beginning in the 1840s and 
continuing through the rest of the century, endeavored to cultivate a much 
larger readership than the Geological Society’s official publications, which 
for the most part addressed the needs and interests of what Martin Rudwick 
has termed the elite group of “gentlemanly specialists” who, albeit small in 
number, dominated the earth sciences in the early and mid- nineteenth cen-
tury.13 This same disregard for what might attract a larger, paying audience, in-
cluding factors such as theoretical speculation, controversy, and imagination, 
continued with the ostensibly innovative Quarterly Journal— as Longman, 
hemorrhaging money because of poor sales, soon discovered to its cost. The 
pecuniary difficulties imposed by a limited circulation, as will be seen shortly, 
had significant implications for the intellectual and scientific value of the Geo-
logical Society’s periodicals.

At the same time, those journals, including Mackie’s Geologist, that had 
to at least break even envisaged their broader audiences, in part for nakedly 
pragmatic reasons, as active participants in geology, able to come to their own 
conclusions about the most contentious disputes and to provide original ob-
servations and information that would be valuable to the specialist commu-
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nity, both of which could be accomplished by continuing to purchase the 
periodical. These new communities of practitioners, drawn from the various 
graduated zones of geological competence identified by Rudwick below the 
ranks of the gentlemanly specialists, had been excluded and ignored by the 
Geological Society.14 Commercial journals, which instead viewed them as es-
sential to their continued existence, utilized the potential of these new com-
munities to forge a less exclusive and more egalitarian conception of the earth 
sciences, directly challenging the hierarchical exclusivity of the Geological 
Society. Significantly, the gentlemanly specialists, seemingly including even 
the disdainful Lyell, would eventually feel compelled to take advantage of the 
new opportunities afforded by the more inclusive approach of journals such 
as Mackie’s Geologist. In fact, the format of Mackie’s problematically populist 
periodical would, by the end of the nineteenth century, provide the vehicle for 
a new community of professional geologists to finally supplant the intellectual 
authority of the Geological Society and its gentlemanly specialists.

T h e  G r e a t  E v i l  o f  D e l ay :  t r a n s a c t i o n s 
( 1 8 1 1 –  5 6 )  a n d  p r o c e e d i n g s  ( 1 8 2 7 – 

4 5 )  o f  t h e  G e o l o g i c a l  S o c i e t y

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the fledgling science of geology was 
both tainted by controversy, especially in those approaches that contradicted 
religious orthodoxies by insisting on the vast age of the earth, and riven by 
bitter disputes. Among many other intellectual ruptures, geology was most 
profoundly split between the speculative cosmological theoreticians who had 
first initiated the science in the late eighteenth century and a new school of 
inductive empiricists who now sought to redefine it at the start of the next 
century.15 In none of these competing approaches to the study of the earth, 
however, was publication a particular problem.

The genre of imaginative geotheory was suited to lengthy, sumptuous 
treatises such as the three quarto volumes of James Hutton’s Theory of the 
Earth (1795). In other areas, though, more emphasis was put on the collecting 
and exhibition of specimens, and geology remained a science in which oral 
communication regularly took precedence over publication.16 As Roy Por-
ter has suggested, the “lack of pressure to publish” was a distinct feature of 
British geology until well into the nineteenth century.17 Even the founders of 
the Geological Society, who took the lead in redefining geology as a strongly 
empirical science rather than a theoretical and speculative one, did not initially 
prioritize print. George Greenough, the society’s first president, published 
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little himself, and instead disseminated knowledge by inviting guests to visit 
his mansion, with its extensive geological collections, in fashionable Regent’s 
Park. In France, by contrast, the state funding of science meant that geologists 
such as Alexandre Brongniart were duty- bound to announce their results in 
official publications.18 Back across the Channel, even as late as 1846 Charles 
Darwin still considered that “geology is at present very oral,” and that “geol-
ogists never read each other’s works.”19 Similar observations about the failure 
of geologists to read (and, more pertinently, to purchase) the specialist journals 
in their field continued to be made throughout the rest of the century, with 
Horace Woodward complaining in 1907 that certain of the Geological Soci-
ety’s “Fellows were more concerned in appending F.G.S. to their names than 
in adding the Quarterly Journal to their bookshelves.”20 This lingering ambi-
guity toward print, which persisted with practical collectors as much as with 
dilettante F.G.S.s, was one of the factors that made it so difficult for publishers 
to make a profit from geological periodicals (fig. 4.1).

In 1834 William Swainson reflected on the recent emergence of several 
new “societies for the promotion of science,” noting that the “most import-
ant object of these associations is the publication of essays . . . read at their 
meetings.” Although he was generally critical of these new “London scientific 
bodies,” whose primary purpose was in producing an “annual volume” to 
be “distributed to members, and sold to the public,” Swainson made a single 
exception, avowing that the “Geological Society is unquestionably the most 
active, and most popular,” and might even “be looked upon as a model for all 
the others.”21 Following its foundation in 1807, however, Swainson’s model 
scientific society had initially published only a short pamphlet, Geological In-
quiries (1808), which was intended to stimulate observers in the field while 
also ensuring that they adhered to the new empirical methods enjoined by the 
Geological Society’s founders. It was not until February 1810 that there was 
any discussion within the society’s council of a serial publication (then to be 
called Memoirs), and, after a formal decision at a special general meeting in 
March, the first volume of what was now named the Transactions was pub-
lished, with a print run of 750, in the summer of the following year.22

It was only with the publication of the first volume of the Transactions 
in 1811 that the Geological Society, as Rudwick has proposed, determined 
precisely what kind of organization it was to become.23 While many early 
members had envisaged the society as either a hub for a utilitarian collec-
tion of mineral resources— hence the Geological Inquiries pamphlet— or 
merely a convivial dining club, the appearance of the Transactions, printed, 
under council orders, with “ink . . . of the best quality” in an opulent quarto 
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 format that resembled the Royal Society’s prestigious Philosophical Trans-
actions, consolidated the position of those members who wanted it to attain 
the status of a metropolitan learned society.24 The Royal Society’s president, 
Joseph Banks, feared that this model of the Geological Society would herald 
the fragmentation of the natural sciences, with the broad inclusivity of the 
Philosophical Transactions being supplanted by an array of specialist society 
publications.25

The preface to the first volume of the Geological Society’s Transactions, 
written in June 1811 by the newly founded Papers Committee, proclaimed that 
“every latitude has been allowed to authors, with regard to their theoretical 

F i g .  4 . 1 .  Cartoon by Henry De La Beche from the early 1830s, satirizing the fellows of the 
Geological Society for being reluctant to buy copies of the Transactions, yet willing to laud the 
achievements of its geologist contributors. Image at left, labeled “Debit,” depicts the private 
annual financial statement of the society’s council. Image at right, labeled “Credit,” depicts the 
grand annual address of the society’s president. The cartoon was pasted into a scrapbook be-
longing to Roderick Murchison, with a mocking note: “Only 15 copies printed— small paper— 
price 0— to suit ‘Illustrious’ Fellows as vont buy their own Transactions.” GSM/DR/Mu/S/3, 
Geological Survey Archives, Keyworth. Reproduced by permission of the British Geological 
Survey, CP18/075.
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inferences from the observations which they record; it being understood . . . 
that the writers alone are responsible for the facts and opinions, which their 
papers may contain.”26 The same volume’s title page nevertheless carried a 
Latin epigraph from Francis Bacon’s Novum Organum (1620) that, with its 
insistence on producing “certo et ostensive scire [certain and demonstrable 
knowledge]” over “belle et probabiliter opinari [attractive and plausible con-
jectures],” adumbrated the society’s corporate policy of stringent Baconian 
empiricism.27 Rather than theoretical latitude, the papers in the initial volumes 
of the Transactions instead exhibited, as William Henry Fitton observed in 
1817, “a character of strict experiment or observation, at the expense of all 
hypothesis, and even of moderate theoretical speculation.”28 With its embargo 
on hypothetical theories, the Transactions was the Geological Society’s prin-
cipal vehicle in its campaign for, as Ralph O’Connor has put it, “rebranding 
‘geology’” as a rigorously inductive science rather than, as it had been in the 
eighteenth century, merely a speculative a priori one.29

Such scientific rebranding, however, risked denuding geology of the very 
things that had made it intellectually appealing, for, as Fitton noted, “specu-
lations . . . are much more seducing than . . . dry determinations . . . and the 
student is glad to shelter himself in generalities from the revolting details.”30 
In fact, as Rachel Laudan has argued, the early members of the Geological 
Society “overreacted” in repudiating so completely the more philosophical 
approaches to geological method common both in Scotland and on the Con-
tinent, and, as a consequence, the initial volumes of the Transactions were 
“filled with articles that were narrow in scope and unimpressive in quality.”31 
Those papers that surpassed the general standard, such as John MacCulloch’s 
influential account from 1817 of the role of temporary lakes in the formation of 
the Parallel Roads of Glen Roy, only gestured at “keep[ing] clear of all specu-
lations purely hypothetical.” As MacCulloch acknowledged, there were certain 
natural phenomena, like the long- vanished lakes, that must inevitably “stim-
ulate us to seek for a theory . . . beyond the limits of our immediate observa-
tion.”32 While the Transactions’s title page retained its Baconian epigraph into 
the 1850s, the prohibition of theory that it enjoined had already been partially 
abandoned by the journal’s second series, which began in 1822.

With this second series of the Transactions, the Geological Society dis-
pensed with the services of William Phillips, who had printed the initial vol-
ume in 1811 and then published the following four, retaining ownership of the 
copyright and pocketing whatever small profits might be gleaned from their 
sale (although none had yet sold out their full print runs).33 The printing of 
the second series, in a reduced print run of five hundred and with a new, more 
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modern typeface, was instead delegated to the firm of Richard Taylor, whose 
brother John was, conveniently, the Geological Society’s treasurer.34 More sig-
nificantly, the society itself assumed the role of publisher, with the financial 
risks underwritten by wealthy members. This was ostensibly for the “purpose 
of reducing the price, and thereby promoting the diffusion of Geological in-
formation,” but, no longer beholden to an independent publisher needing to 
recoup their investment by maintaining a remunerative circulation, the society, 
and particularly its presiding council, could now take an even greater control 
over the tone and contents of the Transactions, ensuring that it remained re-
stricted to the needs and interests of the small elite of gentlemanly specialists 
who dominated the society.35 In fact, while the initial volume of the first series 
had been sold at the same price, one pound and twelve shillings, to both so-
ciety members and the book trade, the first volume of the new more econom-
ical second series was priced differentially, at one pound and five shillings to 
members and one pound, eleven shillings, and six pence to the public, further 
restricting its circulation beyond the society’s confines.36

If the ban on theory had been relaxed by the 1820s, especially once ab-
stract stratigraphic methods became a leading concern within the society, the 
Transactions still persisted in eschewing the imaginative and romantic pre-
sentation of the earth’s history that, in other areas of early- nineteenth- century 
print culture, had made geology both hugely popular and profitable. Books 
and periodicals relating sublime visions of the ancient past, as O’Connor has 
shown, captivated the same audiences who also paid to view panoramic his-
tory paintings and attend large- scale theatrical entertainments.37 Such alluring 
rhetoric was self- consciously resisted in the Transactions, with, for instance, 
John Davy, in an 1821 account of the geology of Ceylon, remarking: “A po-
et’s pen could hardly do justice to its beautiful and sublime scenery. I should 
wander from my subject were I to indulge my feelings, and . . . I must confine 
myself to the skeleton . . . [of ] minute details.”38 Not all contributors were so 
self- denying, particularly after the discovery in the following decades of new 
and increasingly bizarre fossil creatures. These compelled William Buckland, 
in 1835, to resort to literary analogies in comparing the pterodactyl to both 
“Milton’s fiend” and the “dragons of romance and heraldry,” while also imag-
inatively recreating “flocks of such- like creatures flying in the air and shoals 
of no less monstrous Ichthyosauri and Plesiosauri swarming in the ocean.”39 
This vivid panoramic scene, invested with a frisson of religious controversy 
by its multitudes of demonic monsters, was a notable exception from the cus-
tomary, more restrained tone of the Transactions, which, as Adelene Buckland 
has argued, deliberately kept the romantic sublime and even the more placid 
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pleasures of narrative “at arm’s length.”40 Even while geohistory became both 
more extensive and ever more remarkable, the Transactions continued, with 
very few exceptions, to expound on the structure rather than the story of the 
earth. It maintained a deliberately dry descriptiveness that was intended in 
part to render geology safe and gentlemanly, and to temper the controversial 
and dangerous reputation that still clung to the earth sciences throughout the 
first half of the nineteenth century.

The picturesque did occasionally enter the Transactions in its extensive 
illustrations, which were more plentiful than in any other scientific periodical 
of this period and regularly featured landscape views of geologically signifi-
cant localities. Its lavish allowance of illustrations enabled the Transactions, 
as Rudwick has proposed, to develop a “standardized visual language” that 
was crucial for the development of geological communication among elite 
practitioners; but it came, literally, at a heavy price.41 The costly copper- plate 
engravings used in the first series, as Phillips had warned the council, made the 
Transactions’s break- even point half the print run (publishers usually antici-
pated that one- third of a print run would cover their costs). Even when, with 
the second series, the Geological Society switched to the new and cheaper 
technique of lithography, the inclusion in each volume of more than twenty 
often hand- colored quarto plates kept the price of printing the Transactions 
exorbitantly high. At the same time, moreover, the self- conscious exclusion 
of textual elements that might have appealed to a larger, paying readership, 
whether theoretical hypothesis or imaginative narrative, made the high cost of 
the Transactions’s numerous illustrations still more problematic. From 1817 
the Transactions initially appeared in separate parts, with two or three then 
bound together into a volume, although the Geological Society’s finances still 
required a period of recovery following the publication of each part, during 
which the funds for publishing could be replenished.42 This necessary inter-
lude of fiscal renewal meant that the parts of the Transactions appeared only 
very slowly and irregularly, with, for instance, a seven- year hiatus between the 
initial two volumes of the second series, which were published in 1822 and 
1829, and then the next three volumes coming out in quick succession between 
1835 and 1836.

These pecuniary problems and the consequent delays in publication they 
imposed had hugely significant implications for the scientific value of the 
Transactions, especially as, by the mid- nineteenth century, claims to priority 
in scientific discoveries were increasingly being both staked and adjudicated 
in serialized print, rather than, as previously, in oral presentations or informal 
correspondence.43 As Leonard Horner, then in his healthier first term as the 
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Geological Society’s president, acknowledged ruefully of “our ‘Transactions’” 
in 1846, the “great delay in . . . publication” was “robbing authors in some 
instances of the honour of priority in discovery.” Indeed, the “uncertainty 
when a paper that had been read would be published,” Horner conceded, 
“very materially diminished the usefulness of the Society, and . . . cooled the 
zeal of many of our Members, and forced them to send their memoirs else-
where.”44 The alternative of choice for such dispirited society members was 
the Philosophical Magazine, a successful commercial journal owned by the 
Transactions’s printer, Richard Taylor, that had the considerable advantage 
of appearing regularly on the traditional “magazine day” at the end of each 
month. This rapid production schedule, as well as the commercial imperative 
for such periodicals to carry the very latest news of scientific developments, 
also meant that the Philosophical Magazine did not require the same compli-
cated and often circuitous refereeing procedures as the Transactions, where a 
vote of approval from the Geological Society’s council was necessary before 
the already lengthy publication process could even begin.45 What Horner 
termed the “great evil of delay” had compelled the council to supplement the 
Transactions with a new publication, the Proceedings, which from 1827 printed 
abstracts of papers delivered at the society’s meetings “as promptly as may be” 
in a more expedient octavo format that was distributed gratis to fellows of the 
society resident in London.46 The short summaries in the Proceedings were 
printed by Richard Taylor and also appeared, in the very same format and with 
the express approval of the Geological Society, in his Philosophical Magazine.47 
They were therefore an effective means of promulgating the society’s geolog-
ical agenda, though, like the lengthier articles published in the Philosophical 
Magazine, they were denuded of the illustrations that were such an integral, 
if problematically expensive, component of the papers in the Transactions.

William Buckland observed in 1820 that the “transactions of the Geological 
Society . . . are quoted as standard authority, wherever this science has been 
admitted,” and, as the fledgling science became increasingly established, the 
Transactions remained the most prestigious and authoritative site for pub-
lishing geological research in Britain, albeit addressing only a small circle of 
gentlemanly specialists.48 By the early 1840s, however, the perpetual delays 
in its publication ensured that, as Archibald Geikie reflected, “few but pro-
fessed geologists ever thought of buying or reading . . . the ponderous quarto 
Transactions . . . to the detriment alike of the science and the authors of the 
papers.”49 With such a restricted readership, which invariably fell far short of 
the print run of five hundred, both the Geological Society, whose finances were 
at breaking point by 1843 after an attempt to augment the Proceedings with 
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illustrations proved a financial disaster, and the earth sciences more generally 
had reached what Gordon Herries Davies has called a “publication crisis.”50 
At precisely this moment the commercial press afforded a new model of what 
a geological periodical might look like, and a new sense of the audiences it 
might reach.

T h e  U n f e t t e r e d  E x p r e s s i o n  o f  I n d e p e n d e n t 
O p i n i o n s :  g e o l o g i s t  ( 1 8 4 2 –  4 3 ) ,  q u a r t e r l y 

j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  g e o l o g i c a l  s o c i e t y  ( 1 8 4 5 –  1 9 7 1 ) 
a n d  l o n d o n  g e o l o g i c a l  j o u r n a l  ( 1 8 4 6 –  4 7 )

In 1827 the Geological Society, uniquely among London’s now burgeoning 
scientific organizations, decided to allow informal debates on the papers that 
were read at its meetings. These “oral discussions of the geologists,” as Swain-
son observed, were soon “proverbial in the scientific world” for their “high 
intellectual gratification.”51 However, the society’s most distinctive and fruitful 
innovation, which Roderick Murchison lauded as the “true safeguard of our 
scientific reputation,” had no tangible impact on either of its official periodi-
cals.52 Notwithstanding their manifest scientific value, the often vigorous dis-
cussions that followed a paper, contesting particular points and relating them 
to larger theoretical disputes, were excluded from the printed record.53 This 
gave the erroneous impression that the published papers were merely indu-
bitable statements of objective fact, on which the entire society, as befitted its 
gentlemanly origins, was in unanimous accord. While this was a convenient fa-
cade at a time when the society’s claim to exclusive authority in geological mat-
ters was being challenged by both scriptural literalists and transmutationists, it 
had deleterious consequences for the quality and interest of the Transactions 
and Proceedings, particularly for those outside the small elite of gentlemanly 
specialists who did not have the opportunity to attend the meetings.54 The 
published papers, as Geikie opined, were “embalmed in the Society’s printed 
publications” and denuded of the “fire and humour” with which they were 
originally read and received in the society’s “dingy room in Somerset House” 
in central London.55 Sometimes even the actual paper that had been read at 
Somerset House was censored in the editorial process, as happened to Adam 
Sedgwick’s 1844 abstract in the Proceedings on the putatively Cambrian rocks 
of Wales, to remove any elements that had provoked subsequent discussion 
and controversy.56

The society’s strict embargo on reporting its discussions extended to the 
commercial press, where vibrant controversies had long been a means of draw-
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ing in and retaining readers. In 1830 the metropolitan weekly the Athenæum 
noted with disappointment that “it has been intimated to us that the Council 
do not wish the proceedings of their meetings published,” expressing “sur-
prise at this . . . apparently strange determination.”57 Throughout the 1830s the 
Athenæum continued to abide by what it called the “laws of etiquette in force at 
the Geological Society” and would “only intimate, in general terms” the nature 
of the “debates which arise at the assemblies of that body.”58 By the following 
decade, however, other commercial journals, with a more pressing interest in 
geology, were less willing to remain so obligingly discreet.

In 1841 a precocious twenty- one year old, Charles Moxon, wrote to the 
Geological Society’s council informing them that he would soon initiate an un-
precedented innovation in scientific publishing: an independent commercial 
“periodical exclusively devoted to the Science of Geology, in all its bearings.”59 
Although the society’s secretary, William John Hamilton, declined Moxon’s 
request for official support, he advised that “it would not do for the Society to 
throw cold water upon any plans which in proper hands might do good to the 
science.”60 Even such tentative patronage, though, did not last for long, as it 
quickly became apparent that Moxon’s vision for this new journal, which first 
appeared in January 1842, was entirely at odds with the society’s own publish-
ing practices with the Transactions and Proceedings. The Geologist, whose title 
foregrounded the role of individuals rather than institutions, specialized in, 
among other things, the “most recent information on theoretical questions,” 
on which the Geological Society’s official periodicals, even after the relaxing 
of the erstwhile ban on theory, were still noticeably reticent.61 With the as-
sistance of the Anglo- French publisher Hippolyte Baillière, Moxon’s octavo 
journal was published every month and cost just a shilling, enabling it to target 
a readership of not only “those persons thoroughly conversant” with geology, 
but also the less erudite “student” of the subject; and it was, as Moxon pro-
fessed, “our anxious wish to please both parties.”62 The Transactions, even in 
its cheaper second series, still cost an exorbitant one pound, eleven shillings, 
and six pence to the public; and the Geologist, with its considerably more 
affordable cover price, endeavored to attract an entirely new audience for ge-
ology periodicals and, by doing so, create a new community for the discussion 
and even the adjudication of geological issues.

In his editorial “Monthly Notice” for May 1842, Moxon acknowledged that 
the Geological Society was an “institution, which, from its position and influ-
ence, should rank as the tribunal before which all geological questions” are 
“weighed and decided upon”— but, he protested, it had abnegated these re-
sponsibilities by the failure of its official periodicals to record the “interesting 
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and highly valuable discussion[s]” that followed papers at its meetings.63 In-
stead, the Transactions and Proceedings simply printed what were often much- 
contested interventions in long- standing controversies, such as the famously 
testy “Cambrian- Silurian” dispute between Murchison and Sedgwick, as if 
they had been accepted, with the society’s authoritative endorsement, without 
any disagreement at all.64 As Moxon pointed out, this polite pretence would 
inevitably result in the paradoxical situation of “two or more communications 
opposed in their statements” being “published virtually under the sanction of 
the same Society,” often in the very same number of one of its periodicals.65

Printing such antagonistic statements alongside each other without any hint 
of the disputes of which they were part, Moxon warned, would “cast rather 
obliquity than perspicuity upon the subjects reported.” Still more provokingly, 
he labeled the heavily subsidized Proceedings a “very sinecure publication” in 
which “so many observations” from the vibrant oral discussions were prof-
ligately “lost to the world.” The commercial imperatives of the Geologist, by 
contrast, would ensure that such valuable copy was properly used, and Moxon 
magnanimously offered his journal’s services: “Gladly would we ourselves, as 
the only periodical devoted to the science of geology, give immediate insertion 
to the abstract of the proceedings in full . . . for the benefit of the geological 
public.”66 This putative “geological public,” comprising those excluded from 
the Geological Society’s narrow elite of gentlemanly specialists, would thereby 
be able to come to their own conclusions on even the most contentious ques-
tions, with Moxon observing that “through the medium of a periodical . . . 
everybody may read and judge for himself.”67 Aghast at this avowedly egalitar-
ian agenda, the society’s secretary responded, with haughty formality, that the 
“council have seen with extreme regret, in . . . numbers of ‘the Geologist’ . . . 
that you have allowed allusions to . . . the discussions which take place at their 
evening meetings . . . to be inserted.”68 Rescinding his initial tentative support 
for the Geologist, Hamilton threw cold water on Moxon’s impertinent plans.

Moxon insisted that “words said in public are public property,” and, for him, 
this ostensibly trifling contretemps over intellectual property was actually vital 
for the integrity and future success of the earth sciences.69 He avowed that “in 
justice to Geologists, contemporaries, and scientific men generally, we shall, 
when occasion requires, continue to notice” the Geological Society’s prohib-
ited discussions, insisting that “if the Society will not itself act in a spirit of 
fairness, we . . . must do our duty in the matter.”70 At issue was the question 
of what kind of journal would most benefit the progress of geology. While the 
Transactions and Proceedings afforded merely an austere record of the papers 
delivered at Somerset House that could induce only confusion and “apathy,” 
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the Geologist’s mix of pungent editorial opinion and the airing of current con-
troversies would generate discussion and debate, thereby facilitating a “real 
spirit of enquiry” among its community of readers.71 Indeed, the Manchester 
Geological Society, which was founded in 1838 following the emergence of 
similar regional societies in Cornwall (1814), Newcastle (1829), Edinburgh 
(1834) and Yorkshire (1837), often held discussions based on articles “given in 
the ‘Geologist’” rather than papers read at its meetings.72 By 1843, Moxon was 
forecasting that his journal would become just as important as the activities of 
“societies” for the “active geologists” into whose “hands” it “will fall.”73 The 
only problem was that, in the highly competitive mid- nineteenth- century liter-
ary marketplace, the Geologist did not fall into enough of those hands to make 
it remunerative; and the first attempt at an independent geology periodical 
folded at the end of 1843 after only eighteen numbers.

If Moxon’s experiment was a failure, the Geological Society, engulfed by a 
crisis in financing its periodicals, recognized that the same commercial route 
might be a means of resolving its own publishing problems. In May 1843 the 
society appointed a committee of publication to survey the financial wreckage 
of the Transactions and Proceedings, the latter of which alone cost £144, one 
shilling, and four pence to produce each year, offset by sales worth only a 
meager eight pounds and nineteen shillings.74 Having discarded William Phil-
lips from the Transactions back in 1822, the society determined to once again 
work with a commercial publisher, this time on a new periodical that, as noted 
earlier, would embrace many of the formal and technological innovations of 
early- nineteenth- century scientific publishing.

The Quarterly Journal, published from February 1845 as a “collaborative 
effort” between the society and the firm of Longman, subsumed the Proceed-
ings’s erstwhile function of providing short abstracts of the papers read at 
Somerset House.75 At the same time, it also published the longer versions of 
the same papers previously carried in the Transactions’s ponderous “quarto 
form of publication,” now printed in an octavo format “attended with more 
expedition, and more commensurate with the funds of the Society” (fig. 4.2).76 
An advance prospectus in the Publishers’ Circular even announced that the 
“regular periodical publication of the Journal will ultimately ensure the great 
advantage of a certain and immediate notice, within three months at most, of 
the date of the communication,” though Horner, a year later in 1846, had to 
temper such precipitous promises by clarifying that “memoirs will in gene-
ral appear within six months of their having been read at the meetings, and 
sometimes even more speedily.”77 As well as speed, the Quarterly Journal, 
unlike the Proceedings, could also accommodate numerous illustrations in its 
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octavo format at a relatively inexpensive cost, with Horner pronouncing that 
the “great improvements of late years make it possible to have distinct and ac-
curate illustrations by woodcuts, lithographs, and zincographs, upon a page of 
that size.”78 By combining the rapidity of the Proceedings with the higher pro-
duction values of the Transactions, the Quarterly Journal quickly rendered 
them both obsolete (though one further part of the irregular Transactions 
came out in 1856), and in 1851 the Geological Society disposed of its remain-
ing stock of unsold volumes to a London bookseller for a knockdown price.79

In a marked departure from its two predecessors, the Quarterly Journal 
also included “information of a mixed character, on Geological subjects” of the 
kind that appeared regularly in commercial journals such as the Philosophical 
Magazine or even Moxon’s Geologist.80 It was, as Horner acknowledged, a 
“departure from a sound principle, for a Society to publish, under its author-
ity, anything beyond that which properly belongs to it as an integral part of 
its own proceedings.” This pioneering “miscellaneous part of the Journal” 
comprised such “choice exotic fruits” as translations of articles from foreign 

F i g .  4 . 2 .  Wrappers of the octavo Quarterly Journal and quarto Transactions of the Geo-
logical Society, with the former, liveried in a sprightly green with decorative borders, giving 
prominence to information regarding price, date of publication, the unnamed editor, and its 
British and foreign publishers, all in the style of a commercial journal. Courtesy of Jim Secord.
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geological periodicals and notices of new books in the field.81 While, on the 
surface, the contents of the Quarterly Journal increasingly resembled those 
of its commercial rivals, it nevertheless retained the Geological Society’s long- 
standing aversion to any hint of controversy, continuing the strict policy of 
not recording the informal discussions at the society’s meetings (a ban that 
was only lifted in 1868). More problematically, the Quarterly Journal even 
extended this prohibition on disagreement to its book reviews.

While general periodicals such as the Athenæum had long cultivated large 
readerships with their self- consciously acerbic and opinionated style of re-
viewing, the Quarterly Journal’s reviews of recent “Geological publications” 
were instead “confined to an analysis of their contents” and did “not express 
any opinion on the general merits of the works analysed.” In fact, reviewers 
were instructed that “if any omission or inaccuracy on the part of an Author 
should be noticed, such notice will be strictly limited to the particular matter 
adverted to, and will be expressed in guarded and courteous tones.”82 This 
was still the tone of gentlemanly restraint that had dominated the Transac-
tions, but now transposed onto a format that, with book reviewing usually 
predicated on the kind of vigorous debate that yielded a profit in the liter-
ary marketplace, was unsuited to such genteel values. While the gentlemanly 
specialists of the Geological Society recognized the financial necessity of at-
tracting a broader readership, they still found the inevitable compromises that 
this entailed, as with Lyell’s dismay at the prospect of Mackie’s editorship 
discussed earlier, egregiously distasteful. As Longman soon recognized, the 
Quarterly Journal fell between the two stools of official society transactions 
and independent commercial journals.

Not that the Quarterly Journal was itself without controversy behind 
the scenes. It quickly descended into what Herries Davies has called a “fi-
asco” as a “venture in commercial publishing,” and Longman, hemorrhaging 
money, refused to renew its contract with the Geological Society after only 
one year (though it remained as publisher, with the society assuming the fi-
nancial risk).83 Soon after, in January 1847, the society’s council censured the 
Quarterly Journal’s founding editor, David Thomas Ansted, for a “lack of 
zeal and diligence,” prompting him to resign.84 Ansted was replaced by James 
Nichol, whose own brief stint as assistant secretary lasted only until 1849, but 
even once Thomas Rupert Jones established greater editorial continuity, re-
maining in the post from 1849 to 1863, his actual control of the journal was 
much more circumscribed than it was for editors in the commercial press. In 
1852 the Geological Society’s president, William Hopkins, ensured that the 
council consented to another of Sedgwick’s peevish interventions in his long- 
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standing dispute with Murchison over stratigraphic nomenclature appearing 
in the Quarterly Journal. Once it was published, though, it became appar-
ent that Sedgwick’s “manner and tone,” as Horner anxiously observed, went 
“far beyond what is allowable in scientific controversy” and his paper should 
“never have been printed in our journal.”85 The council, furious at Hopkins’s 
manipulation of their publication processes, attempted to retract the already 
published paper— a “recall” that, according to James Secord, was “unique in 
the annals of Victorian science,” as well as ultimately unrealizable.86 Public 
expressions of controversy had to be expunged from the Quarterly Journal, 
even if this meant potentially wrenching its pages from readers’ hands.

For the third geological periodical founded in the 1840s, Edward 
Charlesworth’s London Geological Journal, even the most rancorous contro-
versy was something to be cultivated rather than suppressed. Charlesworth 
had already honed a distinctively abrasive editorial style at the Magazine of 
Natural History from 1838 to 1840, and he also became embroiled in a furious 
dispute with Lyell over crag formations that compelled the Geological Society, 
in 1842, to peremptorily refuse his application for the post of curator of the so-
ciety’s museum. The council censured his “intemperate conduct,” while Dar-
win observed to Lyell that “poor Charlesworth is of an unhappy discontented 
disposition.”87 This disposition imbued the tone and conduct of the London 
Geological Journal, which began in September 1846, though for Charlesworth 
the “unfettered expression of independent opinions” and righteous “oppo-
sition to authority” were necessary components of the “influence exercised 
on the progress of science by the publication of periodical records.”88 Like 
Moxon’s Geologist, the London Geological Journal endeavored to create a new, 
broader community for the adjudication of geological issues, bringing other-
wise undisclosed disputes and disagreements before its readers. Charlesworth 
warned that “our opposition will be directed” in particular against the “men- 
worship” that “holds sway in what is known as the ‘geological world,’” and the 
London Geological Journal persistently impugned the expertise and even the 
integrity of such fashionable gentlemanly specialists as Buckland and Richard 
Owen.89 The latter, for instance, was subjected to a very “public rectification 
of . . . an error” he had made regarding belemnite fossils during a discussion at 
the Geological Society, which had been left unchallenged in both the Proceed-
ings and the new Quarterly Journal. This stinging rebuke to Owen’s authority 
was heralded by Charlesworth as “due to the establishment of an independent 
Journal” and “proof . . . of the service likely to be rendered to Palæontology 
by . . . the ‘London Geological Journal.’” For Charlesworth, even more than 
it was for Moxon, the public airing of controversy, no matter how acrimoni-
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ous, enabled periodicals to ensure “honesty and good faith in the pursuit of 
science”— attributes that the Geological Society, with its conceited exclusivity 
and pandering to prestige, was sadly lacking.90

The London Geological Journal’s assertively metropolitan title was in fact 
a misnomer, as Charlesworth edited it from provincial Yorkshire, where, as 
he conceded, the need to have “consulted authorities and works of reference 
not accessible to me at York” sometimes resulted in the postponement of his 
contributions.91 Although the Yorkshire Philosophical Society, which had 
appointed Charlesworth curator of its museum following his rejection by the 
Geological Society, assisted with the cost of the lithographic plates, and these 
were often contributed by unpaid artists from the York School of Design, the 
London Geological Journal was notably expensive, with each issue costing 
three shillings and six pence.92 Charlesworth claimed to have “about 200 sub-
scribers,” but the original plan to “issue six numbers in the course of twelve 
months” was abandoned after only the first number, and instead subsequent 
parts appeared at irregular intervals before ceasing altogether after May 1847.93 
The initial wave of commercial geological periodicals that emerged in the mid- 
1840s had quickly proven financially unviable, with only the Quarterly Jour-
nal, albeit reliant on the resources of the Geological Society, surviving beyond 
the decade. They had nevertheless established a precedent that would soon 
be returned to with more lasting success.

A  V a l u a b l e  M e d i u m  o f  C o m m u n i c a t i o n : 
g e o l o g i s t  ( 1 8 5 8 –  6 4 )  a n d  p r o c e e d i n g s  o f 

t h e  g e o l o g i s t s ’  a s s o c i a t i o n  ( 1 8 5 9 –  )

The Geological Society’s initial emphasis on observation and fact gathering 
had helped geology to become a popular pastime with men and women across 
the social spectrum, though their interests and aptitudes, especially in local 
geological matters, had never been catered to in any of the society’s official 
periodicals. By the 1850s, the earth sciences were crucial to the endeavor to 
include the working classes in the improving agenda of science in the wake of 
the Chartist uprisings of the previous decade, and for the first time there was 
a potential readership sufficiently literate, interested, and affluent to sustain 
a commercial journal dedicated only to geology. Such a “popular organ of a 
Science which has of late years advanced with gigantic strides, and which is 
daily attracting an increasing share of attention from all classes of society” was 
begun in January 1858 by Mackie, who sought to remedy what he perceived as 
a profound “deficiency in the scientific periodical literature.”94 Mackie’s new 
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journal, which resuscitated Moxon’s practitioner- focused title the Geologist, 
would, he proposed, be “not only a welcome monthly visitor, but a cherished 
friend,” with its “pages . . . contain[ing] such things as a beginner can com-
prehend.”95 While the same explicitly popular mode of address had earlier 
been used to widen the audiences for the initial generation of commercial 
science journals, Mackie was the first to adopt it in a geological periodical.96 
As the Morning Chronicle observed approvingly, with the “establishment of a 
periodical like ‘The Geologist’ . . . Mr. Mackie is doing a great service to gen-
eral science in so arduously popularizing that which, until very recently, was 
a seven- sealed book of mystery.”97 Significantly, Mackie, who, as noted earlier, 
was a fellow of the Geological Society, was adamant that the Geologist was “not 
attempting to compete with existing magazines” and had “no intention nor 
wish to anticipate the published records of the Geological Society,” even if its 
monthly schedule afforded a greater “speed for novelties” than the “‘Quarterly 
Journal’ of that body.”98 Instead, the Geologist would “break a new fallow for 
ourselves” and generate an entirely new audience by “stir[ring] up a taste for 
geology” among a previously untapped constituency of participants. In fact, 
Mackie promised his putative competitors that “by creating more Geologists, 
we are likely to increase rather than diminish the number of their readers.”99 
The Geologist, as Mackie presented it, would not impinge upon the interests 
of more specialist journals, and would merely supplement the Geological So-
ciety’s Quarterly Journal with a becoming deference.

Tellingly, however, one of the readers who would “eagerly look for the 
 Geologist as the first of each month comes round” and “heartily wish[ed] 
it success” was the still irascible Charlesworth, who, predictably, nevertheless 
berated Mackie for allowing “anonymous communications” that impeded 
forthright scientific interactions.100 Charlesworth’s public endorsement of 
the Geologist indicates that Mackie was never as submissive to the interests of 
the Geological Society as he initially suggested, and, in reality, his ostensibly 
popular journal often diverged markedly from the society’s agenda, advancing 
an entirely different conception of how the earth sciences should be practiced. 
When the subscription rate of the society’s Quarterly Journal was reduced in 
the summer of 1858 to twelve shillings, Mackie, notwithstanding his previous 
abjuration of any rivalry, evidently considered it as commercial competition 
(after all, the annual cost of the Geologist was also twelve shillings), and he 
protested: “We think the Council will err in reducing the price.”101 Mackie 
expressed a “feeling of pride” in acknowledging that the Geologist followed 
“two previous attempts by others” to establish independent geological peri-
odicals, thus explicitly aligning himself with both Moxon and Charlesworth 
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as part of what Susan Sheets- Pyenson has called the “important tradition of 
dissent from publications sanctioned by the Geological Society” (though, 
notably, Sheets- Pyenson does not herself include Mackie’s Geologist in this 
tradition).102

At a time when Thomas Henry Huxley, as the Geological Society’s presi-
dent in the late 1860s, was announcing in the Quarterly Journal that the “in-
fluence of uniformitarian views has been enormous and . . . most beneficial 
and favourable to the progress of sound geology,” and that the newer doctrine 
of “evolutionism . . . is assuredly present in the minds of most geologists,” the 
Geologist was notably ambivalent about both of these central tenets of mid- 
Victorian geology.103 In an editorial in 1863, for instance, Mackie renounced 
standard uniformitarian explanations and instead averred that “catastrophe 
fissured out the ‘narrow stream’” that became the English Channel, which, he 
insisted, had been formed much more recently than most geologists assumed, 
even “bring[ing] down the fracture of the Channel to the age of man!”104 Sim-
ilarly, in a review of On the Origin of Species (1859), Mackie challenged Dar-
win’s proposition that the “changes produced by natural selection usually 
require great ages of time,” and was instead “disposed to consider that such 
changes might . . . be rapidly accomplished, and that in some cases they might 
even be brought about in . . . a single generation.” According to Mackie, this 
was made feasible by referring the “modifications which species . . . have un-
dergone to the direct will of God.”105 While the Geologist aimed to “popularize 
and to extend the noble science of geology without sacrificing, in any way, its 
proper dignity,” it was not necessarily the same secular and uniformitarian 
version of geology that now increasingly held sway at the Geological Society.106

Although its principal objective was popularization, Mackie nevertheless 
wanted to render the Geologist “something more than a mere mirror of pass-
ing events,” and it quickly became notorious for challenging established au-
thorities and intervening in some highly contentious issues.107 When in late 
1862 John Evans identified the fishlike skull of the archaeopteryx, thereby 
threatening to undermine Owen’s avian classification of the hybrid feathered 
fossil, Mackie ran a highly partisan analysis of the discovery which upheld 
a conclusion entirely at odds with that of Evans, instead suggesting that the 
“existence of the head . . . goes far to support the admirable inferences of Pro-
fessor Owen.”108 At precisely this time, Owen, as noted earlier, was supporting 
Mackie’s abortive campaign to become editor of the Quarterly Journal, and 
Mackie repaid the favor in the Geologist’s pages.109 Aware that Mackie was 
deliberately distorting his discovery, Hugh Falconer urgently cautioned Ev-
ans: “Keep your own counsel, and . . . have nothing to say to the Geologist.”110 
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As with Lyell’s contemptuous response to Mackie’s ambitions regarding the 
Quarterly Journal, the Geologist and its overbearing editor often elicited angry 
disdain and exasperation from the leading geological specialists.

Yet the Geologist also introduced an innovative feature that enabled Mackie 
to boast, justifiably for once, that “Sir Charles Lyell, and other eminent ge-
ologists . . . regard with interest the success of this publication as a valuable 
medium of communication, and as an important means for the accumulation 
of new facts.”111 The novelist Charles Kingsley, an eager reader of the Geolo-
gist’s early numbers, suggested to Mackie, “Why not establish in your mag-
azine a regular geological ‘Notes and Queries’ department,” advising that it 
would benefit “artizans desirous of self- instruction, and ladies of rank desirous 
of instructing their children . . . who have no time to work out geological prob-
lems for themselves.” The erudite replies of a few “kind- hearted sages who will 
bear with our ignorance” would also, Kingsley shrewdly noted, add “plenty of 
possible subscribers to your magazine.”112 After all, the success of the literary 
and antiquarian weekly Notes and Queries, founded in 1849 with the subtitle 
A Medium of Inter- Communication, had already shown the commercial po-
tential of such inclusive formats. Mackie soon gave notice that “we now com-
mence a ‘Notes and Queries’ department,” and was glad to acknowledge the 
significance of the “regular correspondents” who sent in both questions and 
replies, avowing that “such a combination of workers . . . more than anything 
else, will tend to keep up the standard of the Geologist as a work of merit, and 
to maintain its name in popular favour.” He nonetheless conceded that “these, 
of course, must be voluntary helpers, as our resources would not permit such 
a staff of paid contributors,” and this almost limitless source of free copy was 
an essential component of the Geologist’s business model.113

While the Geological Society had, from its foundation but particularly 
since the 1830s, maintained a hierarchical conception of geology that treated 
provincials and plebeians as “mere sources of information,” in the Geologist 
Mackie instead rekindled an older tradition, exemplified in early- nineteenth- 
century correspondence networks, in which a broad range of participants 
from all levels of society contributed to the making of scientific knowledge.114 
As Mackie proposed, the “combination of local workers” whose letters ap-
peared in the Geologist would “render good service to all learned societies 
by bringing together rapidly many coincident facts, which may have a natural 
bearing upon . .  . those papers which practical geologists are preparing to 
produce in a more scientific form than would be ordinarily adapted for our 
pages.”115  Mackie’s industrialization in the Geologist’s steam- printed pages of 
the erstwhile tradition of the reciprocal correspondence network would bring 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



158 Chapter Four

together, in a mutually beneficial “free intercourse among all classes of geolo-
gists,” both “local workers” with a detailed knowledge of specific localities and 
what Mackie proudly termed “our scientific readers and supporters.”116 Even 
when members of the former group did, as in one instance, have “regular ac-
cess, through a friend, to the Quarterly Journal of the Geological Society,” they 
were unable to “obtain the slightest clue that would tend to solve the . . . geo-
logical phenomena” in which they were interested. In Mackie’s “really popu-
lar, and, on that account, valuable periodical,” on the other hand, they could 
instead pose their own targeted questions.117 Metropolitan men of science, 
meanwhile, were able to pump provincials for local knowledge and  specimens 
that, when collated together, could contribute to broader generalizations, thus 
bringing these very different communities of practitioners together in a recip-
rocal interchange of ideas and information.

In fact, just ten months after privately warning Evans in February 1863 to 
“have nothing to say to the Geologist,” Falconer himself was willing to speak 
to the very same journal. In the issue for December 1863 he published a letter 
requesting those “possessing collections from Grays Thurrock” to “oblige 
the undersigned, by communicating to him whether they possess good spec-
imens” that might assist with the “settlement of some undecided points con-
nected with the ‘mammalian fauna’ of the pre- glacial deposit.”118 Never slow 
to parade such eminent endorsements, Mackie expressed himself “pleased 
to have these pages made use of, as has been done by Dr. Falconer[,] . . . as 
a medium of making known requirements of particular material for valuable 
labours in progress.”119 Notably, the Geologist was included in the Royal Soci-
ety’s Catalogue of Scientific Papers (1867– 1902), which helped to define what 
in the late nineteenth century were considered scientifically credible period-
icals (even if much of the miscellaneous content included by Mackie did not 
fit the format of a scientific paper).120 For leading geological specialists such 
as Falconer, Mackie and his Geologist were simultaneously an exasperating 
populist nuisance and a highly effective means of scientific communication 
across all regions and social classes.

If the Geological Society had, half a century earlier, been a learned society 
that only subsequently spawned a periodical with the Transactions, Mackie’s 
Geologist reversed this trajectory by forging a new society for the study of 
geology from a proposition initially made in its pages. With the “‘Geological 
Society’ . . . too far advanced in the strict course of scientific method” and still 
prioritizing the needs of gentlemanly specialists, Mackie eagerly took up the 
proposal, made by a reader in the “Notes and Queries” section of the Geolo-
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gist’s August 1858 number, for a “common means of communication among 
those who, while not devoting their lives to the pursuit, yet take an active in-
terest in the facts and teachings of Geology.”121 Mackie’s urgings led directly 
to the formation of the Geologists’ Association in January 1859, to which, as 
he assured the Geologist’s readers, he felt the “paternal” affection of a “father 
to his son,” as it was “through this journal the Association had birth.”122 The 
same familial regard was not always reciprocated by the amateur membership 
of the Geologists’ Association, though Mackie served on its press commit-
tee and, from 1859 to 1860, printed the association’s Proceedings on the same 
presses as the Geologist.123

By this time, however, the parent journal was struggling to break even, with 
Mackie pleading with “my readers . . . to extend still more the circulation of the 
magazine,” and it seems likely that the annual sum of twenty- seven pounds and 
ten pence he received for printing the Proceedings of the Geologists’ Association 
was actually subsidizing the Geologist.124 Mackie himself had already been de-
clared bankrupt in 1857, and his personal financial difficulties only intensified 
when in April 1858 he took over from the printer Frederick Reynolds as the 
Geologist’s proprietor. In November 1860 Mackie was “for a short period . . . 
a prisoner in [Abraham] Slowman’s lock- up house” in Chancery Lane, and 
it seems that he continued to edit the Geologist from within the walls of this 
infamous debtors’ prison.125 By the end of the following year, Mackie had re-
luctantly raised the cover price from one shilling to one shilling and six pence, 
and made unspecified “arrangements” with the publisher Lovell Augustus 
Reeve to “ensure the permanent commercial stability of the journal,” though 
within three years Reeve, who was now the proprietor, compelled Mackie to 
allow him to sell the Geologist for just twenty- five pounds.126 As Mackie re-
flected  dejectedly when the journal was “brought unexpectedly to a close” in 
June 1864:

A new geological magazine is announced, and having received an intimation 
from my publishers that to continue “The Geologist” in rivalry with it would 
be attended with anxiety, and perhaps with loss, I have decided to retire from 
the field rather than take part in a contest that might prove injurious to both.127

This formidable newcomer, which purchased the Geologist and incorporated 
it into its full title, was the Geological Magazine, Longman’s latest attempt, after 
its loss- making travails with the Geological Society’s Quarterly Journal, to tap 
the market for commercial geology periodicals.
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T h e  A d va n ta g e s  o f  T e r s e n e s s :  g e o l o g i c a l 
m a g a z i n e  ( 1 8 6 4 –  ) ,  g e o l o g i c a l  a n d  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y 

r e p e r t o r y  ( 1 8 6 5 –  6 7 ) ,  g e o l o g i c a l  r e c o r d  ( 1 8 7 5 – 
8 9 ) ,  a n d  a n n a l s  o f  b r i t i s h  g e o l o g y  ( 1 8 9 1 –  9 4 )

With its hostile takeover of the Geologist, the Geological Magazine could an-
nounce itself in July 1864 as the “only public Journal of Geology in Great 
Britain,” pledging to maintain a scrupulously “independent character which 
will alone cause it to be regarded as an impartial tribune.”128 Just as Mackie 
had vowed in the opening number of the Geologist, the Geological Magazine 
likewise presented itself as merely a “supplement, as far as possible, [to] the 
 authoritative and old- established Journal of the Geological Society,” though 
this submissive assurance was even more specious than Mackie’s had been.129 
The Geological Magazine’s initial editor, Thomas Rupert Jones, had previ-
ously edited the Quarterly Journal for more than a decade, and the two peri-
odicals shared a publisher, with Longman continuing to publish the Quarterly 
Journal without assuming any financial risk. The Geological Magazine, how-
ever, adopted a decisively different approach, especially once Jones’s youthful 
assistant, Henry Woodward, took over as editor in July 1865. In the following 
year, the Anglo- German publisher Nicholas Trübner acquired the journal 
from Longman, who, fearing another financial disaster, had “given [it] over 
for dead.”130 The Geological Magazine, Woodward later reflected, regularly 
published “‘Rejected Addresses’ that a too conservative element in former 
Councils of the Geological Society thought it right to discountenance,” and 
he noted wryly that many of the papers deemed unsuitable for the Quarterly 
Journal were “now regarded as a classic.”131 In fact, Woodward located the 
Geological Magazine in the very same tradition as the “early efforts to provide 
an independent publication for geologists,” invoking “Mr. Charles Moxon . . . 
Mr. Edward Charlesworth . . . [and] Mr. S. J. Mackie” as his direct precur-
sors in this endeavor.132 No less than either incarnation of the Geologist or the 
London Geological Journal, the Geological Magazine was a rebuke, albeit a 
more courteous one, to the authoritarian publishing practices of the Geolog-
ical Society.

Thomas George Bonney, as president of the Geological Society, reflected 
sardonically that the “Geological Magazine arose upon the foundation— I 
had almost said the ruins— of an earlier publication”— by which, of course, 
he meant Mackie’s Geologist. Woodward himself was more considerate about 
the financially stricken precursor that was, as he acknowledged, “merged (by 
purchase) in the Geological Magazine.” Significantly, he even appeared to 
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conflate the two journals when observing in 1886 that, during the “period em-
braced by the joint volumes of the ‘Geologist’ and the Geological Magazine 
combined (i.e. 28 years), we have witnessed . . . some of the greatest advances 
which have ever been made in our science” (fig. 4.3).133 The foremost of these 
advances for Woodward was the “Darwinian theory of evolution,” and in its 
unequivocal support for Darwinism, as well as in many other ways, the Geo-
logical Magazine was very different from the more heterodox Geologist, whose 
erstwhile editor continued to mock the “Darwinian raptures in every trans-
mutationist’s heart.”134 Yet even when contributors were at pains to emphasize 
these differences, there remained significant continuities between Mackie’s 
and Woodward’s journals.

When in January 1865 the Geological Society’s clerk George Roberts pro-
posed to Woodward that the Geological Magazine should begin a “Geological 
Notes and Queries” section, he noted haughtily: “Although a desultory system 
of notes and enquiries did obtain during the existence of the respected pre-
decessor of the Geological Magazine, the scheme upon which it was cast 
differed somewhat from the arrangement I would suggest.”135 In fact, the “form 
of ‘Notes and Queries’” that Woodward swiftly commenced was, in almost ev-
ery respect, identical to that adopted in the Geologist, with both “Students and 
working Geologists” being promised that their “inquiries will be answered di-
rect.”136 The Geological Magazine’s “Notes and Queries” also “form[ed] a me-
dium of communication between distant subscribers,” including “local ob-
servers,” whose particular knowledge could be reciprocally tapped “with a 
few queries” by leading specialists, who might otherwise be “precluded, from 
a want of local knowledge, from taking . . . part” in a “controversy” such as that 
over the Old Red Sandstone.137 Like Mackie, Woodward saw his periodical as 
a means of harnessing the powers of “our great Geological army” by affording 
the “scientific world an easily accessible medium of discussion.”138 Nor was 
the Geological Magazine immune from the “periods of financial depression” 
to which a “Class periodical— appealing only to Geologists” was inevitably 
prone, and Woodward recognized, no less than his insolvent predecessor, 
that inclusive formats such as “Notes and Queries” were an effective means of 
maintaining a remunerative circulation as well as creating new communities 
of geological practitioners.139

The evident continuities between the Geologist and the Geological Maga-
zine seem to have been noticed by Mackie, who soon began a new weekly rival, 
the Geological and Natural History Repertory, in which he made ominous 
warnings against “any opposition” that might “be attempted to deprive me of 
the just reward of my labours and expenditure.”140 He then, more specifically, 
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berated the Geological Society after reading “in the ‘Geological Magazine,’ 
that the Wollaston fund was to be given to its editor.”141 Mackie proclaimed 
that the acceptance of the fund, the society’s most prestigious award for 
younger geologists, would be an act of “venality,” and he angrily demanded 
to know what “should make Mr. Woodward meritorious of this honour.”142 
What likely provoked Mackie’s ire was that his new Geological and Natural 
History Repertory, which once more included “under ‘Notes and Queries,’ 
jottings from many a widely different source, upon multifarious topics,” again 
proved a financial calamity, folding in 1867 after twenty- nine issues.143 The 
Geological Magazine, meanwhile, had survived its own early pecuniary difficul-
ties, and, with a format not dissimilar to Mackie’s, was becoming increasingly 
 established.

Bonney accorded this success to the Geological Magazine’s unique market 
“position, which, on one hand, has common ground with our [i.e. the Geo-
logical Society’s] Quarterly Journal; on another . . . with such a publication as 
‘Nature,’” which was begun by Norman Lockyer in 1869.144 In fact, with the 
Quarterly Journal now increasingly publishing longer monographic articles 
(the cost of which eventually compelled Bonney to “impress . . . upon authors 
the advantages of terseness”), the Geological Magazine, whose emphasis on 
more concise contributions tallied with Nature’s new format of short notices, 
had much more in common with Lockyer’s innovative and influential scientific 
weekly.145 Like Nature, the Geological Magazine provided a new generation of 
university- based professional scientific workers with the most efficient and 
effective forum for communicating news of their latest findings.146 With their 
authoritative processes of peer review, commercial science journals such as 
Nature were also increasingly supplanting learned societies as the central insti-
tutions where new forms of specialist expertise were adjudicated and guaran-
teed, and the Geological Magazine, whose contents were closely superintended 
by Woodward and his long- standing editorial assistants John Morris and Rob-
ert Etheridge, itself similarly soon took over from the Geological Society as the 
most authoritative site for evaluating geological research.147

In May 1883 Charles Hitchcock wrote to Woodward on behalf of the 
“younger American geologists” who were desirous of establishing an “Asso-
ciation for holding meetings with . . . a geol. magazine . . . which was to be 
the organ of the Association.” This plan would come to fruition within three 
years, with the founding of the Geological Society of America in 1888, but 
what is striking is that Hitchcock, who was then the president of the Geologi-
cal Department of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, 
did not approach the original Geological Society in London about a potential 
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partnership, and instead asked Woodward, “Would it be practicable for us to 
combine with your mag,” with the possibility of the “transference of part of 
the editorial work to the United States.”148 While Woodward seems to have 
rebuffed this request for a transatlantic alliance, Hitchcock’s proposal shows 
that by the 1880s the Geological Magazine was, for a new generation of geol-
ogists, more significant for the development of the earth sciences than either 
the Quarterly Journal or even the Geological Society itself. In the following 
decade, Henry Neville Hutchinson, lamenting the “ponderous and almost 
unreadable . . . quarterly journals” issued by learned societies, urged that as 
an alternative the “Geological Society could undertake to grant an annual sub-
sidy” to the “‘Geological Magazine’; that most excellent periodical, which is 
read with so much pleasure and profit by geologists in all parts of the world.”149 
By the early twentieth century, the Geological Magazine’s preeminence was 
such that it was a “common saying that almost every recruit to British geology 
since 1864 has begun authorship in its pages.”150 For the rising generation of 
professional geologists on both sides of the Atlantic, the Geological Magazine 
was emphatically the journal of choice.

One of the ways that Woodward attempted to serve the interests of this 
new generation was by printing “brief abstracts of geological papers,” though, 
with the exponential growth in scientific papers published in the final de-
cades of the nineteenth century, it “soon became obvious that the Geolog-
ical Magazine was not large enough to embody all the abstracts that were 
forthcoming.”151 This unprecedented bibliographic proliferation was an ur-
gent problem across the sciences at the end of the nineteenth century, and in 
the winter of 1873, Woodward convened a committee of leading geologists to 
consider the matter in relation to the earth sciences. They agreed to establish 
and personally underwrite an entirely new form of geological periodical: an 
annual digest of abstracts. While the Geological Record, which began in late 
1875, soon attracted a “number of Subscribers . . . large enough to cover the 
cost of publication,” its editor, William Whitaker, struggled with the perpetual 
“increase in the number of papers, &c. noticed,” and there were significant 
delays in processing the backlog for each year, with, for instance, the abstracts 
for 1880 not being published until 1889.152 Whitaker jovially adopted a “pet 
phrase from our palæontological brethren . . . ‘The Imperfections of the Geo-
logical Record’” to acknowledge the shortcomings of his own abstracting, 
which, as well as “omitted papers” that were not recorded at all, also included 
recording the “same thing two or three times over.”153 By 1891 the Geological 
Record had been replaced by the Annals of British Geology, edited by John 
Frederick Blake, which attempted to make the task more manageable by ex-
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cluding foreign publications. This parochial “limitation of the Record to our 
own country,” though, did not reflect the increasing internationalization of the 
earth sciences, and Blake’s Annals of British Geology lasted for only three years 
despite the pressing need for an effective abstracting service.154

C o n c l u s i o n

The Geological Magazine, by contrast, had always endeavored to be a “me-
dium of intercommunication for English and Foreign geologists,” and it was 
this cosmopolitan outlook that evidently prompted Hitchcock’s proposal to 
Woodward to further “enlarge the sphere of your Geol. Mag.” with a “fuller 
discussion of American geolog. topics.”155 This intrinsic internationalism, 
even without Hitchcock’s proposed contribution, ensured that the Geological 
Magazine was more equipped than any other geology periodical to serve the 
needs of its specialist readers during what Melinda Baldwin has called an “era 
of increasing international ties between scientific workers” before the outbreak 
of the First World War.156 Under Woodward’s long- standing editorship, which 
continued until 1918, the Geological Magazine increasingly shifted from the 
focus on nationally based communities, whether of gentlemanly specialists or 
more plebeian practitioners, fostered by previous geology journals, and in-
stead brought together an international community of professional academics.

Such ascendancy within the emergent community of professional geolo-
gists was not, of course, accomplished without significant alterations to Wood-
ward’s original approach, and the initially enthusiastic Hutchinson, a prom-
inent popularizer of the earth sciences, later cautioned that “with regard to 
the Geological Magazine I think it would have a far wider circulation if it were 
not written in such a pedantic style. It is far beyond the reach of the ordinary 
geologist.”157 With the consolidation of the Geological Magazine as the most 
authoritative and prestigious specialist periodical in the field, however, the 
tradition of independent commercial journals that had begun in the 1840s with 
Moxon’s Geologist and Charlesworth’s London Geological Journal, and then 
recommenced in the following decade with Mackie’s Geologist, finally deposed  
the Transactions, Proceedings and Quarterly Journal of the Geological So-
ciety, the last of which remained as what Herries Davies has called a “stately 
edifice” whose continued existence was made possible by the subscriptions 
of fellows with no aspirations to publish in its pages.158 After more than half 
a century of often acrimonious disputes, scientific authority in geology was 
now vested in the public market for serialized print— albeit a small, specialist 
one— rather than in a privately subsidized institution.
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C h a p t e r  5

Natural History Periodicals and 
Changing Conceptions of the 

Naturalist Community, 1828– 65
Geoffrey Belknap

For John Claudius Loudon (1783– 1843), natural history periodicals in the 
1830s could “be divided into two classes: those which are supported by the 
voluntary contribution of their readers; and those which are forced into cir-
culation by the hired communications of eminent writers.” For Loudon, it was 
clear that “the first class alone answers the legitimate object of a Journal of Sci-
ence.”1 Loudon’s vision for a natural history periodical— which he expressed 
by establishing and editing the Magazine of Natural History (1828– 40)— was 
an inclusive one where “voluntary contributors” and “readers” were given 
the opportunity to communicate, debate, record, and develop the scope of 
knowledge about the natural world.

Thirty years later, a different vision was developed for another self- designated 
natural history periodical, where the authority to produce natural history 
knowledge was to be placed in the hands of the “eminent writers” and editors of 
the periodical. As this chapter will show, over the nineteenth century notions of 
expertise became increasingly tied to the performance of scholarly authorship, 
expressed through the contribution of “original articles” to scientific period-
icals.2 This change is typified by the example of the Natural History Review 
(1856– 65), a periodical first edited by a group of Irish naturalists, which became 
from 1861 the mouthpiece for “original articles” written by pro- Darwinian bi-
ologists, anatomists, physicians, and naturalists. Mid- nineteenth- century natu-
ral history periodicals offered multiple visions of who could produce, partic-
ipate in the making of, and communicate natural history knowledge. In using 
the term “visions” here, this chapter is borrowing from James Secord’s analysis 
of the interaction between readers and scientific texts as creating “visions of 
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science.” For Secord, nineteenth- century authors like John Herschel, Mary 
Somerville, and Thomas Carlyle were publishing experimental treatises which 
“projected a vision of the future” predicated on the “growing . . . hopes of the 
power of knowledge.”3 For these authors, scientific books were experimental 
objects, which aimed to change the role of scientific discourse and practice 
for a broad audience. The print revolution that occurred in the first half of the 
nineteenth century, in Secord’s analysis, allowed for printers, publishers, and 
authors to shape new concepts of the scope and power of science. For Secord, 
however, the book was the primary site for the creation of these visions of 
science. This chapter asks what the role was of the subject- specific periodical 
in shaping new visions of science for a broad range of audiences.

Loudon’s vision for a natural history periodical encouraged experts and 
nonexperts alike to learn, debate, and participate in the practice of natural 
history.4 As the ownership and titles of periodicals changed, so did the edi-
tors, readers, and contributors— and with these new communities came new 
visions for a natural history periodical. The argument of this chapter is that 
natural history periodicals in the period between 1828 and 1865 evolved over 
time in response to commercial pressures, changes in the study of natural his-
tory, and corresponding changes in the communities of readers. Each title that 
claimed to encompass natural history as its subject offered a new space for 
publishers, editors, contributors, and readers to create and debate the scope 
and practice of natural history. In other words, the competition between natu-
ral history journals was also about competing notions of community.

The success of these new natural history publications as scientific and 
commercial objects depended on a number of factors: the credibility of com-
munities of contributors, editors, proprietors, and readers that made up the 
audience of the periodical; the format of the periodical, which was defined 
by the editors and proprietors in negotiation with the audience, but which 
ultimately created the access point through which the content of the journal 
was read; and the commercial product of the periodical, which was a result 
of how the communities and the format performed within the periodical mar-
ketplace.5 As we will see, establishing a lasting subject- specialist periodical  
required offering more than simply a space for the performance of subject 
expertise. Rather, success depended on a fine balance between attracting a 
broad community base, offering a defined structure and shape to the period-
ical itself, and demanding close consideration of the financial implications of 
publishing, printing, and mailing each issue.

The chapter will offer case studies of three periodicals that included “nat-
ural history” within their titles, to evaluate the ways in which they reflected 
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the relationship between communities, format, and product. The Magazine of 
Natural History, the Annals and Magazine of Natural History (1841– 1923), 
and the Natural History Review (1854– 65) were edited, read, and contrib-
uted to by some of the most influential naturalists of the period. The Mag-
azine of Natural History was the first specialist natural history periodical in 
Britain, while the Annals and Magazine of Natural History was one of the 
longest- running natural history periodicals of the nineteenth century, backed 
by Richard Taylor (1781– 1858), the founder of the publishing house Taylor 
& Francis. The Natural History Review became, after 1861, the publishing 
venue for the increasingly specialized biological sciences, coedited by Thomas 
Henry Huxley (1825– 95).6 Focusing on these three self- defined natural his-
tory periodicals, edited and produced by the most influential naturalists of 
the period, allows for an understanding of three versions of a natural history 
periodical that were made to suit a broad, loosely defined, and changing field 
by the expert practitioners working within it.

While this chapter will focus on these three journals specifically, the mar-
ketplace of periodicals relating to natural history in the mid- nineteenth cen-
tury was becoming rich and diverse. Periodicals such as John Lindley’s Gar-
deners’ Chronicle (1841– ), Joseph Paxton’s Paxton’s Magazine of Botany and 
Register of Flowering Plants (1834– 49), or William Jackson Hooker’s series 
of periodicals variously titled Botanical Gazette (1830– 33), Journal of Bot-
any (1834– 42), London Journal of Botany (1842– 48) and Hooker’s Journal 
of  Botany and Kew Garden Miscellany (1849– 57) were operating in the same 
period as the periodicals that are the subject of the case studies in this chap-
ter. An investigation of any of these journals, with their differing “gardening,” 
“horticulture,” or “botanical” formats, would uncover multiple visions of natu-
ral history periodicals in this period, each attempting to construct its own 
community of readers.

From the late 1820s, differing visions for a natural history periodical were 
put forward as editors and publishers adapted to changing economic and so-
cial conditions as well as the development of natural history as an area of study. 
To this end, this chapter will follow the voices of the various editors of the 
three periodicals (and their previous iterations) by focusing on what they said 
about the content and perspectives taken within their periodicals, and how 
they defined a community of readers for their journals.

By using the term “natural history,” the various editors of the journals dealt 
with in the three case studies were seeking to attract a broad audience inter-
ested in a range of scientific subjects. Similar to the increasingly specialized pe-
riodical market for subjects such as geology, physics, or astronomy, discussed 
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elsewhere in this volume, natural history periodicals were formed around a 
set of practices and subjects.7 Natural history as a subject of study in the nine-
teenth century encompassed a broad range of approaches— from field- based 
observational sciences like botany, zoology, archaeology, and geology to sci-
ences that required observational instruments, such as microscopy, and text- 
based sciences like philology and antiquarianism.8 To capture the audiences 
who were interested in these various subjects and practices, the natural history 
periodicals that emerged in the second quarter of the nineteenth century were 
therefore equally diffuse and varied.9

In order to focus on the development of natural history periodicals, the 
analysis will be split into three sections. The first section follows the establish-
ment of the first specialist natural history periodical, the Magazine of Natural 
History. The second section explores the emergence of a commercially suc-
cessful vision and format for a natural history periodical through the multiple 
establishments, failures, and mergers of titles that would ultimately emerge as 
the Annals and Magazine of Natural History. And the third section follows a 
single title— the Natural History Review— and traces the changing structure 
and content of this periodical between 1854 and 1865. In each section, this 
chapter will trace the development of one of three visions for the role of a natu-
ral history periodical— from Loudon’s vision of the periodical as a communal 
self- improvement space to Huxley’s exclusive and expert vision which aimed 
to separate “biology” from “natural history.” In between these two poles lay 
the commercially successful Annals and Magazine of Natural History, which 
struck a balance between broad community participation and the performance 
of expert knowledge.

1 8 2 8 –  4 0 :  E s ta b l i s h i n g  a  P o p u l a r  P e r i o d i c a l , 
t h e  m a g a z i n e  o f  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y

For naturalists in the 1820s, according to David E. Allen, “there was a substan-
tial unsatisfied demand for inexpensive works of identification.”10 This desire 
for accessible sites for the communication of observational information, com-
bined with improvements in printing technology, created a spurt of short- lived 
natural history publications. While these new publications offered opportuni-
ties for a wider range of naturalists to publish their findings, they also ran the 
risk of encompassing a claim to “bogus omniscience and reckless versatility,” 
as Allen put it, across all forms of natural history knowledge.11 The risk of 
trying to skirt the boundaries between expert audiences and general appeal 
was that publications often ended up appealing to no particular demographic.
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By the 1830s, not only natural history but also the terms of scientific dis-
course and the scope of participation in science were changing.12 As Secord 
demonstrates in his analysis of book titles published in this same period, in 
the 1830s multiple visions for science were being forwarded through the pub-
lication of single- author scientific texts. The visions forwarded in these books 
would influence the scope of scientific practice in the nineteenth century, as 
well as affecting social and political reform.13 The years just preceding the 
establishment of the Magazine of Natural History, for example, saw the be-
ginning of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, which aimed 
to publish affordable scientific works to educate and enlighten the working 
classes.14

In a way similar to that of the authors described by Secord, Loudon was 
experimenting with the format of the periodical as a tool to forward his own 
vision of natural history. Loudon’s vision was particularly influenced by the 
political philosophy of Jeremy Bentham, who advocated the value of education 
as a social good.15 In a context where science was undergoing reform and new 
audiences were being developed, Loudon’s periodical entered the market-
place not just as a new form of specialized periodical, but as one that attempted 
to capitalize on these changes by offering a space for experienced naturalists 
and interested members of the public to interact and develop knowledge and 
expertise about the natural world.

The Magazine of Natural History was first established in 1828 as a monthly 
and later bimonthly periodical priced initially at three shillings and six pence 
before being reduced to two shillings.16 Addressing his readers for the first 
time, Loudon pointed out that “the First Volume . . . is submitted to its read-
ers, as a fair specimen of what that Periodical is intended to be.”17 The reading 
community was essential for Loudon, for he was striving to establish a new 
form of periodical: one focused on the broad practice and subject of natu-
ral history, which would attract both expert naturalists and a broader general 
reading public.

Loudon’s vision for the Magazine of Natural History posited that a natural 
history periodical should do a number of things. First, it should be a conduit for 
a “more general diffusion of a knowledge of Animals, Vegetables, and Minerals, 
technically and physiologically.” Second, it should act as a “record of discov-
eries in the branches of knowledge; and of the actual state and progress of the 
taste for Natural History, in different parts of the British empire, and through-
out the world.” And third, it should encapsulate a “summary of the progress 
of discovery in natural science during the past year.”18 But more than anything, 
it was the readers who took center stage. The making of the Natural History 
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Magazine, Loudon would later state, was a community activity: “Our corre-
spondents may regard themselves as cooperating in a Magazine of their own, 
for the improvement of one another, as well as for the benefit of the public.”19

The production of a natural history periodical, at least for Loudon in the 
late 1820s and ’30s, was about creating a space for naturalists both to exchange 
knowledge and expertise, and to diffuse, record, and archive natural knowl-
edge. Moreover, this exchange was critical to— in Loudon’s words, cited 
above— “‘the improvement of one another, as well as for the benefit of the 
public.” For Loudon, the creation of a specialized periodical did not mean 
excluding a large number of potential readers, but rather was an inclusive and 
socially beneficial endeavor. While the content of Loudon’s periodical was 
focused on a defined set of subjects and practices, the reading community was 
broad and inclusive.

Loudon’s goal of including both experienced and uninitiated students of 
natural history was embedded in the language and structure of the periodical. 
From 1831, he carved out a space within the Magazine of Natural History for 
“Queries and Answers,” which, he argued, would allow for more content and 
better communication between experienced and inexperienced naturalists:

Among other advantages which will result from this plan [establishing a Que-
ries and Answers section] being adopted in future, will be that of pointing out 
to the more profound Naturalist a ready mode of ascertaining the wants of his 
less instructed brethren; there being many of the former, we are convinced, 
who would willingly answer a query, or settle a point of difficulty or criticism, 
who have neither leisure nor inclination to write longer articles.20

This section was essential for Loudon because it bridged the gap between 
those with knowledge and those without— offering a contained space for read-
ers and contributors to “settle a point of difficulty or criticism.” The value of 
the periodical for Loudon was to create a platform for knowledge to be stored 
and diffused, as well as a site for communication.

Loudon wanted his journal to act as a place to both express and record 
expert knowledge, but also as a site to develop expertise and learn the rules of 
scientific practice. In his farewell preface, Loudon observed, “One principal 
object with us has been that of exciting and promoting a spirit of enquiry, and 
a habit of observation, among those who, perhaps, did not previously possess 
the taste, or the means, for acquiring an insight into those delightful pursuits 
which are attendant upon the study of Natural History.”21 The production 
of his periodical was a task not just of increasing natural knowledge, but of 
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expanding the communities of scientific practice. Reading the Magazine of 
Natural History, Loudon implied, would provide readers with the “habit of 
observation” that would lead to “acquiring an insight” into the workings of 
the natural world. Reading, here, was a very active endeavor, but also one that 
was encouraged by the format of the periodical itself, which invited partic-
ipation. Engaging as a reader of the Magazine of Natural History required 
action— to develop an observational technique. However, reading alone was 
not enough to develop expertise in natural history. For Loudon, his journal 
was intended not just as a site for the expression of knowledge, but as an active 
site for  communication between contributors and readers. In other words, 
being a reader of the Magazine of Natural History was intended to be a com-
munity activity.

The balance Loudon was trying to strike between creating a space for the 
expression of expert knowledge and catering for an inclusive community of 
readers and contributors was ultimately a step too far to maintain a stable 
reading community. According to Loudon, this vision for a periodical that en-
couraged interaction between experts and nonexperts improved the “general 
good” of readers, but ultimately resulted in a loss of the periodical’s prestige 
within expert scientific communities. Loudon concluded his farewell preface 
stating, “Had our Journal been appropriated exclusively to subjects of deep 
research, and only open to the communications of experienced Naturalists, 
it might have taken a higher stand as a philosophical work, but it would not 
have been productive of the general good that it was our object to promote, 
and which has undoubtedly arisen from the course which we have followed.”22 
The ultimate failure of the Magazine of Natural History to take “a higher stand 
as a philosophical work” was mitigated by the fact— in Loudon’s estimation, 
at least— that the periodical press alone was unlikely to have the greatest in-
fluence on the development of scientific practice. For Loudon, it was the em-
bodied community space of the scientific society that would open the doors 
of scientific practice to a broader community.

Alternative sites for scientific communication, discussion, and debate— 
particularly the scientific society— would prove particularly difficult for new 
natural history periodicals that were not officially connected to a scientific 
society. The societies acted as critical spaces for the construction of scientific 
communities, as the other chapters in this volume demonstrate. The natural-
ist society was a particularly important form of scientific community in the 
nineteenth century. From the 1830s, local and national natural history societies 
were being founded throughout the country, many of which would eventually 
establish their own journals to communicate the papers and proceedings read 
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at the typically monthly meetings. Societies such as the Warwickshire Natural-
ists’ and Archaeologists’ Field Club (1838– 76), the Berwickshire Naturalists’ 
Clubs (1834– 75), and the Penzance Natural History and Antiquarian Society 
(1845– 65) were all contemporaries with the Magazine of Natural History and 
its future iteration, the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, each of which 
printed its own journal.23

Toward the end of his time editing the Magazine of Natural History, 
Loudon believed that the scientific meeting— represented in the profusion 
of natural history societies and the establishment of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) in 1831— had greater influence over 
the practice of natural history than did the journals in the field that were not 
affiliated with a society. In his preface in 1834, Loudon argued:

The British Association has given a grand stimulus to natural history pursuits; 
and the personal intercourse, among naturalists, to which it has led, cannot 
fail to be highly favourable to science, and to good feeling among scientific 
men. By this means, also, the great object of science, viz., that of reducing it to 
practice, and rendering it available for the purposes of domestic and general 
improvement, is likely to be more immediately effected, than by the single in-
fluence of the press.24

Writing with a tone of self- effacing encouragement, Loudon continued in the 
same preface to point out that many of these new natural history societies were 
also producing new periodicals in both London and the provinces.25 Loudon 
recognized that these new societies, especially the large and successful BAAS, 
would have an impact on the world of natural history journals. This was es-
pecially true for those periodicals, such as the Magazine of Natural History, 
that had no formal connection to these societies and would have to compete 
on an uneven playing field.

In 1837 Loudon officially stepped down as the editor of the Magazine of 
Natural History, and gave over control to the geologist Edward Charlesworth 
(1813– 93). He did not leave journals altogether, however, but returned to editing 
his other periodical venture, the Gardener’s Magazine and Register of Rural & 
Domestic Improvement (1826– 44).26 After Charlesworth took over, he quickly 
realized that the periodical was losing contributors and subscribers. When 
Loudon left, he had taken with him his own clout within the naturalist com-
munity, as well as his ability to attract other naturalists to produce content for 
the periodical. Charlesworth’s irascible personality and approach to editing— 
detailed in chapter 4 in this volume— also did little to help him. While Loudon 
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had not been actively engaged in the day- to- day operation of the periodical 
for at least five years before officially stepping down (having handed over the 
primary editorial tasks to his assistant John Denson in 1831), his name still gave 
credibility to the publication.

Charlesworth had the credentials to enter upon expert scientific debate. He 
had published in the Proceedings of the Geological Society of London and the 
Philosophical Magazine, was a newly minted fellow of the Geological Soci-
ety of London, and was employed at the British Museum. However, these cre-
dentials were recent.27 What he did not have was established credibility within 
the communities of expert practitioners in natural history.

After a year under his editorial control, Charlesworth complained to his 
readers that he

was unknown even by report to the subscribers: several of the more valuable 
Contributors had seceded to establish the ‘Magazine of Zoology and Botany,’ 
whilst another portion of them had united to establish a rival periodical, under 
the fallacious expectation that it would prove a source of pecuniary emolu-
ment; and no lack of solicitations and tempting proposals was wanting to win 
over the few who yet stood by Mr. Loudon.28

The “valuable Contributors” alluded to here by Charlesworth were Sir Wil-
liam Jardine (1800– 1874), Prideaux John Selby (1788– 1867), and George John-
ston (1797– 1855), who left to establish the rival periodical Magazine of Zoology 
and Botany. For Charlesworth, the success of a publication was ensured not 
only by how many subscribers one had, but also by the prestige of the indi-
viduals who contributed to the journal’s content. This was a steep change 
from Loudon’s approach to the periodical, which depended on the prestige of 
Loudon and his network of contributors to claim expert authority for the pe-
riodical. For Charlesworth, who had no claim to authority himself, the quality 
of contributors was the key to obtaining enough subscribers in the first place.

This withdrawal of the established naturalist community was a blow to 
Charlesworth because it not only meant a loss of prestige but also resulted 
in financial loss. As he bitterly pointed out in his first year, he felt “bound to 
acknowledge the support afforded to this Periodical, at a period when the 
attempt to carry it on promised to be attended with considerable difficulty, 
from the withdrawal in 1836 of a large number of the Contributors, and the 
establishment of a Journal devoted to Zoology and Botany, by parties in no way 
dependent on their literary labours [emphasis added].”29 Jardine, Selby, and 
Johnston were, in Charlesworth’s estimation, not just exploiting their scientific 
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capital by establishing a competitor to the Magazine of Natural History, but 
also using their position of economic security to do so.

Charlesworth may have lost some of his expert contributors, but he still 
hoped to maintain a periodical that was marketable to a broad community. 
With the loss of prestige, however, he had to pay particular attention to the 
material aspects of the publication. As discussed in chapter 2 in this volume, 
one of the costliest aspects of publishing a journal was related to the quality 
and quantity of illustrations included in each volume. When Loudon was pre-
paring to pass control of the Magazine of Natural History over to Charlesworth 
in 1836, he reflected on how the new journal would expand its visual content. 
Loudon told his readers:

Mr. Edward Charlesworth . .  . proposes to figure and describe some of the 
new and choice fossils contained in his extensive collections. With a view of 
enabling us to give a larger number of engravings than has yet been done, the 
Magazine will be reduced from three sheets and a half to three sheets.30

In at least Loudon’s and Charlesworth’s conception of a natural history peri-
odical, the reproduction of images was becoming increasingly important— so 
important, in fact, that the increase in visual content required the Magazine 
of Natural History to cut down on other costs: namely, how many pages they 
printed in each issue. The gamble, for Charlesworth, seems to have been based 
on a hope that increasing the visual content of the journal might attract more 
long- term subscribers to the magazine.

Low subscription numbers were a source of constant anxiety for Charles-
worth. In particular, he was frustrated by the increasing availability of commu-
nity reading spaces where his periodical could be read without the need for 
individual subscription. In his first preface to readers, Charlesworth lamented:

The circulation of the English scientific journals is so limited, that, taken in the 
aggregate, the sum realised by their sale falls short of the actual cost of printing 
and publishing; a result consequent upon their multiplicity, and perhaps still 
more upon the very general establishment of museums and public libraries; 
these institutions affording parties the means of consulting the pages of peri-
odicals, without being obliged to have recourse to individual subscription.31

The production of a natural history periodical in the first half of the nineteenth 
century was a difficult financial prospect— especially, as Charlesworth pointed 
out, when actual readers might be high in number but most were not paying 
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to read each issue. This was a consequence of increasing access to periodicals 
through emerging institutions such as museums, public and subscription li-
braries, and workingmen’s clubs.32

1 8 4 1 –  1 9 2 3 :  C r e a t i n g  a  C o m m e r c i a l ly 
S u c c e s s f u l  N a t u r a l  H i s t o r y  P e r i o d i c a l ,  t h e 

a n n a l s  a n d  m a g a z i n e  o f  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y

Attempts at creating new periodical titles throughout the nineteenth century 
could be short- lived endeavors, with some fizzling out after one or two issues, 
and others lasting a couple of years before being bought up by competitors. 
Failures and mergers were the norm in the periodical marketplace. In the same 
year when Loudon was selling his interests in the Magazine of Natural His-
tory to Charlesworth, Richard Taylor was establishing the Annals of Natural 
History. The editors for this title would express a new vision for their natural 
history periodical, in which the community of natural history practitioners was 
more narrowly defined. Unlike the Magazine of Natural History, the Annals 
of Natural History focused the content and value of natural history toward 
expert practitioners.

The Annals of Natural History was itself a merger of two other titles. In 
1837, Taylor purchased the rights for two competing journals— Jardine, Selby, 
and Johnston’s Magazine of Zoology and Botany (1836– 38) and the Compan-
ion to the Botanical Magazine; Being a Journal Containing Such Interesting 
Botanical Information as Does Not Come within the Prescribed Limits of the 
Magazine; with Occasional Figures (1835– 36). The Companion to the Botan-
ical Magazine was a periodical printed in London and published under the 
auspices of Samuel Curtis, whose father- in- law had established one of the 
most popular botanical magazines of the period, Curtis’ Botanical Magazine 
(1778– ). By the mid- 1830s, Curtis’ Botanical Magazine and the Companion 
to the Botanical Magazine were edited by the professor of botany, and later 
 director of Kew Gardens, William Jackson Hooker (1785– 1865). The Maga-
zine of Zoology and Botany, on the other hand, was the periodical set up by 
those expert naturalists who had abandoned the Magazine of Natural History, 
to Charlesworth’s frustration (fig. 5.1).

The credibility of these naturalist- editors, however, did not automatically 
mean that these two periodicals would be successful. Susan Sheets- Pyenson 
argues that the Magazine of Zoology and Botany failed for three primary rea-
sons: the publication and circulation of the periodical was from Edinburgh 
rather than London, which limited its exposure; its content was focused too 
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narrowly on zoology; and the editors overextended their finances by paying 
for articles from well- known authors.33 When Taylor purchased the Magazine 
of Zoology and Botany and the Companion to the Botanical Magazine, he con-
solidated the communities of readers and expert contributors into a new title, 
the Annals of Natural History. This consolidation of credibility was not just 
lip service. Rather, the new editors of the Annals of Natural History included 
Jardine, Selby, and Johnston as well as Hooker and Taylor.

Merging titles and the expert cast of naturalists who took over control of the 
Annals of Natural History did not ensure financial success, either. The mate-
rial aspects of a periodical— how many sheets of paper each issue included, 
the cost of illustrations, and so on— were essential concerns for Jardine, Selby, 
Johnston, Hooker, and Taylor (hereafter Jardine et al.). Beyond the immediate 
cost of purchasing paper, paying engravers, and paying for printing, period-
icals published prior to the 1840 postal reform act were expensive items to 
ship to readers. Writing to their readers in the preface to their third volume, 
Jardine et al. complained that “it is hardly possible to speak of the difficulties 
with which Scientific Journals have to struggle in this country in compari-
son with all others, without adverting to the very heavy expense of Postage, 
and expressing our regret and mortification that nothing has yet been done 
by Government to relieve Science and Literature among us from a burthen 
so enormously oppressive.”34 The implementation of the penny post in 1840 

F i g .  5 . 1 .  Diagrammatic tree detailing the mergers of different natural history titles— 
including dates, names, and editors— which ultimately became the Annals and Magazine of 
Natural History. Produced by the author.
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 allowed for publishers to mail each issue published after this date for a penny, 
rather than being charged by weight and distance.35

The penny post reform act changed the marketplace— allowing for period-
icals to increase their subscriber base while decreasing their operating costs. 
Competitors, such as the Magazine of Natural History, had one less thing 
to worry about. Taking lessons from Loudon, the Annals of Natural History 
needed to create a format that was open to a broad reading community, but 
which would retain its position— in Loudon’s words, cited earlier— “as a phil-
osophical work.” To maintain scientific authority and focus the scope of the 
audience, Jardine et al. used the language and practice of binomial taxonomy 
as a cornerstone for the Annals of Natural History. This was a system, how-
ever, that limited readers to those who understood Latin and were familiar 
with this system of classification.

From its first issue, the language of natural history for Annals of Natural 
History was explicitly Linnean. While the model of Latin binomial taxonomy 
had taken root in British natural history from the start of the nineteenth cen-
tury, Jardine et al. not only adopted the model but made it a centerpiece of 
their vision for their periodical.36 They signaled their adherence to Linnaeus’s 
classification model by including a quotation from the tenth edition (1785) 
of Systema naturæ (fig. 5.2). This quotation, which was printed on the verso 
of the title page of every volume, was taken from the end of the introduction 
(which Linnaeus called “Imperium naturæ”) to Systema naturæ, and refers to 
the dominant theme within natural theology of the relationship between the 
investigation of nature and discovering the “goodness of the Creator.”37

The inclusion of this passage at the start of each volume of Annals of Nat-
ural History indicated to readers that even if they did not understand Latin, 

F i g .  5 . 2 .  Quotation from the tenth edition of Carolus Linnaeus’s Systema naturæ, printed 
on the verso side of the title page in every issue of the Magazine of Zoology and Botany, the 
Annals of Natural History, and the Annals and Magazine of Natural History. This example 
is from Magazine of Zoology and Botany 1 (1837): 1. Image from the Biodiversity Heritage Li-
brary, https:// www .biodiversitylibrary .org; contributed by Natural History Museum Library,  
London.
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they could expect the dominance of the Linnean system in the pages therein. 
The quote also reinforced— for those who did read Latin— what Jardine 
et al.’s vision of natural history was for the periodical. The end of the passage 
from Linnaeus states that the laws of nature “ha[ve] always been cultivated 
by men of learning and wisdom; but always inimical to the unlearned and 
barbarous.” The community defined here was a specific one: those who “cul-
tivated learning.”

By 1840, Charlesworth’s ability to carry on with the Magazine of Natural 
History had reached an end, and he sold his control of the journal to Taylor. 
Seeing an opportunity to combine the readerships of the Annals and Maga-
zine, Taylor merged them into one title. The Annals and Magazine of Natural 
History, however, was a merger in name only, and for all intents and purposes it 
acted as a continuation of the vision established by Jardine et al., with Loudon 
and Charlesworth explicitly written out of this new endeavor. This erasure of 
the Magazine of Natural History was reinforced by the fact that the first volume 
of Annals and Magazine of Natural History was printed as volume 6, following 
from the fifth and final volume of the Annals of Natural History. Moreover, the 
new merged title would continue to emphasize the value of the Linnean sys-
tem by reproducing the same Linnean quotation that had been printed at the 
start of each volume of the Annals of Natural History. While the new and final 
name would hint at the amalgamation of the Annals and Magazine in structure 
and editorial control, it was Jardine et al. who were in the driver’s seat of the 
content and vision of the new periodical.

Editorial control of the Annals and Magazine of Natural History remained 
relatively consistent over the middle of the nineteenth century, with Jardine, 
Selby, Johnston, and Taylor (and later, Taylor’s illegitimate son, William Fran-
cis) editing the journal until the late 1860s. In addition to these, the botanist 
Charles Babington38 (1808– 95) and the Scottish botanist John Hutton Bal-
four39 (1808– 84) were added to the editorial roster in 1842, and remained on 
board for around thirty years.

For the Annals and Magazine of Natural History to stake a claim as a site 
for the communication of expert natural knowledge, discussion and debate 
remained a critical part of Jardine et al.’s vision for their periodical. However, 
within the constructed spaces for debate within the journal, there was a clear 
hierarchy of authority that separated the editors and expert contributors from 
the general reader and correspondents. In other words, the audiences of the 
Annals and Magazine of Natural History were not participating in “a Magazine 
of their own,” as Loudon’s readers were being encouraged to do. Rather, the 
space for nonexpert participation was compartmentalized in the Annals and 
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Magazine of Natural History. The last pages of every issue contained a section 
titled “Miscellaneous,” which included notes printed from other natural his-
tory periodicals, tables of weather observations, information such as the return 
or death of a traveling naturalist, and letters to the editor.

The last of these categories was the most consistent aspect of this section— 
every issue included at least two letters. For instance, in the first number for 
1848, an entomologist named Henry Denny wrote to the editors to describe his 
observation of spiders and ants. He began by qualifying: “I know not whether 
the two accompanying scraps will be worth a line in the ‘Annals of Natural 
History.’” He ended by asking the journal’s readers whether his observation 
of ants attending the body of their queen when under attack could be un-
derstood as resulting from a humanlike “affection.”40 This section— where 
readers of the journal could pose questions and hope for a response from other 
naturalists— created a space where information could be actively exchanged. 
Not all questions were worthy, it seems, as Denny signaled by asking whether 
his observations were “worth a line” in the journal. Yet smaller observations, 
as well as questions of interpretation— which did not constitute full research 
articles— were becoming an essential aspect of Jardine et al.’s vision of the 
periodical. Loudon had encouraged interchange between experts and nonex-
perts as a foundational aspect of the Magazine of Natural History. For Jardine 
et al., interchange between experts and nonexperts was still important, but it 
was compartmentalized to one section of each issue.

As part of this desire to emphasize the role of the Annals and Magazine of Nat-
ural History as a site for communicating expert natural knowledge, one of the 
key sections of the periodical consisted of reviewing foreign journals (such as the 
American Journal of Sciences and Arts and the Annales des sciences naturelles). 
Jardine et al. made it clear that the “duty” of their natural history periodical 
was to bring all natural knowledge, both foreign and local, into one print space:

The important duty of making known in this country the labours and discover-
ies of Foreign Naturalists, the Editors trust has hitherto been to a considerable 
extent fulfilled, in the great number of Translations and Abstracts from the 
principal Journals and Memoirs of other countries, and in Notices of Foreign 
Works in all branches of Natural History, which have been given with a view 
to enable the lovers of the science to keep pace with its progress in every stage 
of advancement.41

A natural history periodical, for Jardine and his fellow editors, was about 
bringing together the most learned naturalists to help readers “keep pace” 
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with the progress of natural history. The readers, imagined here, were both 
international and specialized, and the periodical was a tool for establishing and 
communicating expert knowledge. Unlike Loudon’s vision for the Magazine 
of Natural History, beginners had little place in Jardine et al.’s vision for their 
periodical. For the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, the progress of 
science was dependent on “making known . . . the labours and discoveries of 
Foreign Naturalists” to the readers, not creating a space for new naturalists to 
gain knowledge and expertise.

The relationship between the periodical and scientific societies also 
changed by the time of the merger of the Annals and Magazine of Natural 
History. Whereas Loudon and Charlesworth saw the Magazine of Natural 
History as an endeavor separate from the work of natural history societies, by 
the time that Jardine et al. were editing the Annals and Magazine of Natural 
History, it was becoming increasingly important to tie the communities of the 
journal and the societies together.

Reporting on the work of natural history societies— especially the large 
and eminent Linnean Society (1788– present), Zoological Society [of London] 
(1826– present), and Botanical Society of Edinburgh (1836– present)— was one 
of the primary functions of the Annals and Magazine of Natural History. In 
each issue, it dedicated fifteen to twenty pages to describing the papers given 
at these large and metropolitan natural history societies.

As Jardine et al. would point out at the start of their second series of the 
Annals and  Magazine of Natural History in 1848, they were not just reprinting 
content from these three societies. Rather, “authentic reports” of those societ-
ies’ meetings were being “official[ly] communicated through its pages.”42 The 
credibility of Jardine et al.’s journal was predicated not only on their own au-
thority or that of their contributors, but on the societies that they were tied to. 
The Annals and Magazine of Natural History, therefore, was not just relying 
on the strength of its correspondents to create the value of its content, but was 
reaching out to multiple communities of expert practitioners— particularly, 
established naturalist societies— to make up its reading community.

1 8 5 4 –  6 5 :  A  D i f f e r e n t  V i s i o n  f o r  t h e  N a t u r a l 
H i s t o r y  P e r i o d i c a l ,  t h e  n a t u r a l  h i s t o r y  r e v i e w

With the changes in the penny post and the establishment of successful ex-
amples, like the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, the number of natu-
ral history periodicals proliferated, doubling in number between 1850 and 
1860.43 This increase was in large part due to the emergence of new titles 
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formed around the preexisting communities of natural history societies— such 
as the Proceedings of the Cotteswold Naturalists’ Field Club (1853– 73). The 
natural history society journal, moreover, was not confined to a singular for-
mat. Rather, there were also new attempts to bring groups of societies, united 
by geographic proximity, together into one print space.44 The Natural History 
Review (1854– 65) was a representative example of this new kind of natural 
history periodical. Before it became the tool of T. H. Huxley for promoting 
biological science, the journal had started life with a different vision, as the 
publication site for a consortium of Irish natural history societies.

The Natural History Review was a quarterly, priced initially in 1854 at 
eight shillings per year, then up to ten shillings and six pence in 1855 before 
settling on the price of fifteen shillings per year from 1856. This was compa-
rable to the Annals and Magazine of Natural History, which began at twelve 
shillings per year before increasing to fifteen. The fundamental difference was 
that while the Natural History Review focused on the subject of natural history 
for the societies that made up its readership, it did not offer itself as a site for 
readers to contribute new findings or discuss and debate questions of theory 
or fact. Rather, the structure of each issue between 1854 and 1859 consisted, 
first, of a section reviewing books related to natural history; second, reviews 
of the content of other natural history periodicals; and third, publication of 
the transactions of the societies that published the journal. It did not include 
sections for the exchange of information or letters to the editor. Beginners to 
natural history therefore had no entry points for the Natural History Review. 
Rather, the journal was designed for the edification of the naturalist commu-
nities who were dedicated members of the specialist natural history societies 
around which the periodical was formed. While the reviewing of books, peri-
odicals, and societies was an aspect of periodicals like the Annals and Maga-
zine of Natural History, for the Natural History Review it was the only feature 
of its content. What it did not do was participate in the practices developed by 
Loudon and Jardine et al. of communicating and archiving original research, 
creating a site for communication, and acting as a tool for the development of 
observational expertise.

For its first seven years, the Natural History Review attempted to reflect 
aspects of the vision established by Loudon and Jardine et al.— the period-
ical was formed around a set of naturalist communities, and led by credible 
experts. Unlike the editors of the Magazine of Natural History or the Annals 
and Magazine of Natural History, however, the credible expert editors of the 
Natural History Review were invisible. In fact, until 1857, the journal did not 
officially have any editors listed on its front page. While the Irish botanist 
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Edward Percival Wright (1834– 1910) is understood to be the founding editor 
of the Natural History Review, his name was not listed as such within the 
periodical itself.45 Instead, the advertising cover that surrounded each issue 
asserted, “This periodical has been set on foot by a few well- known Natural-
ists, for the purpose of advancing the cause of Natural History in Great Britain 
and Ireland, by making the labours of their confreres more generally known.”46 
The other “well- known Naturalists” who edited the Natural History Review 
would, in 1857, eventually give themselves more direct editorial credit. The 
title page for the fourth volume of the Natural History Review included for the 
first time a list of two Irish naturalists and a British naturalist who “conducted” 
the periodical. These were the entomologist Alexander Henry Haliday (1806– 
70), the botanist William Henry Harvey (1811– 66), and the English clergyman 
and naturalist Reverend William Houghton (1828– 95). All three were mem-
bers of the Royal Irish Academy and Linnean Society, and taught different 
aspects of natural history at the University of Dublin— Haliday on zoology, 
Harvey on botany, and Houghton on geology.

Yet the prestige of the contributors and editors— which was so important to 
the Annals and Magazine of Natural History— was a secondary concern in the 
first years of the Natural History Review. The authority of the journal within 
naturalist communities was reliant predominantly on the content produced 
within its pages, rather than the expertise of the editors. The “well- known 
Naturalists” were not at first named as editors, nor were their works pub-
lished in the periodical. Rather it was Wright, Haliday, Harvey, and Haugh-
ton’s “confreres”— namely, British naturalists— who were given space in the 
periodical.

Indeed, as we can see from the index in the first volume alone, two of the 
editors from the Annals and Magazine of Natural History — George Johnston 
and John Hutton Balfour— had their recent books reviewed in the Natural 
History Review (fig. 5.3) While Johnston and Balfour did not contribute any 
new content, their names were listed as the authorities.47 Both the editors and 
the reviewers for the journal remained anonymous. It was the authors of the 
original texts who were given special credibility as the authors of natural his-
tory knowledge— rather than the reviewers themselves or the “well– known 
Naturalists” who invisibly ran the journal.

While the Natural History Review had a specific set of audiences it catered 
for— namely the Irish natural history societies that the periodical represented— 
the chosen format did not lead to financial success. The struggle of the Nat-
ural History Review to attract a stable and broad readership was reflected in 
the ever- shifting title page of the periodical. When it was first established in 
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1854, the Natural History Review was subtitled A Quarterly Journal, Includ-
ing the Transactions of the Belfast Natural and Philosophical Society, Cork Cui-
verian Society, Dublin Natural History Society, Dublin University Zoological 
Association, and the Literary and Scientific Institution of Kilkenny (1854– 55); 
then it became Published Quarterly: Including Proceedings of the Irish Natural 
History Societies (1855– 56), before changing a penultimate time to a Quarterly 
Journal of Zoology, Botany, Geology and Paleontology (1857). For the first seven 
years of its existence, the Natural History Review retained one aspect of its 
format: as a quarterly, it was issued every three months regardless of editorial 
or structural changes in content. After this first seven years, however, almost 
everything changed, including the target audiences and the value given to 
natural history as a form of scientific practice.

In 1861 the biologist and advocate of Darwinian evolution T. H. Huxley 
took over control of the Natural History Review, and changed the name one 
final time to the more succinct and specific Natural History Review: A Quar-
terly Journal of Biological Science. In addition to this name change, the price of 
the periodical was lowered slightly to twelve shillings per year. In the previous 
year, Huxley had been approached by Wright asking if he wanted to take it 
over. Writing to his friend Joseph Hooker (the son of William, who had been 
briefly part of the editorial team for the Annals of Natural History), Huxley 
savored the opportunity to have “the effectual control” of the Natural His-
tory Review “pretty much in my own hands.”48 Huxley was particularly keen 
on taking over the journal because he saw an opportunity to fill a gap in the 
scientific marketplace. “Considering . . . the low condition of natural history 
journalisation (always excepting quarterly Mic. Jour.) in this country,” he de-
clared, “this seems to me to be a fine opening for a plastically minded young 
man, and I am decidedly inclined to close with the offer, though I shall get 
nothing but extra work from it.”49 Despite the “extra work” that would be 
required of him, Huxley saw the opportunity to make a journal that would be 
an organ for evolutionary theory.50 He also saw it as an opportunity to redefine 
the practice of natural history more generally, by shifting away from the loosely 
defined set of disciplines and practices that constituted natural history, to the 
more disciplined and specific area of “biological science.”

According to Hooker, natural history, and the periodicals that took this 
name, were in a critical state. “The number of badly edited and badly sup-
ported journals is quite incredible, and the present practice of cramming 
Zoological and Botanical researches into one periodical increases the evil 
 many- fold.”51 When Huxley asked his friend Charles Darwin for advice on 
whether he should take up the Natural History Review to help redress this 
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imbalance, Darwin did not think that editing a periodical was the best use 
of Huxley’s time or energy. Nor did he agree with Huxley about the state of 
the periodical marketplace. Instead, Darwin argued that for natural history 
periodicals consisting of “original communications,” there was already a “su-
perabundance.” A review, on the other hand, could have “value & utility” for 
the field, but Darwin worried that if Huxley took over editorial control of the 
Natural History Review, he would be “sacrificing much time which could be 
given to original research.”52

Despite these warnings, Huxley took on the task of the Natural History 
Review, and moved it from being a society journal published in Ireland to a 
journal edited and produced by some of the most prominent London- based, 
scientific naturalists of the latter half of the nineteenth century.53 Alongside 
changing the subtitle of the journal to include a focus on “biological sciences,” 
Huxley would also add ten additional editors.54 The new editorial team 
would include three original members of the Natural History Review— E. P. 
Wright; Joseph Reay Greene (1836– 1903), professor of natural history at the 
University of Cork; and Robert McDonnell (1828– 89), surgeon and lecturer at 
the Carmichael School of Medicine in Dublin. The Scottish naturalist Wyville 
Thomason (1830– 82), who had taken up the chair of natural history at the Uni-
versity of Cork in 1853 (and was later a deep- sea explorer on HMS Challenger), 
was also added to the editorial team.55 By including both Irish and British 
editors, Huxley was able to make a claim to the original Irish audiences of the 
Natural History Review, while also expanding his readership to a British and 
potentially international audience.

The rest of the editors were taken from Huxley’s British scientific net-
works, who had reputations and correspondents in international scientific 
communities. These included the naturalist and microscopist George Busk 
(1807– 86), the biologist William Benjamin Carpenter (1813– 85), and the nat-
uralist and politician John Lubbock (1834– 1913).56 Hooker was reticent to 
take part in the Natural History Review, but he did offer one of his botanical 
assistants at Kew, Daniel Oliver (1830– 1916), to take his place on the edito-
rial board.57 The final two editors were fellows with Huxley of the Royal and 
Linnean Societies: the mycologist Frederick Currey (1819– 81) and the zool-
ogist Philip Lutley Sclater (1829– 1913). This change in name and editorial 
control from the periodical’s earlier Irish formation signaled a considerable 
shift in the type of natural history offered to its readership: while the Natural 
History Review continued to review recent books in natural history, its new 
focus would be on the professionalization of “biological sciences,” with ar-
ticles containing original content produced by a group of some of the most 
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influential men of science of the period. Under Huxley et al. the periodical  
would not just act as a site for communicating expert knowledge, but would 
do so with the aim of creating a distinction between amateur and professional 
scientific expertise.

In this change, Huxley et al. were creating a new vision for a scientific pe-
riodical. This vision borrowed the name of natural history, but changed the 
function of the periodical to act as vehicle for the emerging biological sciences. 
They also changed the periodical’s format. While they brought in the concept 
of original research— allowing the journal to be a site for the communication, 
recording, and archiving of knowledge— they also constructed a narrower 
sense of specialist scientific community to which the journal catered. This 
narrowing of communities, and the emphasis on the explication of evolution-
ary theory, would ultimately marginalize the scope of the journal’s readership, 
and signal the demise of the Natural History Review.

In the first issue of the new series of the Natural History Review, Huxley 
would set out his aim for the periodical not in a preface but in an “original 
article” titled “On the Zoological Relations of Man with the Lower Animals.”58 
In this article Huxley’s goal was to press for the separation of the biological 
sciences from what he saw as a pernicious aspect of natural history— a belief 
in the uniqueness of man— that was paired with the overlooking of “facts.” 
These two positions, Huxley argued, created opposing “schools” of natural 
history: “theologians and moralists, historians and poets” versus “students of 
the physical sciences.”59 Huxley’s role in this debate, he argued, was to take 
sides and to highlight the facts:

. . . there can be no doubt that the controversy [between these two schools] 
as to the real position of man still exists; and I have therefore thought that it 
would be useful to contribute my mite towards the enrichment of the armoury 
upon which both sides must, in the long run, be dependent for their weapons, 
by endeavouring to arrange and put in order the facts of the case, so far as they 
consist of the only matters of which the anatomist and physiologist can take 
cognizance.60

The Natural History Review from 1861 therefore promoted a different vision 
for the specialist scientific periodical, which was distinct from natural history. 
It brought together authoritative figures working in different fields of natural 
history to arrange and communicate facts, but did so in a way that pushed for 
a specific agenda for the practice of natural history— performed through a 
narrow group of practitioners.
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By using the term “biological science,” Huxley was attempting to create 
a distinct separation between the work that he— and his fellow biologists— 
were doing in science, and natural history. A decade after the Natural History 
Review stopped publishing, he gave a lecture called “On the Study of Biol-
ogy,” which outlined his position concerning biology and natural history.61 
After first tracing the invention of the term “biology” to three “great men of 
science” in the early nineteenth century— Marie François Xavier Bichat (1771– 
1802), Jean- Baptiste Lamarck (1744– 1829), and Gottfried Reinhold Treviranus 
(1776– 1837)— Huxley created clear distinctions between biology and natural 
history. Biology was focused on man and animals, while natural history was 
a catchall term for forms of observational science that did not depend on ex-
periment or mathematics.62 Biology was a critical discipline underpinned by 
fact; natural history was a “paper philosophy” in which a practitioner “con-
tents himself with reading books on botany, zoology, and the like.”63 Natural 
history, according to Huxley, was practiced exclusively through the pages of 
the printed book and periodical— it was not a science rooted in experiment 
and fact.

The new Natural History Review was one of Huxley’s main avenues for 
promoting this reform. Under his management the structure of the periodical 
changed to a format of four sections: one for “Reviews”; the second and largest 
for “Original Articles”; a third titled “Bibliography,” which offered a list of pri-
mary and secondary sources to identify species and types; and a smaller area 
for “Miscellanea.” The “Miscellanea” section was equivalent to the section 
in the Annals and Magazine of Natural History that offered the opportunity 
for the exchange of letters between experts and nonexperts. In the Natural 
History Review, however, it was the smallest part of every issue. In 1862 for in-
stance, “Miscellanea” constituted less than 1 percent of the pages of each issue, 
and operated as a space for very small, mostly anonymously authored points of 
natural history. In this second year of Huxley’s control of the Natural History 
Review, only one letter appeared in this section. The letter, written by Philip 
Norman to John Lubbock, was a description of young vipers collected and ex-
amined in situ.64 It was not directed toward the Natural History Review itself, 
but rather was used as a piece of evidence by one of the periodical’s editors, 
and set within a small article on the subject of young vipers. Correspondence, 
for Huxley and the other editors of the journal, was a useful form of evidence, 
but was not a site for establishing debate within the periodical itself.

By minimizing the space for the circulation of readers’ letters in the Natural 
History Review, Huxley et al. were undermining a long- standing practice in 
the production of natural history knowledge. The exchange of information 
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between naturalists through their correspondence had been a key element 
of natural history from at least the sixteenth century.65 For naturalists in the 
nineteenth century, the exchange of letters remained a critical practice for ex-
changing knowledge and specimens on a national and international scale. The 
scientific periodical, moreover, offered an emerging parallel site for naturalists 
to exchange the content of their correspondence on a larger scale.66 Periodicals 
like the Magazine of Natural History, for instance, had been critical sources 
for Darwin in gaining information about plant and animal species variation for 
supporting his theory of evolution. Moreover, Darwin was a regular subscriber 
and correspondent to periodicals like the Gardener’s Chronicle, which offered 
a large community of fellow naturalists who could supply him with relevant 
species information he did not have access to himself.67 Huxley et al. were 
therefore not just balking at a practice within natural history by minimizing 
the space for correspondence in the Natural History Review, but were under-
mining a practice that had been critical to the work in developing evolutionary 
theory itself. For Huxley, the need for a site for scientists to communicate was 
fulfilled by other journals, particularly those that wanted to carry on the anti-
quated practices of natural history. By changing the structure of the content 
in this way, he removed the critical aspect of community participation, which 
had been an essential aspect of the vision developed through the Annals and 
Magazine of Natural History.

As an example of this narrowed restriction of readership, within the first 
two  years of Huxley et al.’s editorial control the Natural History Review 
published forty- two “original articles.” Of these, sixteen were written by the 
editors of the journal, and the other twenty- six were written by naturalists, 
professors, and medical doctors.68 The first and only article in this period writ-
ten by Huxley was the one mentioned above. The other editors contributed 
varying numbers of articles, with Lubbock writing the most— four articles on 
the ancient history of man and the earth.69 Carpenter, Oliver, and Currey each 
wrote two articles over the period, all on subjects of botany.70 Busk, Slater, 
Thomson, and McDonnell all contributed one article each on ancient man, 
the kiwi bird, human skulls, and the electrical organs in fish.71 Each of these 
articles promoted or debated the theory of evolution. In this early period, 
just two years after the publication of On the Origin of Species, the Natural 
History Review was not just promoting the biological sciences but was doing 
so with a pro- evolutionary stance. Considering that Huxley was at the helm 
of this publishing endeavor, this is not surprising; but it does signal that the 
communities who read and contributed to the Natural History Review were 
narrowly defined.
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This change in direction for the Natural History Review— from natural 
history to biology, orchestrated by Huxley— did not bring financial success. 
As Dawson points out, after being taken over by Huxley, the Natural His-
tory Review “became both increasingly specialist and narrowly partisan.”72 
Reflecting upon the the periodical’s demise in 1865, the Berkshire Chronicle 
noted dryly, “The Natural History Review has come to an end. It was the able 
advocate of the peculiar views of Mr. Darwin.”73 The journal would ultimately 
fail not because of a lack of prestige, but because of its ideological stance. Its 
new focus on content for exclusive audiences proved ineffective for producing 
a large subscription base in the 1860s.

C o n c l u s i o n

This chapter has followed three broadly differing visions for the natural his-
tory periodical between 1828 and 1865, through three emerging specialist peri-
odicals: the Magazine of Natural History, the Annals and Magazine of Natural 
History, and the Natural History Review. For Loudon, a natural history peri-
odical was a communal space where the work was “supported by the voluntary 
contributions of their readers.” For Huxley et al., natural history was an anti-
quated practice in need of reform. In between these two visions lay the Annals 
and Magazine of Natural History, which struck a balance between these two 
poles. Jardine et al., through their network of expert contributors and their 
emphasis on Linnean taxonomy, were able to maintain the scientific credibility 
of their periodical while also creating a space for discussion and debate.

In many ways, Loudon’s early vision for a natural history periodical that 
included both beginners and experts, which was reformed by Jardine et al., 
would be taken up in popular natural history periodicals that emerged in 
the mid- 1860s, when distinctions between amateur and professional practi-
tioners of science were starting to develop.74 The monthly, richly illustrated 
Hardwicke’s Science Gossip: An Illustrated Medium of Interchange and Gossip 
for Students and Lovers of Nature (1865– 1910) is a representative example. It 
was sold for four pence an issue and was edited by the mycologist Mordecai 
 Cubitt Cooke (1825– 1914), and later the geologist John Ellor Taylor (1837– 95). 
It would offer a space for a wide community of naturalists to print their new 
research, read about and establish scientific societies, and communicate with 
each other.75 With language similar to that of Loudon and Jardine et al., Cooke 
and Taylor asserted that their periodical was aimed at “students and readers of 
every class [ . . . ] we hope with some success.” They also noted “large progress  
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which Science is making, and [ . . . ] the greater number of students its fasci-
nating discoveries are attracting.”76

Jardine et al.’s vision, on the other hand, to establish a space for expert 
communities to publish and communicate, continued throughout the 1860s 
when Huxley and the astronomer and editor Norman Lockyer (1836– 1920) 
first  established the Reader (1863– 66), and then later the ultimately very suc-
cessful Nature (1869– present). While these two periodicals would borrow 
heavily from visions of the natural history periodical articulated by Loudon, 
Jardine et al., and Huxley et al.— influential contributors, reports of meet-
ings and other periodicals, and the intercommunication of readers— this, as 
Melinda Baldwin demonstrates, had little to do with Huxley.77 Moreover, as 
Lightman points out, when Nature was first established, it tried to reach both 
popular and specialist audiences, and only after its first decade (over which 
time it was losing rather than making money) did it position itself as a place 
for professionalizing, specialist scientific knowledge.78

Huxley’s vision for a specialized periodical to advocate for biological 
science would be adopted by two specialist periodicals after the close of the 
Natural History Review. In 1867, Wright would join four anatomists and zo-
ologists to establish the Journal of Anatomy and Physiology (1867– 1916). The 
team of editors included three Cambridge University professionals— the pro-
fessor of anatomy George Murray Humphry, the professor of zoology and 
comparative anatomy Alfred Newton, and the superintendent of the Museum 
of Zoology and Comparative Anatomy John Willis Clark— and a professor 
of anatomy at Edinburgh University, William Turner. A decade later, a Cam-
bridge physiologist and acolyte of Huxley’s, Michael Foster, established the 
Journal of Physiology (1878– 1988). Foster had worked as a demonstrator on 
Huxley’s courses on biology in South Kensington, and it was thanks to Hux-
ley’s support that he was offered a position at Trinity College, Cambridge, as 
lecturer in physiology in 1870. In all his work, including editing the Journal 
of Physiology, Foster echoed Huxley’s desire for the need to professionalize 
communities of scientific practice, especially within the biological sciences.79 
Through these two titles, Huxley’s desire for a long- standing specialist pe-
riodical for pro- evolution anatomists and biologists would come to fruition. 
Predominantly supported by professional biologists working in dominant uni-
versities, the Journal of Anatomy and Physiology and the Journal of Physiology 
were distinguished from the practices of natural history that Huxley had been 
keen to separate from the work of biology.

The work of natural history in the nineteenth century, this chapter has 
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shown, became increasingly tied to the publication of specialist periodicals. 
To produce natural knowledge continued to require observation, evaluation, 
and communication between other knowledgeable naturalists. However, while 
these practices were carried out previously through personal interaction in the 
field, club, or society, or by written communication through correspondence, 
by the middle of the nineteenth century participation in natural history also 
meant reading and contributing to periodical publications. As this chapter has 
shown, the range of participants and the role of expert knowledge changed 
under every new title or new editor. But the success of a particular periodical 
title did not depend primarily on the fame or credibility of those who ran the 
journal. Rather, establishing a successful natural history periodical required 
a balance between the vision established by the editor(s); the price, structure, 
and availability of the journal; and the scope of participation offered to the 
community of subscribers and readers. In the middle nineteenth century, in 
other words, natural history became increasingly tied to the construction of 
periodical communities. And, even after natural history was no longer con-
sidered an accepted form of professional scientific practice, the legacy of the 
periodical visions established in the Magazine of Natural History, the Annals 
and Magazine of Natural History, and the Natural History Review would re-
main. A mixture of these visions would become foundational aspects of the 
specialist scientific periodical culture of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries.
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C h a p t e r  6

“The Sympathy of a Crowd”: 
Imagining Scientific Communities 

in Mid- Nineteenth- Century 
Entomology Periodicals

Matthew Wale

If you had gone down to the woods near Maltby, a town in the south of York-
shire, on 4 June 1858 at around nine in the morning, two men could have been 
observed vigorously beating some large elm and oak trees. This seemingly 
eccentric behavior had a perfectly reasonable explanation, as these individuals 
were entomologists, catching the larvae that fell from among the leaves. One 
was James Batty, a razor grinder from nearby Sheffield, who earned his living 
making the cutlery for which his hometown was famous, but who also enjoyed 
collecting moths and butterflies during his leisure hours. He wrote a brief 
account of this insect- hunting trip and sent it to his favorite periodical, the 
Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer (1856– 61), in which it was published.1 The 
Intelligencer was among the earliest of the many natural history periodicals 
that proliferated from the late 1850s onward, following the final repeal of the 
infamous “taxes on knowledge.” As this chapter will show, such periodicals 
played a significant role in shaping and managing communities of practice in 
natural history, not only changing the ways in which practitioners exchanged 
information, opinions, and specimens, but also changing the character and 
social composition of the communities themselves.

The Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer was established and edited by 
Henry Tibbats Stainton (1822– 92; fig. 6.1), one of the foremost entomologists 
of the nineteenth century. Possessed of a personal fortune that permitted him 
to devote all his energy to the pursuit of science, Stainton was a leading figure 
in the Entomological Society of London, and was elected a fellow of the Royal 
Society in 1867, a rare honor for those who studied insects. He specialized in 
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microlepidoptera, a grouping of moth families characterized by their small, 
sometimes microscopic size, though his knowledge in all branches of ento-
mology was highly regarded. Alongside his own research, Stainton dedicated 
much of his life and money to producing entomological periodicals. In addi-
tion to the Intelligencer, he was proprietor and editor of the Entomologist’s 
Annual (1855– 74), and was among the original founders of the Entomologist’s 
Monthly Magazine (1864– present). An obituary records that even a few days 

F i g .  6 . 1 .  Henry Tibbats Stainton. Carte de visite, date unknown. © Trustees of the Natural 
History Museum, London.
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before his death, Stainton was busily engaged in correcting proofs for this last 
publication.2 He remains an important figure for current entomology, and both 
his specimens and his correspondence are now held at the Natural History 
Museum in London. The fourteen thousand letters contained in this archive 
represent one of the largest collections of material relating to the running of 
scientific periodicals outside of the Royal Society, and they have not hitherto 
been subject to sustained analysis by historians. This chapter draws on my 
larger study of Stainton’s editorial practice to explore how he used his period-
icals to develop and manage communities of entomological practice.3

Stainton and James Batty represent two extremes of those who practiced 
natural history in nineteenth- century Britain. The former was a gentleman of 
independent wealth, and a member of the metropolitan scientific elite. The 
latter was thoroughly working- class, spending his entire life engaged in an 
arduous industrial occupation. However, through the Intelligencer and the 
practice of correspondence, they formed part of a wider community of practi-
tioners. In a now classic study, Susan Sheets- Pyenson identified an “ideology 
of amateur participation” in British popular natural history periodicals of the 
mid- nineteenth century, describing a “low scientific culture” in which socially 
diverse individuals were actively encouraged to take part in the production of 
knowledge. No expertise was required, “but simply an eagerness to partici-
pate and communicate.”4 More recent scholarship has perpetuated Sheets- 
Pyenson’s formulation, and the term “low science” (sometimes used inter-
changeably with other terms such as “ethno- science” or “vernacular science”) 
is still used to denote “an expectation of being involved in the creation of new 
knowledge.”5 However, to describe the contents of such periodicals as “low” 
science sets up an unsustainable contrast with a supposedly distinct “high” 
science. As shown in this chapter, natural history periodicals like the Intel-
ligencer, in which the practice of correspondence brought together diverse 
communities of naturalists, complicate any attempt on the part of historians 
to achieve a clear demarcation between “low” and “high” scientific cultures 
in this period.

Within the pages of a periodical like the Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer, 
the poorest of working men, such as Batty, and the most respected of genteel 
naturalists, such as Stainton, could engage in detailed interaction concern-
ing many aspects of the practice of entomology, especially in relation to the 
location, identification, capture, breeding, and exchange of specimens. Such 
interactions were not new, but had long taken place through private correspon-
dence, with artisans and gentlemen satisfying what Anne Secord has called 
“corresponding interests” in their complex exchanges.6 As this chapter will 
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show, however, the interaction that took place through natural history period-
icals was significantly different. The deference that had characterized letters 
written by artisan naturalists to their gentlemanly counterparts was no longer 
such a prevalent and socially necessary feature of correspondence intended for 
the wider readership of a periodical (as opposed to a single, known recipient). 
Not only did the mechanism of the journal make the communicative network 
much larger and in some ways more efficient, but in doing so it also offered the 
possibility of a more expanded conception of the entomological community 
and of the individual practitioners’ place within it.

Through a focused study of both the Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer 
and Stainton’s correspondence, this chapter will demonstrate how the pe-
riodical created a scientific community that encompassed a wide range of 
individuals with divergent motives, skills, and interests, who nevertheless en-
gaged with each other in ways that were scientifically productive. It thus re-
sponds to Jonathan Topham’s call to rethink our accepted notions of “popular 
science” and the hierarchies of scientific participation.7 The chapter will begin 
by setting the Intelligencer within the context of the mid- nineteenth- century 
natural history periodical market, emphasizing what was new and distinctive 
about Stainton’s publication. In particular, it will show that the highly sea-
sonal practices of natural history, and especially entomology, made the rapid 
communication of information a necessity. The next section will demonstrate 
how the periodical functioned, arguing that the Intelligencer applied print-
ing technologies to the existing mode of scientific correspondence, leading 
to new patterns in the circulation of knowledge. As a result, the periodical 
enabled the imaginative process through which a community of entomologists 
could be constructed, creating what Stainton described as the “sympathy of 
a crowd.” The third section will explore the motivations of periodical editors 
such as Stainton, who actively pursued the creation of such a diverse commu-
nity of practitioners through these publications, effecting a division of labor 
in the creation of knowledge and the advancement of science. Stainton was 
keen to encourage the pursuit of entomology among the working classes, as 
he believed these collectors and observers were a vital component of an effec-
tive scientific community. The final section will explore the participation of 
working- class naturalists from their own perspective, using the razor grinder 
James Batty as a key example. The periodical provided individuals such as 
Batty with a greater degree of agency within the scientific community than had 
hitherto been possible. Through its focus on the Intelligencer, the chapter will 
thus demonstrate that new types of natural history periodicals at mid- century 
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served to support the construction of diverse communities of practitioners 
that cannot be captured by a distinction between “high” and “low” science.

P u b l i s h i n g  a n  E n t o m o l o g i c a l  P e r i o d i c a l

The first number of Intelligencer arrived in the hands of entomologists on Sat-
urday 5 April 1856, costing a single penny, a price that never varied throughout 
its existence. “It was by some considered an extremely wild- goose speculation 
to attempt to bring out a penny weekly journal in any degree scientific,” ob-
served Stainton in 1857, a year later. He admitted, “A few years ago this would 
not have been practicable,” but that “thanks to Mr. Milner Gibson and his col-
leagues, their endeavours to remove the taxes on knowledge, and their success 
in obtaining the repeal of the newspaper stamp and advertisement duty,” it had 
been made possible.8 The publication of natural history periodicals, partic-
ularly those dedicated to a special branch of study such as entomology, was 
generally characterized by failure in this period.9 High production costs and 
the difficulty in securing a sufficient readership were a constant struggle. The 
two preceding attempts to establish a commercial journal in this particular 
field, the Entomological Magazine (1832– 38) and the Entomologist (1840– 42), 
were both monthlies that were discontinued due to lack of support. The In-
telligencer was therefore a bold departure from these previous efforts, as it was 
not only specialized but also cheap and weekly. As Stainton acknowledged, 
the abolition of advertising and stamp duties in 1853 and 1855 respectively, the 
result of a campaign led by the politician Thomas Milner Gibson (1806– 84), 
had been a critical turning point.

The Intelligencer was printed and published by Edward Newman (1801– 
76), another renowned entomologist, periodical editor, and author of numer-
ous books and articles.10 He was a friend of Stainton, and they would have 
seen each other frequently at meetings of the Entomological Society of Lon-
don. Newman also visited Stainton’s home at least once, accidentally leaving 
behind a pair of “entomological spectacles” that he requested be returned 
should Stainton “have to come to town.”11 The son of a Quaker manufac-
turer of morocco leather, Newman lacked the inherited wealth that sustained 
Stainton. After a brief spell in his father’s rope- manufacturing business, New-
man became a partner in the printing company of George Luxford (1807– 54) 
during the late 1830s, and by 1841 had taken sole ownership. In addition to 
printing, Newman edited the monthly Zoologist (1843– 1916), a “popular mis-
cellany of natural history” that enjoyed a remarkably long life, surviving him 
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by forty years. Significantly, Newman had conducted both the Entomological 
Magazine and the Entomologist, and the latter was subsumed by the more 
broadly construed Zoologist in 1843.12 Furthermore, Newman established and 
managed (but did not edit) another monthly periodical at his own expense, the 
Phytologist (1841– 54), a “popular botanical miscellany.” Another key player in 
this network was the publisher John Van Voorst (1804– 98), whose company 
specialized in works on natural history, including those of such luminaries as 
Richard Owen. Van Voorst published the Zoologist (up to 1886), the Ento-
mologist, the Phytologist, both Stainton and Newman’s own books, and the 
Entomologist’s Annual. He also acted as a retailer for the Intelligencer from his 
premises on Paternoster Row.13

Newman was at first a little skeptical that another periodical was needed, 
and worried about a rival publication harming the sales of his own Zoologist. 
Despite these reservations, however, he wrote to Stainton promising to

stitch the advertisement [for the Intelligencer] in the Zoologist although I am 
well aware it is what is technically called “cutting my own throat” for I am thor-
oughly aware how the Intelligencer will interfere with the sale of the Zoologist.

In return for this selfless act, Newman requested that Stainton “stitch up” an 
advertisement in one of the latter’s forthcoming books.14 The Zoologist was 
clearly equal to the challenge of the Intelligencer, and indeed any of the consid-
erable number of rival natural history periodicals that sprang up over the next 
half century and beyond. While on the subject of financial considerations, it is 
worth noting that Stainton and the Intelligencer were largely above such con-
cerns. Although “the circulation was not sufficiently extensive [at least in 1857] 
to make the sale at a penny remunerative,” fully bound volumes were made 
available at the cost of nine shillings each to ensure that “the loss [to Stainton] 
would be nil, or nearly so.”15 Unlike Newman, whose livelihood rested upon 
his business, Stainton was not concerned about turning a profit. His personal 
fortune allowed him to afford a degree of loss, which he presumably consid-
ered a price worth paying if entomology was significantly advanced by such an 
enterprise. This chimes with Stainton’s noted philanthropic disposition, and 
sets the Intelligencer apart from many natural history periodicals whose utility 
to science was contingent on their commercial viability. Newman’s Phytologist, 
for instance, in contrast to his Zoologist, “never was successful” as a “specula-
tion,” and consequently folded.16

It seems that others shared Edward Newman’s doubts regarding the need 
for a periodical such as the Intelligencer. The Zoologist already fulfilled the 
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function of announcing captures and sharing observations among naturalists, 
though its contents were not limited to entomology alone. Stainton was ad-
amant that an alternative was required. The opening article of the first issue 
was titled “Why Do Entomologists Want a Weekly Newspaper?”— a question 
Stainton answered as follows:

Those who discover a fact in the economy of insect- life don’t like to keep their 
discovery to themselves till the end of the season, yet to write to each of their 
intimate correspondents [ . . . ] requires more time than they are disposed to 
spare; now each discoverer has but to write one full notice of his discovery and 
forward it to us, and in ten days, at the very outside, it is in print and in the 
hands of nearly every Entomologist in the kingdom.

Stainton hoped that, as a result of this swift exchange of information, “each 
entomologist will find that he can live quicker and do more in a season, from 
the instantaneous intercommunication of ideas, than he could formerly do in 
two or three seasons.”17 In contrast to the individualized letter with a  single 
recipient, the Intelligencer reproduced each communication hundreds of 
times and thereby permitted rapid circulation of knowledge. A full- page advert 
for the periodical was included in a newly published book, Practical Hints 
Respecting Moths and Butterflies (1856), by Richard Shield, and this notice 
explained the Intelligencer’s utility in relation to the need for rapid and wide-
spread  communication:

No existing publication supplies this want; at present a rarity, caught on the 
29th June, cannot be published till the 1st of August, when the information 
comes too late to be of use to others.18

All letters received by Wednesday were considered for inclusion in the issue 
of Saturday that same week, which was an unprecedented speed for commu-
nication on such a scale.19

Natural history was highly seasonal, as climatic variations from week to 
week could drastically alter the populations of specific organisms. Insects in 
particular were sensitive to such changes, with the larvae or imago phases of 
certain species only emerging for a short time when conditions were ideal. A 
weekly periodical was therefore far more effective at communicating these fluc-
tuations than a monthly such as the Zoologist. The impact of weather upon the 
fieldwork of individuals is illustrated by the example of the Reverend Hugh A. 
Stowell, of Faversham, whose offer of insects published in the Intelligencer 
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brought “a perfect flood of correspondence, which is quite beyond all my 
previous calculations.” The clergyman lamented:

That offer was dated May 22nd, but unfortunately did not appear till June 6th. 
When I wrote Argiolus was in full beauty; now I can find none but wind and 
rain- worn specimens. [ . . . ] With the other three Lep[idoptera]s. named, I 
hope to be able to supply most of those who want them; but this boisterous 
weather has come most importunately.20

This seasonal variation was a consideration particular to natural history. It is 
worth noting that the Intelligencer predated other significant weekly science 
periodicals, including the Chemical News (1859– 1932), the English Mechanic 
(1865– 1926), and Nature (1869– ). Melinda Baldwin observes that speed of 
publication allowed for a sense of immediacy among correspondents not af-
forded by a monthly or a quarterly, which was much more akin to the meeting 
of a scientific society, but with the added benefit that far more people could 
read the periodical than attend such gatherings. The sense of community 
engendered by a weekly publication was consequently often much stronger. 
Additionally, establishing precedence of discovery was increasingly becoming 
a concern among a new generation of practitioners, and a weekly was the best 
way to stake a claim.21 Nevertheless, it was the immediate practical application 
of information regarding the capture of insects that was of greatest importance 
to Stainton and the Intelligencer’s readers.

The degree to which the Intelligencer was tied to seasonal fieldwork prac-
tices is further illustrated by Stainton’s decision to temporarily discontinue 
the periodical in September 1856, having begun in April that year. Stainton 
did not believe that such a publication was required during the winter, as most 
entomologists ceased to collect at that time. There would no longer be any in-
formation to share regarding the capture of insects, with the majority of species 
only active during the warmer months. The Intelligencer therefore hibernated 
until the following April, when the collecting season recommenced. However, 
such was the popularity that Stainton’s periodical had gained in this short time 
that a plan was put in place to fill the void with another publication, titled the 
Substitute. It was edited by John William Douglas (1814– 1905), a close friend 
and collaborator of Stainton’s, and printed by Edward Newman. The Substi-
tute’s title had two meanings: it was a replacement for the Intelligencer, but it 
also pointed to the periodical’s purpose as an “entomological exchange facili-
tator.”22 Collectors did not spend the winter in complete inactivity, but rather 
used this time to sort through the insects they had captured in the summer and 
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arrange them suitably in display cabinets. It was often during this process that 
duplicates in their collection would became apparent, and the periodical en-
abled them to exchange (or “substitute”) these surplus insects. In subsequent 
years it was not considered necessary for the Intelligencer to repeat this hiatus, 
as its growing readership thereby kept it supplied with sufficient material.

Published every Saturday, a typical issue of the Intelligencer followed a rea-
sonably predictable format, consisting of eight pages printed in two columns. 
There was no cover, but simply the title emblazoned at the head of the first 
page, which also featured a short leading article written by Stainton (fig. 6.2). 
This is where his editorial voice was most evident, as he used this space to 
address his readers on a wide range of subjects, making his opinions known 
and attempting to shape those of others. The tone ranged from gently humor-
ous and whimsical to more serious and occasionally even angry. For example, 
the second issue asked, “Why did Mr. Westwood get the Royal Medal?” The 
entomologist John Obadiah Westwood had received this prestigious award 
from the Royal Society in 1855, and while Stainton did not dispute that the 
prize was deserved, he questioned why the field of entomology had not previ-
ously been honored thus.23 These editorials played a key role in shaping the 
community of the Intelligencer, as he addressed his readership as a whole, 
emphasizing cohesion and familiarity. The remainder of each issue was de-
voted almost entirely to correspondence— mostly “communications,” letters 
written by insect collectors from across Britain and selected by Stainton for 
publication. These were sometimes no more than a sentence or two in length, 
and generally no more than a paragraph, each headed with a short title to 
indicate its subject. The Intelligencer thus replicated the mode of personal 
correspondence in some respects, while operating in a significantly different 
way in others. As the following section will show, it was this development 
above all that was key to the formation of a new kind of scientific community 
through the journal’s pages.

T h e  I n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n  o f  C o r r e s p o n d e n c e

Letter writing and the practices of natural history share a long and close as-
sociation. Elizabeth Yale has shed light on the use of correspondence by early 
modern naturalists in conducting and communicating their researches, and 
how this manuscript culture related to the burgeoning print media of the pe-
riod.24 Furthermore, one of the most famous and influential works of nature 
writing, Gilbert White’s Natural History and Antiquities of Selbourne (1789), 
took the form of letters addressed by the parson- naturalist to his peers.25 The 
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F i g .  6 . 2 .  Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer 1 (1856): 1. The layout of the front page var-
ied little throughout its existence. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Natural History Museum, 
London.

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“The Sympathy of a Crowd” 215

great growth of natural history in nineteenth- century Britain was accompanied 
by a further expansion in the use of correspondence. Indeed, Janet Browne has 
written that “for some Victorians, a large- scale correspondence network con-
stituted a scientific method.”26 Stainton pitched his new periodical squarely 
in relation to such practices.

The very title of the Intelligencer referenced a long- standing tradition in 
scientific correspondence. In the seventeenth century, an “intelligencer” was 
an individual possessed of an extensive international correspondence net-
work, such as Henry Oldenburg, secretary of the Royal Society. Acting as 
“information brokers,” intelligencers served as intermediaries in the transmis-
sion of letters and broadcast information they deemed of interest to a wider 
community of practitioners. With the early modern national postage system far 
from efficient, and international mail delivery unreliable at best, this was a vital 
function in the transit of knowledge. Furthermore, naturalists only required 
a single correspondent’s address in order to participate.27 The parallels with 
Stainton a few centuries later are clear, as his own voluminous correspondence 
archive demonstrates. His establishment of the Intelligencer strongly suggests 
that Stainton was self- conscious regarding his position, and also shows the 
degree to which the periodical was considered a logical extension of this role. 
The Intelligencer performed this function far more efficiently than any single 
person could hope to achieve, effectively industrializing the process of scien-
tific correspondence among entomologists through the application of printing 
technology and the exploitation of the periodical form.

Entomologists with such extensive correspondence networks as Stainton 
were relatively rare, and those located outside major metropolitan areas were 
particularly unlikely to cultivate a wide range of entomological acquaintances. 
Yet, without a sense of a wider scientific community, there could be no con-
sciousness of how their individual activities contributed to a greater project. 
Anne Secord has argued that private correspondence between two individuals 
should be considered as evidence of participation in a community, but the 
industrialized form of correspondence facilitated by the periodical consider-
ably expanded the opportunity to engage in such community participation.28 
Whether they contributed letters or not, the readers of correspondence pub-
lished within the Intelligencer could imagine themselves as part of a larger 
entomological collective. Relevant to this argument is the work of Benedict 
Anderson regarding the role of newspapers in the imaginative construction 
of a nation- state, which can be fruitfully applied to the analysis of scientific 
communities. The “mass ceremony” of immediate and simultaneous con-
sumption of a newspaper by its readers is key to the imaginative process of 
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community, as each individual is aware that many others are enacting the same 
ritual (repeated at regular, set intervals), though the vast majority of their fellow 
devotees remain personally unknown to them. Furthermore, a fundamental 
characteristic of the newspaper, Anderson argues, lies in its presentation of 
unconnected stories as somehow linked. The concurrence of the events re-
lated by a newspaper— embodied by the date printed at the head of its front 
page— is the only connection, which is fundamentally arbitrary and fictive.29

The consumption of the Intelligencer by its diffuse readership permitted 
the imaginative leap necessary for a community to cohere, as the periodical 
presented otherwise unrelated narratives as connected, if only because they 
had occurred at the same time. A single issue circulated information regarding 
the insects captured in Britain during the week preceding publication. Most of 
its contributors and readers were distant strangers, geographically and socially 
dispersed, much like the citizens of a nation- state. Included on the same page 
as James Batty’s report of his trip to Maltby were similar accounts of insect 
collecting at around the same date from correspondents based in London, 
York, and Glasgow (fig. 6.3). The disparate activities of naturalists from across 
the country were thereby unified in their minds. In a comparable case, Michael 
Brown points to the role of the Lancet in constructing a distinct medical com-
munity in early nineteenth- century Britain. He describes periodicals as “tech-
nologies of the imagination,” which enabled readers to conceive of themselves 
as part of a collective that was temporally and spatially coextensive.30

In addition to entomologists’ newfound awareness of each other’s exis-
tence, Stainton emphasized the importance of shared work in bringing about 
an entomological community:

[The] publication of each other’s movements reacts favourably upon Ento-
mologists [ . . . ]: it produces the sympathy of a crowd; each finding himself no 
longer isolated, and working only for his own amusement, finds himself placed 
in a higher and more unselfish position; he works now for the amusement and 
instruction of others as well as his own.31

The terms used by Stainton to express this sense of community suggests a 
strong affective dimension to the use of periodicals. The term “sympathy” 
suggests an imaginative act by which individuals placed themselves in a state 
of shared feeling and experience. This “unselfish position” of exchange and 
cooperation, which Stainton believed was necessary for the advancement of 
entomological knowledge, is something that we shall return to in the following 
section.
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F i g .  6 . 3 .  Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer 4 (1858): 85. A typical page of the periodical, 
featuring various accounts of insect collecting from correspondents around the country, in-
cluding James Batty’s trip to Maltby Woods. Courtesy of the Trustees of the Natural History 
Museum, London.
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The Intelligencer fulfilled its projected purpose, at least in the opinion of 
the editor, who later asserted: “As an instantaneous medium of communica-
tion between Entomologists in all parts of the country it has proved most ser-
viceable.”32 Claims of instantaneity were an exaggeration, of course, but they 
serve to emphasize the novelty of such rapidity. As railway networks spread 
and became more efficient during this period, it was possible to ensure that 
periodicals arrived at booksellers throughout the country, as evinced by the 
growing list of vendors included in many issues of the Intelligencer.33 Follow-
ing Stainton’s death in 1892, the British Naturalist noted:

Just at the right moment, when extra postal facilities, and the extension of the 
railway system gave greater opportunities for the inter- communication among 
Entomologists, he [Stainton] brought out his Entomologist’s Annual (1855), 
his Manual of British Butterflies and Moths (1856), and the Entomologist 
Weekly Intelligence [sic]. These gave the impetus wanting, and made Entomol-
ogy what it is to- day.34

Chief among the “extra postal facilities” was the introduction of the Uniform 
Penny Post in 1840, which was a key development in the industrialization of 
correspondence. As the title suggests, this reform set the cost of sending a 
single letter at one penny, paid in advance and irrespective of distance, thus 
rendering it much more affordable. Previously, the responsibility of payment 
had usually been placed upon those receiving the letter, with prepayment by 
the sender “often considered an indirect social slur.”35 In 1839, the year before 
the reform was passed, an estimated 76 million letters were delivered in the 
United Kingdom. By 1856, the year the Intelligencer began publication, this 
figure had risen to around 478 million.36 Furthermore, it was not only letters 
that were being sent through the post, as attested by John Steven Henslow, the 
distinguished professor of botany who had mentored Charles Darwin at the 
University of Cambridge.

To the importance of the penny postage to those who cultivate science, I can 
bear most unequivocal testimony, as I am continually receiving and transmit-
ting a variety of specimens by post. Among them, you will laugh to hear that I 
have received three living carnivorous slugs, which arrived safely in a pill- box!37

The advent of the penny post must be considered a key factor in facilitating 
periodicals that relied on correspondence for their content. The sheer volume 
of letters and specimens circulated in response to these publications would 
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have been considerably more limited with a more expensive and less efficient 
postal service.

The creation of a community based upon the rapid circulation of knowl-
edge was considered necessary to the advancement of science. As Stainton 
remarked, “The knowledge attained by an individual, unless rendered avail-
able to others, may be no gain to science: at his death all his thoughts perish, 
and all his knowledge is lost for ever.” Stainton went on to implore his read-
ers: “We look upon it as the bounden duty of all who acquire information at 
once to render it available to others.”38 This statement is a recognition that the 
production of scientific knowledge necessarily entailed its communication. 
Exactly what warranted publication and what did not was very much down 
to Stainton’s personal judgement. Most commonly, a correspondent would 
announce the capture of a particular insect. If this were a rare species, or had 
been found to occur in a location or habitat previously unrecorded, then the 
interest in such news was much greater. Unlike other natural history journals 
of the period, the focus of the Intelligencer was almost exclusively upon the 
fieldwork of its correspondents. Rather than presenting extended descriptions 
of new species, it more simply gave practical accounts of where and how such 
insects had been captured. One correspondent, A. Wallace of Clerkenwell (not 
Alfred Russel Wallace, who was in the Malay archipelago at the time), wrote to 
the Intelligencer expressing his opinion on why such information was useful:

The whole question of collecting lies in a nut- shell: it is the old game of “How, 
when and where?” Answer these three questions with reference to any one 
insect, and then the right man in the right place, at the right time, is sure to 
realize,— viz. let Mr. Samuel Stephens go down to West Wickham the first 
fortnight in May. The result is self- evident: Carmelita is taken, eggs; larvae 
obtained; our cabinets supplied.39

To this end, more than the insect itself must be collected, as the information 
relating to its capture was of great importance. The entomologist should note 
“where he went, the name of the capture, and whether by sugar, light, flight 
or their capture as larva or pupa, [ . . . ] the condition of the wind, weather, 
whether cold or warm, dry or wet.” The date was of particular importance, as 
“many insects appear true to time, from year to year, even on the same day.”40 
The reference to Mr. Stephens is most likely a misspelling of Samuel Stevens 
(1817– 99), the noted natural history agent and keen entomological collector. 
His business on Bloomsbury Street in London sold ready- prepared micro-
scopic slides, in addition to exotic specimens collected by men such as Alfred 
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Russel Wallace and Henry Walter Bates.41 It is not clear from the above note 
whether Stevens would have sold or exchanged the specimens he collected 
himself, but nevertheless it demonstrates why the sharing of such information 
was useful to a wider community of collectors.

The Intelligencer increasingly became a forum for the exchange of spec-
imens themselves, in addition to information. Collectors with multiple 
specimens of a certain species would publish lists of their “duplicates” and 
desiderata in the periodical, allowing other readers to apply directly to the 
correspondent and thereby arrange a mutually beneficial swap. Although 
many collectors did sell specimens, which no doubt provided a vital source 
of income for some, such transactions were not carried out through the Intel-
ligencer. Exchanges were intended to be liberal and disinterested rather than 
hard- driven bargains, with many experienced collectors happily distributing 
specimens to beginners with no expectation of receiving anything in return.42 
Given the value of insect specimens, particularly those of rare species, there 
were many who did not conform to this gentlemanly aspiration. In botany, by 
contrast, dried plant specimens lacked the market value of insects, and there-
fore such monetary considerations were less of an issue. A more centralized 
approach was adopted by a number of botanical societies, such as the Thirsk 
Exchange Club in 1857, in which plant specimens were sent to these organiza-
tions and then redistributed in an evenhanded fashion among subscribers.43 
Perhaps due to the persistence of specimen dealing, a similar approach was 
not adopted by entomologists at this time.

One key difference between exchanging letters one- on- one and corre-
sponding through a periodical is illustrated by the case of Robert Burns of 
Edmund Street, Birmingham. Burns was a newsagent, and it was from his 
business that the Intelligencer could be obtained by residents of this city. He 
also collected insects, and placed a notice in the periodical advertising his 
willingness to distribute specimens of the striking green- and- pink elephant 
hawk- moth. As a result, “such a flood of correspondence quite alarmed my 
little home, eight or ten letters arriving each day,— untiring, unceasing,— more 
in one week than in all my life before!”44 It seems this startling “flood of cor-
respondence” was quite a common occurrence among those who advertised 
in the periodical, as it was also experienced (and described in the same terms) 
by the Reverend Stowell, as quoted above. A wry note in one issue of the 
Intelligencer advised:

Our correspondents should bear in mind that an offer of duplicate Lepidop-
tera which includes any of the less common species is pretty sure to produce 
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from 80 to 100 applications; offers of Coleoptera from 40 to 60. We are never 
surprised at entomologists being overwhelmed with applications, but each 
new correspondent appears thunderstruck at the result of his announcement.45

The Intelligencer served exactly as its early modern namesakes, forming a key 
link in a network that permitted individuals to engage in correspondence with 
a larger community of practitioners. The numbers of applications received 
points toward the industrial scale of this correspondence network. Previously, 
few if any collectors of insects could have broadcast news of their duplicates to 
so many. Moreover, the novelty of this is apparent from the shock experienced 
by those who received such floods of letters.

The circulation of the Intelligencer reached a peak of six hundred, with 
readers distributed across the country. This figure may seem relatively small, 
but the largest entomological community that had previously existed, the En-
tomological Society of London, had fewer than two hundred members at this 
time, and these were primarily concentrated in the capital.46 The imagined 
community that cohered through the pages of the Intelligencer drew upon a 
more diverse range of individuals. With the making of entomological knowl-
edge contingent upon the participation of collectors from around Britain, it 
was the expressed aim of Stainton and others to create the “sympathy of a 
crowd” among a socially varied range of naturalists. It is to this ambition that 
we now turn.

D e v e l o p i n g  t h e  E n t o m o l o g i c a l  C o m m u n i t y

In an address to the Entomological Society of London titled “How May the 
Onward Progress of the Study of Entomology Be Best Furthered?” read on 
4 February 1856, Stainton outlined his communal vision of science using an 
appropriately entomological analogy:

The bee rifles the flower of its honey not for its own immediate pleasure and 
enjoyment, but in order that it may be carried home and added to the common 
store for the use of the community: [ .  .  . ] so must it be with the scientific 
student.47

This statement is an earlier formulation of Stainton’s “sympathy of a crowd,” 
in which the individual works for the good of the community rather than their 
own selfish gain. The comparison of human society with that of bees (and 
of other social insects such as wasps and ants) is one with a rich tradition, 
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stretching back to antiquity. It was a prevalent trope in nineteenth- century 
political discourse, employed by individuals of widely divergent allegiances, 
as a beehive could be seen to exemplify either a well- ordered and industrious 
constitutional monarchy or a perfect socialist society.48 Stainton conceived of 
entomologists as members of a community among whom the work of scientific 
progress was divided, although his own utopian vision is likely to have been 
rooted in ideals of gentlemanly disinterest rather than more radical notions 
of cooperative labor. In the same address to the Entomological Society, he 
observed:

On looking through Mr. [Frederick] Smith’s Monograph of the British Bees, we 
find that it condenses not merely his own observations during twenty years, 
but also a mass of extraneous observations made by others, themselves un-
aware of their value, but which, being communicated to Mr. Smith, were at 
once recognised by him as supplying some important link in the chain of in-
formation he was collecting.49

It is significant that Stainton expressed these views only a few months before 
he commenced the Intelligencer. Although he did not expressly mention 
periodicals in his address to the Entomological Society, it is highly sugges-
tive that he shortly went on to establish a publication that in many ways em-
bodied the cooperative endeavor he espoused. The Intelligencer served to 
accumulate “extraneous observations” through the printing of short notices, 
whereas Frederick Smith and others would have previously relied on personal 
 correspondence.

The Intelligencer soon found an admirer in Germany, and in the sincerest 
form of flattery, Dr. Gottlieb August Wilhelm Herrich- Schäffer (1799– 1874) 
began his own imitation entitled Correspondenzblatt für Sammler von Insecten, 
Insbesondere von Schmetterlingen (“Journal for Insect Collectors, Especially 
for Collectors of Lepidoptera”).50 Herrich- Schäffer was a physician by profes-
sion, but also an entomologist of considerable European repute, having writ-
ten a highly influential work on the taxonomic classification of Lepidoptera.51 
Stainton remarked upon the Intelligencer’s new continental counterpart in an 
editorial titled “A Good Move,” quoting from Herrich- Schäffer’s comments 
concerning his rationale in starting the journal:

The demand for periodical entomological literature would appear to be sup-
plied already by the Stettin Entomologische Zeitung, the Berlin Entomologische 
Zeitschrift, and the Vienna Monatschrift, but the two former only appear quar-
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terly, and that though the last- named is a monthly publication, yet all the three 
are more restricted to works of a purely scientific character.

Herrich- Schäffer continued:

The appearance in London of the Weekly Intelligencer first suggested to me 
[ . . . ] the idea of establishing a similar journal for Germany, which, like its 
London prototype, without pretending to learned investigations, should serve 
as a medium of intercommunication for the amateurs and collectors of insects 
[ . . . ]. We possess in the three above- named periodicals, and in the Linnaea 
and some other works, more than sufficient for scientific and longer treatises, 
but for some short notices on single species and genera, especially on points of 
difference between allied species, for observations on their local or periodical 
occurrence, or on their habits, and especially for notices of which the useful-
ness consists in their immediate circulation, we have at present no suitable 
channel.52

Although we should be aware of cultural differences between the British and 
German contexts, Herrich- Schäffer’s use of the word “amateur” here is in-
structive, as it is juxtaposed with more rarefied “learned investigations.”

At this period, “learned” or “scientific” entomology generally meant 
work of classification, of distinguishing one species from another and nam-
ing new discoveries. This process was largely based upon the examination 
of specimens— that is, dead and pinned insects— rather than a study of living 
creatures, just as botanists employed herbarium sheets to achieve the same 
end. How exactly to determine a species was a vexed question, with many 
practitioners employing their own idiosyncratic systems. Insects are among 
the most numerous organisms on the planet, and they exist in a multitude of 
varieties that can often only be differentiated through the study of microscopic 
differences. At the time of the Intelligencer’s publication, new species were still 
being discovered in Britain relatively frequently, and more intrepid collectors 
were supplying a constant stream of specimens from around the globe. Ento-
mologists, for the most part, were less concerned with biological questions of 
physiology and evolutionary descent than with classification. Charles Darwin’s 
Origin of Species (1859), published at the midpoint of the Intelligencer’s life-
span, received scant and far from favorable notice in the periodical.53 For these 
readers and correspondents, such lofty questions were considered beyond the 
purview of the working naturalist, whose role was to steadily accumulate facts 
without indulging in theoretical speculation. Stainton himself expressed such 
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a view, remarking that the advancement of entomology had been retarded by 
the time wasted in “elaborating theories, whilst a collection of facts on which 
alone theories ought to have been founded was disregarded.”54 The necessary 
groundwork of natural history was carried out by localized collectors, who 
obtained the specimens and observations that were essential material upon 
which the methodical endeavor of taxonomy was based.

The more informal character of the Intelligencer, with its focus on ex-
changing news and short notices rather than on publishing more thoroughly 
researched “scientific” articles, was clearly considered to be less forbidding 
to novices in the field and those unfortunate enough to lack extensive (or ex-
pensive) educations. Furthermore, a significant distinction was drawn between 
“scientific” entomologists and those who primarily worked at amassing spec-
imens. Herrich- Schäffer used the terms “amateur” and “collector” to denote 
those who acquired insects and other specimens for purposes that were not 
‘“purely scientific” (at least according to self- described “learned” entomolo-
gists such as himself ). A great number of people considered collecting and 
displaying insects, particularly aesthetically pleasing specimens of Lepidop-
tera, as an end in itself— but we must be wary of any suggestion that such 
individuals were not participants in the broader project of natural history. 
The term “amateur,” in this sense, does not necessarily hold any pejorative 
meaning. The very suggestion that “amateurs and collectors” required a pe-
riodical of their own is an admission of their value to natural history. The 
Intelligencer, and the publications that imitated it, sought to cultivate such 
“practical” workers, as Stainton and others who considered themselves to be 
of a more “scientific” bent were fully aware of the importance of such men 
and women to their field. Even if the collectors themselves did not attach any 
scientific importance to the information or specimens they shared through the 
periodical, the very act of circulating such information regarding the “local 
or periodical occurrence” of insects among a wider community was one that 
produced scientific knowledge.

Stainton was particularly committed to encouraging entomology among 
those less socially fortunate than himself, boldly stating that “entomologists 
are not drawn from the wealthy, but rather from the working classes.”55 Else-
where, he claimed that “the Spitalfield weavers, the Sheffield cutlers and the 
Manchester cotton- spinners are amongst the most successful collectors of in-
sects, as well as great amateurs of birds and flowers.”56 Stainton may not have 
envisioned science as entirely classless, but he acknowledged the worth of 
such individuals to the project of natural history:
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An Entomologist is none the less one because he wears fustian, and “labours, 
working with his hands”; and in very many of this class the innate love of these 
beautiful objects of creation, the Butterflies and Moths, supplies them with 
one of their purest pleasures. Should not such tastes and such pursuits be en-
couraged? An observation, if new, is as important by whomsoever made; and a 
Spitalfields weaver may supply some important gap in our knowledge, which 
Oxford and Cambridge put together would fail to elucidate.57

Thus, while Stainton was always eager to recruit beginners into entomology, 
his work should not be considered simply as popularization. He was fully 
aware that various kinds of practical natural history were being undertaken 
among the working classes, and his efforts through the Intelligencer were 
therefore an attempt to acknowledge this fact, and to recruit these workers 
toward the useful purpose of advancing entomological knowledge. Although 
he points to the moral benefits of such pursuits among working men, this does 
not appear to have been his primary motivation in cultivating natural history 
as a form of rational recreation. Earlier in the century, in the face of Chartist 
agitation and the threat of radical print, natural history (when presented or 
interpreted correctly) was considered a “safe” form of knowledge calculated to 
defuse potential revolution by occupying the minds of discontented laborers.58 
This anxiety had waned somewhat by the 1850s, as demonstrated by the repeal 
of the taxes on knowledge. Stainton was a staunch Liberal, who apparently 
only differed from the party line on the vexed subject of Ireland. He was very 
likely, therefore, to have been in favor of the franchise reform that was debated 
in the 1850s and 1860s, which acknowledged that the working classes were 
worthy of participating in democracy as well as science.

Stainton was by no means alone in his attempts to cultivate scientific work-
ers by encouraging active participation through periodicals. Edward New-
man stated in the introductory address of the Zoologist: “Every one who sub-
scribes a single fact is welcome— nay, more than that— has a direct claim to 
be admitted as a contributor.”59 Similarly, the Phytologist asked for “FACTS, 
OBSERVATIONS and OPINIONS” that would be considered “trifling” by those of 
“high scientific pretensions.” Practical skills were therefore favored over learn-
edness, as Newman wished to harness the efforts of “field- botanists— these 
observers— these labourers in the delightful fields of botanical enquiry.”60 At 
the heart of these publications lay the centrality of fieldwork to the accumula-
tion of information in natural history. However, if we are to understand how 
these periodicals functioned in practice, we must consider the perspective 
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of the working- class naturalists themselves, rather than merely the intentions 
of editors.

M a k i n g  E n t o m o l o g i c a l  W o r k e r s

The role of the Intelligencer in facilitating the production of scientific knowl-
edge among a wide range of individuals is exemplified by the case of James 
Batty, the razor grinder from Sheffield whom we encountered at the beginning 
of this chapter. Batty earned his living within the thriving cutlery industry of 
nineteenth- century Sheffield, an occupation that Frederick Engels described 
in the Condition of the Working Class in England (1845) as being particularly 
injurious to the workers’ health, with many grinders lucky to reach the age 
of forty.61 This does not seem to have been the case for Batty, who was born 
c. 1831 and lived into his sixties despite remaining in the same profession all 
his life.62

Notwithstanding the disadvantages of his situation, James Batty acquired 
sufficient education to read and write. Furthermore, in his leisure time he took 
to the study of Lepidoptera. Batty was an active member of the Sheffield Ento-
mological Society, a group that has left little record aside from a few scattered 
references in the Intelligencer, including a brief account of the society’s annual 
“feast,” held on 20 April 1858, at which Batty exhibited specimens. Hosted by 
the Hen & Chickens Inn, a Sheffield public house, this event is reminiscent 
of the working- class scientific meetings described by Anne Secord.63 In addi-
tion to these associational activities, Batty struck up a lively correspondence 
through the pages of the Intelligencer. His letters demonstrate the range of his 
entomological skill and knowledge, and reveal much about the practices in 
which he engaged. The original notes Batty submitted to the journal survive, 
and are written in a large but careful hand on small, cheap pieces of paper 
that contrast with much of the personalized stationary employed by Stainton’s 
more affluent correspondents (fig. 6.4). Batty’s first published letter was in the 
issue for Saturday 20 June 1857, announcing to the world his pleasure upon 
attaining a “fine female specimen of Ceropacha fluctuosa” from his “breeding- 
cage.”64 The breeding cage was a small boxlike structure with the sides covered 
in a fine gauze that prevented the insects within from escaping, but allowed 
them to breathe. It was usually kept in a darkened space in order to simu-
late the underground conditions in which many Lepidoptera species pupate, 
transforming from caterpillars into butterflies or moths. This was a mode of 
acquiring specimens very unlike pursuing them in the wild, and it required 
a different kind of expertise and dexterity, as not all species responded well 
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to this treatment. Being the first to successfully breed a particularly difficult 
species ensured renown among the entomological community. Batty’s second 
notice was a report from the field, noting that he had come across the species 
Margaritia augustalis “in a meadow near Maltby Woods.”65 Around a month 
later, in early August, Batty entered into the process of specimen exchange, 
advertising his willingness to part with a few “fine specimens” of the afore-

F i g .  6 . 4 .  James Batty to H. T. Stainton, 31 March 1857, London, Natural History Museum, 
H. T. Stainton correspondence from British Entomologists, MSS STA E 118:118, STAINT 
4:118. This is a note announcing the “capture of Lepidoptera,” presumably intended for inclu-
sion in the Intelligencer but not published. It reads: “I have this past week captured sixteen fine 
Anisopteryx aescularia on trunks of elms and all males not a single female is amongst them.” By 
permission of the Trustees of the Natural History Museum, London.
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mentioned Ceropacha fluctuosa in return for species that he listed.66 Through 
the periodical we see that Batty was involved in a wide variety of scientific 
practices: corresponding, associating, collecting in the field, and breeding in-
sects at home.

Through Batty’s letters to the Intelligencer, we gain real insight into the 
fieldwork practices of working- class naturalists. A notable published narrative 
gives an intriguing account of how Batty went about acquiring his specimens:

On the 4th inst. [of June 1858] I and a friend, Mr. Moore, being provided with 
a two- yards- square sheet, took the route for Maltby Woods, where we arrived 
at 9am. We put the sheet together, and began to beat some large elms, oaks, 
&c. [ . . . ]. We then wrapped up the sheet, and took our nets and worked hard 
till three in the afternoon [ . . . ]. We returned home quite satisfied with our 
journey.67

Two distinct collecting methods were used here. The first involved a “beating 
sheet,” a large piece of cloth spread beneath a tree to catch whatever fell as 
the vegetation was vigorously beaten. In this instance it proved fruitful, with 
“100 larvae” of one particular butterfly species among the results. The second 
method was one more traditionally associated with entomology, namely the 
use of handheld nets to capture imago insects that were presumably active and 
relatively abundant during the summer months. The identity of “Mr. Moore” 
must remain enigmatic, although it is quite possible that he was B. J. Moore, 
a resident of York who was the only correspondent of the Intelligencer with 
that surname.68 If this was the “Mr. Moore” in question, it raises the interesting 
question of how the two men, one living in Sheffield and the other in York, 
became acquainted. It is quite possible that the Intelligencer facilitated their 
friendship, but this must remain largely a matter of speculation.

Maltby Woods are located more than ten miles to the northeast of Sheffield, 
near the town of Maltby. Due to its unique geology and the species occurring 
there, it was an area much frequented by individual naturalists and society 
excursions during the nineteenth century. The woods remain to the present, 
with the nearby Maltby Low Common being a nature reserve that continues 
to attract enthusiasts. The area was a hunting ground particularly favored by 
Batty, who might have made the whole journey from Sheffield on foot, as no 
railways served the town of Maltby at that time. Batty’s account therefore gives 
some indication of the range a naturalist could cover, but also demonstrates 
the kind of localized information the Intelligencer was effective in transmit-
ting, particularly during the height of the collecting season, when others could 
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profit from up- to- date news of which species were occurring in very specific 
parts of the country.

The periodical gave no indication of Batty’s social status, with his name and 
address the only information provided as to his identity. However, his skill and 
expertise as an entomologist was clearly displayed through the Intelligencer, 
as illustrated by his ability to capture, breed, and identify numerous species 
of Lepidoptera. Batty’s messages become more detailed and self- confident, 
giving meticulous descriptions of the appearance and habits of larvae, using 
more specialized terminology: “larva rigid rugose [ . . . ]; head slightly bifid 
[ . . . ].”69 Writing a letter for publication in a periodical was a public, perfor-
mative act, quite different from the more private practice of corresponding 
with an individual. This distinction became apparent when Batty’s skill and 
knowledge was questioned in the Intelligencer by another Sheffield collector, 
William Thomas, who cast doubt over Batty’s account of breeding Acidalia 
inornata (a small brown moth now known as Idaea straminata, or the “plain 
wave”). Batty had found this species to be particularly unreceptive to his at-
tempts at hand rearing, as the larvae refused to eat any greenery other than 
a single type of shrub. He enquired of the other readers as to the moth’s oc-
currence, hoping to settle the question of its preferred foodstuff.70 In answer, 
Thomas, a fellow working man listed in the 1861 census as a “furnace builder,” 
asserted: “I and several of my correspondents have bred the above- named 
species this year [ . . . ] it can be successfully reared on almost any low plant.” 
Acknowledging that this moth was frequently confused with the very similar 
Acidalia aversata, or “ribband wave,” Thomas magnanimously noted that it 
was Batty who had “first pointed out the differences of the two species to 
myself,” revealing that the two men knew each other (it is likely that they had 
met at meetings of the Sheffield Entomological Society, though it has not been 
possible to verify this).71 Thomas’s reference to his “correspondents” gives 
an indication that such men already operated within networks of their own 
outside the periodical, albeit on a more limited scale.

A disagreement over the feeding habits of specific moth larvae may seem a 
minor issue, even among devoted lepidopterists, but Batty clearly felt that his 
reputation within the community was at stake. His response to Thomas, sent 
to Stainton but never published in the Intelligencer, claimed that “Mr. T. wants 
to make his self appear very large.” Batty went on to remark, “I should think if 
Mr. T. had bred a [sic] Inornata he would have been in a great hurry to publish 
it to have the first claim but I think he’s not yet on the throne.”72 That this dis-
pute was carried out in the public forum of a nationally distributed periodical, 
rather than privately between two individuals who were already acquainted 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



230 Chapter Six

and living in close proximity, suggests that the publication had come to play 
an important role in the self- identity of the two men. Choosing to publicly 
dispute a claim was a provocative act calculated to call into question another 
naturalist’s aptitude, and Batty’s ire is palpable in his reply. It may have been a 
matter of space that influenced Stainton’s decision not to print the rebuttal, or 
quite possibly a distaste for such disputes, which could be perceived as having 
much more to do with ego than with the interests of science. While Thomas’s 
letter may have disputed Batty’s assertion, it nevertheless contained pertinent 
information regarding the breeding of the Inornata, while Batty’s response 
was one of wounded pride. Stainton seemed to care more about knowledge 
itself than about those who were first to discover it, and this perhaps points to 
divergent conceptions of science and skills between working- class and gentle-
man naturalists, as identified by Anne Secord.73

Batty died in 1893, less than a year after Stainton. The razor grinder had 
clearly gained enough repute within the entomological community that his 
obituary was published in at least four periodicals, including the Entomolo-
gist’s Monthly Magazine. The short notice, replicated verbatim in each pub-
lication, described Batty as “a useful worker,” and “an excellent type of the 
working- man lepidopterist”:

Batty had an excellent knowledge of larvae, and was the discoverer of the larvae 
of Tapinostola elymi and Celœna haworthii. He was a regular correspondent 
of the late Mr. Wm. Buckler and the late Rev. Joseph Hellins, and used to keep 
them well supplied with material for description.74

Here we have Batty cast in the mold of a self- made working- class scientific 
hero, a trope enshrined in the biographical works of Samuel Smiles.75 The 
razor grinder was “useful” in providing specimens to others, but it is notable 
that, though he “discovered” the larvae of Tapinostola elymi (a moth known 
as a lyme grass), he was not the one who described it. He sent the specimen 
on to his “regular correspondent,” the noted entomological illustrator William 
Buckler, who wrote a full scientific notice of it in the Entomologist’s Monthly 
Magazine. Buckler thanked Batty in print, remarking that the latter “took a 
long journey during inclement weather, that he might search for the larva of 
this species.”76 Once again, Batty was portrayed in heroic terms, battling the 
elements for the greater good of science. It was not mentioned exactly where 
Batty had traveled to, but the larvae of this particular moth feed exclusively 
upon Leymus arenarius, a type of grass that only occurs on the eastern coast 
of Britain, at least seventy miles from Sheffield. Presumably his specimens of 
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Celœna haworthii (Haworth’s minor) were collected a little closer to home, 
as this moth occurs most commonly in wild moorland of the kind abundant 
close to Sheffield. These larvae were also sent to Buckler, who undertook their 
description.77

Through the periodical, Batty participated in a correspondence network 
far larger than any he could have cultivated on an individual basis. Like some 
of the correspondents cited earlier in this chapter, he also experienced an un-
expected deluge of letters in response to an advertisement of specimens:

I have received so many applications for L[iparis]. dispar, &c., in conse-
quence of the notice of my duplicates in the Intelligencer, that I cannot possibly 
answer all; those who do not hear from me must therefore conclude that my 
stock of duplicates is exhausted.78

However, Batty should not be dismissed as simply a provider of specimens 
to others, but should be seen instead as an entomologist in his own right, 
taking an active part in the making of scientific knowledge. Although he was 
perhaps one of the more exceptional working- class men of this kind, he was 
by no means alone in his pursuit, as demonstrated by his bricklaying acquain-
tance William Thomas. Individuals such as these played an important function 
within a loosely defined community of scientific practitioners, and an approach  
grounded in communicative practices reveals their role in greater detail.

Those who practiced natural history in the nineteenth century were di-
verse in terms of geography, social class, educational attainment, and scientific 
standing. The Intelligencer and other periodicals became important media 
through which these individuals cohered into a community, and the study 
of these publications offers us an opportunity to recover the ways in which 
naturalists such as James Batty participated in the circulation of scientific 
knowledge, and how this participation was negotiated. However, we should 
be wary of suggesting that this made natural history a classless endeavor, as 
many disadvantages remained to be faced by those who lacked social status or 
wealth. A number of factors limited the inclusivity of a periodical such as the 
Intelligencer. There was the obvious preclusion of all those unable to read and 
write from direct participation in the correspondence carried out within its 
pages. Furthermore, it should be noted that the correspondents to the Intelli-
gencer were almost exclusively male. In the few places where a woman’s name 
can be found, she is almost invariably married and referred to in a letter written 
by her husband, even if she captured the insect herself. In June 1858, Mr. J. P. 
Duncan, from Troon on the west coast of Scotland, reported that
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Mrs. Duncan captured, yesterday afternoon, a fine female specimen of what I 
conceive to be Micra ostrina. In examining a clump of thistle on the sand hills 
it started up, and she gave it pursuit; twice it alighted, and having nothing but 
a small pill- box to take it with, it was at last secured.79

This notice suggests a number of things. It seems Mrs. Duncan was involved 
in fieldwork, paying greater attention to thistles than if she had simply been out 
walking. Furthermore, she carried a pill box, if nothing else— a standard piece 
of entomological equipment for retaining captured insects. However, it was 
Mr. Duncan who identified the specimen, and he who wrote the letter to the 
Intelligencer. Mrs. Duncan’s individuality was elided, identified only by her 
husband’s surname. Such women were not afforded agency by the  periodical, 
as it was to their husbands that any further correspondence was addressed.

Stainton himself remarked upon the paucity of women corresponding di-
rectly with his periodical:

Until a female will make herself known her communication must remain un-
noticed. Among our many valuable correspondents may be reckoned several 
eminent lady entomologists (who have furnished us with several useful hints), 
but it is not necessary that we should advertise their names and addresses, 
unless they wish it.80

This implies that Stainton had received letters from women wishing to be pub-
lished in the Intelligencer, but who wished to do so anonymously, and therefore 
withheld the details of their identity. As a result, they could not be contacted by 
other readers of the periodical, and were effectively shut out of participation in 
any form of direct correspondence and to that extent excluded from its com-
munity. This anxiety is perhaps understandable, given the potential impropri-
ety of a single or even a married woman exchanging letters with an unknown  
man.81 However, Stainton was clearly unwilling to make an exception to his 
requirement that at least a name and address be provided, if not necessarily 
published, by any correspondent as some guarantee of veracity. As demon-
strated by Mrs. Duncan, women were very much active practitioners in this pe-
riod, even if the extent of their contribution is not evident in periodicals such 
as the Intelligencer. Later in the nineteenth century, the visibility of women in 
entomology did begin to increase, with Eleanor Ormerod (1828– 1901) being a 
particularly notable example. However, the Entomologist’s Monthly Magazine 
and other leading publications in the field continued to be dominated by men.
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C o n c l u s i o n

A correspondent to the Intelligencer, identified only as “K. T. L.,” recounted 
how he was a frequent traveler along a particular railway route and often 
shared a carriage with another gentleman, though they were “ignorant of each 
other’s names and tastes.” By coincidence, both were summoned to jury duty, 
and it was there that they discovered a mutual interest:

Before business was commenced, reading the paper was the fashion of the 
hour, and I pulled out the new number of the Intelligencer. My companion, 
looking at my paper, exclaimed, “Are you an entomologist?” “Yes,” said I, “a 
little in that way.” “Did you come to town by train yesterday morning at 8.30? 
For I had a box of insects in my pocket just received from Mr. A.,” &c., &c. Of 
course we shall now be able to converse whilst travelling in the train together, 
instead of looking glumly at each other, in the orthodox English fashion.82

This anecdote indicates a shared sense of community, or the “sympathy of a 
crowd,” between these two men. The reference to a third party— “Mr. A.”— 
shows how the Intelligencer allowed its readers to conceive of themselves as 
part of a group. It is unclear whether Mr. A. was personally known to these 
gentlemen, but reading the periodical nevertheless provided the equivalent of 
mutual acquaintances, thereby allowing the imaginative leap required to form 
a community.

The Entomologist’s Weekly Intelligencer reached ten volumes by 1861, at 
which point Stainton chose to discontinue the periodical, citing the prolifer-
ation of such publications as his primary reason for doing so.83 His decision 
likely had as much to do with the strain of singlehandedly producing an issue 
per week, which must have demanded considerable time and energy from a 
man who did not enjoy the most robust health. The outpouring of dismay 
from  many correspondents at Stainton’s announcement demonstrates the 
central place the periodical had come to hold in the practices of entomolo-
gists. William Gates, a London- based collector and “entomological apparatus 
maker” whose business was advertised in the Intelligencer, wrote to Stainton 
expressing his disappointment. Gates stated his opinion that the periodical 
was “as much a desiderata as any books upon the subject [of entomology],” 
but more significantly, he characterized it as “our weekly newspaper which 
we cannot do without.”84 Once again, this nicely expresses the collective sen-
sibility inspired by the Intelligencer, encapsulated by Gates’s insistence that 
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it is “our weekly newspaper,” and his fear that the entomological community 
simply could not exist if the periodical ceased publication.

Through the rapid and widespread intercommunication made possible 
by the Intelligencer, a scientific community emerged on a scale that had not 
hitherto been possible. While older networks of correspondence of the kind 
described by Anne Secord and Janet Browne had permitted interaction bound 
by constraints of the handwritten letter, the application of print to this method 
in the second half of the nineteenth century had major implications. In ad-
dition to the more tangible benefits of efficiency, the more significant result 
took place in the minds of the periodical’s readers. It enabled the imaginative 
process by which communities are constructed, permitting naturalists to con-
ceive of their activities in relation to those of others. This imagined commu-
nity consisted of individuals from across the social spectrum, and afforded 
working- class naturalists the opportunity to engage with a far greater num-
ber of correspondents. Stainton and other editors such as Edward Newman 
wished to recruit these practitioners in the process of collating observations 
that incrementally added to the store of knowledge, and periodicals such as 
the Intelligencer consequently represent a significant reshaping of scientific 
communities, challenging us to reconsider our accepted notions of “popu-
lar” science in this period. We must therefore move beyond simplistic notions 
of “high” and “low” cultures of science, instead looking to the complex and 
multivocal ways in which the social topography of natural knowledge was ne-
gotiated and defined.
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C h a p t e r  7

Periodical Physics in Britain: 
Institutional and Industrial Contexts, 

1870– 1900
Graeme Gooday

Industrial developments in the 1870s precipitated new journals that evolved 
symbiotically with new professional audiences for physics. The rise of the 
international telegraph industry in the decade after the successful Atlantic 
cable- laying of 1866, followed by the advent of telephony and incandescent 
lighting, led to a huge growth of interest in the technological uses of elec-
tricity among both scholars and technicians. These communities, dispersed 
across Britain and the empire, needed frequent up- to- date information in an 
affordable format about useful developments in electrical theory and practice 
as well as related financial and safety issues. Just as medical practitioners might 
conceivably have saved lives or ameliorated suffering from perusing reports 
and innovations in the weekly Lancet (launched 1823),1 so might engineers and 
technicians hope to improve the prospects of new telecommunications enter-
prises or other electrotechnical ventures by receiving regular weekly or fort-
nightly information from their specialist publications. What they thus needed 
were weekly journals to deliver the most up- to- date news in electrical science 
and its applications. Commercial journals such as the Electrician were set up 
to accomplish on a seven- day cycle what sedate society journals could not do 
with their annual or biannual volumes, paid for by membership fees, and refer-
eeing practices that could bring considerable inertia to publication processes.

Concurrent with the rising interest in technical electricity was a new ed-
ucational demand for practical physics. Since the UK’s 1870 Education Act 
required national school provision in all main subjects, the ensuing decade 
saw a growth both in the number of schoolteachers and in associated teacher 
training activities at burgeoning universities and colleges. The new demand 
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for practical physics teaching generated a growth of practitioners who viewed 
their specialist task as that of developing new forms of accessible experimen-
tal demonstration techniques. To meet those needs, the Physical Society of 
London was founded in 1873, with its first meeting in 1874 and its associated 
Proceedings launched in 1875, to disseminate a culture of educational and em-
pirical physics beyond the remit of older Royal Society journals and the newer 
technical journals on electricity. While dissatisfaction with existing periodicals 
that published on physics was a key factor in the rise of these new institutions 
and periodicals, we shall see that the Georgian Philosophical Magazine (1798– ) 
continued nevertheless to operate alongside both commercial and academic 
journals in ways that reveal overlaps in both the audiences for and content of 
those journals.

The first part of this chapter examines the nonspecialist cultures of physics 
publishing in the mid- nineteenth century, to show the considerable diversity 
not only among the journals’ constituencies but also in their economic oper-
ations and their refereeing and editing practices. Successive parts thereafter 
look at the publication history of the main periodicals outlined above. In the 
context of Fyfe’s recent study of the enormous economic challenges facing the 
Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions,2 it becomes clear why that partic-
ular journal’s refereeing practices had to exclude a significant body of papers 
read to the society’s membership— especially of a speculative or otherwise 
unconventional kind. If it had not done so, the publishing costs involved could 
eventually have bankrupted the Royal Society. I extend Alex Csiszar’s analysis 
of the troubled advent of refereeing in the nineteenth century as a costly and 
time- consuming practice that was by no means self- evidently necessary or pro-
gressive in its effects. Whereas refereeing could delay publication of articles for 
months or even years, new technical journals such as the Electrician instead 
commissioned pieces from house journalists or trusted freelance authors in or-
der to meet the weekly or fortnightly publication schedules expected by those 
working on commercial physics. And while the Physical Society of London 
nurtured its new educationally oriented membership in its Proceedings, this 
community- building aim was clearly not accomplished by rigorously scruti-
nizing and then turning away willing contributors to the new specialist group.3

To understand the emerging differences between the physics communities 
involved, this chapter looks in more detail at the contrasting editorial styles 
and contexts of the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions and the Elec-
trician. First, it examines George Gabriel Stokes’s politically and intellec-
tually conservative cosecretaryship of the Royal Society (1854– 85), with its 
associated editorial role. I explore how he used external refereeing practices 
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in a “gatekeeping” capacity, to allow at least some contentious innovative re-
searches to be published in the elite Transactions while others appeared only 
as abstracts in the Royal Society’s Proceedings. This dialectical refereeing cul-
ture is then contrasted with the unilateral interventive role of the editor in the 
nonrefereeing Electrician— a periodical of positively Franklinian breadth that 
openly solicited newer, more elegant treatments of electrical circuitry for high- 
speed publication.4 Priced at sixpence an issue, this journal had a readership 
constituency and circulation that grew to be much greater than those of the 
“philosophical” journals. We will see how its first editor, Charles Biggs, could 
secure innovative articles from less orthodox writers such as Oliver Heaviside 
to develop more practically useful formulations of James Clerk Maxwell’s the-
ory of electromagnetism,5 which were only later published in the Philosoph-
ical Transactions once Heaviside’s innovative mathematical techniques were 
acknowledged in his Fellowship of the Royal Society.

In the final part of this chapter I will show how Stokes’s editorial strategy, 
combined with unsympathetic referees, led to the rejection of novel researches 
by the former chemist Frederick Guthrie from the Royal Society’s Philosoph-
ical Transactions in 1873. This rebuff to what Guthrie considered as highly 
original work was one of the main catalysts for setting up the Proceedings of 
the Physical Society to publicize “incomplete” experimental and pedagogical 
researches. To round off the chapter, we will see that the creative ties in prac-
tical physics, exemplified in the relationship between the Physical Society 
and the Institution of Electrical Engineers, generated international “science 
abstracts” of foreign journals from 1895 involving editorial staff and experts 
associated with the Electrician. This, I suggest, was recognition that British 
journals alone were insufficient to meet the communal demands for knowledge 
of new physics generated worldwide by the early twentieth century.

While this chapter does not map detailed readership profiles for the jour-
nals discussed, it will show how initially marginal figures such as Guthrie and 
Heaviside could secure recognition for their endeavors through the innova-
tions allowed within the clustering of newer physics journals. In both cases, 
the Royal Society’s Philosophical Transactions looms large: Guthrie parted 
company with it to pursue his more inclusive form of experimentally oriented 
physics, while Heaviside’s eccentric, autodidactic brilliance was eventually 
embraced by it, albeit with diplomatic and practical challenges that highlight 
the complexities of publishing mathematical physics. Both cases reveal the 
tensions between the intersecting communities— academic, educational, and 
industrial— that read journals for physics.
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O v e r v i e w  o f  P h y s i c s  i n  P r e - 
1 8 7 0 s  V i c t o r i a n  P e r i o d i c a l s

The specialist, quasiprofessional nature of the new periodicals I discuss marks 
a clear break with the characteristics of those launched in preceding decades, 
and especially with those of older “philosophical” periodicals from earlier cen-
turies. Principal among these was the Royal Society of London’s elite Philo-
sophical Transactions, which from 1776 served as that society’s official journal. 
Whether it concerned “natural philosophy” or any other branch of natural 
science, a paper read by a fellow at one of the society’s meetings thereby be-
came eligible for publication in the Philosophical Transactions if approved as 
such by the society’s publishing committee. In 1854 the society launched its 
less formal Proceedings, previously Abstracts of the Papers Communicated to 
the Royal Society of London, as an independent journal in which fellows had an 
effectively automatic right of publication. As Csiszar notes in chapter 3 of this 
book, publication of shorter papers in the Proceedings was advantageous for 
a scholar who wanted to bring research promptly to the attention of relevant 
audiences. Yet, as I show below, for those whose work was rejected by Trans-
actions referees— on grounds of insufficient rigor, gentility, or orthodoxy— 
publication in the Proceedings was nevertheless unmistakably less prestigious.6

Somewhat more specialist in its dedication to the physical sciences was 
the Philosophical Magazine, the origins of which date back to 1798. This was 
run by publishers Taylor and Francis as a commercial periodical produced 
on a monthly schedule. As Topham has recently shown, the Philosophical 
Magazine’s aim was to secure a financially self- sustaining operation via a wide 
purchasing readership— very different from the Royal Society’s project of 
subsidized publishing of elite research. Formally, the Philosophical Magazine 
was titled the London, Edinburgh and Dublin Philosophical Magazine and 
Journal of Science, a nomenclature that reflected the complicated history of 
amalgamations with other serial publications since its foundation. A clue to the 
Philosophical Magazine’s working practice is to be found in the Latin epigraph 
on the title page, translated as “The spider’s web is no whit the better because 
it spins it from its own entrails; and my text no whit the worse because, as does 
the bee, I gather its components from other authors’ flowers.”7 This was a wry 
allusion to the Philosophical Magazine’s pragmatic practice of gathering its 
material from many quarters in order to meet its monthly production schedule.

Such material typically included papers submitted directly to the journal or 
via scientific societies, notably the Royal Society. In fact, from 1874 the Philo-
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sophical Magazine was the preferred journal for publishing select papers from 
the meetings of the new Physical Society of London, the council of which only 
formalized and prioritized its own Proceedings somewhat later (see below). 
Of course, to maximize its readership, there was much more to the Philo-
sophical Magazine than just records of papers read before learned societies. 
It also covered “intelligence and miscellaneous articles” on physical science 
calculated to interest its dispersed readership, as well as letters to the editor, 
reports from meetings of scientific societies, selected research published in 
foreign journals, local reports in observational sciences such as meteorology 
and astronomy, and schedules of public lectures in a range of scientific subjects 
including medicine. While the Philosophical Magazine’s “conductors” in the 
late nineteenth century were, like the secretaries of the Royal Society, typi-
cally university academics, their editorial role in the Philosophical Magazine 
was traditionally less interventive than that of the editors of the Philosophical 
Transactions. As Fyfe and Moxham note, by the 1820s a short submission to 
the Philosophical Magazine could be published within a month— a pace that 
the sedate machinery of the Royal Society could not match.8 Although we 
know that Taylor and Francis sought out practitioners such as John Tyndall 
to act as “readers” for papers submitted, Clarke and Mussell suggest that it 
was not until these publishers appointed Oliver Lodge, George Carey Foster, 
and J. J. Thomson as expert editors in 1911 that the Philosophical Magazine 
adopted a formal refereeing process comparable to that of the Royal Society.9

While the Philosophical Magazine survived the entire nineteenth century, 
specializing mostly in the physical sciences, before the transition period of 
the 1870s no other journal in this subject domain had comparable longevity. 
Specialization in the physical sciences was not, it seems, a financially viable 
option without an extensive readership grounded in successful industrial 
applications. For example, William Sturgeon’s journal Annals of Electricity, 
Magnetism, and Chemistry; and Guardian of Experimental Science was read 
between 1836 and 1843 by a mixed audience of experimenters and entrepre-
neurial projectors. However, the small- scale early networks of electroplating 
and telegraph specialists were clearly insufficient as a stable readership; thus, 
the Annals collapsed after seven years.10 Once the first short- lived transatlantic 
telegraph cable began communications in summer 1858 between Britain and 
North America, a community of international telegraphic specialists emerged 
to exploit its possibilities. Notwithstanding the cable’s permanent breakdown 
after just three weeks’ operation, there was enough interest to prompt the first 
run of the short- lived periodical known as the Electrician. This first appeared 
in November 1861, edited by Desmond Fitzgerald, and was dedicated to both 
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telegraphy in particular and electricity in general. But with no great growth 
in the international industry, this journal was discontinued three and a half 
years later— just before the great boom that attended the first fully operational 
transatlantic telegraph cable laid in 1865– 66.11

Overall it would seem that nonspecialist publications covering broader ter-
ritory that included physics appealed more generally to periodical audiences 
than those focusing on physics alone. Two in particular that were launched in 
the second half of the 1860s also covered physics but intermixed it with much 
else, and therein perhaps lay their success. The English Mechanic (1865– 1926) 
was a popular weekly magazine initially subtitled “A Record of Mechanical 
Inventions, Scientific and Industrial Progress, Building, Engineering, Man-
ufactures, and Arts”; latterly the subtitle changed to “Mirror of Science and 
Art,” covering in addition electricity, photography, and chemistry. This mag-
azine was directed at broad but not necessarily vocational audiences keen to 
share adventures in applied science with fellow readers.12 More scholarly in 
tone, and focused more on natural sciences than on technology, Macmillan’s 
generalist weekly Nature was launched in 1869. This was long subsidized by 
Macmillan so that it could offer the attractive prospect of publishing up- to- 
date material from across the physical, biological, mathematical, and human 
sciences to a smaller readership than that of the English Mechanic.13 As a spe-
cialist himself in the sciences of the physical observatory, Nature’s first editor, 
Norman Lockyer, ensured that much physics filled the pages of this broad- 
ranging general science periodical.14

By this time, moves were afoot in a rapidly expanding international tele-
graph industry to secure specialist representation in both institutions and 
journals. This fertile territory was first marked in 1871 by the creation of the 
Society of Telegraph Engineers, founded as a breakaway from the Institution 
of Civil Engineers (founded in 1818) which treated this new cable- laying en-
terprise as being only of minority interest.15 The Journal of the Society of Tele-
graph Engineers ( JSTE) was published from 1872, and included advanced 
electrical measurement techniques derived from transoceanic operations, es-
pecially for locating remote faults of seabed cable to be repaired by the most 
advanced techniques of contemporary electrical science. In ensuing decades 
the specialist methods and apparatus developed in such electrical measure-
ment were widely adopted in physics teaching and research laboratories. As 
Simon Schaffer notes, some of these were very swiftly included by the JSTE 
subscriber James Clerk Maxwell in his Treatise on Electricity and Magnetism 
in 1873.16 The gesture was returned by a struggling freelance writer and erst-
while telegraph clerk, Oliver Heaviside, who elaborated in the JSTE upon 
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Maxwell’s theories in more readily usable forms for telegraphers and physics 
teachers alike.17 As we shall see, however, Heaviside’s most significant contri-
butions to electrical technoscience had been published in a newly revived form 
of the Electrician a decade later.

A revealing precursor to the story I tell below about physics journals can 
be found in mid- nineteenth- century developments in chemistry periodicals. 
The Chemist and Druggist was launched in 1859 and the Chemical News in 
1862; both catered to an expanding market of commercial and some academic 
chemical practitioners with similarly specialist interests. Following the earlier 
founding of the Pharmaceutical Society in 1841 and its organ the Pharmaceu-
tical Journal in 1842, these developments collectively served as precedents 
for the technical organizations and journals dedicated to electrical knowledge 
that emerged in the 1870s. In a complementary sense, the Chemical Society of 
London, which first published its periodical Memoirs in 1841, was the obvious 
model for the Physical Society of London, founded one- quarter of a century 
later, and indeed with some common membership.18

It should be emphasized that the journals and institutions of physics 
discussed below were not neatly demarcated enterprises. Given the rise of 
technical- industrial journals presenting new forms of physics, especially the 
electrical variety, it would be anachronistic to treat this period as one in which 
physics was an autonomous discipline of unworldly abstractions; that would 
be much more the story of the mid- twentieth century. By contrast, in the late 
nineteenth century physics was still a mutable assemblage of subspecialties, 
still sharing with chemistry an interest in heat and latterly radioactivity; with 
electrical engineering an interest in electromagnetism and precision electrical 
measurement; with mechanical engineering a concern with mechanics and 
thermodynamics; and with astronomy an interest in both remote heavenly 
spaces and mathematical dynamics. Significantly, then, none of the newer jour-
nals involving “physics” discussed below actually included that specific term 
in their titles. Equally significantly, physicists read and published in electri-
cal engineering journals, and chemists were leading members of the Physical 
Society of London. Indeed, the boundaries of physics remained permeable 
until the First World War brought an urgent imperative for specialized and 
compartmentalized technical expertise.19

T h e  C h a n g i n g  L a n d s c a p e  o f  “ P h y s i c s ”  J o u r n a l s

Another anachronism to be avoided in the period covered by this chapter 
is the tendency to differentiate physics sharply from the traditional study of 
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“natural philosophy.” After all, the older terminology has long persisted both 
in the curricula of the Scottish universities and in the titles of the longest- 
established periodicals that published papers in this domain: the Philosoph-
ical Transactions and the Philosophical Magazine. In the period covered by 
this chapter, the broad coverage of these periodicals still matched the “philo-
sophical” breadth with which they had been founded, and thus to some extent 
“physics” and “natural philosophy” were largely synonymous at least until the 
early twentieth century. During the later nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries, however, changes in these older periodicals reflected a changing publish-
ing landscape in which newer groups of physics practitioners demanded new 
kinds of specialist journals.

By contrast, in the early nineteenth century the Royal Society’s Philosoph-
ical Transactions was by no means a venue for preponderantly innovative re-
search. As is well known, Charles Babbage’s complaints about the “decline of 
science in England” eventually prompted a limiting of aristocratic influences 
in its annual operations.20 Thus as the Royal Society’s historian Henry Lyons 
points out, after the mid- nineteenth century degentrification of the society, 
the content of the Philosophical Transactions increased threefold.21 During 
the period of George Stokes’s tenure as cosecretary of the Royal Society 
(1854– 86), the Philosophical Transactions was published in a unitary volume 
covering the entire spectrum of both physical and life sciences. While Stokes 
was appointed as “physical secretary” and a succession of co- appointments as 
secretaries covered the life sciences, notably Thomas Henry Huxley (1870– 81) 
and Michael Foster (1881– 1903), their division of labor for the Royal Society 
was not discipline- specific. While all candidate papers to be published in the 
Transactions had first to be read out to a society meeting, if the author was not 
a fellow this task typically fell to the available secretary. Thus, Stokes at times 
strained to read out biological papers, as is illustrated in this letter written to 
his wife Mary, at home in Cambridge, in January 1857 after one such arduous 
performance:

. . . Last night was a R. S. night. I had a paper to read out on the minute anat-
omy of the earth- worm and another on a kindred subject. I told General Sabine 
[P. R. S.] that in reading such papers I felt as if I were a pair of bellows to be 
blown for the benefit of the Society. I felt I was a sort of reading machine, the 
papers were so completely out of my line.22

This non- discipline- specific labor extended also to the editorial roles for the 
society’s periodicals. While Stokes took on the “internal scientific work, both 
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physical and biological,” involving correspondence with all prospective or ac-
tual authors for society journals, Huxley and then Foster took on the “external 
scientific work” of dealing with government inquiries, communications with 
other national or overseas bodies, and scientific expeditions.23 Presumably 
it was because of the impossibility of replicating Stokes’s omniscience and 
extraordinary dedication in editorial work that, after he relinquished the role 
of physical secretary in 1885 to take on the presidency following Huxley’s 
 resignation, the refereeing process was managed by sectional committees ap-
pointed from among Royal Society fellows.

Up to this point, a characteristic of the “philosophical” breadth of both 
Royal Society publications was the inclusion of physics papers among all other 
kinds of natural science papers. But this ultimately proved unsustainable as a 
result of the gradually increasing size of successive journal issues, combined 
with the expense of circulating a full journal issue to all members and all com-
municating societies. Given the diverging specialist interests of its readerships 
into subcommunities in the physical and biological sciences, the Royal Soci-
ety’s committees decided to split the hitherto unitary journals to reflect this 
change. From 1887, two separate specialist series, physical sciences (A) and 
biological sciences (B), were introduced to the Philosophical Transactions, 
with the Proceedings following the same bifurcation in 1905.24 Economic prag-
matism was indeed as much a force as reader specialization in the emerging 
distinctive publication patterns of “physics.”25 As a background to that tran-
sition, we will see that in the 1870s new specialist publications, especially for 
electricity, helped to shape the new landscape for periodical physics.

By then, one of the most important British locations for the publishing 
of new research in electrical technoscience was the Electrician, relaunched 
in May 1878 with the subtitle “A Weekly Journal of Theoretical and Applied 
 Electricity and Chemical Physics.” Like the previous version of this journal 
that ran briefly in the early 1860s, this was published under the joint pro-
prietorship of Sir James Anderson, former captain of the cable- laying “Great 
Eastern,” and the Atlantic telegraph magnate John Pender. It was initially 
edited (1878– 87) by Charles Henry Walker Biggs, with a broad- ranging am-
bition to publish technical and business articles on applied electricity, but 
also translations of overseas research publications, technical correspondence, 
students’ pages, book reviews, reports from scientific society meetings, and 
patent specifications.26 As an example of how closely the Electrician reported 
innovations in physics, we can note that in 1897 it was the only mainstream 
science periodical to report J. J. Thomson’s identification of a unique small 
mass- to- charge ratio for “corpuscles” in cathode ray tubes— these later being 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Periodical Physics in Britain 247

redesignated as “electrons.”27 Eight years later the Electrician was also the 
first periodical in Britain to comment on Einstein’s new theory of relativity 
in its weekly column “Contemporary Electrical Science,” by its regular paid 
international columnist E. E. Fournier D’Albe.28

As a sixpenny weekly, the Electrician had a circulation in the thousands 
by the 1880s, and reached out to an anticipated audience of telegraphists, 
electrical engineers, entrepreneurs, teachers, and technological researchers. 
And with plentiful commercial advertising of new equipment to underwrite 
its expenses, the journal could afford to do more than just report recent news 
in electrical science and technology. As editor, Biggs was in a position to invest 
in commissioning more exploratory and theoretical articles on topics of po-
tential future value for the development of electrical communications, power, 
and lighting. Commencing in 1882, his commissions were for various series of 
thematically related articles on interrelated aspects of physics and engineering. 
These were sufficiently extensive in scope that they could last up to a year or 
more, accompanied by correspondence from readers engaging critically with 
the commissioned articles. In Strange’s analysis of the Electrician’s “learned 
journal” function, he notes that among the most significant among these were 
numerous series of articles commissioned from Oliver Heaviside between 
1882 and 1906, which I will discuss further below.29 So successful was this 
format that by 1885 the Electrician’s more industrially focused competitor, the 
Telegraphic Journal and Electrical Review (founded in 1872), began to emulate 
Biggs’s successful strategy of commissioning series of articles.30

The Philosophical Transactions and the Electrician thus provide important 
examples of the contingent power of the editorial role to adopt either referee-
ing or commissioning processes to shape the content of periodicals and their 
associated communities. In what follows, the consequence of that divergence 
of editorial practice will be spelled out in terms of how Royal Society referees 
worked with Stokes to maintain an exclusive elite culture in the Philosophical 
Transactions, but also how commissioned authors worked with Biggs and his 
successors to nurture a more diverse community of practitioners engaging 
with the Electrician.

R e f e r e e i n g  P h y s i c s  i n  t h e 
p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s

To understand the particular expectation of physicists aiming to publish in the 
Philosophical Transactions and the fate of their submissions in its exclusive 
refereeing processes, we need to understand the overall pattern of develop-
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ments in Royal Society periodical publishing during the nineteenth century. 
Moxham and Fyfe have mapped the evolving patterns of refereeing across 
the history of the Philosophical Transactions, and they document the broader 
changes that prompted the society’s formalized recourse in 1832 to expert ref-
ereeing by fellows of the Royal Society. Since the papers published there were 
substantial in length and often lavishly illustrated, the heavy financial commit-
ment entailed a significant selectivity: only half of the papers communicated to 
the society were sent to a pair of referees, and just 30 percent of paper submis-
sions were actually published. Even for papers that survived the critical scru-
tiny to check that their contributions were substantial and original, referees 
could request significant changes before publication.31 Aileen Fyfe notes that 
the refereeing process entailed that many months could elapse before a paper 
was published in the Philosophical Transactions; this was thus not a journal 
organized to address the needs of communities seeking quick and easy access 
to cutting- edge research.32

Although refereeing was commonplace before his appointment, a rigor-
ous system of conferring with two referees (rather than deferring to a society 
committee) was largely introduced by the Royal Society’s cosecretary George 
Gabriel Stokes, Lucasian Professor of Mathematics at Cambridge. This system 
dated from his appointment in 1854 as de facto editor of the Transactions and 
Proceedings. This system of refereeing was not only designed to filter out all 
submissions judged to be below sufficient quality, but also to ensure that the 
production costs of the Philosophical Transactions did not become astronom-
ically large. Policing the distribution of articles between these house journals 
was a major preoccupation for Stokes and T. H. Huxley during their time as 
joint secretaries of the Royal Society, as they sought the judgment of referees 
to make the key decisions.

Stokes’s implementation of this framework for the publication of physics 
articles depended considerably upon the particularities of his editorial predi-
lections and his personal trusted subcommunity of elite referees. The scope 
of Stokes’s commitment to editing is evident from the sheer number of let-
ters in his correspondence: about seventeen thousand extant items. Much of 
Stokes’s correspondence— first as secretary, then as president from 1885 to 
1890— related to four decades of the Royal Society’s incoming and outgoing 
business.33 Stokes would write so many letters a day that by 1878, even he 
could not always read his own handwriting. Indeed, until he got a typewriting 
machine in 1879, his correspondents might be forgiven for finding it difficult 
to tell whether a paper submitted by them had been accepted or rejected.34 
One of the difficulties, as his daughter Isabella (Mrs. Laurence Humphry) 
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later reported, was that Stokes never allowed anyone to assist him in his la-
bors, since he worked at his Cambridge home. Another was that he retained 
everything he received by post, even advertisements: “It may be imagined that, 
keeping everything, he could find nothing.”35 Often the extra work and delay 
was of Stokes’s own making. For example, he attempted in May 1882 to help a 
prospective contributor to the Philosophical Transactions improve the stylistic 
aspects of a paper in response to referees’ criticisms, but then forgot about it 
so that the author had to prompt him to follow it through to publication.36

Generally, however, the referees to whom Stokes appealed to adjudicate 
papers for the Philosophical Transactions replied within several weeks. And 
while standards for acceptance were high in terms of rigorous exegesis and 
detailed explanations, there was some latitude given to matters of controversy. 
As noted by Fyfe and Moxham, one correspondent who served as a frequent 
and liberal- minded referee for the Philosophical Transactions was William 
Thomson (later Baronet/Lord Kelvin). It was to Thomson, closely trusted 
as a friend, that Stokes often turned on difficult questions and in matters con-
cerning newer directions of natural philosophy. Thomson proved to be a ready 
respondent, generous in his recommendations even when he disagreed with 
authors’ conclusions. Consider, for example, submissions to the Royal Society 
by John Tyndall, a fellow of the Royal Society (FRS) from 1852 and professor 
of natural philosophy at the Royal Institution from 1853.37 In his second phase 
of research on the new and still somewhat controversial topic of diamagnetism, 
Tyndall submitted his paper “On the Nature of the Force by Which Bodies 
Are Repelled from the Pole of a Magnet” to the Royal Society on 31 October 
1854. This was eventually read to a society meeting on 25 January 1855 and, 
following society committee recommendations, delivered under the rubric of 
the society’s prestigious Bakerian Lecture.

As Roland Jackson notes, in seeking referees for potential publication of 
the lecture in the Transactions, Stokes turned to the mineralogist William H. 
Miller and to William Thomson. While Miller unhesitatingly recommended 
publication, Thomson swiftly returned his more critical report to Stokes on 12 
February.38 Following several years of debate in which Tyndall had allied him-
self with his mentor Michael Faraday to criticize Thomson’s work, Thomson 
as a referee was in turn critical of Tyndall’s claims about the nature of magnetic 
influence, wishing “much modification to be made in the controversial parts 
of the communication.” Yet, as a latitudinarian in this controversy, Thomson 
added: “Should Mr. Tyndall be disposed to make no change, I should ad-
vise publication as it stands.” And thus after a robust response by Tyndall to 
Thomson’s critique, the Bakerian lecture was published, only lightly revised, 
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in the Philosophical Transactions in May 1855. For the benefit of broader au-
diences, it was reprinted in two parts in the September and October issues 
of the Philosophical Magazine.39 By contrast, in May of the following year, 
Thomson agonized rather longer over a paper by Reuben Philips on aurora, 
fireball lightning, and shooting stars, which Thomson found to be ill- judged 
rather than controversial. Feeling “very much regret” at having “kept the letter 
so long,” Thomson explained to Stokes that there was “a good deal objection-
able” in the paper. Rare was it for the Royal Society’s editorial authorities to 
go against Thomson’s judgements; hence, this particular article ended up only 
abstracted in the Royal Society’s Proceedings for 1856– 57.40

John Tyndall in turn took it upon himself to support the ambitions that 
less established (non- FRS) members of the physics and natural philosophy 
community had for publication in the Royal Society’s prestigious Transac-
tions. One such was the chemist- turned- physicist Frederick Guthrie, who re-
turned briefly to London in the late 1860s from isolation teaching at a college 
in Mauritius. Guthrie sought assistance from Tyndall as an FRS to secure a 
reading and then a publication for his researches on the thermal resistance of 
liquids. Having already secured a publication on some preliminary notes in 
the Philosophical Magazine,41 Guthrie submitted a fuller version of his paper 
to Stokes, informing him somewhat presumptuously that “Professor Tyndall 
has read and agreed to communicate it to the Royal Society, and should he be 
referee would advise publication in the Philosophical Transactions.”42 Tyndall 
subsequently communicated the paper to the society in October 1868, where 
it was read on 21 January 1869 and thence published in the Proceedings.43 
Nonetheless, it is clear that the referees secured by Stokes did not immediately 
concur with Tyndall’s purported recommendation. This we can surmise from 
Guthrie’s letter to Stokes of July 1869 asking him either to publish his paper 
promptly in the Transactions or to return it to him immediately, commenting 
tersely: “I am bound to have my observations made useful to the public with 
as little further delay as possible.”44

One of the Royal Society’s sceptical referees for this paper was very prob-
ably James Clerk Maxwell, as we can discern from the well informed letter he 
wrote in November 1869 when William Thomson asked for his wisdom on the 
conductivity of liquids for heat. As Maxwell recalled to Thomson:

The last thing on the subject is “on the thermal resistance of liquids.” Guthrie 
states in his paper (I do not know if it is to be printed . . .) [sic] previous results. 
His experimental methods seem very good. His chief defect is that he never 
seems to know what he is going to measure. He works at the Royal Institution 
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and has been so Tyndallized that he describes the specific resistance of a liquid 
to be “the ratio” of the quantity of heat arrested by the liquid to that arrested 
by an equal thickness of water. . . .45

Notwithstanding Maxwell’s negative views, a version of Guthrie’s paper was 
indeed published as Tyndall had recommended in the Philosophical Transac-
tions later in 1869.46 At around that time, also on Tyndall’s recommendation, 
Guthrie took over Tyndall’s lectureship at the Government School of Mines.

In his next paper submitted to the Royal Society, “Approach Caused by 
Vibration,” matters turned out somewhat differently. For this qualitative study, 
Guthrie secured Thomson’s sympathy. He read Guthrie’s abstract with “great 
interest” once it had appeared in the Proceedings for autumn 1870,47 and wrote 
to thank Guthrie for supplying him with a physical mechanism to explain the 
mutual interactions of atoms, conceived by Thomson as fluid vortices. Such 
was the tenor of Thomson’s enthusiasm that he wrote three further letters to 
Guthrie on the subject during the following ten days. At Guthrie’s request, 
each of these letters from Thomson was published by Stokes in the Proceed-
ings  for November 1870.48 Thomson’s high- level interest in Guthrie’s work 
soon secured him a new status too: on 9 June 1871, Stokes wrote to Guthrie 
informing him of his election as a fellow of the Royal Society.49 Yet, even with 
this new status and Thomson’s support, no fuller version of Guthrie’s largely 
empirical paper appeared in the more prestigious Transactions. Since Royal 
Society referees expected claims for originality to be supported by substantial 
theoretical, quantitative, or mathematical analysis, this was not an unexpected 
result. And, as we will see later in this chapter, the critical response of Royal 
Society referees to Guthrie’s next eclectic empirical offering prompted him to 
launch the Physical Society of London instead.

Managing such decisions to decline publication of innovative or hetero-
dox articles in the Royal Society’s Transactions was a customary matter for 
Stokes, acting as the Royal Society’s editor in all but name.50 This tendency to 
publish only innovative work that met the society’s most traditional standards 
resulted in it rejecting from the Transactions original work that was only later 
considered very important. For now, let us note that Stokes himself, described 
aptly by David B. Wilson as “cautious,” epitomized the most conservative 
elements of this tradition in his own refereeing work for the Royal Society. 
When reviewing Osborne Reynolds’s research on the theory of turbulent fluid 
flow in 1883, Stokes encountered a work written in the Cambridge University 
idiom of hydrodynamics with which Stokes had been familiar since under-
graduate days. Accordingly, Stokes directly recommended publication in the 
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Philosophical Transactions with only minor revisions needed. By contrast, for 
Reynolds’s more radical paper on this topic eleven years later, which involved 
significant terminological and methodological innovations, Stokes expressed 
great hesitancy. In declining to offer a recommendation, Stokes implied his 
disapproval of Reynolds’s paper. Four years after he retired from the Royal 
Society’s presidency, Stokes’s scholarly reputation as a conservative in both 
science and politics was thus sealed.51 In fact, Osborne’s radical paper was 
indeed published in the Philosophical Transactions, since by then the Royal 
Society’s publication of papers framed in new mathematical styles had a prec-
edent in Oliver Heaviside’s vector calculus published several years earlier. 
Overall, then, we can see that the Royal Society’s refereeing processes, espe-
cially when Stokes was involved, tended to favor contributions from authors 
with more conventional approaches and elite education backgrounds. Un-
surprisingly, we will see that practitioners of newer kinds of experimental or 
technical physics found it easier to get speedier and sympathetic publication 
in other newer periodicals.

C h a r l e s  B i g g s :  E d i t o r i a l  D i s c r e t i o n 
a t  t h e  e l e c t r i c i a n

The contrast between Stokes’s conservative approach to editing within the 
institutional demands of the Royal Society and the entrepreneurial strategy 
of Charles Henry Walker Biggs in seeking new writers to contribute to com-
mercial publications on electrical science could not have been greater. Biggs 
was the Electrician’s first editor at its relaunch in 1878, explicitly picking up 
the title from the short- lived precursor in the early 1860s, discussed above. 
Like Guthrie and Heaviside, Biggs was something of an outsider in the gen-
teel world of metropolitan science publishing. Before joining the Electrician 
in 1878, he had been a schoolteacher and freelance tutor with no previous 
experience in journal editing or formal qualifications in science, though he 
had submitted papers on educational and electrical matters to the British As-
sociation for the Advancement of Science.52 Untrammelled by most orthodox 
educational attainments, Biggs was not especially inclined to privilege writers 
with formal academic credentials, as was evidently the case with Royal Society 
publications. Instead, in producing weekly news publications he sought out 
sources on both practical and theoretical developments in electricity, espe-
cially for the new fields of telephony, electric power, and incandescent lighting. 
It was, after all, for the community of professional specialists in these areas 
that Biggs edited the Electrician, as well as for the growing communities of 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



Periodical Physics in Britain 253

academic teachers and city entrepreneurs whose interests he also sought to 
meet, so as to maximize the journal’s circulation figures.

For example, early issues of the Electrician in 1878 covered reports of 
anticipations of, and then experiments in, new forms of electrical illumina-
tion: the dazzling Jablochkoff arc lights and the domestic Edison and Swan 
incandescent lamps.53 Developments in microphone technology developed 
for the telephone industry were also early discussed by Biggs, leading swiftly 
to the recognition by Nature of the Electrician as a key up- to- date “scientific 
journal” that could discuss the science of microphones most authoritatively.54 
Biggs’s editorials every January thereafter documented the developments in 
technologies over the preceding year, as well as the broader financial and po-
litical climate in which those innovations emerged, drawing in both academic 
commentators and practically experienced workers to discuss the develop-
ments in short pieces or via correspondence pages. At other times Biggs was 
approached by writers from the community of telegraph engineering, seeking 
advice on publishing their hard- earned wisdom.

One such writer was the Irish telegraphist John Joseph Fahie, an overseas 
employee of the Indo- European Government Telegraph Department since 
1867. Fahie had used his spare time to compile an early history of the telegraph, 
to show how much had been accomplished prior to William Cooke and Charles 
Wheatstone’s famous and allegedly foundational patent of 1837. Finding no 
other publisher willing to take on such a project, Fahie approached the Elec-
trician in 1883. As editor, Biggs swiftly agreed to publish those parts of Fahie’s 
manuscript that dealt strictly with electrical matters, while declining sections 
on the mechanical aspects of telegraphy. Fahie thus reedited the volume into a 
series of papers that Biggs published in the Electrician throughout 1883. The 
following year, Fahie was able to capitalize upon the recognition thus achieved 
to secure a contract with the London and New York publisher E. & F. N. Spon to  
reproduce these articles as A History of Electric Telegraphy, to the Year 1837.55

As well as being speedily reactive to journalistic copy, Biggs was well placed 
to pay for the commissioning of articles, given the advertising income that 
the Electrician received from commercial manufacturers and suppliers of 
electrical goods from its very first volume. Specifically, he had the capacity 
to commission various series of cutting- edge articles from authors whom he 
considered to be well placed to advise the Electrician’s wider readership of 
electrical specialists in academic life and industry on future developments.56 
In this he recognized both academic writers and innovative thinkers situated 
outside academic circles, especially those who offered fresh approaches to 
the novel challenges of making electric telephony, power, and lighting reliable 
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and affordable enough to be both a commercial and a technical success. Biggs 
evidently saw the importance for telecommunications of the work by Oliver 
Heaviside, the freelance mathematical writer on Maxwellian physics.

After retiring from his uncongenial work as a telegraph clerk in 1873, Oliver 
Heaviside had scraped together a living from freelance writing. Much of his 
subsequent reclusive career was spent writing on James Clerk Maxwell’s Trea-
tise on Electricity and Magnetism (1873), to clarify its more obscure passages 
and to develop practical applications from it for telegraphy and telephony. Up 
to 1882, Heaviside’s densely analytical writings had appeared in the Philo-
sophical Magazine and the Journal of the Society of Telegraph Engineers. After 
seeing a few carefully crafted pieces that Heaviside submitted to the Electri-
cian in 1882, Biggs quickly commissioned a series of paid articles, reassuring 
Heaviside: “So long as you remain good to write, so long shall I be pleased to 
receive and insert your MS. . . . I hope this period will be a period of infinite 
duration.”57 What would turn out to be only five years of such commissions be-
gan with a fortnightly series titled “The Relations between Magnetic Force and 
Current,” which ran from November 1882 to March 1883. Even without giv-
ing evidence of communal enthusiasm for Heaviside’s articles, Biggs commis-
sioned further series from him: “Some Electrostatic and Magnetic Relations” 
(1883), “The Energy of the Electric Current” (1884), “The Induction of Cur-
rents in Cores” (1884– 85), and “Electromagnetic Propagation” (1885– 87).58

As Heaviside later dryly noted, the Electrician paid him around forty 
pounds a year for these commissioned series: “less than a hodman.”59 While 
the fellow Maxwellians Oliver Lodge and George Fitzgerald regretted his de-
cision to publish this material in a commercial journal, this opportunity at least 
gave Heaviside both a living and an opportunity to publish untrammeled by 
referees. It was thus that he could introduce such neologisms as “reluctance” 
and “impedance” without fear of objection.60 He evidently relished not only 
the way that Biggs gave him free rein to write in his own wryly idiosyncratic 
style, but also the access he gave him to very accurate typesetting for his elab-
orate mathematical expression. Later he recalled that the Electrician’s com-
positors were “very intelligent, read mathematics like winking and carry out all 
instructions by [the] author.” Moreover, Heaviside’s submitted copy appeared 
in the Electrician within just two weeks, far quicker than in the Royal Society’s 
journals or even the Philosophical Magazine.61 Thus, as Hunt and Nahin have 
shown, it was in the Electrician that Heaviside chose to present his Maxwellian 
perspective, that optimizing self- induction (electromagnetic inertia) was the 
critical factor for telegraph and telephone engineers to secure effective long- 
distance communications.62
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Yet Heaviside’s freedom of expression in the Electrician, unfettered by ref-
erees or editorial interventions, threatened the continuation of his long- term 
commissions. His Maxwellian exegeses sometimes involved undiplomatic as-
saults on senior figures in the telegraphic community, such as William Preece, 
the Post Office’s “chief electrician,” who refused to accept that anything other 
than electrical resistance mattered in accomplishing long- distance telephony. 
The barely disguised insults that Heaviside flung at Preece on this point pre-
cipitated considerable embarrassment to John Pender and others as propri-
etors of the Electrician. Hence Biggs wrote to Heaviside on 20 September 1887 
indicating that, to be able to continue the speedy publishing of his articles, “I 
must beg of you to leave the hot controversial discussions for a future oppor-
tunity.” Even after several such enjoinders to Heaviside, Biggs seemed unable 
to resolve the matter further. So he resigned the Electrician’s editorship in 
early October, promptly taking up the editorship of the newly founded Elec-
trical Engineer.63

Biggs’s successor in editing the Electrician, William Henry Snell, initially 
advised all invited contributors on 14 October 1887 to continue submissions 
as before. Yet Heaviside was an exception: on 30 November Snell wrote to 
him canceling his series on electromagnetism, claiming that nobody, not even 
students, actually read them. Until Snell’s conservative editorship ended upon 
his death in March 1890, the Electrician carried nothing more by Heaviside 
and made little effort to court new expertise that looked beyond the imme-
diate needs of the electrical subcommunities that made up the readership of 
this journal.64

Shunned by the Electrician, Heaviside instead began to develop a new 
“vector calculus” using mathematical “operators.” This articulated a more 
succinct formulation of Maxwell’s sprawling algebraic formulas than was pos-
sible with the conventional technique of “quaternions” developed originally 
by William Rowan Hamilton in Dublin.65 While Heaviside’s approach was 
better suited to capturing the interrelated behavior of multiple changing elec-
tromagnetic variables, it also required new methodology and typography of 
a sort alien to readers of the Philosophical Transactions (see further below). 
In the meantime, however, Sir William Thomson’s public endorsement, as 
president of the Institution of Electrical Engineers, of Heaviside’s Maxwel-
lian analysis of long- distance telephony brought the shy, reclusive autodidact 
back into the mainstream in 1889.66 The editor of the Electrician from 1890, 
Cambridge Natural Sciences graduate Alexander Pelham Trotter, was more 
sympathetic too; Trotter was “extremely constructive in thought with a dislike 
for methods which he considered prohibitive and likely to delay progress.”67 
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Heaviside thus received new commissions for the Electrician just as he was 
elected a fellow of the Royal Society in 1891 with support from Thomson and 
Oliver Lodge.68

The following year saw Heaviside’s first- ever publication in the Philosoph-
ical Transactions. This was his cue to introduce to the Royal Society’s reader-
ship his own distinctive recasting of Maxwell, and his new notation of vector 
calculus.69 As A. P. Trotter noted, not a few FRSs grumbled at the introduction 
to the Philosophical Transactions of an alien form of mathematics that lacked 
the “rigor” of the Cambridge Mathematics Tripos.70 Without the freedoms 
in which he had been indulged by the Electrician’s editors, Heaviside was 
obliged to be more formal in his writing for Philosophical Transactions, but 
he still took the opportunity to attack the journal’s traditional conventions 
on mathematical notation. Concurrently, the Royal Society’s printers found it 
rather more challenging to handle his mathematical notation than had those 
at the Electrician and Philosophical Magazine. When Heaviside’s paper “On 
the Forces, Stresses, and Fluxes of Energy in the Electromagnetic Field” was 
finally published on 1 January 1892, he complained of four months of delays 
for the paper, caused by “typographical troubles.” To satisfy him, the society’s 
printers had had to cut a whole new series of type.71 Worse still, in 1894 he 
found that his attempt to use the FRS privilege of publishing papers directly 
(without refereeing) in the Royal Society’s Proceedings was thwarted by its 
publishing committee’s concerns about his lack of rigor in his incomplete for-
mulation of results.72

It was around this time that his fellow FRS, the eminent aristocratic engi-
neer James Swinburne, wrote to Heaviside about the new sourness emerging 
in his relationship with Royal Society publishing. Of his own accord, Swin-
burne recommended the Physical Society, not the Royal Society’s allegedly 
little- read journals, as the institution most appropriate for disseminating news 
of practical applications:

Why do you secrete important papers at the Royal Society? You have hinted 
that you had difficulty in finding a good outlet; the Royal Society is not an out-
let, it is an inlet or sink. If you send your papers to the Physical Society there 
will be a [divulgence] of information.73

Despite Swinburne’s advice, Heaviside appears to have had no subsequent 
dealings with the Physical Society, since his work did not match its empirical 
agenda. He continued instead to publish in the Electrician and Philosophi-
cal Magazine. Yet, as we shall see in the next section, the Physical Society of 
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London was indeed able to publish certain kinds of innovation more readily 
than was the Royal Society. Swinburne’s recommendation was based upon 
personal knowledge that the newer society would be more welcoming than its 
royal counterpart to important but incomplete physical research.

B e t w e e n  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s 
a n d  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  m a g a z i n e :  T h e 

P h y s i c a l  S o c i e t y ’ s  p r o c e e d i n g s

To understand the advent of the Physical Society of London and the subse-
quent launch of its Proceedings over the period from 1873 to 1875, we need to 
consider two factors that shaped both its characteristically inclusive member-
ship and its focus on demonstrations of useful practical physics. Both of these 
factors were mediated through the role of the relatively little- known chemist- 
turned- physicist Frederick Guthrie, mentioned above. First, following the 
Education Act of 1870, there was a general expansion in school education in 
Britain across all subjects, and this indirectly increased the demand for physics 
teachers across the country. One major center for training science teachers 
created soon afterwards was the Science Schools in South Kensington, where 
Guthrie was professor of physics alongside (inter alia) Thomas Henry Hux-
ley as professor of biology. Not only were these science school professors all 
national examiners in their subject for the Department of Science and Art: in 
their respective South Kensington laboratories, each professor taught exper-
imental methods to trainee science teachers. In managing and shaping the 
demand for a new generation of physics teachers, Guthrie came to know well 
that constituency and its demands.74

Looking back fifty years after its first meeting at the Physical Society’s ju-
bilee in 1924, Guthrie’s erstwhile laboratory assistant (and later professor of 
physics at the Royal College of Science) William Fletcher Barrett vividly re-
called this stimulus:

It was, no doubt, contact with these science teachers from all parts of the coun-
try which showed the need of a society for diffusing knowledge of the progress 
of physical research at home and abroad, and for the publication of original 
work, and this led to the conception of a Physical Society along the lines of the 
Chemical Society.75

Barrett vividly remembered his first presentation to a Physical Society meet-
ing in Guthrie’s laboratory. This was a demonstration of a trombone adapted 
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to show the interference effects of sound waves, Barrett’s brief notes on this 
being published in the first volume of the society’s Proceedings, covering the 
years 1874 to 1875. This kind of teaching demonstration apparatus was, as 
the society’s president noted, still widely in use in schools and colleges, and 
thus was implicitly a vindication of the society’s original rationale for sharing 
educational techniques among teachers of physics. And indeed Barrett’s rec-
ollection effectively epitomized the society’s view of itself in its jubilee year as 
a natural outgrowth of educational developments.76 While this pedagogical 
context is important for understanding the main constituency of the Physical 
Society’s membership, that alone does not explain the timing of why Guthrie 
solicited support for the new society in the summer of 1873, nor why others at 
the jubilee hinted at less comfortable dealings with the Royal Society and its 
fellows at the new society’s founding.

Guthrie’s own motivations in setting up the Physical Society relate to its 
second major role: to demonstrate incomplete or novel researches that were 
not yet fully amenable to orthodox explanations as required by the Royal So-
ciety’s referees for the Philosophical Transactions. By 1873, Guthrie had en-
joyed substantial use of the Science Schools laboratories to research a hitherto 
unreported asymmetrical relationship between heat and static electricity. He 
ascribed the peculiar differences he observed in the behavior of negative and 
positive charges to a hot metal to a new kind of “electro- coercitive” force. The 
abstract, “On a New Relation between Heat and Electricity,” submitted to the 
Royal Society on 10 January, was published in its Proceedings of 13 February, 
in accordance with his prerogative as a fellow.77 Guthrie also considered this 
finding to be of sufficient originality and importance to warrant publication of 
a full version in the Philosophical Transactions.

The Royal Society’s referees disagreed, doubting that Guthrie had differ-
entiated his purported “new relation” from other well- known electrothermal 
phenomena. Fleeming Jenkin, a telegraphic expert and professor of engineer-
ing at Edinburgh University, wrote briskly to Stokes in May 1873 that Guthrie’s 
piece was “unsuitable,” since all the allegedly new results were “clearly expli-
cable on well- established principles,” such as the discharge of a conductor by a 
flame or point held opposite it. Jenkin advised Stokes that “a judicious friend” 
should give Guthrie a “hint to withdraw the paper” and thus spare him from 
any further embarrassment.78 James Clerk Maxwell was more sympathetic, but 
argued that Guthrie’s theoretical position was “nowhere very clearly stated,” 
so that it was not clear he had demonstrated any “new relation” between heat 
and electricity. Although Maxwell could not recommend publication of the 
paper in the Philosophical Transactions, he charitably concluded that a more 
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carefully formulated project, “if successfully carried out,” might furnish matter 
for a “very valuable communication.”79 Perhaps chastened by these referees’ 
views and by rejection from the Philosophical Transactions, Guthrie published 
a purely experimental account of his researches in the Philosophical Magazine 
of October 1873, eschewing any claims to have discovered a new kind of force 
or relation.80

One of Guthrie’s student associates at this time was John Ambrose Flem-
ing. As an employee of the Marconi Company thirty years later, Fleming drew 
upon Guthrie’s thermoelectric research in his invention of the thermionic 
valve— a device that was adopted in radio sets in a massive wave of innovation 
across the interwar United Kingdom.81 But having no such positive response 
to his research from the Royal Society in 1873, Guthrie generally shunned 
its journals thereafter. Instead, he immediately began canvassing support at 
the British Association for the Advancement of Science summer meeting at 
Bradford for a new society to address the needs of experimental physicists like 
himself that were evidently not met by the conservative policies of the Royal 
Society toward research publication:

I wish to try to form a Society for Physical Research: for showing new physical 
facts and new means for showing old ones: for making better known new home 
and foreign physical discoveries, and for the better knowledge of one another 
of those given to physical work. You who care for the being of such a Society, 
and are willing to help in its making, are hereby asked to write to me to that 
purpose before the first of October next. Whereupon you will be asked to meet 
so as to talk over the means [sic].82

At Bradford, Guthrie was immediately able to secure the support of a dozen 
fellows of the Royal Society, as well as his colleague T. H. Huxley, for his 
breakaway endeavor.83 Recognizing the pedagogical orientation of the likely 
membership constituency, Guthrie dropped the word “Research” from the 
new organization’s title, and the Physical Society of London was thus born 
in October 1873, with its first meeting in March 1874. Within the next three 
years, only the most prominant British physicists declined to join the Physical 
Society, both of whom were Cambridge professors at the heart of the Royal So-
ciety establishment. While George Stokes offered no response,84 James Clerk 
Maxwell clearly saw the connection between this new society and Guthrie’s 
recent rejection by the Philosophical Transactions. Maxwell wrote in Decem-
ber 1873 to Professor William G. Adams of King’s College, London, who had 
been helping Guthrie to recruit members at the older universities:
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I got Professor Guthrie’s circular some time ago. I do not approve of the plan of 
a Physical Society as an instrument for the improvement of natural knowledge. 
If it is to publish Papers on physical subjects which would not find their place 
in the transactions of existing societies or in scientific journals, I think its prog-
ress towards dissolution will be very rapid. But if there is sufficient liveliness 
and leisure among persons interested in experiments to maintain a series of 
stated meetings to show experiments and talk about them, as the Ray Club do, 
then I wish them all joy. . . .85

The Physical Society in fact rapidly flourished without recourse to the cozy 
informality of the natural history gatherings in Cambridge to which Maxwell 
archly alluded. More strategically important was contrasting its role with that 
of the Royal Society to avoid any implication of competition. As the Physical 
Society’s first president, John Hall Gladstone, reiterated at the close of its first 
year, it fulfilled a very different function from that of its senior institutional 
sibling:

The Royal Society readily receives important physical papers; but it is difficult 
to exhibit experiments or discuss them in detail, at Burlington House, and 
minor or unfinished papers are obviously unsuited for communication to this, 
the chief of the learned Societies.86

Guthrie’s close FRS associate, George Carey Foster of University College 
 London, offered a similar story in writing Guthrie’s obituary for the Physical 
Society in 1887. Without interfering “with the field of action of the Royal Soci-
ety,” there was ample room for a society that took cognizance of “smaller mat-
ters, points of technical detail, useful laboratory contrivances, experimental 
methods of illustrating physical principles, questions connected with methods 
of teaching,” and other important matters in physics that would “neverthe-
less be out of place before the Royal Society.” Foster especially highlighted 
Guthrie’s role as its first demonstrator, since the “actual exhibition of physical 
phenomena to the members” was a central feature of the Physical Society’s 
meetings.87 Some early presentations to the Physical Society that appeared 
in the first volume of its Proceedings (1874– 75) bear out this pedagogical fo-
cus: in addition to Barrett’s enhanced trombone, and Foster’s didactic paper 
on graphical (nonalgebraic) methods for solving “electrical problems,” there 
were papers on glass cells, microscopical techniques for demonstrating col-
ored rings in crystals, and apparatus to illustrate the “Formation of Volcanic 
Cones.”88 As already indicated, however, this was not the whole story.
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In fact, substantial theoretically informed empirical research was presented 
at the Physical Society’s early meetings. One such example was the first paper 
presented at the society’s inaugural meeting, in March 1874, by Guthrie’s stu-
dent Ambrose Fleming: “On the New Contact Theory of the Galvanic Cell.” 
Unlike most of the pedagogical papers in the first year, this and John Rae’s 
paper “On Some Physical Properties of Ice”89 were swiftly published in the 
Philosophical Magazine dated June- July that year, and appeared later in the 
first volume of the Physical Society’s Proceedings. New technological devel-
opments were also given both theoretical analysis as well as practical demon-
stration: with the arrival of the telephone and new forms of dynamo in 1876– 
77, papers on these topics by William Preece and David Hughes appeared in 
the second volume of the Proceedings in 1876– 78.90 Significantly, the society 
soon benefited from the regular attendance at its meetings of Nature jour-
nalists, who reported experimental demonstrations that were not necessarily 
recorded in the society’s Proceedings, such as William Crookes’ demonstration 
of his radiometer in December 1877.91 This brought such good publicity to 
the society that, soon after Maxwell’s death in 1879, virtually all Cavendish 
Laboratory staff in Cambridge joined. Thus, as the Physical Society flour-
ished on the national scene, and sometimes held meetings at laboratories 
outside London, its British membership reached more than four hundred  
by 1900.92

Nevertheless, the Physical Society’s early years were marked by other chal-
lenges that constrained its capacity to publish its own independent journal. 
Indeed, at its jubilee in 1924, the chemist Henry E. Armstrong commented that 
“in early days, you were subject to Royal Society influences, which sought to 
keep you in the nursery.”93 Thus, to avoid diplomatic difficulties, the Physical 
Society’s founders at first deliberately avoided setting up any rival journal of its 
own. Instead, an agreement was reached with the proprietors of the Philosoph-
ical Magazine that any papers read before the Physical Society that its council, 
acting as quasi- editor, wanted to publish would in the first instance be printed 
in the Philosophical Magazine— instances of which we have seen above. Only 
afterwards were the papers collected and issued at irregular intervals in a new 
informal Proceedings that was at first circulated purely privately to the Physical 
Society’s members, starting with the first volume in 1875. This arrangement 
continued for the first two decades of the society’s existence, until 1895, by 
which time any concern that the Physical Society was a rival to Philosophical 
Transactions A appear to have faded away. The hitherto annual Proceedings of 
the Physical Society moved at this point to monthly publication, thus adopting 
at last a standardized model of an independent society journal.94
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T h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  o f 
B r i t i s h  P h y s i c s  J o u r n a l s

Another significant move in 1895 that underpinned the new authority of the 
Physical Society was a decision to embark on an internationally oriented jour-
nals project. This was the publication in English translation of the abstracts 
of recent important papers on physical sciences printed in both British and 
“foreign” journals. As noted above, selected papers from outside British scien-
tific societies had long been acknowledged and abstracted in the Philosophical 
Magazine and then Nature, among other publications. But the importance of a 
more systematic approach to such abstracting was becoming eminently clear 
by the late 1870s. As Elizabeth Crawford has shown, a movement for interna-
tionalism in science was growing, to overcome the increased nationalism in 
the imperialist politics of Europe and North America. Crawford highlights 
three initiatives in this period: the International Committee on Weights and 
Measures, the Institut international de physique Solvay, and the International 
Catalogue of Scientific Literature.95

For the purposes of this chapter, however, we can note that by the 1890s the 
communities of physics and electrical engineering were increasingly aware that 
much valuable research was being conducted in other countries in non- British 
journals. The sheer extent of it was impracticable for even the most polyglot 
practitioner to cover in the course of perusing journal outputs every month. 
Hence, the cross- communal demand arose for systematic abstracts of other 
non- UK periodicals in order to counter the dangers of a parochial reliance on 
the British- based journals outlined above. The Physical Society began this 
venture on its own, publishing with Taylor and Francis three annual volumes 
of Abstracts of Physical Papers from Foreign Sources, starting in 1895 with an 
international staff of thirty- five abstracters, led by James Swinburne. The fifty- 
three periodicals abstracted from France, Germany, Italy, Russia, the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire, and the United States epitomized the breadth with which 
the “physical” science periodical was conceived, including physics journals 
such as the American Physical Review; the French Journal de Physique and 
Annalen der Physik und Chemie; and numerous specialist chemical periodi-
cals and electrical engineering journals such as the French L’Électricien, the 
German Elektrotechnische Zeitschrift, and the Transactions of the American 
Institute of Electrical Engineers.96

News of this globally oriented venture soon spread across the Atlantic. As 
an editorial in the US journal Science commented in July 1897: “It is hoped 
that these Abstracts will be of great use in facilitating a knowledge by English- 
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speaking physicists of the work which is being done by their colleagues in 
other countries.” But so great was the cost of the abstracting process that the 
annual subscription charged to the four hundred members of the Physical 
Society had to be increased from one pound to two pounds and two shil-
lings.97 To broaden the scope of this abstracting initiative, the Physical Society 
joined forces with the Institution of Electrical Engineers (IEE), the successor 
to the Society of Telegraph Engineers and Electricians from 1888. Thus, the 
first annual volume of Science Abstracts: Physics and Electrical Engineering 
appeared in 1898, published by the engineering specialists E. & F. N. Spon, 
Limited, in London, and Spon & Chamberlain in New York. The number 
of staff involved increased to fifty- three, including the Cavendish Laboratory 
Demonstrator, G. F. C. Searle, and both the international correspondent of 
the Electrician, E. E. Fournier d’Albe, and its recent editor, A. P. Trotter. The 
now monthly issues of the Science Abstracts covered more than one hundred 
physical science and electrical engineering periodicals, including publications 
from Australia, Canada, Ireland, Netherlands, Poland, and Switzerland.98

This metajournal publication of 1,400 or so annual abstracts in a new col-
laborative cross- institutional journal neatly complemented the Royal Society’s 
Catalogue of Scientific Papers, produced from 1867 onward. For those who 
did not have access to the elite libraries containing the physics journals listed 
in the Catalogue, nor educational access to the polyglot culture required to 
read them in the original language, the Physical Society and IEE’s Science 
Abstracts supplied invaluably succinct journal content to a broad English- 
language  readership.99 Given that the production costs of this new quasijour-
nal publication had been underwritten by the Physical Society’s membership, 
they all received the Science Abstracts free of charge. As the annual number of 
abstracts published almost doubled by the early twentieth century, the Royal 
Society joined in the financing of this project, along with the Institution of 
Civil Engineers and the British Association for the Advancement of Science. 
By 1903 the volume had become so large that its contents were split into two 
parts, A (Physics) and B (Electrical Engineering), though abstracting remained 
speedy, typically taking no more than two months. While the length of an ab-
stract was not initially standardized, and sometimes ran up to several pages, 
the exigencies of the Great War, including paper shortages, led to the length 
being standardized to a single paragraph, which remains the standard format 
to this day.100

Overall, then, despite intermittent fears of competition between the jour-
nals discussed in this chapter and at other times starkly different approaches 
to engaging industrial and educational audiences, what brought the journals 
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together was the huge enterprise of bringing to their readers a broader litera-
ture than just homegrown knowledge of physics. It is thus fitting to close this 
chapter with a recognition that, while British physics was exported around the 
world through its journals, we must not forget that what those journals pro-
duced on their own was by no means the sole constituent of physics in Britain, 
the communities of which had a firmly internationalist outlook.

C o n c l u s i o n s

In this chapter I have shown how the advent of the Physical Society’s Pro-
ceedings and the Electrician marked an expansion of interest in the field of 
physics, reflecting the rise of new professional constituencies at the interface 
of what had been known as “natural philosophy” and engineering. While lab-
oratory workers and school teachers joined the Physical Society of London 
and published in its Proceedings (initially via the Philosophical Magazine), the 
Electrician was especially useful to technical specialists and academic con-
sultants who embraced electrical communications and power technologies as 
major sites of disciplinary innovation. A study of these initially overlapping but 
latterly divergent (except for the internationalization outlined above) journal 
publishing activities subverts the suggestion by Buchwald and Hong that this 
period was marked by a determinate disciplinary transformation from natu-
ral philosophy to physics.101 Instead, the professional basis of these journals’ 
readership, and the divergent editorial practices of the Philosophical Transac-
tions and the Electrician with respect to speed and refereeing processes, are 
more striking.

Both new journals capitalized upon disaffection among these new profes-
sional audiences with the older elite publications and practices. Whereas pub-
lication in a Royal Society journal required a prospective author to persuade 
an existing fellow of the society to read the paper at a Royal Society meet-
ing, publication in the Proceedings of the Physical Society or the Electrician 
was both far less exclusive and accomplished by very different routes. For 
the former, attendance at a Physical Society meeting to read a paper echoed 
the practice of the Royal and other scientific societies— typically with the re-
quirement for experimental demonstration, which was absent at the Royal 
Society. Yet the Physical Society’s meetings were much more inclusive of mul-
tiple approaches— ground was regularly given to incomplete researches, to 
demonstration of new apparatus or teaching equipment, and to technological 
explorations in ways alien to the Royal Society environment. Thus, dozens of 
school and college practitioners effectively excluded from the inner sanctum 
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of the Royal Society could present papers unconstrained by the more formal 
expectations of the older society for theoretical or empirical rigor. Although 
not all papers were published, the Physical Society’s committee on publica-
tions took a much broader view about what was appropriate publishable ma-
terial in the Physical Society’s Proceedings than did Stokes and his successors. 
By that means as well as by the movement of the younger society’s meetings 
around the country, a new community of physics specialists could flourish 
with a journal and institution that have survived — albeit both retitled—  to 
the present day.

As for the Electrician, we can see that this was a journal run on very differ-
ent operational principles than those of a society’s proceedings. Its contents 
were based more upon what the editor commissioned from house journalists 
or freelance writers concerning new industrial developments than upon any 
work spontaneously submitted by electrical practitioners. While the latter 
constituency could write letters to discuss matters raised in editorials or in 
commissioned series of articles, this journal was not aiming to reflect the ac-
tivities and interests of the rising professional group of readers, so much as to 
lead them by highlighting what they ought to know in order to practice their 
professions more effectively. Thus, the crucible of critical appreciation was not 
the refereeing process that simultaneously improved the rigor and slowed the 
progress of society Proceedings; rather, it was the extent to which, as a commer-
cial journal operating weekly, it could supply readers with what they needed 
even before they knew they needed it, and thus bring commercial success from 
satisfied readers renewing their subscriptions.

We can thus see how the Electrician survived in the longer term whereas 
Sturgeon’s Annals of Electricity did not. The Electrician rooted its operations 
in the needs of rising new reading communities that could give a technical 
periodical sustainability, and thus longevity. A future project going beyond 
the scope of this chapter would be to develop a deeper understanding of the 
various readerships of the journals discussed above. From that we would be 
able see how far their participation shaped those journals, and how far the 
journals, in turn, shaped the readerships’ identity as practitioners of the newly 
ubiquitous discipline of “physics.”
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C h a p t e r  8

Late Victorian Astronomical 
Society Journals:  

Creating Scientific Communities 
on Paper

Bernard Lightman

In his letter to the editor of the Journal of the British Astronomical Association 
for 1895, Arthur Mee of Cardiff expressed concern about the correspondence 
section of the journal, which was then in its fifth volume. “Though our ‘Jour-
nal’ has a Correspondence Department,” he pointed out, “few Members seem 
to avail themselves of it.” Mee saw the correspondence section as vital to the 
journal. This was the section where members’ letters to the editor were pub-
lished and sometimes received public replies. Whereas papers, which he com-
pared to “elaborate dishes,” were in abundance, what was desperately needed 
was more correspondence to provide “a little more seasoning.” Mee missed 
this feature “keenly,” and “having suffered in silence through four volumes,” 
he had decided to voice his dismay, confident that “there are more of my opin-
ion.” Mee was also convinced that the editor “would like to see the Correspon-
dence Department more widely utilised, for but few Members comparatively 
can attend the Meetings, and to the great bulk the ‘Journal is itself the Associ-
ation,’ and we ought to find in its pages the miscellaneous scraps of informa-
tion that would soon be floating around were all the Members present in one 
big Parliament.”1 For Mee, correspondence was the key to the success of the  
journal, while the journal actually constituted the society for many members.

Mee was no ordinary correspondent. An amateur astronomer, he was in the 
process of founding a new society and journal at the same time that he wrote 
to the Journal of the British Astronomical Association. The first president of 
the Astronomical Society for Wales, Mee was also the editor of that society’s 
journal. On the front cover of the preliminary number of the Journal of the 
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Astronomical Society of Wales, dated January 1895, Mee laid out his vision for 
the new organization. He welcomed all interested in astronomy to become 
members. “Let no one draw back from joining the Society,” he declared. It 
was not necessary to own a telescope or to spend substantial sums of cash. He 
insisted, “There is no science less costly of pursuit than Astronomy.” Using 
spectacle glasses and cardboard tubes, beginners could see “for themselves 
quite as much as the wonderful ‘£5 telescopes’ reveal.” He promised to explain 
how to construct these makeshift telescopes in the pages of the new journal. 
Clearly, in Mee’s mind, the journal was just as central to the new society as the 
Journal of the British Astronomical Association was to the fledgling British 
Astronomical Association. “To a large number of members,” Mee asserted, 
“our Journal must necessarily be the Society.”2

Many of the astronomical journals published in Britain in the nineteenth 
century were either society journals or connected in some way to a society. 
Although William Brock argued in 1980 that scholars had paid too much 
attention to society- sponsored journals while overlooking the significance 
of commercial science journals, the scholarship on late- nineteenth- century 
astronomical society journals is nearly nonexistent.3 Yet an analysis of these 
journals provides some fascinating answers to the questions raised by Sally 
Shuttleworth and Berris Charnley about the relationship between science pe-
riodicals and the construction of science. How, they ask, did various forms of 
science periodicals “help to create and maintain scientific communities and 
the production of scientific knowledge? Who was involved, and, in the era 
before the consolidation of professional science, how did elite and non- elite 
practitioners interact?”4

For the first six decades of the nineteenth century, the existing British as-
tronomical journals were tied either to the Royal Astronomical Society or to 
government or university observatories.5 These journals were initially geared 
toward the gentlemen of science, the predominantly Oxbridge- educated An-
glicans who controlled all of British science during the first half of the century. 
Cambridge men such as John Herschel and George Airy dominated astron-
omy in this period. Herschel, who served as president of the Royal Astronom-
ical Society three times, was renowned for his work on double stars and for 
mapping the sky of the Southern Hemisphere. Airy, who was elected president 
of the Royal Astronomical Society for four terms, was the seventh Astronomer 
Royal. They were part of an intellectual elite who used the astronomical jour-
nals of their time to communicate their astronomical discoveries, primarily to 
each other.

The appearance of a series of new astronomical journals created with new 
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audiences in mind began with the founding of the Astronomical Register in 
1863 and then the Observatory in 1877. Both of these journals were monthlies. 
Neither of them was formally affiliated with any astronomical society; they 
were commercial journals. The editors of these periodicals experimented with 
the format of the astronomical journal in order to appeal to an as yet unde-
fined public. Often in conversation with their readers, the editors attempted 
to create ideal scientific communities through their journals. In the process 
they had to deal with the relationship of their periodicals to the elite Royal 
Astronomical Society. The Astronomical Register (1863– 86), edited by Sand-
ford Gorton, a printer and a member of the Royal Astronomical Society, was 
created for those interested in astronomy who found the papers in the Royal 
Astronomy Society journals to be too mathematical. Part of a growing body 
of amateur astronomers, the readers of the Astronomical Register were inter-
ested in observation rather than theory. Gorton included news about astro-
nomical pieces in popular science journals, astronomical societies, and well- 
known popularizers of astronomy. The correspondence section received the 
most attention from readers, for this was the journal’s most distinctive— and 
controversial— feature.6 Neither of the Royal Astronomical Society publica-
tions had anything like it. The journal ended up serving as a site for criticism 
of the Royal Astronomical Society. This did not sit well with all its readers, but 
it established the Register as a publication independent of the senior society.

Like the Astronomical Register, the Observatory included reports of the 
meetings of the Royal Astronomical Society, though it did not have a formal 
relationship to the society. Founded by William Christie in 1877, it was edited 
by a series of elite astronomers, many of whom worked at Greenwich Obser-
vatory. The editors of the Observatory came up with a formula that proved to 
be more successful than that of the Astronomical Register. Not only did the 
Observatory best the Register in competing for the audience of British amateur 
astronomers in the late nineteenth century, it lasted into the twentieth century 
and continues to be published to this day. The Observatory borrowed some 
of the features of the Astronomical Register, such as making correspondence 
central to the publication and reviewing the important works of popularizers 
of astronomy, but it aimed for a higher tone. The controversies within the 
Royal Astronomical Society received far less attention. There is, then, some 
justification to Allan Chapman’s assertion that the Observatory was “in some 
respects an unofficial organ of the Royal Astronomical Society.”7

The six new society- based journals founded in the late Victorian period 
after the establishment of the Observatory were confronted by the challenge 
of differentiating themselves from the other astronomical periodicals without 
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alienating their readers, who could be loyal to more than one journal. Should 
there be reports of the meetings of other societies, and if so, which ones? 
Should journals serve as a forum for criticism of any of the astronomical soci-
eties? Should they allow discussion of religious themes or unorthodox astro-
nomical theories into their pages? Should women be permitted to participate 
fully in the life of a journal? Deciding on how to deal with these questions 
determined the way scientific findings were communicated, and established 
a community of readers and practitioners. With the example of previous as-
tronomical journals in front of their eyes, society journal editors attempted to 
reimagine the scientific periodicals of their discipline. Editors were not always 
sure that their predecessors had gauged their audiences accurately. This led to 
experimentation with format to find niches for their publications. The British 
astronomical journals of the second half of the nineteenth century, then, vividly 
illustrate how, as Jonathan Topham has put it, “the history of scientific journals 
has been a history of continual reinvention, as both the project of natural en-
quiry and the culture of communication have undergone profound change.”8

In this chapter I will focus on six society- based journals founded in the late 
Victorian period. “Letters to the editor” sections, the bread and butter of the 
Astronomical Register and the Observatory, are noticeably missing from all of 
these journals, and the sharing of observations and information is given the 
highest priority as a means for creating community. But issues of scale and 
identity could complicate forming communities of astronomers. Some of these 
societies were local, others national. Some started out as local, but then evolved 
into national societies. Two of the societies harbored international aspirations. 
The changing nature of these societies was reflected in their periodicals, and 
this played a major role in how long the respective journals survived.

The publication of the Journal of the Liverpool Astronomical Society in 
1882 was the first of a series of new society- based astronomical journals that 
appealed to amateurs. Naturally, the members of the society were the target 
audience. Women were seen as making up a significant part of the readership. 
The journal format reflected the society’s emphasis on organizing its members 
into observational teams, referred to as “sections.” Reports on the observa-
tional work of the sections played a key role in the publication. The financial 
problems of the society and the difficulties in determining whether it was a 
local, national, or international organization led to the journal’s early demise. 
In 1892 and 1893 the Journal of the British Astronomical Association and the 
Memoirs of the same society picked up where the Journal of the Liverpool 
Astronomical Society had left off. However, the British Astronomical Associ-
ation (BAA) defined itself from the start as a London- based national society 
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of amateurs. The BAA, in effect, aimed to “nationalize” astronomy. Drawing 
on the Liverpool innovation of dividing up the active observers into sections, 
the BAA Journal added an extensive set of abstracts of current astronomical 
periodicals to make the progress of the science more accessible. Like the Liv-
erpool journal, the BAA publication included women as part of the reading 
audience, but it emphasized their role in astronomy even more. The founding 
of two new astronomical societies, one in Leeds in 1893 and a second in Wales 
in 1895, led to the creation of more society- based journals. These societies 
defined themselves primarily as provincial in nature. Their publications, titled 
the Journal and Transactions of the Leeds Astronomical Association and the 
Journal of the Astronomical Society of Wales (subsequently renamed the Cam-
brian Natural Observer), appealed largely to a local audience of middle- class 
professionals. They defined themselves in relation to the publications of the 
British Astronomical Association rather than those of the Royal Astronomical 
Society. Both made room for discussions of religious themes in astronomy. An 
examination of these new society- based journals illuminates how the attempt 
of astronomical periodical editors to create a community of readers and ob-
servers bound together by a shared identity and common scientific practices 
was complicated by issues of organization, scale, class, gender, and religion.

O r g a n i z i n g  O b s e r v e r s :  t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e 
l i v e r p o o l  a s t r o n o m i c a l  s o c i e t y  ( 1 8 8 2 –  9 1 )

In his 1889 message “To the Readers of the Journal of the Liverpool As-
tronomical Society,” editor Isaac H. Isaacs bragged about the success of the 
society and its journal. The society’s membership was now the largest of its 
kind in the world, and it had produced original work of the highest quality. 
“To its Journal must be given the credit for keeping on permanent record 
such work,” Isaacs claimed, “and for forming a bond of union and friend-
ship between its widely distributed members and branches.” Referring to the 
Royal Astronomical Society as “our elder sister society,” Isaacs reported that 
at a recent meeting of that society its president asked, “Why it was that all of 
the best papers went to Liverpool?” Isaacs believed that the answer to the 
question was that “the aim of the Liverpool Society has always been the pure 
furtherance of Astronomical Science, and a furtherance of such a character as 
to make the Science appreciated by all who are in any degree interested in the 
Science.”9 The last part of the sentence implied that Isaacs saw in the Liver-
pool Society and its journal a far more effective vehicle for engaging a broader 
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audience than any of the other existing societies and journals. Whereas the 
Astronomical Register and the Observatory, journals not formally tied to any 
astronomical society, effectively used their correspondence columns to define 
their audience, the Journal of the Liverpool Astronomical Society capitalized 
on the society’s organizational innovation: the establishment of sections. Am-
ateurs were welcomed to join groups, referred to as “sections,” that focused 
on specific fields of astronomical specialization. Each section— devoted to the 
moon, planets, meteors, double stars, variable stars, or colored stars— was led 
by an experienced observer. The results of the observations by members in 
each section were collected together and then communicated to the rest of the 
society through reports appearing in the journal. But, despite Isaacs’s positive 
report on the state of the society and its chief publication, the journal ceased 
to publish two years later while the society struggled with financial difficulties.

The Journal of the Liverpool Astronomical Society was the first of the new 
society- based astronomical journals (fig. 8.1). The society was among the first 
big provincial astronomical societies, such as those also founded in Leeds 
(reorganized in 1892), Manchester (established in 1892), Ulster (established 
in 1893), Wales (established in 1894), and Newcastle (established in 1904). 
Chapman traces their lineage back to the broader- based nonspecialist liter-
ary and philosophical societies and mechanics’ institutions. The founding of 
the provincial societies was a response to the growing interest in astronomy 
during the closing decades of the nineteenth century.10 They came on the 
scene several decades after the new natural history field clubs, discussed by 
Samuel Alberti, that were founded in Great Britain in the 1860s and 1870s. 
Like the field clubs, the astronomical societies were populated by members 
of the middle classes eager to fill their leisure hours with a morally acceptable 
activity.11 The Liverpool Astronomical Society was established in 1881. In the 
laws of the society, the stated objective was “to foster a liking for Astronomy, 
and to encourage Astronomical Observation, especially amongst the posses-
sors of small Telescopes.”12 The number of members increased at a notable 
rate. Starting with ten members, by the end of the first session it had grown to 
seventeen.13 In 1885 there were two hundred members, many of whom lived 
outside Liverpool.14 On 8 July 1887, when the annual meeting was held, it was 
reported that the society now had 440 members.15

The membership of the Liverpool Astronomical Society included gentle-
men of science as well as ordinary enthusiasts. The Reverend Thomas Henry 
Espinall Compton Espin, one of the society’s founding members, was edu-
cated at Oxford. Espin was a regular contributor to the English Mechanic and 
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had worked with the well- known amateur astronomer Thomas Webb. His area 
of expertise was stellar astronomy. Early on, Espin was given a special, formal 
role: “Observer to the Society.” The purpose of the post was to assist members 
who required help in observational astronomy.16 Later, in 1884, he became the 
society’s second president. Webb was also an active member, along with Isaac 
Roberts, William Denning, and Thomas Elger, well- known amateurs from the 
Liverpool area.17 Ordinary and associate members included eminent practi-
tioners such as Robert Ball, William Huggins, E. W. Maunder, Charles Piazzi 
Smyth, Giovanni Schiaparelli, and Otto Struve. Unlike the Royal Astronomi-
cal Society, the Liverpool Astronomical Society admitted women members. Its 
membership included Elizabeth Brown, who specialized in solar observation, 
and Agnes Clerke, a prominent popularizer of astronomy.18

When the Liverpool Astronomical Society was formed, there were already 
two astronomical journals in existence that catered to the audience of amateur 
astronomers: the Astronomical Register and the Observatory. The society’s 
publications were geared primarily to its members, who, at least initially, were 
astronomers in the Liverpool area. In its early years the society actually had 
two publications, the Abstracts of Proceedings and the Transactions. The latter, 
four numbers of which appeared from 1883 to 1884, consisted primarily of re-
ports from the solar, planetary, lunar, and variable star sections. Published by 
Meer, Thomas, and Company of Liverpool, the reports offered the collected 
results of the observations submitted by members participating in particu-
lar sections. In the opening remarks to the report by the solar section, E. W. 
Maunder argued that, though public observatories had taken up solar work 
“vigorously,” it was not true that there was “little or nothing in this branch of 
Astronomy left for amateurs, and especially for those with but small telescopes, 
to do.” In fact, “the work of the great observatories has still left abundant room 
for the labours of amateurs; indeed the one work would have been very in-
complete without the other.”19 Amateurs could contribute to the progress of 
astronomy by regularly observing the appearance of both sunspots and faculae 
(bright spots) and recording their observations in drawings or photographs.

Meek, Thomas, and Company also published the other early publication, 
the Abstracts of Proceedings, which appeared in two volumes from 1882 to 
1884. Volume 1 was priced at two shillings and six pence; volume 2 at three 
shillings. The Abstracts and Proceedings contained an account of the meetings, 
which included the papers read there as well as the remarks and questions that 
followed, short articles, observations of various astronomical phenomena, the 
laws of the society, and a list of the members. The third volume of the period-
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ical, issued near the end of 1884, was retitled Journal of the Liverpool Astro-
nomical Society, and it was now published by the society. The subscription 
rate was fixed at the low rate of five shillings per year.20 Since the Transactions 
had ceased to be published, some material on the work of the sections was now 
included in the Journal. This included occasional reports from the sections, 
and the name and address of each section’s director. The president’s address 
was also added to the Journal, along with a list of the officers and members 
of the council. Several men tried their hand at editing the Journal. Starting in 
volume 4 the editor was listed as J. W. Appleton of Liverpool, a fellow of the 
Royal Astronomical Society (F.R.A.S.). In volume 6 the president announced 
that Herbert Sadler was the new editor.21 Sadler, also an F.R.A.S., was a Cam-
bridge graduate and an expert on double stars and the moon. Isaac H. Isaacs, 
whose name did not carry the F.R.A.S. designation, edited volume 7. Isaacs 
conceived of the main object of the Journal as “the publication of papers 
read before the Society.” Although he said that “this will not be lost sight of,” 
he believed that the Journal could do a better job of reaching those with an 
interest in astronomy but little expertise. He pledged to devote a section of the 
periodical “to the exclusive benefit of the beginner.”22

But the society’s publications had always attempted to reach out to the 
astronomical novice. The first volume of the Abstracts of Proceedings included 
an article by Isaac Roberts on the “Planet Indicator,” a do- it- yourself paper di-
agram of the positions of the planets (fig. 8.2).23 In the Transactions, Maunder 
explained how beginners could do solar observations.24 “Letters to the editor” 
columns did not play a major role in the strategy of the society’s publications 
to engage readers, as they had in the earlier Astronomical Register and Ob-
servatory. A “letters to the editor” column was not instituted until volume 5, 
and even then it was a relatively small part of the journal.25 The role of the 
sections was far more important for both the society and the Journal. In his 
article describing the “Sectional work of the Society,” W. S. Franks reminded 
the readers, “The L.A.S. occupies a somewhat different position from that 
of most other scientific societies. Constituted as it is on the broadest lines, it 
seeks to popularise the study of Astronomy by offering such inducements as 
will best meet the wants of a very large class of amateurs.” To Franks, a member 
of the Royal Astronomical Society who at that point worked on colored stars 
out of his homemade observatory, the term “amateur” did not have negative 
connotations.26 As director of the Star Colour Section, he thought that ama-
teurs provided the lifeblood of the sections, and therefore of the society. The 
principle behind the sections was, as Franks put it, “co- operative,” as they 
depended on “the hearty support of its members for success.” The sections 
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F i g .  8 . 2 .  Isaac Roberts’s Planet Indicator. Isaac Roberts, “On a New Planet Indicator,” Ab-
stracts and Proceedings of the Liverpool Astronomical Society 1 (1882– 83): 14– 17, on 17. Courtesy 
of the Royal Astronomical Society.
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were key to the society’s success; in the past they had “rendered good service 
to the Society, in helping to establish its reputation.” They would continue 
to play a crucial role in the future of the society and the journal, as they were 
in alignment with the move toward specialization in astronomy. By “appeal-
ing to a largely augmented constituency,” Franks declared, the society would 
“considerably extend its sphere of usefulness” to the astronomical specialties 
that had emerged in recent years.27 By organizing an army of disciplined as-
tronomers to gather information, the journal and the society were redefining 
the identity of the amateur.28

Although the rapid growth in membership guaranteed an audience for the 
Journal, it also created problems that led to the end of the publication while 
weakening the society. Early on there were indications that the quality of the 
publications had not kept pace with the increase in society membership. At a 
meeting in late 1884, the society council was reluctant to choose between two 
equally unappealing choices: reduce the size of the publications or raise the 
subscription price. The latter, it was reported, “would be to take the Society 
out of the reach of the very class of amateurs it was intended to encourage.” It 
was at this point that the two early publications were combined into the Jour-
nal, subsidized by scientific advertisements. Even though there was concern 
that advertisements would “lessen the dignity of a scientific society,” those 
present at the meeting unanimously accepted this option, which transformed 
the publication into a commercial journal.29

Another problem associated with growth had to do with the identity of 
the society, which had begun as a local organization serving amateur astrono-
mers in Liverpool and the surrounding area. The Observatory reported in 1887 
that the society now “assumed a national character inasmuch as it included 
members from all parts of Great Britain and Ireland.”30 In recognition of the 
society’s changing nature, the annual general meeting of 1886– 87 was held in 
the Royal Astronomical Society rooms at Burlington House in London. But 
at that meeting it was announced that a branch of the Liverpool Astronomical 
Society had been founded at Pernambuco, Brazil, consisting of 111 members, 
and that associate branches in Australia were in the process of being formed.31 
Was the society a local, national, or international organization? By 1889 it was 
in serious financial difficulty. Substantial sums were owed to its printers, and 
it was clear that the small membership charge could not support a huge orga-
nization that had outgrown its regional status.32 Although the society quietly 
survived in a much reduced form after the Journal ceased publication in 1891, 
the locus for a national amateur society shifted to a new association that proved 
to be far more enduring.
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N a t i o n a l i z i n g  A s t r o n o m y :  t h e  j o u r n a l 
o f  t h e  b r i t i s h  a s t r o n o m i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n 

( 1 8 9 2 –  p r e s e n t )  a n d  t h e  m e m o i r s  o f  t h e  b r i t i s h 
a s t r o n o m i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  ( 1 8 9 3 –  1 9 6 2 )

Speaking at the annual meeting of the recently formed British Astronomi-
cal Association (BAA) on 28 October 1891, the president praised E. Walter 
Maunder’s work as editor of the organization’s journal (fig. 8.3). It was under 
Maunder’s “most able and conscientious editorship” that the journal had “ob-
tained a reputation and popularity to which the success of our Association is 
very largely attributable indeed.” At the meeting, Maunder drew attention to 
the journal’s distinctive feature, the abstract of current astronomical literature, 
and paid tribute to the fourteen gentlemen who had supplied him with the 
abstracts.33 If the BAA’s success depended on the journal, as the president 
asserted, Maunder claimed that the success of the journal, and therefore of 
the BAA, depended on the contributions of these men. The BAA actually pro-
duced two periodicals, both printed and published by Eyre and Spottiswoode. 
Besides the Journal, there was also the Memoirs, seemingly modeled on the 
Royal Astronomical Society’s Memoirs. But the BAA’s periodicals were quite 
different from the two Royal Society publications. While the Journal featured 
the abstracts, the Memoirs drew upon the work of the sections.

The emphasis on sections in the BAA points to the links between it and the 
Liverpool Astronomical Society. Peter Johnson has argued that the founding 
of the BAA in 1890, less than four years after the demise of the Astronomical 
Register, could not have been a coincidence. Having been deprived of the 
means of publishing their observations or staying in contact with each other, 
Johnson asserts, amateur astronomers must have felt the need for an organized 
body like the BAA.34 The BAA was organized very closely on the model of 
the Liverpool Astronomical Society, which by 1890 was running into serious 
financial difficulty. The two BAA journals also drew upon the basic structure 
of the two publications originally produced by the Liverpool Astronomical 
Society. Whereas the Astronomical Register and the Observatory relied heavily 
on correspondence columns as a way of engaging their audiences, the period-
icals of the BAA and the Liverpool Astronomical Society shared an emphasis 
on publishing the work of sections focused on distinct subfields of astronomy.

In a letter by E. Walter Maunder and T. F. Maunder in the first volume 
of the Journal of the British Astronomical Association concerning the reason 
for forming a new society, they made the connection explicit. “The success 
attained at one time by the Liverpool Astronomical Society, in spite of its local 
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title,” they wrote, “appears to show that there is a real need for a Society be-
side the Royal Astronomical Society, and on somewhat different lines.” The 
Maunders conceived of the BAA as a solution to the need for a national orga-
nization that the Liverpool Astronomical Society was unable to supply. The 
provisional committee, of which the Maunders were spokesmen, set down 
two aims for the new association. First, it would cater to the needs of those 
who found the subscription to the Royal Astronomical Society too high or 
its papers too advanced, or “who are, as in the case of ladies, practically ex-
cluded from becoming Fellows.”35 Second, the BAA was to “afford a means 
of direction and organisation in the work of observation to amateur Astron-
omers.” The Royal Astronomical Society received papers and observations, 
but did not undertake the work of direction. The BAA undertook to direct 

F i g .  8 . 3 .  E. Walter Maunder. Courtesy of the Royal Astronomical Society/Science Source.
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research by instructing members of each section exactly how to record their 
observations. Since the provisional committee envisioned the new society as 
occupying “ground not covered” by the elite Royal Society, they deprecated 
“any idea of rivalry” between the two organizations.36 To avoid any confusion 
between the two bodies, the original name of the society was changed at the 
first general meeting from “British Astronomical Society” to “British Astro-
nomical Association.”37 Though the organization was thereafter referred to as 
an “association,” it was organized on formal lines very similar to those of the 
Royal Astronomical Society. There was a council, a president, a vice  president, 
a treasurer, and secretaries, whose roles were spelled out in the rules. But un-
like in the Royal Astronomical Society, new members did not need to be part of 
the astronomical elite. Members were charged an entrance fee of five shillings, 
and a subscription rate set at half a guinea annually.38

The early history of the BAA resembles that of the Liverpool Astronomical 
Society. Both organizations experienced significant growth. But, as the Liver-
pool Astronomical Society ran into problems in the early 1890s, many of its 
members joined the BAA.39 The steady increase in membership was reported 
extensively in the pages of the Journal of the British Astronomical Association. 
In December 1890 the total membership was 489, up by 169 since the last 
meeting. By October 1891 the count was at 584, and only a year later the associ-
ation had increased to 700 members. However, the president, Captain Noble, 
warned that 36 of them were corresponding members, so there were actually 
666 annual subscribers. “As 666 happens to be the number of the Beast,” he 
joked, “the policy (not to say the urgent necessity) of adding to it becomes 
at once evident.”40 The numbers did indeed increase, to 1,144 in September 
1898, 1,151 a year later, and 1,159 in 1900.41 Originally seen as a London- based 
society, the BAA experienced an increase in membership due in part to the ad-
dition of branches including the North- Western branch (based in Manchester, 
established in 1892), the West of Scotland branch (based in Glasgow, estab-
lished in 1894), the New South Wales branch (based in Sydney, established 
in 1894), the East of Scotland branch (based in Edinburgh, established in 
1895), and the short- lived Victoria branch (based in Melbourne, established in 
1897).42 The membership was actually spread more widely around the world 
than the branches would suggest. A table showed the geographical distribu-
tion of the 1,151 members. Members came from England (716), Scotland (123), 
Australia (123), Europe (53), Ireland (43), North America (39), Africa (20), 
Wales (16), India (13), South America (3), and China and Japan (2).43 The 
audience for the two periodicals was international in scope, though the vast 
majority of the BAA’s members were located in Britain.
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Like the Liverpool Astronomical Society, the BAA admitted women, which 
helped to increase the number of members. However, far more women joined 
the BAA. The Journal reported regularly on the candidates for election as 
members. Women frequently appeared in the lists, often each proposed by 
two other women members. For example, Annie Scott Dill Russell, a computer 
from Greenwich,44 was proposed by Alice Everett and Edith M. Rix, who 
were also Greenwich computers.45 Later, Ellen M. Clerke, a popularizer of 
astronomy, was proposed by her sister, Agnes Clerke, and by Alice Everett.46 
Of the fourteen new members proposed in 1896, five were women.47 By 1898, 
84 of the 1,151 members were women, or about 7.3 percent.48 Several women 
played significant roles on the council and as officers of the BAA. The first 
elected council included Agnes Clerke and Margaret Huggins, while Elizabeth 
Brown served as director of the Solar Section.49 Later, Alice Everett served 
as secretary from 1893 to 1896, and Annie Scott Dill Russell, now married to 
Maunder, was the vice president in 1896.50 Annie Maunder was offered the 
presidency but turned it down, as she believed that her voice was not strong 
enough to carry over large meetings.51 Women were welcomed as members 
and even officers of the BAA. But for some, their main purpose was to expand 
the membership, which ensured the financial health of the organization. One 
of the early presidents, Noble, declared that women were capable of using their 
feminine charms to recruit more members. “Lady Members,” he affirmed, 
“with that irresistible power of persuasion which is so exclusively their own, 
might well bring in two apiece.”52 Though it could be patronizing, the BAA’s 
policy toward women was touted in the Journal as a model to be emulated by 
other scientific societies. In 1893 the Journal proudly reported that the Royal 
Geographical Society had adopted it.53 A year later, the Journal saw the issue 
of admission cards to Brown, Everett, Russell, the Clerkes, and Giberne to 
attend the Royal Astronomical Society meetings as a step forward.54 Women 
were therefore seen as a significant part of the audience for the BAA’s journals 
and a welcomed component of the astronomical community in general.

The Memoirs of the British Astronomical Association was dedicated to the 
reports of the observing sections (fig. 8.4). It was printed and published by 
Eyre and Spottiswoode and edited by E. Walter Maunder from 1893 to 1900, 
except for two years, 1895 and 1896, when Annie Russell took over the reins. 
Maunder had previously edited the Observatory for seven years. The work of 
the sections was considered to be one of the central features of the BAA. Noble 
acknowledged that the idea for the observing sections had come from the Liv-
erpool Astronomical Society. In his presidential address of 1890 he discussed 
the advantage of “the division of labour,” when research had  become “so 
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F i g .  8 . 4 .  Title page of the first volume of the Memoirs of the British Astronomical Associa-
tion. Reproduced with the permission of the Institute of Astronomy, University of Cambridge, 
and the Journal of the British Astronomical Association; www .britastro .org /journal.
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 illimitable that the individual observer must confine himself to a very circum-
scribed area of it if he is to do any useful work at all.” Impressed by this ap-
proach to observational astronomy, Noble declared, “We have adopted from 
our confrères of the Liverpool Astronomical Society the method of observing 
in Sections or Departments of observation,” with each section presided over 
by an “Astronomer of eminence,” often an elite astronomer who could su-
pervise how the research was done.55 Volume 1 contained the reports of the 
lunar, meteoric, star color, variable star, Jupiter, and solar sections. The reports 
were written in such a way as to encourage association members, especially 
beginners, to become involved in the sections by submitting their observa-
tions. The “Notes on the Observation of Meteors,” for example, emphasized 
that expensive instruments were not required, and that observers needed only 
what “nature has bestowed.” Those who were interested in participating were 
instructed on the information that should be recorded— such as date, time, du-
ration, and speed— and offered suggestions on how meteors could be drawn.56 
Similarly, the report by the star color section provided information on the 
nomenclature and method to be used in recording observations, including 
the desired data and an example of what a standard table would look like.57 
Potential contributors to all of the sections were assured that their data would 
be incorporated into the report and that their names and instruments would 
appear in the list of section members.

Like the Memoirs, the Journal was edited for most of the century’s final 
decade by Maunder. Maunder had help from Annie Russell, who had lent 
valuable assistance in 1893 “in the general editorial work.”58 When Maunder 
became president of the association in 1894, Russell became the interim ed-
itor for the two years he was in that office.59 But since Russell and Maunder 
were married in 1895, Maunder would have still been involved at some level in 
the operation of the journal. Maunder drew on a wide variety of contributors, 
though few were elite astronomers. William Henry Stanley Monck (1839– 
1915) was among the frequent contributors. Professor of moral philosophy 
at Trinity College, Dublin, from 1878 to 1882, he became chief registrar in the 
Bankruptcy Division of the High Court of Ireland while working on stellar as-
tronomy.60 He played an active role in the founding of the British Astronomical 
Association, and was a member of the first council.61 Women also contributed 
articles to the journal. The very first article of the initial volume, “The Rotation 
Periods of Mercury and Venus,” was by Agnes Clerke, while Elizabeth Brown 
contributed a piece on sunspots to volume 4.62 Besides short articles on sun-
dry astronomical topics, the usual format of a typical issue included a series of 
regular columns, such as a fairly detailed report of the most recent meeting of 
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the British Astronomical Association, and brief reports by the directors of the 
observing sections. This was followed by a short, relatively little- used corre-
spondence section, and reviews of new books and memoirs. A notes section 
came next, containing brief accounts of the meetings of the Royal Astronom-
ical Society and other astronomical societies both inside and outside Britain, 
reports on the activities in observatories around the world, summaries of the 
content of recent astronomical periodicals, random news, and obituaries of 
important astronomers. Brief announcements from the association would en-
sue. The last few sections, taken together, filled a large portion of the Journal. 
They consisted of abstracts of astronomical periodicals, digests of articles in 
the general periodical press that focused on astronomy, and an index to recent 
astronomical publications noticed in the previous two columns.

One of the most distinctive features of the Journal was its attempt to bring 
to its readers information on the entire gamut of astronomical literature, espe-
cially the material appearing in periodicals. When the editor of the Observatory 
stepped down, the Journal reported it in the “Notes” section.63 The Journal 
had earlier drawn the attention of readers to the “admirable little collection of 
ephemerides” in the Observatory, and expressed the hope that BAA members 
would subscribe to it.64 When the Journal of the Astronomical Society for Wales 
began to be published, the Journal of the BAA referred to it as “a neatly got- up 
little publication.”65 Later, the Journal reported on the contents of the most 
recent issue, and reacted positively when the Welsh journal was revived under 
a new title, the Cambrian Natural Observer.66 The Journal of the British Astro-
nomical Association was also supportive of the publications of the Leeds Astro-
nomical Society, praising the “interesting accounts” of lectures delivered at the 
society’s meetings.67 The Journal did not treat the other astronomical journals 
as rivals, but instead presented them as part of a larger community about which 
readers had to be informed. But reporting the important news contained in 
the other astronomical periodicals also made sound commercial sense. The 
Journal of the British Astronomical Association was the only periodical that 
readers needed to purchase to be kept abreast of all things astronomical.

In addition, the Journal provided an extensive set of summaries of im-
portant periodical articles in order to keep readers up- to- date on the latest 
discoveries. The editor announced this feature of the Journal in the first vol-
ume. Since the circulation of current astronomical information was one of the 
objects of the association, the editor planned to supply, on a monthly basis, 
“a complete summary of the periodical literature of Astronomy.” Maunder 
then asked for volunteers to abstract each month the important papers of one 
periodical.68 Twenty readers, including Captain Noble and Agnes Clerke, later 
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volunteered to do the work.69 The innovative review of periodical literature 
was a hit. The report of the annual meeting held on 28 October 1891 stated 
that the journal had been most highly praised for its “abstract of current as-
tronomical literature.” Maunder stated that about fourteen individuals had 
supplied the abstracts.70 Now both the observing sections and an important 
feature of the journal were dependent on the participation of the association’s 
members. By the fourth volume in 1895, the abstracts section had increased 
in size, as Maunder was reviewing not only the British astronomical journals, 
such as the Monthly Notices, Nature, the Observatory, the English Mechanic, 
and Knowledge; he was also covering select American, German, and French 
astronomical journals. When Annie Russell took over as editor of volume 5, 
she attempted to streamline this feature by organizing it according to topic 
rather than listing the articles in each periodical. The topics included the 
moon, planets and minor planets, variable stars, stellar photography, nebulae, 
and comets. The change in format was in part a response to objections that 
the précis of current astronomical literature took up too much of the journal. 
The issue was discussed at several meetings and in the journal’s correspon-
dence section.71 This responsiveness to the desires of readers, along with the 
attempts to encourage participation in the sections, helped the journal to keep 
a loyal audience throughout the end of the century and beyond.

P r o v i n c i a l i z i n g  A s t r o n o m y :  t h e  j o u r n a l 
a n d  t r a n s a c t i o n s  o f  t h e  l e e d s  a s t r o n o m i c a l 

s o c i e t y  ( 1 8 9 3 –  1 9 2 2 ) ,  t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e 
a s t r o n o m i c a l  s o c i e t y  o f  w a l e s  ( 1 8 9 5 –  9 7 ) ,  a n d 

t h e  c a m b r i a n  n a t u r a l  o b s e r v e r  ( 1 8 9 8 –  1 9 1 0 )

In the first volume of the new organ of the reconstituted Leeds Astronomical 
Society, William Barbour, the editor, reported that the British Astronomical 
Association had expressed “a willingness to receive and accredit” the Leeds 
organization as the Yorkshire Branch of the BAA. The editor pointed to one 
of the advantages of affiliating with the BAA. All of the members received 
“a Monthly Journal containing the latest astronomical information from all 
parts of the world.” Moreover, many of the members of the Leeds group were 
already members of the BAA. But for the Leeds Society to become an affiliate, 
the number of its members had to be increased.72 In the end, no formal affilia-
tion was ever established, and the Leeds Astronomical Society has maintained 
its distinctive identity to this very day. The question for smaller provincial 
societies that formed in the 1890s was how to work out their relationship to 
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the British Astronomical Association. The periodicals of two of the societies, 
the Leeds Astronomical Society and the Astronomical Society of Wales, will 
be the focus of this section of the chapter.

Since the BAA had established itself as the national society for amateurs, 
the provincial organizations conceived of their purpose as building a local 
community of observational astronomers, and this was reflected in their jour-
nals. Their readership was primarily society members, many of whom fre-
quently interacted in person. There was no need for a letters to the editor 
column, the tool used by the Astronomical Register and the Observatory, to 
connect to their readers. Instead, these periodicals emphasized the sharing of 
observations published as articles or notes. In comparison to the Observatory 
and the BAA publications, the provincial journals were more permissive of 
unorthodox astronomical theories and of discussions of religious themes.

The Leeds Astronomical Society was actually the first distinct and specif-
ically amateur astronomical society in Britain. Founded in 1859, it was short- 
lived, as was another incarnation in 1863. It took on a more stable form when it 
was reorganized in 1892.73 Its stated object was “the Acquisition and Diffusion 
of Knowledge, connected with Astronomy in all its branches.”74 The members 
bemoaned the backward state of astronomy in Leeds, and looked forward to a 
time when the city would take its rightful place as one of the scientific centers 
of the kingdom with its own observatory. They envied the progress of one 
of the Canadian societies. “Even the comparatively small city of Toronto, in 
Canada,” members complained at a meeting, “is possessed of a far more highly 
organised Astronomical Society than the city of Leeds,” due to the generous 
support it received. The annual reports of the Toronto society rivaled in inter-
est and size the Journal of the British Astronomical Association.75

Washington Teasdale, the first president of the Leeds Astronomical So-
ciety, wrote in a self- deprecating piece in the initial number of the journal 
that he had “little claim to be considered a practical astronomer,” and that 
he was “constrained to assume” the position of president by a small group of 
astronomical observers who asked for his temporary assistance in organizing 
the society (fig. 8.5).76 A native of Leeds, and a civil engineer by profession, 
he belonged to several local scientific and literary societies. He was elected 
to the Royal Astronomical Society in 1886, joined the British Astronomical 
Association when it began, and served as president of the Leeds Astronomical 
Society from 1893 to 1897.77

The majority of the members were from Leeds and the surrounding ar-
eas, and, unlike in the BAA, there were few elite astronomers. In its first year 
the society had forty- nine members, twenty- nine of whom were from Leeds. 
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There were no women, but eight men were members of the BAA. By 1897 the 
Leeds society had grown to eighty- one members, of whom fifty- four were from 
Leeds and five were women. Three years later, there was a modest increase in 
the Leeds society’s total membership to ninety- eight, with fifty- six from Leeds. 
There were seven women (including antivivisectionist Frances Power Cobbe), 
three members of the Royal Astronomical Society, and ten members of the 
BAA.78 Teasdale went out of his way to invite women into the Leeds society. 
At one meeting in 1895, he reminded attendees that women were “not only 
admissible as members, but will be welcomed by the members generally.” He 
pointed out that the important and influential BAA “had wisely, from the first, 

F i g .  8 . 5 .  Washington Teasdale, president of the Leeds Astronomical Society 1893– 97. 
Journal and Transactions of the Leeds Astronomical Society 5 (1897): frontispiece. Reproduced 
courtesy of the British Library.
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admitted ladies to full and accredited membership.”79 In an 1896 meeting of 
the Leeds society, Florence Taylor, who had been admitted as the first female 
member in 1894, delivered a lecture on Caroline Herschel.80 She also pre-
sented a paper on Mary Somerville’s contributions to astronomy, after which 
Teasdale commented briefly on other women, such as Clerke, Brown, Maun-
der, and Everett, who had distinguished themselves in the realm of astronomy. 
Their accomplishments, Teasdale asserted, showed that “the mind of woman, 
when properly trained and cultivated in this and other scientific subjects, emi-
nently fitted her to be the intellectual companion of man.”81

The members constituted the primary readership for the Leeds society’s 
publication. For the first two numbers, annuals for 1893 and 1894, the title was 
Report and Transactions of the Leeds Astronomical Society, and the  publisher 
was William Brierly. The subscription for ordinary members was set at five 
shillings per annum. Starting in 1895 it was retitled the Journal and Transac-
tions of the Leeds Astronomical Society and published by a local firm, Richard 
Jackson. It was still published annually. Teasdale referred to it in 1893 as a 
“pamphlet” that was “intended chiefly for local perusal.”82 The first issue was 
48 pages in length. But it grew in size, and by 1900 it was 121 pages. In 1898 the 
price of a number for ordinary members remained at five shillings. Producing 
the journal was costly for the society. It absorbed almost all of the income gen-
erated by subscription and membership fees, but in the eyes of the society’s 
committee the “favorable comments” on it “in accredited scientific journals” 
fully justified the expenditure.83

Up until his resignation as honorary secretary in 1903, William Donald Bar-
bour was the editor of the journal. Originally from Glasgow, Barbour settled 
in Leeds in 1840 and set up a business as a colonial agent. He was fascinated 
by astronomy, especially the topic of the evolution of planetary life. Barbour 
brought a reverent frame of mind to his enthusiasm for the study of the heav-
ens.84 He offered his readers a varied format, though there were no correspon-
dence columns. Since one of the journal’s primary aims was to feature the 
society’s work, Barbour reported on observations sent to him by members.85 
The journal also contained accounts of the society’s meetings, the program 
of society lectures, a list of the officers and members, and the society’s rules. 
In addition, Barbour included short articles on any and every astronomical 
topic, such as sunspots, colored stars, planets, meteors, and comets, as well 
as information on upcoming astronomical events and how to observe them.

Barbour allowed controversial topics into his journal, since they could be 
used for educational purposes. In the very first number a lecture on zetetic or 
flat earth theory was included. Barbour inserted an editorial note asserting that 
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“our Zetetic friends” had based their scientific heresies on an antique book 
saturated with Eastern modes of thought.86 When a defender of the geostatic 
system was asked and granted the opportunity to be heard during a meeting 
of the society, and failed to convince his hearers, Barbour again saw this as an 
ideal occasion for correcting erroneous beliefs circulating among the pubic. 
“If the science of astronomy were popularised,” he declared, “and made eas-
ily accessible to the public in all our large towns, by institutions such as this 
Leeds Society, where error could be exposed, and misapprehension corrected, 
before being irremediably assimilated by the mind,” then inaccurate theories 
of the heavens would be eliminated.87 Barbour also did not hesitate to publish 
pieces that explored the religious significance of astronomy, though the tone of 
the journal was largely secular. Much of the religious language was contained 
in Barbour’s numerous articles. In his 1894 article on the evolution of plane-
tary life, Barbour discussed divine immanence in nature and how the evolu-
tionary process was under “Divine sanctions.”88 In 1898 Barbour contributed 
an article on the ether as a revelation of the oneness of nature, concluding with 
the affirmation of science as an entrance into “the great temple of our Ethereal 
Universe,” where we realized “in a far deeper sense the immanent, and ever- 
abiding presence of ‘Our Father.’”89 In the report on the annual meeting of 
January 1899, Barbour noted with satisfaction that the local press applauded 
the society’s aim of replacing “trivial and non- elevating literature” with read-
ing that encouraged a “taste for studying, at first, hand, the ways and methods 
of Creation.”90

In 1894, two years after the reorganization of the Leeds Astronomical So-
ciety, another provincial society was established, this time in Wales. In his 
president’s address, Arthur Mee laid out the history of amateur astronomy in 
Britain. First the Liverpool Astronomical Society had been formed, and then 
the British Astronomical Association; after that, Manchester, Glasgow, Ches-
ter, and Leeds had set up their own astronomy societies. At last, Mee declared, 
“we have an Astronomical Society of our own.” But, he asked, what could the 
Astronomical Society of Wales do, given that they did not have a telescope like 
the one at Greenwich? Mee explained that observational astronomy could be 
pursued with a very moderate instrument, or even without a telescope.91 He 
noted that the society was “intended in the first instance for Welshmen and 
Welshwomen, and lovers of astronomy resident in Wales,” though it did not 
 exclude others from membership.92 As of January 1895 there were 59 mem-
bers, mostly from Cardiff and the surrounding region.93 By 1901 there were 114 
full members, of whom 35 had some sort of academic or professional designa-
tion. Twenty- two were women (fig. 8.6). Like the Leeds Astronomical Society, 
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F i g .  8 . 6 .  Front cover of the Journal of the Astronomical Society of Wales 1, no. 9 (October 
1895). Chapman points to this picture of a beautiful woman looking through a telescope as 
symbolic of the importance of female membership to the society. The woman may be a modern 
personification of the goddess Urania. See Chapman, Victorian Astronomical Amateur, 279. 
Reproduced courtesy of the British Library.
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the Astronomical Society of Wales was dominated by middle- class profession-
als. Membership continued to increase, as by 1908 there were 242 members; 
however, at the beginning of World War I the society came to a sudden end.94

Mee not only served as the first president of the Welsh society but was also 
the editor of its journal. He was a journalist who had moved to Cardiff in 1892 
to work for the Western Mail newspaper, serving many years as assistant editor. 
Mee was a popularizer of astronomy who lectured widely and wrote several 
books for beginners, and the Journal of the Astronomical Society of Wales was 
an extension of these activities.95 The Journal was published monthly; each 
number was about ten pages in length. The subscription rate was set at the 
rather affordable cost of five shillings for men who lived within fifteen miles of 
Cardiff, and two shillings, six pence for women and those beyond Cardiff.96 
The cheaper price, fairly unusual, was intended to encourage women, as well 
as those not in close proximity to Cardiff and who could not participate as 
actively in society activities, to become members. The format included reports 
on society meetings, lists of officers and members, the objects of the society, 
short papers on various astronomical subjects, instructions for beginners on 
how to observe the heavens, information on upcoming astronomical events, 
and a “notes” section. As in the case of the Journal and Transactions of the 
Leeds Astronomical Society, there was no letters to the editor section.

Mee tried to keep his readers updated on important astronomical news, 
especially in the “Notes” section. In the first volume, for example, he informed 
them that the number of discovered planetoids stood at four hundred.97 In the 
second volume he replaced the “Notes” column with one titled “Our Council 
Table,” and began a series of reports on the activities of other astronomical 
societies and their publications. He told his readers that the president of the 
British Astronomical Association hoped that the BAA and the Wales society 
would be able to work together in the future, that the Leeds Astronomical 
Society published a valuable annual titled Report and Transactions, and that 
the current number of the BAA journal was “particularly rich.”98

Keeping up with the most recent astronomical journals was important to 
Mee’s readers, and the Journal facilitated a cooperative system first proposed 
in the “Editor’s Notes” column. Mee reported that a member had suggested 
the formation of a “Magazine Club.” Those who joined would buy one jour-
nal, read it, and pass it on.99 A reader wanted to take this idea one step fur-
ther, suggesting how the society could benefit from it. “If a number of the 
members would each [ . . . ] take in a different astronomical journal,” G. T. 
Davis wrote, “pass them round mutually, and at the end of the year, or when 
the volume was complete, present it to the Society, they would then soon be-
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come possessed of a valuable library without a great deal of self- sacrifice on 
their part.”100 The spirit of cooperation was not limited to sharing periodical 
literature. In the first volume, Mee began a section composed of observations 
contributed by members. Mee pleaded with his readers, “whether possessing 
instruments or not,” to “do their individual utmost to make this department a 
success.”101 In the second volume, in “Practical Hints for the Coming Season,” 
Mee again implored his readers to submit their observations. If they were in 
doubt as to the procedure, he had written a “Programme of Astronomical 
Work,” which contained instructions for beginning observers. Then Mee ex-
pressed his regret that “some of our members appear to be under the impres-
sion that it suffices to subscribe and to read the Journal.” Active participation 
in observational astronomy was a requirement, in his opinion.102

Like Barbour, Mee was not averse to including articles on the ether, or on 
the religious significance of astronomical issues, though no pieces on unortho-
dox theories appeared. J. E. Southall contributed an article titled “The Ether,” 
in which he concluded that “secondary causes possess a legitimate use, and 
are gradually unravelled by painstaking research, but the nearer we approach 
to primary causes the more reverence we need rightly to treat of them.”103 
The Reverend Arthur J. Jenkins wrote a piece called “Other Worlds Than 
Ours,” borrowing the title from Richard Proctor’s earlier book (1870) endors-
ing pluralism. The universe, Jenkins argued, was built to support life. Just as 
the microscope revealed the presence of teeming life everywhere on the earth, 
the telescope showed us countless globes inhabited by living beings. Matter 
was made “to support life, and this we may accept alike of our earth and of the 
worlds of space. To the scientist the Sun is a star, and every twinkling star a 
sun, and the universe the temple of the Omnipotent.”104

After two volumes, Mee’s monthly Journal of the Astronomical Society for 
Wales was replaced by a new journal, the Cambrian Natural Observer. The 
new journal still served as the main publication for the Astronomical Society 
of Wales. It was a quarterly instead of a monthly, presumably to cut down costs. 
In the opening article of the journal, Mee, who was still editor, complained 
that “for some reason or other science does not seem to flourish in Wales.” 
The Observer was “extending the field” in two senses. First, the journal would 
include material on meteorology and other subjects related to astronomy. Sec-
ond, though precedence would be given to members of the Welsh society 
when it came to publishing submissions, Mee also welcomed contributions by 
those who were not members.105 The subscription rate remained the same as 
it had been for the Journal of the Astronomical Society of Wales, five shillings 
for members resident within fifteen miles of Cardiff, and two shillings, six 
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pence for ladies and all other members.106 Although columns on the weather 
and on rainfall now appeared, the format was similar to that of the earlier pub-
lication, including the society’s rules, lists of members, editor’s notes, reports 
on society meetings, and observations submitted by readers. If anything, the 
number of pages devoted to observations increased (fig. 8.7). In 1900 a lengthy 
section called “Observations” included various reports by observers on mete-
ors, Venus, the occultation of Saturn, sunspots, waterspouts, thunderstorms, 
earthquakes, heat waves, sound, geological models, and the size of the sun and 
moon.107 The increase in observations was due in part to Mee’s plea for help 
placed on the back cover of volume 2 in 1899. He asked for donations, more 
observations, and more subscribers. Donations were received from many of 
the other astronomical societies, including the British Astronomical Associ-
ation, the Leeds Astronomical Society, the Liverpool Astronomical Society, 
and even the Royal Astronomical Society.108 The cooperative spirit that Mee 
had tried to instill within his society also existed between major astronomical 
societies at the end of the century.

C o n c l u s i o n :  R e a c h i n g  f o r  t h e  S ta r s

In 1898, in the editorial kicking off the new quarterly journal of the Astronom-
ical Society of Wales, Mee declared, “We compete with no existing Journal, 
Society, or Organisation, and we appeal for a friendly reception from those 
in the Principality and beyond it who are lovers and students of the Book of 
Nature.”109 Mee’s point about the Cambrian Natural Observer— that it did not 
compete with any other periodical— would have been echoed by the editors 
of many late- nineteenth- century British astronomical journals. Each journal 
attempted to create a niche for itself by engaging a distinct audience defined 
by its level of expertise, its geographical location, and sometimes even its class 
associations. Editors experimented with different formats in order to appeal 
to their target audiences. They helped to differentiate themselves from other 
astronomical journals through the way they defined their relationship to the 
Royal Astronomical Society and the British Astronomical Association. Un-
avoidably, however, there was competition. Finding a niche where conflict was 
nonexistent was wishful thinking. A number of new astronomical journals in 
the second half of the century faltered as the reading public for these special-
ized periodicals was not large enough to support all of them.

For the society- based journals, having a “built- in” audience did not au-
tomatically lead to success. Those journals were dependent on the health of 
the societies to which they were attached. Many of the British astronomical 
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journals founded in the nineteenth century, society- based or otherwise, ceased 
publication either late in the nineteenth century or early in the twentieth, in-
cluding the Astronomical Register (which closed in 1886), the Journal of the 
Liverpool Astronomical Society (1891), the Cambrian Natural Observer (1910), 
and the Journal of the Leeds Astronomical Society (1922). Two journals lingered 
on into the second half of the twentieth century: the Memoirs of the British 
Astronomical Association (1962) and the Memoirs of the Royal Astronomical 
Society (1978). Only three of the nineteenth- century astronomical journals 
survive today: the Observatory, the Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical 
Society, and the Journal of the British Astronomical Association.

Although a number of astronomical journals were not published past 1900, 
during the final decades of the nineteenth century society- based periodicals 
played an important role in the process whereby an audience for a specific 
scientific discipline, astronomy, was created. Astronomical communities were 
conceived of in the pages of these journals as existing at a variety of levels, 
including local or provincial, national, and even international. These commu-
nities existed somewhat independently of the circle of elite astronomers who 
read the publications of the Royal Astronomical Society or the official observa-
tories, though some members of the Royal Astronomical Society were key fig-
ures in the amateur societies. The British Astronomical Association took care 
of organizing amateur astronomy at the national level. The local or provincial 
societies oriented themselves in relation to the British Astronomical Associa-
tion even when they were not formally linked to it. To some extent, this con-
firms Simon Naylor’s assertion that frequently “regional science was forced to 
assume a more limited epistemological position.”110 The new societies saw as 
part of their mission the organization of their members into groups of observers, 
whether it be into more formal divisions, as in the case of the Liverpool Astro-
nomical Society and the British Astronomical Association, or more informally 
into one unified group, via the societies themselves. This provided amateur 
astronomers with a role. Often led by experienced observers, and even by elite  
astronomers who were members of the Royal Astronomical Society, the ama-
teurs trained the members of their societies how to observe as part of a team.

Part of the story, then, is how elite astronomers were able to draw upon the 
observations and insights of amateurs. Indeed, the new journals were partially 
responsible for creating an identity for the amateur astronomer, one that was 
celebrated in the pages of the periodicals. This identity proved to be attractive 
to male professionals, their wives, their daughters, and, in the case of the local 
societies, to those interested in the religious dimensions of astronomy. Exam-
ining the publications of the new astronomical societies of the second half of 
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the nineteenth century provides us with new insights into how communities 
of scientific practice were constructed through the periodical literature.
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C h a p t e r  9

“A Borderland in Ethics”:  
Medical Journals, the Public, and the 

Medical Profession in Nineteenth- 
Century Britain

Sally Frampton

In 1881, luminaries of medicine from Joseph Lister to Louis Pasteur thronged 
to the International Medical Congress in London for what was the largest 
meeting of the profession ever to be staged. Held over seven days, with fifteen 
different sections and three thousand attendees, the congress was remarkable 
for both its size and its impact, as doctors debated the most pressing issues 
of the day, from the role of microorganisms in disease causation to state in-
tervention in medical practice. In an opening address to the congress, the 
surgeon James Paget predicted that the event would see “a larger interchange 
and diffusion of information than in any equal time and space in the whole 
past history of medicine.”1 It was in this apt setting that the American surgeon 
John Shaw Billings addressed a large crowd on the state of medical literature, a 
subject that was rarely elaborated upon by doctors at their professional gather-
ings, but which was starting to receive increased attention. Billings, who at the 
Surgeon General’s Office in Washington had helped amass the United States’ 
largest medical library, drew attention to the vast and ever- expanding volume 
of medical periodicals being published. Billings calculated that in 1879, 655 
different medical periodicals were published worldwide.2 Between 1880 and 
1899 that number would rise exponentially; in Britain alone the number of 
titles doubled from 60 to 120, marking an unprecedented era of growth.3 The 
increase in medical journals, Billings speculated, brought both advantages and 
pitfalls. It was part of the great progress of modern thought, “that wonderful 
kaleidoscopic pattern which is unrolling before us,” he wrote.4 But he also 
cautioned that the propagation of journals, and the growing emphasis on their 
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importance for professional advancement, promoted an undue haste in doc-
tors who were eager to publish and see their name in print.5

Billings’s speech reflected the prolific industry in journalism— medical and 
otherwise— that characterized British print culture in the late nineteenth cen-
tury, as improved printing technologies and the abolition of stamp and paper 
duties gave rise to a rapid increase in the number of periodicals available, low-
ered their prices and increased their frequency. Contemporary commentators 
and historians have also aligned the increasing number of medical journals 
with a broader trend occurring in the organization and epistemology of med-
icine: the establishment of specialist practice, most notably in dermatology, 
ophthalmology, obstetrics, and gynaecology.6 Certainly this trend was consol-
idated by the journals that were emerging at the end of the century; titles like 
the British Gynaecological Journal, begun in 1885, and the British Journal of 
Dermatology, which started in 1888, were part and parcel of the changes within 
medicine at this period. These were changes not just in content but in liter-
ary style, as medical journals underwent a gradual shift from the personable, 
gossipy tone of the weekly medical press in the 1820s— most famously char-
acterized by the Lancet— to the more austere model of medical writing that 
was to predominate a hundred years later. The pages of medical journals were 
increasingly given over to specialized terminology emanating from physiology 
and other medical sciences, restricting the audience for professional medical 
journals to those cognizant of such scientific language.7

These changes signaled a move on the part of doctors to create a more 
closeted professional world. But the growth of specialist journals and their use 
of increasingly esoteric phraseology was accompanied by a no less significant 
trend in medical and health literature aimed toward a more diverse audience. 
During the 1880s, the ways in which different groups of people other than 
medical professionals might participate in healthcare was being reimagined. 
Through the public health movement, there was a growing emphasis on the 
place of personal hygiene and domestic management in containing and pre-
venting disease. As is explored more fully in chapter 10 in this volume, public 
health reformers recognized the active role citizens needed to play for change 
to be satisfactorily accomplished. Preventive medicine relied not only on le-
galizing acts of compulsion like vaccination, but on communicating sanitary 
science to the public and encouraging citizens to manage their own health and 
the health of their community.8 Meanwhile, the campaign to professionalize 
nursing by means of registration was also gaining ground, and elsewhere first 
aid training was becoming a force among the British population, as the St. 
John Ambulance organization began to instruct members of the public in how 
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to treat illnesses and injuries. Following the introduction of more systematic 
management practices in British hospitals in the last decades of the century, 
the hospital manager was also being established as a professional role. These 
developments were reflected in the numerous publications that emerged in 
the 1880s and 1890s relating to nursing, public health, first aid, and domestic 
hygiene. Some titles, like The Hospital, were aimed toward both doctors and 
allied professionals working in medicine and health care; others were aimed 
toward one professional subset or another, such as the nursing community 
(Nursing Notes, Nursing Record, and Nursing Mirror). A number of new jour-
nals, including Health, Baby, and First Aid, were primarily aimed toward the 
public. Whether they anticipated it or not, many of these journals acknowl-
edged finding an audience of both lay people and health care professionals. 
In this respect, they differed from the professional weeklies such as the Lancet 
and the British Medical Journal, which by the late nineteenth century were 
being marketed as strictly for doctors.

This new wave of journals built upon a longer tradition of medical and 
health journalism aimed to appeal to audiences outside the medical profes-
sion. Its emergence reignited perennial concerns among doctors about the 
diffusion of medical knowledge into newspapers and magazines, and the risks 
apparent in the public interpreting health advice without professional inter-
mediaries. But the ensuing controversies surrounding the journals heralded a 
much more rigorous clampdown by the profession on the circulation of med-
ical literature among the public and the emergence of a new ethical framework 
for medical journalism. These “quasi- medical” journals, as the Lancet labeled 
them,9 were seen to be ethically dubious because they blurred the boundaries 
between lay and medical audiences and between professional and nonprofes-
sional literature, thus bringing doctors into an unwelcome proximity to the 
worlds of commerce and advertising.

This chapter first seeks to contextualize the medical press within the broader 
framework of nineteenth- century print culture and to show how lay and pro-
fessional audiences, broadly categorized, frequently intertwined. It then fo-
cuses on two journals, The Hospital and Baby, established in 1886 and 1887 
respectively, which together brought to a head doctors’ concerns about the 
public’s interaction with medical journals. The audiences these journals solic-
ited, the objectives they advanced, and the conversations they generated her-
alded a transformative period in British journalism during which the notion 
of what exactly constituted a medical journal was contested. As the number of 
titles relating to medicine and health expanded and diversified, these changes 
in print culture reshaped modes of communication between medical practi-
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tioners and the wider public. Doctors’ responses to these changes revealed a 
professional community that sought to manage and regulate the dissemination 
of knowledge— knowledge to which they claimed authoritative ownership.

A  C l o s e d  S h o p ?  T h e  M e d i c a l 
P r e s s  a n d  i t s  A u d i e n c e s

In 1823, the surgeon Thomas Wakley began a weekly publication that quickly 
became the country’s most popular and most controversial medical journal. 
In a reference to the sharp scalpel surgeons used to cut open the body, the 
journal was named the Lancet— a title reflecting Wakley’s intention to expose 
and dissect the workings of the profession.10 The Lancet bulldozed its way 
into a marketplace for medical journals previously dominated by monthly and 
quarterly titles, the most successful of which was the Medico- Chirurgical Re-
view, edited by the former naval surgeon James Johnson, which in 1821 had 
attained a respectable circulation of around 1,300 copies.11 In the space of 
just a year, the Review was outstripped by the Lancet, which was soon selling 
more than four thousand copies a week, an extraordinary achievement for a 
medical title.12 Wakley used the weekly frequency of his journal to maximum 
effect, providing up- to- the minute news from the metropolitan hospitals, in-
cluding details of recent cases, professional gossip, and tantalizing editorials 
that promised more exciting content in the next issue. The Lancet quickly 
became known for its savage takedowns of the nepotistic and closed world of 
the metropolitan hospital system, which led to Wakley attracting the wrath of 
London’s medical elite. At the heart of Wakley’s journalistic enterprise was a 
desire to make available to the medical profession en masse— the provincial 
practitioners, medical students, and countless doctors who worked overseas— 
intelligence and information usually only available to those able to access Lon-
don’s great teaching hospitals. Wakley used various strategies to undermine 
the dominance of those institutions and the individuals who worked at them, 
exposing corruption among hospital staff, and publishing without consent 
the lectures of well- known hospital surgeons.13 The latter endeavor soon led 
to Wakley being accused of intellectual piracy, following his unauthorized 
publication of the lectures of the eminent surgeons Astley Cooper and John 
Abernethy, of Guy’s and St. Bartholomew’s hospitals respectively. The pro-
fession’s indignation over the matter was not merely moralizing. By making 
their orations available in print for the weekly price of sixpence, Wakley was 
undermining the potential for hospital doctors to make a lucrative income 
through their lectures.
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The Lancet and other weekly titles that followed in its stead— most notably 
the Medical Times in 1839, and the Provincial Medical and Surgical Journal 
in 1840 (retitled the British Medical Journal in 1857)— championed the rights 
and concerns of those working outside the elite rankings of the metropoli-
tan hospitals. Their editors drew analogies between the closed shop of the 
corrupt hospital elite and the clandestine malfeasance of quack doctors and 
patent- medicine peddlers, and in contrast pitched their own journals as ton-
ics of transparency and truth, working for the good of the profession and the 
public to rid the country of both. “SHALL THE PROFESSION BE REFORMED OR 
NOT?” asked the Medical Times in 1840. “We boldly commenced the work 
by unmasking chicanery; public support has been instant and hearty. It was 
all the encouragement we sought, all the guerdon we required.”14 While all  
three  journals purported to share a reformist vision, Wakley was the most 
 energetic in executing it. In the opening statement to the first issue of the 
Lancet, he proclaimed the journal to be not just for medical and surgical 
 practitioners, but also for “every individual in these realms.”15 Wakley hoped 
the journal would furnish the wider public with enough knowledge that they 
might avoid the overtures of quackish practitioners. Thus, the public were 
recognized not just as a potential audience for the journal, but as active agents 
in the battle for medical reform that Wakley envisioned, which would see a 
dis mantling of the elitist hierarchy within medicine and the erasure of unreg-
ulated quackery.

Toward this objective, Wakley emulated contemporaneous publications 
that educated and advised the general populace on medical and health is-
sues.16 He was especially influenced by the Monthly Gazette of Health, edited 
by the physician Richard Reece between 1816 and 1832, which was aimed 
toward both doctors and laypeople. The Gazette allowed readers to build 
up a repository of information and, through its correspondence columns, a 
chance to contribute queries, opinions, and medical recipes to the publication. 
Other medical journals that were also unabashedly aimed toward a public 
audience sprang up through the 1820s and 1830s. The Medical Adviser, which 
ran between 1823 and 1825, and The Doctor, which lasted from 1832 to 1837, 
both sold at a cheap price and targeted working- class readers, offering a mix 
of medical advice and treatment plans, lessons in anatomy and physiology, and 
articles on social and medical reform.17 The market for medical literature was 
augmented by the considerable number of titles relating to nonorthodox sys-
tems of medicine, including homoeopathy and mesmerism, mostly established 
in the middle of the century, which attained varying degrees of success. Many 
nonorthodox titles attempted to straddle the boundary between the medical 
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profession and the public, pursuing a lay audience while also trying to placate 
and even convert critics from within the profession.18

In the context of the literary marketplace, the potential for interaction that 
serial publications offered to readers arguably put them at a strategic advantage 
over books and pamphlets, which had been the more common modes of health 
literature in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.19 It allowed journal pro-
prietors and editors to create a sense of dialogue with their audiences. Richard 
Reece frequently published letters allegedly written by enthusiastic readers 
who praised the editor for making space for lay queries and contributions. “I 
am so great an admirer of your truly philanthropic undertaking that I have 
recommended it to all my friends, and I think I may say I have succeeded in 
procuring thirty subscribers in the course of last month,” wrote one, a widow 
named Mary Ann Fletcher, in 1816.20 Whether true or not— there is always 
the possibility that editors had a hand in inventing correspondence of this 
kind— the publication of such endorsements fostered the idea that a commu-
nity building of sorts was occurring around the journal.

And yet the relatively short runs of titles like the Medical Adviser and The 
Doctor suggest that few orthodox medical journals aimed toward lay people 
were able to sustain a regular audience of readers. While claiming to denounce 
quackery in the same manner as the more professionally oriented medical 
weeklies, they themselves were vulnerable to accusations of impropriety. Crit-
ics bemoaned the unsuitability of the penny press in disseminating medical ad-
vice, and its potential for spreading inaccurate information. “It is to be feared 
that, if this penny Doctor’s prescriptions were to be taken, a considerable re-
duction in the amount of population would be the inevitable result,” wrote the 
Mechanic’s Magazine about The Doctor in 1832.21 The Mechanic’s Magazine 
was a cheap weekly which, like its medical counterparts, was designed to cater 
to a working- class audience. But as a journal broadly focused on technology, 
it lay on rather less ethically shaky ground than did medical journals, where, 
it seemed, there was a real risk that the information they contained could lead 
to bodily harm. By the 1830s, reformists like Wakley were finding quackery in 
all places, from the highest echelons of the profession to the cheapest period-
icals and magazines, all of which constituted a threat to their desire to see the 
establishment of a democratic but highly regulated profession. The rhetoric 
of reform within medical weeklies like the Lancet and Medical Times increas-
ingly centered upon professional fraternalism, consolidated by a loosely con-
sensual opposition to “quackish” systems of medicine such as homeopathy.22 
Despite opposition from the profession, nonorthodox medicines remained 
inexorably popular among a general populace that was often distrustful of the 
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interventionist and at times brutal work of bloodletting, amputating “regular” 
doctors. For all Wakley’s initial zeal for a readership that included autodidactic 
laymen, the public’s compliance and cooperation in the erasure of quackery 
looked far from guaranteed. By the middle decades of the century, titles like 
the Lancet began to close ranks, distancing themselves from the rhetoric of 
their early days, where members of the public were positioned as participants 
in medical reform, and instead asserted themselves as publications limited to 
professional readers.

Connections between the medical press and what doctors termed the “lay” 
press, which included all types of print media beyond medical titles, nonethe-
less remained present. A reciprocal relationship based upon the reproduction 
of information enmeshed medical journals within wider print culture. Local 
medical news and gossip reported in the regional press was reproduced in the 
medical weeklies, as were satirical sketches from publications like Punch, par-
ticularly when they lampooned quacks and purveyors of nonorthodox med-
icine.23 Conversely, the content and campaigns of medical journals provided 
good copy for the daily newspapers, who capitalized upon an ever- present 
curiosity among the public for the latest news on medicine, health, and dis-
ease. Popular titles like the Morning Post and the Standard were attentive to 
the discussions of the medical press, especially on public health. Foreshadow-
ing the still- present fascination of the popular media with scientific research 
on food and diet, the issue that perhaps garnered the most interest among the 
press in the middle decades was the findings of the Lancet’s analytical sanitary 
commission, which ran between 1851 and 1854 as a response to concerns about 
food adulteration, and which attracted widescale attention from newspapers, 
women’s magazines, and the penny weeklies. Thomas Wakley had employed 
the doctor and microscopist Arthur Hill Hassall to conduct a series of tests on 
common household foodstuffs including flour, bread, coffee, and chicory (the 
latter often used to adulterate coffee). Hassall wrote up his findings in a series 
of reports duly published in the Lancet. Hassall’s study detected extremely 
high levels of impurity in samples of coffee and chicory, which were found 
to contain everything from sawdust to oak bark.24 By sponsoring Hassall’s 
revelatory work and connecting it to his journal, Wakley shrewdly spotted a 
way to market the Lancet as a trailblazing organ in public health innovation. 
He also took the opportunity to republish articles from the general press that 
praised the Lancet’s work in exposing the nefarious practices of grocers and 
merchants who were adulterating goods.25

On an individual level too, many prominent figures forged a living that 
relied upon a range of journalistic work in both medical and nonmedical publi-
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cations. This included figures like Frederick Knight Hunt, the originator of the 
Medical Times, who spent much of his life vacillating between medical practice 
and journalism. Hunt, who had been brought up in straitened financial cir-
cumstances, started his career as a printing room boy at the Morning Herald 
before turning to medicine, in which he qualified in 1840. As a medical student 
he had begun the Medical Times, which would go on to achieve considerable 
success— though only after he had sold it on, anxious to avoid the threats of 
libel from medical men that had come his way since starting the publication— 
and in which he had emulated the caustic, controversial tone of the Lancet. 
While continuing to practice medicine, Hunt built up a reputation as a jour-
nalist of some importance and eventually became the editor of the Daily News 
before his untimely death at the age of just forty in 1854.26 The career trajectory 
of the London physician Andrew Wynter was similarly peripatetic. Wynter 
edited the British Medical Journal between 1855 and 1860. After resigning its 
editorship, he went on to forge a successful career as a journalist and author 
writing on medical topics as well as on the most pressing subjects of the day, 
from railways to photography and telegraphy, contributing mainly to middle-
brow and highbrow publications like Once a Week and the Edinburgh Re-
view.27 All the while he continued to practice medicine, primarily focusing on 
the treatment of insanity. However, Wynter’s reputation would predominantly 
rest upon his writing rather than either his practice or medical editorship.28 
Both medicine and journalism could be financially precarious careers. For 
men like Hunt and Wynter, who displayed skill in both areas, harnessing the 
remunerative powers of both was a necessary step toward economic security.

While the medical press continued to share both content and personnel 
with other genres of print, it also attempted to forge a greater distinction be-
tween itself and the lay press. The attitude of the medical press toward medical 
content that featured in other types of periodical publications, particularly 
those aimed toward the working classes, was increasingly couched in the lan-
guage of surveillance. In particular, popular titles that allowed readers to seek 
medical advice through their correspondence columns were policed. As Claire 
Furlong has detailed, the Family Herald, established in 1843, and Reynolds’s 
Miscellany, begun in 1846, two hugely popular weeklies aimed at working- class 
families, both made this a feature of their publications. In the 1850s Reynolds’s 
even began a dedicated “Medical Corner,” suggesting, Furlong argues, that 
there was “a strong demand for health advice and that Reynolds’s was more 
than willing to provide it.”29 In 1860 the Lancet publicly lambasted Reynolds’s 
for providing dangerously inaccurate medical advice on its pages. In an article 
somewhat inflammatorily titled “How to Poison Correspondents,” the Lan-
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cet admonished Reynolds’s for mistakenly advising a reader to consume ten 
drachms of tincture of foxglove to treat palpitations of the heart, a measure-
ment that contained “enough digitalis . . . to poison six people.”30 The editor 
and namesake of Reynolds’s, George W. M. Reynolds, responded in the Lancet 
the following week, conceding the mistake: The recipe in fact should have 
prescribed ten drops. He denied, however, that the error negated the jour-
nal’s work in providing medical advice to readers, claiming to quote only from 
“those works which I consider to be reliable authorities, and that it is merely in 
the simplest cases I even undertake to furnish these receipts at all.”31 Although 
inquirers were at times referred to a doctor to receive advice, Reynolds seemed 
to be implying that he himself, and presumably his fellow editorial staff, took it 
upon themselves to diagnose and suggest treatment plans for illnesses.32 Thus 
the journal assumed the role of medical adviser at a price that undercut that of 
the professional doctor. As we shall see, the Lancet’s reproach of Reynolds an-
ticipated a more concerted effort among the profession to regulate and manage 
the circulation of medical knowledge among the general public.

The boundaries doctors constructed between “their” press and the lay 
press in the middle decades of the nineteenth century were erected both to 
mark the especial, authoritative status of the profession and to control the 
flow of information to the public. Medical journals increasingly identified 
themselves as sequestered spaces for discussion among doctors. But these 
boundaries were nonetheless very frequently transgressed as the medical press 
continued to influence, and be influenced by, other forms of media. As the cen-
tury progressed, the medical press became more alert to the popular diffusion 
of medical information, particularly within the cheap periodicals. Culminating 
in a controversial episode involving the Lancet and a set of new publications in 
the 1880s, changing trends in journalism threatened to dissolve the boundaries 
between the medical and lay press altogether.

M e d i c i n e  a n d  t h e  E t h i c s  o f  P r i n t  C u lt u r e : 
T h e  l a n c e t ,  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  a n d  b a b y

Near the end of 1887, the Lancet published a series of four editorials that crit-
icized a new wave of “popular journals of a quasi- medical character,”33 which 
they described as inhabiting a “borderland in ethics.”34 The Lancet anony-
mously implicated three recently established journals at the center of the trend, 
two of which were described in enough detail that they could be identified 
as The Hospital, a journal focused on hospitals and health care, which tar-
geted an inclusive audience of medical professionals, hospital administrators, 
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nurses, and members of the public, and Baby, a journal devoted to children’s 
health (figs. 9.1a and 9.1b). The Hospital and Baby were markedly different 
publications. But both were sufficiently medical in their content yet populist 
in their styling that they aroused the Lancet’s consternation. The Hospital 
was, it seems, the primary cause for concern. It had been established in 1886 
by Henry Burdett, a businessman, philanthropist, and advocate for hospital 
reform. Having been a medical student at Guy’s without qualifying, Burdett 
had gone on to forge a successful career at the periphery of the profession, 
working as a hospital administrator, during which time he garnered an impres-
sive reputation for fund- raising. In his mid- thirties he had switched careers 
and begun working for the London Stock Exchange, though his links to the 
medical world remained strong, most notably through his championing of 
and fund- raising for the voluntary hospitals.35 Burdett’s personal experience, 

F i g .  9 . 1 .  The first issues of The Hospital (1886) and Baby (1887). The opening edition of 
The Hospital, which pleaded for contributions to a number of different hospitals, attested to 
the charitable mission of its editor, Henry Burdett, while Baby quoted material from the Lancet 
and British Medical Journal, positioning itself as a periodical that was medical in nature. The 
Hospital: Institute of Healthcare Management; Baby: Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, 
shelfmark per. 2623 d12.

(a) (b)
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working at the borders of the lay and medical worlds, was reflected in his 
ambitious periodical project. He envisioned that hospital managers would be 
among The Hospital’s key audiences, using the journal as a way of exchanging 
information, strengthening their sense of professional community, and linking 
them to philanthropically minded members of the public in a bid to raise char-
itable contributions to the voluntary hospitals. As Burdett reminded readers, 
he used the word “hospital” in the widest sense, and also sought to make the 
journal accessible to a readership of doctors, nurses, and medical students as 
well as convalescents and their networks of friends, family, and clergy, thus 
bringing together all those who would have an interest in hospital life.36 His 
polemical editorials on hospital work and charity sat side by side with news 
stories taken from the Lancet, original communications from doctors, and lists 
of operating times, as well as puzzles, quizzes, and fictional stories, including 
those for children. The latter three features, which were highly unusual for a 
medical journal, were indicative of Burdett’s open commitment to achieving 
popular appeal. Astutely tapping into a sizeable audience that was only begin-
ning to be catered to by publishers, the journal also included a supplement, 
Nursing Mirror, that provided nurses with job listings— crucial in an occu-
pation where employment was often short- term. The Nursing Mirror addi-
tionally contained features useful to the everyday work of the nurse, including 
medical lectures and passages of prose to help comfort sick patients. Indeed, 
Burdett was perhaps overly ambitious in the expansive range of content he 
initially wished to include; items promised in the journal’s opening editorial 
failed to materialize, such as the “madman’s column.” Burdett never specified 
what this was to be, although one might speculate that it was intended to pro-
vide a voice to the institutionalized and mentally ill.

This heterogeneous jumble of articles— in which medical and nonmedical 
content was presented side by side, each providing a smattering of knowl-
edge, information, or trivia— troubled the Lancet.37 One editorial complained 
that The Hospital consisted of “sermons, discourses on physiology, palmistry, 
bacteriology, enigmas, fever, food, Ruskin, vaccination, the action of remedies 
in disease— that hunting ground of adventurous empirics,— serial stories for 
young people, puzzles, and acrostics,” which were “blended week by week 
in one incongruous whole.”38 This style of journalism, offering snippets of 
information on a wide range of subjects, was typical of the New Journalism, 
which had provoked anxiety in cultural spheres beyond medicine, with critics 
believing it encouraged a less intellectually rigorous “skim- reading” among 
audiences.39 For the Lancet, the appropriation of this mode of communica-
tion by journals claiming to be medical was particularly harmful, encouraging 
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lay people to diagnose and treat illnesses while having only minimal knowl-
edge. “Have not those who have been brought into contact with the public by 
service at hospitals, and as lecturers on science applied to public needs, yet 
learned that ‘a little knowledge is dangerous in everything, and in nothing else 
so much as in the science and art of healing?’” the journal asked.40 Despite al-
most immediate criticism from the Lancet, Burdett’s innovative vision quickly 
paid dividends; by the end of 1888, The Hospital had accrued an impressive 
weekly circulation of nine thousand copies, in comparison to the Lancet ’s 
seven thousand copies.41 Given the sales figures its competitor was generating, 
the Lancet had reason to be alarmed.

Baby, the other publication cited, had started up only a month prior to the 
first Lancet editorial on the matter. Edited by twenty- five- year- old Ada Ballin, 
the journal was intended to provide information and advice on the manage-
ment of children, in illness and health, and was aimed toward a predominantly 
lay and female audience, eliciting and attracting mainly middle- class readers. 
Among its features were advice on ailments, nutritional recipes, music, poems, 
and specially commissioned dress designs for babies, as well as a range of 
lectures on health and medicine, either written for the journal or reproduced 
from other medical publications. Articles reflected upon controversial and 
popular topics of the day, from the developmental psychology of children to 
the nutritional value of infant formula food.42 Like Burdett, Ballin had received 
a smattering of medical education but had not qualified or practiced. The 
Medical Act of 1876 had overturned previous legal barriers to women ob-
taining medical qualifications, allowing institutions to award them regardless 
of gender. But obstacles to women’s entry into the profession remained, as 
organizations like the Royal College of Surgeons of England and the British 
Medical Association continued to refuse them admission, making it difficult 
for women to build professional careers. Entering University College in 1878, 
Ballin was, however, able to study with William Corfield, the university’s pro-
fessor of hygiene and public health, piquing her own interest in medicine.43 
A precocious teenager, she had been an ardent proponent of rational dress  
reform, largely on the grounds that practices such as tight- lacing were detri-
mental to women’s health, and she began lecturing at the tender age of eigh-
teen for the National Health Society, an organization that gave public lectures 
on preventive health measures. The society was primarily run both by and 
for women, and Ballin’s motivations for becoming involved in health journal-
ism were shaped by her perceptions of gender; she worried deeply about the 
way in which girls were brought up to be “mere conglomerations of frivol-
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ity.”44 Recognizing that it was wives rather than husbands who were engaged 
in the business of childrearing, she believed women were the most obvious 
audience for medical and scientific literature on child health. The opening edi-
torial of Baby boasted a selection of high- profile contributors, among them the 
journalist and health lecturer Florence Fenwick- Miller (who had qualified in 
medicine), Robert Parker, surgeon at the East London Hospital for Children, 
and Edmund Owen and Catherine Wood, surgeon and matron respectively 
at the Great Ormond Street Hospital for Sick Children. Other high- profile 
names were promised for later issues. The dynamics of gender embedded in 
Ballin’s journalistic work were complex and informed by the structural frame-
work of male authority of which medicine and journalism were both part and 
parcel. In her 1885 book The Science of Dress in Theory and Practice, Ballin 
had blamed the lack of success of the rational dress movement on the inef-
fectiveness of male writers who lectured women on subjects they themselves 
were better qualified to address through their own experience.45 But as Sally 
Shuttleworth has highlighted elsewhere, most contributions in the first issues 
of Baby came from male doctors and scientists; despite Ballin’s wish for health 
literature created by and written for women, she was, to an extent, reliant on 
the authority of medical men to help legitimate Baby’s place in the medical 
journal market.46 Nonetheless, Ballin also carved out space for her female read-
ers, calling upon them to furnish the journal with tips on clothing, feeding, 
and the general management of children, as well as any new inventions they 
had crafted to help with child care.47 Ballin anticipated that Baby would bring 
together “a mother’s parliament,” a community of readers who would prove 
to be a resource of expertise on child health, accrued through their collective 
experience. As the journal’s success grew, correspondence both offering and 
asking for health advice increased, the latter of which saw Ballin increasingly 
taking on the role of health adviser to her readers.

The Lancet’s attack on both The Hospital and Baby had subtexts of pro-
fessional vulnerability and pecuniary anxiety. Its claim that they were “quasi- 
medical” implied a deception, an intentional misappropriation on the latter’s 
part of the medical journal genre.48 Both publications emulated certain aspects 
of the content of professional medical journals in a way that was viewed as 
improper. In the case of The Hospital, the Lancet disapproved strongly of that 
journal’s publication of details about hospital staff, which it believed would 
encourage the public to choose for private consultations those doctors written 
about “to the professional injury of all those whose names do not appear in 
the list.”49 With Baby, the Lancet criticized the journal’s inclusion of original 
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articles from doctors. It feared that by prominently featuring the names of 
doctors while soliciting a public audience, both journals would appear as little 
more than a surreptitious form of advertising on the part of the profession.

Medical journals marketed to the public were, as we have seen, not a new 
development; many had appeared over the century since Richard Reece had 
begun the Monthly Gazette of Health in 1816. The People’s Medical Journal 
and Family Physician, for example, begun in 1850, which lasted two years, 
promised content on anatomy, physiology, surgery, chemistry, and pharmacy 
for those who were in the “industrious classes.”50 The Medical Review and 
Invalid’s Guide, established in 1872, garnered considerably more success, sur-
viving until 1887. Carefully targeting the chronically unwell, it printed tips on 
treatment for conditions like varicose veins and indigestion, and information 
about residences for invalids in Britain and abroad. The Hospital and Baby 
were arguably not that distinct from publications like the Medical Review, 
which had similarly brought information on doctors and disease to a general 
audience. Why then did The Hospital and Baby receive much greater criticism 
than their predecessors?51 There was one obvious, significant factor: neither 
Burdett nor Ballin was a doctor.52 This distinguished both The Hospital and 
Baby from earlier lay- oriented medical journals, most of which had been ed-
ited by doctors, and also from the contemporary sanitary journals, described 
in chapter 10 of this book, which were edited by high- profile medical men like 
Ernest Hart and Benjamin Ward Richardson.53 The perceived lack of med-
ical competence on the part of Burdett and Ballin no doubt crystallized the 
profession’s fears regarding medical information being handled by those not 
adequately qualified to comprehend or promulgate it.

But the Lancet’s castigation of “popular” medical journals also revealed a 
profession situated uncomfortably within the increasingly tumultuous world 
of mass print, where in the 1880s commercialism, medicine, and literature 
were blending together in ever more visible ways, heightening tensions around 
the ethics of medical publishing. Facilitated by advertising space in newspa-
pers and magazines, consumer culture was reaching into the papers— and 
 pockets— of the literate working classes, and journal advertisements were 
becoming bigger and more extravagant.54 Medicinal and health- promoting 
products were conspicuous in the age of advertising; Lori Loeb has described 
how an “unprecedented assortment of mass- produced and mass- marketed 
patent medicines flooded the market.”55 Gaudy advertisements proclaiming 
the benefits of a host of pills, tonics, lotions, and appliances found ample space 
in the press.56 As Loeb has argued, there was a degree of cognitive dissonance 
in the profession’s approach to patent medicines. Ostensibly they condemned 
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them, claiming that the failure of patent medicine vendors to disclose the in-
gredients of their remedies posed a risk to the public’s health. In actuality, 
many doctors used patent medicines in their practice, some invested in patent 
medicine companies, and professional journals including the Lancet and the 
British Medical Journal carried advertisements for them in order to sustain 
themselves financially.57 In the face of the profession’s complex relationship 
with commercialism, the Lancet’s interpretation of advertising was adapted 
to elide any mention of its own entanglement with it, and was instead used 
to criticize doctors who featured in and wrote for other journals intended for 
public audiences.

The Lancet’s editorial series on “quasi- medical” journals highlighted the 
complex set of expectations the profession put upon both itself and the pub-
lic by the 1880s. In the view of the Lancet it was entirely permissible for the 
public to be cognizant of and indeed actively engaged in disease prevention 
and hygienic practices, and to possess a degree of practical knowledge such 
as the first aid movement was offering, in the event of sudden illness or injury. 
That was a form of good citizenship. What was not appropriate was when the 
public strayed into the territory of medical practitioners by consuming infor-
mation that could lead them to try and diagnose and treat themselves. This 
was especially problematic given the audiences that The Hospital and Baby 
were targeting; The Hospital, priced at just a penny, was aimed at both men 
and women from the lower classes, while Baby was aimed at an almost exclu-
sively female readership. Although not explicitly stated, questions of gender 
no doubt played into the Lancet’s worries. In February 1888 a correspondent 
to the journal raised concerns about female readers’ consumption of medical 
knowledge through nursing journals. They criticized the recently established 
journal for nurses and midwives, Nursing Notes, for facilitating discussion of 
anatomical knowledge among nurses that it was not appropriate or necessary 
for them to learn.58 This was a discussion pertinent to the era. Similar contro-
versies were raging about the admittance of female medical students to ana-
tomical lectures.59 And yet, contemporaneously, the public health movement 
was placing responsibility upon women as the ideal conduits through which to 
establish hygienic practices within families. Thus, the extent to which women 
should be be privy to medical knowledge, and the reading matter available to 
them, remained a contentious issue. The boundaries between journals orien-
tated toward women generally and those involved in health care on an occu-
pational basis could be hazy and were indeed complicated by the periodicals 
themselves. The Nursing Mirror supplement in The Hospital, for example, 
featured a regular column called “The Book World for Women and Nurses,” 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



326 Chapter Nine

containing reading suggestions “likely to interest women and nurses,” while 
Nursing Notes often featured articles relating to the progress of women within 
the world of paid employment, and operated a lending library which circu-
lated both medical literature and other books and journals that focused on 
women’s role in the workforce.60 Nursing Notes was also published by the 
Women’s Printing Society, which had begun as a direct result of women’s ex-
clusion from the printing industry, and which attracted business from women 
using publishing as a means of advancing a progressive agenda.61 During a 
period in which the role of women as social, professional and economic actors 
was being hotly contested, the overt solicitation of female readers for pro-
fessional medical literature, nursing or otherwise, implicitly played into the 
broader context of gender politics.

The Lancet cast its critique of popular medical journalism as drawn from 
a moral standpoint. But it coalesced with concerns about the changing demo-
graphics and financial fortunes of the medical profession at large. The eco-
nomic boom of the mid- century was grinding to a halt. Doctors expressed 
fears that the profession was becoming overcrowded by young men unable 
to find positions in business and industry. The Hospital and Baby were per-
ceived as both a symptom and a cause of increased competition in the medical 
marketplace. In a climate of commercial depression, the presence of “pop-
ular” journals was seen to encourage doctors in financial straits to resort to 
advertising.62 But the journals themselves were also viewed as competitors. 
If the public chose a cheap periodical over a more costly— and potentially 
harrowing— face- to- face encounter with a professional doctor, they stood to 
rob doctors of their financial livelihood.63 One Lancet editorial lamented that 
such journals administered “not medicines, indeed, but medical advice to the 
public, one and all, for one penny!”64 The Lancet’s invocation of the growing 
power of the penny press echoed the sentiments of contemporary journalism. 
In 1886 W. T. Stead, editor of the socially conscious and widely circulated Pall 
Mall Gazette, had published his essay “Government by Journalism.”65 Reflect-
ing on a new era of populist, anti- elitist journalism, Stead passionately evoked 
the power of the press in shaping society, likening readers to an electorate who 
“register their vote by a voluntary payment of the daily pence. There is no 
limitation of age or sex. Whosoever has a penny has a vote.”66 Stead, through 
his periodical endeavors like Review of Reviews, begun in 1890 following the 
end of his editorship at the Pall Mall Gazette, sought to undermine the grasp 
of the intellectual elite upon expert knowledge— of which science comprised 
a key component— in a lively and vivid manner.67 In a not dissimilar way, The 
Hospital and Baby offered a significant challenge to the authority of doctors, 
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allowing readers a more active role in shaping their medical experiences at a 
time when the profession as a whole was attempting to capitalize on its in-
creased scientific and cultural authority.

The Lancet’s animosity toward The Hospital put its editor, Henry Burdett, 
in a delicate situation. His years of work in hospital management and nursing 
reform meant that he held something akin to an honorary position among the 
British profession, and he often mingled socially with medical men. Their 
patronage was essential for his hospital charity work.68 In private correspon-
dence, his friend and confidant across the Atlantic, John Shaw Billings, ad-
vised him to rethink his foray into medical journalism. “If you go on with the 
‘Hospital’ on your present plans you will have the great body of the Medical 
Profession either opposed to you or looking very much askance at you,” Bill-
ings warned.69 Burdett appears to have heeded his advice. The early 1890s 
saw him attempt to take The Hospital in a different direction, as he began to 
market the journal primarily toward doctors and medical students, though he 
continued to solicit a general audience too, perhaps to ensure its continued 
commercial viability. The subtitle of the journal underwent a transition. Ini-
tially The Hospital billed itself as “an institutional, family and congregational 
journal of Hospitals, Asylums, and all Agencies for the Care of the Sick”; but 
this changed to “a weekly journal of science, medicine, nursing, and philan-
thropy” with “Medical Practitioners, Students, Nurses, and the Charitable 
Public” mooted as the intended audience. This reordering, with doctors’ read-
ership prioritized, marked a concerted effort on Burdett’s part to establish the 
journal’s identity as a truly medical paper. Regular content such as reviews of 
medical books, information on new medical devices, and an opinion column 
called “The Doctor’s Armchair” were all designed with a professional audi-
ence in mind. Especially striking was The Hospital’s attempt to corner the 
market for medical students and newly qualified doctors, with large portions 
of its pages given over to job advertisements as well as news of scholarships, 
prizes, and pass lists.

The British Medical Journal, now by far the most read medical journal in 
Britain, on account of being sent out to members of the British Medical As-
sociation as part of their subscription, refuted the notion that changes in style 
and content meant that The Hospital had become a medical journal in any real 
sense. To Burdett’s chagrin, the Journal refused to include The Hospital in its 
summary of the circulation numbers of the leading medical journals, ignoring 
the estimated weekly circulation of more than 9,500 copies that Burdett now 
claimed for The Hospital.70 In private correspondence with Thomas Henry 
Wakley (son of Thomas Wakley, who had died in 1862) and Ernest Hart, ed-
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itors of the Lancet and British Medical Journal respectively, both of whom 
cast doubt on the credibility of The Hospital, Burdett had attempted to argue 
his case, but he made little ground with either man.71 In 1897, the issue still 
evidently perturbing him, Burdett changed tack and publicly addressed the 
matter of The Hospital’s audience and identity in one of its editorials. In it, he 
freely admitted to the populist, conversational tone of The Hospital compared 
to those of the Lancet and the British Medical Journal and, in an effort to 
style the other two as behind the literary mores of the day, criticized the “fat” 
volumes of his competitors, replete with “ponderous communications” that 
the busy doctor had little time or inclination to wade through. Burdett claimed 
that all three journals were read by a mixed audience of medical profession-
als and the public— the only difference being that Burdett was prepared to 
acknowledge this fact. Of the Lancet and British Medical Journal, he wrote:

In our view, both these are admirable papers. But is it true that they are read by 
the medical profession alone? Are they not sold on bookstalls? Are they not to 
be found on club and hotel tables? Are they not taken at free libraries? Are they 
not subscribed for by mechanics’ institutes, and gloated over by the educated 
but unwashed youth of the period?72

The accusation would have hit a nerve with those in the medical profession. 
As Sarah Bull has detailed, the middle decades of the century had seen a 
clampdown upon the selling of obscene literature, in which texts containing 
sexual advice purporting to be medical were often implicated. Journals like 
the Lancet not only sought to distance themselves from vernacular medical 
texts that might be construed as obscene but, by the 1870s, were active in 
sponsoring prosecutions of irregular doctors on the grounds of obscenity.73 
As Bull observes, such actions on the part of the Lancet and similar titles 
were dependent on a claim of demarcation between readers of professional 
literature “disciplined enough to be unaffected by works that would incite 
antisocial behavior in others,” and lay readers of nonprofessional literature 
who would be easily corrupted by sexually oriented reading matter.74 In reality 
the lines were blurred, and Burdett capitalized on this, brazenly demolishing 
the idea that the Lancet was read only by professionals, instead evoking the 
possibility that young men read it for its salacious and possibly sexual content. 
Buoyed by the healthy circulation figures of The Hospital, Burdett’s position 
on the periphery of the profession gave him latitude to play with the identity 
of the medical journal. He was less constrained by the performative rhetoric 
that compelled doctors to disavow any associations with profit and advertis-
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ing. By emphasizing the commercial nature of all medical journals, Burdett 
cut through the rigid distinctions between the professional and popular press 
that the orthodox medical weeklies liked to project. Print culture complicated 
and challenged professional boundaries, blending audiences and belying any 
essential difference between doctors and lay people in their consumption of 
medical literature.

The original controversy involving The Hospital and Baby in 1887 aroused 
the attention of the Royal College of Physicians, who swiftly condemned those 
among their membership who had been involved with either journal. In a 
move indicative of the power the Lancet wielded in professional politics, mem-
bers and fellows of the college who had contributed to either The Hospital or 
Baby were issued with a letter from the college registrar, Sir Henry Pitman, 
asking them to explain their actions. Many of the responses, particularly from 
those who contributed to Baby, are retained in the Royal College archive along 
with their correspondence with Ada Ballin. They offer a glimpse of the pres-
sure those involved were under to extricate themselves from a potentially em-
barrassing situation. Most quickly moved to disassociate themselves from the 
publication; “As soon as I had seen the first number I at once sent a letter to the 
Editor informing my disapproval of certain of the contents of the magazine and 
also stating that the scope of the publication seems to extend further in the way 
of strictly ‘medical’ advice than I considered expedient,” wrote an obstetrician 
and fellow of the college, William Graily Hewitt.75 Some were more sympa-
thetic to Ballin’s endeavor, their correspondence revealing the competing de-
mands of professional etiquette and public duty. Thomas Lauder Brunton, a 
high- profile physician at St. Bartholomew’s, as well as one of the most popular 
consulting doctors among London’s society elite, explained to Ballin the diffi-
cult position he had been put in with Baby. Drawing on his bleak experiences 
at St. Bartholomew’s Hospital, where he frequently encountered children with 
severe diarrhea caused by unsanitary feeding practices, Brunton had agreed 
to write for the journal on the correct use of feeding bottles, believing that 
his contribution to the magazine could lead to a decrease in mortality from 
the condition. Brunton allowed publication to go ahead, but under pressure 
from the college he insisted that the article be published anonymously. “This 
step is necessary because the objectionable practice of advertising seems to be 
creeping into the Medical Profession in this country,” he wrote to Ballin, “and 
as it is somewhat hard to draw the line between what is legitimate and what is 
not, extra care requires to be taken.”76 Here then, was the borderland in ethics 
that the Lancet referred to; journalism complicated the process of managing 
and authenticating medical knowledge. It placed doctors on ethically dubious 
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ground, plunging them into a world of commercialism which contradicted 
efforts to project an image of the profession as motivated by altruistic concerns.

W h a t  C o u n t s  a s  a  M e d i c a l  J o u r n a l ?

On 2 February 1888, less than three months after the Lancet’s first editorial 
on the subject, the Royal College of Physicians issued a resolution stating 
that it was “undesirable that any fellow, member, or Licentiate of the College 
should contribute articles on professional subjects to journals professing to 
supply medical knowledge to the general public.” Notes on the resolution in 
the Royal College archives confirm that it was passed primarily in reference 
to Baby and The Hospital.77 In a show of significant power, the Lancet had 
managed to shape the medical regulatory framework through the denuncia-
tion of its rivals. And yet, despite this, both journals that had come under fire 
endured— Baby until 1915 and The Hospital until 1924. The condemnation 
by the college appeared to have had little effect on diminishing the readership 
of either. Both journals continued to publish articles authored by doctors, 
though interestingly, in the case of Baby, a decline in male medical contributors 
was countered by an upsurge in female doctors writing for the magazine. In 
a literary marketplace where journals so frequently failed, both The Hospital 
and Baby can be construed as success stories. Their longevity in comparison 
to publicly oriented medical titles published earlier in the century attests to 
an increased demand from the public for cheap, accessible health information, 
that could be facilitated with relative ease in the expansive world of commercial 
publishing in the 1880s.

And yet neither The Hospital or Baby would be recognized today by any 
but a handful of medical or periodical historians. How then to understand the 
historical obscurity of these journals despite their obvious relevance? Much 
can be explained by an enduring association between the growing significance 
of the medical journal and doctors’ professionalizing endeavors, one of these 
things seemingly reflecting the other over the course of the nineteenth century. 
It is the titles whose emergence appeared to signal the onset of professional-
ization in medicine— the Lancet and British Medical Journal, both of which 
remain today powerhouses of medical journalism— that continue to occupy 
center stage in historical investigations. This position is augmented, no doubt, 
by the digitization of the entire runs of both, which has made them reliable 
and accessible historical sources, more so than the many other titles for which 
full- scale digitization is yet to exist.
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While no one can doubt the impact of the Lancet and British Medical Jour-
nal, publications like The Hospital and Baby complicate the condensed narra-
tive of medical journalism that the former represent. Moreover, the existence 
of Henry Burdett and Ada Ballin’s successful journalistic ventures necessitates 
an unpacking of the categories we use. How have we chosen to define “medi-
cal” journals? And how does that definition differ from that employed by our 
historical actors? In what ways were professional medical journals distinct 
from other health- related periodicals, and how were those boundaries erected, 
enforced, blurred, and contested? This chapter has tried to find a way through 
some of these complex issues, negotiating the vast swaths of medical period-
ical material available to doctors, nurses, and members of the public in the 
nineteenth century, of which historians have perhaps only begun to scratch 
the surface.

The connections and intersections between medical journals, the profes-
sion, and the public did not stop with the escalation of medical professional-
ization. As British medical journalism underwent a transformative period in 
the latter decades of the century, during which medical and health journals 
increasingly diversified in objective and scope, conceptualizations of the medi-
cal journal became significantly more complex and their relations to commerce 
and advertising more closely scrutinized. The controversies surrounding The 
Hospital and Baby reveal the anxieties of a profession struggling to acclimatize 
to the voluminous, vibrant and commercial culture of late nineteenth- century 
publishing, which provided doctors with both professional and economic op-
portunities but also exposed them to situations in which their propriety could 
very easily be called into question.
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C h a p t e r  1 0

“National Health Is National Wealth”: 
Publics, Professions, and the Rise of 

the Public Health Journal
Sally Shuttleworth

The launch of a new journal frequently tempts its editor into hyperbole and 
overly ambitious statements of need and purpose. For the first number of the 
Journal of Public Health and Sanitary Review in 1855, its editor and pro-
prietor, Dr. Benjamin Ward Richardson, went one step further, creating a 
motto, “National health is national wealth,” which was emblazoned on the 
title page and went on to become a reforming cry for the sanitary and public 
health movements more generally, as they emerged in the latter part of the 
century (fig. 10.1). Although there has been considerable work on Victorian 
sanitary movements, little attention has been paid to the many sanitary and 
public health journals that sprang up in this period, and the role they played 
in the development of these campaigns and communities.1 Following on from 
Sally Frampton’s discussion of medical journals in chapter 9 of this book, this 
chapter looks at the rise of public health and sanitary journals, from the launch 
of the Journal of Public Health and Sanitary Review in the 1850s to the Jour-
nal of the Sanitary Institute in the 1890s, which carried detailed reporting of 
what by then had become huge annual congresses devoted to issues of public 
health. Such congresses brought together broad constituencies of both pro-
fessional and lay participants, from engineers, chemists, and medical officers 
of health to teachers, local councillors, and ladies’ sanitary associations. In this 
chapter I track the ways in which journals facilitated the growth of both the 
public health movements themselves and the associated professional group-
ings and wider communities involved in campaigns for the improvement of 
“national health,” from the control of cholera epidemics to the monitoring of 
air quality and the introduction of horticulture for women.
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F i g .  1 0 . 1 .  Title page of The Sanitary Review and Journal of Public Health 3 (1858). The 
title of the journal was reversed after the first two years. Courtesy of the Wellcome Collection.
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Public health journals in the nineteenth century played a crucial role in 
helping to forge new academic disciplines like epidemiology. They also sup-
ported the development of new professional and occupational groupings, such 
as the medical officers of health and sanitary inspectors, giving them a sense of 
communal identity and purpose while also helping to define the appropriate 
language and subject matter of their callings. Richardson’s Journal of Public 
Health, for example, was directly bound up with the development of the Lon-
don Epidemiological Society, and with the emergence of the professional role 
of medical officer of health, while the later Journal of the Sanitary Institute 
promoted the professional training of sanitary officers.

In many of its forms, the public health journal also attempted to bridge 
the worlds of the professional and the lay reader, enabling concerned medical 
professionals and sanitarians alike to extend their messages of health reform to 
a broader public. Although these journals overlapped in many areas with the 
campaigning aspects of various medical titles, most notably the Lancet and the 
British Medical Journal under Ernest Hart, their remit was both narrower— 
solely public health issues— and also broader, in their capacious definitions 
of what might come within the purview of public health. As Tina Choi Young 
has commented, “It is difficult to overestimate the elasticity of sanitary reform 
as a set of concerns and practices.”2 Public health and sanitary journals en-
abled this multiplicity to flourish, offering a forum for discussion of issues as 
diverse as diet, education, and smoke and water pollution. Together with the 
local sanitary associations they often supported, they sowed the seeds for the 
environmental campaigning of the present day.

Given the medical opposition to the “quasimedical” journals, the Hospital 
and Baby, noted by Frampton in the previous chapter, it is perhaps surpris-
ing that the public health journals that engaged with a general readership did 
not attract the same forms of medical censure. In part this can be explained 
by the fact that the editors were usually medical men, such as Richardson, 
or Ernest Hart, editor of the British Medical Journal, who was also the first 
editor of the popular Sanitary Record (1874– ). High- profile figures such as Sir 
Henry Acland, FRS (Regius Professor of Medicine at Oxford from 1857) gave 
their support, as well as eminent figures in other fields, from the meteorologist 
G. J. Symons, FRS (registrar of the Sanitary Institute from 1880 to 1895) to 
the sanitary engineer Sir Douglas Galton, FRS. The Sanitary Institute and the 
National Health Society (with which Ernest Hart was closely involved) also 
managed to acquire aristocratic patronage to ward off criticism and garner 
support for their campaigns, with the Queen herself becoming a patron of the 
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Institute in 1882.3 Perhaps most significantly in this regard, public health and 
sanitary journals were usually not focused entirely on medicine, but ranged 
widely across other scientific fields and social concerns, and so were not con-
strued necessarily as a direct challenge to medical authority (though many of 
the more unorthodox publications attracted criticism in their own right from 
sections of the general periodical press).

It is difficult to determine the exact numbers of public health and sanitary 
journals, given the uncertain boundaries with fringe medicine in the domain of 
“health”; but, taking a fairly inclusive approach, the number is in the region of 
seventy to one hundred, with the vast bulk emerging from the 1860s onwards.4 
As with other periodical forms, the history of these journals is marked by un-
certain starts, amalgamations of titles, and high mortality rates, though some 
titles have survived as professional journals (albeit much transformed) into 
the present day, with accompanying alterations of title which themselves map 
changing social and cultural attitudes and professional identities. For example, 
Public Health: The Journal of the Society of Medical Officers of Health (1888– ) 
is still published, but with the subtitle Journal of the Society of Community 
Medicine. The Sanitary Record (1874– ) went through many titles until it ended 
up in the late twentieth century as Municipal Engineering.

Richardson’s journal is generally seen as the first public health journal,5 
though it did have various short- lived predecessors, including most perti-
nently the Journal of Public Health and Monthly Record of Sanitary Improve-
ment (1847– 49). This journal was published, as it announced, “under the 
sanction of the Metropolitan Health of Towns Association,” and was edited 
by John Sutherland, MD, a campaigning sanitarian.6 The establishment of the 
Health of Towns Association in 1844, following the creation of the Health of 
Towns Commission chaired by Edwin Chadwick, was part of the context for 
the passing of the 1848 Public Health Act and the rise of public health journals 
and campaigns from the mid- century onwards.7 When Richardson decided 
to start his journal, he was doing so in light of intense public interest in ques-
tions of public health, particularly in cities. The work of William Farr, at the 
General Register Office, on statistics of health and disease from the late 1830s 
onward, together with Edwin Chadwick’s Report on the Sanitary Condition 
of the Labouring Population of Great Britain (1842), created an appetite, at 
least in some quarters, for further statistics and greater understanding of the 
relationship between locality, social conditions, and problems of health and 
disease.8 It also introduced the term “sanitary” into the cultural lexicon.9 On 
a more popular front, literary works like Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) and 
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Dickens’s Bleak House (1852– 53), with their portrayals of life in the slums, and 
Henry Mayhew’s blistering letters in the Morning Chronicle of 1849– 50 (sub-
sequently published as London Labour and the London Poor), all galvanized 
public interest in what came to be known as sanitary issues.10 Such interest was 
intensified by the cholera epidemics of 1849 (a catalyst for Mayhew’s reports) 
and 1853, as well as the reports of Florence Nightingale from the Crimean War 
(still ongoing when the Journal of Public Health was launched) on the colossal 
loss of life through lack of sanitary knowledge.

In introducing his new journal, Richardson laid stress on its social utility:

The Journal of Public Health is issued under the earnest conviction that it 
is a work of which the English nation has much need. During the past ten or 
fifteen years a new fact has opened on the English mind. The national wealth 
is in a great degree dependent on the national health. This fact, which some less 
civilized nations have been acquainted with for many long ages past, but which 
has so lately been rightly understood and valued here, is already accomplish-
ing results, which cannot in the end fail to add greatly to the happiness of our 
homes, to the health of all classes of the community, and to our prosperity as 
a great people.11

Interestingly, the motto of the title page is here reversed, and the radical im-
plications somewhat tempered, although the marked irony of “less civilised 
nations” indicates a highly critical voice. Where “National Health is National 
Wealth” could imply that true riches lie in improving the health of the people 
for its own sake, the formulation here directly links health to wealth creation 
and “our prosperity as a great people.” Reading through the journal, how-
ever, this particularly jingoistic formulation and sentiment is less in evidence; 
though there is, for instance, concern about the sanitary conditions for impe-
rial troops, the overwhelming focus is on improving environmental and health 
conditions for city dwellers, without any overt reference to economic efficiency. 
In this introduction, Richardson celebrates the fact that science and the un-
derstanding of physical laws are at last entering both parliamentary legislation 
and the practice of medicine. “Preventive” medicine, he argues, is emerging 
as a principle, with its seven elements “Pure air— Proper  nourishment— A 
regulated temperature— Bodily exercise— Cleanliness— Mental Education— 
Good morals.”12 The sanitary agenda is here encapsulated, but again the moral 
proselytizing strain— indicated by that final reference to “good morals,” placed 
in such alarming proximity to “cleanliness”— does not generally emerge within 
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the articles themselves. There is no doubt a level of secular fervor in the pursuit 
of the principles of preventive medicine, but the journal does not push any 
simplistic line associating dirt and poverty with low morals, as can be found 
in many of the religious sanitarian tracts.

Dickens, in creating those figures of “rapacious benevolence,” Mrs. Jellyby 
and Mrs. Pardiggle in Bleak House, established an indelible cultural associ-
ation between the distribution of sanitary and health tracts and monstrous, 
patronizing self- complacency, coupled with a complete disregard for the actual 
conditions and health and welfare of the poor.13 Scholarly work on the sanitari-
ans over the last thirty years in a largely Foucauldian vein has offered a similarly 
negative though very differently framed interpretation, assimilating Victorian 
work in sanitation and public health to technologies of surveillance and con-
trol. Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, for example, in their  Bakhtinian anal-
ysis, explored how the hierarchy of the body was transcoded onto that of the 
city, with the sewers, slums, and their inhabitants linked to ideas of dirt, waste, 
and the lower bodily regions.14 In Making a Social Body (1995), Mary Poovey 
drew on Chadwick’s work to show how regulation of the individual body was 
linked to the “professionalized, bureaucratized apparatuses of inspection, reg-
ulation, and enforcement that we call the modern state.”15 More recent work 
in both veins can be seen in William Cohen and Ryan Johnson’s edited col-
lection, Filth: Dirt, Disgust and Modern Life (2004), or in Graham Mooney’s 
Intrusive Interventions (2015).16

While such work has been of immense value, it has tended to lump all 
sanitary activities together, and hence to ignore the diverse constituencies and 
interests that came under this broad umbrella. In exploring the development 
of the public health journal, this chapter will help to restore some of that com-
plexity and bring to the fore forgotten voices and elements of social and en-
vironmental campaigning that have been submerged under the overarching 
sanitary label. As with the other areas of science considered in this volume, it 
will explore the role played by the journals in bringing together, and indeed 
helping to create, both professional and amateur communities. At a time when 
public campaigns for improvements in social health and environments were 
just emerging, the journals offered a space both for the recording of data and 
for the development of new audiences and strategies. The new science of epi-
demiology, based on the large- scale collection of medical data, first came into 
being in the pages of these journals, while they also helped to articulate and 
refine the agendas of campaign groups and the new professional roles emerg-
ing in the field of public health.
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t h e  j o u r n a l  o f  p u b l i c  h e a lt h  a n d  s a n i t a r y 
r e v i e w  ( 1 8 5 5 –  5 9 ) :  E p i d e m i o l o g y,  D a ta 

G a t h e r i n g ,  a n d  M e d i c a l  O f f i c e r s  o f  H e a lt h

In concluding the introduction to his new journal, Richardson observed that 
improved knowledge was of “limited use, unless it is largely distributed.” The 
aim of the journal was thus “to supply the reader with sound information on 
Health subjects, written in simple language, and published in such a form 
that all who are really anxious to possess it may obtain it without difficulty.”17 
There is a hesitancy here as to the nature of the audience addressed: the seem-
ingly admirable commitment to public dissemination, and hence to plain lan-
guage, is checked by a wariness, perhaps an unwillingness to be associated 
with the hierarchy and condescension linked with the mass distribution of 
tracts. Those who wish to access the information may do so, but only if they 
are really anxious and determined. In format, the journal is neither a dry com-
pilation of statistics nor a didactic form of advice literature. Rather, it is written 
for experts and interested lay people within the field, but with what might 
strike us now as a rather unusual blend of material— with poems and ancient 
history, for example, that reflected Richardson’s own literary and historical 
interests,18 scattered amid reports of the progress of epidemics, or forms of 
occupational disease.

Before looking in depth at some of the journal’s content, it will be helpful to 
offer a little background on Benjamin Ward Richardson (1828– 96) at this pe-
riod. On his death he was acclaimed as one who was “better and more widely 
known than any other living medical man,” but he has tended to be relegated 
in recent scholarship to a footnote to other peoples’ lives.19 Richardson was 
not from a privileged background, and had entered medicine by the traditional 
route of being apprenticed to a surgeon (subsequently obtaining his MD from 
St. Andrews in 1854). In 1849 he moved to Mortlake to work in partnership 
with Robert Willis, librarian of the Royal College of Surgeons, who quickly 
introduced him into the medical world of London. He subsequently moved 
to central London in 1854, combining over the next few years work at various 
dispensaries with appointments as lecturer at the Grosvenor School of Medi-
cine, and as physician to the Royal Infirmary for Diseases of the Chest. From 
the early 1850s he was giving papers at meetings of the Medical Society of 
London, the Physiological Society, and the Epidemiological Society (which 
was founded in 1850), and was writing for the Association Medical Journal (the 
forerunner of the British Medical Journal), the Medical Times and Gazette, 
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and the Lancet.20 He was also introduced to more literary  circles by Doug-
las Jerrold, joining a social group known as “Our Club,” whose members in-
cluded Dickens and Thackeray. Through this circle he became a lifelong friend 
of the illustrator George Cruikshank and also George Godwin, the architect 
and editor of The Builder, a journal which, as Ruth Richardson has rightly 
pointed out, played a major role in highlighting issues of public health.21

Richardson had also been directly caught up in epidemiological work in 
1853 when cholera had broken out in Mortlake. Together with his neighbor, 
the anatomist Richard Owen (“a man full of energy in sanitation”), he set out 
to investigate its sources, founding the West Surrey Cholera Society.22 Rich-
ardson’s work on epidemiology, and also on forms of anesthetics, brought him 
into close association with John Snow, who often shared his laboratory, and 
he was to champion Snow’s work and theories in the pages of the Journal of 
Public Health. Two further figures from this early period of immense influence 
on the journal were Edwin Chadwick and William Farr— both were to remain 
lifelong friends, and Richardson a devoted disciple. He was Chadwick’s ex-
ecutor, and published a biographical memoir and condensed collection of his 
work, fittingly titled The Health of Nations, after his death. Richardson also 
dedicated one of his own books, Diseases of Modern Life (1876), to Farr.23 The 
Journal of Public Health follows the agendas of both men in its belief in the 
power of statistics and evidence in the pursuit of sanitary goals.

With the abolition of the General Board of Health in 1854, Chadwick had 
stepped down from public office. Scholarship has tended to ignore his sub-
sequent work, yet he continued to campaign vigorously on diverse areas of 
public health, from education to parks and gardens, and served as the first 
president of the Association of Public Sanitary Inspectors from 1883 to 1890, 
to be followed in office by Richardson himself.24 Many of the key issues of the 
public health debates in the journals over the ensuing decades bear Chad-
wick’s stamp. For Richardson, he was a man who “had not been properly un-
derstood, and, in fact, had some of his noblest ideas perverted.”25 Chadwick’s 
reputation has inevitably been tainted by his role as architect of the 1834 Poor 
Law, and by some of the language and assumptions of the Sanitary Report, but 
in following through the discussions and debates of the public health journals 
from the 1850s to the 1890s, it is possible to construct a more complex picture 
of his legacy.

It was not unusual for ambitious young medics to undertake a spell of ed-
iting early on in their careers,26 but when Richardson convened a meeting at 
the house of the founder and president of the Epidemiological Society, Dr. 
Benjamin Guy Babington, to establish the Journal of Public Health and San-
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itary Review, he offered himself as both editor and proprietor. As a venture 
it was made less risky, however, by his association with the Epidemiological 
Society. The society agreed that he would publish their Transactions as an 
addendum to the Journal, and that each member would purchase a copy (thus 
supplying further evidence of Csizar’s argument, in chapter 3 of this volume, 
of the rising interest of societies in making their papers and discussions open 
to a wider readership).27 Richardson thus played a role in the establishment 
of epidemiology as a discipline in England. The Journal appeared monthly, 
moderately priced at one shilling.28 After two years the title was reversed, and 
it became the Sanitary Review and Journal of Public Health. The title change 
was made apparently at the suggestion of the publisher and owner of the West-
minster Review, John Chapman; this seems to tie Richardson and the journal 
further into the radical circles of literary London.29 There was, however, no 
discernible change in mission or material, and one can only presume that, 
rather surprisingly to a modern reader, the newly coined term “sanitary” was 
felt to offer a more modern and attractive package.

The journal ran until 1859, when pressures of work led to Richardson’s 
decision to cease publishing. The first volume of the Journal of Public Health 
set the pattern for the following volumes, with editorials and original articles 
intermixed with accounts of sanitary conditions in selected towns, details on 
the progress of epidemics drawn from the registrar general’s quarterly reports, 
book reviews, and digests of relevant news and society meetings, together with 
various extracts from other journals such as the Journal of the Society of Arts 
and the Builder. It clearly attained quite a wide readership, as Richardson re-
cords in his autobiography his gratification at hearing that two copies had been 
taken by the Royal Library, and that Prince Albert had really liked his article 
“Health of the English Soldier.”30 The articles themselves ranged from discus-
sions of hygienic rules for tropical climates to the value of gymnastics as an es-
sential part of education, and from work on the diseases of colliery operatives 
to accounts of epidemics before Hippocrates and of the sanitary regulations 
of ancient Rome. The latter two articles were in line with Richardson’s belief 
that the study of epidemics, and of medicine more generally, required detailed 
data from the past and also a sense of historical trajectory. The volume opened 
with a lengthy article called “Sanitary and Social Conditions of the English 
Poor,” by a “Practicing Physician”; it addressed the same area of concerns as 
Chadwick, but with the emotive reporting style of Mayhew or Dickens. The 
focus was on overcrowding, both in agricultural dwellings and in city slums, 
ending with a rather melodramatic claim, following the writer’s visit to a grave-
yard: “Were the choice offered me to be forced either to live in the den I had 
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previously visited, or to lie in cold oblivion amongst the sleepers around me, I 
should prefer the last named alternative, with the deep quiet earth for my bed, 
and the waving boughs for my canopy.”31 Although the tone of other articles 
was more restrained, the romance of graveyards featured quite prominently in 
the journal. As in Chadwick’s Sanitary Report, there was considerable interest 
in mortality rates, but in place of Chadwick’s dry figures, the volume offered a 
series of articles by Dr. John Webster on his visits to graveyards across Britain, 
and the evidence of longevity gleaned from gravestones. These included an 
article titled “The Patriarchs of Pinner,” in which Webster concluded that the 
numbers of centenarians demonstrated that Pinner in Middlesex had been a 
remarkably healthy place to live.32

The majority of the signed articles were by medical men, although there 
was a smattering of contributions by clergy, such as the Reverend Charles 
Girdleston, whose “On the Scientific Investigation of Sanitary Questions” 
contained the suggestion that households should acquire gauges to measure 
atmospheric impurities, thus enrolling the public in the monitoring of envi-
ronmental pollution.33 One of the key concerns of the journal was the role of 
the medical officer of health. Following the successful appointment of John 
Simon as the first medical officer of health (MOH) for the City of London in 
1848, the Metropolis Local Management Act of 1855 called for the appoint-
ment of an MOH for every London district (with forty- seven appointed in 
1856). Richardson’s journal was thus part of the ferment of debate, and indeed 
jockeying for position, that accompanied this development (and Richardson 
himself did stand unsuccessfully for election).34 The first issue carried the 
initial installment of “Short Notes on Some of the Details of Sanitary Police,” 
by Robert Druitt (who was subsequently elected and later became president of 
the Metropolitan Association of Medical Officers of Health, as well as editor of 
the Medical Times and Gazette).35 Druitt opened with what he termed a “burst 
of etymology,” to demonstrate to his readers that the term police should be 
reclaimed from vulgar ideas of thief catching, to an understanding of a “liberal 
and ennobling” science, dedicated to the public good.

Richardson himself also contributed to discussions of the role and pur-
poses of the MOH. In “Medical Police of London” he outlined the areas of 
expertise and personal skills the successful applicant should possess. The pas-
sage is worth quoting in full, since it also encapsulated the subject matter and 
range of the journal itself:

He should have a knowledge of practical chemistry; of the symptoms, causes, 
and treatment of disease; of physiology, or the laws of life; of pathology, or the 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“National Health Is National Wealth” 347

laws of morbid action; of forensic medicine, or the connexion that exists be-
tween the science of medicine and the law; of various matters of a mechanical 
kind, bearing on sewerage, house- building, street- cleansing, and water supply; 
of meteorology, or the effects of climate, weather, and atmospheric influences 
on the body; of the physical characters or dynamics of the atmosphere; of ven-
tilation; of statistics of life and mortality; of the literature of epidemics, and of 
all sanitary improvements. Lastly he should possess sound logical faculties, so 
that in dealing with facts and opinions he may neither mistake coincidences for 
causes, nor build up great theories on insignificant data, nor from great facts 
deduce absurd conclusions.36

The list was demanding indeed, but it offered a clear sense of the ambitions 
and agenda of the emerging sciences and professional bodies within the sphere 
of preventive medicine. It also rightly signaled necessary caution regarding 
the implementation of the new science of statistics. Richardson’s prescrip-
tions aroused considerable interest, and were taken up by the Board of Health 
in their instructions to those applying for the posts.37 Richardson went on 
to suggest that when appointed, the medical officers of health would form a 
wonderful scientific council, which, together with the Epidemiological Soci-
ety, would be well placed to advise the government. His vision was that of a 
close and growing interchange between this new field of experts and the mak-
ing of government policy. In the event, the MOH met the following year and 
decided to form an independent organization under the presidency of John 
Simon. Tellingly, although they published annual reports, and Transactions 
from 1875, they did not start their own journal, Public Health, until 1888— a lag 
that speaks volumes about the difficulties of starting and maintaining a journal 
amid the crowded market that was emerging at this time.38

In concluding his article, Richardson offered a grandiose vision of the con-
tribution the MOH could offer to medicine through the writing of reports: “A 
yearly report of the sanitary state of all London, drawn up by scientific and in-
dependent men, would in twenty years throw more light on the general causes 
of disease, and on the principles of prevention, than all the stray medical writ-
ings on these subjects which have appeared since the days of Hippocrates.”39 
Allowing for the rhetorical flourish, the observation was well founded, giving 
voice to the excitement felt in these early days of epidemiology at the possi-
bilities offered by the collective investigation of disease. It was duly decided 
that each MOH should individually produce an annual report, thus creating 
an extraordinary wealth of data that has since proved invaluable to historians 
and epidemiologists.40
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Richardson shared with Druitt, Farr, Chadwick, and others an enthusiastic 
vision of the potential of coordinated data gathering in the field of health. He 
used the journal as a basis for setting up his own nationwide network of inves-
tigation of disease, to supplement the records of the registrar general, which 
focused solely on mortality. Richardson’s article in the January 1858 issue of 
the journal, “The Registration of Disease in England,” describes how the jour-
nal, when it commenced, “took as one of its leading objects the collection 
of the histories of epidemics from various observers.”41 Richardson used the 
journal as a means of recruitment of his “staff of observers” from the medical 
profession, and also as a conduit for publishing the results, thus paralleling 
practices in societies and journals in the natural sciences, explored elsewhere 
in this volume. By 1858, Richardson had created a network of forty medical ob-
servers who recorded not only the instances of human disease but also animal 
and plant diseases, along with meteorological conditions.42 Ideally, he hoped 
to extend his system to include all 3,233 parochial medical officers in England 
and Wales, arguing that the weekly reports they already produced for their 
local boards could be easily transformed into “really scientific registers of dis-
eases,” if the information were collected more systematically and then collated 
at a national level. Richardson was working singlehandedly, however, with no 
organizational infrastructure to support him. Inevitably the labor proved too 
much, and his application to Benjamin Hall at the Board of Public Health 
for governmental support was rebuffed, with the observation that his plans, 
though laudable, were a century ahead of their time.43

Richardson nonetheless continued to champion the cause for the next 
forty years. In this early work he took his model from astronomy, which also 
involved what he termed the “fleeting” phenomena of nature: “If we would 
unravel the mysteries of either class of these phenomena, we must do so by 
the agency of a multitude of minds. .  .  . In the investigation of the fleeting 
phenomenon, the single individual becomes a nullity; and the difficulty of 
discovering its nature can only be overcome by bringing the whole compe-
tent mental strength of the time to bear upon it.”44 Richardson’s vision was 
that of concerted large- scale observations conducted across time, considering 
the phenomena of disease both when they were absent as well as present: 
“We have often thought that if the eclipses of the sun or moon had always 
been observed in the same manner as physicians observe transient diseases, 
the nature of an eclipse would have remained as yet an unsolved problem.”45 
Epidemiology was to follow the lead of astronomy, bringing together the in-
dividual records of multitudes of observers which, once amalgamated, could 
help to build understanding of the laws governing the progress of epidemics, 
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both past and present. Although the experiment did not yield lasting results, 
given the volume of records which would have to be collated by one individual, 
the journal played a role in articulating the emerging principles of epidemiol-
ogy, drawing attention to the need to think historically when considering the 
spread of epidemics. It was also well ahead of its time in calling for coordinated 
records of diseases across human, animal, and plant life in order to consider 
the potential intersections of disease across species barriers, and within wider 
environmental contexts.

In addition to obtaining and coordinating field observations from its read-
ers, the journal also took on the role of public advocacy, championing in par-
ticular the work of John Snow, commonly labeled the “father of epidemiology,” 
whose theories with reference to the causation of cholera were at that point still 
highly controversial. The first issue of the Journal of Public Health closely fol-
lowed the outbreak of cholera in 1854, and Snow’s now legendary intervention, 
with reference to the Broad Street pump, when he suggested that the local out-
break could be solved by removing the handle of the pump which supplied the 
street with water. Yet, at the time, scientific and public health specialists were 
by no means convinced of Snow’s arguments regarding the waterborne nature 
of cholera. Richardson contributed to the June 1855 issue a signed review 
article, “Water Supply in Relation to Health and Disease,” which focused pri-
marily on Snow’s On the Mode of Communication of Cholera (1855). It initially 
offers strong support of Snow’s argument, while later slightly distancing itself, 
clearly trying to mollify unbelievers (of which Chadwick was one) by referring 
to Snow’s “peculiar views” and suggesting that cholera could be both water-
borne and also “wafted into the lungs by the medium of the air.”46 Numerous 
other supportive references occur through the early issues,47 and in October 
1856 Snow’s own lengthy paper “Cholera and the Water Supply in the South 
Districts of London, in 1854” was published.48 In addition, the Transactions 
of the Epidemiological Society of London, appended to the journal, also carried 
in its first issue Snow’s paper “On the Comparative Mortality of Large Towns 
and Rural Districts.”49 Snow unfortunately died in 1858, and Richardson, who 
was his close friend, appended to his edition of Snow’s papers on chloroform 
a memoir in which he noted that it was his duty as Snow’s biographer “to 
claim for him not only the entire originality of the theory of the communica-
tion of cholera by the direct introduction of the excreted cholera poison into 
the alimentary system; but, independently of that theory, the entire originality 
of the discovery of a connection between impure water supply and choleraic 
disease.”50 The battles for acceptance of Snow’s theory initially conducted in 
the pages of the Journal of Public Health are here continued in another form. 
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These early articles, together with Richardson’s dramatic account in the Mem-
oir of the “stranger” who entered the vestry meeting and offered the astound-
ing suggestion to the “incredulous” committee that the Broad Street pump 
handle be removed, have played a significant role in constructing Snow’s cur-
rent status as a heroic figure in medical and epidemiological history.51

s o c i a l  s c i e n c e  r e v i e w  ( 1 8 6 4 –  6 6 )  a n d  t h e  R i s e 
o f  P u b l i c  H e a lt h  J o u r n a l s  i n  t h e  1 8 6 0 s

Despite his decision to terminate the Journal of Public Health in 1859 due to 
pressures of work, by 1864 Richardson was up and running again with a new 
journal, the Social Science Review and Journal of the Sciences, which despite 
its title was still largely focused on public health issues. In format it was fairly 
similar to its predecessor, but with less focus on reports of the progress of 
disease and local sanitary conditions, and more on discursive articles. The 
first issue reported on attempts by the National Association for the Promotion 
of Social Science (NAPSS, founded in 1857) to establish London premises 
and lectures, and it is clear that Richardson’s choice of title was linked to the 
emergence of “social science” as a new and powerful framework for social 
reform. Richardson’s agenda overlapped with that of the NAPSS (and he was 
subsequently to be president of its Health Section), but his focus was more 
medical, and also more idiosyncratic.52 In part, the journal served as a vehicle 
for Richardson’s own work: the first volume opened with the first of his series 
“Diseases of Overworked Men,” the installments of which were to be col-
lected subsequently in his 1876 volume Diseases of Modern Life. Covering both 
mental and physical strain, the essays contributed substantially to the growing 
discourses on occupational health, and also to the emerging concerns about 
mental stress and strain which were later popularized in America by George 
Beard and Silas Weir Mitchell, under the label “neurasthenia.”

Like the NAPSS, the journal was supportive of a range of reforms, pressing, 
for example, for an end to both corporal and capital punishment, for more 
sensitive handling of prostitution, and for the development of female medical 
education.53 The first issue also saw articles such as “Crime and Insanity” 
by Mackenzie Bacon, and an interesting article (by JTD) on the hardships in 
the lives of London cabmen, which argued: “Every grade in society is repre-
sented among them. Men drive cabs who have been physicians, clergymen of 
the Established Church, lawyers whose legal experience proved unfortunate, 
merchants and tradesmen, and artisans and mechanics of every kind. One 
or two baronets are stated to have driven cabs.”54 Allowing for street legends 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/13/2023 6:46 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



“National Health Is National Wealth” 351

and the amplifying effects of rumor, the article nonetheless gives a fascinating 
insight into the perceived instabilities of the middle- class professional order 
at mid- century, and the threats of economic reversals.

In the positions it adopted, the Social Science Review was in general more 
radical in orientation than the NAPSS itself. Thus, unlike the NAPSS, it was 
openly critical of the middle- class bias in the vision of education offered by 
Matthew Arnold.55 Rejecting calls for middle- class- only schools, it argued, in 
terms highly relevant for current education: “Our own impression is that the 
encouragement of middle- class schools will have a tendency to perpetuate and 
aggravate that class- feeling, so akin to caste- feeling, which is one of the greatest 
evils of our social economy. It adds the difference of education to difference 
of occupations in life, erecting social barriers which neither the instincts of 
humanity nor the authority of religion can break down, so that there is division 
and consequent weakness in our commonwealth.”56 The article was written 
by an anonymous author, so it is unclear whether it was by Richardson, but 
its powerful egalitarian thrust was at one with the overall stance of the journal, 
which undercuts any presumption that reforming public health journals were 
necessarily condescending or patronizing (at best) toward the working classes. 
Richardson’s decision to close the Social Science Review in 1866 was probably 
linked to the launch that year of Social Science: Transactions of the National 
Association for the Promotion of Social Science, edited by George Hastings, 
which, although broader in focus, carried on much of the campaigning work 
highlighted in Richardson’s journal.57

The Journal of Public Health and the Social Science Review were part of 
a wave of new public health– related journals that by the late 1860s became a 
veritable flood, with innumerable journals started in the field (many of them 
disappearing within an issue or two, or subsequently amalgamating with other 
titles). They attempted to tap into rising concerns with public health, but also 
into interest in the new industries and occupations related to the creation of 
sanitary infrastructures. Some, despite general titles, were very specific in 
their remit. Thus, the Sanitary Reporter (January 1863– February 1864) and 
subsequently the Sanitary Review (October 1864– January 1865), started 
ambitiously as “a weekly record relating to gas, water, sewerage and general 
science,” was largely related to new gas installations, in the vein of the trade 
and technological journals discussed by Gooday in chapter 7 of this volume. 
But it could not sustain an audience. An even more short- lived periodical, 
The Chloralum Review: A Sanitary Journal (July 1871– January 1872), was 
directed at both medical and general readers with a particular focus on the 
use of antiseptics, but it overestimated public interest in this topic. Another 
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evanescent journal was The Sanitary Record and Social Observer, which en-
dured for a year in 1869 and in turn incorporated Public Health: A Record and 
Review (1868– 69). Fairly radical in orientation, the first number of The Sani-
tary Record opened with an article by Charles Drysdale, a noted proponent of 
contraception, and also included an editorial highly critical of Burdett Coutts’s 
dwellings for the poor, as well as a hard- hitting article by J. De Blaine on the 
unacceptable health conditions for workers in London printing offices.58 The 
appeal in the second number for all who were interested in sanitary matters to 
take out annual subscriptions (six shillings, post- free) suggested, however, the 
inevitable fate of this title.

t h e  s a n i t a r y  r e c o r d  ( 1 8 74 –  ) :  P u b l i c  a n d  D o m e s t i c 
H e a lt h ,  a n d  “ I n f o r m e d  L o c a l  A c t i o n ”

Far more successful was another, entirely separate journal of the same title, 
the Sanitary Record: A Journal of Public Health (1874– ), edited for the pub-
lishers Smith, Elder by the indefatigable Ernest Hart, alongside his long and 
highly successful editorship of the British Medical Journal.59 Hart, who was 
medically trained, had had a successful early career as a surgeon, and had been 
on the staff of the Lancet before taking up in 1867 the editorship of the BMJ, 
which he proceeded to transform into a flourishing title. Fairly astonishingly, 
Hart used his magic touch to produce the Sanitary Record on a weekly basis 
until July 1879, when a new series was initiated and it became a monthly. In his 
opening “L’Envoi,” Hart drew on the statistics of Farr to present a formidable 
picture of disease and mortality which could be prevented by greater knowl-
edge and “informed local action.”60 The object of the journal, he announced, 
was to be the “organ of intercommunication for the many thousand persons 
who are now officially employed in helping to advance the interests of health,” 
a category that ranged from officers of sanitary boards and inspectors of mines 
and factories to medical officers of health, “members of health associations, 
visitors of the poor [and] managers of public institutions.”61 Moving beyond 
specific interest groups and occupational groupings, Hart tried to embrace the 
burgeoning new professions linked to areas of public health, and also those 
involved in local and voluntary initiatives, all of whom were to be brought 
together in a community of readers and activists fostered by the journal. The 
extensive list united professional and voluntary workers, the public sphere 
and the domestic, picking up on one of the primary messages of the sanitary 
movements: that women, as custodians of household hygiene and health, held 
the keys to successful reform. “The house is the unit of sanitary administra-
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tion,” Hart observed, “and household hygiene will be the theme which we 
shall treat as fully as the larger questions of public health.”62 With its explicit 
targeting of women and health within the home, the journal appeared to move 
into territory associated later with the journal Baby, discussed in the previous 
chapter of this book; but Hart’s own medical credentials and standing in the 
community clearly deflected any potential criticism on this front.

The Sanitary Record’s emphasis on the domestic aspects of sanitary reform 
was reinforced by Hart’s close association with the National Health Society, 
an organization set up in 1871 by a group of radical reforming women, which 
included Elizabeth Blackwell, with Fay Lankester (daughter of the sanitary re-
former Edwin Lankester) as secretary and Ernest Hart as chair.63 Although the 
balance of the Sanitary Record was undoubtedly toward the public and more 
professional aspects of reform, women were given a clear voice in its pages. 
The first number, for example, had an article by Dorothea Beale, principal 
of Cheltenham Ladies College, titled “Health and Education,” in which she 
argued fiercely against suggestions that overwork and mental pressure were 
bad for women. It was mental idleness, rather, that would destroy them. Mrs. 
Edmund Maurice also contributed a series of articles titled “Playgrounds for 
Poor Children,” suggesting, in a decidedly gentle attempt at social reformism, 
that London squares could be opened to the poor when the rich were at the 
seaside.64 More radical in its social implications was the suggestion that there 
were possible career openings for women in analytical chemistry.65

Given the rapid demise of so many predecessors and emerging rivals in the 
field of public health, how did Hart manage to create and sustain a weekly au-
dience for his new periodical? In part, the answer lay in the Sanitary Record’s 
constant shifting of tone and address, and its crossing of generic borders. The 
first number opened not with “L’Envoi,” but with an article on arsenic poi-
soning, thus playing on associations with sensation fiction and police reports, 
though the subject matter was not deliberate murder but rather the more in-
sidious form that could take place in homes with poisonous wallpapers and 
other arsenic- drenched household items.66 The attractions of the periodical 
lay in the combination of the macabre and the mundane, as in the article “Pu-
trid Cauliflowers,” a title that, while playing on its associations with putrid 
corpses, almost compels reading by its seeming intensification of the triviality 
of the quotidian.67 There was also the fascination of the defiantly local: those 
tired of the “Eastern Question” in their daily newspapers might take a vicari-
ous thrill in reading “Goole Sewage Question”; or, even closer to home, “Tea 
Poisoning,” an article that claimed that tea was even more of a poison than 
alcohol or tobacco.68 The body, in all its needs, ailments, and excretions, was 
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set at center stage in the journal’s eclectic mix. There were lots of warnings 
about the adulteration of food, or hints about where to take holidays away 
from sanitary pollution. From the Sanitary Record’s relaunch as a monthly in 
July 1879, attractiveness was increased with the use of more pictorial material, 
including illustrations of rational dress or the use of “vegetable substances” 
such as “patent pulp” for domestic utensils or “life saving buoys” (fig. 10.2).69

From the second volume, Hart ran an invitation to secretaries of sanitary 
associations and kindred societies, which was to become a permanent feature: 
“The Editor will be glad to receive, with a view to publication, announcements 

F i g .  1 0 . 2 .  Illustration from “Vegetable Substances for Domestic Articles, Life Saving, and 
Sanitary Purposes,” Sanitary Record, n.s. 3 (15 June 1882): 528. Courtesy of the Wellcome 
 Collection.
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of meetings, reports of proceedings, abstracts of, or originals of papers read 
before the members of any sanitary or kindred association.”70 The net was 
cast deliberately wide, and from this point on Hart solved, at least temporarily, 
the problem of creating weekly copy by publishing both short abstracts and 
lengthy papers from a wide range of societies and meetings. Volume 2, for 
example, contained extensive coverage of the Birmingham conference “On 
the Sanitary Condition of Large Towns,” including reports of papers and dis-
cussions, and the entire speech of the mayor of Birmingham, a youthful Joseph 
Chamberlain, who delivered an impassioned call to end the social inequalities 
that produced the problems of slum housing. It was no longer possible to 
ignore such an evil, he argued: “To do so would not only be a shameful dere-
liction of our duty, but a positive danger to the state: for there is danger in the 
continuance of this ever- widening contrast between the wealth and luxury of a 
few individuals and the deepening squalor and the wretched misery of a large 
class of the population.”71 In all the reports of society meetings and campaigns 
there were repeated calls to action, whether on housing, air, and water pollu-
tion or on social inequality. Concern about the material environment extended 
in multiple directions, including to the loss of open spaces. Thus, Francis 
George Heath from the Park Preservation Society entered a “Plea from East 
London” to save land “from the dread encroachment of bricks and mortar.”72 
Although the aims and orientations of the societies and individuals brought 
together in the pages of the Sanitary Record could vary widely, there was an 
emphasis throughout on the need both to monitor social developments and 
to bring about social and environmental change.

J o u r n a l s ,  t h e  G r o w t h  o f  H e a lt h 
P r o f e s s i o n s ,  a n d  t h e  S a n i ta r y  C o n g r e s s

By the time the Sanitary Record moved to a monthly format in 1879, it was 
competing with a plethora of popular health journals, as well as with the emer-
gence of journals targeted specifically at emerging professional cohorts. Thus, 
the first volume of the Transactions of the Sanitary Institute, which aimed, 
among other goals, to provide training for sanitary inspectors, was published 
in 1879, while the medical officers of health finally published their own ded-
icated journal, Public Health, in 1888. As noted earlier, both journals are still 
in publication today, though the associated professions have undergone con-
siderable change.73 Public Health was very much one of the new breed of 
professional journals, designed to build solidarity in the ranks. As the first ed-
itor, Dr. A. Wynter Blyth, observed in the preface to the opening number, “Its 
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object is to maintain and strengthen the existing bond of unity and sympathy 
between the various grades of officers of Sanitary Authorities.”74 Its aims were 
to keep its readers up to date with developments in legislation, sanitary archi-
tecture, and engineering, and with relevant research abstracted from foreign 
periodicals. As Margaret Pelling has noted, it was wide- ranging in content, 
but “never tried to reach or to proselytise among a wider public.”75 Its editors 
were unpaid, and generally active medical officers of health, drawn from the 
Council of the Society; they also tended to be members of other professional 
groupings, such as the Sanitary Institute and the Epidemiological Society.76 
My focus in this final section will be on the more eclectic Transactions of the 
Sanitary Institute, which offers detailed insight into the range and diversity 
of sanitary and public health movements and professions in the last decades 
of the nineteenth century.

The Sanitary Institute itself had been formed in 1876, following the passing 
of the Public Health Act in 1875. Its stated aims were to create a London base 
and national network of local branches, to monitor and push for further leg-
islative changes in public health provision, and to create a system of examina-
tions and qualifications for “Surveyors of Sanitary Districts and Inspectors of 
Nuisances.”77 It was a voluntary organization, with the backing of the Duke of 
Northumberland, who served as first president, and it financed itself through 
subscriptions. Benjamin Ward Richardson was involved from the start, and 
following his election as chairman of the council in 1877, he presided over 
the first congress, at Leamington Spa. The first publication of the Transac-
tions followed the third congress, at Croydon in 1879, again under the pres-
idency of Richardson (Edwin Chadwick had presided over the intervening 
conference at Stafford in 1878).78 Richardson had evolved from the ambitious 
young medic who had started the Journal of Public Health to a leading med-
ical health campaigner— the “prince of popular exponents,” in the words of 
his obituary in Public Health.79 His popularity following his lecture “Hygeia” 
in 1875, an outline of an ideal city of health that had received international 
acclaim, made him an invaluable asset for the new organization.80

Given his enthusiasm for journals, it is slightly surprising that Richardson 
did not edit the Transactions (though he did start yet another journal in 1884, 
the Asclepiad, which ran until 1895, with all content composed entirely by 
himself ). The initial editors of the Transactions were the enterprising hospital 
administrator Henry Burdett (who from 1886 to 1920 would edit the weekly 
journal The Hospital, discussed in the chapter 9 of this book), and Francis 
De Chaumont, professor of military hygiene at the Army Medical School.81 
Both of them were also active contributors to the journal; the first issue, for 
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ex ample, had an article by De Chaumont on drinking water, while Burdett 
offered a piece called “The Unhealthiness of Public Institutions,” which made 
the rather startling claim that since prisons had “come under the control of 
Government, they have gradually been made probably the healthiest resi-
dences in the United Kingdom.”82 The journal opened, however, with Rich-
ardson’s presidential address, “Salutland: an Ideal of a Healthy People,” which 
followed the popular vein he had pursued with “Hygeia.” The lecture is an 
engaging vision of a future utopia in which people would live out their natural 
life spans of one hundred or more years in a city filled with parks and gardens; 
and when long- distance telephone calls would end feelings of separation, and 
polluting coal- powered locomotives would be replaced by aerial locomotion.83

The general tenor of the journal, however, was more directly practical. The 
Sanitary Institute existed in part to develop sanitary education, and particu-
larly examinations for sanitary officers, but more broadly it set out to promote 
the diffusion of sanitary knowledge. The institute, its annual congresses, and 
the journal worked in consort, developing a public and readership that went 
well beyond the immediate audience of sanitary inspectors. By the time the 
congress met in Leeds in 1897, it attracted 1,380 attendees and encompassed 
individual conferences for medical officers of health, municipal representa-
tives, municipal and county engineers, and ladies on domestic hygiene, as well 
as a conference on river pollution.84 The growth of the congress was a mea-
sure of the increase of public health professions as well as voluntary organiza-
tions fostered by the journal, which took pains to include not merely the main 
papers but also the debates which followed, giving voice to many who might 
otherwise elude the domain of print. In their careful record of the contribu-
tions to the congress, the Transactions and Journal opened a neglected area of 
both social and scientific history, offering insight into the preoccupations and 
participants of these annual events which, while not quite rivaling the British 
Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) in size, were undoubt-
edly more socially diverse.85

The Journal by this stage was edited by a committee, with J. F. J. Sykes, 
medical officer of health for St. Pancras, in the chair. The 1897 issue, which I 
take as my final case study, contained papers delivered at sessional meetings 
during the year, and full and abstracted papers from the annual congress, as 
well as details of the range of participants, and associated activities. Readers 
were informed that more than three hundred local authorities had sent del-
egates to the congress, as had numerous school boards, and representatives 
from more than seventy societies including universities, the Royal Colleges, 
and organizations such as the Cremation Society and the St. John Ambu-
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lance Association.86 The editors carefully recorded that the health exhibition 
attracted more than 75,790 visitors in the three weeks in which it was open, 
and they included lists of prize- winning sanitary wares and domestic goods 
on display (from Cadbury’s Cocoa to the intriguing “Fin de Siècle Bath”). 
The level of community involvement was also emphasized, with accounts of 
620 school children demonstrating physical drill, cooking competitions, and 
nursing demonstrations in a temporary hospital constructed for the purpose. 
Demonstrations of the very latest scientific developments, from Röntgen 
 X- rays to the cinemetograph [sic], were also proudly recorded.87 Both for at-
tendees and for readers coming fresh to the material, the detailed publication 
of papers, discussions, and events was designed to build a sense of the social 
importance of the work, and to foster a sense of membership within an ongo-
ing community that spread beyond the various local sanitary organizations, or 
the diverse campaigning or public health bodies and occupational groupings 
that came together for the congresses.

The voices captured in the Journal offer sharply variant tones and politics. 
The initial address by the president, Robert Farquharson (a doctor turned 
laird and member of Parliament) was uncompromisingly patrician. The work-
ing classes, he announced, “no less than their employers, are beginning to be 
connoisseurs in the quality of their atmospheric conditions [and] enjoy a good 
wash as much as a university graduate.”88 A more democratic and indeed de-
fiant note was struck in discussion by Councillor B. Womersley (chairman of 
the Sanitary Committee of the Leeds City Council), who called for more local 
control in decision making, arguing that the representatives of the people on 
city councils “understand far better the conditions and requirements of their 
town than a few members of Parliament, promiscuously brought together.”89 
The journal also gave a voice to women, albeit corralled within the Ladies’ 
Conference on Domestic Hygiene, a title that suggests committees packed 
full of Mrs. Jellybys and Pardiggles. The reality proves more interesting, and 
subtly subversive. Thus, Alice Ravenhill, in a talk called “Women as Hygiene 
Teachers,” argued that women, with their “love of detail and quick percep-
tions” were eminently suited to teach hygiene, and called for them to be given 
full- time remunerated employment as factory and sanitary inspectors, and 
made members of school boards, and urban and rural councils. The congress 
duly passed a resolution that Leeds City Council be urged to appoint women 
as sanitary inspectors.90

In his opening speech, Farquharson had foregrounded one of the dominant 
health concerns of the 1890s: that mind and body were being stretched too far 
in modern society. Ada Goodrich- Freer, honorary secretary of the Horticul-
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tural College, Swanley, seized upon the notion in order to make her case in a 
talk titled “The Sanitary Aspects of Gardening as a Profession for Women.”91 
Gardening, she argued, afforded the “soothing and calming influences” that 
were much required at “the present stage of our social evolution.” Such a be-
guiling prelude led not to traditional pieties regarding women’s place within 
domestic flower gardens, however, but to an argument for a rigorous scientific 
training for women in horticulture, a profession to which they were peculiarly 
suited: “Horticulture, besides the art of gardening, includes some knowledge 
of chemistry, botany, entomology, geology, of surveying and mensuration, of 
light and heat, of horticultural building, of book- keeping and of many other 
applied sciences.” Her college, Goodrich- Freer boasted, had trained more 
than one hundred women, who had taken the highest places in external ex-
aminations, including the Gold Medal of the Royal Horticultural Society, and 
were now head gardeners in private estates and market gardens, and were 
employed as teachers in various institutions, including the Royal Horticul-
tural Gardens at Kew and Edinburgh.92 She claimed for women a high degree 
of scientific mastery as well as the physical strength required to undertake 
all the demanding manual labor of a gardener, citing the support of both Sir 
Edward Sieveking and Elizabeth Garrett Anderson for her position regarding 
the “healthfulness of gardening as an occupation for women.”93 “Health” be-
came the banner under which a radical call for women’s scientific training, and 
wider entry into the employment market, could be packaged as a social good.

In bringing together the diverse aspects of the congress into the pages of the 
Journal, the editors created a wonderful cross- section of public health activity 
at the time, producing an in- depth picture which varied markedly from that 
created by subsequent scholarly accounts that have focused on parliamentary 
legislation, or on only one aspect of the closely interwoven sets of activities 
and concerns. Metropolitan bias was undercut, and significant local initia-
tives and scientific figures were given space and prominence. Papers selected 
for print in the “Chemistry, Meteorology and Geology” section, for example, 
included one by the naturalist and curator of the Leeds City Museum, Henry 
Crowther, in partnership with the eminent Leeds chemist and pioneer of X- ray 
photography Richard Reynolds, on ten years of meteorological observations 
of sunshine by the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society, which had been 
undertaken to measure air pollution in the city.94 Based on daily readings in 
the city center (at the museum) and at stations one and a half and four miles 
out respectively, the research found a considerable diminution of sunshine in 
the center, with figures improving during the weekends following reduction 
in manufacturing activity. These records, from more than ten thousand obser-
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vations, the authors noted, would be of “prospective rather than retrospec-
tive” interest, pointing the way forward for action to be taken to diminish the 
amount of “unconsumed carbon” in the atmosphere from both industry and 
household coal fires.

The editors of the JSI devoted considerable space to the ensuing dis-
cussion on air pollution which was harshly critical of manufacturing inter-
ests. Walter Rowley of Leeds— who, interestingly, was probably a mining 
engineer— argued that manufacturers’ outcries against legislation designed 
to prevent air and water pollution, on the grounds that “they were hampering 
and fettering trade,” were a major obstacle to sanitarian activity. He questioned 
employers’ rights to inflict “these great acts of injustice [on] the community at 
large. To plead the requirements of industry was no justification for polluting 
the air or the stream common to all alike.”95 Similarly, Dr. J. B. Cohen, a lec-
turer in organic chemistry at the Yorkshire College, argued that “persons who 
sent smoke into the atmosphere unnecessarily were really poaching on other 
people’s preserves; an offence of this kind was quite unexcusable [sic].”96 In 
his own paper “Air Pollution in Towns,” Cohen also argued that it was not the 
people themselves but “air pollution” which was “largely responsible for the 
squalid conditions of urban habitations among the poorer classes.”97

The papers and subsequent exchanges captured in the journal highlight 
both the interconnected nature of sanitarian concerns and the strong environ-
mental consciousness that underpinned early work in public health. Issues of 
housing, physical health, and air and water pollution were all perceived to be 
interrelated, and members of the largely middle- class public health organiza-
tions spoke out in defense of the rights of all to unpolluted air and water. The 
Coal Smoke Abatement Society (1898) has been described as one of the world’s 
oldest environmental organizations, but it traces its roots to the earlier Smoke 
Abatement Societies run in Leeds and Manchester and other northern cities, 
and to the labors of the individuals who painstakingly took daily recordings of 
sunlight or air pollution.98 By printing the papers and discussion of the annual 
congresses, the Journal of the Sanitary Institute enabled local societies to keep 
abreast of what was happening in other towns while also fostering a sense both 
of community and common cause for those who were laboring, in diverse 
societies and multiple scientific and practical fields, to improve public health.

C o n c l u s i o n

From the Journal of Public Health and Sanitary Review, and its involvement 
with the early days of the medical officers of health in the 1850s, to the Jour-
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nal of the Sanitary Institute in the 1890s and the consolidation of the  sanitary 
officer’s role, one can track the interdependence of public health journals and 
the rise of associated professions. As we have seen, however, these journals 
also fostered growing public interest and engagement in the domains of pub-
lic health, from local Ladies’ Sanitary Associations, to Smoke Abatement So-
cieties. Ironically, the very growth of professional groupings fostered by the 
journals led in turn to a lessening of public involvement, and to a decline in 
the twentieth century of journals focused on broad readerships. Instead, one 
finds in the early decades of the twentieth century a narrowing of focus as 
journals survive but turn inward to a captive professional audience. For some 
titles, such as Public Health itself, which had from the start been oriented to 
a professional audience, the story is one of triumphant survival. But it is also 
one of loss, with popular, large- scale involvement in issues of public health 
declining once journals and their associated domains came under the control 
of professional bodies.

The story of the rise of public health in the nineteenth century has been told 
many times; but if we place the various public health journals at center stage, a 
rather different picture emerges— one in which dominant figures such as John 
Simon and Joseph Bazalgette appear almost to drop from sight, and those with 
bit parts elsewhere assume far larger importance. The names also proliferate 
as the focus shifts from the metropolis to include influential campaigners in 
towns and cities across Britain, who often do not merit a footnote in more 
mainstream histories— or, alternatively, who do figure in scholarly historical 
accounts, but in very different areas.99 Thus, George J. Symons, for example, 
remembered primarily for his work on meteorology with the British Rainfall 
Organisation emerges as an absolute stalwart of the Sanitary Institute; he was 
registrar for fifteen years between 1880 and 1895, with prime responsibility for 
devising and overseeing the new professional exams for sanitary inspectors.100 
His address as president of the Meteorology, Geology, and Geography Section 
at the third congress, held at Croydon in 1879, was a wonderful demonstration 
of his sense of the importance of engaging with a wide general audience. He 
anticipated the sceptics’ questions: “What is the use of making three days of 
it, and having a lot of dry scientific papers of no use to anybody, and incom-
prehensible by any but dreadfully scientific people?”101 His answer was a firm 
rebuttal of this view. There is no such thing as a separation between “science 
and practice,” he argued, and he went on to show how meteorological under-
standing was fundamental to daily life, from ventilation in theaters to the posi-
tioning of houses. His vision was of a general public deeply engaged in issues 
of health and the environment, willing to give their own time to help record 
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and improve their environmental surroundings. He depicted experiments in 
which householders were given ozone test papers to record air quality, and 
advocated a further development of such a system which could produce “a 
rough- and- ready test of the purity and healthiness of the air in different locali-
ties.”102 As Christopher Hamlin has argued in his excellent short introduction 
to Sanitary Reform in the Provinces, the history of such reforms is one of local 
action and empowerment, and also of equity, since the stories of local engage-
ment are “about the extension of biomedical rights, which include rights to 
environmental determinants of health and amenity.”103

Public health journals in all their diversity, from publications of local san-
itary groups to professionally oriented titles, capture the depth and range of 
engagements in the fields associated with public health. They chronicle not 
just the major advances in science or legislation, but the forms of argument of 
their day. They also capture the closely interwoven networks of figures in di-
verse fields, from engineering to education, who worked together both locally 
and nationally to bring about change. The long lists of prize- winning exhibits 
at the Sanitary Congresses are testimony to the endless resourcefulness of the 
Victorians in their attempts to promote healthy living, while the detailed fig-
ures of air pollution observations conceal behind them the long hours devoted, 
often over decades, to making daily recordings that would be of value not just 
to contemporaries but to posterity, and thus to the climate scientists of today. 
One finds in these pages a level of ambition and optimism at odds with the 
general picture of dour, controlling sanitarians and the rise of state interven-
tion. Instead, what emerges is a highly dynamic model and understanding of 
the interactions between mind, body, and environment.

N o t e s

1. Even the superb six- volume Sanitary Reform in Victorian Britain ed. Michelle Allen 
Emerson et al. (London: Pickering and Chatto, 2012), has tended to publish articles in their 
stand- alone pamphlet form, thus losing the context of the sanitary journals in which they often 
first appeared. Tom Crook’s excellent Governing Systems: Modernity and the Making of Public 
Health in England, 1830– 1910 (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016) makes good use 
of sanitary journals, but does not consider them in their own right.

2. Tina Young Choi, ed., introduction to Medicine and Sanitary Science, vol. 1 of Emerson, 
ed., Sanitary Reform in Victorian Britain, xiii.

3. Louis C. Parkes, Jubilee Retrospect of the Royal Sanitary Institute, 1876– 1926 (London: 
Sanitary Institute, 1926), 25.

4. Public health and sanitary journals are best tracked through W. R. Lefanu, British Period-
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icals of Medicine: A Chronological List, 1640– 1899, revised edition, ed. Jean Loudon (Oxford, 
UK: Wellcome Unit for the History of Medicine, 1984), which helpfully lists medical and some 
medically related titles in order of publication. A rough count suggests sixty- nine titles here, but 
this does not include more social science- oriented journals to be found in John North, ed., Wa-
terloo Directory of English Newspapers and Periodicals: 1800– 1900. A search here yields sixty 
journals under the rubric of sanitary journals, and forty- seven under public health. The best 
introduction to the overall field of medical periodicals remains W. F. Bynum, Stephen Lock, 
and Roy Porter, eds., Medical Periodicals and Medical Knowledge: Historical Essays (London: 
Routledge, 1992).

5. Gowan Dawson, “Richardson, Benjamin Ward (1828– 1896),” in Dictionary of Nineteenth- 
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